
Free download 
Modern Knights Collection Books 1–3: 

(Books 1 - 3 of Urban Fantasy) (The 
Modern Knights Novels)

 Pdf
 Joshua Bader

http://www.neutronbyte.com/api/Wa18oYTP/e/Jpjo/OPMw/VnBe/Modern-Knights-Collection-Books-1-3-Books-1-3-of-Urban-Fantasy-The-Modern-Knights-Novels
http://www.neutronbyte.com/api/Wa18oYTP/e/Jpjo/OPMw/VnBe/Modern-Knights-Collection-Books-1-3-Books-1-3-of-Urban-Fantasy-The-Modern-Knights-Novels
http://www.neutronbyte.com/api/Wa18oYTP/e/Jpjo/OPMw/VnBe/Modern-Knights-Collection-Books-1-3-Books-1-3-of-Urban-Fantasy-The-Modern-Knights-Novels
http://www.neutronbyte.com/api/Wa18oYTP/e/Jpjo/OPMw/VnBe/Modern-Knights-Collection-Books-1-3-Books-1-3-of-Urban-Fantasy-The-Modern-Knights-Novels
http://www.neutronbyte.com/api/Wa18oYTP/e/Jpjo/OPMw/VnBe/Modern-Knights-Collection-Books-1-3-Books-1-3-of-Urban-Fantasy-The-Modern-Knights-Novels
http://www.neutronbyte.com/api/Wa18oYTP/e/Jpjo/OPMw/VnBe/Modern-Knights-Collection-Books-1-3-Books-1-3-of-Urban-Fantasy-The-Modern-Knights-Novels
http://www.neutronbyte.com/api/Wa18oYTP/e/Jpjo/OPMw/VnBe/Modern-Knights-Collection-Books-1-3-Books-1-3-of-Urban-Fantasy-The-Modern-Knights-Novels


The first 3 books in this “extremely impressive” urban fantasy series about a wizard-for-hire: “a
fantastical thrill ride [with] stunning plot twists” (Publishers Weekly, starred review,
on Frostbite).FROSTBITEHarvard dropout Colin Fisher has a lot on his mind: a dying father, a
dead car doubling as a home, and a mysteriously disappeared fiancée. But his luck seems
ready to change when a billionaire CEO offers him a job as his personal wizard. It’s a sweet gig
with a major catch: Colin’s boss is cursed. Now Colin is the only thing standing between a CEO
and a cannibal ice demon.TWO WIZARD ROULETTEAs personal wizard to a multinational
CEO, Colin's been busy with assassins, amnesia potions, and career criminals—not to mention
the fact that his favorite FBI contact looks exactly like his missing, presumed dead, fiancé. But
he’s about to get busier when a dangerous gambler with magical powers starts fleecing Vegas
casinos for millions.FACELESSTo finally find out what happened to his fiancée on the night he
gained his magic, Colin Fisher takes on his riskiest adventure yet. In a self-induced coma, he’s
trying to peel back the layers of time and solve the enigma. Meanwhile, the two women who love
him must work together to defeat an organization known as the Faceless and keep Colin safe
while he’s on his spirit journey.
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Joshua Bader“Debut author Bader introduces readers to the Modern Knights series with
FROSTBITE, an extremely impressive first novel of delicious urban fantasy with just a hint of
romance. This fantastical thrill ride is filled with perfectly timed pop-culture references, stunning
plot twists, and the snarky (and sometimes offensive) stylings of Colin’s inner voice. Well-
researched and creatively presented humor and action perfectly blend with moral quandaries in
this outstanding debut.”- Publishers Weekly Starred Review“Bader delivers another urban
fantasy home run in TWO WIZARD ROULETTE. The book boasts both sharp wit and beautifully
crafted emotional depth, and it’s extremely easy to fall headlong into the story.”- Publishers
Weekly Starred Review“I LOVED THIS BOOK. Did you see those caps? Yes, I'm that excited
about it! Bader has written a great addition to the urban fantasy genre in FROSTBITE. His writing
style has resulted in relatable characters who aren't all powerful (just like you and me). The
resulting novel takes the reader on a wild ride from start to finish as you learn about Colin Fisher
and his powers. Great stuff and can't wait for the second book!”- GoodReads Reviewer, Cora
Burke“I must say upfront, FROSTBITE exceeded my expectations! It was a thrill from beginning
to end. Excellent writing, a wonderful plot, and a wonderful cast of characters kept me up longer
at night than I wanted to see what was going to happen to Colin. Very highly recommend.”-
Librarian, Penny Noble“I didn’t dare close my eyes after reading FROSTBITE. I was wide awake,
imagining those nasty monsters and wendigos that I’ve read about... You should get this book.
It’s terrific and exhilarating!”- Coffeeholic Bookworm BlogMODERN KNIGHTSTHE BOX SET:
BOOKS 1 - 3ByJoshua Bader***Copyright 2018 Joshua BaderCover Design by MiblArt and Tina
Moss.All stock photos licensed appropriately.Published in the United States by City Owl
Press.For information on subsidiary rights, please contact the publisher at
info@cityowlpress.comThis book is a work of fiction. Names, characters, places, and incidents
either are products of the author’s imagination or are used fictitiously. Any resemblance to actual
events or locales or persons, living or dead, is entirely coincidental and not intended by the
author.Except as permitted under the U.S. Copyright Act of 1976, no part of this publication may
be reproduced, distributed, or transmitted in any form or by any means, or stored in a database
or retrieval system, without the prior consent and permission of the publisher.To Dwight E.
Neuenschwander, CE Walker, and Alan Marcus.Part OneConversations With The Dead“The real



problem with talking to the dead isn’t getting them to speak. It’s getting them to shut up again
once they start.”- Jadim Cartarssi, Armchair Necro-psychologist1With a name like Fisher, it’s
only natural for me to be attracted to large bodies of water. I’m easily impressed by anything
deeper than a bathtub. I grew up in Denver until I was 14. It’s a great city, especially for nature
lovers, what with the ever-present mountains and an environmentally conscious population.
Water, however, wild, free-standing, blue-as-the-sky, shiny-as-a-mirror, water was not Denver’s
strong suit. The “lake” within walking distance of my childhood home would barely merit mention
as a puddle in other places of the world. Fortunately, in the ten years since my dad sent me
packing, I’ve gotten to see plenty of those other places: West Coast, East Coat, Gulf Coast,
Great Lakes.In the era of quick status updates, where everyone can define themselves by a
short list of labels and in 140 characters, my status depends greatly on the perspective of the
person describing me (and their degree of relatedness to me). I’ve never used Face-space or
Five-corners, so I’m at the mercy of the people who do when it comes to labeling. The ones that
have floated back to me are “world traveler,” “professional vagabond,” “dabbling wizard,” or
“lunatic-just-short-of-civil-commitment.” My dad once used the phrase “career criminal” when he
thought I was out of ear shot. Those labels all fall short of the one I prefer: Colin Fisher.The lake
stretched out in front of me was a prime example of everything that pond in Colorado wasn’t.
Lake Thunderbird was man-made, but that didn’t make it any less impressive to the eye. The
way the wings of the lake wrapped back around me created the illusion that I was on the edge of
an island beach, rather than a hundred yards from a State Park parking lot. Sitting against the
thick oak trunk, staring out across the charcoal blue waters, I felt a million miles away from all my
problems. That thought, unfortunately, reminded me that I was really only 682 miles away from
my most pressing issue. It would be a nine-hour drive, if I pushed straight through.Going home to
Colorado was the last thing I wanted to do. My mom died when I was 14. Dad and I did not deal
with her death too well. When we weren’t crying, we were fighting. Most of the time, we fought
because one of us had caught the other one crying: machismo at its dysfunctional peak.
Adolescent males are crazy to start with, but the grief made me a royal pain in the ass. In my
defense, my father could have been a little more supportive, more understanding. There’s no use
rehashing that argument now, I suppose. There’s not enough time left to finish it.When school let
out that summer, my dad sent me to live with my aunt and uncle in Boston. The plan was I’d
come back in the fall, once things settled down, got back to normal. I don’t think my dad or I ever
realized that without Mom, there was no normal. If we had tried, maybe we could have come up
with a new normal, but we didn’t. The last time I saw him in the flesh was at my high school
graduation…in Boston, not Denver. I celebrated my twenty-fourth birthday three months ago,
which made me a Cancer. My dad had cancer and was either dying or already dead.My
thoughts wandered like the wind-chopped waves on the lake, dancing through graveyards of
memories better left buried and undisturbed. The book I brought out there with me was lying in
the brush beside me, untouched. Most museum curators would kill me for carrying it around, let
alone setting it down in the dirt, leaves, and dried mud. I’ll have to add them to the long list of



