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Fire Starter

David J. Normoyle

Rune Russell is a runaway from the orphanage trying to survive on the streets. When a mansion burns down, killing two people, and he is found on the grounds, not everyone accepts that he was merely seeking shelter. Rune is forced to investigate the cause of fire, and what he discovers will shake his worldview and change the course of his life.

Fire Starter is a prequel novelette that sets the scene for the start of The Sentinels series. Books one and two of the series, Fire Sorcerer and Fire Summoning, have been released with books three and four, Fire Soldiers and Fire Serpent due in the near future.

The first four chapters of Fire Sorcerer follows the prequel.
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Chapter 1


Thursday 08:35


The house at 102 Fenster Street stayed upright via pure stubbornness. Thick cords of ivy grew out of a crack that ran the full length of the building, and the left hand side of the roof dipped alarmingly. Two of the upstairs windows were boarded up. When I knocked, the few remaining flakes of red paint fell off the front door. A rusty hinge creaked and the door swung open. I glanced behind me, expecting a film crew to be shooting a horror movie.

I touched the bare wood of the door, running my fingers along a diagonal crack, then pushed it fully open. “Anyone there?” I called out. The carpet in the hallway was sticky, and through the tears in the wallpaper various decades of pattern fashions were on display—beginning in the Great Depression, from the looks of things.

It didn’t feel right to barge in, but I was going to be late for work if I didn’t hurry. I continued into the living room. “I’m supposed to be meeting Tyler and Pete,” I said to the room in general.

The place smelt like ripe underwear. A pyramid of beer cans decorated the mantlepiece and half-empty fast food boxes were everywhere.

I was about to exit again when I noticed a bearded man asleep on the couch. Chameleon-like, he had blended into the decor, even to the extent of having a plastic takeaway carton lying on his belly.

“Hey!” I shouted to him.

No response.

I stepped up to him and poked him with a finger.

He jerked at my touch but didn’t wake. I leaned down and gave him a good shake. This time he jumped to his feet, the takeaway carton spilling black sauce as it flipped to the floor. “Don’t kill me!” He started backward and almost tripped over a low table behind me. “Don’t kill me.”

“Why would I kill you?”

He looked around, confused. “What time is it?”

“Nearly quarter to nine.” I was definitely going to be late for work. So much for making a good impression on my first week.

He peered out the window. “Is it morning, dude? You woke me in the morning? That’s worse than killing me.” Strands of dank brown hair fell across his face. He wore a pink nightgown and purple crocs. Clearly a man who had decided not to chose life.

“How can waking you be worse than killing you?”

“Duuuude.” He stretched out the word as if that made it a sentence.

“I don’t speak dude. Languages aren’t my strong suit.”

He grunted and settled back into his place on the couch. “What are you doing here at this ungodly hour?”

“I was told to speak to either Tyler or Pete about living in the upstairs attic room. You’re ...?”

He glanced around the room. “Where’s Pete?”

I took that to mean that he was Tyler. “I didn’t see anyone else here. So about the attic room?”

“You’ll have to come back when Pete is here.”

“I’m not going through this again.” I’d been effectively homeless for well over a year and I really wanted the room but I wasn’t going to dance for anybody. “You’ll just have to decide. Is the room mine or not?”

“You probably won’t even want it. Have you seen it? It’s in a terrible state.”

I glanced around the living room. “Worse than this?” I shook my head. “Doesn’t matter. I’ll take it whatever it’s like.” Normal landlords did background checks. I wouldn’t have passed one of those even before my name cropped up in the papers for my connection to the recent fire that had killed two people.

“It’s been deserted a long time. The roof leaks and the walls are slick with green slime. The rats have taken over.”

“I’ve dealt with rats before.” Of all types.

“Not like these. Big as cats. What’s it called when they go feral and become sentient?”

“I think rats are always feral. And I’ll believe they are sentient when I see them.”

Tyler leaned forward toward the coffee table, brushing his hair from his face. He slid two cigarette papers from a packet, licked them and stuck them together. “Do you smoke?” He lifted a pinch of tobacco from a pouch and sprinkled it across the papers.

“The waccy baccy? Is that a requirement for tenancy?”

“It’s a requirement for life, dude. You have to expand your mind. Otherwise you’ll just see that they want you to see. The world is bigger than that.”

“I get in enough trouble in my little world. I don’t need to expand to bigger ones.” I glanced at my watch again.

Tyler searched the coffee table, sighed—presumably at not finding anything stronger than tobacco—then began to roll, his fingers moving with well practiced finesse. “Who are you again?”

“Name’s Rune. Rune Russell.”

“Sounds like a superhero game.”

“I wear the red spandex at nighttime.”

“I bet you do. You go, girl.”

I smiled, and he smiled back. It felt like a genuine moment. Maybe, despite appearances, this arrangement was going to work out well for me. “So if I fix the roof I won’t have to pay rent?”

“Rent, hells no. You’re not a capitalist, are you?” he said, aghast.

“If it involves having money, then no.” I went to the door and looked around the hall and the living room. Decay was chewing the place up from the inside, and most of the furnishings looked older than me. Still, it had character. I figured I could get used to it. “Who owns this kip?”

“We call it Ten-two,” Tyler said.

I nodded. 102 Fenster Street. Ten-two. “Who owns Ten-two?”

“Don’t know and don’t care. Squatter’s rights, baby.”

“Cool. So no rent.”

“You have to pay weed money.”

“I don’t smoke.”

“Dude, it’s for food, not for getting high.” At my quizzical look, he elaborated. “Takeaway food guys come here after their shift to get high, bringing all the leftovers from the night. We have pizza on Tuesday and Thursday, and Chinese...” He did some counting on his fingers, then gave up. “We have food most nights.”

“Cool. So I’ll bring my gear this evening.” I could pretend I had stuff to bring. “We’re good?” I was always surprised when something went well.

“Course.” Tyler sparked the lighter several times. It didn’t take. He shook it violently, then tried again. Still nothing. “What Duffy says goes.”

I groaned. “Duffy’s behind this?” Connor Duffy was the policeman who’d interviewed me after the Collier Mansion burnt down the week before. He’d taken an interest in me ever since. “What was this whole song and dance about? You saying Pete has to be here. The stories about sentient rats.”

“Dude, it’s not a story. I’m warning you, if the rats win I’m not retrieving your body.”

“No one told me that Duffy set this up.” Connor Duffy, I’d discovered was more of a gangster than a cop. He wasn’t the kind of person who did favors without expecting something in return. Perhaps refusing the room was my best option. I glanced at my watch again, worked out how late I was going to be, then decided I would figure out what to do about the room afterward. “See you later,” I told Tyler. “It’ll be fun.”

I ran out, jerking the front door closed behind me. It rebounded open. I pulled the door closed and when the same happened again, I just left it ajar. I raced down the steps and out the front gate, then turned at a shout.

Tyler had his head and arms stuck out the window. “Remember to expand your mind, dude. The world is bigger than it seems.”

Chapter 2

Thursday 09:20

“You’re late.”

I’d hoped to get to my desk before having to deal with Findley. No such luck. He had been lurking at reception waiting to pounce.

“I know. Sorry. I’ll make the time up.”

“I’m not angry, you know. I’m disappointed. I took a chance on you despite my better instincts.”

“I’ll get to work right this instant. Only twenty minutes lost.”

“Twenty minutes multiplied by everyone in Transkey.” Findley was short and balding with tufts of red hair on the back and sides of his head. “Do you know how many man hours of productivity we have lost out on?”

I glanced around and noticed for the first time that most of the employees were in the coffee room instead of at their desks. I’d thought Findley had jumped on my back because that was how he eked out pleasure in life. But it seemed something had happened.

“What’s going on?”

I moved swiftly through the office, Findley trailing behind. Every monitor I passed had a screensaver of burning flames. I reached my monitor and clicked it on. Red flames licked at my screen also. I pressed space on the keyboard and instead of the login screen, a ghost jumped into view with the words, “You got punked, bitch,” written across its translucent chest.

“They’re all like that,” Findley said.

“I guessed.” I reached into a drawer and took out a laptop that wasn’t in the system and booted it up.

“Are you fixing it?” Findley was literally breathing on my neck.

“No. I’m loading up World of Warcraft. Did you know that I’m a forty degree warrior-mage-demon?” I didn’t game but I could make up lingo with the best of them.

“Do you know how much money Transkey loses for every minute we can’t access the computer system? Why did I let myself be persuaded to hire you?”

I stopped typing and turned to face him. “I thought you decided to give me a chance despite your better instincts?” I should have known that was bullshit. Findley didn’t have any better instincts.

Findley shrugged. “You are only twenty with a one year diploma in I.T. You wouldn’t have gotten a job like this without someone important putting in a good word for you.”

“I see.” Of course I was really only seventeen and the diploma was fake. “Who really hired me?”

“I can still fire you though if you prove incompetent.”

He didn’t have to tell me who it was. I didn’t know anyone important so it could only be Connor Duffy who’d put in the word for me. “Being fired sounds wonderful,” I told Findley. It didn’t though. I’d enjoyed the week in Transkey and knew how difficult it was to get any work, never mind a job working with computers. If I couldn’t hold down a job, perhaps I’d turn into someone like Tyler. “I’ll fix this. You have to promise me though. If you ever see me wearing purple crocs, you’ll hire a warrior-demon-mage to kill me.”

“What?”

I remotely logged into the system and started checking what was going on. “The hackers haven’t gotten into the core systems.” Anyone capable of playing Angry Birds could have broken into Findley’s systems before I started. I had hardened security, but one week hadn’t been enough to patch all the holes.

“Which means?”

“I just have to change a few passwords, destroy some virus software, and everything will return to normal.” I glanced at the burning screensaver and was reminded of the fire at the Collier Mansion. A shiver ran down my back that wasn’t caused by Findley’s hot breath.

Twenty minutes later, the login screens were back to normal.

Findley stood up on a chair and even then managed to look short. “Everybody back to work,” he declared. “And we’ll all have to stay in an extra hour tonight.”

A general groan rose up throughout the office.

“You can all thank Rune here for that.”

A chorus of bitter “Thank you, Rune” was muttered.

Thank you, Findley. So far I hadn’t really fit in or made any friends, and Findley was helping to make sure that didn’t change.

Findley returned to his office, allowing me to relax. I logged in and checked my email. A subject line jumped out at me. “ARSONIST. MURDERER.”

I checked the sender. From CollierJustice at gmail dot com. What in the name of Beezlebub’s horns was going on? I glanced around to make sure no one was watching, then my fingers crept forward and I moved the pointer over the subject line of the email. I clicked.

Three sentences.

“This is just the start. We know you started the fire that killed the Colliers. You won’t get away with this.”

Chapter 3

Thursday 19:10

It takes a policeman really comfortable in his own skin to use a doughnut shop as a headquarters. As I stood outside Bibi’s Donuts, waiting for permission to enter, I thought back to what I’d been told about Connor Duffy.

Although technically still a beat cop, Duffy hadn’t worn a uniform or walked the beat in years. He rarely went into the police station, instead coming into the doughnut shop where he sat in a back corner, drank coffee, ate donuts and ran his empire. He had strong connections on both sides of the crime divide, though in Lusteer that dividing line tended to blur.

The person who told me about Duffy had been Horace, one of my only friends from my time in Gorlam’s Orphanage. Though Horace had told me about the room in the squat house on Fenster Street and hadn’t mentioned that Duffy was behind it, so perhaps he wasn’t as much of a friend as I’d thought.

The door opened, and a thin man walked out. The man who held the door open nodded at me and I walked in past him. Duffy sat alone at a table in the back corner with a coffee and doughnut in front of him. In the tables around him, several other men were gathered, clearly Duffy’s minions. They stared darkly at me as I walked past them.

“What brought Rune down upon us?” Duffy stood up with a chuckle and held out his hand.

I reluctantly shook his hand.

“A weak handshake,” he said.

