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As Steve Remington gazed across the cemetery, his eyes landed on a most peculiar sight: a pale girl in a white dress sat cross-legged next to a headstone, playing her guitar for the dead.

Steve had his own funeral he should’ve been attending, but he couldn’t take his eyes off the girl. He should’ve been listening to his brother’s eulogy—he was speaking about their father, after all. But his brother’s voice came out muffled and static-y, like an old-timey TV program from the ‘50s. Besides the girl and her guitar, everything around Steve drowned away.

Until someone smacked him upside the head. 

“Jesus, Steve, stop staring off into space and listen to your brother. He’s a fucking writer for Christ’s sake.” It was Steve’s cousin, Lenny, who reprimanded him. Lenny quickly crossed himself, as if he hoped God had misheard his blasphemous, profane utterances.  

“Eulogies aren’t really my genre,” Steve whispered back, immediately feeling like a dick. 

Lenny just shook his head. “Then do it for your father, jackass.” 

Steve wanted to say, “He wasn’t really my dad,” just to see Lenny’s face erupt like a smoothie machine without the lid on. But he didn’t want to sound too melodramatic—the day was already somber enough—on the off chance that God actually was listening and watching. He already had one embittered relative shaking his head at him, he didn’t need the Holy Father to join in. 

The truth was, Steve had been estranged from his brother for years, so it was hard to listen to him. 

But his sibling pressed on, delving into his reserves of eloquent and elegant prose, calling forth all the wit and nuance learned from his years of Creative Writing classes, harnessing his verbose power into a single, perfectly lame speech. Steve thought he heard the word “juxtapose” uttered at one point in time, which he was pretty sure was illegal outside of Congress or a calculus seminar.

Then again, Steve didn’t really have a leg to stand on. He knew his disdain for his brother’s speech came from within, a mantra commonly proclaimed in his regular Alcoholics Anonymous meetings: realize that someone who has a resentment toward you is actually just angry at himself. 

Steve was a proud-and-poor musician-turned-studio owner without a single one-hit wonder to his name. The thing called the Internet had really put a damper on his producing career in recent years, since every Dick and Jane with an iPhone had the tools and technology at their disposal to call themselves sound engineers, music producers, or whatever other half-truth, half-assed title they could come up with. 

But what Steve did have an ear for was good music, and even from this side of the graveyard, he could tell the girl in the white dress had it. 

With the opportunist inside him pushing its way to the forefront, Steve couldn’t wait for the eulogy to derail or come to a smashing conclusion. 

“His commitment to his family was second to none. He had a passion and zest for life unrivaled by anyone I know,” his brother proclaimed.

Steve just shook his head. He wasn’t any of those things, Steve thought. Except, maybe, passionate. Yes . . . he was a zesty asshole.  

When the eulogy finally ended, Steve was already halfway across the green before his father’s casket had even begun lowering into the earth.

He came to the girl at the headstone and stood there for a moment, listening to her melancholic playing. She had big sad eyes and skin so pale that Steve assumed she was allergic to the sun. Her lanky black hair came down to her shoulders and her bangs nearly covered her eyes. She was small and petite and looked about eighteen. 

Steve reckoned she belonged in a Hot Topic more than a cemetery, until he realized those two places sort of catered to the same crowd. She looked completely out of her element here on the grass, in the sun, strumming her golden acoustic guitar. But as Steve glanced down the rows of perfectly aligned headstones and gravesites, he realized he was out of his element, too. 

The girl came to a quiet close, her thin fingers resting on the strings as the last melodic note pushed its way from her instrument. She didn’t look at Steve, which was quite unnerving, so he scratched his cheek and turned around to inspect the gravestone. 

Mary Killigrew

May 5, 1930 – August 17, 2018

She Saw It Coming

“Did you know her?” Steve asked, pointing to the headstone. He was trying to act nonchalant approaching her—nonthreatening and non-creepy, but he wasn’t sure how well he was doing in that regard. Approaching anyone at a cemetery was by default a bit creepy.  

The girl shook her head. “I just play to ease their passing.”

It was August 27, so Psychic Mary must have been buried recently. In a strange way, the girl’s words made sense to Steve.

Taking the bait, he said, “How do you know she can hear you?”

“Because I can hear her.”

Steve frowned. She’s either a medium or a hippie. I don’t know which is worse, but at least she’s playing her psycho-hand from the get-go, which is more than I can say for Julie. Julie, of course, was Steve’s ex.

“What is she saying?” Steve asked. 

“She was applauding . . . but now she’s saying to get the hell off her.”

Steve looked down and only then noticed he was standing on the mound right on top of where the casket would be buried. Blushing slightly, he took a big step to the left and got off the mound. “Oops. Tell her I’m sorry.”

“She doesn’t respond well to apologies.”

“Of course she doesn’t,” Steve muttered. He stayed quiet for a moment then cleared his throat. He reached into his back pocket and pulled out a business card. “Look,” he began, “I just wanted to come over and say I really enjoyed your playing. You have an attitude about you and . . . well, anyway, I run a music studio in Pacific Beach. If you ever feel inclined, feel free to stop by. Maybe we could make something.” 

Steve’s hand brushed over hers as she took the business card, and he felt a slight tingling sensation as they touched. “I’m Steve,” he said. “Steve Remington.”

“Annabel Lee,” the girl said. “But my friends call me Anna, or Bel.”

“What should I call you?”

“Annabel.”

Steve chuckled. “Fair enough.” He ran his hand through his hair. “So, you’re named after an Edgar Allan Poe poem?” 

Annabel shrugged. “My parents have a strange sense of humor.”  

Steve looked over both his shoulders. “Speaking of . . . where are your parents? You look a little young to be out here by yourself . . .”

Annabel frowned, her mouth becoming a thin line. “My parents are vampires. They don’t like the sun.”

Steve smiled. At least the girl was funny, despite her somber appearance. “Ah, damn bloodsuckers,” he said. “I know the feeling.” He thrust his thumb over his shoulder. “Mine just died.”

“I’m sorry to hear that,” Annabel said. She readied her fingers to start playing another song, also the cue for Steve to fuck off. 

Steve shrugged. “Maybe you could . . . ‘play to ease his passing’ sometime. God knows he could use it. He was a mean old guy.”

“Perhaps I will,” Annabel said. She cupped her hand over her eyes and stared up at the sky. “Though it’s getting a bit late. I should be heading home soon.”

“Do you need a ride?”

Annabel shook her head. “I’ll walk.”

Steve knew where this cemetery was located . . . there were no houses for miles. “Are you sure?” he asked, raising his eyebrows. 

“I like to walk.”

A voice called from across the green. Steve spun around and noticed Lenny was waving at him, beckoning him to come back to the funeral. Now it appeared to be over, Steve acquiesced. 

“I’ve got to split,” he said, then stuck out his hand. Annabel stared at it for a moment like it was a foreign enemy, then she slowly gave it the ol’ limp fish.  

“I hope to see you at my studio,” Steve said as he started walking away. 

“Don’t get your hopes up,” Annabel called out. “I doubt my parents will allow it . . . they’re quite evil.”

Steve chuckled as he walked up the small hill to his father’s procession. Ah, angsty teenagers and their parents, he thought. 

The small crowd that had been there for his father was scattering when he came back. Lenny was the only one still standing around the lowered casket, waiting for the undertakers to come by and start shoveling the dirt.

“Who the hell was that?” Lenny asked, squinting toward Annabel. “And where the hell did she come from?”

Steve smiled and put a hand on his cousin’s shoulder. “She’s a prospective client, dear cousin. And I think she might have come from Heaven. Either that or a psych ward.”
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Driving back from the cemetery in Orange County, Steve couldn’t help but reminisce over what Lenny had said to him about that strange girl. He was stuck in bumper-to-bumper traffic, the sun just low enough to explode beneath his sun visor and right into his eyes. So he had plenty of time to think while inching forward a few yards every few minutes. He lit a cigarette, cracked the window, and turned up the radio, which was currently playing Zeppelin’s “Stairway to Heaven”—arguably the most overplayed/greatest rock song in history. He did his best thinking while adrift in the swirl of music. 

Where the hell did she come from? Lenny had said. It’s like she popped up out of nowhere! 

Steve didn’t have a good answer for his cousin.

Was she behind that tree? 

No, Steve had just turned and there she was. She’d definitely stuck out, with her white dress and gothic look—perfect for a cemetery. She’d talked strangely, with a weird accent Steve couldn’t quite place, like something out of the Victorian era. Or at least what Steve thought someone from the Victorian era might have sounded like . . .

HOOOONK!

Steve jumped in his seat, cigarette ash plummeting to his lap. There was a car-length gap ahead of him, so he eased off the brakes and inched forward. He looked in his rearview mirror and gave the universal shrug that said, What do you want from me?! We’re both stuck here, so quit fucking honking! 

“Stairway” was hitting its climax, so Steve turned it up a couple notches after Jimmy Page finished his epic guitar solo. 

Robert Plant belted out the lyrics like a certified Norse god, and Steve mumbled along, acutely aware he probably wasn’t singing the correct lyrics: “As we wind up on the road!”—frantic air-drumming on the steering wheel—“I should’ve stolen but I sold!” 

Looking to his right, Steve noticed a little girl in the car next to him gazing at him with wide eyes, like he was a diseased circus clown. Discouraged, he stopped singing as Robert Plant continued. 

He tried to get the girl from the cemetery out of his head. He actually started feeling a bit guilty for coming on so strong with his sales pitch . . . 

But he needed clients. The bills weren’t gonna pay themselves, and his studio was in dire need of talent. Steve was a capable guitarist, and he considered himself an even better songwriter, but he couldn’t charge himself per hour, so he needed outsiders, and Annabel had seemed like a perfect prospect. 

“Smoke on the Water” by Deep Purple started playing, the most famous opening riff of any song ever, which confused the hell out of him because Robert Plant was still wailing on “Stairway to Heaven” on his radio. That’s when he realized it was his cell phone going off. He looked over both shoulders to make sure no cops were around—he really needed a hands-free device for his car—then looked at the screen and picked it up. 

“Fats, talk to me,” he said. 

His friend, Dale, said, “Dude! Where are you? I’ve been at the studio for over an hour waiting on your ass.”

“My ass was at my dad’s funeral.”

“Oh, that was today?” Dale’s semi-angry tone instantly mellowed. He rarely got mad at anything. “My bad, dude.”

“I’m stuck in traffic, but I’ll be there soon. Hey, I met this girl at the funeral—”

“Was she hot?”

Steve scoffed. “She looked about sixteen, man.”

A pause.

“Don’t change the subject. Was she hot?”

Steve frowned, but quickly realized Dale could not see his frown through the phone, so he said, “No, man . . . I mean yes, but no, you don’t get it. She was a musician, and a good one.”

“How the hell did you meet a hot musician chick at your dad’s funeral?” Dale asked, stupefied. “Was she a friend of your dad’s?”

Steve shook his head, but realized, again, that Dale could not see him.

HOOOOONK!

“Shit!” Steve yelled. Jumping in his seat, his cigarette fell from his hand to his lap region and he had no idea where it landed. He dropped the phone and launched his butt off the seat and started swiping his hand underneath him. Soon he could smell the nasty stench of burning car leather. Dale was still yapping on the phone, but it was coming out literally sounding like a Peanuts character: “Blah blah blah.” Steve looked to his right and saw the little girl in the car next to him pointing and laughing at him. 

Angrily, Steve flipped the little girl off then turned to his left. He knew he must look like a crazed baboon thrashing and writhing in his seat looking for his fallen cigarette.

He double-took to his left. 

The car next to him was a cop, and the police officer was staring at him sternly.

His heart dropped to his balls. 

“Gotta go!” Steve yelled to his phone, which had fallen in the black abyss between his seat and the center console. He managed to sit his butt back down on the seat, grab the wheel at ten and two, and gaze forward. 

Then he felt a burning, sizzling sensation shooting through his ass as he realized he’d found his cigarette; he was sitting on it.

He lurched upward and hit his head on the ceiling of the car, cursing and swiping the cigarette off the seat at the same time.

Up ahead was his exit, two lanes over, for Garnet Avenue, which he was about to miss due to all the commotion. At the last second, he swerved—getting one more well-earned honk from a commuter—and barreled for the exit as the smell of burning denim reached his nose. 

––––––––
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STEVE REMINGTON’S RECORDING space, aptly named Remington Studios, was located smack dab in the heart of Pacific Beach in San Diego, on Garnet Avenue. Some clever asshole had come up with the idea to name all the sequential street names in Pacific Beach, going north to south, alphabetically AND after precious stones: Chalcedony, Diamond, Emerald, Felspar, and his street, Garnet, which was the main strip. You could always tell a local from a foreigner by how they pronounced Garnet: locals called it gar-net, while out-of-towners called it by its proper pronunciation, gar-nit. 

PB was a frat boy paradise for the San Diego State College kids out east who came to Steve’s turf to act like idiots over the weekends. You looked on either side of Garnet Avenue and all you saw was bar, tattoo shop, bar, tattoo shop, bar, bong shop, bar . . . as far as the eye could see going west, until it cut off at the ocean and Crystal Pier about a mile down the road. You could say PB knew how to cater to its audience.

Steve’s studio was surrounded by an ocean of ink, booze, and weed. 

It was no wonder cops patrolled the place on the weekends like it was Compton.  

If there was ever a fight you wanted to see but couldn’t afford to pay the $300 for primetime fight night, just go to PB at 2:00 a.m. on a Friday or Saturday night. You’re bound to be entertained by some drunkasses swinging fists at each other.  

But it wasn’t all bad—Steve was just in a bad mood after a) leaving his father’s funeral, b) potentially losing Annabel as a client, and c) burning a hole in his jeans. 

He drove his beat-up, once-white ’92 Lexus sports coupe—it sounded a lot more luxurious than it was—through Garnet, just as the sun was setting. 

He sighed as he squinted from the sun, which was just dipping below the waves out west. He’d made it to his studio just in time to enjoy one of the greatest spectacles PB had to offer—besides the fights—the sunsets. 

The clouds near the sun were lit up brilliantly pink and orange, sifting outward and creating a sheen of purple and blue beyond that. Steve couldn’t help but smile as he stared out at the awesome sight.

Then he leisurely looked back at the road and his eyes bulged, yellow spots from the sun embedded in his vision. 

He slammed on the brakes to avoid rear-ending a car that had stopped abruptly ahead of him.

Luckily, he made it to his studio without further turmoil, and through the window he could see Dale in the lobby, playing a guitar. 

He parked in the alley behind his studio and walked through the side alley that separated the studio from the diner next door. Two homeless guys were talking to each other in the alley near the street, in hushed tones, and when Steve tried to squeeze past them one of them said, “Spare a square?” 

Steve scrunched his brow and opened his mouth to question the man’s question, but then discerned he could only be asking for one thing. Nodding, he sighed and reached in his pocket, pulled out his cigarettes, and handed the man one. 

“Obliged,” the homeless guy said, nodding and continuing his conversation with his friend. 

Steve shivered as he walked away, and he couldn’t be sure why. It wasn’t chilly. But his nerves were in a bundle from almost getting into multiple car accidents on his ride here, so he shrugged it off as having to do with that. 

“Hey!” one of the homeless men called back. 

Steve’s neck went tight and he clenched his jaw, stopping in his tracks. He turned around.

The homeless guy was holding up his cigarette. “Got a lighter?” he asked, and before Steve could quip back, he added, “and no, I don’t want you to smoke it for me, too.”

Frowning, Steve reached in his pocket, walking back to the guy.

Steve kind of liked these homeless guys, or at least they didn’t bother him. One of them was tall and lanky, with a puffy afro and a yellow bandana around his forehead, making him look like Jimi Hendrix. The other was a bit on the wider, rounder side. Steve knew Buddy’s Diner next door didn’t like them loitering and would shoo them off once they realized they were there, so he didn’t want to add to their tough luck.

The homeless guy lit his “square” and Steve reclaimed his lighter, taking off down the alley and reaching the front of his studio. 

Dale was waiting for him once he got inside. 

Steve said, “What’s up, Fats?” 

Dale stopped playing his guitar and turned around, his big goofy grin splayed on his round face. He stood, towering over Steve, and wrapped him in a bear hug. “Sorry about your pops, bro.”

Steve, who was not a touchy-feely person, tried to escape the embrace, but it was futile. He was no match for Dale’s size. 

Dale was his best friend, his former bandmate, and his on-again-off-again studio engineer. Steve called him Fats because he resembled the big pool shark Minnesota Fats from the movie The Hustler, but since California Fats or San Diego Fats didn’t have the same ring to it, it was just shortened to Fats.

When Steve had finally distanced himself from Dale’s clutches, he took a step back and they looked at each other.

“It happens,” Steve said. 

After a short, awkward pause, Dale turned around, picked up his guitar, and sat back down on the lobby couch. “Now then, tell me about your dad’s friend,” he said.

Steve cocked his head to the side. “My dad’s friend?”

“The chick you were talking about on the phone,” Dale clarified, obviously mistaking Steve’s silence during the cigarette-dropping incident as an affirmative as to whether Steve’s dad knew the girl or not.

“Do you think he was banging her? Damn, that would be a scandal, huh?” Dale asked excitedly, with all the subtlety of an El Cajon Boulevard prostitute. Dale was easily excitable.  

Steve snorted and put his palms up. “Jesus, man. Slow your roll. I never said the girl knew my dad. And besides, it’s pointless . . . I doubt I’ll ever see her again.”

“Well, did you give her a card?”

“Of course I did!”

Dale shrugged. “Then you never know, right?”

“I . . . guess. But she was different. She’s small, pale, with this Hot Topic look to her she’d never quite outgrown . . . but she was in this white dress . . . like she was getting married or something.”

Dale frowned. He rarely frowned, so his disappointment must have been extensive. “Sounds weird.”

Steve nodded. He furrowed his brow as he tried to explain his thoughts. “She was like a . . . like a ghost or something, you know? Roaming the cemetery.”

“Sounds freaky.”

“It was a bit spooky, I guess, but lemme tell you, Fats . . .” Steve finally looked up at Dale with a twinkle in his eye. “This girl could play, man. Sad, somber ballads . . . it seemed like that was her forte.”

“Let me stop you right there, Steve-o.” Dale put his big bearclaw up to stop Steve. “Are you really looking for someone to record ballads with? You, Mister Rock ‘n’ Roll?”

“It doesn’t hurt to broaden your horizons,” Steve said with a shrug. He started walking through the lobby, down the little hallway that had two doors on either side, leading to three studio rooms and a bathroom. On the walls of the hallway were posters of his favorite bands and concerts: The Stones, Black Sabbath, Zeppelin, Pink Floyd, Rush . . . the entire royal family of rock was scattered on his walls. 

“Besides,” Steve continued. “You know I’m trying to start my managing business. And people love that slow stuff.” He raised his thumb, said, “One, she’s got the look.” He raised his pointer finger. “Two, she’s got the sound.”

Dale raised his middle finger, echoing Steve’s gestures but in a crude way, and said, “But does she have ingredient number three? The attitude?”

Steve sighed heavily. “I don’t know, Fats. I only spoke to her for a minute.”

Dale shrugged. “Well, if it’s meant to be, it’s meant to be,” he said, as if he were speaking wisdom. “You gave her your card, and you can’t force her to record. Did you ever think maybe she’s not that into it? Especially being that young . . .”

Steve threw his arms up. “You’re probably right.”

Dale stood, put the guitar down again, and slung his thick arm around Steve’s shoulder. “Come on, let’s go grab some grub at the diner. I’m buying.”

Steve’s shoulders slumped, partly because of his increasing disappointment, but also partly because Dale’s arm was so heavy. Finally, he nodded. 

They turned around to push open the door . . .

“Holy SHIT!” Steve yelped, leaping back. He wasn’t usually so jumpy, but today had just been one of those kinds of days. 

Annabel was standing outside the front door, staring inside at them with a dead, blank stare. She held her guitar by the neck, as if she’d been dragging it on the ground like a dead chicken. She still wore her pristine white dress.

“Th-That’s her?” Dale asked, equally shocked.

Steve nodded but couldn’t find the words to speak. 

He tilted his head and instinctively reached into his pocket for his phone, only to realize his phone was still lost somewhere in the unending cosmos of his car, down the side or under his seat. 

He’d wanted to check the time, but he didn’t need to.

Opening the door, Steve said, “I’ve only been here for about five minutes. So how the hell did you get here so quickly?”
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Steve, Dale, and Annabel ate at Buddy’s Diner, next door to Remington Studios. Buddy’s was a relatively new restaurant that stayed open 24/7 and catered to the morning crowd and the before-morning drunk crowd. The booth they sat in was covered in red velvet: framed pictures of Buddy Holly adorned the walls, and there was an actual jukebox in the corner playing old ‘50s hits. 

Steve and Dale sat on one side of the booth, barely squeezing in on the same side due to Dale’s size, while Annabel took up just a sliver of space across from them. Steve ate voraciously, only his scalp to talk to, while Dale stared at Annabel like she was an alien. He hadn’t even touched his club sandwich.

Annabel stared back at Dale with dark, intense eyes. 

“Mister Steve, why is your friend staring at me like he’s afraid I’m going to steal his soul?” Annabel asked quietly. 

Steve slurped down the rest of his soup and looked up, back and forth between the two. “Quit scaring the girl, Fats.”

Dale’s half-opened mouth closed, and he shook his head. “My bad,” he said, and grabbed half his sandwich.

Steve steepled his hands on the table. “So, tell me, Annabel, why did you decide to come to my studio? I thought your parents would have forbidden it.”

Despite his insistence, Annabel had not gotten anything to eat. She said, “I couldn’t get back home.” 

Steve furrowed his brow. “Did you get lost?”

“No . . . it’s a long story. I’d rather not get into it.”

“Fair enough. So why are you here?”

Annabel shrugged. “I think it’s your fault I can’t get back home.” 

Steve scratched his forehead, utterly confused. “What’s that supposed to mean?”

“Never mind,” Annabel said with a sigh, waving her hand dismissively. “I also want to record music.”

“Now we’re talkin’,” Dale said through a mouthful of sandwich. 

“And do you want to record with a backing band, or solo?” 

Annabel’s face contorted, as if she hadn’t thought that far ahead. “I don’t care either way. I just want to sing.”

“Perfect,” Steve said. “We can make that happen. Has it always been your dream to sing? To be a singer, I mean?”

“Yes.”

Steve nodded. He cleared his throat as Buddy Holly’s song came to an end. It was quickly followed by another Buddy Holly song. Whoever was operating the jukebox wasn’t going for any surprises. Awkwardly, he said, “Well . . . you know I can’t really afford to work for free.”

Dale cast a sideways glance at Steve, to which Steve simply shrugged. 

“I know,” Annabel said. “If you’ll let me busk outside your studio during the day, perhaps I can make enough money to pay for hourly sessions at night.”

Steve caressed his chin. “Hmm,” he said, thinking. “That’s mighty entrepreneurial of you. Smart girl. But you’d have to be pretty damn good at busking to make enough—”

“Come on, Steve-o, don’t crush the girl’s dream. How about this; I’ll help pay for whatever hours she can’t afford,” Dale said. 

Annabel almost smiled, a shadow of a smirk gracing her thin lips. “Thank you, Mister Fats.”

Dale waved a hand at Annabel, blushing, then went back to the second half of his sandwich. “Don’t thank me. I just want to hear you sing. If what Steve is saying is true, you have quite the gift—”

“I didn’t hear her sing, Fats. I just heard her play her guitar.”

“Good enough for m—”

“That’s because whenever I sing, something bad happens,” Annabel cut in.

Both men glanced at her with confused looks on their faces.

What a strange, strange thing to say, Steve thought. 

“I’m sure it’s not that bad,” he said, trying to be gentle. 

Annabel shook her head, her lanky, black hair swooshing about. “You don’t get it. I’m a banshee.”

Steve smiled. “Don’t be so hard on yourself.” He looked around the mostly empty diner and waved down the waitress, giving the universal air-symbol for Check, please. 

When his eyes moved back to Annabel, she looked frustrated and was frowning, gazing at him with those wild eyes. 

“What’s wrong?” he asked.

“I feel you’re not taking anything I say seriously,” Annabel said.

Steve dipped his eyes to the girl. “Well, let’s see. So far, I’ve learned you play a mean guitar, you get lost easily, and you’re a singer who can’t sing. Do I have the gist?”

In a strained voice, Dale said, “Steve-o . . .”

Annabel leaned back against her cushy, red seatback, like she’d been struck.

Steve immediately felt ashamed for speaking so harshly, especially to such a young woman. He sighed. “Look. How about I give you a free hour right now, and we can lay down some guitar tracks. I’m just tired. I buried my father today.”

“Fine,” Annabel said, a bit testily. She crossed her skinny arms over her chest.

Dale clapped, loudly. “Fine!” he echoed, much more jovially. 

They got the check, Steve paid, and they left the diner. 

On their twenty-foot journey from the diner’s front door to the studio’s, the trio ran into the two homeless guys again. They seemed much more discreet and shady when it was nighttime. The grimy one who Steve had given a cigarette to was waving him down, so Steve motioned Dale and Annabel onward and stopped to chat for a minute.

The homeless guy with the yellow bandana and afro smiled at Steve with a crooked grin, little strands of his afro nearly stabbing him in the eyes. “Got a square?” he asked. 

Steve reached into his pocket, produced a pack, and opened it. He only had two left. He stuck one in his mouth and gave the other to the homeless guy.

“Never caught your name,” Steve said through the corner of his mouth as he lit the cigarette.

“My friends call me Tumbleweed,” he said, smiling proudly. 

Steve chuckled. “Is it because you . . . roll through town?” 

“Nah,” the guy said, “I think it’s ‘cuz my hair looks like a dead plant. But I like your explanation better. I’ma use that from now on.” He pointed at his friend, who was shorter and heavier, and said, “This is Pancho. Got a stoge for him too?”

“All out,” Steve said, opening the box just in case Tumbleweed didn’t believe him.

Tumbleweed shrugged. “It’s all good, we can share,” he said, then passed the cigarette over to Pancho, who had yet to speak or give any inclination he was going to.

“Well, thanks, Steve,” Tumbleweed said. “You’re a cool cat.” Then he turned to walk away and disappeared into the darkness of the unlit alleyway.

As Steve finished his cigarette and turned around to walk into his studio, he furrowed his brow and realized something.

He turned around, but it seemed Tumbleweed and Pancho had disappeared.

That’s strange, he thought, shaking his head. How did that guy know my name? I’ve never told it to him . . .
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DALE WAS BUSY UNTANGLING cords and plugging them into a shelf of hardware in front of Annabel’s chair when Steve walked into the small studio room. Dale was so excited he accidentally stubbed his toe on the amplifier Annabel was going to be playing through, twice, once for each big toe. Both times he growled and yelled obscenities no sixteen-year-old girl should be allowed to hear.  

After taking one look at Annabel’s beat-up old guitar, Steve offered her to use his, a nice applewood-smoked Martin Dreadnought. She shrugged and capitulated, taking the guitar in her lap. 

“What were you doing out there for so long?” Dale asked as he rummaged around a chest for the right microphone.

“Smoking,” Steve said. “Talking to those homeless guys. They aren’t bad dudes.”

Dale was on his knees, looking deep into the chest, away from Steve. “They?” he said, chuckling. “You mean the guy with the curly hair who was talking to himself? You shouldn’t let him stay right outside the studio, man. Gives the place a bad vibe.”

Steve frowned. He wanted to defend Pancho’s forgotten honor, but he decided not to. Dale must have simply not seen him in the shadows.

“Aha!” Dale said, finding the right microphone. He held it up like the Holy Grail and brought it to the stand in front of Annabel. He lowered the mic stand so it was positioned parallel to the hole in her guitar, then attached the mic. “Don’t let that homeless guy drive you nuts, Steve-o. If you want clients, you have to get rid of the riffraff.”

Steve felt suddenly tired. He’d had a long day, and the last thing he needed was a cheery berating from his big friend. “Okay, Fats, whatever you say.”

Steve listened as Annabel laid down the bones of her first song on his father’s old guitar. He kept feeling his eyes droop, though, and was feeling a bit apprehensive. In the past when he recorded with his band, it was bad juju to be in the same room as another musician who was recording—differing opinions, ideas clashing, the idea it wouldn’t turn out as well—basic superstitious thinking. So as Annabel began, he turned to Dale. “You got this covered?”

Dale looked wounded. “You don’t want to listen?”

“I’ll listen to the playback. I need some rest.”

Frowning, Dale said, “You’re the boss.”

Steve walked out the room and down the hall, to a little staircase leading up, barely wide enough for a person to fit through. Atop the stairs was his studio-sized apartment. His bed had no bedframe—it was a simple twin that sat on the lonely floor—but nonetheless he was asleep once his head hit the pillow.
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THEN HE WAS DREAMING . . . a fragmented dream of twisted reality mixed with unfathomable fantasy. At first, he was swirling through a spinning blue void, unable to get his bearings until he was spit out from the conical limbo and discharged onto a sandy beach. 

He was on his knees, as if praying. He dug his hands into the sand and watched the little alluvial avalanche fall through his spread fingers. He looked up and the beach was empty. Frothy white waves smacked against the hard wet sand, far away. He recognized the place—he thought he might have been on the beach at the end of Pacific Beach Drive, down the road.  

He looked again at his sandy hands, then back up.

The beach was no longer empty. Tourists filled the area—one of Steve’s worst nightmares. It wasn’t even summer. What were the tourists doing here?

Pale out-of-towners and tanned local girls in their tiny bikinis and spaghetti thongs laid on their stomachs with their heads down, soaking up the sun, aware, but uncaring, of all the perverted boys and men who ogled their asses as they walked by. 

Umbrellas were set up, dotting the beach, tourist families huddled underneath each one to hide from the blaring sun. A family was playing volleyball. Some friends were throwing a frisbee. 

Steve looked toward the crystal-blue ocean, out at the pier that stuck out in the water like an artery. When he squinted and turned back to the beach, he started to scan the faces of the tourists. 

All the faces were blurry. It made no sense, as dreams often do.

Then his eyes locked onto a particular umbrella shading two pale figures from the sun. They were a man and woman, both with gaunt faces that looked like they would catch fire if touched by the sunlight. 

They both stared at Steve. 

Their faces were the only ones that weren’t blurry. And they were the only beings on the beach looking at him. Directly at him. Unnervingly.

Steve blinked. 

Then he was no longer on the beach. Well, he was, but he was no longer under the beating sun. He was under a shady umbrella.

Something was blocking a ray of sunlight from hitting him, like an eclipse.  

He craned his neck. The two pale-faced, dark figures stared back at him, disapprovingly. They were standing over him. 

Steve’s throat caught in his chest.

“Bring us our daughter back, you thief!” the man said. 

“If anything happens to her, it’s your head!” the woman shrieked. 

They spoke with accents—deep, Eastern European accents. 

Steve opened his mouth to retort, but no words came out. As his Adam’s apple lifted and his mouth opened, the pale man suddenly lunged at him with his face, baring his teeth.

The sharp teeth connected with his throat.

Steve jolted awake, drenched in sweat.
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CHAPTER FOUR





[image: image]





Steve groggily made his way toward the skinny staircase leading to his studio. He rubbed his eyes and put his hands to his temples to try to stop his brain from jumping out of his skull. He felt like he was nursing a world-ending hangover, though he’d had nothing to drink yesterday. He’d had nothing to drink in three hundred and forty-three consecutive yesterdays, in fact. 

As he reached the stairs, he could hear music coming from somewhere . . . it sounded like live instruments, but he wasn’t awake enough to pinpoint the epicenter of the cacophony. 

He stopped halfway down the stairs and perked his ears.  

On second thought, after giving it a chance, the music wasn’t cacophonic . . . it was actually quite lovely. 

He shrugged and came to the bottom of the stairs, where he almost barreled into Dale, who was standing in the hallway with a cup of steaming coffee in his hands and his dumb grin on his face. He held out the mug like a knight presenting his king a crown. 

Steve took the cup and said, “What are you, my butler?”

Dale’s goofy grin disappeared. “Your words sting, good sir. I’m just trying to be nice for letting us crash at your place last night. Plus, you look a bit worse for wear, my dude.”

Steve hadn’t bothered to look at himself in a mirror yet. Dale was right. He’d gotten an awful night’s sleep. He didn’t need to be told he looked shitty—he felt shitty. 

“You crashed here last night?” Steve asked.

Dale nodded. “Annabel did too. On the lobby couch. I took the floor, like a gentleman.”

Steve’s eyes widened a bit. “She stayed here too?”

“Someone’s a little slow on the uptake this morning, eh? She had nowhere to go, dude.”

“And, where is she?”

Dale thrust his thumb over his shoulder. “Outside busking, trying to make enough cheese for another session tonight.”

“How long did you guys record last night?”

Dale looked guilty. You could always tell when Dale was guilty of something because he refused to look at you. Right now, he was staring at something interesting on the white wall. “Longer than an hour . . .”

Steve sighed. Sternly, he said, “How long, Dale?”

You could always tell when Steve was being serious with Dale because he used his actual name.  

“I guess ‘til about . . . five in the morning?” Dale said sheepishly.

Steve gasped, so great was his immediate shock. “That’s”—he counted on his fingers like a kindergartner—“seven hours! That’s three hundred and fifty bucks, man!”

Dale started to back up. Though he was twice Steve’s size, he was still scared of Steve’s ire. After all, it was Steve’s studio—and house.

Dale waved his hands in Steve’s face. “But, dude, hear me out. You were right! That girl can play, man. She’s like a paler, gothier Joni Mitchell!”

Steve scoffed. “I bet she doesn’t even know who Joni Mitchell is.”

“You can’t blame her for being young, you old fart. Just because you’re past your prime doesn’t mean you can take it out—”

“Past my prime?! I’m twenty-nine!” 

“Soon to be on the wrong end of thirty, my friend,” Dale pointed out.

Steve stormed past Dale, the steam from his coffee wafting into Dale’s face. He had to squeeze sideways to get by Dale, which made his storming out less dignified than he’d have liked. He beelined for the room his two new roommates were using the night before and sat in the “commander’s chair”—as he liked to call it—in front of the computer. 

He tapped a few keys and brought up the recording interface and quickly saw Dale had started a folder titled “The Raven.” 

“Really, Fats? ‘The Raven’?”

Dale stood over Steve’s shoulder and shrugged. “Yeah, that poem by Poe, ya know? The Raven . . . Annabel Lee . . .”

“I get it. I think her name will be a better stage name than ‘The Raven,’ though.”

“You might think differently when you listen to these songs,” Dale said. “I had to keep them incognito, ya know? Can’t let anyone find them.”

“Didn’t take me too long, did it?” Steve said. He really was in a sour mood this morning. But it was that damn dream . . . or nightmare . . . he didn’t even know how to classify the shenanigans that had gone on in his head while sleeping. 

There were three files in the folder, and Steve clicked on the first one. It brought him to the ProTools interface, complete with colorful bars going lengthwise across the screen. He clicked PLAY and a line started moving down the bars. 

The song started. It was slow and spacey, sort of reminiscent to a Pink Floyd beginning, but it quickly picked up pace. Before long, a plucky electric guitar melody came in over the acoustic chords, which were fingerpicked, presumably by Annabel.

“That was me,” Dale said with a big grin, pointing at the screen when the electric guitar kicked in.

“I can tell,” Steve said. He continued listening to the song, which, as it turned out, sounded great. Right now, it was just two guitars. Bare-bones. But it definitely had potential. 

“Bel says she has lyrics for this one written, but she didn’t want to record vocals,” Dale said, as if reading into Steve’s next comment.

Irked, Steve narrowed his eyes. Without looking at Dale, he said, “She lets you call her Bel?” 

He could feel Dale’s shrug without having to see it.

“Why doesn’t she want to record vocals?” 

“I dunno. ‘Bad things happen,’ as she put it . . . but I think she’s just shy. Maybe you can coax it out of her. Give her a pep talk.”

Steve stood from the rolling commander’s chair. “We don’t even know if she can sing . . .” 

Dale ignored that. “Whaddya think?” he asked.  

“It sounds good,” Steve said. He briskly walked past Dale, and of course Dale was right on his heels as he left the room.

“That’s it?” Dale said, throwing his big arms up in the air. “Just good?” 

Steve spun around. Dale almost ran into him. “What do you want me to say, Fats? It’s great. It sounds phenomenal. But it’s just the skeleton of a tune right now—a jam. We need to get her on the mic.”

Dale recoiled, intimidated by Steve’s sudden outburst. “Jeez, man, don’t need to get your panties in a wad,” he muttered meekly. Steve turned back around and headed for the front door. When he was no longer facing Dale, a big smile formed on Dale’s face. 

That was all he really wanted to hear, that Steve liked the song. 

Steve was probably just jealous he had nothing to do with it. 

Musicians were, by their very nature, the jealous type. As much as Paul McCartney might try to play it off when John Lennon wrote a banger like “Come Together,” it always stung to see your name absent on the writing credits. 

Songs could be like jealous lovers: it hurt when you weren’t a part of their life. 

That’s why almost every Beatles song had “Lennon & McCartney” on the writing credits—both names—regardless of who actually wrote the song. It kept the marriage civil and cordial and palatable—at least to outside eyes—even when the actual partnership was anything but those things.

Outside, it was a lovely San Diego morning in Pacific Beach. The sun shined brightly on the street, cars whizzing by the tattoo parlors and bars, the white reflection off their hoods partially blinding Steve as he stepped through the door.

On the sidewalk, he put his hand out to hide from the sun and looked to his right, where the music was coming from.

To his amazement, Annabel had a little crowd of about five people, all of whom seemed to be enjoying her playing. 