people who sternly disapprove of my behavior. I picked up this peculiar tome in Charleston,
chomping at the bit to read it. It’s not every day that I found a 17th century commentary on
faeries of the Rhine plains for less than ten bucks. The owner of the antique store couldn’t read
Yiddish and thought of it as a cute decorative paperweight. I thought of it as a feast of
knowledge, waiting to be devoured, and I suppose both of us were right, in our own way. I
probably would’ve finished studying it already, if I hadn’t called home to Boston that night.I went
to Harvard for three years. That was part of the initial allure of spending the summer with Uncle
James and Aunt Celia in Massachusetts. By getting a feel for the area while I was still in high
school, my dad thought it might reduce the stress of transition later. He always thought I had Ivy
League potential. I guess it worked a little. My freshman and sophomore years were great. Then
Sarai disappeared. I dropped out after the second semester of my junior year, a ripe old burnout
at the age of 20. I’ve often wondered if my dad would have put a “My son is a Harvard dropout”
bumper sticker on his car if I sent him one. As failures go, it’s impressive: aim for the stars; when
you crash, you’ll make a bigger crater.I reached for the book, anxious to face the road again and
be done with it. My legs were stiff, but responsive, as I rose. In my wild gypsy days, I’ve mastered
the art of sitting under a tree for long periods of time, without letting body parts fall asleep. The
walk from the lakeside to my car, Dorothy, was all too short. Dorothy’s hood stretched on forever,
a giant silver space-age yacht cleverly disguised as an ’86 Ford Crown Victoria. Spare me the
save-the-world speech: I had her converted to bio-diesel five years ago. It’s possible to be
environmentally responsible and still drive a tank.I deposited the book onto the passenger seat,
unceremoniously dumping it on top of the other unread treasures I’d acquired in the last week.
My dad was lying in a hospital, parts of him slowly devouring other parts of him, but I still couldn’t
force myself to hurry. My traveling routine was what it was: drive for two to three hundred miles,
refuel, cruise around the town to see if anything catches my interest, then find a safe place to
park the car for the night. Interest for me comes in two forms: money and knowledge. I love old
books and I don’t mind a little manual labor to acquire them. I’ve been stretching my runs to 400
plus miles lately, near the edge of Dorothy’s fuel limit, and skimping on the work, but this was still
the way I operated. I’ll get there when I get there. The fact that I didn’t want to watch my Dad die
had nothing to do with my refusal to break routine…okay, maybe a little. Maybe a lot.I took a
deep breath, my eyes panning over the grandeur of the lake one last time, before turning the key
in the ignition. I didn’t want to leave, but the road awaited. Nothing happened when I turned the
key. I grimaced, frustrated by Dorothy’s sudden rebellion. Soon, she’d be the only family I had left
in the world and she was trying to jump ship, too. When I noticed that the headlight knob was
turned all the way to bright, I let my head crash down on to the rim of the steering wheel. I cried
for far longer than a man can safely admit.2I don’t want to give anyone the wrong impression of
me. I was burnt out, worn out, used up, and scared as hell, but I didn’t usually spend my
evenings crying over a dead battery. Life may be a mean thing to inflict on a person, but we all
got hit with it. Most of the time, I kept it together better than that.Once I got my frustration out of
my system, I did the only thing I could do and started walking. Most people would have called for



help on their cell-phone-computer-thingamajig. I didn’t, because I didn’t own one. Most
companies gave me dirty looks when I tried to give Dorothy’s license plate number as my home
billing address. I could overcome that difficulty when I wanted or needed something badly
enough, but an iLeash didn’t hold a lot of attraction for me. They tended to do funny things when
I held them.Funny things…it’s almost easier to admit I was weeping than to talk about such
things. Tears, death, and the supernatural are not casual conversation topics. Let’s just leave it at
the fact that me and anything Internet-related just didn’t get along. Most of the time, such
devices flat-out refused to work for me. On the rare occasions that they did function, I usually
ended up wishing they hadn’t. It’s a horrific curse, given how much I loved computers growing
up. But Web abstinence is preferable to having another conversation with my deceased mother.
Death can change a person.The sun managed to flip below the horizon while I was still
bemoaning my bad luck behind the wheel. The days were getting shorter, as October wound
through its appointed course. It wasn’t that cold tonight, but my whole body shuddered at the
memory of my mom’s voice.“And that’s not even the strangest of it…”“Shut up, nobody asked for
your opinion.”Everybody has a dark cobwebby voice that whispers to them from the hidden
nooks and crannies of their mind. Mine was just a little bit louder and better developed than
most.“Right, I’m just part of your subconscious, not an invading alien intelligence from outside
the fabric of space and time. Nothing to see here, move along.”“Hey, I know where the imaginary
gag is at. Don’t make me use it,” I snarled back at it.“Yessah, mastah. I be good. I be
good.”“That’s more like it.”Driving in, the entrance to the lake had been fifteen minutes from the
interstate. I remembered passing a gas station and a bar about halfway from I-40 to the park, so
my best guess was it’d be a half-hour on foot. I’ve been hiking in the growing darkness for about
that long now, but there was no sign of civilization yet. It was only eight o’clock, but night was
settling fast. Out East there’s so much light pollution, I forgot what night really was. Walking along
a country road in Oklahoma didn’t offer the same illusion. Here, the primordial dark of night still
lived.Human low-light vision is mechanically different from our normal daytime sight. Color
belongs to the sunlit lands and helps us spot ripe fruits from a distance with relative ease,
distinguishing the red of the apple from the green of the leaves. In the dark, it’s all shades of grey.
The hours after sunset lend a film noire tint to the world. It made even a tame wood, one
regularly disturbed by human presence, seem strange and savage to the senses. I knew that
those woods had been culled free of major predators for decades, but that fact didn’t register
with my reptile brain. I refused to leave sight of the road.I’d been rambling for over three years,
but I could still get spooked. Rambling was my uncle’s word for it, but it fit as well as anything.
After Sarai, after Harvard, I couldn’t stay in Boston. I packed up the stuff that mattered into
Dorothy, sold the rest, and hit the road. I had a few thousand dollars saved up for a wedding and
honeymoon that was never going to happen. I called home to Uncle James and Aunt Celia once
a week, usually on Saturday nights. Aunt Celia, child of the sixties, thought I was looking for
something. Uncle James thought I was nuts, but was far too polite to say it out loud. I couldn’t
blame him: we Fisher men have a history of losing our minds over women.Tonight, I was out



looking for something: a new car battery or a kind stranger willing to give me a jump start. My
wallet would have preferred a good Samaritan, but it would survive an auto parts store. I had
spent six weeks in August and September working at a Renaissance Fair outside Atlanta and
made surprisingly good money at it. Apparently, my unkempt brown mane made me look like a
young Merlin. I was scared I just resembled a young Charles Manson.Up ahead, the black,
white, and grey of the evening forest gave way to the electric red of a roadside sign. I was too far
away to make out what it said, but the presence of color was comforting. Nothing was going
bump in the night, no phantasmal chains were clanking, but I was not alone in the dark woods all
the same.“We’re not alone, you mean. You’re never alone,” my internal voice piped in.“Try not to
remind me. Any ideas what it could be? It doesn’t feel fairy-esque.”“Not a clue. But are you sure
it’s out in the woods?”“What do you mean?”“The light from the sign. A creepy scarlet like that…
on a moonless night. I bet it paints everything under it in shades of blood.”“Quit it. The moon’s in
the first quarter tonight. Besides, light means electricity and electricity means people.”“Light
usually does mean people. That’s why bugs are drawn to it. It’s where the food is at.”I pushed
him down, mentally shoving a cherry red ball gag into the hidden alcove of my upper right brain
cavity. It silenced him, but I couldn’t help dwelling on the thought. I was close enough to see that
the billboard was for the gas station, now, but…If I had been a hungry nocturnal predator of the
forest, I might have followed the red beacon in hopes of a two-legged meal.3Under the
fluorescent lighting of the convenience store, with honky-tonk music drifting in from across the
street, it was hard to maintain such morbid fantasies. Jubilantly colored displays of celebrities
and cartoon characters hawking sugary snacks dominated one corner. Like thousands of other
such stores, there was a snack aisle, a hygiene-slash-travel product aisle, and an automotive
repair aisle. The far wall past those three rows was given over to quietly humming refrigerated
cases. I had been in this same store a million times before, but never at that exact location.I
hadn’t realized how hungry I was until I walked down the candy aisle. Almost without thought, I
grabbed a king size Snickers bar. I waved it over my head and called out to no one in particular,
“Don’t worry, I’m paying for this.” I promptly tore into it before I had even reached the end of the
shelves. Nothing like a good cry and a long hike to get the stomach growling.Past the engine
cleaners, I found a box that looked promising: a portable jump-start kit. I studied the back of the
box to see if it needed to be charged ahead of time. The one in my hand claimed to work straight
out of the box. The price tag made me wince, especially when I remembered that I’d still likely
need to replace the battery in the next couple of days. Still, any port in a storm, and I was adrift in
a virtual hurricane. I finished my candy bar and tucked the box under my arm.Caffeine and sugar
would help on the walk back, so I took a tour of the coolers. A Dr. Pepper called out to me behind
frosted glass, but I jerked my hand back upon contact with the fridge handle. The chrome was
frozen to the touch, so cold that I left a good sized skin sample. I stared at it curiously for a long
moment before deciding that coffee might be better suited for an October night anyway. The pot
looked suspicious and I was certain this same java had been sitting here, slowly charcoaling,
when I drove past on my way down to the lake several hours prior. I dumped one, and then