“I don’t like handshakes,” I told him, by which I meant I didn’t like shaking the hands of those who wanted to control me.

“We all have to do things we don’t like,” Duffy said.

“The key is doing it as little as possible.”

Duffy chuckled again. He gestured to the men at the other tables. “Wise beyond his years, this young one.” None of the men cracked a smile. “Or maybe too smart for his own good.”

“Smart enough to not want any help from you.”

The skin around his eyes tightened. “I’m a simple man. I see the world in black and white, friends and enemies. Most people I meet are smart enough to not want to be an enemy.” He sat down and gestured to the seat opposite. “Sit. Tell me why you are here.”

I sat. Duffy was doughnut-powered—in a good way. He was big and bulky with shoulders that were hunched over and rounded like a bull’s. His face was well fleshed out and larger than life just like the rest of him. He’d probably break a blood-pressure meter, and he wouldn’t be found on any marathon starting lines, but if someone got into a fight with him, they’d hope to have twenty-six miles between them before it started. Or I would, at least.

“I came to tell you that I don’t need your help,” I said.

Duffy took a sip of coffee. “Of course you don’t. But everything’s easier when we work together. Two people carrying the piano, you know. That’s the secret of my success.”

“Success? Aren’t you just a crummy beat cop?” My big mouth tends to get me into trouble whenever I’m faced with authority figures.

Chairs scraped back as several of the men moved to stand up, but Duffy raised his hand, and they sat back down again. “Careful now,” he said to me.

“I’ll give up the job and not take the room in the squat house.”

“You think it’s that easy? You then won’t owe me anything? After the Collier Mansion fire some of my colleagues wanted to arrest you, but I smoothed things over.”

“I had nothing to do with the fire,” I said sharply.

“You were still trespassing on private property.”

I couldn’t deny that. Homeless, I had been staying in a treehouse on the Collier grounds. “What’s the connection between the Collier Mansion fire and Gorlam’s Orphanage?” I asked. Although I had spent most of the day improving the security of Findley’s systems, I had also managed to track down the hacker. To my surprise, the IP address of the attacker had originated at the orphanage.

Duffy smiled, jolliness returning to his face. “I thought you weren’t in the favor asking business?”

“I shouldn’t have come.” I stood and turned to go. Two men moved to block my path.

Duffy gave a slight shake of his head and the men sat down again.

“Alex and Jo Collier are in Gorlam’s. They are listed under the name Wilson because the case was so high profile.”

I had checked the staff and inmate lists of the orphanage, searching for Collier and Wyndham—the maiden name of Alice Collier—and found nothing. “Thanks.”

“Why do you want to know?” Duffy asked.

I didn’t reply, instead starting for the exit. This time, no one moved to stop me.

“Rune!” Duffy called out.

I paused by the door.

“When I next need to move a piano, I’ll give you a shout.”

Chapter 4

Thursday 21:35

The corridors of Gorlam’s were painted puke yellow, and everything was horribly familiar. Between the ages of five and sixteen, except for brief stints at foster homes or even briefer stints on the streets after an escape, it had been what I had to call home. That was until a year ago when I’d figured out how to delete myself from the system and make a permanent escape.

I read the numbers on the doors. 212, 213. I adjusted my badge on my T-shirt and turned the corner. I knew the place so well, it had been remarkably easy to steal a staff badge and find out which room Alex and Jo Wilson were staying in.

I thought back to my meeting with Duffy. That hadn’t gone as I had hoped. He had helped me find the Collier children, but the main reason I had gone had been to figure out what Duffy wanted from me. Since leaving the orphanage, I had suffered plenty of hunger and cold, but the thing I wanted most out of life was to maintain my independence, be my own man. Owing favors to Duffy threatened that.

The door of Room 217 was slightly ajar and I hesitated, deciding whether to knock or not. I figured I wasn’t supposed to be there, so this wasn’t the time to start getting strict about the rules. I pushed the door fully open with my foot.

A girl lay on her stomach on a bed, facing me, typing on her laptop. She lifted her head and saw me. I saw recognition in her eyes, then she returned to her typing.

A memory of a crying girl from the night of the fire flashed into my mind. It was her: Jo Collier.

I decided to take Jo’s indifference to my presence as an invitation, and I stepped into the room. I sat down on the bed opposite her. “Serious hacking for one so young.” Seeing the screens flicker back and forth on her laptop screen, I determined that Jo was the Transkey hacker. She was only thirteen, I remembered from reading the orphanage files on Jo Wilson. “You’ll be on the government radar before long.”

“You’d think the government would improve their security instead of targeting good hackers,” Jo said.

“It is good at targeting. It’s not so good at being competent,” I said. She didn’t stop working, colored screens flashing across the laptop. “You could have used a program called tor to disguise your location, you know.”

“Tor or maybe I2P or freenet,” she said.

I blinked. “You wanted to be caught.”

She shrugged.

“Why?”

“Hacking Transkey to leave a message was Alex’s idea. I figured we should just ask you directly.”

“Well then, I’m here now. Ask.”

She shut the laptop and looked me directly in the eyes. “Did you kill Mum and Dad?”

I shook my head. “I had nothing to do with it. I was in the wrong time and wrong place.”

She stared at me for a long moment, then sighed. “Alex says I’m too trusting.”

“Can’t distrust everyone,” I suggested, even though I realized I couldn’t think of a single person that I really trusted.

“Alex would tell me that you would of course deny it if asked.”

“And Alex is always right.” I turned to see a teen boy appearing in the doorway. “You?” he asked, pointing at me. “What are you doing here?” He dashed to the corner of the room and grabbed a baseball bat.

I stood up and backed away. “Alex, calm down. There’s no need for violence.”

He swung hard, I jumped back and the bat whizzed past my nose. Beezlebub, the kid wasn’t messing about.

My back hit the wall. He swung for my head again. I ducked and the bat broke a hole in the drywall. I stepped around Alex and back toward the open door. He wrenched the bat free of the wall and turned toward me, his fingers tightening around the butt of the bat and anger blazing in his eyes.

“Listen to me.”

He rammed the butt of the bat against my stomach. I expelled a gasp of air and glanced across at Jo as I retreated. She gave me a shrug. Whether she believed me or not, she wasn’t going against her brother.

I hesitated at the doorway. I could run and get away, but that would just be putting off the problem. I didn’t want to have to worry about Jo hacking into Transkey again, or Alex turning up at Ten-two in the middle of the night with a baseball bat, or worse. I preferred to confront problems head on, if at all possible. It hadn’t worked with Duffy, but surely I could successfully communicate with an angry teen. I was one myself, after all.

First I had to get him talking. He swung again, aiming at my torso. This time, instead of dodging, I tensed up and let him hit me. He was only fourteen, how hard could he hit, I was thinking. Apparently, he was a young Barry Bonds, because it hurt like hell. I gritted my teeth and lowered my arm to wedge the bat against my body.

Alex pulled, but I didn’t let go, instead charging at him and forcing him to fall on his bed. I then dived, grabbing hold of his hands and holding him down.

He convulsed under me, trying to throw me off, then launched his head at me, snapping with his teeth when the headbutt fell short. After a brief struggle, I managed to get control of him. “Just hear me out first,” I said to him.

He turned toward his sister, who sat on the bed with her legs crossed under her, seemingly enjoying the fight. “A bit of help,” he spat out at her.

“We should listen to what he has to say.”

Alex wasn’t happy with her neutrality. “Traitor.”

“Hitting me provides some short term satisfaction,” I told Alex. “But you really want to know the truth. For that, you have to listen to what I have to say.”

“Just let me go.”

“Is that an agreement to listen to me?”

“Get off me.”

It wasn't exactly the assurance I was looking for but, from his expression, he had calmed down.

I released him and stepped back rapidly. He glared at me and rubbed at his wrists where I’d held him, but he didn’t move to attack again. “Go on, then, prove your innocence,” Alex demanded, sitting up.

“Shouldn’t it be innocent until proven guilty?” I asked.

“Better one hundred men get wrongly executed than one parent-killer goes free,” he said.

“Depends on the point of view.”

“Let’s take the point of view of the orphan for once,” Alex said. “How do you explain being on the grounds that night?”

“I was homeless and had been staying in an old treehouse. The trees around it completely hid it from the main house. For three weeks, I didn’t see another soul.”

Jo smiled sadly. “We used to spend so much time in that old place. I can’t remember the last time we were there.”

“You were there for three weeks with no one noticing?” Alex asked. “Really?”

“Metallica rules, okay,” I said.

“What?” Alex asked.

“Which one of you inscribed that on the wall in the lower left hand corner.”

“Not me.” Jo’s eyes narrowed. “Alex, you didn’t. You finished with an okay. How lame.”

Alex reddened. “I was eight. The main thing was that I appreciated the genius of Metallica at a young age, not the corny diction.”

Jo made the sign of the horns with both hands. “Alex rules, okay.”

“Shut up,” Alex said to Jo. He turned back to me. “You could have just been in that treehouse that night and seen it.”

“There’s a loose board in the back right hand corner and a space underneath. Inside is a red scrunchy and a My Little Pony with no head and a purple tail.” I looked at Jo.

“Not mine,” she said.

Alex laughed. “She went through a phase.” He made the sign of the horns on both hands in her direction. “My Little Pony rules, okay.”

It was Jo’s turn to redden. “Shut up.”

I smiled at the obvious bond between them. They were dealing with the loss of their parents in different ways, but at least they had each other. “If there’s anything else unique about the treehouse, test me. I got to know the place pretty well. The important thing to realize is that I didn’t just coincidentally turn up that night, I had been living on the grounds for a while.”

“What about getting a job in Transkey immediately after?” Alex asked. “Another coincidence?”

“I interviewed before the fire.” The interview hadn’t gone well. Findley had seemed to hate me then and I had been extremely surprised to receive an offer. Of course I had since learned that Duffy was the reason for that. “How did you know where I worked?” I asked.

“It was listed on the police report,” Alex said.

“How did y—?” I glanced across at Jo and got a confirmation in her expression that it was her doing. I had new respect for her skills. Perhaps she was on the government radar. I could hack into Gorlam’s system at will, but I had never managed to get into the Lusteer police system. “What else did the police report say?”

“It mentioned you as a witness, but it didn’t mention anything about you staying in the treehouse,” Jo said. “It gave Transkey as your place of employment but didn’t list an address.”

“A young vagabond with a record of multiple petty crimes happening to turn up that night made you the obvious suspect,” Alex said. “The Transkey records showing you were employed only days later indicated you were being rewarded.”

“It does seem suspicious,” I admitted, thinking I would have come to the same conclusion as Alex. “I told Connor Duffy, the policeman who interviewed me, about living in the treehouse. Surprising it’s not in the police report. Anything else of interest in it?”

“Not much,” Alex said. “The fire department said that the fire had spread quicker than any other fire they’d seen, but couldn’t determine what started it. Despite that, seems like the police are going to just dismiss it as an accident. Not that I’m surprised. This is Lusteer, cover up city.”

I couldn’t argue with that. Corruption ran the city.

“Even if you weren’t there, you were a witness,” Alex continued. “You must have seen something.”

“I’m afraid not. When I woke up, the house was ablaze, and police and firemen were swarming.” I actually couldn’t recall waking up. I had gone to sleep the night before, and the next thing I remembered was being interviewed by Duffy with the Collier Mansion burning in the background. But having gotten Alex to believe I wasn’t involved, I wasn’t going to share that little tidbit. A memory floated to the surface of my mind: an old man with stringy gray hair in a tan overcoat. Where had that come from?

“If you don’t know anything, I guess we are back to the drawing board.” Alex walked to the hole in the wall made by the bat and started to twist off small pieces of plaster.

It had to be hard to investigate a parent’s death, continually churning through the raw emotions. I glanced across at where Jo was gazing into her lap.

“You’ll get in trouble for that?” I nodded at the hole Alex had created.

He grunted. “Hopefully they’ll kick us out.”