Even more amazing, however, was Annabel was not alone. She was sitting on a stool—from inside the studio—strumming her guitar, while the homeless guy from last night, Tumbleweed, was standing next to her playing his guitar.

His guitar. Steve’s applewood-smoked Martin. 

It nearly gave Steve a heart attack, seeing this curly headed, grimy alley-dweller using his guitar without permission. Glancing over as he stepped toward them, Steve noticed the heavier homeless guy, Pancho, near the mouth of the alley with his back against the wall. He wasn’t hiding, but rather just watching and enjoying the music.

Annabel and Tumbleweed were playing a rousing acoustic rendition of Tom Petty’s “American Girl,” with Tumbleweed doing the singing. He had that nasally drawl of Petty down pat, but Steve was bummed it wasn’t Annabel doing the singing. Given the song, it made sense a male would be singing, but still.

He hadn’t heard her sing once yet, and he was banking a lot on this chick being good. He knew it was foolish to assume she could sing well just because she could play guitar well, but if she sucked, Craigslist was just a New Tab away, and it was swarming with vocalists. Maybe one of them would be up to snuff.  

Steve pushed his way through the crowd and said, “What the hell?” as he got to the front.

They were just finishing the song as he got there, so luckily Steve didn’t embarrass them. Immediately after, the crowd clapped and a few of them laid down some dollars, which Annabel and Tumbleweed split fifty-fifty. The crowd started to disperse.

Steve snatched his guitar from Tumbleweed’s dirty hands. To his dismay, Tumbleweed instinctively held his grip on the neck of the guitar, which made Steve even more furious.

“Aww, come on, man, you’re scaring away the crowd,” Tumbleweed said.

Steve snorted. “Who said you could play my guitar?” 

Tumbleweed shrugged, his afro wobbling. 

“I did,” Annabel said. “I’m sorry, Mister Remington. Mister Fats said it was okay.”

“He knows better than that,” Steve growled. He turned to Annabel. “And call me Steve.” He looked back at Tumbleweed and said, “It was my father’s guitar.” Then, back to Annabel: “And why are you letting Mister Fats call you Bel, huh?”

Annabel looked confused. Steve was aware he looked and sounded a bit crazy, and his question came completely out of left field, basically from another stadium.

“Uhhh . . .” Annabel began.

“Never mind,” Steve said, waving her off. “Let’s just go inside and record, okay?”

Annabel made a show of counting her money on her lap. It was about ten bucks. “I don’t think I have enough to afford—”

“Screw it, let’s just do it. Come on. Pro bono.”

Annabel nodded firmly. “Okay then.” She faced her impromptu jam partner and said, with a smile, “Have a good afternoon, Mister Weed.”

Tumbleweed said, “Yeah, you too, chica. Fun playing with you, let’s do it again sometime . . .”

Steve said, “Not with my guitar!”

Annabel put a hand on Steve’s shoulder. “Come on, Mister Steve.”

Steve turned around to walk back to his studio, but he felt another hand on his shoulder. He turned one last time and Tumbleweed was standing there with his pointer finger and middle finger in the shape of a V. 

“Spare a square?”
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STEVE FINALLY GOT ANNABEL to sing a song, and it was beautiful. Her lyrics were hauntingly mature for such a young woman. The song she wrote was about a girl who gets abandoned from her home and travels like a spirit from place to place.

The irony of the song’s subject matter did not escape Steve. 

In the song, the girl eventually meets a man she falls in love with, on the streets—Steve just hoped it wasn’t Tumbleweed—while also being allowed back in by her family. Ultimately, she has to choose between the rough-and-tumble life on the road with her lover, or the safety and security of her family.

A bit generic, but still heavy stuff, in Steve’s opinion. 

(She chooses the dangerous life with her lover, in the last verse.)

“That was great!” Steve said when she was finished singing into the mic. All his moodiness and bad attitude had been washed away once he’d started recording Annabel. She had a tremendous voice, soft yet powerful. 

“Really, Bel, it was awesome,” Dale echoed.  

Annabel didn’t look so sure. She stared at the ground, of all places, like she was ashamed or embarrassed about something.

“It really was, Bel,” Steve said, throwing out her “friends only” nickname nonchalantly, hoping it might stick. Now they were recording music together, he should be able to call their partnership a friendship, no?

Steve thought so.

When she didn’t immediately scold him, Steve clenched his fist in silent victory. He really did want this girl to like him. She was nice to be around, and even though she was so dainty and frail, she had a commanding presence—as was evident by her crowd outside the studio—and a good aura.

“I just hope it doesn’t backfire . . .”

Steve didn’t know what she meant by that. He said, “You didn’t sound like a banshee at all! You sounded like a siren, my dear.” 

For the first time, Annabel smiled at him. She lifted her head and looked at Steve and smiled, showing bright white teeth on her pale face. It was a smile that could end a revolution. 

Steve was stuck staring at her face for an overly long time. 

She was the first one to look away, then Steve cleared his throat and did the same. Flustered, he got up from the commander’s chair and fumbled around a bit, eliciting a giggle from Dale. 

“I’m . . . gonna go outside and smoke a cigarette. Want to work on the next track when I get back?”

Annabel, still smiling, said, “Sure.”

“Hell, yes, partners!” Dale cried out. “This is epic!”

Steve left the room and went outside to get some fresh air. He was feeling strangely hot, as if Annabel’s smile had melted his rough exterior and his heart.

After lighting his cigarette, he walked over to the alley to get the smoke away from the front door of the studio. As usual, Tumbleweed and Pancho were standing there, talking to each other. When they saw Steve approaching, Tumbleweed started to say, “Spare a—” but Steve already had a cigarette waiting for the guy. He was in a much better mood than a couple hours earlier, having just finished a kick-ass song with Annabel.  

“Jesus, don’t these guys ever kick you out of here?” Steve asked as he lit Tumbleweed’s cigarette and gestured to Buddy’s Diner—the wall of which Pancho leaned on. 

Tumbleweed took a drag and chuckled, wisps of smoke spilling out from his nostrils. “We don’t cause no problems. Pancho hardly ever talks—it’s like they can’t even see him. They used to not notice me neither, but I dunno what happened.” He shrugged.

After a moment of silence, Steve said, “Sorry for being a dick earlier.”

“No worries, dude,” Tumbleweed said. “Could tell you were a little high strung.”

Steve was about to tell Tumbleweed that “Yeah, it was because my father was just buried,” but he decided to keep it to himself. He didn’t want to make excuses, and the truth was, he’d never been close to his father. So instead, he said, “I tell you what, Tumbles, I think I got myself a winner.”

“Oh, yeah? What, the girl?”

“The girl. The girl, man.”

“What’s she sound like?” Tumbleweed asked. “I never could get her to open her mouth.”

“Like the lovechild of Stevie Nicks and Joan Baez.”

“Damn! That good?”

Steve smiled mischievously and nodded. “She’s something special.”

The door to the studio opened and Dale popped his head out. “Hey!” he called, and Steve, Tumbleweed, and Pancho all turned toward the sound of his voice.

“Bel told me to come out and get you,” Dale continued. “She says she’s ready for more!”

Steve’s smile grew even larger. “All right, all right, all right,” he said, doing his best Matthew McConaughey impression. He took one more drag and stubbed out his cigarette on the bottom of his shoe, then headed for the door. As he left the alley he said, “Enjoy your day, boys,” over his shoulder.

“You too, Steve. Good luck with the girl. Hope she’s a winner.”

Steve stopped in his tracks for a moment, irked that Tumbleweed knew his name, again, but he quickly realized Annabel had probably told it to him when they were busking together. He started to walk down the sidewalk toward the studio, head bent down. 

A loud screeching noise tore through the air, erupting all the peace in the quiet neighborhood.

It all happened so fast.

ERRRRRT— 

Steve instinctively jerked his neck up at the grating sound. 

A car barreled down Garnet Avenue. It was on two wheels, nearly on its side like a capsizing boat. 

The frantic driver tried to correct her steering wheel. But it was too late.

The driver overcorrected.  

Steve’s eyes bulged as the car headed straight for him and the sidewalk, wheels burning rubber and screeching, the car twisting and turning chaotically. 

He opened his mouth to shout some obscenity, then clenched his eyes shut, as if he could avoid the deadly impact if he couldn’t see it.

A loud crash brought Steve back to his senses and his eyes shot open.

This was a cacophonous noise.

Steve, still as an iceberg, patted his body, unbelieving that the car that had just been right in front of him had somehow managed to swerve and avoid hitting him.

“Sweet Jesus . . .” Dale was next to him, muttering, eyes bulging.  

But Dale was looking past Steve. 

Steve followed Dale’s eyes.

The car had crashed into the wall of Buddy’s Diner and the opening of the alleyway.

Tumbleweed’s body was pinned between the wall and the car, the upper half of his torso splayed out facedown on the smoking hood. Blood splattered the white brick walls around him. 

Shell-shocked, Steve’s first thought somehow flashed to his past, playing in his band, looking out at the crowd where he laid eyes on his soon-to-be girlfriend. They smiled at each other. 

Then he remembered Pancho had been leaning against that wall, pretty much right where Tumbleweed’s bloody body was located. 

And the big man still was. Pancho had somehow avoided the crash—or rather the crash had avoided him. It was almost like the car had passed through him. 

But Tumbleweed was not so lucky. 

	[image: image]
	 	[image: image]


[image: image]






CHAPTER FIVE
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Steve stood outside, frozen and shocked, watching the carnage unfold around him. Spectators started to spring up to see what was going on. A group of yogis came from across the street, their session having gotten out just as the crash happened. The group of yoga-pants-wearing girls hugged and cried and consoled one another. A man coming out of Buddy’s Diner put his hand over his young son’s face to protect the boy’s innocence and shield him from the blood. 

It didn’t take long for harsh sirens to split the air, for an ambulance, fire engine, and cop car to arrive on the scene. The ambulance went to the driver first, who was unconscious, and threw her in the back of the van. Then they laid out Tumbleweed on the sidewalk—or what was left of him—and draped a sheet over him. 

Once the yellow tape was up and a detective arrived at the scene, Steve was the first person questioned. The detective was named Gary Richmond. He was a stern, stout fellow with the classic detective accoutrements: a thick mustache that accosted his upper lip like a hairy slug, and a very Law and Order-ish trench coat. The man asked Steve all sorts of questions: “Where was the driver coming from? Did you see anything suspicious in the street, prior to the accident? What did you do immediately after the crash? Would you like to come down to the office and talk some more? No, well here’s my card in case you can think of anything.” 

Steve took Detective Richmond’s card and stared at it like it was from a different galaxy. He was still in shock and, not knowing what else to do, he put the card in his jacket pocket. 

Finally, Dale put his arms around Steve and guided him toward the studio.

Once inside, Steve’s hands started shaking uncontrollably. He sat on the couch in the lobby, still wide-eyed and stunned. Dale handed him a cup of coffee, presumably to calm him down, but Steve just shook his head. His heart was beating a thousand times a minute and he didn’t need coffee to bump that rate up to a million.  

“If I drink that,” Steve explained, “the coroners will be bringing two bodies to the morgue.”

Dale nodded. With an uncharacteristically somber voice, he said, “That was gnarly, man. So gnarly.”

“How did Tumbleweed’s buddy not get hit?” Steve wondered. “I swear he was standing right where that car crashed into the wall.”

Dale put a hand on his friend’s shoulder. “That’s the second time you’ve said that, man. What buddy are you talking about?”

“Pancho,” Steve said, as if that explained it.

“There was only one guy in the alley, man.”

Steve’s eyes shot over to Dale’s face. Dale looked concerned and was staring at Steve like his brain had been scrambled. 

Steve shook his head. “No—”

“Look, you’ve just witnessed a traumatic event. You’re probably just experiencing PTSD or something,” Doctor Dale explained. “Your adrenaline’s making your brain go haywire.”

Annabel shuffled into the lobby from the hallway. 

Steve turned to her and asked, “Did you see him? Pancho, I mean.”

Frowning, Annabel shook her head slowly, like she felt guilty her answer would disappoint Steve. 

What the hell is going on with me?

Steve eyed the steaming coffee in front of him. He didn’t feel like drinking it, but he did feel like drinking something. That meant there was only one thing for him to do.   

He dug into his pocket for his phone and looked at the screen. It was almost noon. 

There was a meeting down the street starting in about fifteen minutes. 

He pushed a couple buttons and held the phone to his ear. Dale and Annabel watched him worriedly as he put in the call.

A moment later, Steve said, “Henry, it’s me. Yeah, look man, some bad shit just went down and I’m trying to hit a meeting. Are you in? I’ll tell you all about it at the Club.”

The Club was the shorthand code name for the North Shore Alano Club, a members-only halfway house that held Alcoholics Anonymous meetings every day. It was just down the street from Steve’s studio, near the beach.

He hung up the phone and stood on wobbly legs. “I’ll be back,” he said, and started for the door.

“I’m sorry,” a small voice from behind Steve said. 

Steve stopped in the doorway. He turned and faced Annabel. “What are you sorry about?”

Her fingers fidgeting, she said, “That I might have killed your friend.” 

Baffled, Steve furrowed his brow. He opened his mouth to say something, then decided against it and pushed right out the door.  
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STEVE MET UP WITH HENRY at the Alano Club. He parked his beat-up Lexus around the side of the ugly yellow building and saw Henry coming over from across the street. Other people were starting to file in for the twelve o’clock meeting, some of them smoking outside in preparation.

Steve joined the smokers. 

Henry was Steve’s sponsor—first name only. He had hair as long as an afternoon in the summertime and wore a wrinkled Grateful Dead shirt with the sleeves cut off to exhibit his bulging biceps. He was a lawyer and the first guy Steve had approached after his first meeting, so he became Steve’s sponsor. 

The smokers stubbed their cigarettes out and piled in through the door, Henry and Steve the last to follow.

“You look like death,” Henry told Steve as they walked toward the meeting room.

“Probably because I just stared death in the face,” Steve responded.

Henry looked alarmingly at Steve, but Steve simply said, “You’ll hear about it in the meeting.”

“Well, I’m glad you called. How far along are you now?”

“Day three-forty-four.” 

They came to a small room that smelled like powerful coffee and stale nicotine, and the ten meeting-goers sat on couches against the walls and straight-backed seats in the middle of the room. Contrary to popular belief, AA meetings weren’t all therapeutic circle-jerks—meaning everyone didn’t sit around in a circle and hold hands while espousing their woes. These were everyday people, sometimes doctors and lawyers even, who needed a place to talk about their experiences and lives, while sometimes sending a positive message to newly arriving alcoholics; it doesn’t need to be this way. 

A man sitting on an old musty couch at the head of the room started the meeting and began reading “How it Works”—the twelve steps of Alcoholics Anonymous.  

“Rarely have we seen a person fail who has thoroughly followed our path . . .” he began, and by this time Steve never failed to tune the speaker out. “How it Works” was the same thing every time, and after a few hundred meetings it started to get redundant. But it wasn’t for the benefit of Steve—a seasoned alcoholic veteran—it was for the benefit of the newcomers, the people crawling in by the skin of their teeth, the people knocking on death’s door.  

Steve and Henry sat in the back of the room. Steve turned to Henry and whispered in his ear, “Someone crashed into the diner next to my studio and killed a homeless guy. Almost crashed into me, too.”

“Hot damn,” Henry whispered back. “When?”

“Twenty minutes ago.”

“Shhh,” a man interjected from the side, sitting on a la-Z-boy. Steve turned to the guy, who had bright red hair, a beard to match, and freckles dotting his face like a plague, and shrugged. 

“And it made you want to drink?” Henry asked.

“Of fucking course it did! That among other things . . .”

“Other things?” 

“Do you want to share, sir? Since it seems like you have so much to say?” 

The leader was staring angrily at Steve, and the other nine heads in the room spun around and faced him, too, as if he were a prisoner stepping up to the gallows. Steve hadn’t realized the “How it Works” speech was over, and the leader had already shared his story. 

“Uh, sure,” Steve said. “What’s the topic?” he asked.

“Alcoholism,” the leader said. A couple people sniggered. 

It was a bit vague, but it was also the go-to statement when a leader had shared but hadn’t really picked a topic. It was one of the many annoying cliché sayings of Alcoholics Anonymous. Some other gems included: “One Day at a Time,” “Let Go and Let God,” “Progress not Perfection,” “Keep the Plug in the Jug,” and “If You Stick Around the Barbershop Long Enough, Sooner or Later You’re Gonna Get Your Hair Cut.” 

Steve panicked for a moment, as he usually did before he had to speak and realized he had nothing to say. Then he decided to answer Henry’s question while satisfying the leader’s interjection, all at the same time. 

“My dad died recently. It was a car crash or something like that. I don’t know all the details. We were never close. It didn’t really make me want to drink—well, that’s a lie, it kind of did.”

People chuckled.

“But then today, less than an hour ago, actually, a homeless guy who stays around my shop got smooshed by a car. It was a bad accident. I’m wondering what it is about cars killing people I know—is there some connection? I don’t know. I’m all shaken up. I didn’t know what to do, so I came here . . .”

“You came to the right place,” a man exclaimed. That was another common phrase.

“I mean, I’m almost a year sober—three hundred and forty-four days, to be exact—”

People started clapping and snapping their fingers.

“—And I don’t want to drink. That’s all I know. I was bad before, and I’m better now”—Steve looked up from the ground with a fearful expression on his face—“well, not better, I mean I’m still an alcoholic and this disease doesn’t discriminate . . . I’m not cured—”

“We understand what you mean,” the leader said gently. 

“Okay. Better now than I was before. That’s what I meant. Anyway, it just sucks. I don’t think I’ve ever seen someone get killed right in front of me before. But I’m glad to be around people who are as fucked-up as me.” He paused, realizing he could have phrased that a bit more sensitively, then continued, “So thank you for being here and keeping me sober one more day.”

He didn’t know what else to say, so he just stopped there. 

Someone said, “Keep coming back!” and he received a participatory round of applause from the room. Then someone else started speaking and Steve’s thoughts immediately drifted. He tried to listen when he could, he really did, but his head was just in too many places right now.

Whatever. He’d shown up. That’s all he could do, right?

He couldn’t stop thinking about what Annabel had said right before he left. It was so ominous, eerie, and downright freaky it was starting to scare him.

“I’m sorry that I might have killed your friend.”

Was that supposed to be a joke? In that situation?

No, Annabel didn’t seem like the joking type. 

Steve needed a cigarette. Bad. The one prior to the meeting hadn’t satiated his cancerous need. He got up from his seat and waltzed out of the meeting room—it was frowned upon, leaving during the middle of someone’s share, but what were people going to do—not let him leave? Fight him? Hmm, this was PB, so careful what you wish for and all that. But he was a grown-ass man and could make his own life choices. 

Outside on the stoop, he lit up and stared off toward the ocean, which was just three blocks down the road. It was still a brilliantly sunny day in San Diego. And he was still alive. 

Look at the bright side.

Then he frowned and shook his head.

Poor Tumbleweed . . .

Someone had joined him outside without him noticing. He felt the person’s presence. Turning, he gave an inward groan as he realized it was not Henry, like he’d hoped. It was the fiery-headed ginger who had shushed him during the meeting. 

“Sound like y’been through the wringer, mate.” He had an authentic Irish accent, which Steve had not been expecting. The surprise must have shown on his face, because the man started chuckling. He lit up a cigarette and stuck a pale, freckled hand out. Steve shook it.

“Name’s Aiden.”

“Steve.”

“Pleasure, Steve.”

Aiden was a short man, much shorter than Steve—just a few inches over five feet. He looked like a grown man, but one that had suddenly stopped growing one day, out of the blue. Like a sunflower that hadn’t been watered properly. He also had an angry voice—or maybe that was just the accent—and Steve thought it probably came from the unfairness of his height situation.

Steve had a tendency to make up stories about people he’d just met, regardless if his musings were true or not. In this case, Aiden was an angry little Napoleonic ginger.

“I’ve lost everything too, y’know,” Aiden said.

Steve tilted his head. “I haven’t lost everything . . .”

“But I always get it all back,” Aiden continued, ignoring Steve’s comment. He smiled wistfully and showed two rows of big, pearly white teeth. “Ya just got to stay on your side of the street and keep it clean, yeah?”

Steve nodded. He thought that meant not to get in other people’s business . . . but Aiden was currently getting in his business, so he wasn’t so sure if that’s what he meant.

Aiden lifted his cigarette to his mouth and winked. “And watch out for the shadows in the alleys, if ya get my meaning.”

Steve’s stomach caught in his throat. He gasped. He’d heard that AA slogan before, “Keep Your Side of the Street Clean,” but never with the afterthought Aiden just added about the shadowy figures in the alleys . . . No, he didn’t get Aiden’s meaning. 

And frankly, it scared the crap out of him. It was a little too close to home.

“Pancho?” he said out of the blue.

“Huh?” 

Steve shook his head. “Never mind. I’ve got to go.”

“Aren’t gonna stay for the rest of the meeting?”

Steve turned around and ran for his car as nonchalantly as possible—which was pretty chalant since he never even said bye to the ginger man. 

“Steer clear of the shadows, Steve Remington!” Aiden yelled.

Steve got in his Lexus and drove off. He thought he heard the little man cackling as he peeled away, but that could have just been his head playing tricks on him.
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STEVE BARGED INTO THE studio and heard music playing in the background, down the hall. He went to the hallway and swung open the door where the music was coming from.

Dale was in the commander’s chair, twiddling with the song he and Annabel had recorded, while Annabel sat on a stool in the corner of the room, looking bored.

“Hi, Mister Steve,” Annabel said hopefully.

“What did you mean when you said you were sorry for killing my friend?” Steve demanded.

Dale pressed the STOP button on ProTools and spun around in his chair. “I can’t mix this thing with you yelling in the background, man.”

Steve ignored him. He pointed his finger at Annabel and repeated the question. “What did you mean?”

Annabel looked a bit frightened. She faced the ground.

“Steve, you’re scaring the poor—”

“Enough of that shit!” Steve shouted. He truly felt like he was losing his mind. “You’re not a little girl!”

His words pierced through the room and brought about a thick, stuffy silence.

“You’re right,” Annabel said at last, looking up from the floor. Her face was strangely becalmed. It was enough to unsettle Steve and to squash his outburst. He shrank back.

“I warned you; bad things happen when I sing.”

“What kind of bad things?” Steve asked meekly.

“Like people getting hit and killed in random alleyways.”

“Why?” Steve asked incredulously. “That makes no sense!”

“What part of me being a banshee didn’t you understand?” Annabel asked. Steve could tell by the dark look on her face she was being dead serious.

Dead maybe being the operative word?

“I-I thought you were joking . . . you know, like, ‘I don’t sing, I shriek.’ That sort of thing.”

“Well I wasn’t.”

“But what does that even mean?”

Annabel scoffed. “Look it up.”

She got up from the stool in a hurry and started to walk toward Steve, who was still standing in the doorway.

“And that means . . . your parents being vampires?”

Annabel squeezed by Steve but stopped in the doorway to look up at him. He noticed for the first time her eyes were dark and changing—they seemed to flash from purple to blue to orange in rapid succession. 

“That was true, too.”

“B-but if you’re the daughter of vampires, why are you a ‘banshee’?”

“Because I was adopted, okay?”

Then she shoved past Steve and was storming down the hallway.

Steve scratched his cheek. “I guess that trippy dream makes a bit more sense now,” he muttered to himself.

“What trippy dream?” Annabel called back. Steve looked out into the hallway. There was no way she could have heard him from that distance. 

Annabel came barging back into the room, forcing Steve to the side lest he be run over by a small woman and thus deeply, deeply embarrassed. 

Steve opened his mouth to speak, but before he could a harsh sound cut him off.

It sounded like a mix between an ocean liner’s foghorn and the deep, guttural rumbling of an earthquake. 

It was Dale laughing.

He had to hold his hands to his belly as if keeping his insides from spilling out, so hard was he laughing. 

“Jesus Christ!” he shouted through ragged gasps. “You two are too much! Can we get back to finishing this song, please? I think we have a certified blockbuster here!”
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That evening Steve was splayed across his bed with his computer on his lap. Across the small room on a little table was a tiny TV that his eyes kept flickering to. That’s when he saw the local news headline:

CAR CRASHES INTO PACIFIC BEACH DINER, ONE DEAD

Steve frowned at the headline. He hopped up from the bed and peeked out his single window. Downstairs, a news van was set up with a cameraman filming a reporter on the sidewalk. A small group of onlookers was crowded around the reporter and cameraman. The reporter was motioning to the yellow tape a police officer had set up earlier that afternoon, since the location was now considered a crime scene. 

Steve went back to his bed and went on Google. He searched the term “banshee” and did a bit of research—his eyes widening as they scanned the screen. 

According to Google, a banshee was a “fairy woman, a female spirit in Irish mythology who heralds the death of a family member, usually by wailing, shrieking, or keening. As other cultures believe, she hears voices, and predicts the death of a supernatural being.”

Steve was flabbergasted. Up until he’d met Annabel the day before, he had been struggling, dealing with loss, but his world was still quite clear. He wanted to record and manage musicians—that was the extent of his ambition. After his band had failed to make any traction in the past, he’d taken to the business side of music, which was where the money was.

But now everything was in turmoil. He didn’t know what to believe anymore. Could Annabel be telling the truth? Surely not. There was no such thing as fairies or spirits or banshees. He knew that. 

Steve was a practical man. He was a realist. And this bizarre news and the strange things surrounding him were really throwing his realistic views for a spin. 

At the very least, Steve believed he was starting to go mad. Perhaps he needed to see a shrink. It wouldn’t be the first time.

Maybe this was all just a bad dream. 

But he knew that wasn’t true, as much as he wished it. He’d had bad dreams, and they’d involved vampires on the beach. Annabel’s parents, supposedly. No, this was real and terrifying. 

Steve could hear the music coming from downstairs, through his floorboards. Dale had added a bass track, and now the continuous playback of the song thumped and vibrated his floor. 

He decided he needed to find out more. 

He listened to the rest of the news report, which correctly stated that a homeless man had been caught in the crossfire and killed on impact. The driver, one Shannon Barton, had been transported to Scripps Memorial Hospital in La Jolla, where she was undergoing intensive care. She was expected to make a full recovery. 

On a sticky note, Steve jotted down “Shannon Barton, Scripps” for future use.

Then he got up from his bed and traveled downstairs to the studio. 

Dale and Annabel were still hard at it. 

“Song’s almost finished, I think,” Dale said upon Steve entering the room. While they had two other guitar tracks for songs, they’d foregone recording vocals after the eerie events of that day. They had this one track. So be it. 

Remembering his Google research, Steve asked, “Annabel, where are you from?”

Annabel, who was sitting on the stool in the corner of the room, faced Steve. “You wouldn’t believe me if I told you.” 

Steve shrugged. “I don’t know what to believe, Bel. Nothing makes sense. Try me.”

Annabel cleared her throat. “I’m not part of this world. Well . . . I suppose that’s not true. I’m part of this world, but not of this plane . . .”

Growing frustrated, Steve said, “What the hell does that mean?”

“I don’t know how to explain it to you, Mister Steve. I’m from a place called Mythicus. I suppose that would be the rough human translation.”

Dale tapped on his keyboard and tuned out Steve and Annabel, as if the extraterrestrial paranormal conversation wasn’t even happening. Steve had to admit, the big man had laser focus.

“And what are you doing here?” Steve asked, his voice edged with panic. 

Annabel shrugged. “I have no idea.”

“You don’t know what brought you here?”

Shaking her head, Annabel said, “Like I said, I think it was you. How? I don’t know. But that would explain why my parents are trying to speak to you.”

“Yes . . . through my dreams,” Steve muttered. “Are you sure you don’t have me mixed up with someone else? How could I have brought you here? I’m just a regular guy.”

“I don’t know, Mister Steve.”

Steve sighed. “Are there others like you out there?”

“Sure, in my world.”

“What about in mine?”

“I don’t know. I suppose there might be.”

Steve felt no closer to finding out any answers. He expected Annabel to know a bit more about her own species and her own world, but that was too much to ask, apparently. 

He turned to leave the room.

“Where are you going, dude?” Dale asked without looking away from the computer screen. “Don’t you want to hear the finished product?”

“I’ll hear it when I come back.”

“From where?” Annabel asked.

“The hospital.”
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STEVE PARKED AND RAN into Scripps Memorial Hospital. He didn’t expect to learn much, if anything, from Shannon Barton, but it was worth a shot. Maybe she could explain away some of the craziness. 

He didn’t know what brought him to Scripps, or why he thought the driver of the car crash would know anything, but it was like he was lured here by a nagging subconscious voice. 

The thought of Pancho appearing and disappearing kept bothering him. And since Shannon had crashed into Pancho’s friend, maybe she’d seen Pancho, too.

If he could just get one person to tell him they’d seen the stocky homeless guy, maybe he wouldn’t feel so insane. 

Steve went to the front-desk nurse and asked for directions to Shannon Barton’s room.

“What’s your relationship with the patient?” the Filipino nurse asked as she rapid-fire typed on her keyboard. 

“Friend,” Steve lied.

“Mm-hm,” the nurse said, clearly seeing through his façade. 

“Can you tell me what happened to her?” 

The nurse’s eyeballs moved from left to right on the computer screen. Then she said, “It looks like Mrs. Barton was in a car crash, sir. She suffered a concussion and some minor bumps and bruises. Doesn’t sound like anything too serious.”

“Thank God,” Steve said, feigning surprise. In actuality, what was going on in the back of his mind was, Great, a concussion? She won’t remember a damn thing . . . 

“And I’m afraid you can’t see the patient,” the nurse said.

Steve leaned forward on the counter. “Why not?”

“Because she was discharged nearly an hour ago.”

Steve tilted his chin forward. “Let go? Why? By whom?”

The nurse swiveled the computer so that Steve could see the screen. “It looks like she was signed out, willingly, by one Aiden O’Shaunessy.”

“And you let her leave—to be carted off by a stranger? With a concussion?”

The nurse leaned back, offended. “The decision was Mrs. Barton’s, sir. She said she knew the man who signed her out. I’m sorry, but there’s nothing more I can do for you.”

Steve pounded his fist lightly on the table, frustrated.

Then he realized he, too, knew the man who had signed her out. He ran the name over in his head a couple of times until it stuck.

Aiden O’Shaunessy, the freckled ginger from the AA meeting.
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BACK AT THE STUDIO, Steve was downtrodden. His mind raced. It seemed like all these people were connected somehow, but he couldn’t put the pieces together. Aiden, Annabel, Tumbleweed, Pancho . . . and now even the driver of the deadly car crash, Shannon Barton.

But what was their relation to one another?

And now he thought about it . . . how the hell could Shannon Barton be released so quickly? For Christ’s sake, she’d killed a man just that afternoon!

There had to be laws about that . . .

It was like Mrs. Barton had simply slipped under the radar.

Now he had no leads and no one to look for—only Annabel to answer his questions, and she clearly didn’t know too much. He wondered why she wasn’t as disturbed about this whole thing as he was. 

If she really was thrust into another world . . . realm . . . whatever, shouldn’t she be a little more distraught? 

Dale told Steve the song was finished, and Steve said, “That’s great, I’ll get it to John tomorrow.” Dale seemed discouraged at Steve’s sudden lack of interest in their finished masterpiece.

Steve cozied up on his bed again and watched the TV for any developing news on the car crash. It didn’t take long for his eyelids to droop and for the snoring to begin.

It didn’t take long for the dreams to start soon after.
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HE WAS IN A HOUSE. It was an old Victorian house, decrepit and musty smelling. Two figures sat around a table, peering at him through red eyes. 

The vampires, husband and wife. Their pale, gaunt faces frightened Steve, because he didn’t yet know he was dreaming. Everything seemed so lucid. And the way they looked at him struck true fear into his heart. 

“Where is our daughter?” the man asked in a thick accent, which Steve believed might have been Transylvanian or some other Dracula-related dialect.

“She’s safe with me.”

“She will never be safe with you. You must return her to us.”

“How?” Steve asked.

The husband joined his hands together on the table. He had long, sharp fingernails. 

The wife spoke: “Seek the Druid.”

Steve furrowed his brow. “The Druid? Who the hell is that?”

“She’ll know what to do. She’ll inform you,” the wife said.

“How do I find her?

“Search.”

Steve sighed and threw his hands up wide. “Where, goddammit?!”

Then the husband was right in front of him. It was like he’d teleported from the table. Steve took a fearful step backward. 

The vampire grabbed him with icy hands, around his neck. 

“You will know when you’ve found her!” he shouted, then squeezed hard.

Steve felt himself turning blue. He couldn’t breathe. He gasped and clawed futilely at the vampire’s strong hands. 

Just before he suffocated to death, he woke up.
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Steve was convinced someone was trying to kill him. In his manic hysteria, it was the only thing that made sense. He tried to explain this to Dale and Annabel the following morning, after his second deadly dream.

“I don’t know why,” he explained in the recording room, “but that car crash was just too convenient . . .”

Dale scratched his head. “No offense, dude, and I’m not trying to deflate your ego or anything . . . but why would anyone want to kill you? You’re not that important.”

Steve said, “I know I’m not.”

“Except Julie, maybe,” Dale said with a snicker. “Though I think you would want to kill her more than the other way around.” He thought about that for a moment, the cogs in his head clearly working hard. “Do you?”

“Do I what?”

“Want to kill Julie.”

Steve narrowed his brows and flung his head back. “Of course not! Jesus, Dale, how did we get to this? Stay on track!”

“Right. Some mythological vampire family is trying to off you.”

“My parents aren’t trying to kill you,” Annabel said. “They just want me safely returned.”

“Then why do they attempt to murder me in my dreams? They’re always doing something terrible to my neck to wake me up.”

Annabel shrugged. “Maybe it’s the only way they know how to wake you. And to scare you. You must admit . . . it seems to be working.”

Steve ignored her comment, not wanting to agree with the accuracy of her response. “And how are they communicating with me in my dreams?”

“I believe it’s something all Mythics can do with people from Terrus. It seems to be a communal power.”

“Terrus?” Steve asked.

“It’s what we call your plane. Your world.”

Steve glanced at Dale, who was starting to swivel in his chair. For how much focus he had when it came to recording music, he was surprisingly ADD in every other aspect of life.

“Tell me about your world . . . about Mythicus,” Steve said.

“It’s like Terrus, only a bit . . . different,” Annabel replied, struggling. She put a pale finger to her pale chin and cocked her head to the side, staring up at the ceiling. 

“A superbly detailed explanation, Bel,” Steve said, sighing.

After a momentary pause, Annabel continued. “Things work differently there. It’s like here, only upside-down.”

“I’ve seen Stranger Things. I understand the concept of the ‘upside-down.’ ”

Annabel shook her head, started over. “Everything—er, most everything is the same as it is here. There are people who inhabit the world, people I can interact with. The landscapes are the same . . .”

“But . . .” Steve coaxed.

“But you can interact with the landscapes differently. I can talk to the paintings, learn their histories and mysteries. If a mirror has a strange reflection, I can travel through it to where it’s reflecting. Same with reflections on the surfaces of water, or in the flames of campfires.”

“Damn, that sounds tight,” Dale said, his mouth partly open. “I wanna go.”

“So, it’s like Earth only . . . magical?”

“I suppose you could say that. You’d have to be there to understand.”

“And how can I do that?” Steve asked, speaking more to himself than anyone else. He leaned forward in his seat and rested his elbow on his knee and his chin on his fist, in the classic Philosopher pose.

“That’s what we’re trying to figure out, isn’t it?” Annabel answered. 

Steve snorted. 

“Until I met you, I was minding my own business. I never realized how busy Terrus was until I came here. There are much fewer people from where I’m from.”

“That makes sense,” Dale said, “seeing as how our planet is hellbent on humping and breeding like bunnies.”

Steve turned to Annabel. “Wait, are you saying you could only see your people—the Mythics, I mean—when you were in your world?”  

Annabel nodded.

“You couldn’t see me?” 

“Not until you came up and talked to me.”

Steve frowned. “That’s strange. Does that mean . . . something I did screwed up the space-time continuum or something?”

Dale glanced at the computer, took something out of the CD Drive, and twirled it between two fingers. 

Annabel nodded. “It did seem to rip me into your world—without me even knowing it at first. Then when I looked up from my guitar and saw your funeral party across the way, I started to freak out a little.”

Dale rolled the commander’s chair over to where Steve was sitting and thrust the CD in his chest. “You have an appointment with John in twenty minutes, Steve-o. You’d better get moving. We can talk about your theoretical physics later, yeah?”

“This seems more important, Fats . . .”

“Money is important too. Know why? Because it pays bills. And I think that song there has the potential to pay a lot of bills.” Dale nodded sagely. “Go meet up with your agent and do your job.” 

It was the first time Dale had sounded serious in . . . as long as Steve could remember, actually. Because of Dale’s tone, Steve nodded glumly and stood from his seat, the CD in hand. “I still don’t know why we can’t just e-mail it to him,” he complained.

“Like every other schmuck?” Dale said, incredulous. “Bollocks, Steve-o. Use your charm! Your winning smile! You got this! This could be our ticket out of here!” Dale looked like he was about to espouse more pep talk clichés, so Steve simply nodded and turned to leave.

Before he left, he said, “I think John is uncharmable, Fats, but I’ll give it my best.” Then, to Annabel: “And this conversation is not over, young lady.”
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STEVE ARRIVED AT IMMINENT Records at 9:58 a.m.—two minutes before his scheduled appointment with John Levi, his agent. John had been part of his “group” ever since his old days in the band, when John had been the manager. Because of his good job booking gigs and tours for Steve’s band, John had gone on to greener pastures once the band called it quits.