another, Irish cream packets into a Styrofoam cup before pouring the dark brew on top. The
cream told me a lot about my mood. I always take my coffee black unless I’m scared or angry. I
thought I was coming out of my funk, but my drinking habits suggested my subconscious was
still deep in the mire.“Mmph mmmrr pphhmmm.”“Stop struggling. I’m not letting you back out so
you can mock me.”I grabbed a second Snickers and headed for the register. I didn’t realize, until
after I unloaded everything on to the counter, that no clerk was in attendance.“Hello? I’m ready
to check out.”The only answer was silence. The longer I waited, the more certain I became that
the attendant was lying on the other side of the counter in a pool of his own blood. Had I missed
an armed robbery by mere minutes? I shook off the paranoia and called out again.“Mmmph
Grrmmt.”Leaving my prizes by the register, I stepped back through the front door. There was a
battered old truck parked off to one side. Across the street, six or seven cars were gathered
around the bar. The muffled sound of Hank Junior coming out of it was a welcome relief to the
cold quiet of the gas station. I glanced over the door, hoping to see a “Be Back Soon” or, in more
regionally appropriate vernacular, “Getting a Beer, Hold Your Horses” note. No such sign was in
evidence. I slipped back inside.“Hello?”I didn’t want to peek behind the counter, but as the
seconds of emptiness stretched into minutes, I saw no other choice. The gray and white
linoleum tile was mercifully empty. No dying store clerk, no pools of blood, no signs of struggle or
violence.“Rrmmh Mmmph Mrmm.”So where was he? I knew this was the Bible Belt, where
people were generally trusted to do the right thing. But I’d been in here for at least fifteen minutes
and hadn’t seen a soul. If I had a buddy and a moving van, I could have looted the entire store. I
mentally added up my purchases, pulled three twenties from my wallet and weighted them down
by the beef jerky jar next to the cash box. I thought about writing a note, when I noticed the door
to the back room.I slowly walked over to it, past the row of whispering coolers. The machines
glared out at me with their mechanical blue light. The air was colder here, forcing goosebumps
to the surface. When I knocked on the door, the wood underneath felt like ice. On instinct, I took
a deep breath and pulled my aura in, picturing it as a thin white shell-skin stretched tight around
me. It was the first spell I had ever learned, a defensive magic so familiar I could use it on reflex.
As spells go, it was little more than a token gesture of protection, but I felt better afterwards
anyway. My confidence restored, I knocked again, noticing the cold did not bother me as
much.“Hello? Anybody back there?”When no response came, I tried the handle. The door
swung in six inches before stopping against something hard. My breath came out as a solid
white fog as the chilled air rushed back from the opening. What I did next should prove how
spectacularly short-lived I would be in a horror movie: I squeezed my head through the opening
to see what was blocking the door. Any Hollywood ax murderer worth his grinding stone would
have pounced at that point.There was no ax murderer in evidence…just the body of the
attendant wedged in the corner between door and wall. His skin and clothing were covered in a
hoary white frost, his blue lips pulled apart in a soundless, frozen scream. I’m not an expert in
anatomy, but I think the gaping hole in his chest was right where his heart used to be.4I stood
behind the counter, eyes locked on that treacherous store room door. I didn’t need a mirror to



know how pale my skin was. No doubt I looked like a zombie clerk extra from a Night of the
Living Dead remake. I knew what I needed to do, but I couldn’t quite force myself to start
moving.“Mmph…ptui. I tried to tell you it was too damn cold back there.”“What’s the temperature
mean? How did he freeze to death in the store’s back room?”“First, he didn’t freeze to death. His
heart was ripped from his chest AND he froze to death. From the looks of it, either one could
have killed him. Second, store that formula away for later use: Cold equals bad, very bad. Right
now, we’ve got more important things to worry about.”“Yeah, I know.”The smart money was on
wiping down any surface I touched, taking the stuff I came for, and getting back to Dorothy
ASAP. The cops rarely like occupations that can be summed up as aspiring vagrant. My alibi for
the last day was less than stellar. I could imagine the interrogation now:Cop: Mr. Fisher, where
were you when he was killed?Me: Sitting under a tree by the lake. Or maybe I was walking from
my car to the murder scene.Cop: Can anybody verify that?Me: Well, there’s a nice oak tree, but…
do you have anyone on staff that speaks Plant?The best I could hope for was an insanity plea. If
I was lucky, whatever it was about me that fouled up smart phones and laptops had royally
screwed up the store’s surveillance system. If I hurried, I could be two states away before
sunrise.There’s a lot of words that could be used to describe me: College dropout, weirdo loner,
polyglot, wizard-wannabe. Unfortunately, lucky and amoral were not among them. The security
system was working. Worse, I couldn’t force myself to walk away from this. There was a chance
I'd seen or heard something that might help the police catch the sicko who did this.“If you pick up
the phone to call 911, you’ll regret it,” my annoying inner voice warned.“I don’t have a choice. If I
don’t call the cops, it’ll just make me look guilty.”“Colin, you really don’t want to touch that
phone.”I hesitated, but I lifted it from its cradle anyway. It was a land-line and as old as I was. No
dial tone. I tried hitting 9 to see if that would let me call out. Still no dial tone, but the line wasn’t
dead silence either.“Hello?”There was no answer, but the background noise got louder. It
sounded like heavy breathing…no, heavy panting, like a Saint Bernard after a long sprint. My
eyes returned to the back door, still slightly ajar. I was suddenly wondering whether the man’s
heart was torn out or eaten out by a giant canine-esque maw.“Whoever this is, you don’t want to
screw with me.” I could only hope I didn’t sound as scared as I was. “I know magic.” I meant to
say I had a gun, but the other slipped out before my brain-to-mouth editor could get a handle on
it.The panting stopped and for a moment the line was blessedly silent. A terrible voice spoke, a
rumbling stone-edged tongue uttering words full of strange clicks and guttural stops. It growled
its way through four or five alien sentences before falling back into silence. I slammed the phone
back into its cradle.“What the hell was that?”“Cherokee, maybe. It was Native American, but I
can’t place it. And what are you asking me for? You’re the linguistic genius.”“So you jump ship on
the whole 'I’m just your shadow-side' thing when there’s blame to be placed, but when I come up
with all the good ideas...”“You know, I can find another gag.”“Okay, yeah. It was native. But it was
OLD native.”“You’re thinking Mayan or Incan?”“Think older. Think whatever it was they all spoke
before they came over the ice bridge.”“Did you catch any of it?”“No, but I don’t need to translate
to know what it was saying. It was threatening to eat our heart out, too.”“That’s about what I



