
        
            
                
            
        

    Tracking Magic
Max Killian Investigations
 

Copyright © 2010 Maria E. Schneider All Rights Reserved.
No part of this publication may be reproduced in any form without prior written permission from the author. This is a work of fiction. Names, characters, places and incidents are either the product of the author's imagination or are used fictitiously, and any resemblance to any person, living or dead is entirely coincidental.
Smashwords Edition, License Notes
This ebook is licensed for your personal enjoyment only. This ebook may not be re-sold or given away to other people. If you would like to share this book with another person, please purchase an additional copy for each person you share it with. If you're reading this book and did not purchase it, or it was not purchased for your use only, then you should return to Smashwords.com and purchase your own copy. Thank you for respecting the hard work of this author.
 
 A BearMountainBooks.com Production



Book Summary
"Get Smart" meets "Ghost Busters!" Five case files from Max Killian Investigations:
Haunting Clues (Originally published in The Town Drunk) -- Max is hired to expel a ghost from a mansion. To deal with the dead, though, he must first uncover the secrets of those still alive.
Curses! -- Some days you curse, some days the curse gets you.
Dearly Departed -- Max investigates a graveyard, but when it comes up empty, it's his job to find the body--dead or alive.
Roadkill -- Max can smell the dead long after they are gone. Of course, it's not too hard to smell the ones that just died, but it could prove to be more dangerous.
Privy to Secrets -- Some secrets are worth dying for. The trick is to know which ones make life worth living.
 

Haunting Clues
A Max Killian Investigation
Maria E. Schneider
 

When he walked into my detective agency, I was suspicious. No one hired me these days, not since the elves moved into the building across the street with their big sign, "We Can Find... Anything!" Semi-nude fairies peered out between the letters.
"I need your help," he said, swinging his keys around on one finger. He was bald, fortyish, and covering it well. I almost didn’t catch the hair transplant, but the black replacement on the top of his head was thicker than the flatter, thin strands at the sides.
"Why don’t you hire the elves?" I jerked my thumb towards the window.
Pale blue eyes flicked to where I pointed, but he already knew what was out there. "Mr... Killian--" He helped himself to a business card from my desk. "Can I call you Max? My name is Delan, Paul Delan. I don’t need something found, I need something... lost." He half-smiled, no doubt thinking himself clever. "I have a haunting problem. I’d like the ghosts gone, not found." At the mention of haunts, he dropped his glance, but only momentarily.
"So why didn’t you hire the elves?" I asked again. "They know all about underworld stuff. And they certainly have the sixth sense," I grunted, perhaps unfairly. If I advertised my special abilities I’d probably get more customers, but the downside was I’d have to pay more taxes, because these days, anyone with a perceived edge was taxed at a higher rate.
"They aren’t human," Mr. Delan sneered. "Besides, have you seen what they charge?" He surveyed my office furniture, a mismatched arrangement picked up on the cheap. He looked back up at me with my overlapping front teeth, day-old beard, and blue jeans. "Let’s discuss your rates," he said with complete confidence.
Ah yes, the reason I left corporate America. He was ready to give orders to the lowly worker who needed money, the human creature that had always been a part of his world. Arcane abilities and elves had only dared come out into the open after the Oil Crisis. At that point, Americans would have accepted little green men from Mars, never mind a bit of magic, to save their way of life.
I smoothed a hand across my very own brown hair. Because I didn’t like him, I charged him more than double. "Two gold pieces per day, plus ten silver for expenses up front."
As I expected, he was affronted. "Are you kidding me? And just how long do you think it will take you to get rid of them?"
"Hard to say. I have to find out what kind of spooks you have, how long they’ve been there, that sort of thing. I’m assuming it’s a recent problem or you would have taken care of it before?" He nodded. "You pay me each morning. Anytime you don't like progress, I’m paid up."
"What if I fire you at noon?" he asked.
"Mr. Delan." I gave him the same see-through look I’d used with my old managers, bosses that needed my skills in order to keep their own jobs. "You can pay me the second gold at lunchtime, but that will be on your time. I am not going to deduct minutes in order to get paid."
He didn’t lose his hauteur. "You will accept a credit chip--"
I shook my head before he could finish. "Gold, Mr. Delan." I met his boardroom stare unwaveringly. "I can start tomorrow morning."
He snorted. "Mr. Killian, they are ghosts. That means nighttime."
I was used to smug attitudes. When managers hired an engineering expert, they still believed they were smarter. "I don’t need to see them. I need to find out where they are from, how they got there, and how to make them leave."
"Oh." He blinked. "How will you do that?"
"Give me the address of the haunting and the first gold now--or should I meet you tomorrow morning?"
No way was he going to pay a minute earlier than he had to.
# # #
Corporate America changed forever when world debt collapsed onto itself during the Oil Crisis. We went back to the gold system, but wealth was wealth no matter how it was calculated. It generally translated into giant estates, much like the lake house outside Austin where I found myself the next morning.
Delan led me around the back to a deck that was worthy of a museum floor piece. "Ever since I added those," he waved at two white turrets, "there’s been nothing but problems. Damn ghosts come all the way to the house so we can’t entertain back here at all."
The limestone turrets and a short brick wall finished off the designer patio. The grill alone probably cost more than my monthly office rent. Stairs between the turrets led to a pathway and a pool that included a waterfall. Plants would have grown on each of the towers had the clay pots not been shoved down.
"I had the gardener put out flowers last night so you could see what happens." Mr. Delan pointed needlessly to the beheaded blooms.
"Ghosts usually like flowers," I mused aloud.
"Are you suggesting I try a different variety?"
I tried not to roll my eyes. "No. I mean that many ghosts are restless because they’ve been abandoned, either in life or death. Sometimes it’s a broken promise or justice wasn’t done, that sort of thing. Flowers are a tribute. Most ghosts are happy to be recognized. Pushing the flowers pots down is one thing, but beheading... probably a threat of some sort."
"Who cares?" he yelled. "They’re dead, dammit. They should stay dead and stay out of my yard!"
I eyed him carefully. "Anyone buried on this property?" The estate stretched across the limestone bluff overlooking the lake.
"Of course not!"
I stepped closer to the tower. If not for the ghosts, flames--probably fairy-globes--would have shown through the strategically placed mini-windows around the top of the tower. I sniffed. "Whew." Definitely the smell of the dead. "You sure the workmen didn’t bury anybody in these things?"
"Are you kidding me?" He snorted in disbelief.
"Ghosts usually follow the bodies." Standing next to the tower at ground level, I observed that my head would have stuck out through the space where the lights would go--unless... "They might have buried a body partway underground and left the body standing."
"Absolutely not," he said. "I would have noticed if someone had carted a body in here."
"Uh-huh." Just like my managers thought they knew every line of software I coded. They never looked at the actual code, but they thought they were experts because they asked how things were going once or twice a day.
"Has anyone close to you died recently?" I asked. "An aunt that didn’t like you, or maybe your mother-in-law?" I was careful not to imply that he had killed said relative.
"No, for God’s sake! No. If it were that easy, I think I could have handled it."
Sure, he’d just order the relative to leave him alone, and since living people probably obeyed him, he’d expect that from the dead, too. I knelt down. Mr. Delan couldn’t know it, but I used a few more senses other than my sight. "Strange." The wall smelled of death too. Unfortunately, my abilities were limited to sensing and smelling death, just as with magic. I could smell magic, identify a magical object and its nature, but I couldn’t affect the magic--or death. If there were bodies and ghosts here, I could probably talk to them, but I wouldn’t be able to hear their answers.
I inched my way along the wall, following the limestone bricks around the patio. Every single one stunk of death. Unless a whole lot of bodies had been buried under the wall and the towers, the ghosts were tied to the new brick, as Mr. Delan had guessed. I tapped a loose chunk of the limestone off one corner. I turned it over, but there was nothing unusual about it other than the smell.
I turned back to my annoyed employer. "Where did you get the stone?"
He blinked. "What?"
I repeated myself patiently. "The store? The supplier?"
More blinking. "I got a deal on it." He frowned.
"They might have known the stuff was haunted. Might be why you got a good price."
It took several more questions before he finally said, "I got it from the quarry. There was no middleman."
"You have a name? Someone you dealt with?"
He shook his head. He glanced across the oasis that was his lawn. "I didn’t handle that."
"Can you put me in touch with whoever did?" I had my gold. If he wanted to stall, it was his money.
"I don’t see how that matters. I hired you to get rid of the haunts." His eyes were back to mine, giving orders. "Let’s leave out the side trips."
"Mr. Delan." I took a deep breath. "If the ghosts came with the stone, then I must figure out where the stone came from. Then I can figure out how to get rid of the ghosts."
"How are you going to make them go back?" he demanded. "Just because you know the place--"
I held up my hand. "If I know where they’re from and why they left, I can figure out how to get them to go back. I can fix whatever made them leave."
He frowned. "What if you can’t?"
"There is always a way to guide a ghost back to its rest. You just have to figure out what the ghost wants."
His eyes lit up. "Well, do that! Do that from here. Ask the ghost!"
I shook my head. Slowly. Then again to make sure he would notice. "Have you had any luck talking to them?"
We argued about it for another half hour. He finally overruled me. "You pick the exorcist, but I’m not wasting any more time on this."
It was his gold. If he wanted to hire an exorcist, fine, but the exorcist was going to want to help the ghosts find peace, too. Unfortunately, the only exorcist I knew was one of the elves next door. I hated to hire the competition, because if I wasn’t careful, the elves were going to put me out of business.
Of course, if I didn’t solve my cases, I was going to be out of business anyway.
# # #
The exorcist was even less cooperative than I’d expected, but it was probably because I had asked her to disguise herself. I suspected Mr. Delan would treat her badly if he knew she was elfin.
After less than a one-minute inspection at the house, she declared, "This ain’t no possession. There aren’t any evil spirits here."
"Something’s haunting my home!" Delan howled.
"No bodies, nothing to exorcise." She tromped around the estate in her army boots, sniffing this and that, using some kind of wand. The only thing she found was a dead squirrel.
"Take the stones back to the quarry," was her final advice.
Delan turned his wrath on me, the only employee not headed for the front gate. "I am not tearing this down."
"It’s not a bad suggestion," I said. "You could sue the dealer for selling you tainted goods."
I waited in vain for a name.
"Find another exorcist," he demanded. He threw several pieces of silver and one additional gold on the patio stones at my feet.
I left them there. "You’re paid up for the day. I’ll bring someone by tomorrow."
Since the guy had paid me for a full day, I went into the office and roughed out the tonnage of rocks in his tower structures. I figured on about a month to build the thing and worked backwards. My computer wasn’t pretty, but it had friends in high places. It didn’t take long to find the guys who had installed the limestone.
Unfortunately, the guy I talked to was clear. "The bricks were already there. We bring our cat, and when the cat said time to leave, we gone."
Ah, smart man. "Cat told you when the spooks were awake?"
"The spirits talk to the cat; the cat, she leave, we leave."
No matter how many times I offered to grease his palm, he stuck to his story. The stones were there when he was hired.
I got a little bit further when I asked, "You know where he got them? You know any guys who might deliver tainted stuff?"
He hesitated. "Mr. Delan tell us they from the quarry."
"Yeah, he told me the same thing." I waited. The silence stretched out. "You know where I can hire some guys to take the rocks back?"
The bricklayer either chuckled or gagged. "Back? You want to take them back?"
"They’re haunted, remember? He’s going to have to haul them back out."
Now he definitely chuckled. "Maybe he hire us to break up the wall. We bring our cat. We do the work. But I not haul them. You need hauling, you call Juan. Maybe he can help you. Maybe not."
# # #
Juan was not of a mind to help. He did not haul limestone. He also said that he didn’t speak English, and claimed he wasn’t Juan, he was Juan’s brother just visiting.
I didn’t believe it, so I kept asking questions. "I’m looking to get cheap limestone like Delan did. He said to call you, you could find me some good stuff."
"No. My brother no do it. He haul. He not find."
I was tempted to walk across the street and hire the elves to find the origin of the limestone.
Instead, I took the chunk out of my pocket that I had chipped off the wall. It smelled of death, but only lightly. It wasn’t big enough to draw any ghosts. I could easily link it to the quarry in Cedar Park or the one over on the east side of Austin, but I wasn’t going to wander around those places looking for bodies. If someone had been killed out there, the ghosts weren’t likely to have left with the stones.
No, chances were that Delan knew the deceased. He just wouldn’t admit it.
Back on my computer, I looked into Delan’s finances.
"Damn. Guy could have bought the elves, their office, and had them find his shoes every morning if he wanted." I traced through accounts in three different countries. No recent inheritances.
Tapping my fingers, I tried the social columns. "Ah-ha. No recent deaths, Mr. Delan?" I scanned back a bit and forward, but the business associate was the only funeral--and Delan had hosted the memorial service. "So how did your buddy get from the funeral site to your stones?" I frowned. It still didn’t make sense, but at least I had better questions for tomorrow.
# # #
Mr. Delan was defensive about the late Peter Holm. "The coffin? Of course it wasn’t here! Are you crazy? It was a respectable gathering in his memory. Good God man, the stones weren’t even here then! They weren’t put in until..." He waved a hand at the objects in question. "A week or two--hell, a month later."
"The gathering was in May," I said. "Were the stones off in a pile somewhere? Could the ghost have been--"
"The ghost is not Peter. I’ve seen the damn ghosts. There’s three or four bobbing lights sometimes. Flower pots flying from several different places."
"Were the stones somewhere on the property when your friend died?" I tried again.
"No!"
I had another thought. "Did he die here?"
His eyes bulged. At first I thought he was angry, but then I felt the presence behind me.
Delan waved his arms as though attacking gnats and shrieked, "Get rid of it!"
Death had a smell, sometimes musty, sometimes of dead leaves, sometimes of blood. This smell was a mix. I expected anger, fear... but I got a disgruntled old man feeling, a swirl of poker players pulling nasty tricks on each other... mischievousness.
Still, it didn’t pay to mess with the dead. I turned around just in time to duck away from a flying spatula. A long grilling fork zipped past me.
Delan screamed and leapt for the French door. I heard a solid smack and a ripping sound before the door slammed.
I flattened and rolled. More grill tools flew after me, and more shot toward the door. Delan stood inside yelling at me until something broke the window.
"Get back!" I shouted, jumping away from the wall and running for the oak trees. A patio cushion smacked me from behind, almost knocking me flat. The pool was the safest bet since the ghosts wouldn’t be able to follow me through water, but I really didn’t want to slink out, wet and cowardly, in front of Delan.
I put an oak tree between me and the patio and watched. Every loose object available flew at the French doors, taking out more glass. Before long, there wasn’t a shard left.
When the clatter finally stopped, I waited a couple of minutes before stepping out into the open. When nothing came hurling my way, I hurried across the patio.
"I’m working on it!" I told the wall. "Just give me some time."
Stepping inside the house, I shouted, "Tell me where your friend was buried!" It was my only clue. Delan’s friend had to be angry. Otherwise, why had the ghosts awoken in the middle of the day when we spoke his name? It still didn’t make sense unless the body had been there, but... "Did the wife bring Peter’s ashes along?"
I kept one eye on the patio in case the name brought the ghosts out again. The other I kept on Delan. He was crouched behind a massive leather couch with some sort of blanket draped over his body.
He froze in the act of standing up. "He’s buried. He was never here."
"Fine." Rather than stand there and argue with Delan, I headed out.
It took me two tries to find the right cemetery since I mistakenly went to Fairview first. I ended up calling into my computer to access the obituary and then driving back towards Austin.
Cemeteries are largely the same no matter where you go, so I don’t know why I hadn’t figured out the limestone clue a whole lot sooner. I stood there staring at the evidence. "The elves would have guessed," I muttered, looking across gravestones and mausoleums. "Ghosts belong in graveyards."
I didn’t bother to pay my respects at Peter Holm’s grave, nor did I check with the proprietor. I knew where Delan had gotten his stones.
I drove back to the lake house and rang at the gate.
"Oh, for God’s sake," Delan complained. "I’ll meet you out back on the patio unless those things are having a fit."
I parked near the front steps and went around the side. I handed Delan the gold coin for the afternoon part of the job.
"You’ve no choice but to take the stones back," I told him. "They’re stolen goods. Not only that, the ghosts aren’t going to go back to the cemetery without them. Maybe they took a liking to the guy who was supposed to have these stones built into a mausoleum."
Delan glowered at me before staring off at the lake. "These stones didn’t belong to anyone. They were going to be used to build a dividing wall." He threw his shoulders back. "I checked. After the funeral, I talked to the guys out there."
"What guys?" I asked.
He took his time answering. "The guys there. Doing some work on the grave sites. Those stones were piled up. There were tons of them, too many for the short wall that was going in. Besides, no one was in a hurry; there were weeds growing in the stack!"
"You have all kinds of money and you stole stones from a graveyard." I shook my head. "Unbelievable."
"They’re stones! Dirt. No one was using them."
"Oh, but someone was." When Delan opened his mouth to protest again, I pointed at the wall. "The ghosts. And they aren’t going to leave their stones. You had best call Juan and have him take the stones back."
Delan looked startled. "Juan?"
"The guy who delivered them. I imagine he works at the cemetery?" Delan grunted, not about to admit anything else. I shrugged. "It had to be someone who could get in and out of there in the daytime. Only a fool would try to steal from a graveyard at night, especially haunted stones." I thought a half-second before adding, "Only a damned idiot would try to steal from a graveyard period."
"They were just sitting there!"
I smiled. "They don’t belong to you. They belong to the ghosts, and they want their stones put back where you found them."
I started towards the gate.
"Wait!" Delan said. "You didn’t get rid of the ghosts."
I stopped. "I’ve solved your haunting problem. All you have to do now is put the ghosts back where they belong. Hire Juan. I hear he delivers."
At the last minute, I remembered the small piece of limestone brick I had taken. I took it from my pocket and set it on top of the wall. I didn't want Delan's ghosts to have any reason to follow me.
 