“They’re not allowed to kick you out.” I had done enough to get kicked out many times over when I’d stayed in Gorlam’s. They had solitary and psych-eval for those who didn’t toe the line, both horrible. They broke your spirit one way or another. I was lucky to have escaped when I did.

“Listen, I wasn’t involved, but I was there. Maybe I can help you find out more.” What was I saying? I had accidentally gotten caught up in whatever happened that night and had come here to extricate myself, not further my involvement.

Jo looked up. “You would do that?”

“We don’t need your help,” Alex said. “We’ll find out whoever was behind this ourselves.”

“It’s harder to find out things when behind the walls of Gorlam’s.”

Alex’s gaze shifted away.

“Don’t try to escape,” I said. His sudden jerk told me I guessed right about his intentions. “They’ll just bring you back.” I had been recaptured many times before I figured out how to escape permanently. “You’ll just get sent to solitary.” Right now they had each other to lean on—I didn’t want to see them lose that.

Alex grunted.

The blasted idiot was going to make things worse. “Give me some time to try and find out something before you do anything stupid.”

Instead of replying, he just walked out the door.

I considered everything I had read about the case, trying to figure out an angle I could investigate. If the fire had been started deliberately then there had to be a motive. I remembered from newspaper reports that Jo and Alex’s father was a journalist. “What about you, do you trust me to help you?” I asked Jo.

“Alex wouldn’t want me to.”

“Alex is rather hot headed,” I said. “What would you say if I asked you to help me and keep Alex out of the loop.”

“I would say no.”

“Would you be willing to give me a headstart on the information discovered?”

She considered, then nodded. “I could do that.”

“Can you hack your parents’ files? Especially your father’s.”

“He worked from home and his computer was destroyed in the fire.”

“Did he use Dropbox? Anything like that?” I could try to hack into his personal files myself, hope for weak security. But kids sometimes knew their parents' passwords, plus Jo was already a better hacker than me.

“I can check it out.”

“Great. Let me give you my mobile number.”

“I already know it.”

“Course you do.” I gave her a grin. “Text me your number.”

I exited. Outside, I closed the door, then leaned my back against it, my smile fading. What was I getting myself into? What had possessed me to offer to help? It had been a total coincidence that I’d been there that night; I didn’t have to get involved.

Was it because I felt sorry for what had happened to Alex and Jo? In Gorlam’s, everyone had a sad story, and I’d quickly figured out to avoid attachments as much as possible. Most orphans didn’t even want to be helped, and becoming involved in their lives would only drag me into the morass of other people’s problems. Taking care of only myself was the best way to survive.

I had come back to the orphanage only to break the very rules that had allowed me to endure the place and ultimately escape it.

Chapter 5

Friday 19:10

The computer monitor shining blue light onto my face was the only light left in the office. Everyone else had gone home, it was just me alone with the internet. I rubbed my eyes, thinking about what I had discovered about the Collier family. I leaned forward to write on the pad in front of me.

The phone rang, and I jerked, knocking cold coffee across my desk. Blast and double Beezlebub blast. I ran for the small kitchenette, grabbed some napkins and returned to soak up the coffee.

The phone continued to ring and I stared at it. I wasn’t even sure of my own extension number and had no idea who else would know it. The ringing stopped. Before I had a chance to relax, it started up again.

This time I picked up the phone. “Yes.”

“I’m outside.” Duffy’s voice.

How? Why? What? A swirl of questions rose to my mind and I chose one. “What do you want with me?”

“I’m outside.” He hung up.

Was I to be at the beck and call of a gangster slash policeman from now on? It was exactly what I wanted to avoid, but refusing Duffy didn’t seem to be a viable option. Duffy hadn’t bothered waiting for a response, meaning he knew how little choice I had. Bastard.

I switched off the computer monitor, grabbed my leather jacket off the back of my chair, then exited Transkey, giving the security guard a nod as I passed reception. He didn’t even look up from his book.

A brand new Mercedes, dark red with darkened windows, was parked outside. I pulled open the passenger door and sat inside.

The Merc was spacious and the front driver seat was pushed way back, but even so, Duffy’s bulk meant that he was hunched over the steering wheel. He started the car and swung out into the traffic. “Don’t keep me waiting in the future.”

“I didn’t know it was you.”

Duffy didn’t reply.

“You going to tell me what’s going on?”

More silence.

“Nice wheels,” I said. “Comes to what, four, five times your yearly salary?” In a place as corrupt as Lusteer, people like Duffy didn’t have to bother hiding what they did.

“That mouth of yours could get you in trouble one day.”

“It already has. Many a time.”

Duffy snorted. “You are young. You don’t know what real trouble is. Pray you never do.”

“I can’t pray since I don’t believe in God.”

“He doesn’t exist. It’s the other side that does. Unfortunately, the price for help can be high so I don’t recommend praying to them.”

I snorted a laugh but he didn’t crack a smile. Still, I decided to assume he was joking. Better a crazy sense of humor than plain crazy. We lapsed into silence, and I looked out the window, watching the streetlights flicker past.

After about twenty minutes, we arrived at our destination, a residential part of Lusteer. Duffy parked the car and nodded to an apartment block across the road. “Third floor. Apartment Number 37. Keycode 4123 will get you through the main door.”

“And I’ll find what there?”

He leaned across me and opened the passenger door.

If I didn’t already know, that made it clear he wasn’t in a chatty mood. I climbed out of the car and shut the door behind me. I hoped he might immediately drive away, but he didn’t.

The night was clear and the moon was close to full, giving me a good look at the silhouette of the apartment block. It was a squat building, four stories high with small balconies sticking out the sides of it.

At the entrance, a side panel listed the inhabitants. According to that, an S. Williams lived at Apartment 37. I keyed in 4123, and the access light turned green and the door buzzed. I pushed it open and walked inside.

What was I getting myself into? At Bibi’s, Duffy had made clear he’d want something from me. But I hadn’t expected it to happen so soon, and I certainly hadn’t expected to have absolutely no clue what was expected of me. The corridors of the apartment block were poorly lit. The carpet was threadbare and smelled of dust and disrepair. I ignored the lift and found the stairwell, and began to slowly ascend.

As I did so, I considered what I’d learned about the Colliers from my internet research. John Collier had grown up in poverty, won scholarships to college, earned a law degree but never practiced. He was an only child and both his parents were dead, his mother from cancer and his father in a gang shooting when John was twenty. He’d turned to freelance journalism where he’d already earned a good reputation after only a few years, though he hadn’t published anything particularly hard hitting.

His wife was why they lived in a mansion instead of a small apartment. Alice Collier nee Wyndham came from money. The Wyndhams were among the wealthiest families in Lusteer. She’d defied her parents in marrying John Collier and been disowned. Due to a direct inheritance from her grandparents, she had managed to retain the mansion if not the money to maintain it. Since Alex and Jo were in Gorlam’s, it meant that the Wyndhams still hadn’t forgiven Alice even in death, and that her sins—in the eyes of the family—continued to her children.

On the third floor, I exited into the corridor. At Apartment Number 37, I hesitated for a long moment. Finally I managed to force myself to rap softly on the door. The man who came to the door was wearing a green checkered shirt. He looked tired and his eyes were bloodshot. Thick black stubble clung to a square jaw. I felt a vague recognition I couldn’t place.

He had no such trouble recognizing me. His eyes widened. “You,” he snarled. He gave me a shove that sent me spinning against the far wall, then took off running.

I just about managed to maintain my balance.

“Wait!” I shouted. “I mean no harm. I just want to talk.”

He didn’t pause, racing into the stairwell. I ran after him. He pounded up the stairs and I chased him. “Wait!” I shouted again. At the top, he burst through a wooden door, slamming it shut behind him. I shoved it open behind him and raced onto the roof, then slowed.

He had stopped, his head bowed slightly. The moon was visible over his right shoulder. I had chased him simply because he had run and now realized it mightn’t have been the best idea. He stood panting, his massive shoulders rising and falling. “Duffy told me that Flavini had dealt with you.” Deep shadows cut through his face as he turned his head.

“Change of plan.” I didn’t know who Flavini was, or what the original plan was, but Duffy bringing me here suggested a change in strategy by someone.

“You want to go for round two. I’m not afraid of you.” He turned fully.

When did round one happen? Why would he be afraid of me? He seemed vaguely familiar but I would certainly remember if I’d fought him, mainly because he would have beaten the snot out of me. Nothing made sense.

“Let’s start at the beginning,” I said. “The Collier’s Mansion.” That had been the start of me getting involved with this. Whatever this was.

“Do your worst, fire fiend. I’m ready for you this time.”

Smoke rose up around him. I stepped back, my mouth suddenly dry. The smoke thickened to a cloud that hid him completely. Within the dark cloud, shadows whirled, and the snarling roar that emerged was not something that could come from a human throat. I backed rapidly away, grabbing the door and yanking it open.

I didn’t dash through immediately though. I had to see. The smoke cleared and somehow I knew what I was going to see the moment before I did. It was impossible, though, that I could know what to expect, impossible for the creature before me to exist, and even more impossible for a man to transform into it. But I couldn’t deny my own eyes.

The shirt and jeans the man had worn hung from the creature in tatters. A snout stretched out its face and its eyes were large and yellow. Gray fur covered its body. It wasn’t much taller than before, but it was hunched over, with muscle rippling though it. Its arms were elongated with fingers twisted and clawed.

It sprang toward me, and I flung the door closed behind me. The paneling bowed inward as the beast crashed into it. I took the stairs four at a time, half falling, relying on instinct and fear to keep me upright.

I was halfway between the third and fourth floor when air whooshed past me as something plummeted down the central gap in the stairwell. I grabbed hold of the banister and looked down to see the creature grab the edge of the stairs and somersaulted onto the third floor landing. I turned and fled back up, exiting onto the fourth floor. I twisted the handle of the first door I reached and—life-savior, literally—it opened. I jumped inside, shoved it closed and turned the thumb latch to lock it.

I was just in time. An instant later, the creature crashed into the door, which vibrated and a splintering boom sounded. I ran into the living room. A bedroom door opened a crack. “Get back in there and don’t come out!” I shouted. The door snapped shut. “And lock your door in the future.” The last was probably unnecessary. Whoever owned this apartment wouldn’t make the mistake of leaving their door open again. Especially if whoever it was got a glimpse of the creature following me.

The glass door at the back of the living room had the key in the lock. Because my hand was shaking it took a few attempts before I managed to unlock it. I slid the door open, stepped out onto the balcony, then closed it behind me. A fire escape connected the balconies, leading down to an alleyway below. My breath came in big gulps. I started down, then hesitated. Could I make it to street level before I was caught? When I heard a smashing sound behind me, I realized the chances were slim.

So instead of descending, I ripped my leather jacket off, and threw it over the balcony, then started to climb up the fire escape. I reached the roof just as glass smashed, and threw myself away from the edge so I wouldn’t be visible from below.

I waited a few moments, then lowered myself onto my belly and eased forward so I could sneak a peak downward. The creature was on the balcony, his head rotating as he scanned the alleyway below. My leather jacket swayed on the railing of a ground floor balcony.

The creature vaulted over the railing. Gravel crunched as he landed on his feet. It immediately straightened as if a three story fall was nothing but a small hop. I swallowed hard. The leather jacket fell from the railing and landed at his feet. I could only hope he didn’t pause to wonder why I would have stopped mid-chase to remove my jacket.

He sniffed at it, looked one way, then the other before bounding up the alleyway and disappearing around the corner. I turned onto my back and sucked in slow steady breaths of cool night air. The moon shone white light down on me, making me wonder if I had it to blame for what I had seen.

I suspected it wasn’t. A werewolf had jumped out of the storybooks and into my life, but that didn’t mean that all the mythos about the werewolf story were true. Or any of them.

I peeked back into the alley again. Empty. The devil's choice: risk going down and hope to get away before it returned, or wait and hope it didn’t find me when it returned. On balance, considering it lived there, immediate escape seemed the best option.