John was a former lawyer. He’d lost his practicing license after being disbarred for some sexual advance he’d made on an intern. Then he changed his last name to ‘Levi,’ to sound more Jewish, since “everyone in this business is Jewish,” according to him, moved onto music, and Steve reluctantly took him on board. He was a smart guy, so despite his failings as a human being, he seemed to thrive in business.

And despite being part of Steve’s “group,” he was one of the people Steve disliked the most. And it had nothing to do with the sexual harassment allegations, though that had put a damper on their relationship, too.

No, even while John meandered across the room to greet his client, Steve remembered why he disliked him so much.

It was because John was the physical embodiment of milquetoast. His two favorite food groups: milk and toast. He had a generic comb-over haircut that employees at Wal-Mart across the land were probably forced to imitate. He was the plainest bagel in the shop. He could have had any Biblical name in the Good Book, but of course it had to be John. He didn’t look like he’d had a radical idea in his life, and “spur of the moment” was a phrase not found in his lexicon. He probably drove a Prius—for the good gas mileage—went to sleep before 10:00 every night and ate cereal like cheerios—combining his love for milk and toast—try Lucky Charms, man! Be the change! Start the revolution! He probably considered salt a spice. The porn he watched was strictly missionary. No one ever gave him a nickname. You could say John Levi was lackluster, but he had no luster to lack.  

Steve didn’t know if any of these things were true, but this was the story he liked to make up about John Levi. It all came flooding back to him as John smartly stepped across the linoleum floor to greet Steve, and Steve couldn’t help but smile. Clearly, though, John thought the smile was directed at him, so he attempted to smile back, but instead just looked a bit sickly. 

During the band days, Steve had made John look like an actual human being, rather than a cardboard cutout of one. Steve had acted as John’s wild side, his charisma, his “spur of the moment.” 

Now John had joined the business side of music—management, artist and repertoire, and publishing—he’d clearly reverted back to his old ways.

“Hello, Steven,” John said in a voice so vanilla it could sour milk. He stuck out his hand.

“John, how goes it?” Steve asked, shaking John’s hand. It was clammy, and Steve inwardly groaned.

“Dale said you have something presentable for me?”

I sincerely doubt Dale used the word “presentable.”

“Yeah, we both think we’ve got a winner here.” Steve reached into his jacket and pulled out the unmarked, burned CD. It didn’t look professional, of course, but that was not the point. This was a preliminary step, to see if John liked the song, first. From there, other details and ideas could be hashed out . . .

For whatever reason, and despite being a man of mediocre averages, John Levi had a good sense for what sounded good and what would sell. John having that knack was one of the Great Mysteries of the World, Steve thought.

So, the first step was to hope John Levi liked the tune.

“What is it?” John asked.

Steve shrugged. “A little bit rock ‘n’ roll, a little bit blues, and a whole lot of attitude.” His smile vanished as he shook his head, How lame do I sound? Ah . . . the beauty of trying to sell yourself.

The truth was, Steve didn’t really know how to explain Annabel’s music. Dale would have been better suited for the job, but Dale and John weren’t friends, or even acquaintances. Steve and John were . . . at least close to one of those things.

“Angsty attitude? Emo attitude? What are we talking about here? It is not like the last thing you sent me, I hope.” John also didn’t like to use contractions, for whatever reason.

Steve waved his hands in the air. “No, no, nothing like that.” He punched the CD toward John, all but forcing him to take it. “Just give it a listen, man. It’s only one song.”

John frowned. Or, rather, his lips crinkled weirdly. He said, “That is it? Do you have any more?”

Nodding, Steve said, “Of course. But we just want to make sure you like that one before we waste time building up a whole EP, y’know?”

“That seems like an adequate usage of your time, and a good way to allocate resources. I keep telling you—”

“Okay, John, it’s been good chatting. I have another meeting on the other side of town, though,” Steve was already backing away, trying to escape before John got into a spiel or bored him to death with business-minded rhetoric.

John tilted his head and looked at the fleeing Steve like a sad cyborg might look at his creator. 

“Let me know what you think!” Steve called from across the way.

Then he was gone from the building. 
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BACK AT THE STUDIO, before interacting with either Annabel or Dale, who were both replaying a new, vocal-less track in the recording room, Steve sprang up to his bedroom and grabbed his computer. He had an idea, one he wanted to keep to himself for the time being. 

He took the laptop out into the brisk Sunday afternoon, grabbed a copy of the Union Tribune from a newspaper kiosk, and went next door to Buddy’s Diner. There he ordered soup and a sandwich and tore open the newspaper, until he found a small section with news of the crash from the day before. There were two small pictures—of faces, not the actual crash—near the headline. 

Steve snaked Buddy’s Wi-Fi and went onto Facebook which, as everyone in the modern era knew, was the contemporary equivalent of the yellow pages, if you wanted it to be.

He typed in “Shannon Barton” and did some cyberstalking. Within minutes he’d found a person with a profile picture that seemed to match the little picture in the daily newspaper.

He clicked on her profile and looked at some pictures, read up on some info, and came to this conclusion:

Shannon Barton was a widow living in La Jolla, originally from Wisconsin. She’d moved with her husband, who had been in the Navy, but he’d been killed in action in Iraq in 2008. Steve frowned at that tidbit—her life was already marred with tragedy, and now she seemed to face another heavy obstacle with this car crash and killing a homeless person.

She still had pictures with her husband on her Facebook wall. 

Finding out her history made Steve feel more than a little guilty. 

But it didn’t take him too long to find her home address, either. 

And he had questions. 

He hopped back in his car and headed toward La Jolla.  
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CHAPTER EIGHT





[image: image]





It was time for Steve to put on his Sherlock hat and do a little sleuthing. He’d always considered himself somewhat of a detective, and now was the chance to put some of what he’d learned binge-watching police procedurals into action. In his earlier years, he’d figured that if this music thing didn’t pay off, perhaps he’d become an investigator. 

He also clearly watched too many Law & Order marathons.

And so, the years dragged on and he never fulfilled that dream, instead entrenching himself deeper in the music business despite all the failures and hardships. You could say Steve Remington was nothing if not persistent. When he hit bottom, he dug deeper to see how far the bottom really went. 

He pulled his ratty Lexus up next to a nice little house in the La Jolla hillsides, off Pearl Street. Most of the street names in La Jolla were cute little Mexican phrases like Avenida de la Playa and Playa del Norte, save for Pearl Street. La Jolla was the most upper class district in San Diego, complete with its own town council and rules. If Pacific Beach was where new money went to party, La Jolla was where old money retired. Pacific Beach was do-it-yourself, health-conscious, cosmopolitan; La Jolla was trust fund babies, upturned-noses, segregated.

Needless to say, Steve didn’t have the greatest opinion on residents of La Jolla, nor did he expect to learn much from Mrs. Shannon Barton. But he had to at least try, if only to save himself from a mental breakdown.

Plus, it felt good to be away from Annabel for a while. He was starting to grow unusually close to her, but at the same time she was the personification of everything that was going wrong in Steve’s head. He was in quite a pickle.

The house Shannon Barton stayed at was a midsized, single-story white house with a classic white picket fence. It was dwarfed by its neighboring houses, which resembled castles and contemporary art museums more than houses. The La Jolla Museum of Contemporary Arts was actually just down the street. He realized he’d never learned what Mrs. Barton did for a living, but clearly her neighbors were doing something better, which, given the location, they would surely let her know about on a daily basis. 

Steve stood from his car, inhaled sharply, and marched toward the front door. Along the stucco wall around the door were little plaques that read “HOPE” and “LOVE” and “PASSION.”

Typical, Steve thought, unsure where his anger sprouted from. Had La Jolla really ever wronged him so? No, he decided. He was just in one of his moods.

He knocked on the door.

A moment later, a voice came from the other side. “Who is it?”

It was a female voice, which was a good start, but it didn’t sound pleased to have visitors.

“Mrs. Shannon Barton? My name is Steve Remington. I was wondering if I could ask you a few questions.”

Dammit, I already sound like Detective Stabler, Steve thought, realizing his Law & Order chops were showing too strongly. 

“About what?”

“About your car accident yesterday afternoon.”

A pause. Then, “Are you the cops? I already told them everything I could remember.”

“No, ma’am, I’m not the police.” Everything she could remember? That doesn’t sound promising.

“Are you the media? You know . . . the news?”

“No, ma’am.”

Another pause. “Then what do you want? Who are you?”

“The man you killed was my friend.”

Steve heard a yelp come from the other side of the door. “Oh, G-God, I’m . . . I’m very sorry, sir, but I don’t think there’s anything to discuss.”

She sounded frightened now and, Steve realized, for good reason. Retribution was a common trait amongst Americans—she’d probably seen a few SVU episodes herself. Steve realized his error in mentioning Tumbleweed had been his friend. 

And really, could Steve even call Tumbleweed his friend? He didn’t even know the guy’s real name—their relationship amounted to the few conversations they’d had while the guy was bumming cigarettes from Steve.

He tried a different approach. He took three steps back so he’d be visible in the door’s peephole. Then he held his hands up in surrender. 

“No, no, Mrs. Barton, I’m not here for revenge or anything like that. If you’ll look, I’m unarmed . . . I have no wish to harm you . . . I’ll stay back here, off your stoop . . . I mean he wasn’t really that much my friend—”

Now I just sound like an asshole, he thought, realizing he was rambling. 

Then the door swung open. 

The woman’s eyebrows were arched and angry. “What the hell is wrong with you?”

Steve put on his best pleading look. “I’m sorry, ma’am . . . I just . . . I just want to talk. I’ve had a rough couple of days.” He was about to tell the woman his father had just been buried, but he was growing tired of using that as an excuse for his melodrama and emotional outbursts.

“What is it?”

Steve was struck by how pretty she was—blonde and curvy, a low-cut, flowery dress—even though she had tired lines around her eyes. She was visibly upset. Steve thought he probably would be too if he’d just accidentally killed someone. 

Steve was somewhat tongue-tied at her abrupt appearance. He stuttered for a moment, then gathered his thoughts. More calmly, he said, “I was wondering how you got released from the hospital so quickly.”

Shannon shrugged. “I wasn’t very injured in the crash. So they let me go.”

“Even though you ki—” he paused and restarted. “Even though there was a . . . fatality?”

Shannon just stared at him, her eyes narrowing a bit. 

“And you knew the man who signed your discharge papers and took you home? Aiden O’Shaunessy?”

Shannon nodded. “I work at Barona as a waitress. He’s a regular there—always tips me nicely.”

Ah, Steve thought, now we’re getting somewhere. Mister Gingerbread Man is a gambler as well as an alcoholic. But how did he find out Shannon was in a crash? Hmm, maybe I’ll get to that later . . .

Seeing that Steve now stared blankly at her, ruminating, Shannon said, “Is that all?”

Steve snapped back to reality. He shook his head profusely, like he was clearing his mind of cobwebs. “Are you not under investigation?” Steve looked around the property. “I don’t see any policemen keeping you locked up here.”

Shannon shrugged. “They said not to go anywhere, that I might be charged for Dangerous and Reckless Driving. But they also said since the guy was homeless, no initial charges were pressed. Maybe if he’d had a home, or friends—people who cared . . .”

Steve frowned deeply. He bowed his head a little. 

Shannon must have seen the genuine sadness overtake Steve’s face, for her own face softened for the first time. She looked ashamed and said, “I-I’m sorry, that was terrible. I’ve just been going crazy—I can’t believe what happened.”

Steve nodded his understanding. “And do you . . . know what happened?” he asked slowly.

She shook her head. “I truly don’t. It’s the weirdest thing. One minute I was driving, the next minute I was being interrogated in the hospital. But since I wasn’t impaired or under the influence, the cops let me go. I’m not sure how much Mister O’Shaunessy paid them to let him take me.”

Steve cocked his head at the last sentence. That was a strange thing to say. Why would Carrot Top pay them anything if she was okay to leave on her own? To keep quiet about something? Steve’s police-procedural-brain started going apeshit at the possibilities.

He’d heard enough. He’d learned a little, but unfortunately the ultimate question—what happened, and how—had gone unanswered. He blamed the possible concussion she was suffering from. 

As if reading his mind, she said, “It’s not the concussion. I don’t think—that’s not why I don’t remember, I mean.”

“What do you mean by that, Mrs. Barton?” Steve asked, leaning forward a bit in anticipation.

“Well, there’s one thing that keeps popping up in my head—about the crash, I mean. How it happened, or why. I don’t know.” She was getting flustered, staring at the ground with the veins around her temples protruding.

“What is it?” Steve asked as gently as he could. 

“I haven’t told the cops or the press . . .” she said, trailing off. Then she looked up from the ground, stared into Steve’s eyes. “And if I tell you, you can’t either.”

Steve nodded imperceptibly. “You have my word.”

“It’s a phrase that keeps rising to the top of my brain, like it’s a justification for what happened . . .”

Steve sighed, losing patience, on the edge of his seat, blah blah blah, spit it out already.

“I did it for love.”

A windswept silence filled the space between Steve Remington and Shannon Barton. They stared at each other with equally confused looks on their faces. 

“What do you mean?” Steve asked at last.

Shannon shrugged. “I’m not sure. But that’s the phrase that keeps popping back into my head; I did it for love.” 
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UNDERSTANDABLY, STEVE was more confused when he left Shannon Barton’s house than when he’d arrived. It was now nearly 4:00 p.m. and as he drove down Pearl Street he stared off at the sun, which was beginning to wane toward the horizon. It would still be another hour or two before sunset.

He decided he needed some air—some space from all this madness. Some space to think.

He drove west down Pearl Street, down the hill, and when it would have turned south to go back toward Pacific Beach, or north toward the freeway, he just kept heading west.

He took a few side streets and came to Marine Street, drove all the way to the cul-de-sac at the bottom of the hill that separated the street from the beach. You could drive your car all the way to the railing at the bottom of the cul-de-sac, just feet from the beach, so that’s what Steve did.

Then he sat in his car and stared out at the beach, at the lifeguard tower near the rocky backend of the sand, the relaxed people sunbathing, and the mellow surfers gliding across the small waves, the sun’s white reflection off those waves. 

‘I did it for love,’ Steve thought, lowering his window and lighting a cigarette. He leaned back in his chair and puffed, wondering what that phrase could have meant. She seemed as confused about it as I was.

Whatever the case, if it was an excuse or justification for what happened, it made one thing clear: the crash was not an accident. It was premeditated . . . 

Just maybe not by her.  

A shiver ran up Steve’s spine.

What if my fears are true? What if Shannon Barton actually was trying to kill me? She didn’t look like the bloodthirsty type . . . but looks can be deceiving. 

DUN. DUN. DUN—

“Smoke on the Water” was playing. 

Steve snapped out of his reverie and reached into his pocket, grabbing his phone. He groaned as he read the Caller ID:

JESUS JOHN

It was the name he’d made for John Levi, because “Jesus, John, can’t you be a little more interesting?” He realized someone had made a nickname for John after all.

“Yellow,” Steve said into the phone as he blew out smoke.

“Steven, it is John Levi.”

Steve rolled his eyes at the way John introduced himself—it was the little things that pushed Steve’s buttons. “I know, John. My phone does this funny thing where it tells me who’s on the other end if I have their number saved.” 

“Do you have a moment?”

“Yes, John.”

“Excellent. I have some good news.”

Steve’s heart jumped in his ribcage. A sudden surge of endorphins swam through his body. He sat up a little straighter in his seat. “What’s up, man?”

“My colleagues and I would like to hear more of your client’s work. Can you send us a full EP? We all like what we heard.”

Steve’s eyes shot open wide. “Does that mean . . .”

“Yes, we are thinking of representing her.”

Steve tried to compose himself and sound important. “Well . . . I’m her manager, John. I represent her.”     

“Of course, Steven. Regardless, we would like to meet her. When you are finished with those other tracks, how about you bring them in and bring her with you?”

“Absolutely!” 

“Great. I will see you at 10:00 a.m. on Tuesday morning, then.”

Steve clenched his jaw. It was Sunday. That’s in two days! he thought, but he also couldn’t contain his excitement. 

“Of course, John. Tuesday it is. I’ll introduce you to Annabel. I think you’ll like her even more when you meet her in person.” 

“Yes?”

“Yeah. She’s out of this world, man.”
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Back at the studio, Steve came in excitedly, bursting with energy. His relaxing time was long past gone. He tore into the recording room where Dale and Annabel were sitting, as usual, and said, “We’ve got a meeting with John Levi on Tuesday! He wants to meet Annabel!”

Dale swiveled in the commander’s chair. His face was a mixture of elation and apprehension, one eye larger than the other. “Didn’t you just see him? What does he want to meet Annabel for?”

“I think he wants to sign her, man. To Imminent Records.”

Dale nodded sagely, as if the good news were to be expected. “Can we trust him?”

Steve scratched his head, perplexed. “Of course we can, Fats. I’ve known John for a long time. This is the real deal. Why, what’s wrong? I thought you’d be stoked about this!”

“I am,” Dale said, then turned to Annabel, “but I just want to make sure we’re doing what’s right for Bel.”

Steve faced Annabel. “Isn’t this what you wanted, Bel?”

She nodded vigorously. “Yes! This is excellent!” Then she jumped up from her stool and lunged at Steve, wrapping her thin arms around him and squeezing tightly. “Thank you, Mister Steve!”

Steve blushed, not knowing what to do, and returned the hug. Then he pushed Annabel gently to arm’s-length and a serious look took over his face. “There’s just one caveat . . .”

“Here we go . . .” Dale muttered.

“Don’t be such a downer, Fats. We just have to finish the other three songs by Tuesday. He wants us to bring in an EP.”

“Tuesday?!” Dale cried out. “That’s . . . that’s the day after tomorrow!”

“Yeah,” Steve said, “we’d better get a move on it.”

The trio dove into their work, dedicating the rest of the night to finishing the remaining three songs. They at least had to get through half of it by tonight, so they could finish the remaining half tomorrow, on Monday.

At one point, Steve escaped to retrieve some sandwiches from Buddy’s for them all, but besides that they stuck to a strict regimen. It wasn’t just the recording that needed to be finished—Dale was a perfectionist, and so was Steve, to some extent. They wanted the four songs to sound as good as possible, so that meant mixing and mastering and all the other technical aspects that went with creating a song.

The working title of the EP was “Nevermore,” continuing their play on words surrounding Edgar Allan Poe’s piece, The Raven. 

At one point, late in the night, Steve went out to smoke. He sat on the street curb in front of the studio. Annabel joined him. The four songs had their instrumentation done—all that was left was for Annabel to sing on them.

And that’s where the problem lay. Everyone was nervous about what would happen.

If what Annabel said was true, and something bad happened whenever she sang, how could that lead to a sustainable business model? Steve wondered this to himself, then he brought it up to Annabel.

“Is this dangerous, what we’re doing, Bel?” Steve asked. “Are we in over our heads?”

Annabel sighed. She didn’t smoke, but she stared up at the night sky, which was a brilliant purple, cloudless, and filled with firefly stars. She shrugged but didn’t answer. She ran a hand through her jet-black hair. She seemed unconcerned. Perhaps too unconcerned. “Aren’t we getting a little ahead of ourselves? We haven’t even met your friend yet.”

“I’m just trying to plan this thing . . . everything’s happening so fast,” Steve said, ashing his cigarette. Just yesterday, someone had tried to kill him. Originally, he’d thought it was Shannon Barton, but now he wasn’t so sure. He asked Annabel, “Are any of you mythical people capable of mind control, Bel?” It seemed like a ridiculous question, but these were ridiculous times, and the more entrenched he became in Annabel’s world, the more he started to go along with it. If he woke up from this bad dream, then he could forget it all. But until that time . . . he had to roll with the punches and accept whatever craziness was going on.

A momentary pause, then, “I’m sure. There are Mythics with powers you or I couldn’t even comprehend.”

Steve nodded and groaned. He was afraid of that answer.  

Annabel noticed Steve’s frightened pause. She said, “But they’d have to be part of Terrus—your world—in order for them to affect you.”

There was another long pause as Steve finished his cigarette. Then he asked in a low voice, “Are you happy to be in my world?”

Annabel looked at Steve’s expectant face, her eyes glittering in the moonlight. She opened her mouth to speak, then paused. A moment later she started again. “Ever since I saw Ludwig van Beethoven in my world, performing with other Mythics, I’ve been obsessed with music. As the years wore on, I realized no one in my world could ever interact with the people in yours. It made me very sad, to know I would never have a human audience. And when we lost Beethoven to Terrus, I feared we’d lost art on Mythicus.”

Annabel’s eyes were misty. Steve’s eyes were bulging, but Annabel hadn’t noticed. She continued, “Now that I’ve been thrust into your plane of existence . . . yes, I am happy. It’s a breath of fresh air—new life. Maybe now I can pursue my dream.”

She stopped speaking and folded her hands in front of her. She looked mildly ashamed, for some reason, but Steve had just one question:

“You saw Beethoven? Like, in real life?”

Annabel nodded.

Steve chuckled. Of course she had. It was just another improbable impossibility he’d have to take at face value. “When were you . . . born? If you don’t mind me asking.”

“I’m not sure exactly. During the latter half of the eighteenth century, I believe. I never knew my parents, and the ones I have now found me in Romania and took me with them across the seas to the newly formed United States of America, once they’d won their independence.”

“So, you’re”—Steve looked down and counted on his fingers—“Almost three hundred years old?”

“Something like that.”

Steve scratched the stubble on his face. He smiled at her and said, “Well, you look pretty good for your age.”

Annabel’s eyes twinkled even more as the grin on her face grew. “You don’t look so bad yourself, Mister Steve.”

Steve realized they’d scooted closer to each other on the curb. Their legs were almost touching, though no heat was coming from Annabel’s body.

“In my last dream, your parents demanded I seek the Druid. Do you know anything about that? Or where we can find her?”

Annabel shook her head.  

Steve said, “I’m sure your parents will visit me again soon and be . . . most displeased.”

Annabel put a hand on Steve’s shoulder. “We’ve been busy with the music, following our dreams and such. How about when we’re done with this, then we can go looking for this Druid—together?”

Steve said, “I’d like that.”

After a moment of silence, a few cars sailing down the boulevard, Steve peeked at Annabel’s long hair, which hid her face from him. He had the sudden urge to run his hand through it. He also had the urge to kiss her—though he felt slightly ashamed. Though she looked young, she was not . . . by any means. Would it be so wrong? How would she react? Would her lips be warm—or icy, like he expected? She sat there like she expected him to do something . . .

So he leaned closer to her . . . 

“Hey!” 

Steve and Annabel both jumped, startled. They turned their heads.

Dale’s round face was sticking out of the door. “Are we gonna finish these songs, or what? We can’t have a finished song without singing, you know!”

Steve cleared his throat as he stood from the curb. He helped Annabel up, who refused to look at him, apparently embarrassed. Flustered, she apologized to Dale and marched back into the studio.

Steve stood outside a moment longer, staring up at the sky and wondering if there were more people out there, like Annabel, somewhere in that vast ocean of stars.
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TUESDAY MORNING. STEVE, Dale, and Annabel were beat, tired, but hopeful. After finishing the vocals for the last track the night before, a fire engine had come screaming down Garnet Avenue with its red lights flashing and siren blaring. They’d looked at each other, hoping Annabel wasn’t the cause of whatever emergency the fire truck was heading toward.

Now they took Steve’s Lexus to Imminent Records in Point Loma—about a ten minute drive on the I-5 South. At first, Dale had not wanted to attend the meeting. But Steve and Annabel had convinced him:

“You helped put these songs together!” Annabel had said. 

“She’s right, Fats. Your stamp is all over these tunes. Hell, you played most of the instruments, too,” Steve had added.

And so, begrudgingly, Dale had acquiesced and now sat in the backseat, taking up more room than any one body should legally be allowed to in an automobile. It felt like the car was dragging.

When they parked in front of Imminent Records, they shared a look and a deep breath with one another, then took off toward the door. John Levi was waiting for them in the lobby, with another cookie-cutter executive by his side.

John shook Steve’s hand and said, “Steven, this is Bill Sizemore. He has been the one considering the options regarding your client. And this . . .” he trailed off, staring past Steve, at Annabel, who seemed a bit shy and frightened. “This must be her.”

John scooted past Steve like he didn’t exist and extended his hand to Annabel. “Hello, Miss Lee, I am John Levi. I have heard so much about you.” He gave his best sickly smile.

Annabel nodded, neither smiling nor frowning, and said, “I’ve heard a lot about you, too. A pleasure,” and shook his hand.

Bill was a serious-looking, big man, who wore a suit and tie combo that matched John’s attire. They looked perfect for each other. The look on Bill’s face was hard to place, but he seemed calculating, no-frills. Steve thought he looked like the kind of person who would get very annoyed if you sneezed more than one time in a row. 

“Shall we?” Bill asked, gesturing the group to a small conference room. They all obliged the big man—Dale was busy stacking himself up to Bill, seeing who was bigger—and escaped into the room.

Once they’d sat at the table, John put his hands in a steeple in front of him—every bit the consummate businessman. “Did you bring the other three tracks I requested?”

Steve pulled the burned CD out of his jacket pocket. He handed it to John and said, “I think you’ll be pleased with what you hear.”

“I am sure,” John said. Though there was a CD player and a turntable in the room, he didn’t bother loading the disc up. Instead, he put the CD next to him, re-steepled his hands, and turned to Annabel. 

“How old are you, Miss Lee?” he asked.

Annabel stuttered, then glanced at Steve. He took that as his cue and said, “She’s nineteen. Is that going to be a problem?”

“No, no, that is perfect,” John said. “As long as she is not a minor. That brings other technical legalities into this whole thing—I am sure you understand.”

Steve glanced at Dale, who sat leaning back in his chair, full dude vibe, not paying much attention to what was going on around him. He seemed happy to be hidden from scrutiny, that no one had tried talking to him yet.

“So, Miss Lee—”

“Please, call me Annabel.”

“Of course. So, Annabel, we have a few ideas in the works for your song. We would like to sign you to Imminent Records, but the question is how . . .” John trailed off ominously and poked his fingers together like an evil scientist. 

“Are you thinking of proposing a Single Deal?” Steve asked. “Because I think that would be a mistake. The other three songs are good, too. Maybe even better than that first one.”

A Single Deal was quickly becoming the most popular record deal that labels offered artists. Ever since iTunes, singles had become the main revenue stream for songwriters, as opposed to full albums, and publishers, since the publisher could cherry-pick the songs without putting up the capital for a whole album. Plus, it was easier to push a single than it was to promote a whole album, especially for an unknown like Annabel.

John shook his head at Steve. “We considered that but decided against it.”

Clearing his throat, Bill took over. He leaned forward in his seat and said, “We’d like to offer a combination Profit Split and Artist’s Deal. We don’t usually do this, but we both think we have something special here, and that it could work.”

Steve narrowed one of his eyes at Bill. He knew what a Profit Split was, and what an Artist’s Deal was, but not together. “How exactly would that . . . work?”

A Profit Split Deal was where an unsigned artist requested a record label for marketing and promotion, but not production—recording, mixing, etc. Labels loved this because it cut down costs. In fact, the only real investment for the label would go toward marketing. If the release worked out, everyone shared the profits. If it didn’t, the label didn’t mind because they had little money at risk. 

An Artist Deal was where one big artist signed a smaller, lesser-known act. These were popular in today’s landscape: One Direction signing 5 Seconds of Summer, Drake co-signing The Weeknd, etc. The theory was that one popular artist with the Midas Touch would give the smaller artist a big boost right out the gate.

“Well,” Bill said, “Imminent Records will market Annabel’s single, or EP, and in return we would put Annabel under the tutelage of one of our bigger acts. This way Annabel could have a fighting chance at making it.”

Steve stroked his chin. His eyes shot over to Annabel, who was sitting beside him. He hadn’t expected things to get so technical and serious so quickly. But he should have expected it, going into a meeting with John Levi, the perennial business associate.

While Steve stayed quiet, Annabel spoke up. “Who is the artist you would like to sign me alongside?”

“I’m glad you asked,” Bill said, smiling. “Her name is Nersi Magdalin.” 

Steve’s eyebrows jumped up his forehead. “I’ve heard that name,” he said. “She’s like . . . really popular.”

“Exactly,” Bill said. “We think her music fits nicely with Annabel’s.”

Annabel seemed a bit apprehensive, fidgeting her fingers and biting her lower lip. Steve put his hand gently on her shoulder and said, “Would you excuse me and Bel—my client—for a moment to discuss?”

“Absolutely,” Bill said.

Steve and Annabel got up from the table, leaving Dale alone to fend off against both businessmen. 

Once in the corner of the room, Steve said, “What are your thoughts? No pressure, but I think we should do it.”

Annabel nodded solemnly. “We don’t even know the terms yet, though.”

Steve shrugged. “Let’s say they’re favorable. For argument’s sake. Have you heard of Nersi Magdalin?”

Annabel nodded. 

“She’s famous. If we could open for her . . . The sky’s the limit.”

“She’s also a siren,” Annabel said. 

Steve tipped his head. “Huh?”

“Have you ever wondered why her songs—which are so smooth and emotional and sultry—attract so many men? It’s because she’s a siren.”

Steve sighed. Though that tidbit was shocking, he tried to hide his surprise. “Nonetheless—”

“You’re right,” Annabel said. “Let’s do it. Screw it. See what happens.”

“That’a girl.”

They returned to the table just in time to hear Dale say: “Why can’t Ray Charles see his friends?” 

Bill and John shared an uncomfortable look and shrugged. 

“Because he’s married,” Fats finished. Then he slammed the glass table with the palm of his huge hand, nearly shattering the glass. Shortly after, his bellowing, earthquaking laughter split the room, drawing eyes from all different corners of the building. 

Bill and John fake chuckled at Dale’s joke.

Steve, still standing, said, “We’d like to see the agreement you have in mind, mull it over for a day, if that’s fine with you. Have our lawyer look at it.” Of course Steve didn’t have a lawyer—he’d never gotten that far in his record-signing days—but he wanted to sound legit. Plus, he knew his AA sponsor, Henry, was a lawyer, he just didn’t know what kind of law he practiced.

“That would be fine, Steven,” John said.

“Just remember, this is only a preliminary situation. Depending on how this goes, we’d like to readdress the deal in a couple months,” Bill added.

“Of course,” Steve agreed. 

“Then I think Johnny here can handle the rest, yes?” Bill stood from his seat and patted John on the back. He was mid-forties and looked busy, and Steve only then realized he was probably the CEO of Imminent Records. 

John tensed for a moment, probably at being called ‘Johnny,’ then said, “Of course, Mister Sizemore.”

Bill flashed another smile. “Great. Then I’ll look forward to hearing from you all. I’ve got to run.” He shook Steve’s hand from across the table, gave Annabel a knowing nod, muttered “Good luck” to her, and ignored Dale. Then he left the room.

“All right, Johnny,” Steve smirked. “Let’s see it.”

John left the room and returned a moment later with the contract; a few stapled sheets of paper. He said, “Please try to return this within forty-eight hours.”

“Why, does the likelihood of it dying increase by seventy-five percent if not returned in the first forty-eight?” Steve asked, reaching for the contract and smiling.

John furrowed his substantial brow. “What?”

“Never mind,” Steve said, waving. John obviously hadn’t ever seen The First 48.

“Right,” John said, proving he was immune to humor. Steve was convinced he was more Terminator than human.

Steve, Annabel, and Dale kept their cool while John led them through the lobby to the exit. It was difficult, but they walked with their heads held high and their chests puffed out. 

Then they hit the daylight outside and their cover was blown. They all hooted and jumped up in joy, giving each other high-fives and fist pumps. 

“I can’t believe it!” Steve said, hugging Annabel tightly and shaking her in his arms. “It’s all happening!”

Annabel was also jubilant, but in a more subdued fashion. She was always more subdued, so even in celebration it came as no surprise she kept her emotions close to the chest. “We need to make sure those men aren’t trying to take advantage of us . . .”

“Of course, of course,” Steve said, nodding furiously. He quieted down, but then his excitement boiled over again, and he pumped his fists in the air. “We did it!” He looked up at the sky and said, “Take that, Dad!”

“Guys, guys,” Dale said, drawing Steve and Annabel’s attention. “You know what this means, right?”

Steve and Annabel shared a confused look.

“It’s a celebration, bitches! Come on, I’m buying!”
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That night Dale took them out to The Shack Bar & Grill in La Jolla, a place Steve used to frequent during his drinking days. He was a bit anxious about going back to his old stomping ground, knowing Henry would be dismayed if he were to find out Steve was within restraining order-distance of a bar. But Steve had a lot of faith in his willpower, and he didn’t want to be a Negative Nelly and shy away from the celebration.

It was a momentous occasion, after all. They hadn’t even looked over the paperwork, which was highly frowned upon in the industry, or any industry, but the words “We’d like to sign Annabel Lee” were enough of an excuse to party.

So they took Steve’s car, as usual, because a) Annabel didn’t drive, and b) Dale was already hammered before they’d left Remington Studios. 

The trio arrived in La Jolla by sundown. Walking up the steps to The Shack, Dale had to lean on Steve to make it. 

The Shack was a staple of the La Jolla community, sort of a happy medium between Pacific Beach and La Jolla. It was named after the famous straw hut, aka “the shack,” down the street at Windansea Beach. While the old money stayed home most nights in La Jolla, the youngsters still needed somewhere to go, and The Shack was the place. It was also one of the only bars in the area that stayed open until 2:00 a.m. The drinks were good and cheap, the atmosphere wasn’t threatening. The patrons were mixed between locals and tourists.

There were two pool tables set up in the center of the place, a newfangled jukebox in the corner that could be controlled by your phone—the nucleus of many disputes: “Who the hell skipped my song?!”—and an outside patio with a fireplace, where smoking was allowed. Flat-screen TVs were set up around the place, both inside and out, and behind the bar.

Dale immediately went up to the pretty blonde bartender and ordered shots for all three of them, quickly forgetting Steve was sober. When Steve reminded him, Dale just shrugged and said, “More for me.”

Steve had a shot glass filled with Sprite, so he didn’t feel left out. Then Annabel said, “I’d like to propose a toast,” and looked around the bar. There were five or six people lined up on stools, watching the TVs and trying to hit on the bartender, while two groups in the corners of the room minded their own business. A few people were playing pool. Annabel ignored all the noise and said, “To Mister Steve and Mister Fats, who have made my dreams possible!”

Steve and Dale looked at each other, then Dale broke into a wicked grin and repeated the phrase. They all shot back their drinks, Dale slamming his empty glass on the bar counter. He said, “Fill us up a pitcher, will you, Miss?” to the pretty bartender. 

The bartender obliged, making sure to keep an eye on Dale as she did. Steve got another Sprite, and within minutes was starting to feel out of place. 

When the beer from the pitcher was doled out into glasses, Dale drained his in one solid gulp, in less than two seconds. Steve and Annabel just raised their eyebrows at the display. 

It must have been Dale that attracted the attention. Two men came walking up behind Steve, whose back was facing the entrance of the bar. 

“Quick drinking you did there, mate,” the man said. 

Steve recognized the voice. He turned around and realized he was staring into the freckled face of Aiden O’Shaunessy. 

“It’s you,” Steve said.

Aiden ignored Steve. He gazed up at Dale, who was at least two heads taller than the feisty Irishman, and said, “I’ll bet my friend here can outdrink you.”

Steve said, “We’re not taking bets, man. We’re just here to celebrate.” He turned to the man beside Aiden, who had bright eyes and a chiseled, handsome face. He had the jawline of a movie star and the kind of casual, messed-up hairdo women were weak for.

“What’s the celebration for?” Aiden asked, acknowledging Steve’s presence for the first time. 

“A business deal for our friend here,” Steve said, putting his hand on Annabel’s shoulder.

Aiden squinted his eyes at Steve. “Say . . . I know you from somewhere, aye?”

Steve frowned and nodded. He could smell the liquor coming from the man’s mouth. It was taboo to mention things outside of the rooms of AA, but he did anyway because he was disappointed to see this man drinking after just seeing him in a meeting the day before. “You saw me at the Alcoholics Anonymous meeting on Cass Street the other day.”

Aiden’s eyes lit up. “Ah, yes! That sham.”

What a coincidence, Steve thought, that I should run into this guy here, since I have questions for him . . . Like how and why did he discharge Shannon Barton from the hospital?

Steve jutted his chin toward Aiden’s half-drunk beer. “Why were you at a meeting if you’re drinking now?”

Aiden chuckled. “Like so many others, my friend; to appease the courts.” Then Aiden heard someone cheer behind him and spun around, his eyes focusing on the pool table. The eight ball had just gone in one of the pockets and one of the players was gloating, giving high-fives to his friends. Aiden cursed under his breath and reached into his pocket, producing a small wad of cash.

The winner of the game walked up to Aiden, took his money, and said, “Much obliged,” to which Aiden snorted and waved him off. When he turned around, Steve, Annabel, and Dale were staring at him.

“Had a bet on that game,” he said, shaking his head. “Figured the best player in the bar would win . . . but I figured wrong.”

“So, you like to take bets then,” Dale murmured, putting his elbows back and leaning against the bar. 

Aiden nodded. “It’s my blessing and my curse.” He looked up to the TV screen behind the bar and nodded his head. “Had the O.K. City Thunder to win that game, too.”

Steve faced the TV. A basketball game was on between the Oklahoma City Thunder and the Cleveland Cavaliers. The Thunder were down by ten points with less than a minute left in the game. 

“Looks like you’ll lose that one, too,” Steve pointed out, Captain Obvious-like.