thought. Death threats have a rhythm all their own.”My internal monologue was shattered by the
ringing phone.BRRRINGG!I stared at it, hand trembling.BRRRINGG!I reached, but I couldn’t
quite grab it before...BRRRINGG!I snatched it up, determined to deal with the monster. “Look, I
don’t know who...”“Colin?” The speaker whispered, soft, distant, and breathless.I was scared out
of my mind, contemplating sorcerous counter-measures for an unknown assailant…but I still
recognized that voice. “Dad?”“Colin, Colin…I can’t see you, Colin.”“Dad, it’s all right, I’m
here.”“Colin, I’m sorry. I’m sorry, I didn’t tell you before…I know you didn’t hurt that girl.”“Sarai.
Her name was Sarai, Dad.”“Sarai.” The sound was faint, as if the receiver were drifting away from
his mouth. “I’m sorry I didn’t handle it better. I knew…I knew you were a good boy, Colin. I’m
sorry, sorry, sorrryyyy...”I nodded, a single tear rolling down my cheek. “I’m sorry I didn’t make it
back soon enough. I would’ve liked to see you one last time. I love you, Dad.”I stood there with
the phone pressed hard against my ear, hoping for an “I love you” that never came. The line, like
my father, was dead.First InterludeThe gas station convenience store could have been a twin to
the one outside Lake Thunderbird, Oklahoma: snacks, hygiene, dry goods, automotive
accessories, and refrigerated items. At that other store, something very bad had recently
happened. At this one, something very bad was in the process of happening.Jacob Darien held
the revolver casually, comfortably, but it was pointed at the clerk all the same. His tone of voice
suggested this was old hat for him. “Two strips of beef jerky, five lottery tickets, and all your
money. You want anything, Dizzy?”The scantily clad redhead draped over his left shoulder
picked up at the mention of her pet name. “Umm…bubblegum. Can I get some bubblegum,
Jakey-poo?”He looked at her and the clerk thought hard about the shotgun under the counter.
“Really? My name in front of our guest?”“You used mine first, my consort,” Dizzy replied, only
half chastised.”I doubt they have a birth certificate on you.” Jacob’s tone softened, his accent
changed. “Go forth and get thy gum, my child.”She kissed him on the cheek and went prancing
off down the candy aisle. “Thank you, Reverend. Jakey was getting a little boring.”The clerk
slowly lowered his hands to the register. “All right, all right, I don’t want any trouble. You can have
the money.”The robber’s face had relaxed, gotten older, the voice more fatherly now. “Bless you,
my son. It is the will of the goddess that you doeth thus. Do as thou are told and all will go well
with you.” He turned his head to the girl again. “My daughter, I shall require a Dr Pepper to
quencheth my thirsteth.”He turned back just when the clerk had gathered the confidence to go
for the gun. “I’m a doctor, too. My degree is in sophistry, young man. An excellent field of study
for any man of the cloth, don’t you think?”The clerk shoved the money into a plastic sack, unable
to think of how he should reply to that. “There you go.”The robber known as Jakey-poo and
Reverend glanced down at the bag. “I believeth my host specifically requested beef jerky and
lottery tickets as well. I do not bear false witness in this, do I?”“Right, right,” the clerk turned to
the jerky jar. “I just…I’ve never been robbed before.”He put two sticks of dried meat on the
counter, then reached underneath as if going for the scratch tickets. His right hand wrapped
around the stock of the gun when the man spoke again. “Where is the rest of it?”The man’s voice
had changed again. This time it held neither the casualness of the first nor the joviality of the



second. Now he sounded like a cold-hearted British movie villain. The clerk’s nerves froze at his
tone.Dizzy yelled from the coolers. “Hey, Mr. Osborne, you’re not supposed to be out during a
creative acquisition. Jakey-poo said so.”“He’ll thank me later.” The man’s eyes never left the
clerk. “This young man was just thinking about trying out his boss’s gun.”The clerk whipped it out
and leveled it at Jacob-Reverend-Osborne. “Maybe I am. Get the fuck out.”“Pull the trigger and
you’re a dead man,” the robber growled.“Ooo,” Dizzy clapped, dropping three bottles of Dr.
Pepper on the floor. “A real Wild West showdown.” One of the bottles began spraying brown
foam in every direction.The voice returned to its initial bored coolness as he tilted his head down
to his shoulder. “I’ve got this, Osborne.” When he turned back to the clerk, there was no threat in
his voice. “Put it down, Stephen. It’s not your money, it’s the store’s. They’ll never miss it.
Insurance will repay them for every dime we take and then some. The only ones getting screwed
over here are the insurance companies.”“I’m telling you man, get the fuck out, and take your
freaky girlfriend with you. I don’t want to call the cops, but I’m not...”He lost his voice when Jacob
gestured with his free hand. The clerk had been so fixated on the gun hand, he barely noticed
the motion. The shotgun leapt from his hands and sailed across the front toward the magazine
rack. The robber never touched it, but it had been torn from his fingers all the same.The last
thing he remembered before he passed out was the girl, giggling with ecstasy. “Eek, we’re
showing off our magic. Yay, Jakey-poo…I mean, stranger I’ve never met before.” As she jumped
up and down, the clerk made note not only of her firm breasts, but also of the pair of fiery wings
sprouting out of her back and the tiny curved horns appearing on her forehead.Jacob hopped
the counter, took five tickets off the Lucky 7’s roll, then walked back around, stopping to pick up
the shotgun. He cracked it open like a pro. “No ammo.” He tossed the gun toward Dizzy.She
caught it and moved up to kiss him. “Could come in handy anyway. Maybe goddess is telling us
we need more firepower.”“More?” Jacob cocked an eyebrow at her. “Baby, you’re already
traveling with the three most powerful wizards on the planet and that’s just what I’m packing in
this body. What do you think we’re here to do, start Armageddon?”A dark voice answered Jacob
from the depths of his subconscious.“Pretty much. Shouldn’t be too much longer before we can
get the party started.”PART TWOPROBLEM WITH AUTHORITY“The mark of truth is that it’s so
obscenely complex when you get up close with it that it would drive you mad to stare at it for
longer than ten seconds. Occam’s razor isn’t for understanding the world; it’s for slitting your
wrists and gouging out your eyes before such understanding turns you into a raving lunatic.”-
Jadim Cartarssi, Amateur Philosopher and Part-time Raving Lunatic1I hate to admit it, but that
wasn’t my first time in police custody. I’d never been formally charged with anything more serious
than Public Nuisance, but I have been questioned on everything from Jaywalking to Murder for
Hire. It went with the territory of using my car as my address of record. It wasn’t politically correct
to say it out loud, but when something really nasty happened, standard police procedure still
involved rounding up all the gypsies, tramps, and thieves.Unfortunately, I wasn’t just a shiftless
vagrant. I was the shiftless vagrant who found the body. One might think that reporting a crime to
the proper authorities would have granted me a small measure of trust (and/or immunity from



prosecution). It hadn’t. The only good news was that they hadn’t officially arrested me for
anything yet. I think they were hoping I would be decent enough to confess and save them the
trouble of investigating any further.The first officer on the scene was off-duty at the time, a
county deputy who happened to be drinking at the bar across the street. The alcohol made him
friendly enough…until he saw the body. From the retching sounds, I’m guessing that his liquid
courage was congealed in a puddle next to the deceased. After that, it was all sideways glances
at me from a safe distance across the room.Two uniforms from the nearest town arrived next.
One of them took down my version of events, while the other spoke to the deputy, well out of
earshot. I’m not sure what the townies made of it other than deciding that the whole incident was
not a town matter. More calls were made and, within the hour, the gas station was host to a
statewide law enforcement convention. I maintained my post by the counter the whole time,
hoping the assembled criminalists might forget they had a convenient scapegoat on hand.
Unfortunately for me, they remembered.It was well after midnight before I was escorted to a
holding cell. A holding cell is for “witnesses” who were going to be “questioned” and who were, in
legal theory at least, not under arrest. I held no delusions about my freedom. If I tried to leave,
they would arrest me for the murder just to keep me there, whether they really believed I did it or
not. My best bet was to play along and hope either they figured out I didn’t do it or I ran out the
clock. Most states have rules regarding how long a suspect could be held without formal arrest,
usually somewhere between 24 and 72 hours. I had no idea what the shot clock was in
Oklahoma, but I was fairly certain there was one and it was slowly ticking in my favor.They woke
me up a little bit before five in the morning. I didn’t even bother to ask about breakfast. Like I said,
it’s not my first time in police custody. True to form, they used the expected tricks: hard and fast
while I was still waking up, a cold interrogation room, a wobbly chair, hunger, and a good cop/
bad cop routine that was old when Abbot met Costello. The not-so-subtly implied message was
that I could trade my confession for three meals a day and all the sleep I cared to get. Three
different detectives took turns going over everything that happened at the store and my
whereabouts, activities, attitudes, and habits over the last several months. I left out only the
strange business with the phone call and personal information that I considered to be none of
their business. Around noon, they gave up and sent me back to the holding cell.I’m not proud to
admit it, but when a guard brought me a plastic lunch tray, I ate its contents. I didn’t have a clue
what it was, but I forced it down. It was the color of refried beans, the texture of paste, and it
smelled vaguely of sweat, shame, and mold. Man does not live by Snickers bar alone, though in
a perfect world, he would be able to.I lost track of time at that point. I dozed off and without
window or clock, I was at a loss to know whether I’d slept fifteen minutes or fifteen hours, though
it felt more like the former. My mind sloughed through recent events, processing it all for
meaning. The human subconscious is an amazing tool and I trusted mine to eventually overlay
order and purpose on my latest misadventures. I was no longer worried about making it to
Denver quickly or what I would say to my father when I finally saw him again. My dad was dead
and we’d already exchanged our parting apologies. It was better the way it happened. Face to