Curses!
A Max Killian Investigation
Maria E. Schneider
 

The pine crate was marked with skulls. "Hazardous material" was stamped in multiple languages across the side. A tingle of old death and magic emanated from it. When I tried to probe it, it was like a toothache, a funny throb across my bones. It was shielded or disguised in some way.
My new client, Mark Toppo, was headed towards his octogenarian years on skinny legs that paced in front of the crate. "Max, I need you to investigate what is in here so that I know what to charge the company for returning it."
I had no intention of telling Toppo about the magical vibes I was getting. If I advertised my extra sensory skills, I’d get taxed right out of my detective business. "Since it's hazardous, don't you just want to get rid of it?"
"Depends." Toppo rubbed his hands together, creating a sound much like the crinkling of old paper money. "Could be worth more if I threaten to tell the media about the cargo. When the ship busted up, this thing washed up on the beach. The entire time, the company claimed the cargo was nothing but shoes."
"Hmm." Toppo had woken me at 5 a.m. and offered to pay extra if I hurried out to his Texas Hill Country estate. I hadn’t shaved and my brown hair was a bit too long to impress a new client. I could have showered, but instead had used the time to look up Toppo’s background. Fifteen years ago, the man had made his fortune by teaming with his only son to invent a submersible with functioning gills. There were hints of illegalities surrounding the patents; magic, chemistry and the endangered giant bluefin tuna.
"Found it right on the beach, huh?"
He nodded happily.
Maybe in his old age, Toppo had given up the glory of diving in exchange for beachcombing. The storm certainly had a number of people scouring the beaches of Galveston Bay as though salt-water laden shoes were the find of a century.
"There’s a hazmat suit for you." Toppo waved at two bulky suits draped over the kitchen island. "I wasn’t sure I should keep the crate in the guest house, but I did some reading. Most hazardous material is stopped by concrete." He rapped his knuckles against the smooth peach-colored wall, almost knocking down an original Mel Grant print of a fairy stirring spells in a cauldron. "This building is state-of-the art--concrete fill poured right into the shape of the cottage!"
I was fairly certain the hazmat experts were not referring to a designer-decorated guest house when they recommended a concrete barrier. They must have also forgotten to explicitly warn against storing hazardous material in food preparation areas because my client had put the crate on the Mediterranean stone tile next to the stove. A bowl of fresh fruit sitting on the small breakfast table had to be soaking up any hazardous rays.
"This place for your in-laws?"
His eyes slanted my way. "No, why?"
I shrugged. "Never mind. We should both probably be wearing the hazmat suits since we’re next to the crate."
"Damn things are heavy. I wore one the first few times." He stuffed his hands in his dress pants pockets. "Guess I should have given you one outside."
Given the smell of death, I was worried, but would have been more so if the smell hadn’t been so ancient. I couldn’t quite conceive that death so old would have anything to do with toxic chemicals. Of course…maybe the chemicals were so nasty, they affected the way I perceived the death inside the crate. I grabbed one of the suits and put it in front of me, half draping it over one arm. "I’m going to need some supplies before I get started."
"No problem! If I have it here, you can use it." He rubbed his hands together again, looked at the hazmat suit and lifted the sleeve. "Maybe I’ll just give you the key and let you get to work."
"Okay." Since I didn’t want an audience, this was an especially good idea. I had always been able to smell magic and death, but I’d never had to work hard to determine the nature of magic before. Not being able to figure it out had me worried.
# # #
Why anyone would drag a large crate from Galveston to the Hill Country was a mystery, but more research showed that Toppo had done a lot of cargo recovery in his past. He had been the first to test the "Bubble," his submersible that looked a lot like a fat mermaid. Despite the questions surrounding the possible magical use of the gills of the endangered bluefin in the design, I noted that scientists had happily purchased time in the Bubble. When magicals, including mermaids, were enticed by the return of the gold standard to come back into the open, scientists badly needed a way to compete when it came to underwater exploration. In this case, it meant to hell with the bluefin.
An electronic search of the sunken ship’s cargo manifest showed nothing but shoes. It looked like the only way to figure out what was in the crate was to open it, a conclusion that Toppo had probably reached before he hired me. I had a few more clues than he did, but my special senses weren’t going to keep me from wearing the hazmat suit. I gathered the few tools that I needed, ate dinner and waited until dark before driving back.
# # #
Since I had a key, getting through the high security on Toppo’s property wasn’t a problem. The hazmat suit, on the other hand, wasn’t the boon I expected. Under a full moon, the smell of the dead and magic should have been stronger than in the daytime, but with the suit on, I couldn’t smell anything other than stale, filtered air from the suit’s small canister.
Never having worked without my extra senses…well, in this case they hadn’t told me much. In fact, maybe they would only be a distraction.
Setting myself to the task, I withdrew a fairy globe from my bag. I didn’t like to use them because of the expense, but the guest house lights might lure Toppo back to watch me work. The fairy globe floated where I put it; the soft, diffused light and the ability to hang in mid-air allowed fairies to charge an arm and a leg for the things.
The crate had swelled with water and then dried out. To make the job easier, I found some dish soap and used it as a lubricant on the rusted fasteners.
Once the crate was disassembled, I encountered a long plastic drum. It was easy to open, but moisture had forced its way inside the drum, discoloring the packing material. The metal container under the material made me very nervous. It was sealed and locked. I expected that. What I didn’t like was the shape. It looked like a small child’s coffin. Automatically, I breathed deep, but all I got was canned air.
I quickly put my lock picks to use. If not for the stupid hazmat suit, things would have gone faster, and I might have smelled the growing magic. Instead, as I inserted the pick, I got no warning.
One second I felt the lock release, the next, an invisible knife chopped off the end of my glove. A warning bell tinged in my ear; some part of the radio control in the suit warned me that I had been breached.
"Aaagh!" I didn’t need the infernal suit to tell me my hand was in danger. I jumped backwards and crashed into the boards from the crate. The hazmat boots were as long and maneuverable as flippers. Like a drunken tree, I fell and rolled sideways.
The exposed skin of my hand tingled with magic. I yanked off the remainder of the still smoking glove and inspected my fingers. I cursed under my breath, but I was grateful to see all of them still in working order.
Since the suit integrity had been breached, I shut off the air supply and removed the helmet. Cautiously I sniffed. My bones hurt. There was a lot of magic in that box, but I still didn’t know what it was.
I touched a bit of the packing material with my naked hand. "Silk!" The crate was hazardous all right, but the silk indicated protection against magic, not toxic chemicals or radiation. Of course, I could still smell death. Had someone sealed a person inside and if so, why the silk?
I wrapped a long kitchen spatula in the silk and used the good glove from the hazmat suit to slide the lid open. I immediately regretted it.
A ball of light the size of a basketball zipped out and made me wish I had left the helmet secured. I ducked. It hit the kitchen window, exploding fragments of glass outward.
I barely managed to keep my balance. My mouth might have been trying to form words, but all that came out was a sickly puff of air.
The thing realized it had missed. It hovered for a second, got its bead on me and came back faster than a pro-pitched baseball. The red sphere learned, too. This time when I ducked, it curved lower at the last second, setting my hair on fire and taking a swath straight off the back of my head. Leaned over, I found my face directly over the crate.
"Aaack!" I was face-to-face with the sarcophagus of an Egyptian mummy. "No! It wasn’t me! I didn’t disturb the tomb!"
The magical protection wasn’t interested in my excuses. It took a vicious downward stab while I rolled around the kitchen in an attempt to extinguish the back of my head and shirt. The ball missed me, but the pine boards from the crate started blazing. Since dying of smoke inhalation was still dead, I rolled over the flames with the hazmat suit.
"I’m serious! I was hired to find out how the, um," I spared a glance at the coffin, wondering what to call it. "How the child arrived here. Look around! This isn’t the tomb that has been breached!"
On a long roll, I grabbed up the helmet. Even with my hair still smoking, I mashed the protective gear over my injured head. I wasn’t sure the helmet would hold against the magic. It was clearly a death missile, an Egyptian curse designed to protect the precious contents of a tomb. Somehow a collector had figured out how to extract the sarcophagus and conceal it on a freighter bound for Texas, only to have it stolen out from under him.
Now that I had triggered the spell, it would kill me, leaving the mummy unprotected and nicely available for the collector. A nasty thought intruded as I dove across the kitchen island and down the other side. Had my client hired me to set off the protection so he could get at the contents?
The ball hadn’t learned ninety-degree drop-offs yet. When I fell to the floor, the sphere skimmed straight by. It took out the fairy globe, splashing smaller light globes all over the place. I’d never seen one do that before, but it probably negated the warranty. I groaned.
Of course, if I didn’t survive, I wouldn’t have to worry about the expense. "Look around," I yelled, as I dashed to the other side of the kitchen island. "Do you see the original tomb?" I knew the thing had eyes of a sort, otherwise it couldn’t keep coming after me. The rest of its awareness was up for grabs. "I’m the one trying to figure out who brought you here! If you kill me, who will protect the, uh…package and take it back home?"
Did it hesitate? I wasn’t taking chances.
I dove under the table. When the ball of fire hit the top, the oak split in at least four places, raining splinters, boards and fruit flambé across me. "I don’t suppose you’d believe me if I showed you my detective license?" The hazmat suit made it impossible for me to scramble out from under the mess that had been a table. The ball had me pinned, and it knew it. I stared into the face of my destiny. How much of the magic would the hazmat suit deflect? The helmet was skewed to one side, still unfastened. The smell of burned hair and skin made me gag.
I lay panting for several seconds before I realized I wasn’t dead. I squinted. The ball of magic had gone from flaming red to a cooler pink. It oscillated back and forth.
I raised my naked palm in a conciliatory gesture. "I didn’t steal from the tomb. But I think I know who did." If it wasn’t my client, all I had to do was figure out who had paid for the box to be delivered. I stared at the pile of smoking pine rubble on the floor.
"Uh-hmm." I looked again at the fireball, but it hadn’t moved. "I don’t suppose you’ve seen an intact packing chip label around here anywhere, have you?"
# # #
I ran my own business so that I could run my own business. Mostly I didn’t even bother to explain to clients how I got things done, I just got them done. But then, none of my past clients involved giant fireballs trying to protect their old clients.
The ball of light wasn’t about to let me walk out the door. Since the sarcophagus was carved from stone, there was no way I could take it and its fireball protection with me while I investigated.
It was looking a lot like "check-mate" when, near morning, I suggested that the spell break into two spells. "Half stays here, and the other half can come with me!"
I wasn’t sure it even heard me until, with a loud pop, I was facing two menacing balls of fire. "Great." The thing wasn’t creative, but I had just taught it how to be two enemies instead of one.
One blob of light changed color, damping from pink to a pale yellow. It perched on my shoulder. Expecting a burn, I flinched, but the ball had cooled.
 