Aiden shrugged. “Such is the nature of the beast. So, what do you say, big man . . . think you can take my friend in a little friendly drinking?”

Dale eyed the pretty boy standing next to Aiden. He said, “What’s your name, partner?” with the drawl of a Wild West cowboy. 

Pretty boy said, “Michelangelo.” He wore a leather jacket that perfectly formed to his body, and women in the bar kept looking at him. Then the women would turn around and forget about him.

Steve found that last bit kind of odd. He hadn’t gotten the “I’m Gonna Fuck You” eyes very often in his life, but he knew what it looked like. And for it to appear and disappear so quickly on these women’s faces was, quite frankly, baffling. What is Leonardo over here doing to turn them off?

“What’s the game?” Dale asked.

“Come on, Fats, this is stupid,” Steve said, but Dale ignored him. He was too inebriated to listen to his sober friend.

“I’ll bet a hundred bucks that Angelo here can Bible Study quicker than you,” Aiden said, reaching into his pocket. He wore dark green pants and a green suede jacket. Personally, Steve thought he looked a bit like the Lucky Charms leprechaun.

Annabel said, “Bible Study? Why bring God into this?”

Dale chuckled. “It’s not what it sounds like, Bel. It’s code . . . but my question is how do you know about it, little man?”

The muscles on Aiden’s neck tightened a bit at Dale’s unintentional slight. “I’ve been around the block a few times, mate.” Steve remembered this guy acting sort of Napoleonic at the AA meeting.

Annabel turned to Steve. “I don’t understand,” she whispered.

“It’s stupid slang for a group of people to try to slug beer as fast as they can.”

Annabel still looked confused. “But why—”

“To get right with the Lord, missy,” Dale said with a grin. Even with his explanation, Annabel was as confused as ever. 

Dale turned to Michelangelo and Aiden and said, “You’re on, good sir.”

They filled the glasses with the remaining beer from the pitcher, both of their glasses filled to the brim. The head of Dale’s beer slightly spilled over. 

Dale brought the two beers to a table and put them between him and Michelangelo, as if they were going to arm wrestle. They both gripped their beers and struck a pose. 

“Let us pray together,” Michelangelo said. 

Then their beers clanked together as they cheered each other. They slammed the glasses on the table and both drinks went up to their lips . . .

Michelangelo drained his fast. But Dale was quicker. He finished with a ring of froth around his lips, then belched in victory, throwing his hands in the air. 

“Dammit, Angelo!” Aiden said, snapping his fingers. He sighed and handed Dale five twenty-dollar bills. His disapproval vanished quickly, replaced with a friendly smile across his face. “You are a true drinksman, mister . . .”

“Dale . . . Dale Thornton.”

“Ah,” Aiden said, raising a finger to the sky. “Then I shall call you Thor, because your drinking abilities match those of the Norse Gods in Valhalla.”

Dale smiled awkwardly. “Okay . . .”

Aiden patted Dale on the shoulder, then went to the bar to order another pitcher for the table. It seemed he had accustomed himself to the company of Steve and his companions, regardless of what they thought of him.

When he left, Dale spoke in a low voice, hoping only Steve and Annabel could hear. “Guy looks like a leprechaun.”

Steve chuckled.

“That’s because he is,” Michelangelo said, seriously. He must have had pretty good ears to hear Dale’s whisper.

Steve glanced at Michelangelo, who was nodding. 

When Aiden returned, Steve said, “My friend here tells me you’re a leprechaun. Is that true?”

Aiden put down the pitcher on the table, cracked his knuckles, and held out his hand. “Aiden O’Shaunessy, leprechaun extraordinaire, at your service.”

“Extraordinaire?” Dale said while refilling his empty glass. “You seem pretty unlucky to me.”

Aiden chuckled. “It seems that would be my talent. I have enough gold coins to make the wealthiest real estate agent in La Jolla jealous, but I can’t seem to hold onto it.”

“So . . . an unlucky leprechaun?” Steve said. 

“Unluckiest, I’d say.” Aiden scratched his chin. “My gambling is not a problem. As long as there are rainbows on the rise, there’s enough money for me.”

Steve snorted. “You’re saying the myth is true—the pot of gold at the end of the rainbow?”

Smiling, Aiden winked. “Just have to know where to look.” Then the jovial expression on his face disappeared. “Though it doesn’t help that California’s in such a drought! It’s hurting my bottom line!”

Steve sighed. “A leprechaun with a gambling problem that chases rainbows across the state. Now I’ve seen everything.”

“I daresay you haven’t, mate.” Aiden turned to Michelangelo, patted him on the shoulder, and said, “Come on, show the winner a good time, yeah?” while thrusting his chin toward Dale. 

Michelangelo wandered off to a woman standing next to the nearby pool table. He quickly struck up an intimate-looking conversation with her. Steve and everyone else at his table gawked at the pretty boy and the pretty girl, wondering what would happen. Steve expected he knew what was about to happen . . .

Then Michelangelo turned around, toward Steve and the group, and pointed a finger at one of them, as if showing the woman the way down a runway. She was a fine brunette with a lot of makeup. As if on command, she sashayed toward their group. Then, when she reached Dale, she smiled up at him and threw herself into his arms.

Dale’s eyes bulged as he embraced the smaller woman. She was now feeling around his backside, feeling his side-lumps and ass.

“What the hell is going on?” Dale asked, dumbfounded. Steve and Annabel both stared at what was happening with the same astonishment on their faces.

Aiden’s smile only grew larger. “Angelo is a cherub—best wingman in town, I reckon.”

Steve ran a hand through his hair. “You mean like . . . an angel?”

Aiden nodded. “Of the lesser order. Yes.” 

Steve sighed. He’d seen enough of this ridiculousness . . . What is it about me that attracts these people? Banshees and leprechauns and sirens and cherubs . . . What is going on here?!

“What are you doing on Terrus, Mister O’Shaunessy?” Annabel asked the leprechaun out of the blue. They had all turned away from Dale and the woman, who were now deep in a passionate kiss—much to the chagrin of the woman’s apparent boyfriend, who was approaching from the pool table.

Aiden shrugged. “I was Seared into this world many, many moons ago. I’m just trying to make my way, young one.”

“Your way . . . back home?”

Steve leaned his head down to speak in Annabel’s ear. “What does ‘Seared’ mean?”

Abruptly, a man brushed past Steve and Annabel. He elbowed Aiden out of the way and came up to Dale and the woman in his arms. It was the same man from the pool table—the fury and anger on his face clear for all to see. 

Aiden scoffed. “Where, to Mythicus? And miss all this? Nonsense!”

Then the mystery man forcefully separated Dale and the brunette woman, tearing them apart from their lustful kiss.

“Hey, man!” Dale cried out.

“That’s my girlfriend, you bastard!” The man cocked his arm back.

As big as Dale was, he was really a big teddy bear. He put his hands up in surrender and said, “I didn’t do nothin’!”

Then the man punched Dale in the face, sending him reeling back.

Aiden jumped in from behind, grabbing the boyfriend by both arms. Though Aiden was small, he was squirrelly and fierce. He grunted as he crashed into a table and wrestled the man to the ground.

The blonde bartender was shouting now, pointing at the ruckus and calling over a bouncer. Dale was holding his face. Steve and Annabel both looked at each other with wide eyes and went to Dale’s side. The woman Dale had been kissing looked dumbstruck as Aiden and her boyfriend rolled around on the ground in front of her. It was as if she had just been snapped back into reality from a wonderful dream state. Now she just looked confused and terrified to see her boyfriend on the ground.

The bouncer arrived before the fight got more out of hand. 

“We avoid PB to avoid this kind of shit, man!” Steve yelled at Aiden as the bouncer lifted the leprechaun to his feet. He had Aiden’s hands behind his back, but there was a furious, happy snarl on the leprechaun’s face. He didn’t look so nice now. His battle-ready Bonaparte side seemed to be winning out. 

The man who threw the first punch was trying to move forward to strike Aiden, but now his own girlfriend stopped him. He seemed to calm down all at once, but then slapped the brunette’s hands away. “Get away from me, whore!” he yelled.

Steve had so many questions for Aiden: about Shannon Barton, and the Mythics, and what being “Seared” meant—did he mean like tuna at a sushi restaurant?

But Aiden was being led toward the front stairs by the bouncer and was two steps away from being unceremoniously dropped on his ass and kicked out of the bar. 

“Wait, I have questions for you!” Steve called out, dropping all pretenses. He rushed forward, and now Michelangelo was standing before him—the pretty angel boy with his bright eyes. “Questions about Shannon Barton, leprechaun man!” Steve finished.

At hearing that, Aiden writhed in the bouncer’s arms, trying to break free. He screamed: “Show him where we’ll be, Angelo!”

Michelangelo, cool as a cucumber, pulled out a business card from his pocket and handed it to Steve. “See you there,” he said.

Steve stared at the card. It read: 

Pacific Beach Tarot 

1549 Garnet Avenue, 92109

“Other side,” Michelangelo said, walking away toward the stairs.

Steve turned the card around and read the back, which was scribbled with barely legible handwriting. It gave him a street address, one of those fancy, cute Mexican names that were common in La Jolla.

Aiden cried out, “Go there tonight! After-party!” but Steve was confused.

“Don’t worry!” Aiden added, just as the bouncer readied to push him down the stairs. “She will be there!”

Then he was gone. The bouncer had had enough, and he shoved Aiden down the stairs. The leprechaun went tumbling head over heels, his green jacket and pants making him look like a ripe green tumbleweed leaving the bar.

And his words stuck in Steve’s mind.

She? . . . Does he mean . . . the Druid?
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Steve talked Annabel and Dale into going to the address in La Jolla. It was a tough sell: Dale was too drunk to stand, and Annabel had seen enough excitement for the night. 

Steve explained, “Your parents told me to seek the Druid, and Aiden said she will be there!”

But Annabel said, “There are literally three-and-a-half billion possibilities who she could be.”

Frustrated, Steve said, “I think the odds that she’s someone important to our quest are a little greater than that.”

To which Annabel replied, “Fiiine. But we aren’t staying long, just long enough to find out if this information is legitimate.” She was a bit tipsy, too.

Steve closed Dale’s bar tab for him and they hurried down the stairs together. As they crossed the street toward Steve’s car, he pulled out his keys.

Then Dale saw there was a 24/7 Mexican restaurant—if a hole in the wall with a grill and two tables could be called a restaurant—in the same parking lot they were parked in. He started zombie-walking toward the place. 

Steve realized what was going on and rushed over to grab Dale. “No, you don’t, big guy. We’ve got somewhere to be.”

Dale pointed at the sign that said Rigoberto’s Mexican Food. “B-But . . . burrito.”

Steve gently pushed Dale’s hand down. “No burrito, Fats. We can eat later.”

Dale’s face contorted, drunk and confused. He couldn’t understand Steve, or he refused to try. He kept Frankensteining to the shop and Steve sighed. Dale was too much of an unstoppable force for him to do anything about it. 

Ten minutes later they were in Steve’s Lexus driving down La Jolla Boulevard, Annabel in shotgun, Dale in the back happily eating a California burrito, spilling hot sauce on Steve’s seats.

They drove up into the hills and onto a street called Avenida Mañana. The houses were verifiable mansions, hidden from most passersby. Steve kept eyeing the business card on his lap, looking for the right address. 

When they found it, Steve parked under a streetlight, which emanated blue, fluorescent light on his Lexus. “Here we are,” he said, turning off the car. He opened his door and looked up at the house. It was a modern luxury house with sleek windows and sharp corners, making it look more like a spaceship than a house. Lights were on inside and he could hear the unintelligible jabbering of people in multiple conversations. Music was playing at a proper level; from this distance he could only hear the bass.

The house was on a steep incline and he had to walk up innumerable steps, like he was traversing the Great Wall of China. He was panting when he reached the top. Looking back, he realized it would be another five minutes or so before Dale made it to the top, while Annabel was cresting the apex of the stairs. 

Watching Dale stumble around in the dark, Steve dreaded the effort it would take to bring Dale down these steps when they were leaving. But he figured he’d cross that bridge when he got there. One quest at a time.

Once they were all together, Steve knocked on the door and only had to wait three-point-five seconds for it to open. To his surprise, a well-dressed butler opened the door. He was dressed in the full getup: black tux and matching pants, white tie, white gloves, well-manicured mustache. He looked like a character straight out of Clue. It was the butler in the living room with the candlestick!

“Good evening, sirs and lady,” the butler recited, his face slightly upturned.

“Hi,” Steve said, then scratched his scalp. “We’re here for . . . the party?”

“But of course, sir,” the butler said with a slight bow. “Madam Amos has been expecting you.” He gestured with his gloved hands for them to follow him, and they did. 

Stepping into the house was like stepping into the Playboy Mansion. The door they’d entered through wasn’t actually the front door, it was the pre-front door that led them through a jungly courtyard with fountains and angelic sculptures pissing into the fountains. 

Dale giggled at the pissing angels and tried to reach out to touch a stream of “urine,” but was dissuaded when Steve slapped his hand away and scolded him like a child.

“Don’t touch.”

After making their way through the courtyard, they were at the actual front door, which was an old oaken double door that looked like it was whittled from an entire tree back in the 1500s. Two demonic, horned faces made up the door handles. 

Inside, the walls were white and decorated with priceless art pieces, while the temperature was warm and inviting. The butler led them down a hallway. The voices were getting louder as they walked through the labyrinth. Then they turned a corner and were suddenly at the mouth of a huge, domed room. About ten people were conversing in groups of three, surrounding a long table filled with hors d’oeuvres. 

Dale’s eyes lit up at seeing the table of foodstuffs, even though he’d just finished his burrito on the walk up the Stairway to Heaven.

The butler bowed to them and headed back from whence he came. 

Steve, Annabel, and Dale just stood there at the mouth of the room, unsure of what to do. The music was loud enough so they couldn’t hear the multiple conversations going on, but it wasn’t exactly a dance party, either. It seemed like the stereotypical after-party that followed the board meeting at the office. Everyone was dressed to the nines.

Everyone except Steve, Annabel, and Dale.

But that didn’t stop Aiden O’Shaunessy from bounding over with a big grin on his befreckled face. “Ah, gents, lady, you made it!”

Steve nodded. 

Aiden’s eyes found all theirs, save Dale’s, whose were stuck on the table of food. Aiden said, “Help yourself, mate,” and gestured toward the table.

Dale didn’t need to be told twice. He practically ran toward the table.

Aiden took Steve’s shoulder and led him away from the archway. Annabel followed. 

“I’d like to introduce you to someone—a dear friend of mine,” the leprechaun said.

There was a woman at the head of the table who stole Steve’s breath away. She had curly brunette hair that went past her shoulders, a crimson-red gown that barely crept past her thighs, four-inch stilettos, and the kind of cleavage that would make Page 3 girls weep. Her lips were deep red—like the rest of her attire—but her face was pale. 

Steve was immediately in love and aroused, and it took all his willpower to control himself. He’d never felt this way before. He literally wanted to jump her bones. It was like his mind wouldn’t listen to his body, and all the synapses in his brain were going off at the same time.

Aiden made a supercilious bow and said, “This is the baroness of the house, Lady Scarlet Amos. Scarlet, this is Steve Remington.”

The woman smiled and showed impossibly white teeth beneath her impossibly red lips. Steve’s heart melted just a little more. His eyes were wide in his skull as he shook the woman’s hand, then, quite uncharacteristically of him, he kissed the woman’s knuckles. He had never done that before, and he felt confused at doing it now.

Scarlet chuckled at Steve’s expense and said, “Aiden, you flatter me. But I’m just a simple hostess.”

“You’re stunning,” Steve blurted. Then his hand flew over his mouth in shock. He hadn’t told his mouth to form any words, so why then were words coming out of his mouth?

“You’re too kind,” Scarlet said. She had somewhat of a Southern drawl. Then she turned to Annabel, whose pale face was blushing furiously. Dressed in her typical white dress, she felt severely underdressed for this “party.” Scarlet pouted at Annabel. “And your friend . . . ?”

Steve shook his head vigorously. “Oh, yes, I’m sorry, madam. This is Annabel Lee.” He was even starting to speak differently, he realized. Something was not right here.

“Pleased to make your acquaintance, dear,” Scarlet said, gingerly shaking Annabel’s hand.

“And yours . . . madam.”

Scarlet turned to the shortest member of the group and said, “Now, Aiden, will you be a doll and entertain my guests? I have business to take care of.” She smiled again at Annabel and Steve—her gaze lingering on Steve for a little too long—then she walked toward the other end of the table. Wherever she walked, someone wanted to talk to her. It was usually a male who would try to woo her, even at the discomfort and dismay of the men’s wives and girlfriends.

Aiden came up beside Steve and, together, they stared at Scarlet’s sashaying, curvy ass as it disappeared from the room with a well-dressed man by its side. 

“She’s quite something, eh?” Aiden whispered. 

Steve nodded dumbly. 

“I wonder what her talent is,” Annabel said, with more than a little spite in her voice. 

“You couldn’t guess?” Aiden said. “She’s a succubus.”

Annabel snorted and ventured off toward the food table to try to find Dale. She quickly found him with a plate full of crab legs piled high, smoked salmon, and crackers with caviar. He took no time at all to begin stuffing his face with the delicacies.

“I don’t think your friend is too fond of Lady Amos,” Aiden said, chuckling.

Steve cleared his throat and turned away. “Neither am I,” he lied.

Aiden’s chuckle grew louder. He slapped Steve on the shoulder and said, “No need to lie, mate. Scarlet has a certain . . . allure. It makes her irresistible.”

“I could tell.”

“What you’re feeling is only natural.”

“Yeah, what I’m feeling feels natural . . . I just don’t know why I can’t control it.”

Aiden smiled. “Because she’s a succubus, mate. Her job is to seduce men.”

Steve narrowed his eyes. “Don’t succubus’—”

“Succubi.”

“Right. Don’t succubi steal the lives and souls of men, or something? I remember reading about that somewhere . . . like in the Odyssey.”

Aiden shook his head. “I think you’ve read too many mythology books.” Then he shrugged. “I mean, maybe she can. I don’t know. It’s funny you mention the Odyssey, though, because Homer himself was a Mythic, lost on Terrus.”

Steve furrowed his brow. 

Aiden grinned. “Where do you think he came up with all those creatures? I’m sure he met them in person.”

Steve shook his head, trying to figure out if Aiden was fucking with him or not. Still staring down the hallway, he asked, “And who is that man with her?” 

The succubus and her man had disappeared down the hall and through a door, out of sight.

“Her prey, I imagine.”

“I thought you just said—”

“Ah, Michelangelo, there you are!” Aiden interrupted, walking past Steve. Steve turned around and was face-to-face with the pretty boy angel from the bar.

Steve was starting to wonder if he was the only normal person here—or non-fantastical person . . . Non-Mythic? Terrusian?

Then he eyed Dale across the room, who was now seated on a throne-like chair so he could easily devour the food on his plate. No, even Dale was not normal. Steve thought Dale might be categorized as a behemoth, if they were getting mythological. 

“Where were you, my friend?” Aiden asked Michelangelo.

“Taking care of something,” the angel said in a low voice.

Steve’s eyebrows perked up. He glanced down the hallway that Scarlet had walked down, then he glanced at Michelangelo. “Something?”

Michelangelo shook his head. “Not like you think. Not with her.”

Steve said, “Hmph,” and crossed his arms over his chest. He looked around and realized Aiden had vanished.

Well, not actually vanished, because the leprechaun returned a moment later from a separate room, holding three beers. He handed one to Steve, who declined, and one to Michelangelo.

After taking the beer, Michelangelo smiled at Aiden while pointing at Steve. “He thought I was with Scarlet.” Then he chuckled, perhaps the one ugly sound that could come out of his gloriously handsome face.

When Aiden started laughing alongside Michelangelo, Steve just shrugged. “Is it so wrong to think that? You look like a comic book superhero . . . she’s beautiful.”

Aiden put a hand on Michelangelo’s shoulder, which was nearly eye-level with the leprechaun. “Oh, believe me, Scarlet’s tried. But he can’t.”

“Can’t?” Steve asked. “Or won’t?” He turned to Michelangelo for an explanation, who seemed reluctant to give one.

Eventually, Michelangelo sighed, his shoulders drooping. “It’s my curse,” he said. “Just how it seems Aiden here can’t ever win a damn gamble—”

“Can too, ass.”

“—I can’t fall in love.”

Steve was taken aback. “Like, never? What kind of a cruel joke is that?”

Michelangelo sighed. “My job is to make other people fall in love. But it seems I’m destined to forever be alone. It comes at quite a price, believe me—Scarlet gets angry whenever she sees me, because I’m the one person who isn’t falling all over her.”

“Which makes you that much more desirable, I assume?”

Michelangelo shrugged.

Steve turned back to the hallway in time to see Scarlet reappearing from the closed door. She adjusted her bosom and her heels clanked on the marble floor as she made her way back to the room. The man she had disappeared into the room with was nowhere to be seen.

“And why have you brought me here, Aiden?” Steve asked. “Why have you introduced me to this woman? You made her sound important.”

Aiden said, “She is important, mate. Maybe you should just talk with her and find out.”

Scarlet’s butler had made his way back into the room holding a tray of half-filled champagne glasses. Scarlet took one of the glasses, grinned salaciously at him, and wandered toward a group of people near the table. 

“I suppose I will,” Steve said, eyes ogling the succubus. Before he could tell his legs not to do it, he was walking in Scarlet’s direction.
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HE HAD GOTTEN HER ALONE. He didn’t feel safe as they slowly sauntered through the front courtyard. Well, he felt safe, per se, but he didn’t trust himself. His mind kept wandering to dirty, nasty things he wanted to do with this woman. It was quite distracting.

Scarlet glanced at him and chuckled. The look on Steve’s face was one she must have seen time and time again. Her only reaction to it was to smile and play it off like the hardcore sexual fantasies in Steve’s head were a part of everyday life.

And he didn’t want them to be. But he couldn’t help himself.

Think of Grandma, think of Grandma . . .

Just in case he couldn’t contain himself, Steve thrust his hands in his jacket pockets.

“Do I make you nervous?” Scarlet asked, innocently.

Steve just frowned and cocked his head in response.

Scarlet chuckled again. “I have that effect on people.”

“Yeah, Aiden told me what you are. And what you do to men.”

Scarlet’s joyous face sunk, turned a bit harder, like there was something dark under those eyes. “Aiden shouldn’t open his big mouth so much. And it isn’t just men, honey.”

Steve blushed, his mouth falling open.

Scarlet giggled, obviously enjoying Steve’s stage fright. 

“Jesus,” Steve said, “I feel like I’m in middle school trying to talk to my first crush.”

“Just relax, Steve Remington.”

Steve exhaled deeply. “Okay, well answer me this: why has Aiden brought me here?”

“I suppose he thinks I can help you.”

“And can you?”

Scarlet shrugged. “I guess it depends on what you want.”

“I don’t think you’d believe me if I—” 

Scarlet put up a finger to Steve’s lips, quieting him instantly. “Don’t assume what I will and will not believe, Mister Remington.” She raised her hands above her head, to gesture at the trees and fountains and statues. “Do you know how I came to have all this?”

Steve shook his head.

Scarlet took a seat on a stone bench, next to one of the fountains. The moon perfectly reflected down through the canopies of the trees and lit up the spot where she sat. “I’ve been on Terrus for many, many years. When I first came here, I realized what my power could get me . . . but I believe I chose the wrong profession.”

Steve said nothing, just cocked his head again.

“I was a teacher. A college professor of physics.”

Steve raised his eyebrows. “Wrong profession . . . how?”

He didn’t like the sound of where this was going. 

“Well, for starters, I had sex with all my students.”

“All of them?” 

Scarlet nodded. “I didn’t know how to control my powers yet.”

“I guess not.”

Scarlet flashed a quick frown. “Don’t be mean.”

“Sorry.”

“After that I sued the school for wrongful termination, and I won. And then—”

Steve’s hands came flying out of his pockets. He rolled his wrist and said, “Wait, back up. How the hell did you win?”

“They had no proof of my affairs—no one would snitch on me. And even if they had, what I was doing wasn’t illegal, just . . . highly frowned upon.”

There was a brief pause as Steve tried to unpack that. “Okay,” he said. “Continue.”

“Well, then I chose a profession more suited to my abilities. I became a prostitute.”

“Ahh,” Steve said, starting to understand where this was going.

“But that’s not where I ended,” Scarlet added, nixing Steve’s assumptions. She raised a finger and said, “What’s the one thing men love more than sex?”

Steve shrugged. “Couldn’t tell you.”

“Power.”

“Power,” Steve repeated, nodding.

“And many men feel a rush when they lose that power—if they know it’s not permanent. It can even become part of their sexual fantasies.”

Steve scratched his forehead. “So you—”

“Became a dominatrix,” Scarlet said. “That’s how I afforded this mansion and my butler and my lifestyle. And it’s why some people call me Baroness.”

“So that man you took into the room a few minutes ago?”

“A client. He paid me to squeeze his balls really tight and call him a little weasel over and over.”

That didn’t sit well with Steve, but he was starting to understand. Or at least he thought he was. 

But then, no, he was just as confused as before. “Wait,” he said. “Where were we going with this conversation?”  

“I just mean to say you can’t judge a book by its cover, Mister Remington. You can’t assume people won’t believe you when they tell you something fantastical. Some of us have really good imaginations.”

“As I imagine you do.”

Scarlet nodded. “So. Tell me what you’re looking for.”

Steve did. He started at the beginning, at his father’s funeral, when he met Annabel. He noted her sudden “arrival”—out of thin air. He talked about the car crash that nearly took him out, and Scarlet asked him questions along the way.

“And did you learn anything from this Shannon Barton woman?”

Steve shook his head. “Only that she ‘did it for love.’ Whatever the hell that means.”

Scarlet grunted and gestured for Steve to continue. 

He mentioned the nightmares he’d been having, about meeting Annabel’s vampiric parents in his dreams. Then he talked about meeting Aiden and said, “I feel like that guy’s stalking me.”

“Could very well be true,” Scarlet said. “He’s a con man of the highest order. But he’s also my friend. I don’t think he’s trying to harm you.”

And finally, Steve finished by mentioning what Annabel’s parents had told him in his most recent dream. “They said, ‘Seek the Druid. You’ll know when you’ve found her.’ ”

After his tale, Steve felt winded, like he’d just poured his whole heart and soul on the ground. There was a long pause between them, as they just stared at the cobblestone ground in front of them. 

“And that’s why you’ve come here—why Aiden has brought you here? You think I am the Druid?” Scarlet asked.

Steve shrugged. “Well . . . I was hoping.”

“I’m afraid not.” Scarlet put her hand on Steve’s knee, and that was her first mistake.

He felt electrified from her touch—his heart pounding, his throat going dry. And without even thinking, he dipped his head and kissed her on the lips.

Rather than shying away, Scarlet accepted Steve’s kiss and grabbed the back of his head, gripping a wad of hair in her hand. 

Then Steve mumbled something and came to. He blinked rapidly, lips still locked with Scarlet’s, and forcefully pulled his head away. Scarlet let go of his head and he reared back, eyes bulging. It was like he’d just emerged from a deepwater dive, barely reaching the surface before drowning.

“I-I’m sorry,” Steve stuttered. “I-I don’t know what came over me.”

“I do.”

Another short pause.

Then Scarlet cleared her throat. She had a serious expression on her face, like she might be slightly ashamed. “Look, Mister Remington. I’m sorry that I’m not the person you’re seeking.” Then she stood up from the rocky bench. In her stilettos she was taller than Steve. 

Still sitting, he gazed up at her face.

Then he heard footsteps coming down the courtyard and heard a small voice: “Mister Steve, are you out here?”

Scarlet spun around and started walking back toward the party. He couldn’t tell if she was angry he didn’t pursue their moment of passion further.

“Then you can’t help me?” Steve called out.

Scarlet stopped when she was about ten feet away. Then Annabel came from around the corner and nearly ran into her. 

“My apologies!” Annabel gasped, fumbling to stay on her feet.

“I never said that,” Scarlet called out to Steve. “Come find me tomorrow morning at ten o’clock. Maybe we can work something out.” She started walking away again.

Steve scrunched his brow. “Where do I find you?” he yelled.

“You already have the address!” Scarlet replied, then she was gone, back inside.

Then it was quiet, Annabel fiddling her fingers together, nervously staring at Steve. “Mister Steve, what’s wrong? What happened?”

Steve sighed and stared at the ground. He couldn’t meet Annabel’s eyes—not right now—not after just accidentally kissing Scarlet. “Nothing,” he murmured in a low voice. “Get Dale, Bel. We’re leaving.”

“And you’re meeting Madam Scarlet tomorrow?”

Steve nodded.

“Where?”

He reached into his pocket and found the business card with the party’s address on the back. He turned it to the front and read it again:

Pacific Beach Tarot 

1549 Garnet Avenue, 92109

He showed her the card and said, “Here, I guess.”
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The following morning, Steve wanted nothing more than to wrap himself in a blanket like a human enchilada and waste the afternoon away. But he had two meetings that Wednesday. 

First, he was expected to make an appearance at the Pacific Beach Tarot shop at ten o’clock, less than half a mile from his studio. He supposed Scarlet Amos, the succubus, would be there, and that he’d learn some things that would make his new crazy life a little clearer. Judging by the past couple days, though, he wasn’t getting his hopes up. Things seemed to be getting more and more convoluted the deeper he went.

Second, he was supposed to meet with Henry at noon, his AA sponsor and part-time lawyer, to go over the Imminent Records paperwork. Annabel agreed to join him at that meeting, but until then, she announced, she would be fighting off her hangover on the studio couch. 

Bleary-eyed and tired from his late night, he downed a quick cup of coffee at the studio and went outside. It was a bright sun-shiny day in San Diego with not a cloud in the sky. The sun beat down on him like he owed it something. As he got in his car, parked out front of the studio on the main drag, he realized there was a yellow envelope underneath his windshield wiper. 

“Goddammit,” he said to himself, reaching for the envelope. He knew exactly what this was, and it was much less ominous and mysterious than the recent messages he’d been receiving from random mythological beings.

He’d forgotten that Wednesday morning was street sweeping day on this side of Garnet Avenue.

He opened the envelope and found his prize: a $53 parking citation. 

He threw the envelope and the ticket on the passenger’s seat and started up the old Lexus. He glanced at the dashboard and saw the gas gauge resting directly on the E. 

Something caught his attention from the corner of his eye. He blinked and shot his eyes up to the alley between Buddy’s Diner and his studio. He swore he’d seen a big, roundish figure standing there, as if trying to hide.

Pancho?

When he opened his eyes from blinking the figure was gone. 

Steve got out of his car and cautiously stepped toward the entrance of the alley. With the exception of cigarette butts and stray debris, the alley was empty. No human life. No Pancho.

He checked his phone and saw the time was 9:57 a.m. He was going to be late. Again. And if he ran out of gas, which was a strong possibility, he’d be really late.

The old Lexus rumbled to life and he punched the gas, screaming down Garnet Avenue like the UPS store was about to close. He made it outside the tarot shop by 10:03. The small brick building was nestled between a tattoo parlor and a Wells Fargo building. It had a green awning with terrible typeface that read PACIFIC BEACH TAROT. 

He’d passed the place hundreds, if not thousands, of times in his life. It was a staple of the community. Even when restaurants and bars went out of business on the busy, competitive Garnet Avenue, the tarot shop had always been there. Steve used to joke with people, saying it must have been a drug front—how the hell could a tarot/psychic/loony store stay open in the cutthroat, expensive heart of Pacific Beach?

Steve got out of his car and walked under the ugly awning. When he opened the door the smell of lavender incense and patchouli oil invaded his nose. A person in his way stood him up straight, someone that had been heading in the opposite direction—out of the shop.

It was Shannon Barton. 

A quick mixture of shock and guilt crossed her face. She ducked her head and squeezed past Steve, murmuring, “E-Excuse me,” while Steve just stood there with his brows all screwed up.

As Shannon left the building, the door dinged from a little Christmas bell. Inside the small lobby were two familiar faces and one new one. Aiden O’Shaunessy and Scarlet Amos were standing toward the back of the room, around the shoulders of a seated lady. The seated lady had silvery hair and a smooth, wrinkle-less face. Steve couldn’t tell if she was sixteen or sixty. He guessed she was closer to the latter.

The small, musty room had ugly green carpets that looked like they hadn’t been cleaned in years, a small front counter with all sorts of spiritual mumbo jumbo: crystals, necklaces, abalone, that sort of thing, and the small table where the little silver-haired lady sat. It was a sparse room. Steve expected a crystal ball to be on the center of the table, but his expectations were misguided. 

“You must be Steve Remington,” the little lady said. She talked in a low voice, but her tone was smooth and crisp. Steve could hear her perfectly, despite her soft volume and the constant traffic outside on the street.

Steve nodded. “I am.”

“I’ve been expecting you,” the lady said. There was an empty chair on Steve’s side of the table, to which the lady gestured he sit.

Steve rolled his eyes as he sat. “I’ve heard a few people tell me that recently, and I’m starting to get tired of it. Why have you been expecting me? Are you implying something?”

The lady took Steve’s mild outburst in stride, folding her hands on the table and saying nothing. With just a stare she made Steve feel shameful, and he couldn’t keep eye contact. As he turned away he noticed her eyes were a startling turquoise, like she may be blind, but she stared at Steve with an intensity that said she wasn’t.

“I’m sorry,” Steve said at last, sighing. “I’ve had a strange couple days.”

“I can imagine.” She raised her hands up to the two people standing beside her. “These two tell me they’ve both met you—that you’re not what they expected.”

Steve tilted his head. “What were you expecting?” he asked Scarlet and Aiden. “And why are you both here?”

“I gave you the card, mate, so I felt a bit responsible,” Aiden said.

Actually, Michelangelo gave me the card while you were being detained and shoved down a flight of stairs, Steve thought. He didn’t bother correcting the leprechaun.

“And I told you to come here,” Scarlet said. “So . . . same.”

Steve’s eyes went back to the older lady. “So, what kind of mythological legend do I have the pleasure of meeting today?”

“My name is January Amos,” she said. 

Steve thought for a moment. “Amos?” he questioned, then glanced at Scarlet. 

The succubus put her hand on the smaller woman’s shoulder. “Yes. She is my mother. That’s another reason why I’m here . . .”

Steve’s eyes went from Scarlet, to January, and back to Scarlet. They looked nothing alike, not in facial features or physique or anything else. Steve wondered if this was another case of vampires adopting banshees and the like . . . something like Annabel’s predicament. He didn’t bother voicing his opinion on the matter.

“So, January—”

“Please, call me Jan.”

Steve cleared his throat and retried. “So, Jan, why am I here?”

January furrowed her bushy gray brow. “Scarlet told me you were seeking the Druid.”

“I am.”

January smiled, showing crooked yellow teeth beneath her leathery lips. “Well, you’ve found me.”

Steve’s stomach jumped to his chest. He didn’t know why his adrenaline fired off the way it did—maybe because he felt like he’d just completed an important part of his involuntary quest.

For some reason the line, All roads lead to somewhere, flashed in Steve’s head. “I’m glad,” he lied, then thrust his thumb toward the door behind him. “What was Shannon Barton doing here?”

“The lovely woman you almost ran into on the way in?” 

Steve nodded.

“She’s one of my regular clients.”

Steve paused to let his brain soak up that tidbit. Shannon claims to have been brainwashed or mind controlled . . . or at least blank about her crash that killed Tumbleweed. Perhaps being a believer in . . . whatever the hell tarot readings are, makes her susceptible to that kind of thing . . .

Steve shook his head. The irony was not lost on him that he was starting to think like the mythical people he’d met. The further he was drawn into this fantastical rabbit hole, the further his mind seemed to be straying from reality—or at least reality as he knew it.  

“Are you all right, Master Remington?” January asked, a look of slight worry on her face.

“Yes, just thinking is all,” Steve said. “And please don’t call me ‘master.’ It makes me seem more important than I really am.”

January chuckled. It was a sweet and familiar sound, like it was something she did often. “Oh, but you are certainly more important than you realize, my friend. You do not give yourself enough credit.”

“How do you figure?” Steve asked, scratching his cheek.

January opened her mouth, but then paused. She turned her head left and right and said, “Do you mind if we speak in front of Aiden and Scarlet?”

Steve shrugged. “Makes no difference to me. They seem all right.”

“Fabulous. Well, there must be a reason you were seeking a Druid, correct?”

Steve chuckled. “Yeah,” he said lazily, “because two vampires in my dreams told me to.” 

January smiled again. “And it’s my understanding you have a . . . banshee in your midst?”

Steve nodded. “The daughter of said vampires.”

“Wonderful.”

“That’s debatable.”

There was a slight pause while January turned her head and stared out a small window on the other end of the room. It looked out at the red brick wall of the Wells Fargo building. She seemed to be considering how to begin her talk.

“I don’t know any way to tell you this gently, Master Remington,” January began, ignoring Steve’s request for her to drop the “master” stuff. 

“I can see that,” Steve said, basing his insight by how conflicted January’s face seemed. He noticed he was being a bit quippy and snarky with this kind old woman, so he told himself he would lay off the sarcasm, if he could handle it.

January sighed and laid her hands out on the table, palms down. “Master Remington, you are what the people of Mythicus would call a Myth Seeker.”

It was a new term to Steve, but he finally felt like he was getting somewhere. His curiosity was piqued, to say the least. “What does that entail, Jan? I never sought any of this. It came to me.”

“Yes, I can see why you’d think that. And in a way you are correct. But in actuality, you are the one who brought that young lady—”

“Annabel.”

“—Annabel. You are the one who brought young Annabel to this world—to this plane. The world we call Terrus.”