Realizing that I should descend was one thing, making myself actually do it was a whole other thing. My legs felt weak and my hands were reluctant to grab the top of the fire escape. Once I started down, though, I sped up, rattling the rungs as I moved as fast as I dared. Despite slippery rungs and the speedy descent, I kept one eye on the corner where I’d last seen the creature, ready to reverse direction at any sign of it returning.

On the ground, I paused to pick up my leather jacket, then raced in the opposite direction to the one which the werewolf had chosen. I passed by where Duffy had parked but the dark red Merc was gone.

Chapter 6

Friday 20:05

Once I had started running, I couldn’t stop. My heart thundered in my body, and several times I sprinted straight into the middle of the road. Cars skidded to a stop, beeping, but I barely noticed them. I just kept running.

Only when my legs wobbled and threatened to completely give up on me did I slow, and finally stop. I doubled over, one hand against the wall and sucked in long shuddering breaths as I fought to give my body the oxygen it needed. Passersby gave me a wide berth.

When I recovered my breath, I looked around. It took several moments to figure out where I was. Garish neon signs and bright streetlights lit up pavements thick with tipsy crowds and the street was bumper to bumper with taxis. I was on Lecturn Street in the middle of the late night district. Was it a coincidence that I had ended up there or had I instinctively run toward the part of Lusteer that would have the most people on a Friday night?

I pulled my mobile phone from my hip pocket before realizing I had no one obvious to ring. Being independent had its disadvantages. After a little thought, I dialed Jo’s number.

“Yes,” she answered instantly.

“Can you tell me that nightmares aren’t real?” I asked her.

“Is that you, Rune?”

“Just tell me.”

“Nightmares aren’t real.”

“Good to know.” It didn’t help. “You on the computer? Can you check something for me?”

“Hold on while I switch on the laptop. You are out of breath. Is something wrong?”

“Everything is just gravy wavy.” I had no idea what that even meant. The mobile phone no longer rattled as much in my hand, though. That was something. The sound of a normal voice was starting to calm me down.

“Should I be worried about you?” Jo asked. “Laptop has booted up. What do you want me to check?”

“I’m okay now,” I assured her. I wasn’t. “I’m looking for a guy by the name of Flavini.” That was who Williams had said was supposed to have dealt with me.

The sound of keys being tapped on the laptop came through the phone.

“I’m sure there is more than one,” she said. “Anything else you can tell me?”

“He could be a tall man with stringy gray hair, wearing a tan overcoat.” It was the memory that I couldn’t place. After the encounter with Williams, I was realizing that I could no longer trust what I remembered.

The line was quiet for a few minutes except for the key taps. I managed to get my breathing under control, but my heartbeat continued to pound like a galloping racehorse. I had just met a werewolf that was under the impression that we had fought previously. And what had he called me: a fire fiend? I needed to figure out what in Beezlebub’s nostrils was going on.

“Flavini’s Bites,” Jo said finally. “It’s a fishing tackle shop. The owner isn’t wearing an overcoat in the picture I found, but he’s tall and thin with gray hair.”

“Do you have an address for the owner?”

“From what I can tell, he lives above his shop. Juniper Lane, near Washington Avenue. Do you know where that is?”

“More or less. Thanks for your help.”

“Rune. I managed to get into my father’s files and I found something. You are going to think this is crazy.”

“Believe me, I’m not. I’m never going to find anything crazy ever again.”

“There’s this recent article he was writing. From emails, it seems that he pitched it to various newspapers and was turned down. He was planning to publish it online. It’s called...” She paused. “The article is well researched. It’s not the ravings of a lunatic.”

“Tell me the name of the article.”

“Crime Gangs Making Use of Supernatural Enforcers.”

If Jo had told me about the article a few hours earlier, I would have thought her father had gone off the deep end. After what I had just seen, I knew what he had wanted to publish had gotten him killed. “Your father was a smart man, Jo.” Smart to have figured it out, perhaps not smart in wanting to publish. “And a brave one. Don’t tell Alex.”

“I’ll tell him tomorrow morning.”

“Okay, not until then. And stop poking around in your father’s files for now.” Who knew what else she’d find?

“Rune, you don’t think he was crazy.”

“No, I don’t. There’s more to the world than we know.” Like a werewolf who wanted to tear my face off. “I’ll be able to tell you more when we next meet.”

As I hung up, I considered more fully the name of the shop: Flavini’s Bites.

A chill passed through me. Suddenly, that didn’t seem like an innocent name. Who or what was I going to find there?

Chapter 7

Friday 22:10

I rattled the glass paneling on the door for the fiftieth time and finally a light appeared in the back of the shop. My feet were sore from the long walk between Lecturn Street and Juniper Lane but at least I felt semi-normal again. My fingers no longer trembled.

“Go away!” came a shout.

“You’ll want to talk to me.” I dreaded finding out more, but I had no choice. I needed to know what was going on.

A face peered out. He looked both ways to either side of me, then unlatched and opened the door. He wore a white dressing gown and slippers. “I don’t want to talk to you.”

“You remember me though, don’t you. You were wearing a tan overcoat when we last met.”

“You remember that, do you?”

“I need help.”

“I’m not the helping kind.” He started to close the door, but I put my foot in to block it.

The way he studied me suggested he had some interest. “You are the curious kind though, aren’t you?”

A smile crept his face. He considered, then moved aside to let me in. “You have me there.”

“So are you going to fill me in?”

“Want some tea?” He closed the door behind me and moved to a small table at the side of his shop.

“No.” I followed him, passing between racks of tall fishing rods.

He touched a light switch and a single bulb came on, illuminating a small kettle and a basket of biscuits. He switched the kettle on. “Biscuit?” he asked.

“No,” I said. “So? You going to explain?”

Flavini chuckled. “You don’t even know enough to ask intelligent questions.” He pulled up a chair, sat down and crossed one long thin leg over the other.

“I don’t need to see that.” His thin bony legs dangled free of the dressing gown.

He chuckled again. “Scary, huh,” then folded the dressing gown over them. “So, you have questions?”

“Are you a vampire?”

“I vant to suck your blood. Ho ho ho. No, I’m not a vampire.”

“Flavini Bites,” I said.

“Inside joke. Vampires don’t suck blood anyway.”

“What do they do?”

“I don’t want to ruin the surprise when you meet your first vampire.” The kettle whistled and Flavini lifted it. He busied himself making tea while I tried to figure out what questions to ask. When he had finished he sat back down, crossed his legs, folded his dressing gown, took a sip of tea, then peered at me from over the cup and saucer. “So?”

“Did you take my memory?”

“Now we are getting somewhere.” He smiled and took another sip or tea. “Where did the question come from? A guess or a remembrance.”

“A guess.” 911 calls didn’t get routed to police, fire, ambulance, and fish-tackle shops. Williams had remembered me, had fought me. The supernatural was real. So if Flavini had been summoned there to deal with me...

He nodded. “It’s a good guess.”

“Give back my memories,” I demanded.

“I can’t reverse the magic. And even if I could, I wouldn’t. As I told you, I’m not the helping kind.”

“But you are the curious kind. So, you are waiting for...”

He smiled. “I’m wondering if you can break the spell yourself.”

“How?”

“You tell me.”

I squeezed my fingers into fists. The key to the mystery was inside my own head and I had to get it out or remain in the dark. I shut my eyes and cast my memory back, thinking about going to sleep that night, then...fizz...the next thing I could remember was Duffy standing over me as I sat on the grass with the mansion burning behind him.

No, there was more. I concentrated and remembered Flavini. Then...nothing else. I tried to recall Williams from before that night. Suddenly I saw him in the Collier’s garden with moonlit trees behind him, then...fizz...nothing again.

“It’s okay. I didn’t expect you to be able to do it,” Flavini said.

I ground my teeth. How dare the old man mess with my head? I wasn’t going to let him keep me from my own memory. I flashed through the memories I had of the night. The mansion on fire. Flavini. Duffy. Williams...fizz. The mansion. Flavini. Duffy. Williams. The fire.

I stumbled to the side, my arm flinging outward and sending a row of fishing rods crashing to the floor. I saw the mansion on fire, I looked through it, through the flames, through the heat, and out the other side.

And I remembered.

Chapter 8

Thursday 03:30

The moon was almost full, and the leaves shimmered with a silvery coating. I breathed in the crisp night air. In front of me, the mansion was resting peacefully and I knew I should be fast asleep in the treehouse, not standing barefoot in the wet grass, feeling a cold dampness climb up my shins.

Darkness shifted and my head snapped around. A shadow walked forward, coalescing into a man. “You shouldn’t be here,” he said.

I backed away. “I realize that. Forget I’m here. I’m good at disappearing.”

The man stalked closer. “You are about to get better at it.”

My reversing speed increased. I tripped over backward, sprung to my feet and continued retreating. The man’s features became clearer as we emerged from the trees and out into the lawn. Coarse black stubble covered a square chin.

I pulled my phone from my pocket and showed it to him. “Don’t make me ring the police.”

“It’s too late for them. Not that they’d help you in any case.” A dark mist rose from the grass and wrapped itself around him. The phone fell from my hand and I stumbled to a stop.

When the mist cleared, the man was no more. In his place stood a creature out of nightmares. Blood thudded through my chest and I turned and fled, terror propelling my legs.

Footsteps pounded behind me, coming faster and faster. I braced for impact, but instead of going straight for me, it burst past me on my left, the wind of its passing sending my jacket to flapping upward.

I slowed, and my bare feet slipped on the wet grass. My legs went flying forward, and I thumped down on my backside.

The beast’s snout twisted. Was that a smile?

I scrambled back to my feet, turned and ran again. The beast dashed past me and this time, it struck out. My neck snapped to the side and pain exploded in the side of my head. I collapsed, then wobbled back to my feet.

“I always like to play with my prey.” Its words came out as a series of rough snarls that I could just about understand. “A weakness of mine. But it’s time.” It leaped toward me.

There was no escape. In its open maw and sharp teeth I saw death come for me. Resignation dimmed my spirits, but a deeper part of me roared defiance. If I died, it would be fighting.

I threw my hands forward, trying to grab its neck, its face, something. Red light exploded outward, and the beast went flying back. I fell also, hitting my head against the ground, and spots danced in front of my eyes.

I raised myself up with my arms. The creature was also on his backside, staring at me with wide shocked eyes. “I was told nothing about you,” it snarled. “Who sent you? What’s this all about?”

I wished I knew. “Stay back, I’m warning you.”

“And if I don’t?” it asked.

I’ll probably die. “Don’t test me.”

Despite my words, the beast must have picked up my uncertainty because its snout twisted. “It was a fluke.” It stood and prepared to charge.

“It wasn’t.” It couldn’t be, because if it was, then I was dead. I wasn't sure what I had done previously but I focused on remembering and repeating it. Before the creature had a chance to get close, I thrust my arms forward and expelled.

Red flames burst from my hands, forming a wall of fire between us. The beast yelped and retreated. The heat forced me backwards, but I continued to pour energy into the wall of fire and it grew in size.

The creature snarled, still retreating. His eyes glittered as red light reflected off them. “I wasn’t paid enough for this.” It turned and raced into the trees, disappearing into the darkness.

I lowered my arms and the wall of flame faded, then disappeared. I stumbled forward and put my hand through the air where it had been. Nothing. I grinned widely. I had created fire out of thin air. I had done real magic.

Feeling woozy, my legs gave way beneath me and I collapsed into the grass. I couldn’t get any wetter so the dew didn’t bother me. I looked back toward the trees, relaxing as I decided the creature wouldn’t be back. If it did, I’d teach it to regret his return. I giggled. Perhaps I should have been frightened or shocked at what I had done, but it just made me giddily happy. I could do real magic. That could only be awesome.