It rotated, waiting.
# # #
Presenting a client with bad news is never fun. Getting them out of bed to do it is about the worst. I expected denial, shock, and especially a little fear, but Toppo didn’t seem to notice the pale curse on my shoulder. He was busy with his own perceived problems.
"No one will claim it if it’s illegal contraband," he shouted, stomping around his massive living room in turtle-print pajamas. His face was flushed. His breath came in short, angry bursts. I worried he would die before I could convince him to keep paying me to find out how to get the curse settled somewhere other than my shoulder.
"The shipping company has to claim it since it was on their ship," I tried.
Toppo swiped at a giant potted plant. When the leaves tore off, he shook several pieces at me. "They’ll claim it was stowed without their knowledge. They won’t pay for illegal goods, especially one with a curse!"
Indeed, coming forward with a claim would be foolish. Anyone who had paid to ship it would immediately be arrested and have to deal with the curse.
"Do you have the packing chip?" I asked. "Anything other than what was on the crate?"
He sputtered to a halt. "Was on the crate?"
"Did I mention that when the curse escaped, it set the boards on fire?"
He leaned against the fireplace mantle. "We can’t prove it came off that ship? I won’t be able to at least claim damages from an insurance company?"
His mind did work fast. "It doesn’t look particularly good at this point." Before he could slide to the floor in dismay, I said, "Let me do some more checking. Someone knows this was on board, and they are going to be looking for it, at least discreetly."
He stared at me for several moments before sighing. "Maybe it’s better if I cut my losses and just forget the whole thing. How much do I owe you?"
I tilted my head at the curse. "There’s the little matter of the curse? What are you going to do with the package?"
"Can’t we just rebury it? Give it a new tomb?"
The light on my shoulder didn’t heat up. I’m not sure what that meant except I now had two research projects.
# # #
I called the shipping company, of course. After I identified the ship, date and supposed shoe contents, she switched me to a recording. There was a long bit about "even the best technology sometimes fails" followed by a friendly voice from an environmental group that announced their intent to ensure that every fish "had a perfect home."
I pressed zero to get back to the human. "Wasn’t the ship powered by wind and solar?" I asked.
"Absolutely."
"Then why did you have to hire an environmental group?" Surely it was a sign they knew something hazardous was on board.
"Oh, we didn’t hire them. There was no requirement since it was just shoes." Efficiently she read, "The ship will make a nice home for corals and small marine life. We are happy to contribute to an environmental study."
"If you didn’t hire them, exactly what is it you are contributing?"
There was a long pause and then she read again, "The ship will make a nice home for corals and small marine life." After a longer pause she said, "We’re supplying the ship."
"Ah," I said.
# # #
A hover plane would have been infinitely faster, but technically Toppo hadn’t agreed to pay me to get rid of the curse. The subterranean gnome trail, a pneumatic tube built from a combination of gnome tunnels and old oil pipelines, got me to the Smithsonian in just over two hours. My good friend Charles worked there amongst the many ancient artifacts. I probably couldn’t find out who had stolen the mummy, but hopefully Charles had some experience that could cure the curse.
The moment I walked into the venerable Smithsonian building I felt safer, which made me wonder if there was some kind of mellowing spell on the Natural History building. There was too much magic in the Smiths for me to discern individual spells unless I picked up individual objects, and that, obviously, wasn’t allowed. I ignored the feeling and asked the information desk to find out if Charles was available.
A giant mammoth display kept me company while I waited. Much to my dismay, the special exhibit in a nearby room appeared to be that of small children feeding tarantulas. Unbelievable! What if the kids allowed the spiders to escape?
I kept such a close eye on the feedings that when Charles clapped me across my back I jumped a foot in the air and almost hit the mammoth display.
"Max! What happened to your hair? And why didn’t you call--" As I turned around, the slight glow from the curse caught his eye. His mouth opened and closed like a baby owl begging for food. Although he was much larger and rounder than a baby owl, he did have thick hair sticking out in gray and brown tufts. Giant eyes blinked at me rapidly. "What--where did you get that?" he squeaked.
The curse wasn’t all that visible in the light of day. I wondered if like me, he hid an ability to sense magic, but it hardly mattered at the moment. I launched into a short version of my troubles. As I told the story, his pensive lips changed into a gigantic grin. Obviously he was missing the point. "It may be impossible to find out where the mummy came from! How am I going to get rid of it?"
He clapped the shoulder not inhabited by the curse. "Come with me!" Taking my arm, he half ran until we reached the part of the museum that housed, of all things, rows of sarcophagi. "We’ve an entire mummy vault that I’ll show you later, but first, look at these magnificent displays!"
There were life-sized scans of tissues and bones from each coffin. Fairies perched above the cases, taking on the essence of the dead. In full costumes made from real gold, they re-enacted scenes from the life of various Egyptian pharaohs. Several fairies wore full battle armor, and I realized the displays weren’t just pretty; they were part of security. Knowing what fairies charged to create a single fairy-globe, my mind boggled at the expense.
Charles expounded excitedly on each display. "Here we have Antone, an animated skeleton. He answers questions about his life. What do you think?" He stared at me anxiously before moving to the next display, which was that of a dead cat sitting on a throne. The sound of purring quite unnerved me, but my guide continued. "Look at this one--the story is in hieroglyphics and fourteen other languages. And, a fabulous verbal runs on the trolly!" He waved towards children who stood on a moving belt that circled the displays. At the end of the path, a reproduction machine spit out a cast model of each child’s skull, an unforgettable souvenir.
Belatedly I realized that Charles was not talking to me. No, his gushing attention was for the curse. "Uh, Charles--" I reeled from the magic and the smell of ancient dead that permeated the room. I could barely think for the nausea.
"Do you see something you like?" Charles addressed my shoulder. "Your guy will get the latest protective curse, I can promise you that! You won’t be deactivated either. Your charge will not only be comfortable but safe." Large, egg-eyes blinked, waiting for an answer.
"It, uh, doesn’t speak," I puffed out, trying to hold my breath and talk at the same time. "I mean, it indicates what it wants, but it doesn’t talk."
He flapped his hand in front of my nose. "I know that. It will want to meet other curses before it decides if this tomb will satisfactorily replace the other one." He leaned in close to my ear. "We’ll have to do some convincing, but they usually come around."
"You don’t dismantle the curses?" I glanced at the children. "What if someone set one off by accident? It’s one thing to let an alarm go ringing, but this…this is firepower!"
Charles shrugged, his hands patting his belly as he paced away. "Well, it is dangerous, but how else are we going to get our share of history? We’ve found they are quite reasonable. Surely this is better than being buried under eons worth of sand where their precious cargoes are all but forgotten!"
I was not here to debate the finer points of archaeological discovery. "You’re telling me that you want to adopt the curse?"
"We prefer to think of it as giving the archaeological find a wonderful new home!"
I relaxed my jaw, breathing shallowly through my mouth. My front teeth were already crooked; I didn’t need to crack a molar. "I came here to…" I stopped as I realized he had offered me a solution even if it didn’t solve the mystery of who had stolen the mummy in the first place. There was still one rather large problem, however. "I don’t have the mummy. Toppo has it."
Charles gave his stomach a last decisive thump. "Well then, let’s get on the com and tell him we’ll take the curse off his hands."
Had I been able to breathe better I would have dug my feet in, but getting out of the room was more important than explaining that Toppo was hoping to make a profit.
Unfortunately, leaving the room wasn’t a great improvement. The dusty back hall that led to Charles’ office must have had death or magic on either side, because I still felt woozy from all the signals.
By the time we reached his cluttered office, my hands and face were drenched in sweat. I took a chair rather than fall down in a heap. Breathing slowly, I tried to ignore the stench of death and said, "Toppo isn’t going to want to give up his mummy without compensation. That’s why he brought it to his estate in the first place."
"Do you have his number?"
I nodded, but didn’t give Charles the information. "Since he found it on the beach, does he own it technically? Or does the freight company?"
Charles tilted his head. "For a cut, the company will have hired someone to recover whatever possible. That might create a split claim."
"According to them there was nothing worth recovering. It sounded like they turned it all over to an environmental company to pretend due diligence, but basically they figured the shoes for fish food."
"An environmental company? Who is paying them?"
I shrugged. "No one. The freight company claims they didn’t hire them, but turning it over to them kept them from having to worry about clean-up or anything else."
Charles shook his head. "Someone has to pay the environmental company. They operate a lot like a museum. Without a sponsor they wouldn’t have the money to do anything."
"Maybe it was worked out because the ship was donated?"
"No, there has to be some cash. Let me make some calls."
In the five minutes he plugged into some friends, I used his computer to check the freight company site, but there was nothing that I didn’t already know except the link to the environmental company.
On Better Green’s site I found interactive photo panels with crystal clear shots of fish. The project was labeled "New Fish Homes."
I found the pertinent information at the same time as Charles. "Eureka," he shouted as I read the words, "Anonymous support."
He yelled, "Darlene Snelling! Of course!"
"Who is Darlene Snelling?" Since he was busy thanking his friend and babbling, I went at the keys again.
Ms. Snelling lived in Texas, very near Toppo’s neighborhood. I couldn’t find any other generous donations in her name, but that could easily be because she was only in her mid-twenties. She probably didn’t spend a lot of time on social causes.
When Charles finally concluded his call, I asked, "You think she stole the mummy? Why in the world, at her age, would she be interested in ancient dead bodies?"
He patted his tummy. "Because she’s a Snelling, dear boy. You’ve heard of her mother of course. She has the eye."
"The eye?"
He leaned forward. "Some say it must be magic, and she should be required to pay higher taxes on her purchases because of it, but of course, there’s no proving it."
"What eye?"
"The eye for true art genius. Not only did she make her reputation by buying dusty old antiques that turned out to be crafted by the world’s most renown artists, she spotted a fake Vincent van Gogh in Australia! You wouldn’t believe the havoc, but when the painting was examined, the woman was proven right!"
Before he could continue, I said, "Then it’s quite possible she has an interest in a mummy."
He sat back. "I didn’t know she had any particular interest in Egyptian artifacts, but at this point, she isn’t likely to tell us because it would prove she stole it. It still looks like the only person we can negotiate with is your client. If the environmental company had found it while doing cleanup, no doubt Snelling would have a claim since she funded the project, but in this case, it’s just abandoned shipping property. It’s first find, first keep."
"Any chance your museum would be able to pay him for it?"
Charles shook his head. "Getting funding approved would make everything public. We’d have claimants coming out of the sand, demanding its return to some dusty desert so they could turn around and sell it. No, the best thing is to convince the curse that our museum would make a wonderful new home." He looked expectantly at my shoulder, but the curse didn’t bat a color; it remained a pale cool yellow.
I took a deep breath before I remembered where I was. When I got done coughing I said, "Let’s go see if we can convince Toppo and the other half of this curse that a move to the museum is a good idea."
Charles didn’t even go home to pack. He grabbed his com, a briefcase and hurried me out a back corridor.
We had barely stepped out of the building when the ball of fire turned a bright red and burned a hole through my shirt.
# # #
One day I would get a case where I had time to dally with a nurse, one who would sooth my injuries. Today, I got smoke fumes, Charles slapping at my agonized shoulder to put the flames out and a rushed trip to the gnome station.
Apparently curses can travel significantly faster than modern transportation because when Toppo called me fifteen minutes into the trip, the half of the curse that had been on my shoulder was now bobbing behind him as he tried to talk.
Toppo sobbed so hard, all I could understand was the word, "hostage."
"It’s holding you hostage?"
The com did a wild scan. Flaming balls of light flashed. Then I saw the famous picture of the fairy sliced in half. The bottom part lay smoking on the floor. At first I thought Toppo had zoomed in on the fairy’s face, but then I realized it was a man’s pale face with long, weather-bleached hair. His eyes had a funny sparking glow, not unlike that of the fairy. In his case, the light was coming from a solid beam of violent orange that rested against his neck.
I had no idea what was going on. "I’m on my way," I told Toppo.
"The curse," he shrieked. "It has my son!"
I couldn’t imagine how Toppo’s son had come to be hostage at the guest house, but I thought the freight company might be able to help me out.
I was wrong, of course. They were happy to repeat that they hadn’t hired anyone. It was on Better Green’s site that I got the first hint of a clue. This time, since I had nothing but time to kill, I watched the entire interactive panel of pictures. At the end, there was a single credit: "Data Provided by Mermaid Bubble."
"Mermaid Bubble?" I didn’t know the name of Toppo’s submersible, but I did know what it looked like.
A quick lookup confirmed it. Mermaid Bubble was Toppo’s business, the business now run by his son, Craig Toppo. So who had really found the crate? And who decided to try and sell it for a profit?
Charles interrupted my line of thought by shouting, "I found a place that will pickup in Texas and deliver to the museum!"
I grunted. At least Charles had paid for private seating. Based on his greedy, triumphant shouting, seat mates might mug us thinking he had won the lottery.
We were involved in a gamble all right, but I didn’t think we were winning.
# # #
At the Hill Country station, we retrieved my personal transporter and drove straight to Toppo’s guest house. A commercial truck transporter was already there.
Charles hissed, "That’s not the company I talked to! I hope no one has tried to take the mummy."
I snorted. The curse hadn’t left my shoulder to spend the day at the beach. Of course someone had tried to take the package. The only question was how much damage had been done and to whom.
We hurried up the cobblestones. There was no need to knock; the door had been blown inward. Cautiously I peered through the opening.
Toppo was sitting on the only kitchen chair not in shreds. Half of the curse hovered in front of him. On the floor below the remains of the fairy picture, a young man was pinned by various pieces of curse. A brunette in pink shorts stood near the sink. She was also surrounded by thin pieces of curse. Apparently, the curse had split itself into multiple parts.
Toppo saw us and started talking. "I’ve told this damned curse my son isn’t responsible! Darlene’s mother must have financed this project!" He waved at the girl.
"You’re Darlene Snelling?" I asked.
"She’s innocent," yelled the man from the floor. "I’m telling you dad, leave her out of this!"
"Take her, and leave us be," Toppo retorted.
The girl had wide brown eyes that had already spilled a few tears. "Oh sure, kill me and save yourself, you old goat!"
Toppo’s eyes flicked to me. Between tight lips he demanded, "Can you remove this curse? We can use our previous contract for payment details."
I scratched my head, wincing when I touched the back. "Well, I had a plan, but it looks like someone tried to move the package, and apparently that has upset the curse. Let’s start at the beginning: Who really found the crate, Mr. Toppo? You or your son?"
"I did, just like I told you!"
"You shouldn’t have been looking for it in the first place," his son squawked. "If you hadn’t, none of this would have happened!"
The curse was restless. The biggest ball, probably the part that had followed me around, moved to Darlene. "It does appear you hired the environmental people--" I started.
"I don’t know anything about this!"
"Leave her alone," Craig cried from the floor. He wiggled frantically, but all he managed to do was singe his skin. "She didn’t know anything until we got here!"
"And how," I asked, "did you come to be here?"
Suddenly, he had no more to say. He stopped moving except to breathe. When it appeared that no answer was forthcoming, much to my surprise, the curse surrounding his neck began to glow.
"Ow! Aaah!" Craig yelled. "Okay! I only came here because dad asked me whether anyone had approached me looking for a package off the record." His eyes closed. "I know he goes out looking. I wondered what he found, that’s all."
"None of this is his fault," Toppo sputtered. "I found the crate. All I had to do was figure out who wanted that crate, and I could make my money. If someone wanted the crate on the sly, I was willing to sell it without a public record."
The part of the curse that had been near Darlene zipped back over to Toppo. He jerked away, but the curse dipped low just long enough to set his pants on fire.
It took a few minutes of shouting and rolling to get the flames out.
I tapped my foot thoughtfully. The curse was obviously willing to help me out. The people in this room were obviously willing to protect one another--well, in one direction anyway. "Charles," I said, "your friend named the donor, someone willing to fund Better Green to clean up the site--and likely look for the crate. Was it Darlene or her mother?"
"Darlene," Charles said.
"That’s it then. The only real reason to hire the environmentalists and the submersible was to find that crate. It had to be Darlene Snelling that stole the sarcophagus from the tomb." I pointed my finger dramatically at the poor girl.
"No!" Both Craig and Darlene shouted.
The various pieces of curse started popping back together. As they merged, they moved to Darlene. Uh-oh. I had miscalculated. I needed more time.
Craig was suddenly free. Before I could think of a delay, he rolled to his feet and hurtled himself in front of Darlene. "You can’t have her! I did it for her! I stole it, I stole the stupid mummy!"
Toppo stared at his son, slack-jawed. "But…but Craig, what for?"
"I want to marry her!"
Darlene clapped her hands to her mouth. "Oh!"
No one said anything more for several moments. Perhaps the curse was touched by all the emotion. It held off on an attack, but it still glowed a vibrant red.
Craig turned and gripped Darlene’s shoulders. "Your mom hates me. I figured if I had a secret collection, she’d be impressed. Maybe I could even give it to her."
"Marry? You stole a mummy to impress a girl?" Toppo found his feet. "Why the hell did you hire the environmental company? You could have just gone out there and found the crate like I did!"
Craig answered by hugging his beloved tight, tucking her head under his chin. "Because I couldn’t find it! I needed an excuse to be out there day after day using the Bubble or people might figure out that something valuable was there. I also thought that if I involved Better Green, they’d see how useful the Bubble could be. Maybe then they’d stop hassling us about the endangered tuna gills being part of the design."
"Only your dad had already been out there and found this interesting crate," I said.
"If inventing a Bubble isn’t good enough for Darlene’s mother, I say you dump the girl!" Toppo said.
Craig ignored him. Darlene pulled back from his embrace and looked up at him adoringly. "Oh Craig!"
"Where did you get the mummy?" I asked.
Craig didn’t even look my way. "I paid a dealer. I don’t know where he got it. When the ship went down, I didn’t think there was much of a chance I’d even find it." He kissed Darlene’s forehead. "I put the environmental donation in your name, because it was all for you."
"Oh Craig," she bawled.
The curse didn’t have eyes, but it swiveled towards me. I showed it my empty palms. "I can check and see if Craig actually left the country. But if he did pay someone to ship it here, then he isn’t your actual grave robber."
Charles took this moment to push me aside. "Let me tell you what we can offer! Silk! Marble!"
The curse swiveled back to the kissing couple, and then back to me. Its color faded slowly to a bright yellow. It moved back to the sarcophagus.
Charles followed, rambling about security and climate controlled environments, punctuating his design by drawing wildly with his hands.
After a few moments, the curse edged around him, back to me. It didn’t look angry anymore.
"Do you want to move to the museum?" I asked.
It bobbed up and down, once.
Charles let out a happy, "Urk!" and yanked his com from his shirt pocket.
The glow stayed in front of me, oscillating back and forth. Finally it dipped in close and gently brushed my cheek. It didn’t burn, but it did tingle.
"Well. Harumph." I do believe I may have blushed.
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When the medium from across the street walked into my detective agency, I had the ridiculous urge to yell, "Take cover," and run. Charlinda would likely mistake my reaction to her army boots and camouflage as a compliment to her reputation, but it wasn’t wise to chance insulting an elf, even if her only inherent power was speaking to the dead. I kept my mouth shut and gave her a wary nod of greeting.
"I need to hire you, Max." Asking me for help must have cost her; Charlinda looked like she had swallowed one of her own earrings. Every bangle contained magic of some sort, and her arsenal was probably enough to blow up my building.
I can’t do a lick of magic, but I’m very good at discerning magical objects and their nature. I can smell the dead too, so I thanked my luck that she wasn’t acting as a medium at the moment. If she had been, I’d have had to put up with the smell.
"Me?" I ran a hand over the day-old stubble on my chin. "Your own guys can’t help you out?" I nodded towards the window and my elfin competition across the street. Charlinda dressed a lot like the exorcist that worked over there, but nothing like the three male investigators who tended toward suits.
"I’m being sued," she snapped. Her red hair was on an electrical escape from under a mashed brown beret, and her face was flushed. "If anyone in my agency digs up evidence on my behalf, ain’t nobody gonna buy it."
"Sued." I tried not to curl my lip.
She waved a hand. There was only one ring, but it was big enough to leave a crater in my head if she landed a swing. "I’ll simplify."
Her insult deserved a half salute. "Max Killian at your service." She missed the sarcasm or chose to ignore it.
"I was hired to speak for a baby that supposedly died about three months ago. The baby was all mom Swarsbock had in this world. Dad apparently didn’t stick around to make any claims. Swarsbock wanted to make sure her kid Robbie knew he was still loved."
"The baby wasn’t old enough to talk?"
The elf shrugged. "Somewhere between newborn and a year. Swarsbock was sure she’d hear the words "mama" again."
We stared at each other, uncomfortable. I knew I had to ask, but I didn’t want to find out the hard way what would happen if she ripped off an earring and threw it in my lap. "So, uh, what went wrong?"
"The baby ain’t dead."
My eyebrows lifted under my too-long brown hair.
The elf slammed her palms against my desktop. It creaked ominously. While it was real hardwood, I did get it out of a dumpster. Charlinda yelled, "That lying sack of a human is claiming I couldn’t reach her child and is suing me for fraud!"
Dealing with an angry woman was hard enough, but when that female was an elf…escaping was impossible because she was between me and the door. With a sigh, I said, "You want me to prove the baby is alive?"
She twisted her hand and flicked two gold pieces onto the desk. "Your rate, right?"
 "Plus expenses," I said out of habit. She had just given me double my usual daily rate.
"Fine!" She jabbed her finger in the air above my nose. "You prove that kid is alive. You shut down this lawsuit."
Charlinda gave me directions to little Robbie Swarsbock’s farmhouse out past Leander, on the edge of Texas hill country. Since Robbie’s resting place was near the farmhouse, I waited for nightfall. No sense in giving mom Swarsbock any idea I was investigating.
# # #
The marble monument was easy to find in the half moonlight because of the tall, ornate black iron fence around it. I kept low coming out of the oak trees and stayed crouched to study the grave site. From the potted flowers and plastic toys, it was obvious someone cared deeply about this grave. Unfortunately for me, they didn’t care quite enough.
When my left leg began to burn, I knew I was in trouble. I sucked in a breath so sharp, I should have been able to smell the kid even if he were buried a hundred yards away under the foundation of the house. It was all I could do to contain a yelp of pain.
My jeans were too narrow to roll up far enough to stop the damage. From the sharp stabbing, it was clear the fire ants were going to eat through my leg.
Cursing mom Swarsbock for not putting ant killer around the grave, I yanked off my hiking boot along with one side of my pants. I slapped at my leg while hopping as quickly as possible back to the oaks.
I had to make sure all the ants were off my leg, and that meant using a fairy light. Even with the light, it was impossible to see if there were more waiting inside my pant leg. Of course there were.
A shotgun blast nearly solved the problem permanently. The spray from the first shot got my ear. The second shot took down a dead branch, which smacked me on the head as I ran. Porch lights came on. I held onto the free pant leg and tried to keep the waistband up high enough to run without falling. I heard the next shot, but didn’t stop. Ants bit my hand, and I stepped on a cactus. Screaming would only make me an easier target.
I half-jogged, hopped and cursed to the barbed-wire fence at the back of the property. The only good news was that I was making double gold pieces for the job. The bad news was there was no body in that grave, and it was my job to prove it.
# # #
The government in its infinite wisdom assessed higher taxes on those with special abilities, which is why I kept mine a secret. Luckily, Charlinda didn’t ask nosy questions when I gave her the news about the grave being empty. Instead, she took off an earring and pointed at my ear. At first I thought she wanted me to imitate her style, but as soon as she tossed it to me, I could smell the healing spell.
"I forgot to tell you about the shotgun," Charlinda said gruffly. "She chased me off with it when the call to Robbie didn’t work."
Before I could grumble, she paid me for three more days of work and stomped out.
I tucked the gold away and laid out a plan.
The first two days were for spying. Mom Swarsbock left for work every morning at seven thirty. She was back by noon. I never saw junior anywhere.
Wednesday morning, I parked behind a short brick wall at the front of the neighbor’s long dirt driveway. My solicitor bag held several hundred advertisement flyers made from pressed cornstarch. If anyone spotted me, I was just a hard-working Joe, distributing flyers to each household--flyers that would dissolve within a few days, leaving no trace of my visit. In a special side pocket of the bag, I kept lock picks, key card entry picks, a camera and a few other tricks of the trade.
Mom came out on the front porch, right on time. From atop the brick wall, I snapped a couple of photos of the frizzy, graying forty-year old. The camera zoom could capture a fly from 200 yards, but more importantly, I could tell that there was no child seat in her transporter. The kid had to be at the farmhouse, unless, with my luck, he was off with grandma for the summer.
I hopped off the wall and took out one of the flyers. Inserting it into the neighbor’s mailbox, I noticed the name on the box for the first time. "Swarsbock, FM 1400."
I blinked, taken aback by my lack of observation. If Swarsbock’s neighbors were relatives, they might be watching the kid. They might also notice me as I carried out my plans for the day.
I needed to be more careful.
Shaking my head, I walked to Mom Swarsbock’s unlabeled mailbox. After leaving a flyer, I crossed the cattle guard and walked up to the house as if I had more solicitations to offer in person. There was just enough tree coverage to hide most of my movements.
I knocked and then peered through the front windows as though hoping someone were home. My efforts yielded no clues. I went around to the back, flyer in hand.
The kitchen, mostly clean, was empty. The next window showed a bedroom. It might once have served as a child’s room; that is to say there was a twin bed with rails, but there was also an old wheelchair, a port-potty, what might have been a broken air conditioner and boxes.
The next room had no bed and different junk. The master was messy with more clothes than boxes. I took pictures, but as I did, I frowned. There was no evidence of dancing mobiles, toys, or a changing table.
Completing the circuit, I found a living room, a sitting room, and a bathroom.
Even if the kid were elsewhere, what about a crib? Or one of those walker things?
I scanned the yard until I found a metal trashcan, but it was no help. There were no diapers, no baby food jars, nothing but soup cans and pizza remains.
My heart grumbled. This wasn’t looking like an active baby house.
Working faster now because this was taking more time than I had planned, I checked the grave site again. The marble block shaped like a teddy bear held no clues, not even a date. One line was engraved across the surface, "We love you."
Breathing deep, I smelled no dead. As I walked away, I made a point of kicking the ant mound.
To be thorough, I checked the old barn off to the back of the house. To my surprise, a long two-by-four was chained across the doors. Way out in the middle of nowhere, she had to lock her barn? What was stored here that was so valuable, yet not enough so to be in the house? The barn wasn’t new and didn’t look particularly water-proof.
It was easy for me to peer between various loose boards, but with the lighting difference it was impossible for me to see anything.
I took another deep breath and sneezed, but it answered my question. No dead bodies.
A quick tour around the structure yielded several boards that were severely rotted near the bottom. It would be a tight fit. I pried one board completely free and pushed my solicitor bag through.
On my belly, I crawled. It was worse than I expected. Two boards dug deep into my back. I was halfway inside when I sneezed. The boards just about cut out a kidney.
It got worse. Someone nudged me from behind. "Uh-oh." Shotgun.
I heard a low grunt. Whoever it was grabbed my shirt and started tugging. Another hand grabbed my pants.
"I’m unarmed," I yelled. "I’ll come out!"
No avail. Whoever it was yanked on the other side of my shirt. With a loud rip, my t-shirt gave way. "Hey!" Half blind because of the dusty, dim inside light, I twisted. Through the cracks, I got my answer.
Goats!
"Aaaaggh!" Before casing any joint, I made sure there weren’t dogs, but I hadn’t thought of goats. I crawled forward, desperately trying to get traction. I sneezed in protest against the old hay. One goat started chewing on my jeans. A second landed on my bottom to get at the end of the ripped t-shirt as I pulled inside the barn.
"Git," I yelled. "Git!" I yanked my feet inside and backed away. What was left of my shirt was marred by teeth marks and goat dribble.
The goats butted their heads at the loose boards. If I didn’t get out of here soon, they might take the whole building down. The lock on the door made more sense now, especially since it appeared most of the barn contained hay.
I pulled a fairy light out of my bag. Dust motes danced and small feet scurried. The first stall contained an overturned bucket. The second stall--now this was not what I wanted to see.
A crib. Complete with a perched teddy bear, not at all like an active baby would leave it. If Mom lost her child, maybe she couldn’t stand to see the crib…I sighed and held the light up high.
There were stacks of black three-ring binders and a baby book. I opened the baby book and stared at the holographs. It was one thing to put a crib in the barn to keep the reminders at bay, but the pictures? There were two or three with him sucking on a pacifier, and several of him crying.
I picked up one of the binders. More pictures were in it, but mostly it was filled with plastic printouts, full color. A few of the articles were on rare pieces of actual paper, but each of those was in a plastic sleeve.
The name in the first article was right, Robert Swarsbock. But…I nearly tore the plastic sheeting. The dates were all wrong. Page after page of Robert’s kidnapping--eighteen years ago.
"What!?!" I flipped through more pages. There were reward offerings and a ransom note on real paper. I flipped faster.
It was with relief that I read little Robert was found. But if he was found, then why the medium? I tried several more binders, but they were mostly pictures.
Robert had been found alive and healthy and returned to mom and dad. Dad? There was even a picture of the happy threesome. The pictures were old and mom Swarsbock was now eighteen years past them. The Swarsbock in the picture didn’t much resemble the lady that left for work this morning.
I blinked. I sneezed. I didn’t know what was going on here, but I took a several pictures from the baby book and stuffed the binder containing the news article and ransom note in my bag.
I zipped back to the hole.
It would have been easier to get out of the barn had someone been waiting with a shotgun. With the goats, it was flap my arms to fight them off, then squeeze forward an inch. One of the goats got my bag.
I yanked the bag back, but the goat got the binder. "Hey!"
Goat didn’t care what I thought. With amazing dexterity, the creature nibbled at the plastic and pulled out one of the rare papers. The goat calmly ate the page.
I pushed with my feet. One goat got a grip on my hair. "Aaaah!" It pulled me forward more effectively than anything else I had tried, my body straining to stay with my hair.
There was no time to fix the board. Let Swarsbock think the goats did it.
I took a blow from hooves as I grabbed the binder.
Three goats galloped after me. The smallest one bleated. The largest ran next to me, yanking on what was left of my flapping t-shirt.
I swung the green solicitor’s bag. The goat dug in its heels when I smacked it in the head. My shirt gave way at the sleeve and collar.
I was left with a choker rim and one sleeve as I jumped across the cattle guard--goat guard. The critters bleated in disappointment. I staggered to my transporter. Once again, half naked and panting, I left the premises.
# # #
First thing I did when I got back to my office was look up the court case. Charlinda was being sued by someone named "Swarsbock Henderson" for monetary damages related to "severe distress." I found not one, but two cases by Swarsbock Henderson against mediums. Apparently Charlinda wasn’t the first medium that Swarsbock had contacted.
"Planning on taking money from every medium in the county?" I wondered.
The baby had obviously existed. I checked birth certificates, and I checked death certificates. There was only one Robert Swarsbock born in the area. He was nineteen years old, and had not died three months ago or ever. If the address search was correct, he had recently moved to Seattle to attend college. His parents were Sarah and John Swarsbock. There was no Henderson mentioned anywhere, at least not until I started going through the binder.
Robbie Swarsbock had been taken from his crib early one morning eighteen years ago. A huge manhunt ensued. The maid was suspected, but there was no evidence other than the minute she was accused, she crossed the border into Mexico.
One of the dear neighbors, Patty Henderson, began a drive to raise money to help locate the child.
Then, one fine October day, Robbie was left in the woods behind the house. Safe. The maid was the only viable suspect, but the parents didn’t pursue the case after Robbie was returned.
Hmm. Had I proved the kid was alive or not?
I drove back out to Swarsbock’s neighbor, the one with the Swarsbock mailbox. This time, I drove up the long drive all the way to the house. Leaving the folder in the car, I knocked on the front door.
The real Ms. Swarsbock didn’t have a shotgun. She invited me in, and while not thrilled to talk about the kidnapping years ago, was willing.
"Did they ever find the kidnapper?" I asked.
This was a woman whose hair was prematurely grandmotherly white, but she had managed a few laugh lines around her eyes over the years. "No, they didn’t. There are still nights when I wake in a sweat, but I am told mothers have nightmares even when their child didn’t get kidnapped."
"In some of the news accounts, I read that your neighbor was quite a help to you? Are you still close?"
"Patty?" Ms. Swarsbock nodded. "She raised so much money. She had a shrine right by the road, between our houses. It started with teddy bears. People left money too so Patty decided we should ask for donations to offer a reward, to pay a ransom, whatever it took." She stood. "She still has a kind of monument from the leftovers in her backyard. I hate the thing." She shivered. "Here wait."
She disappeared back towards a bedroom to return a few moments later. "See, here it is, the way it was by the road. There were teddy bears and flowers."
The shrine in the picture bore little resemblance to the gravestone. The giant teddy bear sitting in a wagon wasn’t made of granite. The words "Robert Swarsbock we love you!" were sewn across the bear’s t-shirt. Even in the old holograph, I could see money in the bottom of the wagon.
"Did you raise enough to pay the ransom?"
She took the picture back. "There never was a ransom request. We were prepared because Patty raised all kinds of money, but a ransom note never came."
My blood chilled. "No ransom note? Are you sure?"
"Of course."
There was a ransom note in the binder! Wasn’t there? "Then--what happened to the money Patty raised?"
Ms. Swarsbock smiled. "It went to charity. So many people just threw money into the shrine. How can you give that back? The large donors gave permission to pass it along to charity too."
"There was never a clue as to who took the baby?"
She shrugged. "Every now and then a policeman stops by to let us know the case is still open. But what would they find after all this time? Robert was left in the back acres, the same bottle that went missing with him, full of milk."
"Did Patty find him?" I demanded.
"My husband," she whispered with a fond smile. "He thought he heard one of the goats bawling. Went to check." She took a deep breath and tears shone in the corners of her eyes. "It was Robert. We couldn’t believe it. Reporters were camped out around the property, and there Robert was, safe and sound."
I stood. "Thank you. Can I call if I think of anything else?"
"I suppose." She followed me to the door.
Halfway down the porch steps, I turned. "Does Patty have any children?"
Mrs. Swarsbock shook her head. "No, she never married. She lived in that old house taking care of her mother. Her mother was still alive when Robert disappeared."
I nodded and hopped back into my transporter. At the gate, out of sight from the house, I stopped so quickly, I nearly catapulted myself out of my own transporter.
Frantically, I turned the pages of the binder. A blank plastic sleeve glared up at me. "No," I whined. "Don’t tell me the goat ate it." But flipping through the rest of the binder, there was no other piece of paper with a ransom demand.
I resisted throwing the book, but barely. The ransom demand was quite possibly the leverage I needed to get Henderson to admit she was guilty of fraud--just as she had likely been the culprit the last time money was being extorted.
# # #
Back at my office, I emptied my solicitor’s sack. I took every page out of the binder and looked at both sides. There was no ransom note.
Though I didn’t go blast the goats to smithereens, it was tempting.
It was possible one of the binders left in the barn had another copy. Or not. There was no doubt Henderson had kidnapped the kid. I was equally certain that she had diverted at least part of the charity money into her own pocket.
I stared at the pictures. In the first three, the kid was red-faced and wrinkly, with a blue bow tied around his head. In the other pictures, the kid was older, likely from the time of the kidnapping. "Proof enough of the kidnapping?"
More suspicious--how did she get the early hospital pictures of Robbie in the first place?
He’s got blonde hair!" I shouted. "Light hair!" I put the pictures side by side. The early-looking photo showed a kid with black hair. Kids changed, but these two didn’t even look related. "How many kids did you kidnap?" I muttered.
When in doubt, bluster. I called Charlinda and filled her in.
Together, we went out to Henderson’s place.
I kept a stun gun handy for the goats, but I was worried. The creatures might eat it, stunned or not.
Almost as bad as the goats, Henderson aimed the shotgun at us from the porch before we even climbed the steps.
I waved the binder at her. "Recognize this?"
"Henderson," Charlinda shouted, "You can’t sue me over a kid you kidnapped eighteen years ago that ain’t even dead."
The gun wavered.
"We have the ransom note you were going to use. It’s in a safe place." I opened the binder and showed her the empty sleeve. It was in a safe place all right. Safer for her than me.
The gun lowered. "That’s not mine," she yelled. "You can’t prove that it is!"
"And you can’t prove you ever had a kid," Charlinda hollered back.
"I can too," Henderson said stubbornly, the gun back up. "I got the birth certificate!"
"You asked me to reach Swarsbock," Charlinda said. "That kid ain’t dead." She stabbed at the binder. "The pictures of the other one you kidnapped, maybe he’s dead, but I didn't talk to him."
Henderson gasped. The barrel of the gun actually hit the porch. "He’s dead? My baby is dead?"
Charlinda rolled her eyes. "Just how many kids did you kidnap? Which one are you worried died?"
The air went out of the woman. "Just mine. Is he dead then?"
Since I knew Robert wasn’t hers, I held up the other picture, the one of the tiny baby in the hospital picture. "Him?"
She couldn’t see the holograph very well, but she nodded. I edged forward. When she didn’t raise the gun, I made it up the porch. She came forward and snatched the picture.
"You stole this."
I didn’t point out that she had denied it was hers a few minutes ago. "Look, you asked Charlinda to talk to Swarsbock, and he isn’t dead. We’re going to have to take this binder to the authorities to prove Swarsbock isn’t dead in order to defend against the lawsuit you filed."
She raised the shotgun again. "Is he dead?"
"Swarsbock isn’t dead," I repeated.
"This one," she yelled. "I want to know about this one."
"You think that after you sued me, I’m gonna medium for you again?" Charlinda asked. "Are you crazy?"
I knew the answer to that question, so I asked a different one. "If you wanted to find out if this kid was still alive, why didn’t you hire Charlinda to talk to him or track him down if he wasn't dead?"
Patty Henderson held the shotgun steady for a heartbeat, but then lowered it in defeat. "If I asked someone to track him down, I’d have to pay for it. This way, I could test her. If she talked to Robert, I’d know she was a fake because Robert is still alive. If she couldn’t talk to him, I wouldn’t have to pay because she failed."
"How would that tell you if this other kid was alive?" I asked.
She shrugged. "Once I knew she was for real, I asked her to talk to my kid. I told her since it didn’t work with Robbie, she owed me another séance!"
"I don’t fail, human," Charlinda sneered.
Charlinda hadn’t told me about the second request, but it probably hadn’t been the most pressing matter on her mind at the time. "Let me get this straight," I said. "You tested Charlinda on Robert Swarsbock. When she couldn’t reach him, you knew she was for real."
"And if she failed with my kid, then I’d know my kid was still alive, but I wouldn’t have to pay her for anything, because she would have failed to talk to him. If he was dead, the séance would work, and I’d get to tell him I was sorry."
I thought about it, but couldn’t come up with an answer. "Sorry for what?"
"For giving him up for adoption."
None of us said anything. We just looked at each other.
Finally Charlinda said, "You didn’t have to sue me."
"Or the other medium," I put in.
"She was a fake," Henderson defended herself.
"Charlinda isn’t."
Henderson shrugged. "Yeah. But I need the money. Where else was I gonna get the money to track down my kid?"
"I suppose you could have kidnapped another child, raised some charity money and kept it," I snapped.
Tired blue eyes looked away. "I didn’t kidnap Robbie for the money. It’s just…I was sixteen when mom made me give my baby up. Then a couple years later I babysat for Robbie, and he reminded me so much of my little boy." She looked back up. "I only had my baby for a couple of hours, and then they took him away."
"Drop the lawsuit," Charlinda growled.
"Are you going to tell?"
"You took people’s charity money," I pointed out.
She sagged against the porch support. "I needed it to buy things for Robbie after I took him. I needed more things than I ever thought of caring for that kid. Most of it went to him, I swear!"
I wasn’t sure I believed her, but Charlinda handed her a phone. "Speed dial one. Make the call. Pull the lawsuit."