“How?”

“It is your power—your talent—Master Remington.”

“How did I acquire this talent?”

“We believe it is hereditary.”

“We?”

The Druid nodded. “The ones who study the history of Mythicus.” She arched her hands on the table like they were spiders, pressing her fingertips on the wood to emphasize her point. “When you met young Annabel, you Seared her into this world—your world. Terrus. If you’re wondering why you may have been the only one to recognize her, or see her, it is because you are a Myth Seeker. Normal humans cannot see Mythics who are not yet part of this world. They can only see what’s in front of them—what’s real in their own eyes.”

Steve blinked rapidly. “So, I’m not crazy?” 

January shook her head.

“And I wasn’t crazy when I saw Tumbleweed talking to another homeless guy, like my friends thought? It’s like Pancho was invisible to them.”

January flattened her hands on the table and furrowed her brow. “Pardon? I’m not following. Tumbleweed? What does dead grass have to do with any of what I just said?”

Steve waved his hand at her. “Never mind,” he said. His brain was working too fast, trying to reformulate all the things that had happened since he’d met Annabel at his father’s funeral. 

After a momentary pause, January recognized the baffled look on Steve’s face, so she continued, trying to simplify things. “Annabel is now Bound to you. What that means is that—”

“I’m the only one who can help her get home . . .” Steve finished for her, starting to see the whole picture in focus. 

“Precisely.”

“And how did I Sear Annabel to this world in the first place? Just by talking to her?”

“Not exactly.”

Steve glanced at Scarlet and Aiden. “And did I bring you two into this world, too?”

They both shook their heads. 

Scarlet spoke up, her beautiful lips entrancing Steve as they moved. “We were both Seared to Terrus long before meeting you. Aiden and I are Bound to our own Seekers.”

Steve cleared his throat, trying to wet his dry mouth. He wasn’t sure if anything Scarlet had just said had registered in his brain, or if he’d remember any of it. She was too damn distracting.

Another pause filled the room as the three Mythics tried to allow Steve to digest everything he’d just heard—and to come to terms with it all. They gazed at him intently, watching for any cracks in his demeanor. 

“So,” Steve muttered in a low voice. “I am Bel’s only ticket home . . .”

“Yes,” January said firmly. 

Steve shook his head and clicked his tongue. He was feeling suddenly irritable. “Why now?” he asked, not specifying what he meant.

“Pardon?” 

He rolled his wrist in a circle. His irritability was making him feel unhinged. In a manic voice he said, “Why did I meet Annabel at my father’s funeral? Did she just happen to be there, or was she looking for me? And how did you two show up out of the blue?” He pointed at Scarlet and Aiden.

January raised her hands. “Try to stay calm, Master Remington. I know this is a lot to absorb.”

His heart was racing. He’d expected this conversation to be as elusive and noncommittal as the prior ones he’d had with Shannon and Aiden and Scarlet, but it was becoming anything but. He was actually learning something about himself—something that two days ago he would have laughed off—and he didn’t know how to feel about it all. It made his skin crawl. He felt goose bumps forming on his arms.

“This is insanity!” he blurted. “I didn’t ask for this responsibility!”

“No Myth Seeker ever asked for the power, Master Remington. You are just one of the lucky ones.”

“Lucky? You call turning my life upside-down lucky?”

January ignored his ranting. As if trying to change the subject, she said, “To answer your question, you met Annabel at that moment because your power had been lying dormant until then. We believe it takes a traumatic event to set off your Seeking abilities.”

“And can I turn it off? What if I never want to see another Mythic in my life?”

January smirked, glancing at her daughter beside her. “No, Master Remington, you can’t turn it off. Your abilities stay with you. Believe me, I’ve wanted the same thing at times. But you’ll see, hopefully with time, what a blessing this power can be.”

Now Steve was laughing. He could hear himself laughing, maniacal and crazy-sounding, but he couldn’t stop himself. It was like he’d been separated from his own body. When he finally calmed down a little, he said through his laughing spurts, “You’ve—hah—got to be—hah—kidding me.”

“I’m afraid not. Since it sounds like a recent event—your father’s funeral—I think it’s safe to assume your abilities were lying dormant until your father passed away. That is why it seems like more and more Mythics are popping up out of nowhere for you . . . it’s just easier for you to see them now.”

“And why am I learning all this now? Why didn’t you come searching for me?”

January frowned. “With all due respect, it’s not my job to seek you out. It’s your job to seek us out, if you so choose. Hence your title. I knew you would end up here eventually, with the right guidance.” 

Steve put his elbows on the table and his head in his hands. He’d heard enough. “There has to be a drug for this,” he said, shaking his head. His mania was not yet finished. He couldn’t seem to get a hold of himself. “I’m sorry, but this is too much.”

January nodded solemnly, as if she understood—as if she’d given this speech a thousand times before.

Steve stood abruptly, nearly knocking his chair over. “I-I have to go,” he heard himself say.

January closed her eyes and bowed her head slightly. “Of course, Master Remington. I have another reading to do at 10:30, anyway.”

Steve turned to flee the scene. 

Before he left the room, he heard January’s final words call out to him: “You know where to find me when you have more questions, Master Remington. I hope you’ll learn to embrace your newfound abilities—that you won’t do anything rash or drastic!”

Then he was outside on the sidewalk, the sun warming his bones and the cars whizzing by on the road in front of him. Back in reality—the concrete world he knew. There was a 7/11 across the street, where he could buy cigarettes and booze—and goddamn did he ever want booze right now. A Wells Fargo Bank to his right, where he could pull out money from an actual ATM machine. A tattoo parlor to his left, where he could spice up his own body—something that would be permanent and real.

Permanent and real like this crazy nightmare he seemed to have fallen into. 

As much as he wanted to deny the Druid’s words, they seemed to make too much sense considering all that had been happening around him. 

He was no longer Steve Remington, studio owner and band manager. 

He was Steve Remington, Myth Seeker. 
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Steve’s hands shook as he started his car and peeled away from the tarot shop, into traffic. To stop the trembling, he white-knuckled the steering wheel during the whole drive. He headed back toward his studio, to pick up Annabel. He had just as many questions for January Amos, the Druid, as he had when he’d arrived. But the questions he had now were of a different nature—from a different angle.

Can I take everything she said at face value? he first thought, as he started to weave around a car that had stopped in the middle of the street for no apparent reason.

Why should I trust her? He jerked his hands on the wheel and corrected his steering after swerving around the Jeep. He shook his head. What reason does she have to lie to me, though? 

It seemed like the three Mythics from the tarot shop were all on the same side: Aiden the unlucky leprechaun, Scarlet the deviant succubus, and her mom, January the wise Druid. But he hadn’t actually learned if January was a Mythic at all . . . it seemed like she considered herself more of an historian of the mythological people and their world.

It didn’t really matter, in the end. 

“Smoke on the Water” started playing and he reached in his pocket and glanced down. Dale was calling him. 

Someone honked at him. He looked back up and realized he was gliding into oncoming traffic. He jerked his hand again and was back in his lane. He answered the call and pressed the speaker phone button, resting the phone on his lap.

“Fats, what is it?”

“Morning to you, too, Steve-o.” Dale still sounded slightly inebriated.

“It’s eleven o’clock. Hardly morning.”

Dale scoffed. Steve could practically feel the spittle flying from his bottom lip on the other end of the phone. 

“Jeez, someone must have woken up on the wrong side of the bed,” Dale said.

“Sorry . . . I’ve just learned some . . . disconcerting news.”

“Want to talk about it?”

“No, Fats. I need to think.” Steve paused as he put his foot on the brakes and came rolling up to a red light. He was only three or so blocks from his studio. When his car was still he picked up his phone, pushed the speaker phone button, and put the phone up to his ear. “Why did you call me, Fats?”

A pause.

“Oh, yeah,” Dale said at last. “Annabel wants to know where you are. She says you have a meeting with Mister Henry in an hour.”

Steve furrowed his brow. “God, don’t you have your own place? You two have been getting mighty comfortable squatting at my studio.”

The annoying, crunching sound of someone eating on the other end filled Steve’s ear. Dale said, through a full mouth, “We’ve had songs to work on, man. It’s been necessary.”

“We finished the songs, Dale.”

Another pause.

Then, in a low voice, “I got evicted.” 

The light turned green and Steve was rolling again. “What?!” he exclaimed. He rolled down the window, cradled the phone between his shoulder and tilted cheek, and reached for a cigarette from the pack on the passenger seat, next to the newly minted $53 parking ticket.

Quite the multitasker.

He shoved the butt of the cigarette in his mouth. “When the hell did that happen? And when were you planning on telling me?”

Dale said, “I just told you right now. We can talk about it when you’re home.” 

“Home? It’s my home, Fats, not yours. Operative word being ‘mine’ . . . I mean ‘my.’ ”

“Yeah, I was hoping we could discuss that . . .”

“What’s there to discuss?”

“Well, I was thinking I might move in for a while . . . until I get back on my feet. You know, I could just surf your couch for a bit.”

“Does part of your plan consist of you paying rent?” Steve asked, trying to stay calm. His day had already been long enough, and it wasn’t even noon.

“Of course!”

“If you couldn’t pay for your own place, how will you help pay for mine?”

Dale made another crunching sound and Steve tore the phone away from his ear. He realized then he’d been talking out the corner of his mouth and hadn’t even lit his cigarette yet. He lit it while trying to find a parking spot near his studio.

“And what the hell are you eating?” he asked incredulously.

“A pickle.”

“I have pickles?”

“A waiter at Buddy’s diner gave me one.”

Steve rolled his eyes. “You’re already pestering the neighborhood restaurant for free food? I don’t want to get on their bad side, man!” 

“It’s just a fucking pickle, Steve! Jesus! What’s going on with you?”

Steve found a spot half a block down from the studio. It was easy to find a parking place around eleven on a Wednesday because all the normal people were at work. The non-Myth Seekers . . .

“I don’t know, I think I’m losing my mind,” Steve said, turning off his car and opening the door to get out.

“What else is new? I could have told you that,” Dale replied.

“Dammit—”

“I’m kidding, Steve-o. Just breathe. Tell me what’s bothering you.”

“I’m coming in right now.” Steve ended the call.
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“SO . . . YOU’RE SOME type of mythical figure, then?” Dale was awestruck. He and Annabel were sitting on the couch in the lobby, watching and listening as Steve paced the floor and rambled about his meeting with January Amos. 

Music was blaring from one of the recording rooms. There was a band practicing some terrible metal music in the room—not that all metal was terrible, in Steve’s opinion, just this particular band was. Using the rooms as rehearsal spaces was one of the ways Steve paid his rent. He had heard his fair share of shitty metal bands come through the doors of Remington Studios, but this one took the iron cake.

The metal music wasn’t calming down his roaring brain, either. 

“I’m not . . . well, I don’t know if I’m a Mythic. I mean, I was born on this planet, right?”

“Jury’s still out on that one,” Dale said.

Steve glared at him. Annabel giggled.

Steve’s eyes shot over to Annabel. “Oh, I’m glad you’re enjoying this,” he spat, half-heartedly. “I hope my suffering is entertaining you two.”

Dale and Annabel shared a look with each other, shrugged, then nodded, smiles on their faces. 

“You are rather high strung, Mister Steve,” Annabel said.

“And it is pretty funny watching you suffer,” Dale added.

Steve tried to ignore them. He couldn’t win with these two, especially when they were ganging up on him all buddy-buddy like.

He finally stopped pacing and faced the couch and its occupants. “What should I do?”

Dale raised his hand like he was a student in class. “Go to CVS,” he said, “meet with a doctor, and get some blood pressure pills.”

Steve put his hands on his hips. Annabel was giggling again.

“I’m serious, guys,” Steve said. “I think someone is still trying to kill me.”

Dammit! Steve thought. In his haste to flee the tarot shop, he’d forgotten to ask if someone was still trying to kill him. Sort of an important tidbit to leave out.

“Or you,” he added, pointing at Annabel. When Annabel’s smile faded, and her face froze in fear, a pang of guilt swept through Steve’s body and he said, “I’m not sure though, Bel. I could be wrong. I’m probably wrong.”

“But you’re the only one who can bring me home, right?” Annabel asked.

Steve nodded. 

“Just as my parents thought . . .” she added, trailing off.

“You are Bound to me. Whatever that means,” Steve said.

Dale leaned back in the couch. It looked like he was becoming one with the leathery fabric. He pointed at Steve and said, “So you’re like her . . . slave-master?”—then at Annabel next to him—“And she’s your slave?”

Steve guffawed, and Annabel snorted, in unison. 

“She’s not my slave!” Steve shouted.

But Dale wasn’t listening—he already had the idea in his mind. “Kinky,” he muttered, rubbing his chins.

“And how are we Bound?” Annabel asked.

Steve scratched the top of his head. “What do you mean?”

“I mean, if we’re locked together . . . what’s binding us?”

Steve opened his mouth to speak, but then realized he didn’t have the answer. “Hmm,” he muttered. “Next time you need to come with me. I have no idea what’s binding us together.”

“Should I write all this stuff down?” Dale asked. He pantomimed writing with a pen on his palm. “‘Who’s trying to kill me and my slave? What’s binding me together with my slave? Leather and chains?’ Are there any other questions you have for the mystical oracle?”

Steve sighed. “Shut up, Fats.”

“Better not let the FBI see that list!” 

“You’re not helping, man.”

“Yeah, no shit,” Dale said. He groaned and pushed himself off the couch. “I’m gonna get something to eat.”

Steve said, “What, you don’t want to go meet with Henry to go over the exciting paperwork?”

“You mean the alcoholic lawyer that doesn’t drink anymore? Yeah, sounds real fun, Steve-o.”

Then Dale was out the door, heading toward Buddy’s.

Steve checked his phone. “If we’re gonna make it by noon, we’d better go, too.”

Annabel stood from the couch. Then she clamped her eyes shut and put her hand to her forehead. “Ooh, I think I stood up too quickly.”

“Still hungover?”

“I think I’m still drunk,” she said.

“Good,” Steve said, heading for the door. “That should make this more bearable.”
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HENRY’S—FIRST NAME only—law firm was in La Jolla, next to a 24-Hour Fitness and a new Juice Caboose smoothie place. It was in the middle of all the hubbub, which made parking within a mile of the place a nightmare.  

Luckily, Steve found a parking spot right out front of Henry’s four-story building. It wasn’t Henry’s building. He wasn’t that successful. His firm only took up one small room of the big place. 

Steve considered the convenient parking spot the first win of the afternoon.

He and Annabel crossed the street together, holding hands. 

Steve was just as surprised as Annabel when they stepped onto the sidewalk on the other side of the street. They glanced at each other but said nothing. 

Holding hands had come as natural to them as breathing. It was the first time it had happened, though, so it was kind of a big deal. If it was a sign of things to come, neither of them commented on it. Neither of them apologized, either.

Steve considered it the second win of the afternoon.

They climbed the stairs up to the fourth floor, walked down the open-aired hallway, and came to room 432. Steve knocked.

The door swung open a minute later. Surprisingly, it was not Henry who answered the knock. It was a woman.

It was Shannon Barton.

“You’ve got to be fucking kidding me,” Steve said, not for the first time that day.

Shannon smiled politely. She was heading out, again, and déjà vu played itself over in Steve’s head. He stepped to the side to let her pass.

“Jeez, we seem to be running into each other all over the place,” Shannon said, still smiling.

“Yeah,” Steve said, less enthusiastically. “One could even say I’m following you . . .”

Henry’s face popped into view from behind Shannon. He came to the door dressed in brown slacks and a half-buttoned, collared Hawaiian shirt. Very un-lawyerly.  

“Oh, you two know each other?” Henry asked.

Shannon and Steve both nodded. 

“Excellent!” Henry said.

Shannon turned and said, “Bye, Henry. I’ll call you if I hear more.” Then she walked by Steve and headed down the hallway.

“I’m not following you, by the way,” Steve called out when she was halfway to the stairs, sounding a lot creepier than he’d intended.

Shannon stopped and turned around, a baffled look on her face. “What?”

Steve shook his head at his own stupidity and waved her onward. “Never mind. Have a good day, Mrs. Barton.”

Shannon smiled, nodded, and kept on walking. 

Once she was out of sight, Steve turned to Henry and put his hands out wide, like Henry had done something wrong—something that should have been obvious.

“What?” Henry asked.

“That’s the girl who almost killed me! The one in the car crash I was telling you about when we were at the meet—”  

“Meeting at the lineup at Windansea?” Henry said, eyeing Annabel cautiously. Steve had forgotten that Henry liked to keep his AA attendance a tight-knit secret. And since he was a surfer, “When I saw you in the lineup” was his first go-to. 

“Y-Yeah,” Steve mumbled.

“What about it?” Henry said. “I’m representing her insurance claim.”

“Against whom?” Steve asked.

“Honda.”

“On what grounds?” Steve asked, growing more incredulous by the second. 

“Automotive malfunction,” Henry said with a wry grin, air-quoting the words. 

“Didn’t look like there was much of a malfunction to me . . . other than her driving over the sidewalk and crashing into the goddamned wall. And killing someone.”

“This was just a preliminary meeting, in case the insurance hounds from Buddy’s Diner come calling. I assumed you weren’t going to try suing her since there was no damage to your studio.”

Steve nodded slowly.

“And because you’re sort of a pussy.”

Steve’s eyes went wide. “What the hell, man!” 

An ear-to-ear grin was on Henry’s face. “I’m just playing, Remi,” he said, stepping inside his office room and waving them toward him. “Come in, come in.”

Steve stepped inside. Annabel followed, and Henry gave her a hug, which is what he did with every pretty girl he met. That and probably more.

Once he finished hugging Annabel, then ignoring her as if she were still living on her own plane of existence, Henry turned to Steve and said, “That Shannon was a nice piece of ass though, eh?”

Steve was quickly learning that “Henry the AA Sponsor” was a much different human being than “Henry the Lawyer.”

Henry motioned to a beat-up old couch in the corner of the room, waited for Annabel and Steve to sit, and took a seat in a chair opposite them. 

“You must be the infamous Annabel Lee,” Henry said, smiling. “Wicked name.”

“Infamous?” Annabel replied, chuckling nervously. “I’m not so sure . . . but yes, that’s me.”

“All right.” Henry vigorously rubbed his hands together. “Let’s see what we’re working with.”

Steve reached into his jacket and pulled out the stapled contract. He put the pages on the table and pushed it along to Henry.

The lawyer took the paper, reached into the pocket of his Hawaiian shirt, and took out some reading glasses. He had a frown on his face as he read the pages, but it wasn’t an angry frown, it was just his normal reading face.

Five minutes passed. Steve felt like smoking another cigarette.

Then Henry put the pages on the table. “It’s a pretty cut-and-dry, by-the-book mechanical license contract,” he began. “You’ll split royalties with the publisher and record label, which in this case is the same entity.”

“Imminent Records,” Steve said, trying to be helpful.

“Right,” Henry said. He furrowed his brows and leaned forward to inspect the pages again. “Although there are a few strange things I’m seeing. Now, I’m no entertainment lawyer, as you know . . . but it seems like you’re getting Jewed here.”

Steve let the anti-Semitic remark slide. Hopefully, Henry and John Levi would never be in the same room together. 

Henry was pointing to a certain line on the third page of the three-page contract. He turned the pages around so Steve could read the line.

Even after reading it three times he couldn’t decipher what it meant. It was something about songwriters and publishers and rights.

“What do you mean? What’s wrong with it?” Steve asked. He had signed several mechanical licenses before which spelled out how royalties would be split between the publisher and songwriter, but nothing that was an Artist Deal and Profit Split contract, combined. 

“Well . . . the way I’m reading it, it sounds like Imminent Records will have the next five years of Annabel’s career, or three albums, all locked up. Whichever comes first.”

“Isn’t that pretty normal?” Steve asked.

“Sure, but the way it’s written, they’ll be her publisher and manager. Which makes sense. Because they’re planning on saddling her up with another artist, one Nersi Magdalin, who is already under their repertoire, it only makes sense they’d become Annabel’s manager, too. That way they’re managing both parties—songwriters and performers.” 

Steve cocked his head and squinted, as if that would make him understand the words on the page better. Steve didn’t consider himself a “songwriter” on Annabel’s songs—he wasn’t over here asking for writing credits . . . 

But the manager thing threw him off.

“Wait, what?” he said, a confused look growing on his face. “But I’m her manager.”

“Not if you sign this,” Henry said, shaking his head. “Sorry, bud, but your name isn’t mentioned anywhere on here. There’s no caveat making you her manager.”

“That . . .”

“If Annabel signs this contract, her songs and her persona—”

“Son of a . . .”

“—Become owned by Imminent Records for the next five years. Or three albums.”

“Bitch.”

Henry clicked his tongue. “Yeah, it’s a bad deal for you, bud. It’s a great deal for her, though.”

Steve leaned back into the couch, defeated. He sighed, long and heavy. All the energy and spirit seemed to leave his body.

Annabel was looking at him with her brows arched, like she felt utterly sad and ashamed.

“Go ahead,” Steve muttered, waving his hand at her. “It’s a great deal for you, Bel.

“Sign it.”

	[image: image]
	 	[image: image]


[image: image]






CHAPTER FOURTEEN





[image: image]





“Are you sure you want to do this, Bel?” Steve asked. 

They were at Buddy’s Diner, tucked away in a booth in a corner of the room. The place was relatively empty, which was pretty disconcerting considering it was 1:00 p.m. on a Wednesday afternoon; peak lunch hour for the busy folk in PB. 

Steve wondered how the place was ever going to stay open. It had taken management over six months after construction and the interior decoration was finished for them to get the proper licenses to open. The diner was beautiful, and a godsend for people like Steve who refused to cook unless on the brink of starvation, but it was practically always dead. And to add to the doom and gloom, it was open 24/7 in an attempt to cater to the drunk crowd, which it failed at because it was a few blocks too far from the bar scene.

Steve came back to reality as a waitress brought over their food: a French Dip for Steve, spaghetti and meatballs for Annabel. They both smiled at the waitress. Then she disappeared back behind the front counter on the other side of the restaurant, to hide behind her cell phone screen.

“Yes, I’m sure,” Annabel said, twirling a glob of spaghetti noodles on her fork. Steve could see the steam rising from the red sauce and he winced as she took a bite.

“Isn’t that hot?” Steve asked.

Annabel shrugged. “I can’t feel heat.”

Steve picked up half his sandwich and shook his head with a smile. Things were becoming less and less surprising these days, which he felt was a good thing. It had been nearly three hours since his last panic attack at the meeting with January Amos, and his blood pressure had successfully dropped. 

He was going to try to play it cool from now on. So, when Annabel said something a normal person would think was a terrible condition or disease, Steve just shrugged it off as a boring new discovery.

Although an interesting factoid, nonetheless.

They ate in peaceful silence for about ten minutes, Steve glancing up to check out Annabel’s face every so often. When they were finished, Steve paid the waitress and the two got up to leave.

Steve cleared his throat as he put on his jacket. “Are you ready to see Mister Roboto?”

Annabel shrugged. “Ready as I’ll ever be. But try not to make a big scene, Mister Steve. Please, for my sake.”

Steve smirked. “You know I can’t make any promises, Bel.”
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STEVE PARKED HIS LEXUS in the parking lot of Imminent Records. The lot was half-empty, and Steve wondered where everyone might be. Layoffs because of a dying industry? An extended lunch hour?

Regardless, Steve and Annabel both got out the car and trudged toward the front door of the building.  

They were showing up unannounced.

When they were inside, a pretty front-desk secretary started to open her mouth to welcome them, but then realized her words were going to fall on deaf ears. Both Steve and Annabel had frowns on their faces and looked like they’d not be deterred.

“E-Excuse me, mister, missus, can I help you?” the secretary attempted anyway.

They ignored her, streamed past her desk, and beelined for John Levi’s office in the west wing of the building. 

When they came to the door made of glass, like the dividing wall of the office, Steve could see through opened blinds that John was in a meeting with a woman.

The secretary had come from behind her desk and was waving her arms frantically at Steve and Annabel, trying to get them to stop their rampaging march. But her attempts were futile as she yelled, “Excuse me! Excuse me! You don’t have an appointment!”

Steve swung the door open and barged into the room, Annabel hot on his heels. 

Both John and the woman sitting across from his desk shot their faces toward the door. The woman was a beautiful platinum blonde with high cheekbones and perfect makeup. She had been leaning over the table until Steve’s abrupt arrival, giving Steve the impression she and John Levi were actually flirting with each other.

Steve didn’t believe a generic cardboard cutout person like John knew what flirting was, much less how to do it.

“What is this?” were the first words out of John’s mouth as he sat up straight.

The secretary came bounding in after Steve. She was panting, probably from running from her desk in stilettos, which Steve imagined took quite a bit of effort.

“I’m sorry, Mister Levi, they wouldn’t stop.”

“It’s all right, Pam,” John lied. Steve could see the first signs of emotion starting to show on John’s face, though he couldn’t be sure what the emotion was. The levee of monotonous fastidiousness was breaking all around John’s face. 

Pam apologized one more time, shot Steve a wicked glance, and escaped out the door. 

“Steve, Miss Lee, what brings you two here . . . unannounced?” John asked, gaining control of his facial expression and flattening it into an emotionless mask. Then he gestured to the woman across from him, saying, “Miss Magdalin, I’m very sorry for the disturbance.”

“Oh, it’s no bother,” Miss Magdalin said in a smooth, silky voice. She seemed more interested in what Steve and Annabel had to say than whatever boring fluff John had been talking about.

“This may be opportune, in fact,” John said, trying to play off the moment like it didn’t bother him they’d come barging in full of fire and brimstone. He held his palm out toward Annabel. “That is the girl I was telling you about. The one who may be opening for you in the future.”

Nersi Magdalin turned her head and studied Annabel a bit harder. Annabel got immediately anxious and seemed to be shuffling behind Steve, toward his shadow. 

“You’re the singer siren?” Steve asked.

Nersi laughed condescendingly. “Singer-songwriter, young man,” she corrected. She spoke with a haughty attitude, calling Steve “young man” even though she was probably younger than he was. It rubbed Steve the wrong way, which only added to his near-constant feeling of being rubbed the wrong way all day.

Nersi waved a hand at Annabel, waited for her to come out of the darkness, and said, “Let me take a look at you, girl. Oh, my goodness, you’re such a frail, slight thing!” 

Annabel probably would have blushed if she’d been able to. Instead, she just stared at the ground. Things were already uncomfortable for her and, for whatever reason, it pissed Steve off.

“Had our lawyer go over the contract, Johnny boy,” Steve said.

“Did you, Steven?” John asked, his voice tight.

“Yeah,” Steve said. “I was wondering when you turned into such a fucking vampire”—he glanced at Annabel and quipped—“no offence.” Then he took out the rumpled contract from his jacket and held it up to the light in the room. 

John leaned back in his seat, as if preparing himself for the verbal onslaught he knew was to come. The one good thing about having a cyborg like John Levi working in the PR department, from a company’s perspective, was that he never let his emotions get the better of him. His face was cool as a cucumber, even as Steve’s looked ready to explode like an Indonesian volcano.

“What are you talking about, Steven?” 

Steve slanted his brows and pointed at a line on the page. He walked toward the desk and said, “It says here you’re a cocksucker and a greedy fuckwit. Was this part of the original contract, or was it a revised stipulation you added just to this one?”

Nersi covered her mouth with her hand, as if she hadn’t ever heard such vile language before, even though she was a Millennial, so . . .

John frowned and sighed. Even the icy-cool demeanor of Mister Roboto could only take so much before cracking. He was well on his way.

“What is the problem, Steven? If you have a dispute, just let it be known.”

Steve smacked the contract onto the desk and leaned forward with his palms down. He stared over John and snarled, “I’ve just aired my problem, Johnny. And my dispute is this: did you think I wasn’t going to find your little confusing, backstabbing play on words? That I wouldn’t uncover your treachery?”

“What on earth are you talking about, Steven?”

Steve read John’s face, thinking, He has a pretty mean poker face. I’ll give him that.

“You’re a traitorous little assnugget, John. That’s what I’m talking about.” He spun the contract around and pushed it at John, so he could read it. 

“Okay, Mister Steve, I think you’ve made your point.” It was Annabel who had spoken. She’d emerged from the shadow of her livid friend and had a hand on Steve’s back. It was enough to calm him down almost immediately. 

So much for playing it cool.

He took a deep breath and muttered a few calming words to himself.

John read over the third page of the contract and when he was done his brows jumped up to his forehead. It was the first look of surprise Steve had ever seen from the man, in all the years he’d known him.

Steve didn’t want to admit it, but it looked genuine. 

Maybe my anger was misplaced . . . Steve started to think. Then he threw the thought to the wind and shook his head. No. Fuck that.

“Bill must have added this in . . .” John muttered, shaking his head. He looked up from the contract and stared into Steve’s fiery eyes. “I apologize, Steven. This should not have been in there.”

Steve snorted and stood up straight, crossing his arms over his chest. “Sure, Johnny. I don’t believe you. It was you who took an interest in us, man, not your boss. You should have known what the contract stated.”

John stared past Steve, at Annabel. There was a moment of brief silence, then he had the audacity to ask, “So you won’t sign it how it is, then?”

Steve’s mouth fell open. So did Annabel’s.

Steve’s feet jerked like they were going to involuntarily launch him over the desk so he could throttle the music rep.

“No, you idiot!” Annabel gasped, amazed John would even ask that. “Mister Steve and Mister Fats have given me everything! I wouldn’t be anywhere without them.”

Steve’s heart melted a little at hearing that.

“Is there nothing I can do to rectify this issue?” John asked.

Steve leaned forward and yanked the contract from the table, causing John to flinch.

Then he tore it in half, then those halves in half, until the tiny ripped pages fell from his hands like snowy confetti. “Yeah, you can pick that up with your rectum and feed it to your dog, Johnny.”

“I do not have a dog, Steven.”

“Fuck you.”

Steven turned to Nersi and dipped his head forward, tipping an imaginary cowboy hat. “Pleasure meeting you, milady.”

The woman had a smirk of bemusement still frozen on her face.

Steve jetted out of the room and Annabel quickly followed. They walked in step with each other. Only once they left the room and were heading toward the front door did they realize Steve’s outburst had caused ten or so other employees to pop their heads out and stare at what was happening.

“Did that feel good?” Annabel whispered from the corner of her mouth as they reached the front door.

Steve shoved the door open and they went out into the sunny day. 

“Hell yes, it did,” Steve said. 

“While your loyalty is much appreciated, Bel, I wonder . . . what the hell do we do now?” Steve asked once they’d returned to the studio.

Annabel frowned. “I was hoping you’d have that answer.” She looked around the lobby and into the four rehearsal rooms. “Where’s Mister Fats?” she called from the hallway.

“Dunno,” Steve said with a shrug. 

Annabel appeared back in the room. She looked at Steve expectantly.

Steve pinched the skin of his neck, thinking. “Well, we could try to find an investor. Maybe we can get this thing rolling independently. Though we won’t ever have the distribution of Imminent Records . . .”

Annabel chuckled. “Yeah, we sort of burned that bridge.”

“I guess so.”

Neither of them said anything for a few minutes. Steve sat on the couch and Annabel sat next to him, drawing her legs up to her knees to get comfortable. 

It was almost four o’clock now. The sun was starting to set, the sky was turning a blazing orange and pink. It would be another brilliant sunset. 

Steve took a gamble. Without looking at Annabel, he asked, “Do you want to go watch the sunset at the beach? Maybe we could think of something then . . .”

Annabel didn’t answer.

Steve reluctantly, slowly turned his head to glance at her and saw the smile on her face. He had his answer.

They were in the Lexus in minutes, headed down Garnet Avenue toward the golden sun and the silver waves and the beach. 

When they got to the end of Garnet a few minutes later, they parked as close as possible to the boardwalk, which was a couple blocks away, then walked west. 

There were multitudes of people out and about on the boardwalk: beachgoers, people bringing their boards in from a successful day of surfing, people running out with their boards, going to catch the last waves while the sunlight still lingered . . . 

Steve and Annabel made it to the sandy seawall on the boardwalk and stared out at the ocean. The trembling sun sparkled off the lip of the waves, reflecting white and silvery shimmers of light in a wavy line to the horizon. It was a beautiful sight.

Steve glanced to his left and right and saw other couples holding hands and watching the sun as it began to set. 

Keyword being “couples.” 

Steve took a chance and touched his hand to Annabel’s, without looking at her. Their fingers intertwined. 

“I’m sorry about this whole fiasco, Bel,” Steve whispered. He was feeling utterly drained and emotional after the events of the day. 

“Let’s not talk about music right now,” she whispered back. She turned to him and stood on her tiptoes to get to his eye-level. 

Then she pushed up and kissed him on the lips. 

And everything melted away—the other couples watching the sunset, the surfers coming and going, the rollerblades gliding down the boardwalk. Everything. 

Steve leaned down and put his arms around her, pulling her close, keeping the kiss going as long as he could.

When they separated a few moments later, everything was different. Annabel was back on the flats of her feet, but Steve hadn’t come back down to Earth. His head spun.

“Let’s talk about magic instead,” Annabel said, smiling. She reached up and put her hand around the back of Steve’s head.

And though Steve didn’t know if Annabel was being serious, her words gave him an idea. He perked up and said, “Why don’t we go talk to the Druid again? Maybe she can answer the rest of our questions . . .”

“Not yet . . .” Annabel murmured, tiptoeing again to kiss him. She pulled away a mere inch from his mouth. “The sun hasn’t gone down yet.”

She kissed him again.

And Steve Remington’s stressful day—and all his troubles—washed away. 
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When they got back to the car, both Steve and Annabel were glowing. Their unplanned moment of passion had brightened both their outlooks on life and their futures. Everything didn’t seem so dismal now they’d swapped spit.

Steve turned on the radio to the local classic rock station, 101.5 KGB. The song playing was “Drift Away” by Dobie Gray, an apropos tune Steve loved. Apparently, Annabel did too. When Steve started the Lexus and drifted onto the road, Annabel started humming and singing the tune along with old Dobie. 

Annabel crooned about her soul being freed, waving her head back and forth with the beat of the tune. She followed Dobie and got lost in the rock ‘n’ roll, drifting away . . . 

Damn, but she could sing.

Steve grinned and glanced at her. She had her eyes closed as she sang, totally in the moment, in her element, feeling it. 

Steve started singing along with her, and together they sang the whole song until they pulled up to Pacific Beach Tarot less than a mile from the boardwalk.

It was dark when they got out of the car, the last remnants of the sun having been engulfed by the purple darkness of night. They held each other’s hands as they crossed the street and came to the tarot shop.

Steve pushed the door open and the familiar Christmas bell dinged to announce their arrival. 

Aiden O’Shaunessy was in the room with his back facing Steve and Annabel, his arms swinging wildly about. January Amos was seated at her table, where she seemed most comfortable.

They’d walked in on the leprechaun and the Druid having a discussion.

Or, as Steve quickly realized, an argument.

“Oh, come on, Jan!” Aiden complained, gesticulating wildly. “It’ll be good for business!”

January still hadn’t seen, past Aiden, that Steve and Annabel were standing in the doorway, though now she tried to look around the little man, after hearing the ding. “No, Aiden, I won’t have you slinging that crap to my customers. I don’t want them to get the wrong idea.”

“They’re four-leaf clovers, Jan, it’s perfect for this type of place! I bet they’ll sell like Girl Scout Cookies outside a cannabis clinic. They practically sell themselves!” 

Steve walked into the room—Annabel behind him—right behind Aiden, to see what all the hubbub was about. 

“What’s going on?” Steve asked.

Aiden spun around. “Ah! Steve-o, mate, what brings you here?”

“Madam Amos told me to come back if I had any questions. I have questions. So, here I am.” 

“I see you’ve brought the pretty waif with ya,” Aiden said with a grin. “Where’s Thor?”

Steve shrugged. “Haven’t seen Dale today. And don’t call Annabel a waif, dick.”

Aiden stepped aside and made an over-the-top, flourishing bow for Annabel, like she was the Queen of England. “My apologies, Miss Annabel Lee. You are as radiant as ever, lass.”

Annabel smirked. “Apology accepted,” she said, nodding and patting the top of Aiden’s bowed head like he was a court jester that had greatly pleased her.

January turned to Annabel and said, “So this is the girl, Mister Remington? The source of all your troubles?”

Steve blushed. “I mean . . . she isn’t the source of all my problems . . .” 

January waved offhandedly to Steve, said, “She is pretty, my friend—you weren’t lying,” which embarrassed him even more.

Steve snorted, shaking his head. “Enough, enough,” he said. He couldn’t remember ever telling January that Annabel was pretty or not, but it seemed like the designated duty of all matronly figures was to embarrass their “children,” and January Amos was certainly matronly.

“What’s going on here?” Steve asked, trying to change the subject. 

Aiden had a little box on the table between him and January. It was a jewelry box with felt padding and little indents where diamond rings would usually go, but instead of rings were little green clovers. 

“I’m trying to put my four-leaf clovers on consignment here, but Madam Amos is being a bit stingy,” Aiden said. He turned to January and exclaimed, “We can split the profits!”

“It’s a sham, Aiden,” January said evenly. “Good luck doesn’t come from plant petals, and you know it. You might be able to trick your naïve clientele, but I’m not one of them.”

Aiden opened his mouth to retort, but January put her hand up to silence him.

“I won’t speak any more on the matter,” she said with finality in her voice. “You’ll have to take your wares elsewhere.”

Steve remembered Scarlet Amos, the succubus and daughter of the Druid, saying Aiden was a bit of a con man, and now he saw it firsthand. Though Aiden was on the sleazy side, he was still charming and likable. 