The wooziness in my head worsened. I rubbed my chest—something inside me felt weird. No, not weird, hot. I rubbed harder, then stuck my hand under my T-shirt and scratched at the skin of my chest. The heat inside me expanded, spreading outward until my whole torso felt like it was burning up. Beads of sweat popped onto my forehead and trickled down my face. I rolled over in the grass, but it didn’t cool me down in the slightest.

I peered into the darkness of the gardens, looking for an attacker. But whatever was happening was coming from within. The heat clawed at me like something alive. I gasped as my insides burned.

Think!  I ordered myself. Figure this out.

Whatever was inside me had something to do with magic, and I had just learned how to use magic. I remembered the sensation when I created the wall of fire, and I concentrated on trying to expel the heat. The heat inside me resisted.

I thrashed back and forth in the grass. This was my body, and I was stronger than the thing inside me. The roof of the Collier Mansion swam into my vision. I lifted my arms and, with the full force of my will, I thrust outward. The heat disappeared from my body. I let out a long sigh of relief. My shoulders sank back into the grass, and a black weariness descended upon me.

Chapter 9

Thursday 04:10

Sirens blared. My hand flopped across my chest. I turned my head to the side, and wet grass tickled my ear. I opened my eyes. Fire flickered in the corner of my vision and I jerked my head up.

The Collier Mansion was ablaze. I stood and ran toward it, fell, got up and kept running. I couldn’t get too close because the heat beat me back. I was forced round to the front of the mansion and the flashing lights of the firetrucks and police cars.

A teenage boy fought to get away from a fireman. “Let go!” he screamed. “My parents are in there, let me go.” The fireman clung to him tighter.

A cracking sound came from the mansion and the walls shuddered. Thick arcs of water shot from the firetruck hoses and disappeared into the flames, but it was hopeless. The inferno drank the water hungrily.

Beside the struggling boy, a teenage girl sat on the ground with a blanket wrapped around her shoulder and tears streamed down her face. When the boy kicked the fireman in the shins and got free for a moment, the girl reached up and grabbed the boy’s wrist. He stilled and turned to her. They looked at each other for a long moment as if in silent communication, then the boy knelt down and they embraced.

I buried my head in my hands, knowing I had caused the fire. I had expelled the heat from myself and into the Collier’s Mansion.

“What are you doing here?” I looked up to see a large barrel-chested man standing in front of me.

“Nothing. The fire. Watching it.” I wasn’t able to make coherent sentences.

“I’m Officer Connor Duffy.” He pulled out his wallet and showed me a shield, then gave a significant glance at my bare feet and wet clothes. “Tell me the truth. What are you really doing here?”

Lying to authority figures was something I considered myself expert at, but at that moment the skill failed me and I resorted to the truth. “I’ve been staying in the treehouse on the grounds. I saw a creature... a beast.”

His eyes narrowed. “Did this beast start the fire?”

“No, I mean yes, I mean I’m not sure but he must have, right?” My truthfulness hadn’t lasted long.

“Stay here.” Duffy pulled out his phone and dialed a number. “I have someone I need you to talk to. Don’t repeat what you said to me until after you see him.”

I didn’t have the energy to do anything except sit and wait, ignoring the ever-growing heat.

The internals of the mansion cracked and broke. Even distant treetops were bathed in flickering red light. Sirens blared. Emergency vehicles strobed blue lights.

The turmoil of emotions inside me matched the external uproar. How does one deal with the knowledge that they are a murderer?

I looked up at a shout to see that the policeman had returned and beside him stood a tall, thin man in a tan overcoat.

Chapter 10

Friday 22:25

The full force of the returning memory faded away, and I saw the same man in front of me, only now sitting down in a dressing gown, sipping tea. The despairing emotions that had disappeared along with my memory buffeted through me with renewed force. “No.” I fell to my knees on the floor of Flavini’s shop. A flailing arm sent a row of fishing rods crashing to the ground. “That didn’t happen. You messed up my memory. Changed it.”

“I’m not capable of changing memory,” Flavini said calmly. “The spell I cast on you only works if it’s something that the person wants to forget. You burned through my magic pretty easy once you tried.”

I shook my head, even as I knew what I had just remembered was the truth. I was responsible for the death of the Colliers. I had orphaned Alex and Jo and sentenced them to grow up in Gorlam’s. My mind shied away from the full consequences of that.

“Duffy didn’t tell me much but I think I can guess what happened that night from your reaction. I’m glad I decided to let you in.” Flavini took a final sip of his tea, then placed his cup on the counter and stood. He moved toward the exit, stepping around the fallen fishing rods. “Curiosity satisfied, yet there are further chapters in this story, I think. I’m looking forward to finding out what happens next.” He opened the door. “For now, I’m sure you have plenty to think about.”

I staggered to my feet. “You can’t just tell me what you just did and kick me out.”

“I didn’t tell you anything. You just remembered. Nothing to do with me.”

“Nothing? You wiped my memory to cover up what happened.”

He shrugged, gesturing me out the door. “I owed a favor. Nothing personal.”

I walked past him and out into the night. Magic had entered my life and turned me into a murderer. I remembered the brief thrill I’d felt when I’d first used magic and I shuddered. I didn’t know exactly what Flavini was, but I intended to close all the doors that led into the world of magic.

“There won’t be any more chapters,” I told Flavini. “I’m never coming back here.”

“So be it.” He closed and locked the door. The light in the back of the shop switched off, and darkness closed in on me.

Chapter 11

Saturday 01:05

My legs, weary, bowed beneath me. I pushed open the gate to Ten-two and stumbled to the door. It wasn’t just the walk that made me tired but the weight I carried. The trip from Flavini’s shouldn’t have taken as long as it had, but my mind had wandered and I kept getting lost.

Inside the living room, Tyler slept sitting up. I sat down on the couch beside him and gave him a shove.

His mouth opened and closed a few times, and he wiped at some drool with the back of his hand, then his shoulders slumped back into the couch.

“Wake up.” I shoved him harder.

He toppled to the side, then jerked upright. “What is it? I didn’t do it.”

“I did it,” I said.

Tyler came to full awareness. “What are you doing here?”

“I live here, remember.” I looked at the assorted rubbish lying on the coffee table. “Any weed around?”

“You told me you don’t smoke,” Tyler said.

“I don’t.” Too many of those who I knew from Gorlam’s ended up on drugs eventually. It never worked out well, and that had made me determined to avoid them. “But sometimes a person just needs to get wasted.”

“Dude, you just described the way I feel all the time.” He picked a half-smoked joint from an ashtray. “Most of those who don’t imbibe remain forever closed to the truth.”

“You mean things like werewolves and magic are real?” Maybe Tyler was more clued in than I thought.

“Don’t be silly, dude. I’m not talking about children’s stories.”

“Aliens?”

He nodded seriously. “They are out there. I’ve seen proof on YouTube. Now that you are living with us, you’ll see the world as it really is.” Tyler slapped me on the back. “There’s hope for you. Maybe you aren’t so bad after all.”

“Oh, I’m bad. I’m worse than bad.” I was a murderer. Parent-slayer. Orphaner.

Tyler put the joint in his mouth, picked his lighter off the table and shook it. “Don’t be so hard on yourself. Whatever you’ve done, someone else has done worse.”

“I’m sure they have.” Hitler. Genghis Khan. Thinking about those who’d done worse wasn’t exactly comforting.

A flame spouted from the lighter and Tyler lit the joint. He breathed in deeply, held, then slowly exhaled. I brushed the smoke away from my face and leaned back. I hated the smell of marijuana.

Tyler took another long drag. “Some people do something bad, then they let guilt or despair from that eat them up from the inside. When heroin addicts waste away, it’s the drug that’s doing it to their body, but the blackness inside is the root cause. They think they deserve to rot.”

That sounded about right. During the walk from Flavini’s, acid tore at my insides and I saw no end to the guilt. “Heroin, you say. Where can I procure such a fine solution to life’s problems?”

“Dude, people do things they shouldn’t. Part of being human. Just have to accept it and move on.”

I snorted. “It’s not that easy.”

“What do you do with broken eggs? Make pancakes. Or scrambled eggs or whatever you’re having. No point in wishing the eggs were whole again. And what does guilt and obsessing about do? Just starts a downward spiral that only ends up with more smashed eggs.”

“You are saying I should focus on making things better?”

Tyler handed the joint across to me. “I’m saying forget about what happened and move on.”

“How is that making pancakes?”

“Pancakes, dude, what are you talking about?” Tyler leaned his head back onto the backrest of the couch and within moments was fast asleep once more.

A thin trail of smoke drifted upward from the joint in my hand. I put the butt in my mouth, then glanced across at Tyler’s faintly snoring form. As usual, he wore his pink dressing gown and purple crocs. That wasn’t where I wanted to end up.

I threw the joint into a mug with black gunk congealing on the bottom. A few puffs wouldn’t turn me into Tyler, but I’d seen that using drugs to solve problems was a slippery slope.

Would I be able to, with time, forget what I had done? Perhaps I could leave Lusteer and gain some distance that way. Only Duffy and Flavini knew my crime, and I didn’t think Flavini would tell anyone. Duffy, on the other hand, would have no hesitation blackmailing me.

A thought popped into my head. Why had Duffy been there that night? Everything I knew about him told me that he wasn’t the kind of cop who did night duty or responded to calls.

If he was there, it was because he was involved. The two main gangs in the city were the Reds and the Whites, and he was thick with both of them. It had to be him who had sent Williams that night, probably because of that article that Jo found. John Collier had wanted to write about supernatural enforcers, and one had been sent to shut him up.

I spotted a pen underneath the coffee table and picked it up. Green ink but it worked. With no paper on hand, I ripped off a section of cardboard from a pizza box. Making a list of problems was an old-fogey type of thing to do, but desperate times and all that. I wrote.

1. I murdered John and Alice Collier.

2. Alex and Jo Collier are orphans in Gorlam’s.

3. I promised the orphans I’d find their parent’s murderer.

4. Duffy has leverage on me.

5. I can do magic.

6. Werewolves are real.

7. I just confessed my crimes on the back of a pizza box.

I decided to deal with them in reverse order. The last problem could be solved by burning the pizza box. I crossed it off. The next two: werewolves and magic. Clearly a hidden world existed that most knew nothing about and I had stumbled into it. I had lived my whole life without crossing paths with that other world, so it shouldn’t be too hard to avoid it in the future. I had found out enough about magic to know that I should stay well away from it in the future. I crossed out four and five from my list.

Next one, the problem of Duffy and his hold on me. Duffy might think I owed him, but I knew he was involved in that fire. I also had access to that article that he wanted to remain out of the public domain. Blackmailing him would be dangerous, but I was determined not to become one of his stooges. I crossed out number four.

Number three, finding the murderer for Alex and Jo. A stab of guilt constricted my stomach. Could I tell them the truth? I shook my head, unable to imagine myself doing that. However, I also knew that Williams and Duffy were involved. Perhaps I could satisfy Alex and Jo with part of the truth.

I didn’t cross off that one off the list, but ideas had begun to circulate, the beginnings of a plan. I moved to number two on the list, Alex and Jo being in the orphanage. I nodded to myself. I had lived in Gorlam’s and I knew the system—I could figure out a way to help them.

I came to number one. I killed John and Alice Collier. Instead of crossing that one out, I circled it several times, digging the point of the pen into the cardboard. That was the one I couldn’t so anything about. The Colliers were dead and it was my fault. I had to learn to live with it or let it eat me up inside.

I took Tyler’s lighter and lit the corner of the cardboard. A small flame sprung into life and crept across the green-colored writing. As I watched it burn, I was taken back to that night and seeing the mansion burn. In my head I heard screams.

The tips of my fingers flared with pain and I jerked my hand away. The burning cardboard fell on the ground and I stamped on it to put out the fire.

The cardboard was reduced to black flakes. The green-ink confession was gone. My crime never would be.

But perhaps I could make amends. Of sorts.