We waited. It didn’t take her long to key in her ID, follow the instructions and cancel the lawsuit.
When she was done, she handed over the phone and asked, "Can I have the pictures back?"
"They stay with her." I jerked my head to Charlinda.
Charlinda gave her an evil smile. "I’ll call you after I decide what I’m going to do. Next week." She shrugged. "Next month."
Henderson’s mouth thinned. "You--"
"I think I’ll just wait and see how else you decide to raise money," Charlinda said. She turned and marched back to the transporter.
I followed, keeping my eye on the shotgun and looking out for goats.
I was pretty certain Charlinda could have solved this one on her own, but I’d earned my gold. When I got back to the office, I made a note to myself. Anytime that lawyers or goats were involved, charge double.
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Night work is normal for a detective and so are stakeouts, but I don’t usually stand on the side of a country road with a father waiting for the ghost of his son. It wasn’t very cold for a late-February night in the hill country of Texas, but I shivered when a breeze pushed through my brown, would-have-been-a-businessman cut if I trimmed it often enough.
"Don’t worry, Mr. Killian, he’ll show," the gravelly voice beside me declared. "He always does when there’s roadkill."
"And you don’t know why?" I tried not to breathe too deeply while speaking. The possum had been run over early in the morning. The smell of it was bad enough, but I had a strange and often useless ability to smell the dead, long buried or not. The extra sense actually applied only to people, but try telling yourself that while you’re watching a carcass in the curve of the road at midnight.
"Troy comes every time. He escorts their ghosts." My client, Joe Clawson, put his old felt hat back on his head. He took it off again almost immediately.
I dared to breathe a little deeper. I could smell the possum, but no human remains. I studied the cedar tree next to where we stood. Joe had long ago sawed off the jagged ends that faced the road where the vehicle had hit. Deep gashes remained in the wood. One side of the tree had been split almost completely away from the main trunk, but it must have found enough roots because neither side was dead. Before I could ask again what might keep his son here, I felt the ghost.
My shoulders stiffened, drawn tight by the presence of the transparent form and the smell of death, this time not from the roadkill. Troy glided from the base of the tree and stopped near the smashed opossum. He turned to stare back in our direction. He didn’t look mischievous or mean; rather solemn and intent. Unlike a lot of ghosts, he was fully formed, down to jeans and a jacket.
"Can you talk to him?" Joe whispered. "The medium couldn’t, but she said you might be able to help."
If my competition, Charlinda the elf, couldn’t make contact with someone whose presence was this strong, there was no point in me trying. I didn’t know why she recommended me because I didn’t advertise my ability to smell magical objects or the dead. We had worked together on a case or two so she might have guessed something about me, but the recommendation was still a long shot.
"No, I can't." I watched as Troy knelt and stretched a hand towards the ugly possum corpse. Even as a ghost, the thing that rose from the grass was ugly with its pointy snout and bald tail.
Troy slowly edged towards us, hesitant, giving us time to move. I did, but Joe didn’t. He stood, holding his hat between both hands, waiting patiently. Troy followed the path the transporter must have taken, gently edging in a loose circle around his father before disappearing into the tree.
The tree was obviously a link to a strong magical current, one that Troy had clung to for some reason. It allowed him access back to this realm, and he apparently had taken it upon himself to lead the ghosts of roadkill down into the trunk. I knew little about underground magical streams other than the rumor that trees sometimes tapped into them as a source of water, bringing the magic to the surface.
"What keeps him here?" I mused. "Was he an animal lover?"
Joe nodded, then shook his head. "He liked animals well enough. We always had a couple of horses, and he had two dogs. All seventeen year olds like animals. He was just a kid."
And most of them tried drinking sooner or later, but according to Joe, Troy wasn’t one to get into that kind of trouble. The night of the accident, he wasn't driving, but he probably should have been. The gel-bags in the transporter would have saved his life when the vehicle hit the tree except the windows were opened and Troy wasn't using the restraint.
"For the last two weeks, his championship ring has been gone from my desk in the morning," Joe said. "When I noticed it missing, I came out here to apologize for losing it. Instead, I found the ring here. I can't imagine what he's trying to tell me, so I figured I better get an expert to tell me what is going on."
The ring was likely here again, so I started looking. Other marks from the accident were long gone; Troy had died over fifteen years earlier. Still, wary of stepping on too much death, I asked, "The others all lived?"
"Pam broke her ribs and arm against the steering panel. The way they tell it, the two kids in the back only lived because my son went out the window. Sandy and Albert were on that side. They hit the back gel-bag, and then the seat collapsed. They hit the gel in the front. Not a one of those kids had on restraints. Albert lost his right arm and broke a few other bones."
From watching the ghost, I knew the path. I walked it, directing the fairy globe first in front of me and then to either side. It would have been easier to come back in the daytime, but I wasn’t sure Joe was ready to leave yet. He wanted action, results--hope. "He ever go across the road?" I headed in that direction.
"Anything out from the tree, all the way across. There are deer hit twenty yards up the road, but he doesn't show up there. I have never seen him near the house either. I don't know how his football ring could get back here." He pulled his own light out of a jacket pocket and started searching.
I took another deep breath, but it was hard to smell anything dead or magical with the possum around. On my knees, I shone the light between every scrappy blade of dormant grass and oak twig possible. Had it been anything other than gold and gem, I’m not sure Joe would have found it in the underbrush. It glinted in the fairy globe light.
"There!" He quickly disentangled the ruby-red gem from a scrub oak branch where it had snagged.
My hand tingled as I reached towards it. I breathed deep and found a hint of magic…and a hint of death. "He died with it on?"
Joe’s bushy eyebrows frowned. "Yes, why?"
I couldn't tell him I was wondering if the magic came from the tree after death or from the magic of winning it in a championship fed by living energy. Maybe it was both. Maybe it didn't matter. "And this has been happening for about two weeks?"
"Yup. Figured the only way I'd know what was going on was to come here and talk to him. But he still only comes out when there's roadkill. And he does the same thing as before. Collects the ghosts. Takes them to the tree. Nothing has changed except the ring keeps showing up here."
I stared at the ring. It was obvious that Troy was tied to it and the tree. It allowed him some movement. How he had gotten the ring here wasn't important, but why?
"Let's follow the route he might take to get the ring."
"Do you think he wants it buried with him?"
"After all this time? I doubt it. I don't understand why Charlinda wasn't able to talk to him. He obviously has something he wants to say. Anything else of his gone missing or moved?"
"Not that I know of. We buried him in his football uniform, along with a football. He had a couple of other footballs and some trophies in his room. I didn't look there. I guess he probably didn't find a way to drag the transporter back out here. Do you think he's trying to tell me something about his death?"
I shook my head. "If that were it--" I hesitated. "I think he would have figured out how to reach you before this."
Joe nodded. "It's been fifteen years. When I came out here that first time and saw his ghost...I said all I had to say about his death."
I didn't want to ask about that. Instead, we crossed the road to make our way to the farm house. As we passed under the cedar, a greenish glow flickered near the base of the tree. Hoping it wasn't the possum ghost digging for ghost crickets, I raised the fairy globe.
A fairy?
I blinked and the glow was gone.
Maybe I was imagining things. Then again, the tree definitely contained magic and fairies were nothing if not magic.
We traveled back the way we had come under the full glossy moon. Even if Troy had come back nightly to retrieve the ring, any scent of such a long-ago death was not detectable as the air rustled across the open field. The smell of dried bales of hay mingled with soil. We passed a two-story barn about three hundred yards from the house. It was old, but not decrepit. The house was much smaller and made of limestone rather than weathered wood. The ranch style had lots of porch; a long white rectangle sitting atop a gentle hill. The only part of the ranch not neatly kept was the ragged fence that pretended to keep the goats in one area.
The inside of Joe's house did not smell of death, but it was a mausoleum with Troy's room the tomb. Troy's spirit was at rest near a magical tree and the body was elsewhere, leaving the house in a kind of twilight; not dead, but not alive either.
Troy's room wasn't locked. "Maggie hasn't had the dusters in here for a while. Not that it matters, I guess." He pointed. "The other two footballs. His team pictures. That one there is of him and the dogs. He had a goat too. He was just a kid."
"Still is," I said, but regretted the remark instantly.
Joe glanced at me, but thankfully his sorrow was too old to be affected by my careless reminder of youth frozen forever. "Do you think he comes here to visit? I can only see him there by the tree."
I breathed deep. The taint was old, like the dust. "No. He may have come here recently, but it isn't somewhere you need to watch for him." I looked down at Joe's hand, the one that held the ring. "He isn't haunting here." Death had many smells. Haunting had a smell too, but it was more a mixture of death and emotion, usually sadness or anger. The scent here smelled more like the tree, like Troy was riding a lifeline of magic back here.
"Nothing else has gone missing? Here or elsewhere in the house?"
"I don't think so." His eyes traveled across the room. "We kept everything here except a picture or two. I kept the ring on my desk. Seemed more real to me than a picture. I guess him taking that was probably easier than taking the transporter, although I would have noticed that showing up by the tree for sure." A hint of a smile crossed his features.
"You still have the transporter? The one he...that hit the tree?"
He nodded. "It was half on my property, half on the county. After the investigation, it sat there for a lot longer than I liked so I finally took the tractor and hauled it to the barn."
"I think I better look at the transporter." There really wasn't anything more I could do. If clues existed in Troy's old room, I didn't know what they were.
On the way out, I looked at Joe's desk. He put the ring back, setting it on top of a flat piece of polished wood. I suspected the wood was from the cedar tree by the road, but I didn't pick it up to smell for magical vibes.
Joe's wife, Maggie, was in the bedroom, probably pretending to sleep. I waited in the living room while Joe retrieved the other two photos from the bedroom. One of them had a touch of magic on it, but while I could smell it, I couldn't tell if it was recent or not. Troy may have left magical residue if he considered the photo before taking the ring, or it could have been the magic of that particular moment caught forever.
"Let's check the transporter," I said.
The air felt cooler after the warmth of the house, and I decided that my first impression of the house being closer to death than life was wrong. There was still life there, it was just muted and stuck in time.
When we reached the barn, Joe said, "I don't come in this way much anymore. After I put the transporter in here, I started using the other door except for the big loads."
He handed me his globe light. I held them both high. The simple hinged, planked boards latched without a lock. There were two wide doors, but Joe only hefted the one side open, holding it up above the ground and then setting it back gently when it was wide enough for us to enter. The reek of magic hit me at the same time as the motes of hay and grain wafted out. There were almost too many smells to sort.
Troy hadn't died in the transporter. Perhaps that was why the smell of death wasn't strong. Or maybe it was the magical smell that overwhelmed it. I took a deep breath. It was almost like...magical death? Not really. I frowned. I wasn't certain what the smell was.
Joe moved inside without hesitation. I didn't. Magic, like death, had different smells. Right now I was wishing I knew more than I did because there was something wrong with the magic. The undercurrent wasn't death, but it reminded me of death for some reason.
"Over there," Joe held his globe high and pointed to one corner. Square bales of hay were stacked from one end of the barn all the way to the other. An old metal barrel in one corner might have contained grain. At the far end, loose hay had drifted into piles against the mangled transporter.
My light was tight against my chest, nearly blinding me as I peered around the side of the door. It was hard to tell what the transporter originally looked like. For one, it was a very old model, and for two, the carbon panels in front had accordioned as they were supposed to do in a crash. One side was sheered off and other pieces had fallen to the ground. Darker metal made a patchwork with the original blue.
I sniffed again, but I already knew the smell came from the transporter. The only other thing I could see in the barn...there was a glimmer near the transporter. Was it just hay motes disturbed from Joe's steps? Or..."Troy?"
Joe started, looking from me to the transporter. He took two steps forward, echoing my own.
My legs hit a cold spot. I knew that feeling. I jumped back, nearly falling. The wisp at my feet was easily identifiable as a ghost, only it wasn't Troy. It was a skunk.
Joe swung his globe around. "Troy must be here," he said. "That skunk is one of his favorites."
I wasn't certain anyone could tell one live skunk from another, never mind a dead one, but I didn't argue. I looked back at the long wisp hanging next to the transporter. The breeze from the open door displaced part of what might have been an arm trying to form.
Joe noticed at the same time I did. He immediately headed for the open door.
I really didn't want to be locked inside the barn with...any of the things I could see or smell. "I don't think you should close the door."
He grinned and closed it anyway. "He wouldn't hurt even a skunk."
"It's not him I'm worried about." I held the light low and searched. The ghosts left no prints, but in hay and hard-packed dirt, neither did anything else.
With the door closed, the air settled. The long wisp, near as I could tell, pointed to the trunk of the transporter. Troy's ghost was not very solid this far from the tree where he had died.
Joe gave a funny sounding snort. "You don't suppose some animal died in there and he wants to make it a ghost."
"No," I said, "I don't think that's it."
He looked at me. "Can't be human. No one comes in here."
I shook my head. "That's not it either." He didn't ask how I knew. I wasn't going to tell him either.
"Well, only one way to find out." He strode over to the transporter.
"I'm not sure that's a good idea!" In fact, I was certain it was a bad one even if I couldn't identify the smell. I took a step forward either to stop him or prove I was just as much a man as he was.
"Troy wants me to look, I'm gonna look." Joe yanked on the end of the vehicle, but the sliding trunk door was latched. Without hurrying, he went to the driver's side, leaned in and pressed a lever. The electronics had long since stopped working. It took Joe a few extra seconds to locate the manual release for the lock.
The trunk finally released, but the door did not slide aside as it would have done had the electronics still worked.
I took one step forward, wondering if it was my duty to protect him since he was my client. I was a private detective, not a bodyguard. I didn't even have the one weapon I owned, a simple stun device.
The ghost stayed still, waiting. His features were more blobs than form, but his body was human now.
A side panel from the transporter broke off and clattered onto the dirt floor.
I jumped.
Joe took a step back, not so sanguine either.
Sheepish, we lifted our globes. At the last second Joe leaned over and grabbed a plastic bucket that was almost buried in loose hay. As weapons go, it wouldn't have been my first choice. "Pitchforks are around the other side, where I usually get the hay."
I grunted a non-answer. Joe had closed the only real exit behind us. On the other hand, nothing had come oozing out of the trunk. The smell of death was still quite faint. Was the odor just some strange combination of old dead skunk?
Breathing in again and holding my breath made me dizzy. I stopped trying. It wasn't skunk. But it stank.
Joe stepped forward. I matched the motion.
He had a bucket in one hand and the globe in the other. I had a globe in one hand. That left me with the only free hand. Feeling as though I had lost a game of short-straw, I reluctantly slid the trunk panel back in one motion, my globe ready to smash anything that threatened or moved.
Probably because we both had our lights so high, it took a while to register what we were looking at. I didn't even see the second fairy because the light motes that usually surround them weren't there. The one I did see was smaller than usual, maybe four inches high surrounded by only the dimmest blue glow. She lay on the bottom of the trunk, not moving, her wings tucked tightly around her body.
I thought the fairy was dead because of the strange smell coming from the trunk, but her tiny eyes blinked, and her hand fluttered over her face as though to reduce the glare.
"Hello?" As Joe leaned closer, the light from his globe was blocked by his head. It took the worst of the light away, but not so much that I couldn't see the cage.
"Someone caged a fairy?"
The fairy sat up carefully. Her wings fluttered anxiously, not unfurling, but twitching. "Oh, please good sirs, let us out!"
"Us?" we echoed.
She uncurled a tiny finger and pointed to the other side of the trunk. A smaller cage was there. The fairy inside was not sitting. She really did look dead. I peered closer. The smell in the trunk was...dying magic. The iron surrounding the fairies hit the magic emanating from them, and it burned. Not death exactly, but destruction.
Most species of fairies were between six and eight inches. The one lying down was maybe two inches. She was only a child.
Joe swung the globe around the entire trunk, searching the corners. "Who could do such a thing? There's no food in here!"
"Dew of any flower will help save her! Goat's milk or honey?" The fairy stood, brightening some with hope. Her little hands folded, pleading. "Oh, please help us! We haven't had the right things to eat! They won't let me out until I spin enough straw into gold!"
"They?" And then, "I thought only the dwarfs knew that secret," I said.
Joe gave a muttered exclamation. "The roses are barely budding and there won't be any dew until morning!"
"I take it this cage is made from iron?" If there was a door, I couldn't see it. I turned to demand Joe bring back some cutters, but he was long gone.
"I can spin gold, I can! Just not very fast, but I promise--"
"Shh, I don't want your gold. How does this thing work? Is it spelled to keep you inside?"
She blinked at me. Her wings unfurled the tiniest bit. It was hard to read the expression on her face, but she was either stunned at my stupidity, or she was surprised that I claimed to not want her gold.
"Just lift it up," she said.
Ah, stupidity then. The cage, made of pure iron, was not the least bit of strain for me, unless you counted the brains to figure out lifting it. For the fairy to touch it was instant poison so I balanced it very carefully while removing it. Being close to it was damaging enough for her kind.
With the iron gone, I half expected her to grow into some monster with fangs. I thought the wrath of an entire clan of fairies might fall upon my head, but she merely unfurled her wings and breathed deep.
I quickly removed the other cage from the child. Her mother, and I was fairly certain it was mom, was instantly at the tiny fairy's side, sharing her light.
Joe barreled back into the barn, his wife, Maggie at his heels. Maggie was still in her nightdress, her robe lopsided. Her gray hair was short, but tufts of it stood on end. "Fresh goat's milk and honey!"
"The dew hasn't formed yet," Joe declared. "Maggie has some fresh bread from yesterday morning."
Maggie rushed over and offered the loaf. A large chunk was missing from the center.
"Here. Hop aboard. Let's get you out of there." I gently scooped the girl onto my open palm. She was softer than a rag doll. Her eyelids opened, but she didn't have a smile. All four inches of mom climbed next to her. I deposited the fairies inside the bread.
"They can't eat off of just anything, but I don't remember all the rules," I said.
Maggie set the bread on a bale of hay, and then dabbed some honey into the bread. Ever so carefully she lowered a thimbleful of milk into the loaf. "It's warm. Joe got it just now. Do you need more?"
The goat probably had plenty left because there wasn't much in the porcelain thimble. The fairy quickly dabbed a piece of bread into the milk. Using it as a sponge, she dribbled milk into her daughter's mouth.
"Joe, I think we need more. There's two of them! You didn't tell me there were two!" Maggie said.
"I did."
"She needs dew," Maggie fretted.
Trapping anyone was highly illegal; trapping a fairy even more dangerous and stupid. Ever since the world had moved back to the gold standard, fairies and other magical creatures had happily come out of hiding, more than willing to trade their services for a currency worth something. The fairy globes we had been using all night were lights magically provided by fairy dust. Not paying a fairy for their various talents was unheard of. There wasn't a single clan I knew of that wasn't able to defend its own, either. Of course, until tonight, I didn't know there was a group that could spin gold either. "Why didn't your clan save you?" I asked.
The fairy glanced up. "I will not tell you!"
"Oh." I blinked and leaned away from her fierce frown. "Of course not." It was a stupid question, worse than my one about the cage. If the fairy told us how they had been captured and held without defense, well, we could do it again. Or spread the news.
I shifted my attention to the rest of the barn. Even once freed from the iron, no other fairies had rushed in. They must not be able to detect the two or they couldn't help for some other reason. Fairies had been trapped and rescued from iron before. If the clan couldn't find a way to remove the iron, they could make a kidnapper so desperate, he would use his last breath to release the captives if necessary.
Had the transporter somehow created a problem for the fairies? Or was it the ghosts? Or the magic from the tree?
I didn't know enough about ley lines to make an educated guess but...Charlinda's elf magic hadn't worked well near the tree. Something about either the tree or the death there interfered with magic...Hmm. Perhaps, just perhaps, the tiny fairy and her magic was hidden because of the flow from the tree. The transporter was tied to the magic and the death--even when I smelled it, those things had mingled, causing me a great deal of confusion.
I turned to the ghost. He was nearly completely formed now, sitting atop the transporter. At first I thought his clear appearance was due his superhuman effort, but Joe was no dummy. He had brought the ring. It rested on the top of the transporter, just below the ghost. "Who did this?" I asked. "Can you tell us?"
The fairy poked her head above the bread opening. "You need not worry. Revenge will be ours!"