Aiden sighed and snatched up his box of clovers, then left the table, taking a seat on a chair next to the front door. “You’ll be sorry, Jan, my dear. You’re missing out on a big thing,” he muttered.

January shrugged. “I’ll just have to live with the disappointment. Maybe my daughter will help you—”

New life sprang onto Aiden’s face, his eyes twinkling from the half-hearted suggestion. “Now there’s an idea . . . I could use her pull on men to get them to buy these things in droves! You’re a genius, Madam Amos!”

January rolled her eyes, then turned to Steve and Annabel. Steve went to a corner of the room where a folded chair lay up against the wall. He took the chair and folded it out next to the table. Then he sat across from January and Annabel on the chair. 

“Please, make yourselves comfortable,” January said, snidely.

Steve’s mouth went slack. “O-Oh, I’m sorry. Should we stand?”

January smiled. “I’m only teasing, lad.” She joined her hands together on the table and leaned forward, some of her silver hair swishing past her face. 

“Now,” she said, more seriously, “what can I do for such a lovely couple this fine evening?”

Steve blushed, but Annabel took the words in stride. “Mister Steve here forgot to get a few pertinent questions answered in his initial meeting with you, Madam January.”

“Please,” the Druid said, “call me Jan.”

Annabel nodded. “All right, Madam Jan.”

Steve smiled—he’d yet to hear Annabel refer to anyone with less than utter formality, whether that be Mister Steve, Mister Fats, or anyone else. It was an endearing trait, and one Steve thought was very cute.

“So, what questions do you have for me, Master Remington?” January looked at him, which washed away his dumb smile in an instant.

Steve cleared his throat and tried to stop thinking about Annabel. He said, “Erhm, yes. Well. When I first came here you mentioned I am the Myth Seeker, and that Annabel is ‘Bound’ to me”—he did finger-quotes around the word “bound”—“Do I have that right?”

January nodded.

“Well . . . how?”

“How?”

“How is Annabel Bound to me?” 

“Through your Conveyor,” January said, matter-of-factly.

Steve tilted his head to the side. “My . . . Conveyor? What’s that?”

“It is an item—an inanimate object—that is used to Sear someone to this world. When the Conveyor passes hands from a Myth Seeker on Terrus to a Mythic being on Mythicus, it pulls that person to your world.”

Steve was nodding along, his brows furrowed. “So, what is this Conveyor? What kind of an object is it, and how do I find it?”

January smiled fondly at Steve, like he was a foolish child. “The Conveyor is whatever physical object first passed hands between you two.”

Steve turned to Annabel. They stared blankly for a moment, reminiscing, trying to remember what that could be.

“It must be the guitar I let you use,” Steve said at last. “My father’s old Martin Dreadnought.” Annabel shrugged, then nodded.

January kept staring at Steve, enough that it unnerved him. Her eyes seemed sad, suddenly, like she was doing some reminiscing of her own.

“What is it?” Steve asked.

January looked away. “You mentioning your father has brought back memories . . . that’s all.”

“You knew my father?” Steve asked, throwing his head back in surprise.

Nodding, January muttered to herself, “I suppose you deserve to know . . .”

Steve leaned forward on the table with earnestness clear on his face. A voice sprouted up from behind—Aiden’s voice—but he ignored it. The leprechaun was on the phone, presumably with Scarlet, talking about the four-leaf clovers. 

“Deserve to know what, Jan?” Steve asked eagerly.

The Druid opened her mouth to speak—

“—Come on, just do it! It’s a good idea. You know it is!” Aiden shouted into the phone.

Steve spun his head around, his eagerness turned to anger. “Do you mind, Aiden?” 

The leprechaun looked up from his cell phone, completely oblivious, his mouth a perfect O. “Ah, right, right,” he said. “I’ll be off then.” He opened the front door and dinged out of the shop.

When the door had slammed closed, Steve turned back to January, a stern look in his eyes. He seemed like he was on the verge of another outburst, but he was trying to stay levelheaded.

“You were about to say, Madam Amos . . . ?”

January sighed. She paused, as if thinking how to begin. Then she just came out with it and asked, “How much do you know about your father’s accident, Steve Remington?”

Steve shrugged. “Not a whole lot. He was killed in a car crash.”

“Wrong.”

Annabel gasped.

January continued. “Did you ever see his body in the mortuary?”    

Steve slowly shook his head. “I don’t do well with blood . . . I guess I was afraid.”

“Well, it makes no difference, Master Remington, because you would have seen nothing.”

“What?”

“His body was never there.” January folded her hands on top of each other on the table. “You see, when a Mythic dies on Terrus, his spirit is transferred back to his plane—to Mythicus. He ceases to exist in this world. Sometimes it takes a few days for the soul to find an exit from the body, but eventually it does. You won’t find a criminal record or employment history or social security number or birth certificate . . . nothing.”

Steve scoffed. “That’s nonsense. I still remember him. If that’s the case, how was I born? Who was my father?”

January shrugged her shoulders up and held them there, dramatically increasing the severity of the shrug. “It’s a mystery, isn’t it?”

After a long, disbelieving sigh, Steve leaned back in his seat. “You’re saying my father was a Mythic—”

“I did tell you your power was hereditary, didn’t I?”

“Then how did he die?”

“He was killed by Myth Hunters, Mister Remington. Your father was singled out—much as it sounds like you are being targeted now—and killed because of his powers.”

“Myth Hunters?” Steve said. “How many damn names and titles are there in this crazy world of yours?”

“There is much you don’t know,” January said, darkly, “that would take up the rest of the evening and more to explain. For now, I can tell you what I know. Your father was murdered. It was no accident.”

Steve paused. His head started aching, and he was feeling the dizziness that accompanied an angry explosion coming on. The calm before the storm. “Who killed him?” he asked at last, getting his emotions under control.

“I don’t know.”

Steve fell silent. He bowed his head, unable to look at January or Annabel.

“How do you know all this?” Annabel asked, speaking up for Steve. She had a curious glint in her eye.

January sighed. “Because I was his lover. Because I knew what danger he was in—as I know the danger you two are in now.”

Annabel’s hand fell over her mouth. Steve gave a silent gasp, his eyes shooting back up to gaze at the smooth, calm face of the Druid.

Steve’s head spun. He couldn’t believe what he was hearing—the revelations, and the nonchalant attitude in which January mentioned them. 

Does that mean . . . he didn’t finish his thought, instead deciding to throw it out into the open. “Does that mean you’re . . . my mother?”

January chuckled. She shook her head vigorously. “No, I don’t believe that’s the case.”

There was another long pause. The air around the room was getting thick and stuffy. Things were getting much darker than Steve had bargained for.

I was right after all . . . Someone is trying to kill me. And Annabel.

“What can we do?” Steve asked.

“You can do what Annabel’s parents wish. You can help her return home. Maybe then, at least, Annabel will be safe.”

Steve eyed Annabel beside him. She was staring ahead, at January. 

And quite suddenly, Steve didn’t much like the sound of that. He didn’t like the sound of losing Annabel, now they had gotten so close . . .

Is that wrong of me? 

Should I do what’s right for her? I can’t be greedy . . . not like fucking Johnny Levi. No, of course I have to do what’s right for her. That’s not a question at all . . .

But he still didn’t want to. His heart hurt at hearing January’s words. Even though he’d known all this time, in the back of his mind, things could never stay the way they were now . . . there was that small glimmer of hope that kept poking at him, daring to show its face.

Hope that maybe Annabel would be with him. Would stay with him.

Unthinkingly, he reached his hand out and Annabel took it, their fingers intertwining once more. 

“And you don’t know who killed my father . . . so you don’t know who might be after us, either . . .” Steve murmured.

“That’s correct, Master Remington,” January said. Her voice was soft now, matronly and sad, like she was trying to encourage her children after a bad day at school. She leaned forward and extended her hands across the table, for Steve and Annabel to grasp.  

And they did.

Now they were sitting in a triangle, holding each other’s hands like they were gearing up to sing Kumbaya.

“Don’t fear,” January said. “As long as I am around, you should be safe. That is the job of the Druids of Mythicus. We are protectors of the history . . . of the people. We have ways of keeping you safe . . .”

Steve wanted to believe her. But he couldn’t rely on her guarantees alone. Hell, he hardly knew her. Feeling a bit testy, he said, “My father was murdered, you couldn’t protect him—what makes you think you can protect me?”

“It wasn’t my job to protect your father.”

“If it was, you blew it.”

January said nothing. 

Gritting his teeth, Steve changed the subject. “Once I have the Conveyor, can I use that to send Annabel home?”

January nodded. “Yes, you’re catching on now. The same Conveyor that Seared Annabel to this world must be used to propel her back home. That is why she is Bound to you. Only you, with the Conveyor, can return Annabel to her rightful place.”

“Then let’s go get that guit—”

Steve’s phone cut him off, “Smoke on the Water” blaring for all to hear. He took his hands away from both Annabel and January, feeling sort of foolish, and reached into his pocket for the phone.

The screen said “Fats.”

Steve clicked his tongue, waited for the song to keep playing, then hung up. Even though he hadn’t heard from Dale all day, he had more important things to think about right now. 

After the call ended, “Smoke on the Water” started playing again, immediately. 

It was Dale again.

Groaning, Steve picked up the call.

Dale’s voice was frantic. 

“Steve, Steve, is that you?!” he called out. He was yelling into the phone. He sounded like he was outside, fearful, and that he wasn’t fucking around as he was usually apt to do.

But the sign that said, “this is serious,” came not from his tone, but simply from using Steve’s actual name, rather than calling him Steve-o.

“Dale, what is it? What’s wrong?”

“You’ve got to come quick, man. Oh, shit. Get over here!”

“Where?” Steve asked. Dale seemed to be cutting out, so Steve yelled into the phone, as if that would help. “Come where, Dale?!”

“The studio, man! Get to the studio, stat!”
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Dale couldn’t manage to give Steve a clear idea of what was going on at the studio. He couldn’t bring himself to do it, so he just kept repeating, “Just get over here, man,” and “Shit, shit, shit.” Steve’s mind raced as he and Annabel screamed back toward the studio in the Lexus. 

The atmosphere in the car was polar opposite of what they’d experienced from the boardwalk to the tarot shop. Then, things were calm and relaxed and happy—both Steve and Annabel singing along to a classic rock tune on the radio, giving each other amorous glances. Now, Steve white-knuckled the steering wheel, eyes plastered on the road ahead, swerving to avoid street-crossing pedestrians and slow cars. Annabel gripped the center console and armrest with deathlike talons, her eyes bulging as she stared at the road like a trainwreck.

A million thoughts went through Steve’s mind. Eventually, when he realized Dale couldn’t give him a straight answer, he’d hung up the phone and dashed out of January’s shop, Annabel following close behind.

“What’s wrong? What’s happening?” Annabel kept asking, to which Steve had no reply.

As they neared the halfway point between the tarot shop and the studio, the ominous blaring of an emergency vehicle broke the airwaves, splitting and ricocheting off building walls.  

Steve looked in the rearview mirror and saw lights growing bigger and bigger.

Red lights.

It was a fire engine, going even faster than they were. It was catching up to the Lexus. 

Steve gritted his teeth. He debated trying to outrun the fire truck but thought better of it when Annabel laid a hand on his forearm. He groaned and swerved to the right, against the curb between two parked cars.

The fire engine went barreling by the Lexus, its ear-piercing siren echoing as it passed them. Immediately after it passed, Steve swung out into the lane behind it.

Now a new thought crossed Steve’s mind:

The singing. Damn, how could I forget about Annabel’s singing—bringing bad omens and bad things along with it? Could it be possible that her beautiful voice, singing “Drift Away” along with the radio, could be the cause of whatever catastrophe we’re headed toward?

They saw the smoke when they were still five blocks from the studio. It was thick, black, choking smoke, wafting into the sky, like the kind you see from an 18-wheeler that’s punched the accelerator on the freeway.

Steve’s mouth was dry, slack-jawed. He couldn’t believe what he was seeing, but he was forced to believe it as he neared his studio and home. It was like a horrible nightmare, one he couldn’t wake up from. But it was real, and it was happening in real time.

Remington Studios was ablaze. 

A deep orange flame seethed violently from somewhere inside the building. The windows were already blown out. Lighter tendrils of flames crept up the walls like unwieldy vines in a vineyard, crackling and sucking all the oxygen from the air. 

Steve parked diagonally—haphazardly—halfway on the road and halfway on the sidewalk. He put his hands on top of his head as he got out of the car. 

Even being on the other side of the street, the heat from the blazing structure caused him to sweat. Annabel came rushing over from her side of the car and hugged him—a minor comfort. He wasn’t paying attention to her, though. All his focus was on his building as it burned to the ground. 

The fire truck had parked in the middle of the street, blocking traffic going both ways. The firefighters were running around like headless chickens—one of them running to hook up their hose to the nearest fire hydrant; another couple operating the front end of the hose, unwinding it from the truck. Though their methods looked uncoordinated, they moved quickly and had water pouring onto the structure within minutes.

Large groups of spectators had formed on either side of the street. It was a ghastly affair. 

Somehow, Buddy’s Diner had remained unscathed. But from behind Steve, he heard an onlooker whispering to her companion: “Isn’t that where that car crash happened the other day?”

To which her companion responded, “I think so. Jeez, what terrible luck.”

Then one of the firefighters called out: “Does anyone know who owns this building?”

Annabel, with her arms still wrapped around Steve’s body, looked up at him with big, sad eyes. 

Steve was unresponsive, though, still unable to wrap his head around what he was seeing. 

Then Dale came running over from nearby, pointing vigorously at Steve. “That’s my best friend! It’s his building!”

The firefighter came over to Steve and asked him a question, but the firefighter was speaking gibberish, like an old Peanuts cartoon, “Wah, wah, wah, wah!”

Annabel shook Steve hard, and he came rushing back to reality.

“What?” he muttered blankly to the firefighter.

The man had an urgent expression on his face. “I said, is there anyone you know of who might be in there? Are there any animals in there?”

Steve shook his head, unable to tear himself away from gazing at the cruel flames.

The firefighter ran off to report his findings to his superior. 

Now there were six firemen dousing the building in water and retardant, and it was starting to work. What had been a blazing inferno just minutes before was now starting to take shape. 

Within five minutes, the structural support of Remington Studios, and Steve’s upstairs apartment, was a black, skeletal shell of a building. The dark smoke, mixed with the water and retardant, turned muddy gray then brown as it billowed and swirled into the air. Ashen embers showered the street and sidewalk like apocalyptic rain. 

Then the fire was finished. Its mayhem complete and absolute, Steve had to lean his back against his car to stay standing. 

“I’m so sorry . . .” Annabel was saying through sobs. She was outwardly more of a mess than Steve, who simply brooded and buried any emotion other than utter shock from his face.

Dale was beside Steve and Annabel now. He had his hands on his hips, stared at the black shell of the building, and said, “What a hell of a thing. Goddamn.”

Steve said nothing.

“I guess I won’t be moving in, eh?”

Steve’s eyes finally deviated from the smoldering fire, slowly, over to Dale. Steve’s eyes were filled with rage, more angry and violent than the fire that had destroyed his livelihood. 

Dale saw the look in his eyes and took a step back, putting his palms forward. “I’m sorry, man, really . . . that was stupid—not cool. Just trying to lighten the mood I guess.”

“Don’t,” Steve said. He started wandering toward the building, his brain not working but his legs involuntarily taking him toward the carnage.

Dale grabbed Steve’s arm, but Steve yanked his arm away from his friend’s clutches and kept walking.

He was stopped by a firefighter. “What do you think you’re doing, sir?” the fireman asked.

“Going to see what’s left of my life,” Steve said.

“I can’t let you do that, sir. Not until the Fire Inspector gets down here.”

“You think it was caused by foul play?” Steve asked.

The fireman leaned his head back and looked at Steve like he was crazy. “You say there was no one in there? And the place just combusts and erupts at the end of a dry, cloudless day? Yeah, I’d say ‘caused by foul play’ is a good assessment.”

Steve frowned. He didn’t think the guy’s snide, condescending attitude was necessary—not when Steve had just lost everything he owned besides his Lexus. It pissed him off, and now he wanted to take his fury out on the man in front of him. 

But he also didn’t want to go to jail, so he just said, “Arson?” 

The fireman shrugged. “Can’t be sure until we know the source of the fire . . . but I give it a good shot.”

Steve stayed silent. He still wanted to go inside . . .

“Is the place covered by insurance?” the fireman asked.

Steve nodded. “I assume so. I didn’t own it, just rented. It was my business as well as my home.”

“Ah, well, either way, most homeowners insurance covers fire damage . . . so you shouldn’t be too bad off in the long run. You should be covered for any destroyed possessions or lost valuables.”

“And what do I do now?” Steve asked.

The fireman shrugged. “Well . . . yeah. For now, it’s gonna suck. I’d say you inform your landowner, then have them contact insurance right away. The quicker you can get things going, the quicker you can get everything resolved. I also suggest heading to a shelter, maybe, if you need somewhere to stay.” The fireman was starting to sound nicer—he was probably initially stressed at what he was seeing—and he put his hand on Steve’s shoulder. “I’m sorry, sir.”

Then the firefighter walked away.

Dale came up beside Steve again. “I’d let you stay at my place but . . . you know . . . the whole eviction thing makes that a bit tough.”

“Who could have done this?” Steve asked to no one in particular.

Dale sighed. “That’s a good question. I mean, you don’t have any enemies, right, Steve-o?”

Steve shook his head. 

Although there’s supposedly a “Myth Hunter” after me . . . some mysterious, mythical being I may not even be able to see, much less know who it is.

The thoughts about the Myth Hunter brought Steve back to the tarot shop and what January had said she needed. 

The Conveyor . . . Steve thought. My dad’s old guitar . . .

Could that be it? I mean, if someone is willing to try to run me over with a car, I’m sure burning my place down isn’t too far of a reach . . .

Steve wandered away from Dale and Annabel, toward the fireman he’d just spoken to, who was now huddled around the fire engine with a couple coworkers.

“Hey,” Steve called out as he approached. The three firemen turned in his direction. “If I have one of you follow me, can I just try to find one thing in there real quick? It won’t take long—I know where it would be.”

The firemen seemed to think long and hard about it. “Something you think wasn’t destroyed by that inferno, you mean? Just let it go, man. Whatever it is, it’s gone.”

“It was my father’s guitar,” Steve said. “And it was in a case, so it might not be gone.”

After a brief debate between the three firemen, the one who’d struck up the conversation with Steve agreed to head into the building—but only briefly. He didn’t want to get caught coming out of such a nasty fire when the Fire Inspector got there.

Steve agreed, and they went to the building. The door, which had been plated glass, was gone. A hole with the framework of a door was all that stood in his way. 

Steve walked into the building. Black stains of smoke and soot had tattooed itself onto the walls of the interior. The couch had burned like a Christmas tree—most of the fabric had melted away completely. 

He made his way down the smoky hallway and into the recording room, his mouth and nose covered by his hand. The room was badly damaged, but not nearly as destroyed as the front of the building. Steve felt a small pang of hope, that perhaps it would be here, undamaged . . . and perhaps his apartment upstairs wouldn’t be as damaged as the rest of the studio . . .

And the gods gifted him with a win.

It was minor, but it was something. The case of Steve’s father’s guitar was sitting on the ground, covered by ash and pieces of wood from the ceiling. He took the case, opening it, and felt a smile creeping up his face.

The guitar was undamaged.

He left the house at the coaxing of the fireman, but he would have even if he hadn’t been asked to. He’d had nothing too valuable in his own apartment, nothing sentimental.

When he went back outside, Dale and Annabel had a new face standing beside them.

Aiden O’Shaunessy stared wide-eyed at the building, shaking his head.

Steve asked, “What are you doing here, Aiden?” before resting the guitar case on the ground next to his car. 

“Word travels fast in this city, mate. I heard the news. A tragedy, my friend, really.” 

Steve looked around and only then realized that all the local news stations were on scene. Yellow tape was being strung up around the diameter of the building, from one side of the street to the other. 

“Thanks,” Steve said, frowning. “But at least I still got ol’ faithful.” He gently kicked the side of his guitar case.

Aiden said, “I wanted to offer you mates—and lass—a place to stay, if you’ll let me. I have a big enough house in Bay Park, and not enough bodies to fill it.”

Annabel put her hands together like she was praying. “Oh, Aiden, that’s so kind of you!” she exclaimed.

“Are you sure?” Steve asked, a bit bewildered.

“Of course, mate,” Aiden said, shrugging. “It’s the least I could do.”

“Thank you, man,” Steve said. “But before we do that, I’ve got something I need to do with this here guitar.” 

Aiden smiled. “It survived the fire? Lucky you, mate. Seems like a good sign.”
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Everyone got into Steve’s car: Annabel in shotgun, Aiden and Dale squished in the back. The guitar case went in the trunk. Steve drove away from the hollow building, but not before letting his eyes linger on it one last time, to say goodbye. With a heavy sigh, he flipped a U-turn at the end of the street and got off Garnet Avenue. 

He’d seen enough of Garnet Avenue for the day.

Unfortunately, where he was headed was on the other end of the avenue, but at least he could take the side streets to get there. Driving through residential districts, he was feeling lethargic and empty, and it showed in his driving. He barely drove the speed limit, but no one asked him to speed up. They weren’t in any hurry.  

In fact, in Steve’s eyes, they were in anything but a hurry. 

If everything went as planned, he would lose Annabel soon, only adding to the things he cared about that were being taken from him. It was almost too much to bear—after starting to get close to her, only for her to be ripped away from him. It wasn’t fair. 

He tried not to dwell on the negative thoughts from the recent hour and the upcoming one, but he couldn’t keep his mind off them for long.

Maybe if I plead with Annabel . . . maybe I can get her to stay? 

He laughed inwardly at himself. Jesus, I sound like such an asshole. I’m sure she can’t wait to be home, to be free from this crazy, fucked-up world. It’s no wonder there are so few Mythics on Earth . . . why would they want to come here?

Annabel was watching him out the corner of her eyes. When she saw Steve chuckle at something, she could see him drawing within himself, losing himself to his dark thoughts. She tried to break the darkness by saying, “Are you going to be all right, Mister Steve? Is there anything I can do to help?”

Yeah. Don’t go, he wanted to say, but couldn’t bring himself to. Not right now, feeling so pitiful, and definitely not in this car filled with Dale and Aiden. He didn’t want to hear their opinions on the matter.

“I’ll be fine, Annabel. And please . . . why do you continue to call me ‘Mister?’ You can just call me Steve, you know.”

Annabel shrugged. She turned her head and looked out the window at the passing houses and parked cars. They passed by very slowly. “It’s how I was raised.”

Steve half-smiled. He felt it would be some time before he could full-smile. “Well, vampire or not, you must have some very proper parents.”

“They were raised in a different time . . . when people were more formal.”

“So I gather.”

Dale and Aiden had been quiet in the back, so quiet Steve almost forgot they were there. But then Dale quipped, “Can we turn on the radio? It’s not that I’m not interested in this riveting talk you two are having, it’s just—”

“No need to explain yourself, Fats,” Steve said. He punched the volume knob and the radio came to life. “Layla” by Eric Clapton was on, in the middle of one of the choruses.

Clapton sang about being on his knees for Layla, about begging Layla, about Layla easing his worried mind. 

Goddammit, Steve thought, shaking his head. As if he wasn’t already having trouble escaping his worried mind . . . now Eric Clapton was driving the point home, reminding him of his wretched predicament.

Steve took a right off the side street and came to Garnet. While listening to “Layla” as it drifted off into its eerie, trippy instrumental second half, a question came to him, regarding music . . .

“Fats,” he said, “since all your recording equipment was destroyed, were the songs we’d been working on with Bel destroyed too?” He looked into the rearview mirror, awaiting his answer. 

In the mirror, Dale was fervently shaking his head. “No, no, man. You know how I do—I back evvverything up into the cloud—all the takes, the mixes, the masters, it’s all up there.” He waved his hand above his head to indicate where he thought the “cloud” was.

That gave Steve some relief. At least not all was lost . . . though what they were going to do with that music once Annabel was gone . . . Steve had no idea.

He parked the car across the street from the tarot shop. Everyone somberly exited the vehicle and Steve walked to the back and popped the trunk. He took out his guitar case and held it like a briefcase as he crossed the street.

I’m such an idiot, he thought as he crossed. I should have given up on the guitar and just told Annabel she was stuck here. With me. 

He realized he wanted Annabel more than his father’s guitar. But he also understood the shadiness of his thoughts. It wasn’t his prerogative to make Annabel stay. It was his fault she was here, after all, so it was his responsibility to help her return home. Bottom line.

He didn’t realize, until now, how much it would pain him to see this moment come to fruition. Hindsight was 20/20. 

Up until this point, he’d just been riding some kind of high . . . like he was on a mythical quest. An adventure. A mission from God.

But now reality was coming crashing down, as it was want to do, and it hurt like a bitch.

They entered in a single-file line into the tarot shop, the door dinging incessantly as they went. January wasn’t in her usual seat at the other end of the room, but she came shuffling in from a side room when she heard the door chiming.

Steve hadn’t realized how short she was until he saw her standing and walking for the first time. She moved gracefully, with an ease of motion and excellent posture—like a graceful garden gnome sliding across the carpet.

“I know you three troublemakers,” January said, pointing at Steve, Annabel, and Aiden as they stood in front of her table, “but who’s the fat one?”

“That’s Mister Fats,” Annabel said with a smile.

“Apt,” January said. 

“He’s Thor, named such for having the imbibing proficiency of the Norse gods of lore,” Aiden added, bowing graciously to their hostess.

“Dale Thornton, ma’am,” Dale said, stepping between the two and putting out his big bear-paw. January eyed him for a moment, suspiciously, then shook his hand.

“I’ve just seen on the news about a recording studio being razed, just down the street from here,” January said, taking a seat at her table. Everyone else continued standing because there weren’t enough chairs to accommodate them all. 

“If it wasn’t dark outside, you’d be able to see the plumes of smoke from here,” Steve said gloomily. “It was my studio.”

January nodded, frowning. “I feared as much.” She paused, then leaned forward in her chair. “And the Conveyor?”

Steve lifted the guitar case. “Miraculously, untouched.”

January was the first person who didn’t apologize to Steve for his misfortune. In some way, it gave him more respect for her. He could only assume the heaps of crap she’d probably put up with in her long life. And there was only so much apologizing one could take, especially when it wasn’t any of his friends’ faults.

“Lucky us,” January said. She rubbed her hands together, either for warmth or due to excitement. “Shall we get on with it?”

Surprisingly, at least to Steve, all eyes turned toward him. He fumbled for the right words, opening and closing his mouth a few times and stuttering.

January, quick to lose patience, asked, “What is it, Steve Remington?”

Steve laid the guitar case at his feet. He scratched his head. “Well, I was just wondering . . . is there anyway for me to, you know, visit Annabel or something? Like, in her homeland?”

January snorted. “This isn’t a Disneyland theme park, Master Remington.”

“Sure feels like it,” Dale quipped.

“You don’t get to pick and choose what ride you want to take.”

Steve nodded. He was expecting an answer like that, but it hurt all the same. “Right, just making sure.” He glanced over to Annabel, who he noticed was looking back at him with her big, bright orbs—the colors changing every time she blinked. It was like her emotions were portrayed in her eye color, and every blink brought a new one: red, purple, pink, orange, green . . . all the colors of the rainbow. 

The most prominent emotion, though, at least as Steve inferred it, was sadness.

Annabel took two steps and pushed herself into Steve, wrapping him in another big hug. “I’m really sorry . . .”

“Ah, I was afraid something like this would happen,” January said.

Steve and Annabel both turned to January.

“And while it’s not inherently a bad thing—a Terrusian and Mythic falling in love—given the circumstances, I can’t advocate it. Not while there’s a Hunter around trying to kill you two.” January was shaking her head, but she spoke softly, like a mother to a child. She clearly understood how her words wounded Steve and Annabel, but current conditions necessitated her to be frank and harsh.

“I know . . .” Steve muttered. He gently pushed Annabel to arm’s-length and stared into her pale face. Tears were fluttering in her eyelashes, waiting to fall. 

“I’m sorry, Steve,” she said, dropping the “Mister” for the first time. “But if you ever want this madness to end, I must go back to my plane. For my parents’ sake. I don’t want to put you or your friends in danger anymore. Look what’s already happened . . . I’ll never forgive myself for your studio.”

“It’s not your fault, Bel, really,” Steve said. He had just been about ready to beg her to stay, too, but now he felt like his words would be in poor taste. He didn’t want to sound desperate, after all, even though—

He shook his head abruptly. 

And why the hell not? Social norms be damned. 

“I’ll miss making music with you,” Steve said. “And everything else along with it.”

“There is . . . well . . . one thing . . .” January was muttering, but then she cut herself off.

Both Steve and Annabel’s necks twisted in her direction, looks of hope and surprise on their faces. 

“I don’t want to get your hopes up,” January prefaced.

“What is it, Madam Amos?” Annabel asked.

“There are other people out there, other Mythics, who have powers inverse to yours, Master Remington.”

Steve cocked his head. “Inverse to . . . me specifically?”

January shook her head and tried again. “They do what Myth Seekers do on Terrus, but they do it on Mythicus. Just like Seekers are responsible for Searing Mythics onto Terrus, like you have with Annabel, these beings Sear Terrusians onto Mythicus.”

Steve nodded slowly. “You mean these folks can rip people from Earth and transport them to the mythical world?”

January nodded. “We call them Myth Makers . . . Get it? Because they make Mythics from non-Mythical folk.”

“Yeah, I got that,” Steve said flatly. “Although your name for me . . . Myth Seeker, is still a bit misleading. I never came looking for Annabel. I mean don’t get me wrong, I’m glad she’s here, but I never went . . . never mind. I’m rambling.” Excitement was building in Steve’s voice, which was evident by the rapidity in which he was talking.

There IS a way!

“Where can I find a Myth Maker?” he asked. 

January sighed. “That’s why I didn’t want to get your hopes up, Master Remington. I don’t know. They are even rarer than Myth Seekers such as yourself. It seems your people like stealing the Mythics and putting them on your realm more than the other way around.”

Steve punched a fist into his open palm. “Dammit,” he spat. “Then why even tell me that, woman? If I can’t find one of these fuckers, how does that help me?”

Annabel reached out and put a hand on Steve’s shoulder. “Steve . . . it’s not her fault.” Her touch, as usual, calmed him almost instantly.

Steve was frustrated. He groaned and turned away from the Druid, bending down to retrieve his guitar.

“I just don’t want you to give up hope,” January said. “Maybe some day . . .”

Steve didn’t dignify her with a response. Instead, he took out the smoky-colored guitar from its case and held it up for her to see. 

“What happens now?” Steve asked. “What will happen when Annabel goes home?”

January said, “You will lose all ties with her in the physical world. Slowly, your memory of her ever existing will start to fade . . . Eventually leaving you altogether.”

Steve frowned. “You mean I won’t even remember how I met her? How is that possible?” 

January shrugged. “The mind is capable of many strange things, my friend, but none more mysterious than the comprehension of memory.”

“I’ll remind you about her, man, in case you forget,” Dale said from the corner of the room, trying to be helpful. He had been silent for an unreasonably long period of time.

“You too will forget her, though maybe not as absolutely as Master Remington here—whom she was Bound to,” January said. “You may still see her in your dreams, for a time—”

“Like I saw her parents?” 

January nodded. “But that will fade with time. Your distant memory of her will turn to a vague recollection, which will turn into nothingness—”

“Okay, I get it, lady.”

January cleared her throat. “Right. I apologize. Shall we?”

Steve laid the guitar on the table, the fretboard and strings facing up. He said, “What do we do?”

“Steve, as the Seeker, you will hold Annabel’s left hand with your right. Then you will both place your hands on the Conveyor, at the same time. Do it in that order.”

Steve stood to the right of the guitar and took Annabel’s left hand. He said, “Anywhere on the guitar?” while his left hand hovered over the strings, trying to buy time.

January nodded.

“And she’ll disappear?” He snapped his thumb and middle finger. “Just like that?”

“Just like that,” January said. “You might feel a slight shock.”

Gulping, Steve turned and stared into Annabel’s eyes. “Goodbye, Bel. I promise I’ll try to come looking for you . . . once I find one of these Myth Maker assholes.”

Annabel smiled, her smile turning into a giggle when Steve cussed. Then she went on her tiptoes and pecked him on the mouth.

Steve said, “On three . . .” and started the countdown. “One . . . two . . .” 

He hesitated.

“Three,” Annabel said, and both their hands slapped onto the guitar.

Steve clenched his eyes shut. 

He didn’t hear a thing. He didn’t feel a thing. The room was deathly silent. It was like he himself had transported into another spiritual realm. 

He slowly opened his eyes. Things came into focus . . . 

He was still holding Annabel’s hand.

Nothing had happened.

Furrowing his brow, Steve looked at Annabel and said, “Try again? Maybe we didn’t touch the guitar at the same time.” He looked to January. “You’re sure we can touch anywhere on the guitar?”

January’s face was clearly perplexed. She didn’t answer.

They tried it again. Steve counted down from three, finishing the sequence himself this time, and they slapped their hands down again.

And again, nothing happened.

“Something’s not right,” January said. 

“No, no, no,” Annabel muttered. “Please, don’t say that!”

“I can’t sense any power in this instrument. This Conveyor is not connecting your two energies . . .”

“The hell does that mean?” Steve asked. Dale was by his side now, staring down at the guitar like it was a disappointing stepchild. 

January looked up from the guitar, into Steve’s eyes, her face a mask of baffled confusion. “It means you have brought the wrong item. This isn’t the Conveyor connecting you two.”
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Back in the car, Steve could hear a pin drop. Everyone was quiet for a long time. Steve drove away from the tarot shop wracking his brain, trying to figure out what could have gone wrong.  

How did that not work? And what do we do now? he wondered, glancing over to inspect the back of Annabel’s head. She hadn’t looked from the window the entire drive, either to hide her tears, her frustration, or because she simply didn’t feel like talking to anyone. Steve figured she was probably doing the same thing as him, wondering what the hell could have gone wrong.

The worst part was, in the back of Steve’s mind there was this little voice going “yippee!” repeatedly. The fact that the guitar had failed to transfer Annabel back to her world meant he had more time to spend with her. More time to adventure. He felt utterly guilty about the elation he felt and was not about to make his ass-backward thinking public knowledge. 

But, if he was being honest, he didn’t mind the Conveyor had failed to work.

Although all he was doing now, he knew, was avoiding the inevitable. If Annabel had wanted to leave badly enough before, now she must be dying to get home.

The whole time they drove down Garnet, toward Bay Park and Aiden’s house, everyone was silent, thinking about the consequences of what had just happened, or didn’t just happen, depending on how you looked at it.

Until Dale said, “So . . .” in a low voice, followed by, “Radio?” 

Steve punched the volume knob. He made sure to turn the volume dial down, so he could think—so everyone could think.

The song playing was . . . big surprise, “Stairway to Heaven.”

As the otherworldly crooning of Robert Plant kicked into gear, Aiden and Dale struck up a dialogue. Aiden started first, saying, “I’ve been thinking about your musical endeavors.”

To which Dale replied, “What about it?”

“How are the songs?”

“They’re strong,” Dale said. “I like them a lot . . .” he stopped there, possibly unsure about how much to say. Would mentioning the songs now be a sore point for Annabel?

“It doesn’t matter,” Steve said, butting in, possibly for Annabel’s sake. “It all came crashing down around us when I ripped the contract up in John Levi’s face.” He was acutely aware of his Bummer Bob overtones. 

Aiden would not be discouraged. “You have no funding, is what you’re saying?”

“It’s what we’re saying,” Dale said. 

“No funding or distribution,” Steve said. Then he added, “And why does it matter?” while peeking up into the rearview mirror to stare at Aiden’s freckled face. “Annabel won’t be here much longer, so what could we possibly do with the music anyway?”

“Are you so sure about that, mate?” Aiden asked.

“About what?”

“About how much longer Annabel is going to be here . . .”

Steve scoffed and turned his eyes back to the road. “We’ll figure something out,” he said meekly.

“Aiden’s right,” Annabel said, speaking for the first time since the Conveyor had failed to work. She refused to turn away from the window, but at least she was talking. “While I’m here, it would be nice to do something with the music . . . at least see if there’s any potential there.” 

“There’s definitely potential there, little missy,” Dale said. “And it’s not like the tracks were destroyed with the studio. Up in the cloud, remember.”

Steve shrugged. “That’s all well and good, but what can we do without funding or distribution or a platform? It doesn’t matter how good the music is if no one is ever going to hear it.”

That quieted the backseat peanut gallery for a moment, just as Robert Plant was signing off to allow Jimmy Page his time to shine with his legendary guitar solo.

After a brief interlude via air-guitar, Dale said, “We could throw it up on the Dubya Dubya Dubya, get on the Facebook and the Twitter. We could build a platform.” 

Dale was one of those 21st century cavemen who refused to conform to modern standards, calling the Internet the Dubya Dubya Dubya, adding a “the” before Facebook, and generally not knowing what the hell he was talking about when it came to technology. He still used a flip-phone. In 2018. 

But it seemed that, somehow, Dale had excited Annabel, which was good in Steve’s book. His compassion and enthusiasm knew no bounds. 

She said, “That’s not a bad idea. What about shopping around for other labels? I’m sure there are other people we could find.”

“Not without an agent,” Steve said, elevating his Bummer Bob status to Debbie Downer levels. “I had a connection with Imminent Records through John Levi, and I fucked that up.”