face, we would have choked, unable to say those dreaded un-masculine words: I’m sorry. As I
said earlier, though, death changes people.2I sat in a very different interrogation room
compared to the Gulag predecessor they had me in this morning. This room was larger, cleaner,
and more comfortable. There was no evidence of the base theatrics employed earlier. It might
have made some people feel good, but the sudden switch made me nervous. If they didn’t feel
the need to hammer a confession out of me, they either had the killer (which was good) and
needed me as a witness, or they had enough evidence to convict me if the case went to trial
(which was very, very not good). The two video cameras in the room, both trained on my
assigned seat, suggested the latter.The door opened and a new detective came in. At least, I
took her to be a detective, though she certainly didn’t look the part. I guessed her to be five-four,
with a pleasantly rounded shape that was easy on the eyes. Her straight brown hair provided an
attractive frame for a face that appeared too young for such gruesome affairs as frozen men with
missing hearts. She dressed like a detective, though: crisp, black pantsuit with a dark blue
blouse. Her smile made a good effort at setting my heart aflutter, but my surroundings and recent
experiences put a damper on the effect. There was something familiar about her, but I couldn’t
put my finger on it.“Hi, I’m Special Agent Devereaux. I’m with the FBI.” Her voice was soft and
uncertain, almost making her statement sound like a question. She offered her hand and I shook
it, despite my surprise. Her tone and body language were decidedly feminine, but her
handshake and forearm spoke of restrained, solid muscle.I smiled back, hoping it made me look
more like Merlin and less like Manson. “Colin Fisher. I’m the wandering vagabond who stumbled
onto the body.”She laughed a little. “It can’t be any fun. Dying father, car trouble, and you end up
in here. I’m not sure I could smile if I was in your shoes.”The longer I looked at her, the more
certain I felt we had met before. I had been questioned by the FBI once before, but I think I would
have remembered Agent Devereaux. “The freedom of the gypsy lifestyle has its own price tag.
The car will get fixed sooner or later. You’ll find the guy who did this. My dad …” I let it trail
off.“Not many Harvard-educated gypsies out there.” That made me gulp. I’d left out my
educational background in the previous interviews with the locals. “I bet you’ve seen some pretty
amazing things in your travels. Are you planning on writing a book about your experiences?”I
tried to keep my nerves out of my voice, but I didn’t like the direction this conversation was
headed. “No, I’m not much when it comes to travelogues. The joy is in being there, not reading
about it. And I dropped out of Harvard, so I’m just a partially educated idiot.”“I know and I
appreciate the honesty.” She nodded, then leaned a little bit closer across the table. “I’m with the
FBI’s Behavioral Sciences Investigative Division. It’s my job to know all about people.”I tried to
think through the ramifications of that title and found it more than my brain could currently
handle. My tongue started moving to put order to the chaos. “Behavioral Sciences means you’re
a profiler. Profiling means there is more than one body: a serial killer. And, right now, you’re
studying me, which means...”She shook her head, letting long auburn strands dance around her
head. “Relax, Colin. I’m simply here to talk with you. We get called in for things like this
sometimes. I have to talk to everyone.”“Okay.”“Not okay. This one is dangerous. You’ve got a



stupid streak a mile wide for pretty girls.”“Colin, you told the detectives this morning that you
drove here from Saint Louis and were on your way to Colorado because your dad was sick. Is
that right?”“Yes, ma’am.”“And your last stop before Lake Thunderbird was a travel plaza in
Tulsa?”“Yes, ma’am.”“Did you plan to stop at the lake?”“No, ma’am. I had to backtrack off of I-44
to I-40 to find a natural gas filling station. I saw a sign on the Interstate for the lake and it
sounded like a nice place to take a break. I’m a sucker for nature hikes.”She smiled again, her
white teeth beaming a hypnotic signal a few shades too bright to be comfortable. Her eyes were
a stormy blue and that somehow struck me as wrong. “I understand,” she said. “My grandparents
had a duck pond on their farm when I was a little girl. I loved spending time down by the water’s
edge.” She paused as if lost in nostalgia, though I suspected her pacing was all part of some
greater script. “What did you do while you were at the lake?”“I walked around for a bit, let my legs
stretch. The weather was nice, so I grabbed a spot under an oak tree and tried to read. It didn’t
go too well. I couldn’t concentrate…too busy thinking about my dad.”“I’m guessing you were not
eager to get there. Family can be tough.”“She’s fishing, Colin. Don’t trust her.”I ignored my inner
cynicism. If she wanted to play Dr. Freud with my childhood, I would let her. “Yeah, he’s my dad,
but we…we struggled after Mom died. When I dropped out of school, conversation went from
strained to impossible.”I expected her to plunge ahead through the opening and ask me when
my dad started molesting me, or whatever it was that psychologists cared about. She didn’t,
instead making an abrupt U-turn. “I saw the books in your car. Which one were you reading?
Maybe I could get it in here to you…something to read between interviews.”I really didn’t want to
talk about my choice of literature. The only thing more suspicious than a vagabond was a
vagabond obsessed with the occult. “Yiddish fairy tales from Germany.” I forced myself to blush,
as if I were an English professor caught red-handed with a Harry Potter novel.“Yiddish? Are you
Jewish, Colin?” She chuckled. “I’m sorry that came out wrong. I mean…it’s an unusual language
outside of certain subpopulations.”“No offense taken. Religiously, I’m Catholic. Race-wise, I don’t
know…Fisher is British, but my branch of the family is American Heinz 57. I just have a gift for
languages.”“I’d say. What about this one? What languages are in it?” She slid a large folio-sized
book on to the table, wrapped in a plastic evidence collection bag. It was as bad as I’d feared, I
realized as I looked at the black leather cover shining under the fluorescent lights. I’d rather talk
about my family dynamic than that damned book.“Quite a few, I think. English, Aramaic,
Sanskrit, Latin…might be a couple others.”“Careful, Colin.”“Damn it, you think I don’t know that?
This isn’t going the way we want it to.”She asked another question, oblivious to the internal
dialogue I had to drown out to hear her. “You don’t know all the languages in the book?”I shook
my head. “A lot of side comments have been added helter-skelter by previous owners. It’s a very
old book.”“So you can’t read it all?”I bit my lips, not wanting to answer that question directly.
Omitting the truth was one thing, but lying to the FBI didn’t seem prudent if I could avoid it. Agent
Devereaux of the straight brown hair, Irish white skin, and wrong-colored eyes waited for a
moment before asking something else. “So what is it? I’ve never seen anything like it. Our
analysts have a betting pool as to how much it’s worth.”I tried to put a humble face on it. “I picked