Now see, that's what I meant about messing with a fairy. Who could possibly be that dumb, yet smart enough to have figured out how to kidnap one? I turned to Joe. "Who else visits this place?"
"Here?" He shook his head. "I had no idea anyone ever came here."
"Something about this spot--the ghosts, the tree, the triangle between the ring, the transporter and where it all happened--it keeps things from working the way they should. No one should be able to trap a fairy, not for long." I looked at the angry face peering out of the bread. "We can't help you if you don't tell us what to fix."
"You won't fix it!" She darted back inside the bread.
I would have argued, but Troy moved. He drifted up towards the top of the barn where he seemed to take a deep breath. In one motion, he dove headfirst, faster than he had elevated. When he hit the transporter, he almost stopped, but with forward motion only a ghost can know, he sunk into the backseat. He sat upright behind the driver's seat, and then drifted to the other side and back again.
"Albert? Sandy?" Joe asked.
Troy drifted again, side to side. Then, like a cork, he popped out the open front window, and disappeared completely. The ring fell from the top of the transporter, clattering against the side on the way to the ground.
"Looks to me like both of them are guilty," I said.
"It's the tree," Maggie said. "It's why Troy has been able to stay around, and it's why it's so easy for the animals to turn to ghosts. The magic leaks from the tree."
"Is it that same magic that allowed you to somehow be held captive?" I asked the fairy.
The fairy did not answer, and she was probably the only one who knew.
"The leak interfered with Charlinda's ability to talk to Troy." It hadn't interfered with my limited skills, but I didn't actively change magic or death, I just sensed it. It must not have completely stopped the fairy magic, because she still claimed to be able to spin gold, yet the other fairies didn't seem to be able to find their own underneath the stream of magic. "How do we stop the leak?"
The fairy voice came from within the bread. "An oak tree must be grown from the center of the cedar. Cedar isn't hard enough to contain all that magic, especially a damaged one."
"All we need to do is plant an oak?"
Her head popped up again. She was not looking at me, but rather Maggie. "I'm sorry, human. You have been kind to us, but wild magic can be used in many ways. It is very dangerous."
"Without the magic leaking from the tree, he...can't stay, can he?" Maggie's voice hitched a bit at the end. "Troy will go away, won't he?"
The fairy looked over at the transporter, but Troy had completely disappeared after his demonstration. "If he is ready. He has guarded the magic in the tree for a long time. He uses the magic to stay in-between and to make friends, but only for harmless dead things."
"Is it the combination of death and magic that hides you from your clan?" I asked.
The fairy swiveled her head to glare at me. "Leave it, human."
"How did I go from "kind sir" to just plain "human?" The name is Max, and we're trying to help here."
"You won't give up the ghost," she accused.
I looked at Joe. He looked at Maggie. Maggie's shoulders slumped, but her voice was strong. "His ghost was never ours to give up. It has always been Troy's choice."
"You would remove this?" She waved at the mangled hunk of metal. "And you would give us his ring to plant with the tree?"
Slowly, Joe walked over to the transporter. He leaned over and picked up the ring. His fist closed around it tight, but as before, he did not put it on his own finger. "The ring is his. He's been taking it back to the tree." He opened his hand, looked down at the ring and then back up at Maggie. "If the ring belongs back at the tree, that is where we'll take it."
"The ring does have something to do with the triangle!" I exclaimed.
The fairy gave me a look I commonly saw from my own mother, one of exasperation and warning. "Can someone take me where I need to go?"
Maggie picked up the bread loaf. "Tell us where." Her hands were not so steady, but her face held the same determination as Joe's.
I left the barn with them, but then we parted ways. While Maggie and Joe took care of the fairies, I went back near the cedar tree and waited out of sight behind the trunk of another tree.
It was a long wait, but just at sunrise, in the magic of dawn, they came across the field, collecting dew from the tips of the wild oat grass, the spring clover, and the not-yet-blossomed blue bonnets. They didn't stop there. Several battalions of firefly fairies came and spun around the tree, letting the dew soak up the magic.
Someone else had seen what I was seeing. Maybe they had come here to make peace with the past, maybe to be angry about losing an arm or fret about chances lost. They must have seen the fairies. Maybe Sandra and Albert had been together or maybe one had dragged the other here with a plan.
The fairies should have known better, but it was possible that not even they realized how dangerous leaking magic mixed with an old death could be. While they flew about mining the magic, how difficult would it be to entice a child with honey or some other rare winter treat, and then capture a mother who was seconds too late to keep her child from being tricked?
Keeping the captured fairies hidden couldn't only be a result of the wild magic, because magic was in many places. It might be the triangle between the ring, the barn and the tree.
Whatever the reason, the fairies were making certain it didn't happen again. After the last fairy collected every bit of magic the dew would hold, two lines formed. Down the center, a single fairy flew. From her bluish sparkle, I was certain it was the fairy that had been captured. She carried an acorn as large as her head.
Four other fairies followed. They had the ring, the piece of wood that Joe had set it on, and what might have been a piece of the transporter. All the objects went into the split in the cedar. Somewhere in the depths, that acorn would take hold.
I wondered how long it would take. With the magic here, probably not long.
The end of the line pushed forward. Uh-oh. Two much larger objects floated forward: humans, one male and one female. I backed up, not realizing it until I hit the tree behind me. I had never witnessed fairy revenge and was pretty sure I didn't want to now.
The two had to be Sandra and Albert. The woman twitched as though trying to pull her arms away from her body, but fairy magic kept her bound and floating about a foot above the ground. Dark hair flew across Sandra's plump face as the fairies pulled her forward. The man next to her was missing his arm from the elbow down, which surprised me. With the magic and technology available these days, it was rare to see someone who had not been fitted with a replacement. Albert was short, bald and...resigned. Then again, as they floated to the tree, I noticed his eyes dart here and there, looking or hoping for an escape.
In the blink of an eye, the fairies finished their flight. They circled the tree and the two humans.
One of the fairies began to glow brighter. Like a tree, he grew, radiating the glowing green of new leaves. His arms took on the appearance of bark; wiry, brown and tough. His legs, like roots, were not quite straight, but were strong enough to support his frame, a size that was suddenly as tall as my own almost six-feet. His skin reminded me of an ash tree, channeled and rough--not human.
"You want gold?" he said to the two humans. "So be it."
The fairies circled. Fast. In the blur of light, the giant glowing fairy never budged. He was the only fairy I could distinguish while the other fairies moved.
When the light stopped, Albert and Sandra still remained. I let out the breath I was holding. When I breathed in, the smell of magic made my head reel. I grabbed the tree trunk behind me. Had it not been there, I would have fallen over backwards.
The large fairy raised his arm. Maybe the fairies had already spun Albert a new arm when they were flying, but until the fairy pointed, I didn't notice. The arm was shiny, ending in perfectly crafted fingers. This was no medical miracle. Those fingers would never move and the arm wouldn't do him much good. From the elbow down, his arm was perfectly sculpted in gold.
The fairy released whatever magic restrained Albert. Like a statue, he toppled sideways, the sudden weight of a golden arm yanking him down. He gasped and his eyes continued their frantic search for escape. There was none. There were too many fairies.
"No one harms the fairy realm without paying the price! A greed so great that is blind to the consequences can only be repaid by greed of the same. See how well you do in protecting against the greed that goes after you for your gold. Perhaps, like you, they will not believe there will be consequences. Perhaps for them, there will be none."
The fairy then turned to Sandra. He laughed.
My skin crawled with the magic and the threat of it. Like a tree limb scraping the side of a house, it was mother nature about to open up with a storm. I swore that somewhere in that laugh, I heard the side of a house rip apart.
"You not only enticed the little one, you did not feed her. There is no suffering greater than a mother watching her child in need. For this, you earn gold." His bark-covered arm raised again. A gentle breeze lifted Sandra's long hair. When the strands fell, she had new, very thick gold highlights.
"It is your head they will want, human. How long do you think you can protect it? The same lifetime a mother longs to protect her own child?"
Without waiting for an answer, the fairies swarmed again. I made the mistake of blinking or perhaps I wasn't meant to see the fairies disperse. All I saw was a cloud of dust. When it settled, Sandra and Albert were gone. I had a feeling they were going to wake in their own beds, but the very bad dream they had just had wasn't going away.
The fairies were like dust motes, flickers and then nothing even as I searched for them.
All except one. In the growing sunlight, she was nearly invisible. The wooden Celtic knot that she carried was more visible than she was.
"We thank you." She flitted near my hand. I held it out, and she dropped the delicate carving there. "The spirit of their youth was trapped in the tree alongside Troy during the accident. Sandra and Albert have always been a part of the circle here, so much so that my clan could detect no outsiders, no clues, when we were kidnapped. So long as they kept us inside the circle, we were just part of the magic."
"But how did they know to keep you here?"
Her wings stopped beating, but she did not fall. "They were nothing if not ignorant! It was only Stupid Human Luck, that chaos magic that you humans attract. Magic likes magic; it does not like to have parts leave. Because they were part of the circle, there was a tug here, always. It was a natural choice for them to leave us inside. Sadly, my clan did not guess what had happened." Her tiny shoulder shrugged. "We have closed the circle, and it cannot be repeated. We thought the leaking magic was a boon, but we were wrong." She zipped just above my head. "Thank you, human. We are in your debt."
Before I finished saying, "You're welcome," she was gone. I looked at the gift she had left. Even though she had disappeared, I still said, "Thank you." The intricate knot was fairy magic; delicate, perfect and strong. The center was filled with fairy gold, secured by the outside circles of the knot.
Who knew what magic was hidden within? For magic it was, and I didn't even need to smell it.
The tree was in full sun. It would be a while, but not too many years before a huge oak would stand here, guarding the spot that Troy had guarded, a magical leak that let him stay in-between.
Privy to Secrets
A Max Killian Investigation
Maria E. Schneider
I don't know if wormholes exist, but I do know that if someone kidnaps you and shoves you through time or space, they should pick a better landing than a privy. At least pick something with modern plumbing and keep it on the ground.
One second I was sitting at my desk, home of Max Killian Investigations. Next thing I knew I was tumbling through the air in an outhouse. It certainly wasn't Kansas, but neither was it the hill country in Texas, where I ran my nice, mundane detective agency.
I can smell magic and discern its purpose, but I hadn't smelled any magic in my office. The outhouse, on the other hand, was rife with it. I suppose I should be grateful that magic was the only thing I could smell. My arms shot out to the wooden sides to steady myself, but the outhouse was still airborne and unstable. The thing tipped completely over, dumping me off the wooden hole onto the splintered ceiling. If there was anything down the privy hole, I counted myself lucky it missed.
The thing took another tumble before hitting earth. Old weathered boards shattered, helping break my fall. I, master detective, had been plucked from my office without a clue.
"Oh dear."
The female voice obviously wasn't mine, and my own internal cursing wasn't so polite. Either my head was buzzing or...I was near water. A stream. I could hear splashing and the scream of a bird. I empathized with the screaming part.
"Are you okay?" The boards shifted rather quickly. I smelled the sharp ozone that often accompanied powerful magic.
Carefully, I opened my eyes and peered at...a very old lady. She waved her arm, and a few more boards obeyed, piling neatly off to the side. When grandma finally got a good look at me, she drew back sharply. "Well. You're...not what I expected."
I coughed as I tried to suck enough oxygen into my lungs to clear my head. "Yeah, me either." My mind had conjured aliens, a powerful wizard atop a mountaintop and of course, elves. Elves weren't usually combative, preferring commerce instead, but no one really knew their power limitations. That they often sold magical wares made them likely suspects when magic was involved.
Granny was not elflike. Her ears were large, but rounded. Her gray hair was braided and strayed as though full of static. Her wrinkles would have made a walnut proud. If she were elfin, she was the oldest I had ever encountered, and until she spoke again, I thought she lacked the inherent, snobby confidence of most elves that I knew.
"Who are you?" she demanded.
I sat up and looked around. I could hear the stream and smell it under the magic, but I was on sandy ground with stray rocks, tree branches and...cactus. My landing had left a bit of a dent. "Max Killian," I said. "Who did you think you conjured?"
She frowned, making the wrinkles worse. "I did a spell for help." She looked around again as though hoping someone else might drop down.
I glanced up, praying that if another privy were on its way, I had time to move.
"I have a problem."
I hadn't exactly offered to help, but I was here now. "I charge--" I stopped. "Does this place have gold?" She nodded sharply, started to speak, then changed her mind. I stared at her. "I think you better tell me what this problem is before I tell you what I charge."
"Hmph." She slammed a cane into the sand. "I think we better figure out how it is that I got you when I did a conjuring for something to help solve my problem." Granny turned her attention to a mess of objects in the sand. There was a chunk or two of wood lying next to feathers, some of which looked burned. A very round stone displayed an arrowhead and a pile of what looked like brown hair that might or might not have been dipped in blood.
Granny leaned over and picked up a small piece of wood from the center of the pile. "I didn't want anyone to notice you coming through so I used a spell to call a like object. I wanted you to drift in through the stream." She squinted at the wood in her hand. "I thought this was driftwood."
We both glanced over at the destroyed outhouse. "Apparently not," I said.
"Then too, I didn't expect you to come in so high." With the edge of the not-driftwood, she flicked at a burned feather. "Moving such a large object displaces a lot of air and power. The incantation was obviously correct, except for the light as air part, and I'll have to be more careful about aligning like objects."
"Tell me that you didn't call me here to help with spells?" I tried to hide my desperation. My power to sense magic didn't enable me to use it, just as my being able to smell the dead didn't lead me to...anything. I was a detective, but despite my deductive powers, I didn't see how any of the clues fit.
She snorted. "Spells? Of course not. I can do those quite well."
I kept from glancing at the broken outhouse by supreme force of will.
She stabbed her cane firmly into the sand again. "I've been robbed. I need you to find the thief and return my valuables." She raised a shaking finger and pointed at me. "I want revenge. I wanted a stubborn bloodhound with a vicious personality." She glanced again at the pile. The tangle of hair matched mine in its dull, brown color. Mine was nearly as shaggy, especially after tumbling through the air and then standing outside in the breeze.
"What is it you want me to find?"
She straightened her bent, old back as much as possible. "An Object of Power."
"Of course." I stifled a grunt of frustration. "And without this thing of power, I can't get back home, I presume?" Even though I was a good detective, people liked to hire those with more obvious magic. I generally only got mundane work or people in the desperate category. I had a bad feeling I knew which type of case this was going to be.
She frowned mightily, causing her face to look as though it were trying to absorb into her bones. "What? Nonsense! I can send you back any time. That's easy."
Again, I didn't look at the pile of used goods in the sand, but my face took on a few new wrinkles.
Granny stayed on track. "He took it from me." She held out a badly singed cloth. "But I got a piece of him. You can use this to track him. Of course, I was expecting a dog, not you."
I stared at the piece of material.
"Don't worry. He'll be easy to find. I cast a spell on him. I've got lightning after him."
I fingered the piece of material and imagined that I saw a wisp of smoke. "If you have lightning tracking him, what do you need me for?"
She slammed her cane into the ground. "It takes time to build up a storm to create the lightning. As soon as he figured out the spell, he moved. That's why I needed a bloodhound." Her top to bottom look was filled with disappointment. "You'll have to do, because it will take too long to start over and conjure a real bloodhound. You any good at tracking? You must be or you wouldn't have answered the spell."
With that, she set off across the sand. "Come on then. I'll tell you where lightning last struck. You can catch the scent. Follow him. Get my Object."
I took one last glance at the mess in the sand. Sure, my dream case was to chase a dangerous lightning storm.
The sounds of the stream died behind us as we hiked into tall pine trees. Reddish bark dripped sap. The sap kept me from using the trees to steady my footing on the generous boulders decorated with desert lichen.
It wasn't long before granny gimped out of the trees onto a trail. Good thing. I didn't have a cane to help me over the rough terrain. Not that my almost-thirty self was old, but I was sore in a few spots after my hard landing.
As she hiked up an ever steepening trail, I haggled with her over payment. Getting paid probably wasn't going to prove to be my biggest challenge, but it beat worrying about getting back home. Or lightning storms.
Granny didn't appreciate my practicality. "I'll pay you when you're done. Or maybe I should just call another dog."
Since I had to eat, regardless of where I found myself, I continued to negotiate. "I'm cheaper than a dog. If you call a dog, you'd still have to feed it--and guide it. Me, I work alone. It's like a bonus for you. You don't have to go trolling along after me."
Since she was ahead of me on the trail, and I was huffing and lagging, I wasn't sure my argument would work, but all she said was, "How do I know you'll return my Object?"
"Because that's what you're paying me for. Of course, you could just send me back if you want."
Stalemate. She didn't want to do another spell. I wasn't budging without money, and there was no point in her coming along. If she could do the job, she wouldn't have called anyone in the first place.
The good news was that she paid me for two days work upfront. The bad news was that she wouldn't tell me what the magical object was.
"You'll know it when you find it. Bring it back. If it takes you longer than the two days, I'll call a real dog." She pointed to the top of a cliff that was now visible through the trees. "The Object of Power was taken from there. The lightning storm should have kept him from escaping, but he planned for it somehow.
"Up where?" I saw nothing but sheer rock. The stream ran again at our feet, the ground sandier between rounded river rocks.
"You're the bloodhound. You figure it out."
# # #
I spent the next half-hour trekking along the cliff. The Hag, I mean my witch-employer, had given me no more directions, but basically I stayed on the worn trail that meandered back and forth in a very long switchback formation.
There were plenty of birds, insects-- which I slapped at--and trees. No lightning or likely thieves. Definitely scrub oak and a juniper here and there. Had I left Texas?
Wherever I was, someone had known about The Hag's Object of Power, otherwise it wouldn't be missing. I'd like to find out if this object would make it possible for her to return me safely. She didn't seem that accurate with her spells at the moment.
I almost missed seeing the young lady above me because of the ladder propped up against the base of the cliff. The ladder looked a great deal newer than the "driftwood" that had been my carrier. Two freshly cut poles were lashed together by short rungs and leather bindings. When the ladder started to move upward, I grabbed it.
That's when I saw the young lady. Had she not tried to snatch the ladder up, I might have climbed it, which is probably why she tried to haul it up.
"Let go!" Muscular legs dug into the ledge where she stood. Her blue jeans and t-shirt were almost a match of my own, except her white shirt was filled out nicely in front, while my brown one...I'd like to think my muscles flexed admirably as I tried to keep hold of the ladder.
Her hand clung to either side, but I had the advantage. Not only was I stronger, I didn't have to worry about being dragged over the side of the drop off.
"Not gonna let go." I pulled, but gently. I really wished her no harm. Well, unless she had taken the Object of Power. But even then I just wanted to get said object and move on. "I'm looking for an Object of Power for the Hag," I blurted out. "I have a feeling I'm going to need this ladder."
She stopped pulling. "You didn't take it? Mom sent you?"
Had I just called her mother a Hag? My face reddened. Then again, she had recognized the description.
"Who are you?" The edge of demand in her voice was almost as bad as The Hag's.
"Max. She hired me to get the Object back. Is it stolen a lot?"
The lady shook her pony tail. Shorter curls danced around her forehead and over her ears. Her hair was a lighter brown than mine, but not blond. "No one but her even believes it is gone. No one but her knew how to use it."
"So, uh...what is it?"
With a sigh, the lady released the ladder. It nearly fell over my head since I wasn't expecting the top-heavy weight. "Sorry." She reached out, grabbed a pole and helped me set it to earth. Not sure she wouldn't push it over, I didn't start climbing.
"I'm not sure what the stupid thing looks like. Only mom knew. Makes looking for it difficult."
A lot of things were difficult about this situation. "Was there a reason it was hidden here?"
She nodded. I put one sneaker on the bottom rung. She looked to be holding the top steady. Well, I had already landed hard once today. Resolutely, I began climbing.
"The ancients who lived here knew the secret to longevity and youth. Mom always said as a descendant it was her heritage, but I'm not really sure about that part."
I made it to the ledge and hopped off the ladder. She began pulling it up, so I reached down to help.
With the ladder now between us, I said, "I'm Max. What's your name?"
"Broom Hilda." She watched me carefully, but her eyes were laughing. "Just kidding. Amber." Solemnly, we shook hands between ladder rungs. "Mom is the witch, not me. She found the talisman that the Indians imbued with a spell for long life and youthfulness. It's pretty obvious that it's gone." She sucked her cheeks in and wrinkled her forehead in parody. "You saw what she looked like if she called you."