Chapter 12

Saturday 11:50

I shoved open the door of Bibi’s doughnut shop. Heads snapped around as Duffy’s men all turned toward me. I charged straight toward Duffy in the corner. Chairs toppled over as the men scrambled to their feet, drawing their weapons.

Ignoring the guns pointed at me, I stopped in front of Duffy’s table. “We need to talk.”

“So talk.”

“In private.”

Duffy’s chair creaked as he leaned back. The guns pointed at me caused an itch in the back of my neck that I desperately wanted to scratch. I held Duffy’s gaze. The silence hung heavily in the air until Duffy finally nodded. His men retook their seats though several didn’t reholster their weapons, instead placing them on the table.

Duffy stood and opened a back door. He led me down a small corridor, opened another door and gestured me inside. I walked in, and only once inside did I realize how small the place was. It was a tiny outdoor space, a pace wide and two paces long. Yellowing weeds wilted in the cracks between paving stones. The door clicked shut behind Duffy.

“Why are we meeting in a place the size of a closet?” I asked.

“When someone is scared, they smell different.” Duffy’s looming menace was magnified by his proximity. “I like to be able to detect how scared my opponent is, so I keep them close.” His grin made me hope he was joking and fear he was not.

His talk of smell and the bulk of his shoulders put a thought into my head. “You can’t transform into anything, can you?”

“Would you have come and confronted me like this if I could?”

“Yes.” If Duffy wanted me dead he could have asked his men to kill me. He didn’t need to transform into a beast and rip me to shreds. I was great at coming up with comforting thoughts in difficult moments. Way to go me. My stench of terror was surely overcoming Duffy’s senses.

“I’m human,” Duffy said. “I’m sure I could find someone supernatural for you to talk to if you really want.”

“I’m good.”

“So, what do you want with me?”

“You sent the guy, Williams, to kill the Colliers.”

“Kill, no.” Duffy rolled his shoulders. “You are the one who did the killing. Williams was sent to scare some sense into John Collier.”

I didn’t believe that. “And if that failed. If John Collier intended to push ahead with his plans to publish?”

“That wasn’t going to happen.”

“If it did. Would Williams have killed them?” Williams hadn’t hesitated in attacking me that night and I was just a bystander in the wrong place. What would have happened if Alex or Jo had woken up and seen Williams?

Duffy smirked. “Did you come here to have your conscience eased? If that’s the case, I have bad news for you. You killed John and Alice Collier, no one else.”

“Why didn’t you arrest me that night? You are a policeman.”

“I didn’t know exactly what had happened. I thought you were simply a witness who had stumbled across something you shouldn’t have. Others in the force would want to interview you and you were being too talkative so I called Flavini,” he said. “After I talked to Williams and heard what you did, I became more interested in you.”

“So you helped me out with a job and a place to live?”

He nodded.

“And sending me into that apartment block to meet Williams. That was to help me too?”

“The backlash after the Collier fire was dying down slower than I would have hoped. Journalists and politicians continued to ask questions. So I decided to do something. Sometimes I send two loose ends colliding together.” He slapped his palms together. “Often, at least one gets tied up.”

So Duffy expected either me or Williams to die and he didn’t care which. His reasoning sounded convoluted. “It was a test,” I said.

“Huh.”

“You wanted to know what I was capable of. If Williams killed me, then I wasn’t worth worrying about. If I killed Williams...”

“And did you?”

I almost asked him what he meant before quickly realizing he was asking if I killed Williams. I shook my head. “I let him go again.” Duffy mustn’t have heard back from Williams about what happened.

Suddenly, Duffy didn’t seem so intimidating. I realized that despite of appearances, he was cautious of me, maybe even slightly afraid. Humans who dealt with supernaturals could never be fully at their ease. Duffy gave orders to Williams, and was able to get Flavini to do him a favors, but he didn’t know what I was capable of.

Neither did I. Was that what I was, I wondered, a supernatural? I guessed I had to be. I couldn’t transform, but fire had exploded out of my hands. The consequences of what I had done meant I would never use magic again. Duffy didn’t have to know that though.

I had planned to threaten Duffy with publishing John Collier’s article. But I had just realized that wasn’t my best strategy.

I laughed out loud.

Duffy took a half step back. “What’s so funny?”

“I just realized something. I still think like a normal human.”

“Huh.”

“You know what a dead man’s switch is?”

“Of course.”

“I’ve placed John Collier’s article in several hidden online locations, but if I don’t enter a password to my account every day, then dozens of tweets, Facebook messages and emails will be sent to journalists and the like with links to that article.” Jo had emailed it to me that morning and I had spent the last few hours setting up my dead man’s switch.

“You came here to blackmail me?” Duffy leaned closer and I instinctively shrank back. He could loom with the best of them.

But I had figured out that, like the proverbial spider, he was more scared of me than I was of him. I laughed straight in his face. “Yes. Thinking like a human, you see.”

Duffy leaned back, and I held in my sigh of relief. “What do you mean?”

“You know what I’m capable of. I’ve chased off your pet wolf twice now, and I set a building on fire from fifty paces away.”

“Maybe I can’t personally harm you, but I can ring a few people who could make a good fist of it.”

“Perhaps you could. But there’s an easier way. Our interests align.”

“They do?”

“I can make the article disappear.” I figured I’d be able to persuade Alex and Jo to delete it. “Then, once you have Williams arrested for the fire and for the murder of John and Alice Collier, all the loose ends will be tied up.”

Duffy smiled. “So you are arranging for him to take the fall for you. I didn’t suspect you were so cold blooded.”

I smiled back, trying to project steely confidence. “What do you say?” Williams had gone to threaten the Colliers and he had tried to kill me twice. If he didn’t deserve imprisonment for the Colliers’ deaths, he wasn’t exactly an innocent.

“It’s hard to imprison someone like Williams,” Duffy said.

“I’m sure it can be done.” In a world of supernaturals, special prisons had to exist.

“Okay.” Duffy held out his hand.

“After this, we’re even,” I said. “I stay out of your way and you stay out of mine.” That meant, as far as I was concerned, that I could keep the room in Fenster Street and the job in Transkey without owing him any favors.

I waited until Duffy nodded before I shook his hand. His grip crushed my hand but I didn’t let my smile falter. It didn’t do to show weakness to a man like Duffy.

I hoped never to have to deal with him again, but Lusteer could be a small place and Duffy was a big man.

Chapter 13

Tuesday 18:50

I knocked on Room 217. I was inside Gorlam’s, once again with a staff badge attached to my T-shirt.

“Come in.” It was Alex’s voice.

I opened the door and entered. Both of the Collier children were on their beds. Jo was sitting cross-legged with an open laptop on her lap and Alex was lying down with a thick book in his hand. When he saw it was me, Alex put down the book and sat up. “What do you want?”

“Would you check breaking news on the Lusteer Gazette website?” I asked Jo.

She nodded. A few clicks later, her eyes widened as she opened up the front page. She leaned the laptop toward Alex so they could both read. The main news story of the day was about a man named Sammy Williams being arrested for arson and murder.

After several moments of silence, Alex looked up at me. “This your doing?”

I shook my head. “No. I talked to Duffy about the article Jo told me about, but he already knew and was already investigating the culprit. He gave me a heads-up after the arrest.”

“This Sammy Williams definitely did it? He murdered our parents?” Alex asked.

“He did.” I glanced away. I knew I should tell them the truth, but I was too weak. I couldn’t look them in the eyes and tell them I had killed their parents.

“Thanks,” Jo said.

I felt a twist in my chest. A simple word of appreciation shouldn’t be able to hurt.

“There’s more,” Alex said, watching me carefully. “That’s not all you came to tell us.”

“No.” I admitted. “I also hacked into Gorlam’s systems and modified their records. I can help you get out of here.”

“You told us not to escape,” Alex said.

“I said you’d be caught if you tried on your own. I used to stay here and I know the procedures like the back of my hand. I can help you do it right.”

“Where would we go?” Jo asked.

“I have just been given ownership, of sorts, of a large attic room. You can stay there for the short term.” I shrugged. “For a longer term if it works out.”

Alex leaned forward. “You are trying to adopt us?”

I laughed. “Who’d let me adopt? I can barely take care of myself. This attic room I mentioned has a hole in the roof and is overrun with vermin. It’s basically a total mess. I need some help getting it into a livable state. I guess you could say I need some slave labor. And if you need a place to stay...”

“Why would you help us?” Alex asked. “We are nothing to you.”

Giving them a satisfactory explanation for that was tricky. I couldn’t tell them the truth, which was that I was doing it out of guilt. And Alex was the untrusting type, so I had to give him a reason he would accept. “It’s her fault.” I pointed at Jo.

“My fault?” Jo said. “What did I do?

“I spent several years here and I know what Gorlam’s does to the bright and the innocent. And having met Jo, I don’t want her to have to go through that.” Alex was cautious, but I figured he’d have a blindspot where Jo was concerned. He loved her, and thus could easily understand others wanting to help her.

“So it’s all about Jo,” Alex said. “What about me?”

“You’re tough,” I said. “You’ll be fine. But I figured the two of you would want to stay together.” They had surely worried they’d be fostered out to different families and separated. I was offering them an escape and a way to ensure they stayed together.

I was doing it for them, but also for myself. Helping them was the only way to deal with my guilt.

“Why should we trust you?” Alex asked. “We only just met you.”

“If you don’t like the living arrangements, you can leave at any time. And you’ll still have escaped the orphanage.”

Alex and Jo looked at each other, and I could see that they were going to agree.

It didn’t change what I had done, but it was a step toward redemption.

I figured I could live with that.

THE END

* * *
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Fire Sorcerer – Chapter 1

Monday 20:35

The unasked questions hung over our dinner like a bad smell.

We hadn’t bothered to pull out the table, instead spreading two pizza boxes between us. I lay sprawled across the floor, and Alex sat cross-legged opposite, shooting me occasional glares. Jo sat perched on the corner of her bed a few yards away. We took turns selecting cold pizza slices. The Texas barbecue pizza was warmer than the pepperoni one, and the smell of barbecue sauce wafted through the room.

“How about a board game after dinner?” Jo suggested. Fourteen, with perpetually tangled gray-brown hair, she disliked conflict, and the tension between Alex and me had made her noticeably uncomfortable.

Alex was a year older than his sister and had recently started overusing hair gel. He snorted. “So you can beat us again?”

I smiled at that. She did beat us embarrassingly often. We didn’t have a full set of any one game, forcing us to mix and match and improvise. Alex and I would argue over the rules, and Jo would just figure out strategies to take advantage of whichever rules we finally decided on.

“What about if we play some soccer?” I nodded toward the yellow indoor soccer ball in the corner. “Just the three of us. Jo in goals, and Alex and I can go one on one.”

“Great idea, Rune.” Jo stood and moved toward the window. “I’ll close the shutters.”

The single large attic room was our living room, kitchen, indoor soccer arena, bedroom, games room, and artist studio—a non-adult zone where fun always took priority over worry about breakages.

“It’s too late.” Alex chewed on a mouthful of pizza, his shoulders hunched over. “There’ll be complaints.”

I knew that Alex couldn’t give a fig about complaints. He clearly didn’t want the atmosphere to thaw, preferring to stay angry.

Jo’s hand paused at the window shutter, then she sighed and went to her bed and threw herself on it. She clicked open her laptop.

I went over to my side of the room. “I’ve got some improvements on my motherboards to do.”

“Yeah, go work on your art.” Alex put as much derision into the word art as he could.

I ignored his attempt to start a fight and plugged in the soldering iron. We lived on the attic floor of an old building, number 102 Fenster Street, affectionately known as Ten-two. The ownership of the building was unclear, and enterprising squatters had taken over the running of it. Alex, Jo and I had lived there for ten months, good months—the best of my short life, at least. I was the breadwinner and technically the parent, but decisions usually evolved out of arguments between Alex and me.

When we’d first moved in, the place had barely been habitable. The roof needed to be fixed. Then we’d battled quarrelsome rodents who felt they’d resided long enough to earn squatter’s rights. Eventually, we turned the space into something uniquely our own. In the process we’d created one of the strangest rooms one could imagine.