it up at an estate sale for fifty bucks.”“What do you think Antiques Roadshow would say it was
worth?”I shook my head. “I wouldn’t be qualified to say,” I allowed. “More than I paid for it.”She
looked at it quizzically, as if afraid it might bite her hand if it came too close to its cover. “But what
is it?”“It’s a hand-written copy of the Necronomicon. Supposedly it was made from Lovecraft’s
own notes rather than a printed edition.”“You don’t want to talk about it, do you? You’ve gone
pale.” She patted my wrist gently. “It’s okay. It’s just a book, right?”“Wrong.”“Yeah, it’s just a book…
but I’m not an idiot. In the heart of the Bible Belt, it’s enough to get convicted for any number of
things I didn’t do.”“Okay.” She pulled it off the table and tucked it away. “We don’t have to talk
about it if you don’t want to. What do you want to talk about?”“I didn’t do it. I’d like to talk about
that. I was just in the wrong place at the wrong time. Why on Earth would I call the cops and stick
around if I had anything to do with it?”“Had you ever met the clerk before?”“No. I drove by the
place on my way to the lake.”She pulled out a notebook, flipped a few pages, then read four
names off. “Do any of those names sound familiar?”I shook my head. “No, but I’ve met a lot of
people in my travels.”“Colin, I have to ask this, but have you done any drugs recently?”Drugs?
This was a new tack. “No, I mean, I’ve smoked weed before…used peyote, too, once. But that
was years ago.”“She keeps jumping tracks. Maybe it’s an interview trick, but it’s almost
schizophrenic. Like she’s two people at once,” my inner voice offered.“If we took a urine sample
right now, would it say any different?”“No, I’m clean. You got a cup?“The deceased…Stephen
Bausser…he had a rather large supply of crystal meth in his truck.” She paused. “Are you sure
no one asked you to wait around the store and get a package? It’s not like you knew what would
be in it, right?”“She’s soft-selling it, trying to give you a way to confess that doesn’t make us look
so bad. It’s their theory: the kill was drug-related and we’re the convenient doped out hippie from
out of town.”“No, I’ve told you all a dozen times. I just needed a jump for my car.”She started to
say something else, but as I looked at her, it all finally clicked into place and I interrupted
her.”That’s why they sent you in here.”“Pardon me?”“You look like her. Same height, hair color,
build. It’s why you spent so much time asking me warm questions you don’t really care about.
You’re just getting me to talk to build rapport.”Agent Devereaux’s expression changed, the soft,
friendly femininity dissolving into trained steel. “Yes,” she confessed, “You’re far too intelligent for
the amateur tactics they’ve been using.”“Flattery won’t work, either. I can’t take credit for a crime
I didn’t commit.”“What about Sarai?”I closed my eyes and let the unspoken accusation slap me.
Devereaux’s resemblance to her was uncanny. The eyes should have been a deep forest hazel
instead of a lake-water blue, a lone mistake. When I finally spoke again, my voice was quiet, but
harsh, full of threat. “I didn’t kill her, Agent Devereaux. I don’t know where she went. She just
disappeared.”“One evening she was there, in your apartment, by your own admission. In the
morning, she was gone. Nobody’s ever seen her since. Until...” She let it hang.I took the bait.
“Until when?”“We found the body, Mr. Fisher. Her heart was missing, too.”3I leaned back in my
chair. “Well, that’s a relief. For a second, I thought you actually had some evidence.”That
knocked the wind out of Agent Devereaux. “What?”“You’re lying. You know what I’ve learned on
the road these last few years…it’s how to read people. You’re bluffing. You’re working under the



theory that I killed both people. Most serial killers have a signature, something unique to the way
they kill. You guessed mine was cutting out the heart. Accordingly, you lied about finding her
body, trying to make it believable by adding my supposed signature to it. You want to rattle me…
you were doing a better job when you stuck to the facts.”“You’re wrong, Mr. Fisher.
Massachusetts State Police found her corpse two weeks ago.”“Agent Devereaux, I’m sure you
are an amazing agent and that you’re very good at your job. But your theory is flawed. I didn’t kill
the store clerk, which means I didn’t remove his heart, which means it’s not my signature.”“And
Sarai? Are you admitting you killed her?”“Not to you. Hell, I can’t even get him to admit it to
himself.”“Agent Devereaux, again, I’m sure you’re a good investigator, but I’m well past my
twenty-four hour holding period on that subject. If that’s all you’re going to ask me about, I
assume I’m free to go.”She was about to answer when there was a knock at the door. When it
opened, an older Hispanic man came in, his attire suggesting that he too lived on a federal
salary. Agent Devereaux stood up, looking frustrated. “Sir, I can handle this.”He waved her off
with his hand. She quickly left us, anger flashing in her stride. He gazed at me, curious, but
waited till the door slammed shut before speaking. “I’m Supervisory Special Agent Rick Salazar.”
He didn’t offer his hand.“Colin Fisher, murder suspect,” I snarked.“Mr. Fisher, you’re free to go. I’d
like you to know that up front. Your lawyer is downstairs waiting for you. You don’t have to say a
thing to me without her present if you don’t want to. But I’d like to talk to you, if you’re willing.”“My
lawyer?” I was genuinely confused. They hadn’t offered a phone call, because I wasn’t formally
under arrest. I was shocked to hear I had a lawyer at all, much less one that was physically in the
building.“Can we talk? Off the record?”I nodded. “Sure.”“First, you have my condolences. There’s
no easy way to say this, so I’ll come right out with it. Your father passed away last night.”I almost
said, “I know,” but I didn’t. Instead, I nodded again. “It’s for the best. I heard he was in a lot of
pain.”Agent Salazar sat down in the chair across from me. Our eyes met, but neither of us broke
contact after the socially-sanctioned few seconds. His irises were a greyish blue flecked with
purple and I felt a strange sense of safety and comfort in them. When he did break the gaze, he
said, “I’m worried about you, Mr. Fisher. I’m afraid we may meet again in a room like this. Do you
know why?”“I don’t know what happened to Sarai.”“Yes, you do. Want me to tell you all about
it?”He shook his head. “Maybe you don’t. But that’s not why I’m worried. Isolation, Colin…it’s the
only symptom shared by every mental disorder. Without social connections, a support system,
the mind can start playing tricks on you.”Internally, You’re telling me. Externally, “I’ll make it.”He
continued, as if I hadn’t spoken. “Factor in your intelligence, your choice of reading materials,
and the losses you’ve endured…If you start losing your grip on reality and morality, you could be
a very dangerous man. There are some profilers in the other room who think you already may
be.”“Then why are you letting me go?”“Because you didn’t do this. Not the store clerk, not the
others. But, Mr. Fisher,” he held out a business card in his hand, “If you ever want help, call me. If
you get in over your head and you want out, there are people who can help.”I tucked the card
away in my jeans pocket. “I thought psychopathy was incurable.”He smiled, but it was a sad
smile. “You’re not a psychopath. You empathized with Agent Devereaux. It’s how you got past her



act; you sensed what she was really feeling instead of merely what she was showing. You’re not
a psychopath…but that doesn’t mean you couldn’t be a monster. Some of the worst predators
are the ones who use their empathy to find the vulnerability in their victims.” He locked eyes with
me again. “Have you killed anyone yet, Mr. Fisher?”“No.”“I believe you.”I looked away from his
gaze. “Then why…?”“…are we talking?” He thought about it for a minute, the silence between us
comfortable, not cop and suspect in interrogation. “I helped with the aftermath of the Columbine
shootings early in my career. The more I learned about it, the more I wondered if the right person
at the right time could have helped those boys do something different. I never met them. But I’m
meeting you. If I can be that person, I want you to call me when the time is right.”“Look, I think
I’ve got everything under control. But if I start to lose it...”“Start? We’re well out of the starting
gate of insanity, my friend.”“…I’ll call you. I promise.”I stood up, ready to see this mysterious
lawyer of mine and hunt down some dinner. “So how did they figure out I didn’t kill that guy
anyway?”Agent Salazar looked grim. “There was another killing while you were in custody. Same
MO.” He shook his head. “Go bury your father, Mr. Fisher. Try and forget about this mess.”4No
fewer than three officers walked me downstairs to my attorney. No doubt they were hoping I’d kill
someone on my way out so as to make my recapture simple. Their manner was tight, closed-
mouthed, and disciplined. Second body or not, these men still believed me guilty of something. I
wondered how much the FBI had told the OSBI about Sarai’s disappearance.I spotted her
immediately, though lawyer was not the first, second, or even third idea I connected to her. Her
hair was an unsullied white, coifed to right below the shoulders in a manner that assured she
kept a professional stylist on a hefty retainer. As I got closer, I amended that to an entire
professional salon on salary. Her white linen dress reminded me of Marilyn Monroe. She filled it
out in a way that would have made even the first supermodel jealous. A tan, lean leg stretched
from an ivory spiked high heel to a slit in her dress just before her thigh. If she had been
handcuffed, I would’ve thought she was a very expensive hooker.“If she was handcuffed, I’d ask
how much.”As soon as that thought crossed my mind, she looked over at me. I blushed, half-
afraid that she had heard my lusty inner voice. The embarrassment turned to confusion as I
realized my escorts were marching me directly to her. Within moments of arriving next to her, the
officers scattered as if whatever she or I had was highly contagious.“Mr. Fisher.” Her accent was
vaguely continental. “I am glad you are finally free. Will you forgive me for taking so long in
liberating you?”I accepted her manicured hand and bowed to gently kiss her knuckles. “Of
course, I didn’t even realize I had a lawyer. Somehow I doubt you’re a public defender.”Her
laughter was rich and throaty. “No, you’re quite right. My employer instructed me to fetch you.”
She whispered conspiratorially in my ear. “There’s not enough money in the world to get me to
defend some of these parasites…or to get me in handcuffs if I don’t want to wear them.”I pulled
back at that and looked her over again. She was flawlessly beautiful. Her skin was a creamy olive
color that no spray or tanning bed could ever imitate. Her eyes and lips shimmered a ruby plum. I
simultaneously wanted her and wanted to be nowhere near her. Had she heard my thoughts? I
doubted it, but...“I’m sorry,” she purred. “I can be a little forward. I hope I haven’t offended