"She wasn't like that before?"
Amber shrugged. "She isn't young, to be sure. But she didn't look like that." She moved the ladder several feet along the ledge and set it against the base.
"Cliff dwellings!" I shouted.
Startled, she looked over her shoulder at me.
"I didn't know where I was," I explained. "The...your mom conjured me from Texas." That there weren't any cliff dwellings in Texas worried me.
"Ah. You're in New Mexico. Cliff dwellings, Gila Forest."
The New Mexico part explained the cactus and the dwellings. My geography wasn't so good that the rest of the information helped any. "What Indians?"
Amber shrugged and began climbing while I held the ladder steady. "No one knows. Anasazi? Pre-pueblo? Pre-Navajo?"
I would have responded, but a rumble of thunder interrupted.
"We need to hurry," Amber said.
"Why?" Even without an answer, I climbed up fast. "I thought your mom said that the storm would follow the perpetrator?"
Amber gave a delicate lady-like grunt as she hefted the ladder up. "That's what was supposed to happen. But somehow when dad stole the Object of Power, he figured out how to leave the curse part here. Now anytime I come here to try and figure out what happened and what the Object is, a storm comes in."
"Did you say, dad?" She was halfway up the ladder headed towards the next level. Despite the very attractive view above, I couldn't keep from glancing down nervously. The ledge where we stood was mere inches deep. I eased up the ladder very carefully. With the wind picking up, we could be plucked from the cliff face like errant pine cones.
The first thunderheads obscured the sun.
I moved faster.
"Dad thinks she should do without the spell for youth. He says a ghost told him so. Since she threatened to divorce him, I'm pretty sure he took her Object, but I don't know how he figured out what to steal. I've been here almost every day trying to figure out what it is. If I can figure it out, I can put it back."
The last ledge was broader by almost a foot. That is to say we could run, single file, for the cave-like opening. I would have left the ladder, but she was smarter. She yanked it up and dragged it along.
I sprinted behind her, trying not to kill myself by tripping over the back of the ladder.
Tingling, like I often felt when I smelled magic, moved up my legs.
"Aaagh!" I threw myself at the opening, hoping I was in time.
Lightning, heat and exploding air hit the dirt. The force of it propelled me forward into the cave opening.
"Oof." My landing was considerably softer than the earlier one. Too bad for Amber. "Sorry." It was unfair to linger so I rolled off her flattened form and helped her up.
"That was close." Since I hadn't released her hand, she used the link to guide me deeper into the cave. "I heard you coming up the path today or I already would have come up here. I'm usually inside before the lightning starts."
Thunderheads roared and rain pelted the mountainside in frustration. The ceiling was high enough to stand in some places, but lower in many others. "It can't be a rock," she said. "Well, it could be. But how did dad figure out which rock to take?"
I sniffed. The storm raged outside, sending the wind to crawl through the nooks and crannies of the caves. Some rooms had been widened with presumably human hands. Smoke etched a wall here and there, and partial adobe walls remained in places. I sniffed again. The lightning had a certain smell...
If I hadn't just been conjured with some of that magical residue on my person, I doubt I'd have recognized the smell as belonging to The Hag, but with such a recent memory, I followed the drifting air. There was a lot of wind. I was sidetracked more than once by drifts of air battling and mixing.
Amber was smarter than most people. She remained silent and let me do my work. She didn't let go of my hand until we were far enough away from an opening that a fairy light was required.
In the near dark, I couldn't tell she was retrieving a light until the soft glow illuminated the rounded chamber. Although the globe was small, I wondered how she fit the fairy light in a pocket of her tight jeans. I tried not to inspect the situation too obviously, but she was a lot more intriguing than the cave walls.
Forcing myself back to the task at hand, I noted some scrawled caveman graffiti and an errant corncob or six half buried in a pit in the corner. Air swirled around the chamber, leading me astray again, until I followed the eddies to another small room.
The pit, when I found it, didn't contain the magic, but it held the air long enough to almost fool me. Next to it, another old bundle of corncobs rested in a shallow indent. I sniffed again cautiously. There was no smell of death, which surprised me. Of course, even if someone had died here, the remains hadn't likely been left here. If there were ghosts, they were staying quiet.
I breathed again and turned to the cobs. "One of those. The lightning storm is tied to one of those."
"How do you know?" Amber knelt down and scanned the four or five possibilities. "How can you tell?"
"They smell like your mom."
From the reflection of the fairy light I could see her slant her eyes at me. "She doesn't smell that strong. Old or not."
I wasn't going to explain so I said nothing.
"Which one?" She picked up one, then another. Without touching them, I couldn't tell, but it wasn't necessary. "Aha!" She held up her prize. "Look!"
I peered closer. She held the fairy light up.
"Hollow?" I guessed.
"They all are, I think. But this one has an open end."
I picked up two others for comparison. She was right. The one she had looked as though it had been hollowed out by hand and then plugged, only the plug was now missing.
I breathed again, but I couldn't tell the age of the cobs. They could be from last week's dinner or that of a century ago. The magic though, lingered. "That's the one."
"Mom must have hidden the Object in here." Amber sighed. "So it's something small." She set the cob down. "Dad probably figured she wouldn't or couldn't spell an ancient talisman with her own protection magic. He must have taken whatever was inside and left the corncob."
"Have you thought of asking him?"
She flashed her green eyes at me in annoyance. "Have you ever tried asking one of your parents about an argument?"
Hmm. I wasn't certain what I'd do given this situation, but if her dad had the Object, I could probably smell it unless her father were a wizard surrounded by magical objects. "What does your dad do? Maybe we can look through his place and spot something." If I could smell it, we could return it, and I could go home.
"He's a grave master."
My heart may have missed a beat. I stared at her without speaking.
She rolled her eyes at me, misunderstanding my slack-jawed reaction.
"Don't tell me you're the squeamish type! Someone has to look after people once they are on their way!"
A strange tingle crossed my body, not unlike lightning--or magic. "My grandfather was a grave master." No doubt meeting someone like her was pure coincidence and had nothing to do with Fate. Or maybe meeting her was some weird result of a magical confluence when her mother's spell went wrong. Lightning flashed outside, seeming to catch the fairy light in a glowing sparkle.
Thunder cracked. We both jumped. I dropped my gaze, staring at the corncob instead of her green eyes. My grandfather had been a gentle man who tended rock gardens, flowers, and the ghosts. It was from him I inherited my talents. My mother had always hoped I'd follow in his footsteps. Given my talent of smelling the dead, working in a graveyard was not going to be my first choice. Given that I could smell the dead and magic, finding a magical object in a graveyard...would be like trying to distinguish the difference between a dead fish and a live one. "Well," I said. "Can't hurt to look, right?"
# # #
It took almost a full hour for The Hag's thunderstorm to wear itself out. Had Amber left the ladder out in the elements, no doubt it would have blown down into the canyon, leaving us trapped on the highest ledge.
When Amber crossed the burned spot where lightning had just about tagged me, I got a strong whiff of ozone, magic and...my feet tingled.
Apprehensively, I looked up. Clear skies, but magic was funny. It had almost gotten me and had been close enough to get a taste. I sniffed. Definitely ozone and even stronger lingering magic now that Amber was past.
"Hang on," I called to Amber. She was already lowering the ladder down to the first spot.
I scooted back inside, retrieved the cob and cautiously stuck my head back out.
Before stepping across the spot, I threw the cob as far as I could over the side. "Too much focus here."
For a heartbeat, I thought I was being paranoid, but then there was a burst of light. Maybe not lightning, but fire. "Aaahh!" The cob exploded somewhere down below. My shirt sparked from an impossible backlash. I hit the ground, rolling back inside the cave, hoping the magic didn't get Amber.
I buried my head under my elbows and concentrated on breathing.
"Max?!?"
I kept my head down. Cautiously, I sniffed, trying to determine if the magic was building or not. I couldn't tell. I peeked towards the opening. A large shadow came running in, but it was just Amber.
I waited. When nothing bad happened, I sat up, patting myself down. My t-shirt had a hole that looked suspiciously like a cigarette burn. "Hmph."
Amber knelt down next to me. "You okay? I had no idea that would happen. I didn't notice anything when I went out."
"You were further away. I had the cob in my hand. Maybe your mother hates me. Who knows?" The more I dealt with Hag's spells, the less enthusiastic I was about getting sent home.
Amber offered a hand and after I stood, she kept mine in hers. We crossed the burn together. This time, there was no tingle, at least not from the ground.
If anyone came back here, the cave would be shelter rather than a death trap.
Amber let go of my hand and started down the ladder. I waited until she reached the bottom and then followed.
# # #
Graveyards were not usually scary places for me. Older graveyards in the countryside were the best, peaceful and almost welcoming. Old ghosts were mellowed by time if they even bothered to be a presence. The smell of death, well, it ranged from God-awful to sickly sweet, from fertilizer to fresh-mowed grass or sometimes the scent of very old paper. The personalities didn't necessarily go with the smells, but I generally avoided trying to discern that kind of information.
It was late evening by the time we arrived at the Georgetown Cemetery, miles away from the cliff dwellings. The town that had supported it was long gone; not even a house remained. Only the old folks from surrounding areas knew the cemetery was still here and from its empty peace, few visited. The care was left to mother nature and people like my grandfather or Amber's father.
Dark, rich shale crunched lightly underfoot. Old graves were scattered near an entrance guarded by tall pines. There were almost always magical objects in graveyards; gifts left for the dead imbued with a spell or two. Sometimes the spells were intentional, sometimes they were accidents created by strong emotion, love...or hatred.
My first impression was very hopeful. Though there was the smell of death, many of the graves were so ancient, there was nothing left save a single stone with a hand-etched cross. The light breeze carried a ghost or two, but little more than wisps.
I intended to search out magic, but a glow of light on a gravestone made searching moot. Ghosts often used lights, but I had not seen one surround the date on a headstone before. I stared at the twelve-inch rock.
Benny Rodriguiz,
Dec1887 - Feb 1888
Two, maybe three months old. I sniffed lightly, but so fleeting a life, even a recent one, would be nothing more than an unscented breeze.
"There's another one," Amber said softly, pointing to another glow.
Because of my talents, I was never sure how much I was able to see that others could not, but obviously this ghost--or magic--was visible to her as well.
I reached for her hand. Hers met me halfway. Softly we walked to the stone with its beacon. Looking over my shoulder, I saw that the child's stone had gone silent. The new stone declared:
Martha Wilson, Wife of Joe Wilson, 1900 - 1915
There was a small, upright stone next to the grave. It might have been an errant stone or it might mark a child's grave. Martha might have died in childbirth.
I didn't bother to try and smell death. It was all around me.
We walked carefully, trying to avoid stepping on graves. In such an old place, it was difficult. A few graves were surrounded by rusted gates, but not all. I cringed when a quick scent of...pine? and a tingle ran up my leg. The spot was not marked with anything at all.
Amber pointed again, this time to glints of light on the top of a relatively new iron fence.
We hurried over.
Four graves, all with crosses, rested inside. One, marked with an iron marker, glowed.
"A hundred and twenty three years old?" I read.
"I don't think they kept careful track back then," Amber said. "Dad, what are you up to?" She turned one way and then the other, looking around, but evening light had turned to dark. "It has to be him."
I wasn't so certain.
The glow in the growing darkness was easy to spot, but this time, I smelled the magic too; a scent of wood, earth, and perhaps old quilt batting drying in the sun. The entire marble headstone radiated a soft yellow hue.
Youth and beauty are for following dreams, not for the sake of youth itself. Without the dream, youth is wasted, as a child who never reached the age to dream at all.
"What is that symbol?" I leaned forward, peering closely at the marble headstone. The sharp smell of magic assaulted my senses, pushing me back.
"It's a turtle!" Amber exclaimed.
Without leaning any closer, I breathed again, trying to sort magic from death. The smell of moist earth could be either, but it had not rained here, so it could very well be magic. There was a heavy cloth smell again too. The name, Antonia Pacheco, ended with the turtle symbol as though it were part of the name. There were no dates.
"Dad?" Amber let go of my hand and returned to stand at the gate to the small plot. Hands on her hips she said, "Dad, this isn't funny!"
Amber pulled out her fairy light and held it up high. The name on the gate was Cordova. I turned back to the gravestone. The glowing name had faded completely. The turtle...I leaned forward. The smell of earth was strong. Was it really a turtle? What had been outlined in magic was now nothing more than a scratch on the marble.
"Can you bring that light back over here?"
Amber stomped back over. "I know it's him."
The light illuminated the faded outline of a turtle. "Turtles live a long time." I snapped my fingers. "We're looking for a turtle!"
Amber stared at me as though I had lost my mind. "A real one?"
"Hmm." Spells could involve real animals. Or they could be objects shaped to hold the magic of the real item. I had heard of turtles representing long, prosperous lives. I didn't know the spell or whether it required a real turtle. "So, uh, do you know where I can find a turtle?"
She shook her head. "We'll have to find dad. You want a burger first?"
With a suggestion like that, I think I was falling in love.
# # #
Amber's dad was more than happy to open his house, his graveyards, and his workshop to us. This was not the sign of a guilty man. Even better than letting me sniff through the house, he was willing to provide a guest room, which by midnight was even more important.
Though I was in a strange place, under very strange circumstances, I rested well.
Next morning, I insisted on returning to the dwellings.
We spent a good part of the morning searching along the small stream. Amber was still positive her dad had the talisman, but since I had stayed in the guest room and witnessed his easy-going manner, I was almost certain she was wrong.
Magic had been throughout the house, but not in the form of a turtle. I recognized some of it from my grandfather and avoided anything that reminded me of The Hag. The Hag's magic was still around even though she currently refused to live there.
As I wandered along the stream, I did a lot of deep breathing. My lung muscles were going to hurt almost as much as my hiking legs. There was magic, but no turtles. Two or three small rocks were shaped like turtles. The best looking rock-turtle was a large boulder that could have formed a door for the cave and never would have fit inside a corn cob.
After two turns past the cliff, it was time to climb.
"I've been up here several times," Amber said. "Now that we know what is missing, what do you hope to find?"
"Nothing," I replied honestly. "I think the turtle is gone."
"Mom isn't going to be happy about that. Do you really think the turtle came to life and left?"
"Many a talisman has a way of...leaving whether they are alive or not. They drop, fall, get stuck to clothing...or swallowed by an animal." By this time, we were at the cave entrance. Out of what had become a very pleasant habit, I reached for her hand. In my other hand, I held a decent-sized fairy globe we had borrowed from her dad.
The walls were mostly bare, other than the ancient smoke-stains. Drawings were hard to come by. As with most things, I resorted to trying to sniff out a clue. The magic was much stronger than I expected and it smelled of...
The fairy globe, a rather expensive model, flew backwards out of my hand, smashing against the wall. It shattered with a burst of foreign light.
"Worthless!" The Hag yelled, stepping out from a chamber just past where we had found the corncob. Her hand was raised and another bolt was imminent.
Fairy lights glittered, floating free, making it hard for me to hide. "Agggh!" I ducked another lightning bolt, hitting the ground with a roll.
"Where is it?" she yelled.
"Mom!" Amber jumped in front of me, taking a direct hit. I grabbed for her, horrified.
"Amber!" I put my hands around her and frantically searched for damage, not even knowing if the lightning bolt would leave any blood to stop.
I finally got her turned around.
My hands stopped groping, but my mouth remained opened. Her t-shirt wasn't even ripped.
"What are you doing here?" The Hag demanded of Amber.
"I'm helping Max."
"Did you just absorb that magic?" I sniffed, but smelled...nothing. That was impressive. Very impressive. I had never met anyone that could absorb magic--or a lightning bolt for that matter.
"Mom isn't always accurate," Amber said. "I had to adapt to a lot of flying spells."
The accuracy statement was certainly true, but in this case, the bolt had been dead-on. I had seen it and Amber had totally neutralized it. Wow.
"Where is my talisman?" The Hag demanded.
I finally switched my attention from Amber to The Hag. "You didn't find it here again?"
"If it were here, would I be old?" She slapped her cane against the ground to emphasize her point.
"Have you tried to recreate the spell from scratch? There must have been a painting or the actual talisman or something to tell you how to use the youth spell. I'm guessing that if you're going to get it to work, you're going to have to start over." With the receding fairy lights, I could see that the adobe was full of pits and lines. All kinds of carvings could be imagined there. The walls had little to offer, but one corner had stains of reddish and black paint. I crouched.
"Is this it?" The etchings on the wall might have been a turtle. "Who is Antonia Pacheco?"
The Hag raised her cane as though she might hit me. Amber made a noise and the cane went back down. "Who told you about her?"
"Antonia did."
The Hag slanted her eyes to her daughter. Amber nodded. "Either she or dad did. Max is pretty sure it wasn't dad."
The Hag snorted. "Your father wouldn't tell me anything she said even if I asked." With a large sigh and leaning heavily on her cane, she lowered herself to the floor. "She used to talk to me."
"And she taught you the spell for youth?"
"It's gone for good, isn't it?"
"Dad still might--" Amber started.
"Your father didn't take it," The Hag said. "I thought he had it, but I've searched every graveyard. All I see is death. I've used every spell I have to trace it, but they all come back here. But it isn't here."
"The talisman...or the magic is probably still here," I told her. "But you're missing a crucial element to the spell so it no longer works."
"Never! I know the spell perfectly."
"Except for one thing. Your only dream is to stay young. Youth without a dream is wasted. The spell refused to work. You need a dream to keep you young."
Her mouth gaped open.
"Pacheco must be your Indian relation," I guessed.
Her mouth closed. "Maybe. But what happened to the turtle?"
I shrugged. "It wandered off."
She started to argue the point, but it was moot, and we both knew it. A talisman didn't have to be alive to wander. We both looked at the drawing on the wall. The turtle in the drawing, if it was a turtle, seemed to be reaching up, almost as if it were striving for a goal--or a dream.
I sighed. I couldn't get the talisman back for my client. Its magic was gone so far as The Hag was concerned. "I'm stuck here, aren't I?"
"I can send you home," she said.
Except that a witch without confidence and not a lot of hope wasn't a witch that I really wanted working such a spell. I felt like sliding to the floor and sharing her despair for a moment.
"What's the big deal with you going home?" Amber asked. "Can't you just drive back?"
I blinked at her.
The Hag gave a cackle. "I didn't bring him in a transporter. I guess he could buy one." She cackled again at her own joke.
"Or I could take you." Amber looked at her mother, rather than me.
My heart kind of hiccuped, but then my spirits went right through the ceiling of the cave. Amber could take me home! That was...shoot, at least another day in her company. Without a spell between us. Without her parents in the background. And...I stopped before I could get too carried away. It took another moment for me to straighten my face into something that wasn't a drooling grin.
"Would you?" I asked.
"Why not?"
"You don't owe him anything," The Hag said. "I can send him back. Although I already paid him for two days, and he didn't find my Object."
"Yes, I did. Your Object is still here. You didn't lose the Object so much as you lost the reason for it." I met her gaze. Someone, either her husband or her dead relative, had probably already told her as much already. "From what I understand, you need a dream to keep you young."
With a grumble, she pulled herself to her feet. "At seventy-two, I shouldn't have to dream." She straightened her aging back and made her way towards the outer chamber. "Should be able to eat what I want. Do what I want. Dreams." She snorted. "What does a seventy-two year old woman dream about?" She glanced back at Amber and then me. "Hmph." Slapping her cane heavily, she continued out.
I smiled at Amber. "You really don't mind driving me back to Texas?"
She shrugged. "It's the least I can do since mother got you into this mess."
As I reached for her hand, I was fairly certain one of the small rocks in the corner moved, but it may have just been a trick of the dying fairy light or a pebble, shifting.
It probably wasn't a turtle.
I wasn't sure meeting the possible love-of-my-life by being delivered airborne through an outhouse was Fate, but I was pretty sure that Somewhere, Someone out in the cosmos was laughing.
Magic was a strange beast. So were women. Who could beat a combination like that?
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Adriel should have known that with a werewolf, it never stopped with just one body. She would have gone to the police after witnessing Dolores' death, but she wasn't certain the killer she saw was responsible for the other murders. Besides, the police didn't believe in werewolves, and they weren't going to believe she was a witch either so what could she tell them?
She kept her eyes and ears open while she tried to help her latest client escape the clutches of a voodoo witch, but things went from bad to worse when more bodies turned up. She was greatly relieved when she met White Feather, an undercover cop. Unfortunately, he wasn't convinced she was innocent of all wrong-doing.
It was going to take every spell she knew and a few she hadn't tried to solve the murders and stay alive.
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Chapter 1
 