Alex, Jo and I had wildly different tastes, and we’d quickly given up on the idea of comprise regarding decoration, instead dividing the room into sections.

The front of the room was dominated by two large sloped windows, and below them we’d built small shelving for food and other common items.

The back was given to me. A small desk sat at the foot of my bed, and on the walls hung a jigsaw of modified computer motherboards.

A peek into the artwork of our future robot overlords, Jo had once declared. Alex called it trash glued to a wall, but he couldn’t talk. His wall, on the opposite side of the door, was decorated with neon slogans and bar names, clearly all stolen. I insisted that the signs be switched off.

Jo’s bed was to the left of the door. Above her bed hung posters of inspirational figures from history along with some of their quotations, which had been lovingly formed out of letters cut out of old magazines. It was impossible not to love a teen girl whose idols were Mahatma Gandhi, Theodore Roosevelt, and Steve Jobs rather than the latest pop boy band.

I took an old motherboard from under my bed, put it on the desk, sat down and got to work. I blew the dust off, then touched the nib of the soldering iron to the bottom of the uglier components and pulled them off. In their place I added a few resistors and capacitors. I held it up to the light, then studied the other motherboards above my desk before deciding I needed to cut off the top left corner.

A yawn struggled its way up my throat, telling me to save that work for another night. “Ready for lights out?” I asked.

Alex’s reply was to switch on his bedside lamp. He was reading Atlas Shrugged. More evidence, if any was needed, that there was something wrong with the boy. I didn’t read much, but if I did, it would be proper books like Harry Potter or Hunger Games, not philosophical garbage.

“Go ahead.” Jo put her laptop aside.

I clicked off the lights, undressed and climbed under the covers.

“Fat tights, Rune,” Jo said.

Jo came up with a new phrase each night, never failing to put a smile on my lips with her choice. “Fat tights, Jo.”

“Fat tights, Alex,” Jo said.

Silence.

“Fat tights, Alex,” Jo repeated, a pleading note in her voice.

Alex sighed. “Fat tights, Jo.”

I expelled a breath. I wasn’t sure why it should be so important for Alex to reply, but it was. Alex and I made most of the noise around the place, but Jo was the glue that kept us together.

I turned onto my side toward the wall, tucked the blanket under my arm and closed my eyes.

Usually once a yawn tells me I’m tired, I can nod off the moment my head hits the pillow, but this time sleep wouldn’t come. I tossed back and forth, grumbling to myself. Even now, with Alex reading quietly on the other side of the room, I could feel the tension between us. Beelzebub.

I threw off my blanket, put my pants back on and got up. “Ask your damn questions.” I clicked the main lights back on.

“Huh?” Alex placed his book face down on the bed.

“Come on. You want to ask me something. I can feel it.” I suspected I knew what it would be about, and I hoped I wouldn’t have to lie too much.

Alex rolled off his bed and into a standing position. “What’s the point if you won’t ever tell us anything new?”

“How many times do I have to say it? I don’t know anything.”

Alex snorted. “Right.”

“Hear him out, Alex,” Jo said. “Rune said he’d answer questions.”

“Fine,” Alex said. “Let’s start out by talking about what Red White and True has been saying.”

“Red White and Who?” I asked, genuinely confused.

“Come on, everyone’s talking about it,” Alex said. “Don’t pretend you haven’t heard anything.”

“I haven’t. Is it to do with something supernatural?” I made a point of tuning out anything to do with magic. I knew enough to stay away from that.

“It’s a Twitter handle,” Jo said. “At RedWhiteandTrue55.”

“And?”

“Whoever is behind the account has made allegations that both the Whites and Reds are run by supernaturals, by shades,” Alex said.

The Whites and the Reds were the two big criminal gangs in Lusteer, and I could see why the reveals of that Twitter handle would get Alex riled up. Ten months ago, Alex and Jo’s father, John Collier, had written an article called “Crime Gangs Making Use of Supernatural Enforcers”. John and his wife had died in a fire just before the article was published.

“People on Twitter are usually full of it, what’s the big deal?” I asked.

“He knows things that make people think he’s an insider in one of the gangs. Probably the Reds.”

“Sounds like whoever owns that Twitter handle is opening himself up for a world of danger.”

“He’s anonymous,” Alex said. “Not even Jo could hack the account to figure out who he is.”

Jo was tucked against the corner of her bed with her pillow behind her back.

“If Jo can’t, then no one can.” I smiled across at her, and got a weak smile in return. I worked with computers for my job, and I was better than 99.9% of the population, yet compared to her, I was still learning chopsticks and she was Mozart. “Wait a minute, why was Jo trying to hack this account? I thought we agreed to be sensible.”

Alex strode across the room to stand in front of me. “We agreed to delete our father’s article about shades. Do you think I can just forget? Forgive the person who caused Dad and Mom to burn alive?” He clenched his fists by his sides.

I should have stayed tossing and turning in my bed. Better to endure the tension than having to look at Alex’s pain-filled face and hear Jo’s muttering as she rocked gently back and forth.

“We know who did it and he’s in jail,” I said. “Sammy Williams was sent to your parents’ house that night. He was arrested.”

“Yeah. What happened to his trial?”

I shrugged. “I’m sure it will happen.”

“Do you know what RedWhiteandTrue said about him?”

The note of accusation in his voice made me feel defensive. “How would I know? I never heard of that Twitter handle until you mentioned it a few moments ago.”

“So you would be surprised to hear he was a shade?”

I opened my mouth to reply, and nothing came out. I realized I should act surprised, but the moment’s hesitation meant it wouldn’t be believable. So I said nothing.

Alex was watching me closely. “I knew it.” He glared at Jo. “Didn’t I tell you he knew more than he was telling us?” He walked closer and pounded a fist down on my desk. The motherboard I had been working on hopped, and several components rolled onto the floor.

“Hey!” I shouted.

“Do you know how frustrating it is to be trying to investigate your parents’ murder, hit brick wall after brick wall and know that there’s an eye witness living with you who is hiding information?” Alex shouted. “Do you?”

Normally when Alex and I argued, I shouted back as loud as him. This time I replied softly, “I don’t know what that’s like.” I had my own pain but it couldn’t match Alex’s and Jo’s. They had seen their house burn down in front of their eyes with their parents inside.

“Then why don’t you tell the truth?”

That I couldn’t do. I had to tell him something though. “I saw a beast that night. I wasn’t sure it was Williams.” I shrugged. “How do you reveal something like that without seeming crazy?”

The night of the fire had been just before I’d found out about Ten-two. At the time, I’d been homeless and using a treehouse on the Collier grounds for shelter.

“So you told no one?” Alex asked. “Not the cop who was first on the scene? What was his name again?”

Clearly Alex knew the cop’s name and was fishing, trying to catch me out again. “Duffy,” I said. “Connor Duffy. Why?”

“The Twitter handle has something to say about him too.”

“He’s well known to be bent as a pile of right angles. What does this RedWhiteandTrue have to say about him?”

“Just that,” Alex said. “He’s apparently on the payroll of the gangs and has been for years.”

Duffy was one of the few who knew what really happened that night. I didn’t want Alex asking him too many questions. “He’s a dangerous man, I’ve been told.”

“What did it look like?” Jo asked.

“What did what look like?” I asked.

“The beast?” she asked.

“It was dark.”

“Can’t you answer anything straight?” Alex’s voice rose.

“I’m getting to it, give me a second. It’s a memory I usually shy away from. The beast had a large snout, thick chest and long arms and legs. Hair and torn scraps of clothing covered its body. It could move fast. Too fast.”

Jo shivered. “What are we dealing with?”

“According to the Twitter handle, shades are coming more into the open,” Alex said. “Most people want to pretend they don’t exist, but that will soon be impossible. Some shades are shifters, others can do magic.”

Magic. It was my turn to shiver. “I don’t want anything to do with all that. If you were wise, you two would do the same.”

“I don’t want your damn wisdom,” Alex said. “I want to know what happened that night. A wolf shifter, a bent cop, the fire. There’s more to the story, I know it. And you were up in the treehouse, watching it all.”

“I told you what I know. Fat tights.” I went to the door, threw it open and stormed out. In the hallway, I paused to calm down, then descended the two flights of stairs to ground level.

Ten months of happiness was about to be blown by that Twitter handle, whoever owned it. But more than that, Alex’s investigations could put us all in serious danger. And I had no idea how to convince him to stop.

If it had been my parents, would I stop searching for the truth?

Fire Sorcerer – Chapter 2

Monday 22:50

I walked into the living room where half a dozen pizza boxes were strewn about, most of them with several slices left uneaten. Pete was watching the first Harry Potter movie.

He turned when I entered, then returned his attention to the big screen TV. “Dude. Is this not the best movie ever?”

“That or Citizen Kane.” I hadn’t watched Citizen Kane, but knew it was a movie that old fogies thought was good.

“Haven’t seen it. That’s the movie where Hugh Jackman slays zillions of demons, right?”

“Something like that.” The star of Solomon Kane wasn’t even Jackman. I glanced around the room, noticing that someone I didn’t recognize was asleep in an armchair. I took a seat on the couch. “Where’s Tyler?”

Tyler and Pete were the ones who ran Ten-two, which in their case meant they smoked pot and watched movies while the place disintegrated around them.

“Tyler?” Pete looked around and seemed surprised Tyler wasn’t there. “He’s around somewhere.”

Some people had trouble telling Pete and Tyler apart as they both had long brown hair and straggly beards, continually smoked pot and loved conspiracy theories. But after several months living in Ten-two, I had stopped having that problem. Tyler was the one who always wore purple crocs, and Pete was the one who had whole conversations in movie quotations.

“Someone was looking for you.” Pete didn’t take his eyes off the screen.

“Who?” I had few friends, and even fewer people knew where I lived.

“Some guy on a motorcycle. Actually, it might have been a woman. He didn’t take off his helmet, and he had a soft voice.”

“When was this? What did you tell them?”

“Last week. You were at work so I told him you weren’t here.”

“So by telling them I wasn’t here, you confirmed that I live here?”

Pete shrugged. “You never said you were in hiding.”

“You don’t have to be in hiding not to want to be found.” I didn’t have any clue who it could be, but, to my mind, the less attention the better.

We lapsed into silence for a few moments. I wasn’t ready to go to bed yet. On screen, Hogwarts letters were flying around the living room at Number Four, Privet Drive. “The Dursleys get an undeserved rap,” I said. “They weren’t so bad.” The best way to have a conversation with Pete was to talk about a movie.

“Dude,” he said.

I wasn’t fluent in dude, but had learned to speak it a bit. This particular “dude” meant “don’t be ridiculous”.

“Putting him in the closet wasn’t the best parenting, I’ll admit,” I said. “But trying to keep him out of Hogwarts had merit. Think about it, an old dude wants to take eleven year olds to a creepy dangerous castle so he can make them try to defeat a monstrous villain. Surely the Dursleys aren’t the only parents who wouldn’t want that.”

“They weren’t Harry’s parents,” Pete said.

“It was up to them to take care of Harry. Mr. Dursley rowed his whole family to an island to try and save Harry from going to a school where Harry nearly gets killed a bajillion times. That’s dedicated parenting if you ask me.”

Being only seventeen, I should have been too young to have learned that parenting was a bitch. My pseudo-children were only a few years younger than me, and I tried to be as little like a real parent as possible, with soccer ball dents and stolen signs decorating the walls, but ultimately I was responsible for them. Ten months ago I had had no idea how much having to be responsible for others could change a person. Stomach acid burned new pathways through me every time I worried.

“You’re missing the point,” Pete said. “Good parenting will never involve restraining potential. Children have to grow up. Remember when Hagrid arrives and says, ‘You’re a wizard, Harry.’ Still gives me chills.”