you.”“No, no, you haven’t. I just…I had thought of you in handcuffs before we ever spoke and
your comment caught me off guard. Great first impression on my part. Colin Fisher, horny
pervert.”She wrapped her arm around mine. “Duchess Deluce. Shall we get out of here or are
you going to proposition me in front of all these officers of the law?”There was something about
her that suggested she was used to getting what she wanted from men with a whisper, a purr,
and an arm-wrap. That was enough to make me want to go the other direction just to prove a
point. “I’d love to, but I’ve got to find out what they did with my car.”“Already taken care of. It’s
being towed from impound to an auto shop. I can provide our transportation until she’s
ready.”“Oh. Thank you, Miss Deluce, but I don’t know that I can afford a mechanic.”We started
walking toward a series of glass doors leading out to the street. “As I said, it’s already taken care
of. My employer gave me a healthy budget for this task and there’s plenty extra since I didn’t
have to post bond for you or bribe any public officials. And, please, call me Duchess.”“She
corrected the name, but not the ‘miss’ part. Jackpot.”“Hush, you. There’s clearly been some kind
of mistake. I don’t have any friends rich enough to hire her to help me. We’ll be nice, meet her
employer. And once he figures out I’m not the guy he thought I was, I’ll offer to pay him back out
of my inheritance…assuming I haven’t been formally disinherited.”When I looked up, we were
standing beside a Lincoln MKX, a uniformed driver holding the door open for us. Duchess was
staring at me, her head tilted to one side as if she were confused. I smiled and made a sweeping
gesture into the vehicle. “After you, Duchess.”As she bent over to get in the car, I duplicated the
spell I had used at the store last night, imagining an eggshell-white protective layer all over. I
don’t know why I did, but somehow I felt naked next to her.“I can’t imagine why you’d associate
her and nudity. Really, not a clue.”5Why the dinner date remained popular was a mystery to me.
Most of the foods I preferred were difficult, if not impossible, to eat while projecting an aura of
savoir-faire at the same time. It was even worse when the female half of the date was so
obviously out of my league. Fortunately, I was starving and my survival instinct vetoed any desire
to impress my lawyer.Duchess had suggested a place called the Petroleum Club, but I stood
firm. I didn’t want to run up the tab any higher than I had to until I actually met her mystery
employer. She had assured me a few thousand here or there wouldn’t faze him. I then played my
trump card and said that after only two candy bars and bean paste in the last day, I didn’t think I
could wait for a kitchen to prepare anything. Consequently, Duchess was the most elegantly
dressed woman to ever sit in a McDonald’s booth.“So when do I get to meet this boss of yours?”
I asked between monster-sized bites.She slurped from her strawberry milk shake. “Tomorrow
morning. He’s flying in from Boston.”I laughed. “You’ve never been awkward a day in your life,
have you?”She glanced around nervously, as if the décor might attack her. “What? Is
there…?”“No, I mean you looked mortified when your straw made that noise. Have you ever even
eaten fast food before?”“Is it that obvious?” She shook her head and returned my laughter in
kind. “I haven’t giggled like this in ages. You…I can’t predict you.” She slurped loudly, this time on
purpose. “So, client-to-lawyer…did you kill any of them?”“Are you sure that’s a burger-and-fries
type of question?” I glanced around to make sure no one else was listening. “And how many is



'them'? The FBI wasn’t particularly specific as to how many bodies I was supposed to have
racked up.”“Six in the last month. All frozen, all mutilated. The police are getting desperate. Be
glad I showed up or you’d still be stuck in there, sixth body or no sixth body. And you didn’t
answer me. Did you kill any of them?”“No.” I shook my head.“But you’ve killed someone
before?”“No…I don’t know.”“Yes.”Duchess winced as if she had an air horn go off next to her ear.
I put my hand on hers. “Are you okay?”“That’s the second time something like that has
happened. Let me try something.”“What are you up to?”“Just keep talking to her and stealing
glances at her chest. I’ll handle the rest.”“Duchess…are you all right?”She shook her head,
looking very far from all right. She stole a swig of my Dr. Pepper. “Headache, I think, nothing
too...”“GET OUT OF MY HEAD!”She stopped in mid-sentence, her cheeks paling till they were
the same tint as her hair. “All right, all right, I’ll behave,” she said weakly.I nibbled my fries
contemplatively. “You’re a telepath.”She nodded. “I barely even think about it anymore. Most
people practically broadcast what they’re thinking. You…your defenses are impressive.”I tried my
shielding spell again, adding a helmet-shaped bubble covering my head. “Be careful when
delving into the affairs of wizards for they are subtle and quick to steal your French fries. I may be
misquoting.” I waited another second. “Is that better?”“I’m out, Girl Scout's honor. I can shut it
down when I have to.”“Murder, telepathy, and handcuffs. Definitely not the usual first dinner
conversations. Most people would have run away screaming long ago.”She snaked one golden
strand of crisp potato between her luscious lips. “I’m not most people. Unseelie fey blood on my
mom’s side.”Now it was my turn to look shocked. “Seriously?”“Yeah, what about you? You’re
clearly not human.”I didn’t know how to answer. “As far as I know, yeah, I am. I have been
studying magic ever since...”“Totally human, absolutely. Nothing to see here, move along.”When I
didn’t finish, she picked up where I left off. “Since when? I’ve met a few wizards and most of
them are as easy to read as anyone else. Fakers and shakers.”“Since…you asked me if I ever
killed someone. I haven’t. At least I don’t think so. I had this fiancée in college, Sarai. I loved her
like crazy. She worked in a bookstore off campus. I must have bought a hundred extra books just
as an excuse to see her. It took a while, but she gave in. We had a year together. One wonderful
year…and then she was gone. She had spent the night in my apartment. We stayed up late
reading spooky stories and munching popcorn. When morning came, she had simply
disappeared. I…it changed everything.”Duchess rubbed her hand on top of mine. “Let me guess.
You spent all your time looking for her instead of going to class. You saw her everywhere, but it
was never really her. Losing a love sucks, believe me, I know. But you didn’t kill her. And how did
it get you into magic?”“Maybe I did kill her. I have trouble remembering that night. And…the door
was still chain-locked in the morning. Either she jumped out of a fourth-floor window, walked
through a wall, or she never left the apartment.”“You ate her. Every last drop.”Duchess leaned
back and closed her eyes. She tightened her face in an effort of concentration. “I believe you,
Colin. I’m going to tell him that you didn’t kill any of his employees. I’m also going to tell him to
hire you. If he offers you a job, any job, I suggest you take it.”“Is that why he sprung me out of jail?
A job offer?”Her smile was melancholy. “No. He wanted you free so he could torture and kill you