Being a witch isn't easy. It's smelly, grueling work. I'm not talking about magic. Magic is a power that comes from natural forces. I'm talking about witchery, the chemical reactions for spells. Mind you, I dabble in magic; most witches do, but the bulk of my work involves a lot of formulas. It's a chore like any, much like caulking a house--messy, stinky and the results don't last forever.
Yes, spells wear out. They sometimes glue themselves to the wrong thing or dry too fast or don't dry at all. When I'm finished, I need a bath and in some cases, just as paint needs turpentine, I need special solutions to rid myself of the chemicals that have made themselves at home on my person.
At present, I was working on a spell for protection. It was an easy spell and thankfully cleaner than most. Salt, a purifier and element that worked well against rogue spirits, was the main ingredient. While it was wonderfully effective, it was unfortunately, quick to break down. The main job of a witch in this case was to make sure the salt didn't degrade too quickly. Rich patrons paid me to mix it in gold or silver.
I preferred silver myself. It provided additional protection against evil spirits, including vampires and shifters. Gold was better for other types of spells, plus it was coveted by all, which meant that patrons expected me to include a spell of illusion so that the protection object didn't get stolen--but those same clients wanted the object to be beautiful, so it was therefore coveted by anyone who happened to see it anyway.
Being a witch was indeed an onerous task. If people accepted us, they wanted the impossible. If they didn't, they wanted to burn us at the stake.
Never mind all that. The important thing when working with metals, as I was now, was to make certain of its purity. I didn't care if a customer told me he dug it out of a mountain with his bare hands under a full moon. Santa Fe, along with most of New Mexico, was chock full of old Aztec gold and silver, and let me tell you, those people could imbue nasty spirits like no other.
I had to burn my entire house to the ground once when working with contaminated gold. I still looked over my shoulder on moonless nights, because I wasn't certain I contained the evil spirit back in that lump of gold.
My new house had a special room made from concrete walls covered in adobe brick, covered in stucco. Mud had the wonderful ability to soak up any number of bad things. Stucco had only one important feature--chicken wire. When coated with the right ingredients, the wire provided a nearly complete mesh of protection against many a magical ill. I only wished I had been able to dip the mesh into silver such as I was using now, fresh from the U.S. minting office.
The mint did a great job of removing impurities, along with any bad spirits. Of course, in doing so they nearly removed silver's strong ties to mother earth. Part of my job was to make sure the silver linked again with the purity of earth. I melted it, salted it and strung it ever so carefully into magical fibers. The magic came from mother earth; it was part of the silver. And in truth, any witch worth her pay added a certain magic of her own, a heartbeat tied to mother earth, an aura if you will--the magical quality of life.
The process of mixing, steaming, melting and salting took several days and exquisite timing. Moreover, when those things were done, I had to weave the silver thread into a careful pattern inside my chosen fabric. Given the trouble the woman was in, Dolores Garcia should have sprung for a fifty-strand liquid silver necklace instead. Such a necklace contained far more silver and wearing it would be an obvious message to a courting werewolf that she was not interested.
I finished my client's shirt on the night of a full moon, making sure the silver threads were placed correctly. As with any project, it felt good to finish, but I was tired. I planned to deliver the shirt the next day, but as I left my workroom, the phone rang.
"Adriel!" a voice sobbed my name and then choked to silence.
"Dolores?" I asked, although it could be no other.
"You must help me! Tonight. It's a full moon. It's…I can't control it, I saw him! I must have the shirt, finished or not, I can wait no longer!"
"Tonight?" Dismay colored my voice.
"It's a full moon! He's watching me, he's…" Her voice trembled with emotion.
"Oh for--"
"Please," she begged, naming a price that I could not afford to refuse.
"Fine." I sighed and then rolled my eyes as she dictated directions to a "safe" location. She insisted the exchange take place in the middle of the desert down in an arroyo so that we didn't stand out in the moonlight. In my mind, it would have been far less suspicious had she come over for a cup of coffee--or even met me at a donut shop.
Whatever. I had an image to uphold, and if the customer wanted me to traipse about the dusty desert after midnight, I just added it to the charge. If she didn't show up after keeping me up most of the night, I'd not only curse her, I'd sell the shirt to someone else, her silver or not.
I got traipsing. With the full moon, I managed to reach the location without too much trouble despite the fact that the spot Dolores had chosen was a mile from any paved road. To her credit, she was on time. From the looks of her though, I was a lot more agile in the dark.
She wasn't any older than me; somewhere in her twenties. She should have been able to easily avoid the prickly cactus, creosote and rocky terrain, but as she approached, she was limping rather noticeably.
She slid down into the arroyo and without ceremony, thrust out a tote bag weighted nicely with money. "Do you have it?" she whispered.
"You won't be able to wear this shirt every single day," I warned, prepared to sell her a kerchief as an additional security measure. "A werewolf is a dangerous--"
"Shhh," she shushed, despite the desert location.
"This shirt will be effective, but I would advise you to purchase some additional protection," I said, exchanging the plain wrapped package for the bag of money.
She grabbed the brown paper bundle from me and held it to her heaving chest like a long-lost teddy-bear. "At last!"
I frowned. I was accustomed to people being grateful, especially in the case of fending off evil, but her elation was almost giddy. "It will keep the werewolf away. Once you start wearing it, he will know that you know what he is. It will make it clear you are not interested."
She spun around in a circle, full Spanish skirts swirling around her legs. In addition to the dress, the idiot had actually worn sandals. Had she worn jeans and hiking boots like I had, maybe she wouldn't be limping.
"He will be mine now," she declared lustily. "I can date him without fear."
"What?" I forgot she wanted to keep our meeting a secret. "Are you crazy? He's an animal!"
"We're all animals! He just happens to be two animals, his were-person and his…person-person."
"That would be were-wolf," I emphasized. "Not were-person. The whole point is that he is an animal at times, with animal instincts and animal reactions."
She flicked long hair over her shoulder. It should have been as luminous black as mine from the usual mix of Spanish and Native American blood in the area, but she had bleached a gray streak across her forehead. Eagerly she gushed, "He's a person and very intelligent. I'm sure that I will be safe now."
"Nonsense." I shuddered at the thought of dealing with a werewolf in beast form.
She drew herself up tightly, thrusting out rather over-sized breasts. "Are you saying the protection I'm buying won't work?"
"Oh, the protection works. But you do realize that the werewolf will sense it, and it will automatically make you an enemy, especially to the wolf."
"He's human! He'll know that I need to be protected from the wolf. He'll be…attracted to the danger!"
"No. Animals are not attracted to danger. They run from it or they fight it."
She smacked away my hand as I reached for the goods. I had decided not to sell it to her.
"His human part will be wildly attracted to me!"
"Fool!" I declared. "His human part--"
She turned away in a swirl of skirts and ran.
Who in their right mind wore a skirt out in the desert? Some women had no sense.
Apparently I was one of them, but for different reasons. When Dolores had approached me about protection from a werewolf, I had hoped to keep her away from the animal, not bring her to it. While I worked on the spell, I kept my ear to the ground. Dolores had been keeping her distance from all men. Since I couldn't know who in her community was the actual werewolf, it only stood to reason that if she were interacting with none of them, she was indeed concerned for her safety.
"Drat your silly hide." I hurtled after her up the side of the arroyo. Catching her should be easy. She gimped along, tripping in the dark. Her legs would be good and scratched and the skirt full of rips before she made it home.
I lunged at her, but missed. She was too stupid to stay where the path was clear. Worse, her limp made her run and weave like a drunk.
I dashed forward again, making a flying tackle at her legs. The skirt, with its billowing mass, misled me. I ended up on the ground with a large armful of material. "Stop, you fool! The werewolf is a dangerous animal!"
She yanked hard, showing desperation that should have been saved for the werewolf. "No!" The skirt was already half shredded from her run through the desert. It gave way with a low rumble of protest. "He'll be mine!"
I was left in the dirt holding a fistful of brightly colored material while she made it to her truck and peeled away into the darkness.
Thankfully, in my pocket was the kerchief I had also made her--intending to tell her to wear it on her person at all times. The silver in the kerchief was from the same batch as the shirt. If I worked quickly, I could use the silver to make a witching fork, track the shirt, and steal it back. Maybe without the false sense of security, she'd give up her wildly stupid plans.
I sighed. It was obvious I could not enlighten her. Mind you, I had nothing against werewolves. I had no problem befriending their human side, but werewolves were werewolves. The animal instincts were there, and so was the animal power. While wolves have been known to fight on the side of humans, it was usually against a common enemy. They were still wild animals, with goals and instincts all their own.
I grumbled my way to my feet and pushed back the dark strands that had loosened from my ponytail. I had time. The moon would still be nearly full for the next couple of nights. No one would date a werewolf this close to a full moon. It would be even stupider than believing a mere shirt of silver and salt could save someone who jumped into the teeth of a wolf.
I took myself home to begin work on a witching fork. Since the silver was from the same batch as the shirt, my witching fork would act like a tuning fork. Only instead of music, the closer I got to the shirt, the better I would be able to hear the song of the mother lode.
My body demanded at least a few hours of sleep before concentrating on the difficult task of wrapping silver threads along a willow-branch fork. Every silver strand had to be exactly the same length and weight on each side of the fork. I didn't want false readings in the middle of the night while breaking into private property.
 