I used to feel the same way. Until I found out what it meant. “It’s a children’s series. It’s dark at times, but the magic is fundamentally fun. I bet that in real life, if magic exists, it’s better to stay well away from it.” I knew that for a fact.

“Real life, dude. Who said anything about real life.” He shivered. “Real life is all about responsibility and boredom. Listen to someone who knows. Stay away from that shit.”

“If only I could,” I said. “How do you manage? Teach me your secrets, oh wise one.”

“The key is to stay young.”

“Doesn’t the beard get in the way when you are applying the Oil of Olay?”

“Not look young. Be young. What do they teach you guys in school these days?”

“I wouldn’t know.”

“The trick is to keep the number of responsibilities to a minimum. The more responsibilities one has, the older one gets. It’s simple math.”

It was hard to argue with that. Taking care of Alex and Jo was likely to age me twenty years, if it hadn’t already. “What responsibilities do you have?”

“Exactly, dude.” He raised his thumb and pointed his forefinger at me like it was a gun, made a clicking sound with the side of his mouth, and winked. “Exactly.”

“Your full name wouldn’t be Peter Pan, would it?”

He winked again, then pointed at the screen. “Hagrid’s arriving with the birthday cake. He’s about to say the line.”

I stood and made for the door, not wanting to watch any more. “Poor Harry. Little does he know what he’s in for.”

“Dude.”

Fire Sorcerer – Chapter 3

Tuesday 07:50

“You’re a wizard, Rune,” Hagrid said.

“You were supposed to come when I was eleven,” I complained.

“I couldn’t come earlier,” Hagrid said. “I was busy.”

“Busy for six years? With what?”

Hagrid’s eyes glowed red. “I was burning things.” He raised his hands and flames shot out from them. He spun around, fire spouting from his whirling arms until the roof and walls were on fire.

“No!” I shouted as the flames came for me. “This isn’t how it’s supposed to go. This isn’t—”

I shot forward into a sitting position, my blanket sliding to the floor.

Jo sat on her bed, watching me with an expression of concern. “Nightmare?”

I nodded. “Hopefully, Hagrid will stick to my dreams and not actually come to collect me.”

“Hagrid?”

“Forget about it.” I glanced across at Alex’s side of the room, where the bed was made. “Is he already gone?”

Jo nodded.

“Leaving early for school again. I never knew Alex was so studious.”

Jo didn’t reply. Instead she pulled her laptop onto her lap but didn’t open it. I sensed she wanted to tell me something.

I swung my legs into a sitting position.

Jo shielded her eyes with her arm. “Rune, we’ve talked about this. Just because we live together doesn’t mean I have to see your white spindly legs.”

I pulled on my jeans and picked up my T-shirt, gave it a sniff, then threw it over toward Jo. “Still good?”

She caught it and threw it back. “I’m not smelling your shirt, Rune. I’m sure it’s perfectly rank, but when has that stopped you before? Isn’t that the same T-shirt you’ve worn for the last ten months?”

“You wound me. Just because most of my T-shirts are black.”

“There are other colors, you know?”

“It’s my style.” Black jeans, black T-shirt, black leather jacket.

She sighed. “A color isn’t a style.”

“You can talk. With your grungy sweaters and tattered jeans.”

“Grunge is a style.” She shook her head and clicked open the laptop.

I pulled on my T-shirt, then went to the corner and picked up the soccer ball. “Catch.” I threw it to her. She looked up from the computer in time to get two hands up and grab it.

She threw it back to me. “What are you doing?”

I grabbed it out of the air, spun around and threw it back at her with a behind-the-back toss.

Jo protected the laptop with her arms, but the ball went wide of her, rebounded off a bedpost and hit a shelf. A plate fell and smashed to smithereens on the floor.

Jo gave a long-suffering sigh. “Aren’t you supposed to be the grown-up here?”

I shrugged. “We are living the dream. A family without grown-ups to tell us what to do.” I went to get the brush and began to sweep up the pieces of plate.

“If this is a dream, we’ll need to wake up.”

“I’m afraid that process is already starting.”

Jo took the brush from me. “Leave this to me. Go to work.”

“I can’t go yet. You still haven’t told me.”

“Told you what?”

“I don’t know yet. I’m still waiting to find out.”

Jo paused her cleaning, but she didn’t look up. “Alex shouldn’t have pushed you so much last night. It’s not your fight.”

“If you two are fighting, then I’m in your corner.”

“You’ve already done more than we can ever repay,” Jo said. “Helping us escape the orphanage. Taking us in.”

Her gratitude made me feel terrible. Whatever I did for them would never be enough. “Just tell me,” I said. “There mightn’t be any grownups in it, but it’s still a family. If there’s a way I can help, you have to tell me.”

Jo resumed sweeping. “I don’t think there’s anything you can do.”

“Then no harm done in me knowing about it.”

She leaned the brush against the wall and tapped her fingers on the front of her leg. She clearly wanted to tell me, but Alex must have made her promise not to. Finally, she went over to my desk and picked up a pen and my notepad. “Ever see those shows where a detective is able to see what was written on earlier sheets of paper?” she asked.

I nodded. “A bit elaborate, isn’t it?”

She bent down and wrote something on the pad, then tore the sheet off and put the page in her pocket. “Humor me. If nothing goes wrong, it would be best if you aren’t seen. Now get to work before you are fired.”

I laughed. “Being at work is where I usually do the stuff that’s likely to get me fired.”

“Findley can’t be as bad as you’ve made out.”

I put the notepad in my pocket. “He’s worse. Words can’t do justice to the thing that is Findley.”

Fire Sorcerer – Chapter 4

Tuesday 08:45

If I had to choose between function or style, I’ll go style every day of the week. Maybe that made me shallow, but heck, everyone’s ultimately shallow in some way or another, and we might as well look good while sailing through this sea of making-things-up-as-we-go-along we call life.

Unfortunately, style is usually more expensive than function. Which left me riding a Vespa, an underpowered scooter, to work, and trying to pretend it didn’t make me look like a tool. Reaching the offices of Transkey Incorporated, I pulled in close to reception, kicked out the side stand and got off.

Being able to dodge through traffic, not needing to worry about parking, and being able to leave the scooter right next to reception meant functional points of the Vespa were ten. Of course, being close to the building meant that everyone looking out the window saw me arriving on it. Style points, zero.

I lifted the seat and put my helmet into the space underneath. I didn’t bother chaining it to anything. If anyone went to the trouble of robbing my old scooter, they were clearly much more desperate than me and needed it more.

Inside Transkey, the carpets and cubicle walls were gray, designed to deaden noise and reduce distraction. The thermostat was set slightly below room temperature, at a level scientifically proven to keep concentration at its highest. The partition walls were at chest height so when anything happened, heads tended to poke up to look around, meerkat-like.

I reached my desk without running into Findley, which was a nice start to the day. I sat down and switched on the computer monitor, then swung the office chair around in circles a few times. I had to pretend to be a grownup, but I wasn’t really one yet, so whenever no one was looking, I loved unleashing my inner child. I was unprepared for the responsibilities of parenting, and no one was prepared for the passive horrors of cubicle life.

I took the notepad from my pocket, retrieved a pencil from a drawer, then rubbed lightly across the whole page. A scribble gradually appeared that read: Three o’clock, Jeffries Parking Lot, 3rd level, Red 45.

I presumed that Alex and Jo were meeting someone there and that Jo was worried that it might be dangerous. What could it be about? The two of them should be in school at that time.

“What do we pay you for?”

I jerked, startled, then swiveled my chair around.

Findley leaned against the outside wall of my cubicle. He looked like a red-haired Danny Devito in a suit—which is as scary as it sounds.

“You pay me to show up and look pretty?” I asked.

“You aren’t a model. I sent you an email this morning, and you haven’t responded yet.” He glanced down at the notepad in front of me. “Have you even logged in? Are you drawing something?”

“It’s still not nine.” I tore the top sheet off the pad, scrunched it up and threw it in the bin. “What was the email about?”

“We need you to set up an important cross-site meeting tomorrow. Set up the correct video conferencing. It’s for Harriet Ashley.”

His voice hushed as he said the name, like I should know who it was. “Harriet Who?”

“The new boss of Transkey. Didn’t you read the company memo email from last month?”

Dealing with Findley was exhausting enough without worrying about bosses further up the line. “It must have gotten stuck in my spam folder. I have a special filter for the words company and memo. Keeps my email streamlined to the important ones such as ‘Which Harry Potter Character Are You?’ Neville Longbottom, if you are interested.”

“This isn’t a time for joking. Harriet Ashley hasn’t spent much time in here since she took over, and we want to impress her with our capabilities. Nothing must go wrong.”

“Then why are you putting me on it?”

“Because that is what we pay you for. To take care of all our I.T.”

Anything with a modicum of technology involved, and Findley expected me to take care of it.

I sometimes fantasied about how happy I would be if Findley actually followed through on his subtle hints to fire me. But monthly paychecks were useful things with hungry orphans to feed. Essential even. And since all my qualifications were faked, no company which did proper due diligence would hire me.

“I’ll look into it.”

“I expect your full attention.”

“Of course you do.” He’d also expect my full attention to be on all my usual duties as well.

Findley moved away. I logged in, but I didn’t go straight to check my email. Instead I called up a browser and did a search on Twitter.

@RedWhiteandTrue55

Follows: 10, Followers: 24,378, Tweets 37

That was a lot of followers for thirty seven tweets. The back picture for the account was a picture of Christopher Reeve flying above Metropolis as Superman, the dodgy special effects evident even in the still picture. The profile picture was a stylized representation of the curl of hair that fell across Superman’s forehead. Whoever controlled the account had a serious Superman complex.

The account had sent its first tweet four months earlier.

The Reds are now run by a shade. Hugo Yarley take a bow. #shades #taking #over

That name didn’t mean anything to me. The Reds were traditionally run by the Machet family, so it was surprising to see another family in charge.

I looked down through further tweets. The handle was all business, no noise; every tweet revealed names of gang members and companies owned by both the Whites and Reds. I didn’t recognize any names until I came to the twentieth tweet.   Policeman Connor Duffy is an errand boy for the Reds. #police #corruption

That Duffy was working with the gangs wasn’t news. I was surprised to see him called an errand boy, though, since I’d figured him to be a major player in the crime world.

I continued through the tweets, scrolling past all the names I didn’t recognize. Then a tweet jumped out at me, and my mouse jerked, causing the screen to jump back to the early tweets. I slowly returned back to my original place, hoping I’d read it wrong.

I hadn’t. 

Now the Whites too are under new control. Is Harriet Ashley one of them? #shades #hidden #plainsight

I opened my email to make sure I had the name right. With Findley’s propensity for all-caps, the message header jumped out.

URGENT: Cross-site meeting requirement for Harriet Ashley, Transkey CEO. GIVE IT YOUR FULL ATTENTION

So according to this RedWhiteandTrue, the new CEO of Transkey was the leader of a crime gang and possibly a supernatural.

I flicked through the remaining tweets, coming at last to one which had been posted yesterday. The one which set Alex off.

Sammy Williams, arrested for burning down the Collier Mansion, is one of them. #shade No record of him in the justice system. #conspiracy

I was leaning back in my chair, still considering what I’d just learned when Geraldine from accounts appeared. “I moved my computer and now it won’t work,” she told me.

“Is it plugged in?”

“I think it must be. There’s a blue light on the monitor.”

“That means the monitor is plugged in. The computer also needs a plug.”

“Two plugs.” She looked at me like I had two heads.

I sighed. “Show me.” Giving my full attention to the Harriet Ashley meeting would have to wait.

Being the company I.T. guy was a cross between foiling hackers who’d been reading Pentagon missives before they hit puberty and teaching four year olds how to use crayons without turning the walls into modern art exhibits.

* * *

To continue reading, pick up a copy of Fire Sorcerer on Amazon. Book 2, Fire Summoning, has also been released, with books 3 and 4 due in the near future. To learn more about the series, click here.
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