himself. He’s not happy that someone is picking off his employees. And when he’s not happy...”
Duchess shuddered all over.6I called home to Uncle James and Aunt Celia that night before
going to bed. It was awkward and difficult.My sleep was restless for the rest of the night. I
blamed it on the soft mattress at the hotel. I had gotten so used to sleeping in the car or under
the stars that a real, honest-to-goodness bed gave me bad dreams. Thinking about murder all
day might have had something to do with it as well.In my mind’s eye, I could see Sarai, curled up
into a ball at the end of that hideous paisley couch I had back in college. Her feet were tucked
underneath her, her arms wrapped around her knees, her teeth absentmindedly digging into her
lower lip. I’m reading a story from the book, that cursed, vile tome I threw into the fire years ago.
Every word terrifies her, tantalizes her, the fear and the passion all tangled up together inside of
her. Sarai loved to be scared.In the dark recesses of that ancient cavern,I could hear the mad
priest still chanting,His deathless voice repeating the forbidden words,Fast and frantic, an
insane jumble of ranting;Yog-Shoggoth Abishai Nostaru Nofar Immi-shoggoth.Yog-Shoggoth
Abishai Nostaru Nofar Immi-shoggoth.Then, she is next to me, her face nuzzled up against
mine. She kisses me, her lips seeking deep purchase in mine. Her taste is salty, metallic…
bloody from where she bit her lip. She pulls back from me with a mischievous grin. “Blood of a
virgin. Better be careful.”“You know we could fix that. No mad priest could use you for a sacrifice
if you weren’t a virgin.”“Mmm. I suppose you’d chant over me as we made love.”“Only if you
wanted me to.”She pulls back into her story-time position. “Finish the story. If I like the way it
ends, maybe you’ll get lucky.”“Let’s see, where was I …?”Yog-Shoggoth Abishai Nostaru Nofar
Immi-shoggoth.Yog-Shoggoth Abishai Nostaru Nofar Immi-shoggoth.Each syllable of that dark
tongue echoedOver water and stone and I knew then what must be done.When I pause to turn
the page, it is no longer Sarai on the couch with me, but Agent Devereaux. “We found my body,
you know.” She pulls off her t-shirt to reveal the bloody cavity between her breasts. “Why? Why
did you kill me?”“Blood of a virgin. How could I have known?”I hear Duchess’ voice whisper in
my ear. “You’re clearly not human. You ate her. Every last drop.”I dreamed that same dream with
slight variations five times that night. In the worst of them, she made love to me while I stared at
the hole where her heart should have been.7The chauffeur delivered me to an IHOP six blocks
from the hotel. I got quite the assortment of looks in the parking lot. I wondered whether it was
my jeans, t-shirt, and leather jacket contrasting with my transportation or the fact that it was a
limo in front of a pancake restaurant. I suspected most of them craned their necks to see whose
bodyguard I was. Duchess wasn’t with me, so the celebrity gawkers had to be disappointed.I
happily noted Dorothy’s presence in the parking lot, her silver hood shining under a fresh coat of
wax. I took good care of her, but she looked fit for royalty after Duchess’ people got through with
her. Whoever she worked for, he didn’t believe in doing things halfway. Assuming there was a
new battery to go with the makeover, I would have to sincerely thank him.“Unless he also wired a
bomb to her ignition. Don’t forget he sent Duchess to kill us,” my inner voice was kind to
remind.“Only if I was guilty. And he wanted to kill me himself. If you’re going to spew paranoid
conspiracy theories, at least keep your facts straight.”The restaurant was mostly empty. The



senior citizen early birds had finished their meals, while the late morning brunchers were still
packing their kids off to school. Kids were still going to school, right? It was mid-October, but I
didn’t have a clue what day of the week it was. Windowless cells have that effect on a lot of their
residents, but I wasn’t much of a calendar and appointment book guy before that. Thursday, I
decided. It felt like a Thursday.It wasn’t hard to pick out Duchess’ boss. For starters, he could
have purchased ownership of the restaurant for substantially less than what he had spent on his
black designer suit. It had been tailored to his unique frame, lending him an air of grace and
sophistication, while still providing hints of the iron muscle underneath. A white Nero-collar shirt
with silver buttons contained his large neck and bulging chest. His black hair was neatly
trimmed, every wisp held in place by a veneer of hair spray. Beyond his well-coifed exterior,
however, he radiated a commanding aura. I doubted any lesser mortal could be called “boss” by
Duchess Deluce.As I showed myself to his table, I tried to relax my vision to look through him. An
old herb woman in Oregon had taught me how to see auras, a talent I didn’t practice nearly as
often as I should have. I pretended I didn’t do it often because it was an invasion of privacy, but
the truth was that it was too much like work. It was hard on the eyes to let loose of my focus, but it
was even harder if what I saw forced me to take action. I can’t see someone depressed, in pain,
or haunted by a spiritual parasite and not try to help. Deep down, I have the heart of a knight.
Like most knights, I’d had the crap kicked out of me more often than I could count for sticking my
nose where it didn’t belong. Both dragons and damsels can be equally resentful of outside
interference, no matter how well intentioned.However, meeting a fae-blooded telepath reminded
me that I was part of a much larger universe. If pressed, I called myself a wizard, but that was
only out of convenience. I couldn’t throw a fireball or call lightning out of a cloudless sky, but I
was capable of things that would make even the most cynical atheist pause. Most of my magic
fell into one of three distinct categories: Foresight, Chance, or Emotion. Aura sight was part of
the first and mostly involved convincing my conscious brain to shut up long enough for me to
hear how my unconscious brain viewed the world. If Duchess’ boss was anything other than
human…But human was all he was. His aura blurred in around the edges, but looked much like
any other essence. I briefly closed my eyes to get a better feel for the color by contrasting it
against the back of my eyelids. Most auras have a rainbow assortment of colors with band
thickness and distance from the body telling the story of the person’s current internal state. His
revealed only a granite gray shell, the outside layer concealing all else. It was human, but it was
disciplined human. He either meditated regularly or was using something akin to my eggshell
shield spell. The choice of color, cold, hard, and unyielding, spoke volumes about the man.“Mr.
Fisher. Sit, please.” His voice fit both the outfit and the aura. I thought I heard a slight Boston
accent on the r’s, more “ah” than “er”. I did as he asked, taking up residence in the booth across
from him.With a gloved hand, he produced an ivory white business card and slid it across to me.
In silver letters, “Lucien Valente” had been embossed in the center of the card. No phone
numbers, titles, or e-mail addresses cluttered it; only his name appeared. While I inspected it, he
removed the glove before grabbing a piece of toast off his plate and holding it out to me. “Take,



eat.”“Do this in remembrance of me?” I added.“Something like that. I know many of your kind
regard guest right as important. It’s not…kosher to harm someone you’ve shared a meal with.”I
nodded. “Many Arab tribes believe it makes men family until the next sunrise. Refusing to eat is
almost an act of war.” I accepted the bread and took a nibble. “I hope you don’t mind if I order my
own plate for the rest.”He smiled, but said nothing until after our waitress came and left. I ordered
a coffee, a tall stack of pancakes, fried eggs, and hash browns. I was on his tab, I assumed, and
I was never one to skimp on a free meal. It’s like the twelfth law of wizarding, I think.“Colin
Fisher.” He rolled my name around on his tongue. “Do you know who I am?”“Lucien Valente?” I
ventured.He nodded.“Never heard of you before…though I must say I’m impressed so far.”“Are
you familiar with Valente International?”I racked my brain for a moment. “Big multinational
conglomerate. Owns that coffee chain and the dollar discount stores.”“Among other things. I like
to keep my interests diversified. I also don’t care for advertising my success. Bill Gates, I’m not.”I
let out a low whistle. I had friends in environmental movements who liked to go on long rants
about the evils of multinationals. The more I thought about it, the more I recalled Valente
International been spoken of in a tone of voice generally reserved for topics such as Nazis or
terrorists. “That Lucien Valente, huh?”“Yes, Mr. Fisher.” He paused for a sip of his coffee. I
noticed he drank it black, a trait I associated with strong character and honesty, probably
because it matched my own preference. “Miss Deluce seems to think I should hire you on as my
personal wizard. Was that her idea or yours?”“Hers. I didn’t know who her boss was. And
Duchess didn’t strike me as someone whose opinion could be pushed around or manipulated. If
she says she thought of it, she must have.”“No,” he conceded. “She is an exceptionally stubborn
secretary.” I must have cocked an eyebrow in surprise, because he responded to my body
language. “Yes, secretary, executive assistant, whatever the in-fashion term is. She provides
external order to my life and activities, and acts in my stead when I am otherwise engaged. I
believe the archaic term suits her better: she is my seneschal.”We sat in silence after that. My
breakfast arrived and I began to eat. I could tell Lucien was waiting for something, but I didn’t
have a clue what. So I attended to what I did understand: blueberry syrup atop hot golden
pancakes.I was four or five bites in when Lucien started to laugh. “I give up, Mr. Fisher. I’ve had
twelve other personal wizards before you. Most were con artists or one-trick ponies. Near
worthless. But I think I like you.”I had enough etiquette to swallow before replying. “Why’s
that?”“You’re not trying to impress me. No dire prophecies of doom or demonstrations of power.
You don’t need to. That’s the sign of real power, isn’t it? When you don’t feel the need to show it
off, it means you really have it.”“I know a little,” I confessed. “Enough to know that I’m not the
biggest fish in the sea. But my luck and love spells pack a mean punch.” My last luck spell, in
fact, had accidentally killed its recipient. He won a quarter million dollars on the roulette wheel
before karma straightened itself out in the form of a speeding bus. After that, I was very careful to
limit my scope when I tinkered with probability. None of that seemed particularly interview-
relevant, however. Scratch that. It probably was interview-relevant, but I suddenly wanted to get
this job and thought that anecdote might sour the deal.“Ooh, ooh, tell him about the couple on



their honeymoon you put in the nuthouse. I love that story.”“Hmm.” He proceeded. “What about
curses? Do you know how to break them?”
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