* * *
 

It took until dusk the next day before I was ready with Dolores' address in hand. A quick check with Lynx, my friend who lurked in the shadows of Santa Fe's streets, assured me that Dolores' parents were in town enjoying dinner. Lynx didn't come out of the shadows, but I could hear him chuckle. "I keep them busy for you," he whispered. "I pick up my pay tomorrow night."
"Make sure I have at least two extra hours," I whispered back into the darkness.
He didn't answer, but I knew he would be happy to make sure they were delayed while I visited the Garcia's hacienda on the outskirts of Santa Fe.
The trip, even after I stashed my dusty blue Civic on an unrelated side road and hiked up the short driveway to the house, took me under an hour.
The stucco estate was to my liking, mimicking the pueblos from the ancient past, with adobe walls forming a stepped design from the first to the second floor. The stepladder formation was a very good thing because the witching fork was pointing straight up.
I approached the walled-in garden with trepidation. At only five-five and maybe a half, I couldn't reach the top of the wall, not even on my tiptoes. I hated climbing. It was strenuous work, and I wasn't the most graceful of creatures. Thankfully I wasn't fat or the nearly six-foot barricade would have won.
The top was rounded, which kept me from piercing various body parts, but it was damned hard to balance on the thing once I straddled it. I wouldn't die if I fell, but as I shimmied toward the window ledge, I cursed the wall for not being high enough to allow me to easily reach the window.
I was sure of my destination. The fork was singing louder, a subtle vibration along my fingertips.
I clutched at the side of the house and groped upwards toward the open window. There wasn't going to be an easier entry. I put one foot in front of the other, took a deep breath and jumped.
Don't get me started about witches, broomsticks and being able to fly. I didn't know how to fly yet, and no witch in her right mind would use a broomstick these days. Why bother when there were more comfortable objects to levitate? If I ever learned to fly, I was going with a nice Arabian rug. Whoever spelled those magic carpets understood comfort.
I caught the sill with only one hand, flailing desperately. My next mistake was to try to climb with my hiking boots. Planting my feet on the wall pushed me away from the window. My hand scraped painfully across a metal rim before losing what skin was left to the stucco.
"Aeii!" I couldn't contain a stifled scream. My left foot landed on the wall, but the right kept sliding. A large chunk of adobe broke off under my boot and took me with it. One leg went left, the other right. I sat astride the wall like a drunk on a broomstick. One leg was painfully tangled in a rose bush.
"Why couldn't they have planted nice, safe, lilac bushes against the house?" Stifling a groan, I got up and used the side of the house to keep from falling again. If I kept sliding down and knocking chunks of the wall away, the Garcia's were going to end up with no wall. I would end up with no legs.
I jumped again, this time muttering the ingredients used in levitation spells. I didn't have any of the ingredients with me because the only one I was sure about was lodestone, but the list gave me confidence.
More stucco knocked free as I clutched the sill and dug my boots into the wall. The metal cut into my hands, but I kept climbing until I had a leg over.
It was then that I smelled him. Had he been in his human form, I might not have caught the strong scent, but wolves have a unique muskiness. A small light, maybe from a night light in the attached bathroom, gave off just enough of a glow to throw shadows.
"Aztec curses!" I swore in disbelief. "She wouldn't! The moon is practically full…"
One leg over the sill, I dared not move until I had my bearings. There was no sound of breathing other than my own, but if the man had turned werewolf, there had been an emergency or danger at the very least.
By the moonlight and the night light, I saw him. He was in the corner, half-changed to his coyote form. Most werewolves in the area were coyotes; at least the native ones. I hadn't known if I would be dealing with a local or not, but the color of his fur was definitely the dirty-blond of a coyote.
"It would be easier for you to escape as the wolf," I said softly, showing him that I was all about cooperation. I edged to one side of the window to give him plenty of room.
He let out a panting groan from the effort and pain of changing. His growl was a feral moan, but still a threat.
"You'll need to hurry," I advised. If I could talk him into leaving, I stood a better chance of coming out of the experience alive. His face was furry, but not much more than an overgrown, bushy beard. Ears were still poking through, but rapidly disappearing.
Because he was mostly human, I could see why the situation with Dolores had turned into such a problem. He was young. Very young. Eighteen if she was lucky. The barely grown man probably hadn't known how to deal with a flirtatious woman dabbling where she didn't belong. Perhaps he thought he could live in both worlds. Perhaps he was simply too young to understand she had been after him because he was a unique trophy prize.
"I would never have sold her the shirt had I realized she sought to control you with it. You have my apologies."
He was miserably human, shivering uncontrollably in the corner.
"You need to leave," I urged again. "Quickly." I moved away from the window without touching anything.
He bolted, buck naked, for freedom. I wasn't going to stop him. More stress might cause him to revert back to full wolf form, and that stupid I was not. Instead, I looked for the shirt.
It wasn't on Dolores, since she was completely naked. The problem with fabric protection was that it could be taken off and she had, after all, invited the werewolf into her bedroom. Had she somehow thought she could have sex with a werewolf partially clothed?
The scene in front of me was unpleasant, but for a panicked wolf, surprisingly lacking in blood. He had killed her, but crushed her throat rather than ripped it to shreds. There were more than a few deep scratches, as if the coyote had been trying to scramble away rather than do serious damage. From what was left of the shirt, it looked as though Dolores might have tried to wrap him in it.
The wolf had not been amused by the protection spell. I had seen at least two burns, one on his arm and another across his chest.
When it had finally rid itself of the touch of the garment, the coyote had soiled it with urine, destroying any of the spell that hadn't burned itself up when it came in contact with his skin. The silver that was left would have to be purified. Depending on the wolf's abilities…well, it was probably best buried.
I scanned the room one last time. There were two fancy shopping bags on a chair in front of the dressing table. The plastic one was the easy choice.
I held my nose as I bagged the shirt. I would have sighed, but didn't want to breathe deeply. Being a witch was a messy job. Being a witch wasn't easy. I had a bad feeling that retrieving the spelled shirt wasn't going to be enough to keep myself out of further trouble.
 

*** Here ends the free excerpt for Under Witch Moon. The full novel can be purchased at many fine bookstores.
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