“That contract was bullshit,” Dale said. “And Bel did you a solid by not taking it.”

“I know . . .” Steve muttered, glancing over at Annabel. She was eyeing him too, for the first time since getting in the car. Steve managed a half-smile—still unable to swing a full one.

Robert Plant was singing, “And as we wind on down the road!”

“She’s right, Steve-o. There are other fish in the sea. I’m sure we could land something with another label,” Dale said, cutting himself off even though it seemed like he was going to say more.

“But?” Annabel asked.

“But it means we got to hit the pavement. It’s gonna be hard work, y’know?” Dale finished, reluctantly.

“I’m not averse to hard work,” Annabel said. “Are you?”

Robert Plant was singing, “And if you listen very haaard!”

Aiden had been uncharacteristically quiet during this exchange between the trio, apparently taking Plant’s suggestion to listen very hard. 

But now there was a lull in the conversation—radio silence—and he spoke.

“I could fund you guys.”

The car went silent.

Except for Robert Plant singing, “When all are one and one is all!”

“What did you say?” Steve asked, looking back into the rearview mirror, thinking he’d misheard the mischievous leprechaun.

“It’s why I brought up the music in the first place, mate. I said I could fund you hooligans.”

The first thought that ran through Steve’s mind was, Caution! Unlucky leprechaun!

Dale said, “You would do that, man?”

Aiden shrugged. “The way I see it . . . it’s just another version of a gamble. It’s a wager—putting my money on you guys to succeed.”

“What will happen if we don’t succeed? Will you want your money back?” Dale asked.

But Steve thought Fats was getting in too deep too quick. Before Aiden had a chance to answer, Steve said, “Does that mean we’re destined to fail, since you see it as a gamble? I mean, if you’re the unluckiest leprechaun on this side of the pond.”

Aiden chuckled or scoffed. Either way it was an unpleasant sound.

Dale said, “Shut up, Steve-o.”

But Steve was serious. He had stopped taking all this superstitious stuff rhetorically. He’d become a firm believer in the Mythics and their talents and their follies. And it was well known that Aiden O’Shaunessy was a shoddy gambler and perpetual loser. Not in the personality sense was he a loser, of course, but in the monetary sense. 

He couldn’t win a bet.

What would make this endeavor any different? If he put his grubby fingers on Annabel’s music, would that mean it’d be sure to flop?

“I suppose that’s always a possibility,” Aiden said, shrugging again.

Steve thought long and hard about that, just as “Stairway to Heaven” was coming to a close. As Robert Plant sang off the last notes of the song, it brought Steve back to that fateful day at the cemetery, when he’d first met Annabel. 

The car ride home that day, in which he almost got into multiple accidents because he was feeling so scatterbrained, had been the last time he’d heard the popular rock song. It had evoked strong memories then, just as it did now. 

Steve smiled as he tuned out the other three people in the car, who were in the middle of a heated back-and-forth. He thought about that day . . .

His brother Tom giving the Creative Writing course eulogy for his dead father.

His cousin Lenny slapping him upside the head for not listening to his brother, because Steve’s eyes were focused elsewhere . . .

On a strange girl in a white dress playing her music for the dead. He realized, knowing what he knew now, no one else had probably been able to see her. 

She was all his.

Not until he walked over to her and started talking to her could she be seen by the funeral party. To Lenny and Tom, it probably looked like Steve was simply walking off, that he’d heard enough about his father . . . maybe he was going to go cry?

Then Steve had complimented Annabel about her music, was given the cryptic responses in return, and handed her a business card to offer his services . . . if she ever wanted to record some music at his studio.

She’d shown up that afternoon outside his studio, unable to hide her eagerness, all-too-ready to get song to tape and—

“Steve!” Annabel yelled for the third or fourth time.

Steve slammed on the brakes to avoid running a red light. The tires screeched and burned rubber as they came to a forceful stop. 

Steve’s eyes bulged. 

“What the hell’s wrong with you, man?” Dale quipped. “You want me to drive?”

“The fucking business card!” Steve shouted.

Everyone in the car looked at him like he belonged in the loony bin.

But then Steve turned to Annabel and he could see in her eyes as it dawned on her—the epiphany light bulb moment when everything made sense.

“Oh . . . shit,” she said. “The business card you gave me is the Conveyor!”

––––––––
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AIDEN’S HOUSE WAS NOT what Steve expected. Given that the Irishman was a bona fide leprechaun, Steve expected he’d live in one of those Hobbit houses with the miniature doors and tiny windows. There was a whole village of quaint little people houses in the hills of La Jolla. He expected Frodo’s Shire. 

What he got was much more grandiose. 

Aiden had a verifiable mansion on the Mission Bay waterfront, overlooking the calm, black body of water that sat in the middle of San Diego like a big swimming pool. It was sleek and modern and lavish, not at all the medieval fairytale funtime house Steve expected.

It was another surprise in a list of surprises that were beginning to not surprise him anymore.

It was like an Art Deco piece with two overhanging balconies, making it at least three stories tall, a winding staircase like you see in Disney castles, and lush floral arrangements in the front, leading the viewer’s eyes heavenward, to take in the whole structure.

And that was just the outside.

Inside was like a red-carpeted Renaissance masquerade ballroom. A huge chandelier with a bajillion little crystals greeted them in the foyer of the house—yes, it had a foyer—which led to three different rooms in three different directions.

“Jesus, Aiden, I thought you were an unlucky gambler,” Dale said, awestruck as he struggled to keep his balance while staring up at the high-ceilinged beams and columns. 

Aiden chuckled. “I am. But I still do all right for myself.”

“I guess so . . .” Steve said, trailing off as he perused an abstract art piece on the wall. It looked like it could be an original Picasso. 

“Chasing that rainbow has really paid off, huh?” Dale asked.

Aiden smiled. “Yes, Thor, you could say that.” He pointed down a wide hallway to the right of the foyer. “The kitchen and bathroom are that way.” Then he pointed to the left. “The living room, conference room, billiards room, another bathroom, game room, and indoor jacuzzi are that way.”

“You have a billiards room?” Dale asked excitedly.

Steve angled his brow at Dale. “I would’ve thought you’d be more enthused about the jacuzzi room, Fats.”

“You know how much I like to play pool,” Dale responded. He spun around to face Aiden. “What’s in the game room?” He was clearly like a kid in a candy shop, or a kid who begrudgingly goes to visit his Auntie with his mom, angry he has to sleep over, only to find out Auntie’s got cooler stuff and better games than his parents do. 

Aiden counted off on his fingers. “Darts, shuffleboard, and twenty-two pinball machines.”

“Twenty-two?!” Dale’s eyes bulged, flabbergasted.

“I’m a bit of a collector—a pinball connoisseur, if you will.”

“What’s down that hall?” Steve asked, pointing down the hall that went straight into darkness.

“The stairs. All the bedrooms are upstairs, either on the second or third floors.”

“How many bedrooms are there?”

“Six.”

Steve nodded. He turned to Annabel. “Want to join me in the kitchen?” he asked. They both knew it wasn’t for food. They needed to discuss that damn business card.

“Sure,” she said, nodding.

To Dale, Aiden said, “Maybe we could go to the conference room to hash out the details of funding your music project?”

Dale frowned. “Can we do that in the game room?”

Aiden smiled. “Absolutely.”

And they walked away.

Steve and Annabel walked down the long white hallway to the right. Halfway through the hallway it felt like they were entering the twilight zone. They couldn’t see what was ahead of them or behind them anymore—the light from the foyer was too far away. 

Annabel crept next to Steve and shyly grabbed his hand.

Steve smiled, feeling her cold skin against his.

Then lights blared to life overhead, startling both of them.

They jumped into each other’s arms, then cracked up laughing when they realized they weren’t in imminent peril. 

Aiden hadn’t mentioned he had automatic lights.

The kitchen had two cobalt-colored islands and two refrigerators. They sat at one of the islands, across from each other.

“So . . .” Steve began, folding his hands in front of him and leaning forward. “Any idea what you did with that business card I gave you?”

Annabel frowned. “I was afraid you’d ask that . . .”

“It’s got to be the Conveyor, yeah? I mean, that’s the first physical object I ever handed to you. It’s crazy to think something so small could do something so powerful . . .”

“Yeah, like rip me out of my world,” Annabel said. She thought for a second, then added, “I’m not sure if I left the business card in your studio somewhere . . .”

Steve made a hollow, inward clicking sound. “That . . . would be bad,” he said, thinking about the piles of ash that now stood where his studio used to be. 

From somewhere in the deepest bowels of the house, Steve and Annabel could hear Dale singing: “I’M A PINBALL WIZARD!”

They both chuckled. It helped lighten the mood, considering the implication of what Annabel had just said—if the business card burned down in the studio, she was stuck on Earth forever, as far as they knew.

“Could you have left it at the cemetery?” Steve asked. 

Annabel shook her head. “That would be almost as bad, right? But no . . . I remember putting it in my dress pocket. I think.”

“You think?”

“I could have put it in my guitar case.”

Steve sighed. “But you didn’t throw it away, right?”

Annabel shook her head. “I wouldn’t have been able to find your studio without the address on the business card,” she pointed out.

“Oh. Right. Well, what about your parent’s house?”

“I never went there before coming to your studio.” Annabel continued shaking her head, more vigorously now. She was clearly getting frustrated—not necessarily with the line of questioning, but just being unable to remember such a little detail that very clearly meant a whole lot, in the grand scheme of things.

Steve drummed his fingertips on the polished, cobalt tabletop. He scratched his forehead and leaned down further, as if the further his head went to the center of the Earth, the more he’d remember.

Annabel got up to check one of the refrigerators. She turned around holding two bottles of Budweiser. When she got halfway between the fridge and the island, she stopped in her tracks. “Whoops,” she said, turning back around.

Steve chuckled. “It’s no problem.”

She put one of the beers back in the fridge and called out, “Want a Ginger Ale or a Coke?”  

“Ginger Ale,” Steve said.

She returned to the island and passed the Ginger Ale to Steve, turning the twist-off lid of the Budweiser for herself.

“For being so rich, he sure picks a crappy beer to drink,” Steve said, taking a sip of his soda.

Annabel shrugged. “Beggars can’t be choosers.”

Steve said, “I’m gonna go find a balcony to smoke on, want to join me?”

“I’ll be there in a minute, I’m going to try to think some more.”

Steve nodded and turned around. He shuffled across the marble floor, and when he was five steps away from the island, Annabel’s words stopped him cold.

“Ah, damn!” she said, snapping her fingers. “That’s it.”

Steve spun around, his eyes narrowing on her, his head tilted.

“He asked me for a cigarette . . .”

“Who did?”

“I said I didn’t smoke, then I searched around in my pockets for my guitar pick . . . and the card fell out.”

“Who, what, where?” Steve was asking.

“Tumbleweed, that homeless guy outside your studio! When we first busked on the street, the morning after I slept over at your studio the first time.”

Steve stepped forward. “What happened to the card, Bel? After you dropped it?”

Annabel pursed her lips. “He picked it up and handed it to me.”

“And?”

“And . . . I told him to keep it, I said I already knew the place . . .”

Annabel looked up from the table, snapped out of her reverie. They looked at each other with astonished expressions.

“You mean to say . . . the dead homeless guy is our last chance to get you home?”

“It seems that way. But how would we even find him? I mean . . . he’s dead!”

Steve ran a hand through his hair. He felt like he’d gained fifty new gray hairs that day. He threw his arms up and said, “Hell if I know! We didn’t even know the guy’s real name!”  
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Pacing around the kitchen, which was nearly as large as Steve’s entire former apartment, Steve kept clicking his tongue. It was a clear nervous tick; a sign of him thinking. They’d only been in Aiden’s house for a mere half hour, but it felt like they’d be jetting out again soon.

And it had already been a hell of a day for Steve and Company.

As Annabel picked her fingernails, her own nervous tick, she watched Steve. She said, “What should we do since we don’t know Tumbleweed’s name?”

Steve, still pacing, said, “We could go into Pacific Beach and roam around the byways and bridges, try to find some homeless people who might have known him . . .”

“That could take eons.”

Steve sighed. “You’re right. There are thousands of homeless in San Diego, and I have no idea where their main hangouts are. I’ve never been homeless.” Steve stopped pacing for a moment and turned to Annabel with a curious look.

If he thought Annabel was going to answer, “I have,” he was mistaken. 

Steve continued pacing. “If only Pancho were still around . . . or do you think Aiden might have known him?”

“How?”

“I dunno. They’re both Mythics . . .” 

Annabel scoffed. “Just because they’re both from the same plane of existence doesn’t mean they were buddies, Steve. That would be like you being friends with every music studio owner in the world.”

“I know, I know, you’re right,” Steve said. “Sorry. I’m just trying to come up with ideas.”

“I’m sorry too . . . I know I’m not helping,” Annabel said.

Steve walked over to her and took her hands in his own. “You shouldn’t have to help, Bel. This is my fault—I should be the one coming up with the plans.”

Steve’s little speech didn’t have the desired effect. Annabel frowned and cocked her head back. “That’s a little sexist, don’t you think? Just because you’re a man doesn’t mean I can’t come up with ideas—”

“N-No, no,” Steve yipped, waving his hands in the air. “That’s not what I meant! Ugh, I don’t know what I meant.” 

It was clear that both their emotional capacities were on the fritz. Steve checked his phone and saw it was past 10:00 p.m. They’d had a long day, and it was starting to show via their little quibbling.

Steve put his hands in his jacket pockets and walked away toward the fridge, grabbing another Canada Dry Ginger Ale from inside. He untwisted the top and took a gulp, put the plastic bottle on the island, and put his hands back in his pockets.

Then his right hand went across something in his jacket pocket that almost gave him a papercut. He furrowed his brow and pulled out what had been poking his hand. 

It was a card. 

No, it wasn’t the card.

It was a calling card for a Detective Gary Richmond. He had been the on-scene detective that had first questioned Steve after the car crash that killed Tumbleweed, when Steve was still in shock.

Steve pursed his lips and smacked the card against his palm a few times.

“What’s that?”

“Hold on,” he said, trying to keep his thoughts straight. A moment later, he continued. “It’s the card for the detective that questioned me after Shannon Barton’s crash.”

“Hmm,” Annabel said, caressing her chin. “Wouldn’t someone who knows the streets—who roams the streets every day, looking for trouble—probably know the names of the homeless folk in his jurisdiction?”

Steve grinned. “Just what I was thinking, my dear.”  

“Great minds think alike.”

“And if not that,” Steve added, “he could maybe point us in the right direction.” He pulled out his cell phone, then paused.

“What is it?” Annabel asked, watching him stammer.

“I was just thinking . . . didn’t Buddy’s Diner threaten to kick Tumbleweed and Pancho to the proverbial curb if they kept hanging out in front of the restaurant? For loitering, I mean?”

Annabel nodded. “But how would that help us? Do you think the management at Buddy’s would know the names of the people they’re trying to remove?”

“I doubt it, but the cop who responded might.”

Annabel smiled. “It looks like we may have leads after all.”

Steve started dialing the number on the card in his hand. Even though it was late—past dinner, for sure—he didn’t feel too guilty about ringing a detective at night. They were probably used to it.

The call was picked up almost immediately. The voice on the other end of the line was clearly the one Steve had spoken to. His first words confirmed it: “Detective Richmond speaking.”

“Hi, my name’s Steve Remington. You questioned me after a crash near my studio—where I was almost hit by—”

“I remember, Mister Remington. What can I do for you? Finally feel like talking?” the detective asked.

“Talking?” Steve sputtered. The way Richmond had said it was a little accusatory, as if Steve was hiding something. It was probably just the way detectives talked, Steve figured. “No, I don’t have anything to add about the crash, but—” he stopped his sentence short. For whatever reason, the detective’s words had rubbed him the wrong way, and now he had a different line of questions . . .

“Isn’t that case closed?” Steve asked. “I thought Shannon Barton wasn’t being charged for anything . . .”

“No, the case is still open. I can’t discuss it, since it’s ongoing, but we haven’t concluded our investigation. Is that what you called about, Mister Remington?”

“No, sorry, I got sidetracked. I was wondering if you know the name of the man who was killed.”

Steve could hear the groan of disappointment on the other line. “I thought you said he was your friend.”

“Well, yeah, I mean . . . just in passing. I only knew him by his nickname.”

“And why would you like to know his name, son?” 

Steve had to think on his feet. “Uh, well, I was gonna see if there was going to be a funeral for him or anything. But since I don’t have his full name, I’m sort of at a loss.” He looked over to Annabel and shrugged, and she gave him an encouraging smile and a thumbs up.

There was a moment of silence. 

As the silence dragged on, Steve started to worry he was losing ground. “Detective Richmond?” he called out.

“Yeah, I’m here. Listen, we never could figure out the identity of the man who was killed. I was hoping you were going to help me with that.” Detective Richmond had a hint of embarrassment in his voice, like he was struggling to admit the truth.

“Oh,” Steve said. “That’s a shame. I’m sorry I can’t help.” He looked back to Annabel and gave her a frown and a thumbs down.

He was ready to be off the phone now—it always seemed like the longer you talked to cops, in Steve’s experience, the more likely you were to get in trouble for something. Things just always seemed to work that way.

When Steve said, “I guess I’d better be going,” his finger was already moving to the END CALL button.

Then he heard the detective say, “You know, if you really want to try to find this guy’s funeral . . . or his name . . . you might try looking in the California Death Records Directory. You might have to do some digging, but I’m sure you’re up to it, yeah?”

Steve had the phone next to his ear again, nodding along. “Uh, yeah, yeah, that’s a great idea, Detective. Thank you for your time.”

“Any time,” Richmond said. “And if you want to come down and talk about the crash—”

Steve hung up.

“What’d he say?” were the first words out of Annabel’s mouth.

“To look in the Death Records Directory,” Steve said, sighing. He sat on a chair next to Annabel and leaned his back against the cobalt island. Then he stared up at the crisscross ceiling. 

Annabel put a hand on his shoulder. “It’s worth a shot,” she said.

Steve closed his eyes, reached into his pocket, and handed her his phone. “Go for it, if you want,” he said, dejected. He was utterly exhausted. He just wanted this day to be over.

When he opened his eyes again, the room was empty. He peeked out of a window and saw it was still night. His eyelids were heavy, and he had a severe case of cottonmouth.

A minute later, Annabel shuffled into the room. 

“I wanted to let you rest,” she said.

“Where’s Aiden and Dale?” Steve asked, his voice cracking from lack of use.

“In the game room together, drunk.”

Steve squinted his eyes and sat up on the chair. He could hear the muffled sounds of laughing and loud voices coming from somewhere in the house, confirming Annabel’s statement.

“How long have I been out?” Steve asked.

“About two hours.” She had Steve’s phone in her hands. “I think I might have figured it out.”

“Figured out what?” Steve asked, trying to realign his scrambled brain.

Annabel rolled her eyes and took a seat next to him. She put his phone on the countertop. “I searched all through the Death Directory for people who died on that day in San Diego. There were seventeen deaths in the county the day of the car crash. Most of them were old folks, there were four stabbings, and an apparent suicide.” She reached for the phone and scrolled through the screen, then she showed Steve her findings and pointed at a line.

Steve read it out loud, slowly. “John Doe . . . killed in Pacific Beach from an automobile accident.” His eyes got wider as he read the line. “Look, Annabel, that’s gotta be him!”

Annabel nodded, but she wasn’t smiling. “I agree. Only problem is, look at his name.”

Steve read it again. John Doe. Literally synonymous with anonymous.

“So, no one knows who this guy was,” Steve said.

“If you think about it, it makes sense. He’d just been Seared into this world recently, right, the first time he ran into you and asked for a cigarette?”

Steve nodded. “I guess so.”

“Then your Conveyor with him must have been the first cigarette you gave to him.”

Interesting, Steve thought. And I never gave his friend Pancho one, which is probably why he never Seared here. And a cigarette butt as the Conveyor? Sheeit, that’s a hell of a transportation device.

Good luck finding that on the side of the road!

“Okay,” Steve said, “so in all this time we’ve decided one thing: Tumbleweed had no clear-cut identity. Not here on Earth, anyway.”

“Yes, but we could still find his body,” Annabel said. “We just need to check with the Medical Examiner’s office, right?”

“The morgue?” Steve asked, feeling a bit icky even mentioning it. “Great. Just as long as no dead person comes alive while we’re there.”

Annabel smiled. “Don’t worry, Steve. I won’t sing.”
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THE SAN DIEGO COUNTY Medical Examiner’s Department was located in Kearny Mesa, just a short drive down the freeway from Aiden’s estate. It opened at 8:00 a.m., so Steve and Annabel were there by 7:30. 

Steve had tried to drag Aiden with them, but the leprechaun was in a half-drunk stupor and was unresponsive to Steve’s wishes. He seemed to be not only a notorious gambler, but also a notorious drunk. Steve felt bad for the guy. He knew it was a tough life to live. Even for a leprechaun.

They didn’t really need Aiden there, but rather a bit of cash from him, for purposes Steve had not yet made known to the rest of his party.

From the game room couch, Aiden had flipped Steve a few gold coins—typical leprechaun currency—then fallen back asleep. Steve had no idea where the coins had come from; they seemingly appeared from thin air. 

Steve also planned to learn more about Aiden and Dale’s discussion about the music funding, after this business at the morgue. He wanted to find out if they actually put pen to paper and came up with something credible, or if they’d just blown it off and gotten hammered and played pinball while singing The Who songs all night.

It was a dreary morning, gray and cloudy. It looked like it would rain for the first time in months, which Steve took as a terrible omen.

Since they had thirty minutes to kill, they walked over to a Wells Fargo and exchanged the gold coins Aiden had given them. They were given almost $2,000 for the coins, to the amazement of both Steve and Annabel.

“Are you sure you want to do this?” Steve asked from inside the Lexus, once they were back in the morgue parking lot.

“Of course,” Annabel said. She paused, eyeing Steve. “Why . . . do you not?”

“Dead bodies aren’t really my thing,” he said.

Annabel snorted. “First, blood isn’t your thing, and now bodies? Come on, Steve, grow a pair!”

Steve threw his hands in the air. “Those are completely reasonable things to dislike! I’m not a goddamn vampire!” he said, somewhat playfully.

Annabel chuckled. “Let’s just go.”

And they did. They ventured out the car and walked side-by-side, their arms rubbing against each other. They would have held hands, but it was cold, so Steve had his hands in his jacket and Annabel had hers in a jacket she’d borrowed from Aiden. She had given up the white dress to allow for it to be washed.

Inside the morgue it was bright and fluorescent and smelled like silicon; Steve immediately hated it. He had to squint to allow himself to adapt to the blaring blue-white light.

“Jesus,” he said, shielding his eyes like he was hiding from the sun. “I don’t think your parents would do too well in this place.”

Annabel scoffed. “Nonsense,” she said, marching forward down the linoleum floor hallway. “I’m sure they’d feel right at home.” 

They went to the first front counter they saw, and Steve did the talking. The woman up front didn’t seem too thrilled about Steve’s presence here this early in the morning, but neither was he, so it was fair game.

“I’m trying to identify a body,” Steve said. “A friend of mine,” he added, just in case.

The woman, a big, pudgy white woman, looked at him with an expression of mild disgust. “We don’t allow the public to just randomly view bodies,” she said, as if reading from a script—as if she had to say that multiple times a day.

Steve was about to ask, “Why not?” but then he thought better of it and controlled his impulse. He looked at the woman’s nametag, which read “Becca.” He tried another approach, saying, “Becca, look, the person we’re looking for is a real good friend of mine. I just want to say my goodb—”

“And you don’t know his name?”

“Huh?”

“The deceased person is a ‘real good friend’ of yours and you don’t know his name?”

Steve frowned. He was getting nowhere with Becca. And she didn’t look like the type to be bribed. 

Dammit . . .

Steve took Annabel’s hand and said, “Let’s go, Bel. Becca obviously doesn’t appreciate the severity of this situation.” With an upturned nose, they headed back down the hallway.

Once out of sight from the counter, Annabel whispered, “What the hell was that? What are we going to do now?”

Steve sighed. “I guess we’ll have to break in during the night or something.”

“That’s your plan? You do realize this is a government building, don’t you, and not a scene in Ocean’s Eleven? We could get in huge trouble.”

Steve growled, more to himself than anyone else. Frustration creeping, he said, “How the hell do you know about American politics? You were literally born like yesterday.”

Annabel said, “I did my research about you people before you brought me here, Steve.”

Great, Steve thought. She went from calling me “Mister Steve” like a formal hostess, to Steve, like a sarcastic teenager. Just what I need. 

As they reached the doors of the building, a semi-loud, semi-hilarious “Psssst” rang out through the hall.

Steve and Annabel both spun around, eyes darting left and right, but there was no one in the hall.

That’s when Steve noticed the short, hunched guy standing in the shadow of an opened door, just down the way. He was motioning them in his direction.

“Uh, hello?” Steve said as he approached.

“Y’all looking to get with the bodies, yeah?” The guy spoke in a soft voice and kept looking over their shoulders. He was very skittish.

Steve and Annabel just looked at each other with blank faces.

“Yeah, you are,” the man decided. “I know your type.”

Steve felt his neck muscles go taut. “And what type is that, exactly, sir?”

The man chuckled. “Never mind,” he said. “Forget it.” He turned to go back in his dark room. 

What the hell is he doing in such a dark room? Steve wondered. 

“No, wait,” Annabel called out, stopping the man in his tracks. “You’re right, we do want to see a body. We’re looking for a friend . . .”

“Two hundred bucks for ten minutes.” He turned to Steve, looking him up and down. “You can do anything you like, but I suggest wearing a condom, big guy.”

“What?” Steve and Annabel said in unison.

“Take it or leave it, man.”

Steve started saying, “This is ridiculous—”

“I don’t judge,” the guy interjected.

Then, “We’ll do it,” from Annabel.

Steve looked at her like she was insane. She just shrugged. 

“How do we do this?” she asked. “I can’t wait. I’m itching.” She played the part of horny necrophiliac surprisingly well, Steve decided. Did she get that from her parents? 

“Give me the cash then meet me around the east side of the building in five minutes.” 

Steve reached in his pocket. Then he said, “No, fuck that. If I give you this money now, I’m never seeing you again.”

The man frowned. “Fine. Half now and half when I open the door.”

Steve hesitated. He shared a look with Annabel. She nodded, just barely.

Reaching into his pocket for the hundred dollar bill, the sketchy man didn’t take his eyes away from Steve for a moment. He snatched the bill away, then ran off.

Ten minutes later, Steve and Annabel were behind enemy lines, inside the building as the sketchy guy had promised. 

They hid behind a counter while waiting for the “coast is clear” call. 

When they got it, they dashed into a bone-chilling room together. 

It was a morgue just like you see in the movies: file cabinets arrayed all over the room, but with cold, dead bodies inside them instead of files.

The guy gave them a firm salute and disappeared, allowing them to do their business.

They had ten minutes.

It took two minutes to find a “John Doe” tag from the same date as the crash. The cabinet was somewhat in the back, away from the closer cabinets, which Steve presumed held the bodies of people who’d been deadened more recently.

Clicking back the lock on John Doe’s cabinet handle, Annabel said, “Are you ready?”

Steve gulped and nodded. His face had turned as white as Annabel’s.

Annabel rolled out the sliding gurney where the dead bodies rested.

Only there was no dead body there. 

It was just an empty space, with a little additional file near the back of the cabinet that said “POSSESSIONS.”

Annabel and Steve glanced at each other, baffled. What the hell was going on here?

Where was Tumbleweed’s body?

Annabel opened the “POSSESSIONS” cabinet and found a small bag of the things this person had had on them when they died.

In the see-through bag was a yellow bandana that Steve instantly recognized as Tumbleweed’s. The bandana had made him stand out and look like Jimi Hendrix. 

Also in the bag was a cigarette butt. Steve and Annabel wagered that Tumbleweed had known that that particular cigarette butt was his Conveyor, somehow.

And finally, the Holy Grail.

Steve’s mouth fell open as he pulled out the card from the bag. The card read, in big, bold letters: 

Remington Studios

1560 Garnet Avenue, San Diego, CA, 92109

~The Studio by the Sea~

Steve had never liked his little tagline at the end there—he’d been planning on printing new business cards soon, but that was irrelevant now.

Annabel took the card away from him and held it in both hands, like it was a timeless relic. 

“What should we do now?” Steve asked in a low, hopeful voice. He dared to glance at Annabel’s face and saw, much to his astonishment, that she wasn’t all smiles and rainbows.

She actually seemed rather solemn. Her eyes looked as if they were getting wet, even as she stared at the card . . .

It was like, she knew her journey had ended—she finally had found the object of her desire—but now, holding it in her hands, she didn’t want it to be over.

What’s the saying? Half the journey is getting there?

Now she knew she could go . . . she didn’t want to go. 

That’s what Steve felt through her hesitant reaction. 

“Bel?” Steve whispered, gently, after a long moment of silence. He put his hand on her shoulder.

She sniffled and gave him a sad smile, her face shooting up to meet his gaze.

“W-Want to go see how the music discussion went with Dale and Aiden?” she asked.

Steve smiled warmly. It was music to his ears. 

“Absolutely.”
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It was not lost on Steve that his dream of managing a popular music act was pretty much dashed, given the recent events that had played out. He was still holding onto hope, but it was a fragile, doomed hope. Annabel would be going home soon. What good was fame and fortune when she wouldn’t be around to relish in it? There were more important things afoot now, mythical clues that had come to light, and it saddened Steve the music was a scapegoat at this point—a feeble excuse for Annabel to stick around for a while longer.  

They didn’t talk on the car ride back to Aiden’s glamorous estate. No words were needed. Not yet. In Steve’s opinion, it was best he just let this blow over, whatever this was. He knew he’d eventually have to try to talk Annabel out of leaving Earth or Terrus or whatever, but that didn’t need to be now.

Now, he was just content she’d decided to stay for a little longer.

He wanted to know her reasoning, but he didn’t want to chance scaring her away. 

So quiet was the way to be.

En route to Aiden’s, they listened to an array of classic rock songs on the radio: Black Sabbath, then Tom Petty, then Deep Purple’s “Highway Star.” It was an eclectic mix. 

Steve smiled when “Highway Star” came on. He said, “Ah, my band covered this song, way back.”

“Really?” Annabel said, excitedly. It was like she’d been itching to say something the entire ride but didn’t know how to break the ice. And now when Steve had, she was ready. “When was this?”

Steve sucked in and puffed his cheeks into bubbles, like a frog. “Oh . . . about eight years ago, I guess.”

“Why’d you guys break up?”

“Well, our drummer went off and had a kid. That kind of put a damper on the whole thing . . .”

“Yeah, but there are plenty of drummers out there, right? I mean, if we make music, we’re going to have to find a drummer.”

Steve liked where this conversation was going. Annabel talking about their music together made it sound like she was here to stay! 

“True,” Steve said, trying to sound calm, “but it seems there’s usually only one drummer for every twenty guitarists out there. That’s why so many drummers are in so many bands . . . they’re like the unabashed whores of the music world.”

Annabel frowned and stared ahead. She clearly didn’t enjoy Steve’s quip. She said, “Is that really why you broke up, because you lost your drummer? Did he write the songs or something?”

“No,” Steve said, then sighed. “I did. And I guess the reason the band died is because of me, if you wanna split hairs.”

“I do.”

Steve glanced at her. Suddenly, he wasn’t enjoying this conversation as much as he had been thirty seconds ago. He said, “We got Yoko Ono’d.”

“Oh?”

Steve nodded. “My girlfriend. Her name was Julie. Is Julie. It’s not like she’s dead.”

“She wasn’t supportive of your music?”

“Originally, she was. But then the deeper I got into the music world, the less supportive she became. Eventually she gave me an ultimatum: the music or her.”

“Ah,” Annabel said, shaking her head. “I’m guessing you chose the music?”

“No,” Steve said. “I chose her. I dismantled the band—that’s how we died. And then two weeks later I caught her fucking my bass player. Then my relationship died, too, and I obviously couldn’t get the band back together because of the drummer situation and because my bassist was a backstabbing bastard.”

Steve breathed heavily. He noticed he was gripping the steering wheel awfully tight. He loosened his grip and a heavy silence fell over the car.

“I’m sorry to bring up such painful memories . . .” Annabel said at last.

“It’s fine,” Steve said. “I agreed to answer your inquisition. I try not to think about it too much, but from time to time I get riled up. During that period is also when I got heavy into drinking.”

“Oh,” Annabel said, “sounds like you got hit from all sides at once.”

“You could say that,” Steve replied. “But I’m in a much better spot now.”

“Do you ever miss her?” 

Without missing a beat, Steve said, “Not since I met you.”

After a short pause, Annabel broke into a big smile.

Then she leaned over and pecked Steve on the cheek.
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BACK AT AIDEN’S HOUSE, Steve called out Dale and Aiden’s names multiple times, hearing his words echo against the high walls of the mansion. Finally, he and Annabel found them in the game room. 

Aiden wasn’t kidding when he said he was somewhat of a pinball connoisseur. Classic arcade-style pinball machines lined up all four walls of the room. There was a Lord of the Rings machine, Funhouse, Star Trek, Mr. & Mrs. Pacman, Monster Bash, Tales From the Crypt, and other classics of a bygone era. A dartboard was between two machines.  

Aiden was on a plushy couch, nursing his hangover and a Budweiser. 

Dale was playing on one of the pinball machines.

The room smelled of stale booze and man-sweat. 

“Jesus Christ, have you guys even moved since last night?” Steve asked as he entered the room, holding his nose. “For the lady’s sake”—he motioned to Annabel—“can’t you crack a window or something?”

With half-slitted eyes, Aiden just shook his head. “No windows in here,” he said. “I made sure of it, mate. Wouldn’t be a mancave with windows now, would it?”

“I think it’s a fault in the design,” Steve replied. 

Annabel reached into her jacket and pulled out the studio business card. “Lookie what we found,” she said with a big grin.

Aiden lurched up from his slanted position on the couch, his eyes widening. “Ooh, what is that, a Babe Ruth Rookie Card?”

Steve put his hands on his hips. “No, you idiot, it’s the Conveyor.”

Aiden took a long pull of his beer, then reached out his hand and said, “Can I see it?”

Annabel dropped it back into her jacket pocket. “I don’t think so,” she said with a mischievous grin.

Aiden snapped his fingers.

Steve turned his head to Dale, who still had his back to them, slightly bent over, smashing the side buttons of a pinball machine. “Did you hear what Bel said, Fats?”

Dale said, “Yeah, great.” He was either entirely enthralled by his game, or utterly uncaring. When he said, “Why are you still here then?” Steve knew which it was.

“Hey, what’s your problem, man?” Steve snapped, walking toward Dale.

Aiden took that as his cue to finally get up off the couch. “I’m getting another beer and breakfast. Anyone needs me, I’ll be in the kitchen.”

Once the leprechaun disappeared from the room, Dale cursed, after losing his game, smacked the side of the pinball machine, and turned around. Steve’s angry visage was right in his face, but Dale stared him down.

“What should I be happy ‘bout? I’m glad you found it, but that just means you’re going to leave and we’re going to be out a songwriter and Steve’s going to be back to being miserable again.” He was looking at Annabel as he spoke.

“You should apologize to Bel,” Steve said.

“For what?”

“For being a dick.”

“I’m not being a dick. I’m being truthful, Steve-o.” He wandered over to a different pinball machine, if only to get away from Steve’s unnerving glare. “I mean, let’s face it. Annabel’s the best thing that’s happened to us in a long time. Even though we lost the studio . . . I still think it was worth it. If the studio had to burn down again to meet Bel, I’d do it.”

Annabel “aww’d.” She said, “Thank you, Mister Fats. That means a lot.”

But Dale wasn’t done. He turned to Annabel with a mixed sad and angry look. “But now we’re losing you . . . well, why don’t you just get it over with and spare Steve-o the suffering? The longer you stay, the more it’s gonna hurt when you go.”

The last sentence jabbed Steve straight in the heart. He felt it in his bones. It was true, what Dale was saying. As much as Steve didn’t want to admit it, he knew it. 

“Well I’m here now,” Annabel said, trying to lighten the mood. “And we’ve come to discuss what you and Aiden talked about, right Mister Steve?”

Steve was still lost in his thoughts, stuck on what Dale just said. When Annabel called his name again, he shook his head vigorously. “Y-Yeah . . . we are. Did you ever talk about funding the project with Aiden last night, or did you just spend all night getting shithoused?”

“Oh, we talked,” Dale said. “And we came to a conclusion. He’s going to bankroll us on a continuing basis . . .”

“What does that mean?” Steve asked.

“It means that as long as we keep producing, he’ll keep throwing money at the project. He’ll help us skyrocket, man.”

Steve was ever-suspicious. He’d known too many business executives—like John Levi—and wheeler-dealers to know no one did anything out of the kindness of their heart—not when it came to money. “Why?”

“Because he sees it as a gamble, like he said. And he expects to make a fuck-ton of money off us, besides. Until we start to see some returns, some traction, he said he’d forgo all royalties—let us keep 100% of the cash to start. Once the time comes when we’re bringing something in—more than just like a hundred bucks from the bar at a gig—it’ll switch to a 60/40 payment plan.”

“Sixty to whom?”

Dale smiled. “To us.”

“So, he’s going to be our manager?”

“He’s going to be our investor, Steve-o. You can still run the show.”

Steve ran a hand over the back of his neck. “I don’t know about this.”

“What do you have to think about?” Dale asked. “What’s our alternative here, man?”

Crickets.

Annabel said, “I think Mister Fats is right. We should take the deal.”

“We’ve penned it all out already—it’s in the conference room,” Dale said.

“And you’ve read it over? What kind of shady fine print is there?”

“Nothing, man. It’s all transparent.”

“I still want to run it by Henry.”

“Fine.”

“Fine.”

Dale and Steve stared at each other, blank looks on their faces, neither of them blinking. Annabel stepped forward, but then thought better of getting between them.

Finally, after the stern staring contest dragged on for nearly fifteen seconds, Dale lifted his palm as a small smile crept onto his face. 

Steve returned the smile and smacked Dale’s hand with his own, a loud thunderclap of a high-five.

“We’re in, baby!” Dale said, ecstatic, pumping his fists. Then his eyes accidentally met Annabel’s. His ecstasy crashed just as quickly and hard as if he’d been taking ecstasy. “Until we lose her . . .”

“I’m not going anywhere yet, Mister Fats.”

And they celebrated by playing darts. 
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AN HOUR LATER, AND with Aiden still nowhere to be seen, Dale threw a bullseye on the dartboard. He thrust his hands in the air in victory, laughing. When he went to go pull the darts out of the board, he said, “Oh, you know, Steve-o . . . I had an epiphany last night.”

“During your blackout, you mean?” Steve asked sarcastically.

Dale turned around with the darts in his hand, frowning. “No really, hear me out.” He went and sat on the couch, apparently finished with the darts. Then Steve realized he had put the darts down, so he could use his hands to talk. 

Dale said, “Remember what you said Shannon Barton told you? About why she tried to run you over with her car?”

Steve nodded. “She said, ‘I did it for love.’”

“Right.” Dale put his hands up palms-forward. “Now, I was thinking . . . and I’ll admit I was a bit tipsy—”

“You were massacring ‘Pinball Wizard’ at the top of your lungs, Fats.”

Dale shook his hands around. “That’s neither here nor there. As I was saying . . . who is the one person you can think of that could make someone do something for love? Or the perceived notion of love?”

Steve scratched his head and furrowed his brow. Stumped, he shrugged.

“Come on, don’t be a moron. Think.”

Steve sighed. “Telling me to think isn’t going to change my answer, Fats.”

“The Cupid dude!” Dale yelled. Then he looked over his shoulders conspiratorially, in case Aiden had heard him—after all, they had first met the cherub, Michelangelo, together with Aiden, at The Shack Bar & Grill.

Steve’s mouth fell open. He was flabbergasted—not that he hadn’t thought of that, but that Dale had. “I’ll be damned, Fats . . . you might be onto something.”

Annabel said, “How would that work? You mean, he made someone fall in love with him, and then told that person to go and kill you?”

Dale said, “It’s a running theory, Bel. I still have to work out the kinks. But it’s more solid than nothing!”

Steve turned to her. “You gotta admit, Bel, it’s got legs.”

“But why would the cherub do that?” Annabel asked.

Dale was pulling his phone out of his pocket. With a grin he said, “I have no idea, but why don’t we go find out? Check this out.”

He touched a few buttons on the screen then handed the phone to Steve. 

Steve scrolled down. He realized he was looking at a flyer. It was a flyer for an art show, happening . . . today. 

Featured artist: Michelangelo, with his handsome fucking face front and center on the advertisement. 

“The cherub is an artist?” Steve asked. 

“Makes sense, huh?” Dale said. “Hopeless romantic and all that . . .”

Steve chuckled. “Literally.” He checked the time on the phone—11:00 a.m.—then the time on the flyer—Open House Starts at Noon. “It starts in an hour.”

Dale nodded. “It’s in La Jolla. Let’s go bust this guy’s parade.”

Steve said, “What are we gonna do, charge in and play a round of fisticuffs with the guy? We’ll get arrested.”

Dale smiled and cracked his knuckles. “I may not be a violent man, Steve-o, but I can be quite imposing without resorting to violence.”
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THEY DROVE UP TO THE La Jolla Museum of Contemporary Art at 11:45 a.m., just as the sun decided to show its face. It peeked out of the gray clouds and showered the modern white building in a bright yellow glow.

Besides being just down the street from Shannon Barton’s house, the museum was one of the more significant landmarks in the artsy world of San Diego. It sat on the edge of a cliff that overlooked one of the prettiest La Jolla beaches: the Children’s Pool, which was currently closed for seal pupping season. It was a long, sleek, modern-contemporary art house that looked more like an artist’s sculpture than a pragmatic museum.

Sure enough, a flyer on the front door for this Friday’s exhibition showed Michelangelo—no last name—and his mug. Apparently, the cherub was a sculpturist. His work was being presented in the Edward’s Sculpture Garden, for two weeks, and today was Opening Day. The artist himself would be there.

That’s what Steve, Dale, and Annabel were counting on.

They blasted through the front door of the museum, pushing by bourgeois art collectors and their children, heading for the door that led to the outdoor sculpture garden.

A well-dressed clerk at the front saw them cruising by in a hurry and moved in front of them to stop their march. With his hands behind his back and a smug smile, he said, “Excuse me, my friends, but general admission is $10. And if you’re heading for Michelangelo’s exhibit, that’s an additional $10 per person.”

He might as well have said, “Pay your honorary gatekeeper or begone, plebs!”

Steve growled, not making a very good case for being anything but a dog and a plebian, but Annabel quickly quieted him with a hand on his shoulder. “That’s fine, sir.” She eyed Steve expectantly.

Steve rolled his eyes and reached in his pocket, fishing out a crisp $100 bill—courtesy of Aiden’s gold coins. He handed it to the glorified bouncer, who probably couldn’t bounce a grain of rice off the property, and the guy gave him $40 back. 

With a condescending smile, the magniloquent doorman said, “Thank you, and enjoy.”

The trio stormed past the gatekeeper and made it outside onto the green grass. Different unique sculptures were dotted around the place—some plaster, some colorful, all in very odd shapes and sizes. 

Steve spotted Michelangelo from across the way, nearly fifty feet away. How could he not? Michelangelo was literally dressed like an angel on Earth: pristine white jacket, white pants, a white hat, and white loafers.

Michelangelo was in the middle of a conversation with two or three esteemed, elderly women when Steve, Dale, and Annabel came barging up to him. 

“Hello, Mike, remember us?” Dale spat. He had transformed from an oafish, mellow teddy bear to a hardened, threatening grizzly bear. The old women, who held glasses of bubbly champagne and wore fancy, floppy hats, put their hands over their mouths at the rudeness of Dale’s interjection in their conversation.

Michelangelo was a tall, lean man—or Mythic—but Dale was a thick, round one. When he looked at you the way he was looking at Michelangelo, he could be quite striking. Especially when his fists were clenched at his sides, like they were now.

Michelangelo took a step back, startled at the abrupt appearance of Dale, and tried to play it cool. “Ah, yes, hello, sir, how are you doing this fine afternoon? Excited for the show?”

“Yeah, real excited . . .” Dale began saying, cracking the knuckles of his hands with audible pops while they still rested at his sides. 

The cherub put a hand forward, almost touching Dale’s arm, but when Dale recoiled he did too. He smiled at the older, enthralled women, saying, “Excuse me, ladies, may I have a moment, please?”

They nodded offhandedly and wandered off. 

Steve noticed that behind Michelangelo was a life-sized, carved statue of a man weeping. The man had feathery wings and was completely naked—like “David”—and was very impressive up close. 

“You make this?” Steve asked, pointing to the sculpture.

Michelangelo nodded. “It’s a rendition of my brother. He’s a Seraphim—”

“Shut up, Steve,” Dale snapped, not wanting to lose his rhythm. He thrust his finger in Michelangelo’s chest and said, “And you shut up, too.”

The cherub put his hands up in surrender. “Look, I don’t know what the problem is—if Aiden ripped you off or something, you’re coming to the wrong guy. I hardly hang out with—”

“This isn’t about Aiden,” Dale said. 

Steve frowned. The cherub’s words didn’t exactly instill confidence toward their newfound partner and investor.

“What is it?” Michelangelo asked.

“What does the name Shannon Barton mean to you?” Dale asked.

“Nothing. I’ve never heard it before.”

“Bullshit!” Dale roared. Just for good measure, he shoved Michelangelo, hard, in the chest. 

The cherub stumbled a few feet backward, but he didn’t move nearly as far as Dale hoped he would have . . .

Steve started thinking that maybe he had miscalculated Dale’s worth in this endeavor.

A couple people who were watching the growing spectacle gasped at seeing the acclaimed artist being pushed. One of them escaped inside the building, presumably to get the gatekeeper.

“It’s the truth,” Michelangelo said. He stepped forward and lowered his chin, gazing into Dale’s eyes. “And don’t try to push me again, you heathen.”

At seeing Michelangelo’s face turn serious and severe, he looked more angelic and radiant and scary than ever before. The color fell from Dale’s face as he must have realized he’d made a serious lapse in judgment in agreeing to be the “tough guy.” 

“Okay, I won’t,” Dale spat again, trying to stay tough sounding but utterly failing. “But I still don’t believe you.”

“Angels don’t lie.”

“Lucifer was an angel, asshole,” Steve chipped in. “Pretty sure he stretched a few truths.”

Michelangelo looked down at Steve with a deep frown. “What is it you people want from me, exactly?”

Steve decided Dale was taking too long to get to the point, and when he turned around he realized the puffed-up gatekeeper had just come outside on the grass and was headed in their direction.

“Did you brainwash Mrs. Barton to love you? To command her to try to run me over?” Steve blurted.

The stern look on Michelangelo’s face vanished. It became confused and contorted. “What. The. Hell . . . are you talking about?” He sounded hurt, like he’d grievously sinned in saying the H-word. “I’ve never heard that name, like I said, and also, didn’t Aiden tell you?”

“Tell us what?” Dale asked. He’d been pretty sloshed when they’d first met Aiden and Michelangelo at The Shack. 

But Steve remembered. He’d been sober. He started shaking his head and, in a low voice, said, “He can make anyone fall in love with someone . . . but can never find love himself. He’ll be forever lonely.”

“Exactly,” Michelangelo snapped. Now he really sounded hurt. “I can help people fine their soulmate, but no one will ever fall in love with me. That’s my curse.”

All animosity had exited Dale’s demeanor. He hung his head and said, “Aw, wow, man . . . I’m sorry. That really sucks.”

Just then, the exalted bouncer came rushing in. “Excuse me, gentlemen, are you giving our esteemed guest a hard time? Michelangelo, are they giving you a hard time?”

The cherub stared daggers at Dale and Steve, then turned away. “No, they were just on their way out.”

And after that, with $60 wasted, Steve, Dale, and Annabel left the grounds of the museum embarrassed, their tails between their legs.

When they got back in the car, Dale said from the backseat, “Well okay, I forgot about that one, but I have another theory . . . one that involves the succubus we met . . .”
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“Your first theory made sense, but this one just sounds batshit crazy,” Steve said to Dale as they drove away from the La Jolla Museum of Contemporary Art. He was looking at Dale through the rearview mirror, watching as his friend caressed his double chin. 

Dale said, “I dunno, man, I think it makes sense. Who was it that said that thing about ‘confusing lust for love?’ Freud?”

“No, I think Freud was the one who said you want to have sex with your mother,” Steve said.

“Well, whoever it was, that is a thing, Steve-o. Confusing lust for love, I mean. It happens. Hell, I do it almost every time I’m drunk at a bar and see a pretty girl with big ti—”

Steve loudly cleared his throat and stopped Dale cold. “We get it, Fats. There’s a lady present, you know.” 

Annabel said, “I can handle it, Mister Steve. I’d like to hear Mister Fats’ reasoning on this one.”

Enthusiastic to please, Dale jumped forward, so his big head stuck between the space between the two front seats. “Okay, so everyone who encounters the succubus falls in love with her, right? Or falls in lust with her. Whatever.”

“Sure,” Steve said. 

“And even Scarlet told us it’s not just men who fall in love with her. That leads me to believe women could fall for her, too. Right?”

“So far so good.”

“So, the succubus brainwashed Shannon Barton—or used her lust-powers—to get her to try to run you over. Fortunately, Shannon is a woman, and therefore a terrible driver—”

“Hey!” Annabel said.

“I’m sorry, but I’m just stating facts here, Bel,” Dale said, obviously not citing his sources on those “facts.” “The fairer sex are worse drivers than us ogres.”

“Tell that to Danica Patrick,” Steve said.

“Thank you,” Annabel said, bowing her head slightly to Steve.

“We’re getting off track here!” Dale waved his arms around in the air. 

“Even if what you say is true about Scarlet, do you think she would have the power to actually brainwash someone to carry out murder for her?” Annabel asked.

Dale shrugged. “I don’t see why not. Succubi are demons, right? Demons are known to be quite murdery, Bel.”

Steve was shaking his head. He pulled the car up to a red light and ran a hand through his hair. “I don’t like this. It’s one thing to accuse an innocent angel of this type of thing . . . but Scarlet . . . she’s the Druid’s daughter for Christ’s sake. If what you say is true, that means not only can we not trust Scarlet, we can’t trust her mom, either.”

“Yeah,” Dale said, “it’s all very Usual Suspects. Who is Keyser Söze? In this case, I think it’s a murderous succubus who’s capable of stealing the hearts of men and women.”

“What do you think, Bel?” Steve asked, yielding to the only expert on Mythics in the car.

Annabel sighed. “Dale’s theory does have credence, as much as I would like to believe it doesn’t. We can’t just strike it from the record because we don’t like it.”

“Thank you,” Dale said, nodding his head and sitting back in his seat. 

The light turned green and Steve put his foot on the gas. As the car rolled onward, everyone inside fell silent. 

A minute later, Steve said, “Why don’t we go talk with January? See what she has to say about this?”

Dale was incredulous. He immediately leaped forward, putting his face back between Steve and Annabel’s. “And collude with the enemy?! We can’t do that!” 

“We don’t know if she’s the enemy, Fats . . . it’s just your wild hunch. What if she knows nothing about this? Maybe she could clarify some of this. She does seem to be the most reliable source on these kinds of things.”

“She can also twist the truth any way it suits her, Steve-o. She could have been filling you with lies this entire time!” Dale said adamantly. “And besides, I’d think she would know if her daughter was doing some dubious shit behind her back.”

“You’ve never had a daughter, Fats, and neither have I. But I’ve seen enough movies to know that teenage girls can do some pretty reckless things without their parents knowing about it. This could be one of those cases.” Even though Scarlet isn’t a teenager, Steve thought, but didn’t want to undermine his own argument out loud. 

“And if she’s an enemy?” Dale asked. “What then? Then we’ll be even more confused. She could be the final boss for all we know!”

Steve groaned. “She said she was my father’s lover. If she was a bad guy, do you really think she would have told us all about Myth Seekers and Myth Hunters and all that? Why would she help us at all, if she was trying to hurt us?”

Dale chuckled condescendingly. “You clearly don’t know how bad guys operate, Steve-o.” He pointed a finger at his temple, indicating his brain, and said, “They try to get in your head. Like Freud.”

“Please, not Freud again . . .” Annabel muttered.

“She’s not a fucking James Bond villain, Fats,” Steve retorted.

“You’re right,” Dale said. “I see her as more of a Disney villain . . . because she’s magical. And Annabel is the Disney princess who’s gonna get got if we don’t do something about her.”

“Enough,” Steve said with finality. “You still sound drunk. I think you’re way off base here.”

“I was meaning to go talk to January again . . .” Annabel murmured in barely more than a whisper.

“Oh?” Steve asked, glancing over to her for a split second, before turning back to the road. 

“Well, I wanted to show her the business card, make sure it’s the Conveyor . . . make certain we’re doing the transfer right. For when the time comes, I mean. I want to have all our ducks in a row.”

“Smart,” Steve said. He pounded his fist on the steering wheel. “Then it’s settled. We’ll kill two birds with one stone. We’ll go see January, talk about the card, and then try to slyly weasel in something about her daughter trying to kill us.” He looked back up to the rearview, saw Dale was back in his seat. He could only see the top of Dale’s head, leading him to believe the big guy was on the phone. “Fats, does that sound good?”

“Huh?” Dale asked, apparently having lost all motivation to pursue his theory once disagreed with. “Yeah, sure,” he said absently. “But I’m gonna have to split on this one. Aiden just texted me.”

“The leprechaun is texting you now?” 

“Yeah, and he wants me to meet at the house. Supposedly there needs to be a third-party witness for when we sign the investing documents—someone who isn’t profiting from the deal, so it can’t be you or Bel. He wants to make the contract legit.”

“Sounds reasonable to me,” Steve said. “Think you can handle it?”

Dale said, “Of course. Just drop me off at his house before you go on your ill-conceived quest, will you?”
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STEVE AND ANNABEL DROPPED Dale off at Aiden’s house at around 1:00 p.m. It had turned into a glorious day, the sun finally melting away the rough gray clouds from earlier in the morning. It was a typical San Diego afternoon, bereft of any signs of seasonal changes. 

Once Dale excavated himself from the Lexus, Steve and Annabel immediately took off the way they’d come, back toward Pacific Beach and the tarot shop.

“Should we call her first this time?” Steve asked. 

Annabel shrugged. “Wouldn’t hurt. I’d feel bad barging in on her if she was in the middle of a séance or something.”

“True.” Steve reached in his pocket and, since he was driving and was trying to be a responsible Samaritan, tossed his phone to Annabel. 

“What’s her number saved as?” Annabel asked, scrolling through Steve’s “Contacts” list.

“Gandalf,” Steve said seriously. 

Annabel turned to him with upturned eyebrows. “Gandalf?”

“Yeah,” Steve said unabashedly. “She’s our wizard, right, leading us through Mordor?”

Annabel chuckled. “I suppose.”

Steve’s voice went low as he said, “Though maybe I should call her Saruman if she’s trying to sabotage us like Dale thinks . . .”

“What?” Annabel asked, the phone up to her ear.

“Never mind.”

Fifteen seconds later, Annabel said, “No answer,” and tossed the phone back to Steve. “I guess we’ll just have to show up unannounced, as usual.”

Steve smiled. “We’ve become quite adept at that, if I do say so myself.” He thought back on the first meeting with the Druid, and the morgue, and Michelangelo’s art show . . .

The route from Bay Park to Pacific Beach was less than a ten-minute drive west. They didn’t even need to get on the freeway, but rather stayed to Balboa Avenue, which turned into Garnet Avenue after crossing the I-5 freeway.

As they passed the burned-out ruins of Remington Studios, still black and boarded and surrounded by yellow tape, Steve felt his heart sink. He became acutely sad at the sight of his old residence and business, relegated to the “Permanently Closed” section of Yelp. 

A few minutes later, they reached the cross street before the tarot shop. 

Already Steve could tell something was wrong. His heart started racing as he pumped the Lexus’ brakes and came to a crawl, due to traffic stopping. 

There was a large police presence outside where the tarot shop was located—it looked like maybe Wells Fargo, next door to January’s place, had been robbed. Four cop cars were positioned to cut off traffic, like they’d haphazardly parked to run into the Wells Fargo. Their lights blared blue and red. Two of the police vehicles were actually parked inside Wells Fargo’s parking lot.

Steve and Annabel shared a worried look. It took five agonizing minutes of bumper-to-bumper traffic for them to hit a small side street that Steve could turn off onto. He turned right onto Gresham Street and found a parking spot about two blocks from Garnet. 

He and Annabel jumped out the car and took off down the road in a sprint. When they turned the corner onto Garnet, Steve’s heart sank even lower. 

An ambulance was arriving onto the scene, its siren blasting. The white emergency vehicle was forced to honk and drive up onto the sidewalk, so heavy was the local traffic during peak lunch hour. 

Annabel put a hand to her mouth and looked at Steve with fear in her eyes.

Steve took Annabel’s other hand, squeezing it tight, and they ran together down the sidewalk, pushing past and through onlookers and passersby. 

There was already yellow tape up across the entire side of the street Steve had been driving down—heading westward toward the ocean. A cop with a bright orange life vest was in the middle of the street directing the slow crawl of traffic, detouring them away from Garnet Avenue and whatever was happening there.

For Steve, seeing the cops and the yellow tape, it was a horrible reimagining of when his studio had burned down, which was still recent and painful in his mind. As they came up to the yellow caution tape, he realized he was squeezing Annabel’s hand much harder than he’d meant to. He loosened his grip and stood on his tiptoes, trying to see over and between the shoulders of the other people gathered at the edge of the crime scene.

Some people were frantic in the chaos, throwing out questions for a law enforcement representative who tried to answer their inquiries.

Steve recognized the cop as none other than Detective Gary Richmond.

Already there were news vans showing up in the distance, unable to get through the nightmarish traffic, the reporters and cameramen abandoning their vehicles in the middle of the road, so they could sprint to the scene and be the first ones to break the news.

Steve called out, to no one in particular, “Was it Wells Fargo? Was the bank robbed?”

A few heads turned in his direction and looked at him as if to say, “What do you think this is, the 1920s?” And when Steve thought harder about it, it did seem to be a stupid question. Bank robberies in broad daylight on one of the busiest streets in San Diego weren’t exactly that common these days.

No one dignified him with an answer, but Detective Richmond did have an answer for the reporters when they finally arrived. The female reporter shoved a microphone in the cop’s face, and the cop took the opportunity to get his Fifteen Minutes in.

And Steve and Annabel listened with dread at the news they were fed.

“This afternoon, somewhere before 12:30 p.m., an elderly woman was found dead in the Pacific Beach Tarot Reader. We believe there to be foul play—”

“The hell does that mean?!” someone screamed from the audience.

The cop frowned at the crowd, then turned back to the reporter. “Due to the amount of blood on the scene, we believe the woman to have been murdered. This is now an open investigation and crime scene.”

“What was her name?” Steve cried, but he already knew the answer.

The cop looked at a notecard, then looked back up, noticing Steve in the crowd for the first time. His face contorted with a “What the fuck are you doing here?” look. To the reporter, he said, “Her name was January Amos. If anyone knows of anything that might have led to this tragic event, please be sure to call the San Diego Police Department. For now, I have no further comment.”

Detective Richmond walked away, toward a police car and his buddies, even as the reporter followed him and tried to ask an array of questions.

Steve felt his skin grow cold. Then he was shivering. He turned to Annabel and saw she was even paler than usual. Steve wondered if his skin getting so cold could have come from Annabel, from holding her hand . . .

There was an expression of complete righteous fury in Annabel’s face. But that fury quickly melted into grief, and she started sobbing.

Steve’s eyes were bulging. He pulled her close and hugged her, nestling her head in the crooks of his arms, against his chest. “It’s okay,” he whispered. “It’s going to be all right.” 

Just then, the door of the tarot shop opened in front of them.

Even from this distance, nearly thirty feet, standing at the edge of the yellow tape, Steve could see the mayhem inside: blood was splattered on the walls, on the floor, even on the inside of the front door. 

His heart and mind both started racing at the same time. 

What does this mean? 

Who killed her?

How could this have happened?

We’re too late . . . 

He remembered a specific line January had said last time they’d visited her: 

“As long as I’m around, you’re safe.”

Now, their protector was dead.
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“Someone must have known she was protecting us,” Steve said once they were back in the safety of the Lexus. He’d peered over his shoulders like a paranoid crackhead the entire walk back to the car. 

How quickly will it be, now our “protector” is gone, before someone tries to kill us again? 

“This couldn’t have been a random murder,” Steve added. He realized he was talking to himself, though. Annabel was still too distraught to speak, but now her tears had dried and her face had glazed over. She stared blankly ahead.

Steve tapped the steering wheel, trying to think of what to do. He was worried Annabel would want to leave now—like any sane person would. What reason did she have to stay on this murderous, messed up planet? 

His thoughts came back to the Druid. What kind of secrets did she take with her to the grave? he wondered. He glanced over at Annabel, worried what he might see. He spoke softly, trying to remain calm. “Listen, Bel . . . if you want to leave now, I totally understand. I probably would too, were I able to . . .”

Annabel was shaking her head before he even finished. “No,” she said firmly, “I’m too involved in all this now. I want to find out the truth—no, I need to find out who is doing these terrible things.” She faced Steve with a hardened resolve, her pity and wallowing thrown to the wind. “I’m not leaving until we get to the bottom of this.”

Steve couldn’t help but smile. When he’d first met Annabel, she was so distant and noncommittal, if that was the right word. She was hesitant to interact with Steve and Dale. And for good reason, Steve figured—she was probably freaked out about suddenly appearing on this plane. Up was down and left was right. It must have been a confusing time.

But, slowly, she seemed to come around. Steve wondered if some of his and Dale’s personalities hadn’t rubbed off on her. She was more open and talkative and direct. She didn’t hang around in the corner of the recording room anymore . . . she wanted to take action. 

Steve admired that. 

“It could be dangerous,” Steve reminded her, as if that wasn’t already on the forefront of Annabel’s mind.

She confirmed his worry, saying, “I’m aware, Mister Steve.”

Steve chuckled. “Okay, then what do we do? Do you think there’s any way the succubus could have done this . . . to her own mother?”

Annabel sighed.

“I mean, did you see all the blood in there? That was brutal,” he added.

“No. I doubt it. Unless there’s a much deeper history of family strife between those two we don’t know about. But I have a feeling we won’t be able to find out now. Those secrets are likely lost to us . . .”

“Poor Scarlet,” Steve muttered. “Probably doesn’t even know yet her mother has been killed. Should we tell her?”

Annabel didn’t have an answer to that, but a question. “What I want to know is . . . did you see a body, either inside the tarot shop or being taken to the ambulance?”

Steve “hmm’d” out loud as he thought about that. He’d seen the blood, but . . . “No, I didn’t, actually. There wasn’t a body anywhere, but Detective Richmond said they had a body, and even identified it . . .”

“Detectives can say anything to appease reporters and curious people,” Annabel reminded Steve.

“Yeah, but how would he have been able to identify her without a body?”

“Good question.” Annabel leaned back in her seat. The car still hadn’t moved from its parking spot—they were scared to go anywhere without a destination. Now Annabel was tapping her fingers on the old leather upholstery of the car, too. 

Then she sat up, quite abruptly. Her face lit up.

“What is it, Bel?” 

“Remember how January said when a Mythic dies on Terrus, they cease to exist?” 

Steve squinted, then nodded. “Yeah, she said their record of employment disappears, their life history, all that . . .”

“Right, and wouldn’t that mean their bodies, also? It would explain why Tumbleweed wasn’t in the morgue when we looked for him. It would explain why January wasn’t there, too . . .”

Steve scratched his chin, thinking of the ramifications of that theory. “So where do the bodies go, then? Back to Mythicus?”

“That’s my guess,” Annabel said.

Steve held his breath inward. When he exhaled, it was a long sigh. “What a trip. And how quickly do they disappear? I mean . . . Detective Richmond wouldn’t have been able to identify January without a body, so she must have been there at some point. Unless this thing goes way deeper than we originally thought, and the cops know about the Mythics on Earth. But I don’t even want to go there.”

Annabel shrugged. She obviously didn’t have the answers confirming or denying a hypothetical police conspiracy. 

And before she could try to answer, Steve’s phone went off in its regular fashion; the opening riff of “Smoke on the Water.”

Steve checked the screen. “It’s Henry, my . . . lawyer,” he finished, fumbling for the word. He suddenly felt guilty he hadn’t been to an AA meeting in a while. He figured he’d need to hit one up soon, especially in light of all the recent traumatic events.

“Henry, what’s up?” Steve asked as he pressed the green button.

“Hey, Steve, what are you doing? Are you busy? I need you to get down to my office,” Henry said.

Steve leaned back in his seat. “What’s going on, man? You sound frantic.”

“No, no, it’s nothing like that. I just got done working out. But I just got a call from someone . . . from Shannon Barton.”

“So?”

“She’s headed to my office and wants to discuss something but wouldn’t talk over the phone. She’s going to be charged with Reckless and Dangerous Driving, it looks like, so we’re going to have to form a defense. And I don’t think ‘brainwashing’ is going to be a very convincing argument.”

Steve nodded along as Henry spoke. Then he said, “That’s mighty interesting, man, but what does any of that have to do with me?”

Henry said, “She’s requested you come to the meeting. Says she has something to show you.”

“Me?”

“Asked for you personally, bro. I’d get down here, ASAP.” 

Steve sighed. “Ten-Four,” he said. “I’ll be there in fifteen. But I’m bringing a friend, so if you have any attorney confidentiality stuff you need to take care of, get it out of the way before we get there.”

“Wait, who are you bringing, man? That’s not—”

Steve hung up and started the Lexus. 

He pulled away from the curb just as he heard the sirens of the ambulance start up, and he and Annabel watched as the emergency vehicle sped off down the road.

Most likely without a body inside it. 
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THEY PULLED UP TO THE parking lot of Henry’s four-story office building on Kline Street in La Jolla. It was just after 2:00 p.m. As sort of a déjà vu and bad reminder of recent events, a Wells Fargo bank was on the other end of the parking lot from Henry’s office building.

Oh, how he wished it had been a robbery at Wells Fargo in PB, and not the death of January Amos he’d witnessed. 

But what’s done was done. Life goes on. He needed to be proactive from here on out. 

He and Annabel walked up the rickety staircase toward Henry’s office. Like a microcosmic reflection of the rest of La Jolla, Henry’s building was very nice and lavish, but the infrastructure, like the stairs, was falling apart.

When Steve knocked on Henry’s door, the good-looking, sober attorney answered the door looking anything but sober. His eyes darted around the hallway like a tweaked out stalker. He took one look at Annabel and frowned. 

Then, reluctantly, he let Steve and Annabel inside the office. 

He slammed the door shut when they were inside, almost catching the hem of Annabel’s dress—she’d gathered it from Aiden’s house after the event at the morgue—in the door, so quick was he to shut it.

“Thanks for coming,” Henry said. He spread his hand out at a woman sitting on a couch across the way. “You remember Shannon Barton.”

“Of course,” Steve said, nodding to the pretty woman. “How are you holding up, Mrs. Barton?”

The blonde shrugged indifferently, but her face told a different story. Like she was troubled, worried . . . had something to hide.

Steve didn’t like it. 

He already didn’t trust this woman—attempted vehicular manslaughter had a tendency to cause severe trust issues.

“We’ve learned recently the wonderful detectives of San Diego are reneging on their original estimation and are going to be charging Mrs. Barton with Reckless and Dangerous Driving,” Henry began. He motioned to two chairs opposite the couch, and Steve and Annabel took their seats. 

“What caused them to change their minds?” Steve asked.

“Footage from Buddy’s Diner—they have a CCTV camera with a street-wide view out front of their building, since they’re open 24/7. Catches everything, including the crash.”

Steve’s eyes went wide. “No way—they do?” It was news to him. He tucked that away in his memory bank for future use . . .

Henry nodded. 

Shannon spoke up in her defense. “They refuse to acknowledge I was trying to avoid someone who ran a red light in the cross street before the crash—on Ingraham Street.”

Henry nodded. “That’s our defense. She lost control, tried to correct herself, but there wasn’t time. That’s when she went careening toward the alley. It wasn’t her fault.”

Steve frowned. “How do you know that’s what you did?”

Shannon furrowed her brow. “Excuse me?”

“You said you lost your memory, remember?”

Shannon looked embarrassed. She crossed one leg over the other and stared at the ground. “It’s strange, but when I woke up today, it’s like a fog was lifted. I’ve started remembering again . . .” she trailed off.

Steve and Annabel shared a look. They both seemed a bit curious about that. How had Shannon’s amnesia suddenly been lifted? Had she been lying about it the whole time?

They could read each other’s body language without needing to say it: there’s some connection here between Shannon Barton’s memory and January Amos’ death.

“That’s why I’ve asked you to come, Mister Remington,” Shannon said. She was fidgeting now. 

“I’m listening,” Steve said, trying to coax out whatever she was reluctant to say.

Shannon looked up from the ground, to Steve. “When my memory started to return today, I found something in my phone. You’re not going to believe it—”

“Try me, Mrs. Barton.” Steve was stone-cold serious. 

Shannon stammered. She gulped loudly and had to look away from Steve’s hardened face to continue. “Well . . . I found pictures in my phone. Pictures I didn’t know existed until today—because I didn’t think to look through them until now, I suppose.”

Steve had an idea where this was going. “Pictures?” he said, playing innocent.

“I thought you might have some idea what to make of all this . . . That’s why I called you. There’s two pictures . . . of my, of my—” she leaned forward, talking in a low voice as if Henry’s office was bugged. “Of my ‘targets,’ I think.”

Steve was nodding. Yes, he thought. Two pictures of the people you were meant to kill. But he wanted to be sure—to set the record straight. He said, “You have pictures of the two people you were meant to kill, you mean, in that car crash?”

Shannon leaned back and nodded furiously. “I think so.”

And those pictures are of me and Annabel, Steve thought.

Shannon took out her phone from her Gucci purse. “Here,” she said, after scrolling through it for a while, “Take a look.” 

Steve took the phone and looked at the image. He knew what to expect.

But it wasn’t what he expected. He squinted his eyes, unsure if he was seeing correctly. With a baffled expression on his face, he turned the phone, so Annabel could see the picture. Then her face twisted in similar confusion.

“The next picture is just a profile picture of the same person,” Shannon said to her stunned audience. “It’s a bit out of focus.”

The first picture was a little grainy, and was taken during night . . . but the subject was clear:

Yellow bandana, tall, with an afro . . .

Tumbleweed stared back at Steve.  

And as shocking as that was, there was something else that surprised Steve. The second picture was not just a profile picture of the same person. It was actually focused on someone next to Tumbleweed.

Pancho.

Steve narrowed his eyes and turned the phone to Annabel. “Who do you see here?” he asked—a seemingly random question if there ever was one.  

Annabel glanced at Steve like he was crazy. She took the phone and scrolled through the two pictures. “Two pictures of the same guy, but like Mrs. Barton said, from different angles.”

Annabel and Shannon only saw Tumbleweed in the pictures. Steve saw Pancho, though, too.

So, what January Amos said is true, Steve thought. Only I can see Mythics when they haven’t been transferred to this world. Only I can see Pancho in this second picture . . . 

To him, it was clear as day. Someone had taken these pictures knowing Steve would see them—or possibly even meaning for Steve to see them. 

He was dumbfounded. 

He and Annabel had not been Shannon Barton’s “target.”

Tumbleweed and Pancho were meant to get killed. But whoever took these pictures didn’t take into consideration Pancho hadn’t been transferred to Terrus yet, so Shannon’s car had gone right through him—like he was a ghostly apparition.

In fact, Steve thought, delving deeper, does that mean whoever took these pictures is a Myth Seeker, too? How would they have seen Pancho at all? Or known to focus on him?

He was starting to confuse himself. Maybe the person who took the picture was just trying to get different angled shots of Tumbleweed, and accidentally snapped Pancho, unknowingly. It was possible.

But, either way, this revelation was shocking. 

Why try to kill Tumbleweed and Pancho? What’d those guys ever do, other than loitering? 

“Mister Remington, are you all right?” Shannon asked after he’d been staring at the pictures for a good two minutes. “Your face has gone white.”

Steve tried to recover. He cleared his throat and said, “Well, this means you weren’t trying to kill me after all. I’m just trying to wrap my head around it. Why would you want to kill this homeless guy?”

Shannon shrugged. “My answer is still the same to that. I don’t know. I remember bits and pieces of the crash, like driving toward your studio . . . but not specifics like that. I did it for—”

“Love,” Steve interjected. “Right.” He stood. Annabel followed his lead and stood also.

“Where are you going?” Henry asked.

“There are things we need to take care of,” Steve said, indicating himself and Annabel. He leaned forward across the table and handed the phone back to Shannon. “Thank you for showing us this, Mrs. Barton. It means a lot.”

“You’re welcome. No hard feelings?”

Steve flashed her a quick smile. Then he started walking toward the door, but before he reached it, he turned back around, a wistful expression on his face. “Oh, and I wouldn’t worry too much about the Reckless and Dangerous Driving charge.”

“Why’s that?” Henry asked.

“Because it’s gonna be pretty hard for them to prove anything without a body.”

Henry and Shannon looked at each other, both baffled. 

“What the hell does that mean, Steve?” Henry called out.

But Steve and Annabel were already out the door. 

Before they got halfway down the hallway, Henry came bursting out of his office and chased after them. When he got to them, Steve quietly explained what had happened at the morgue, and the missing body of Tumbleweed. 

Henry was exuberant. He ran off to tell his client the good news.

“What do we do now, Mister Steve?” Annabel asked as they walked back down the rickety staircase.

But Steve was already on his phone, talking to someone. 

“Hi,” he said, cordially. “Can I please talk to a manager? Oh. Great. My name’s Steve Remington, and I used to own the music studio next to your diner. It’s recently come to my attention you have security cameras set up on your property, overlooking the street. Well, I was wondering if you still had footage from yesterday, around dusk. Yes, the same day my studio burned down . . .”
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Steve and Annabel were back in the car, leaving Henry’s place of business. Clouds started to roll in and shadowed La Jolla, as if eluding to some ominous prodigy. The sun struggled to fight back. 

Steve wasn’t too happy and it showed on his face. He clenched his jaw as he started the Lexus. 

He’d just gotten off the phone with the manager on duty at Buddy’s Diner, only to learn the security tapes from the night his studio burned down had been handed off to the police department, since arson was expected as the cause of the fire.

“Do you have copies of the footage?” Steve had asked.

“No, I’m afraid not,” the manager had replied. “Our tapes overrun themselves every week—the cops are lucky they even got what they did.”

Steve didn’t like talking to the police. It came back to that old adage: nothing good can come from talking to cops. Hence Miranda Rights. Hence “You have the right to remain silent.” Hence “Anything you say will be used against you . . .”

Annabel sat quietly in the passenger seat, her mind clearly on something else. 

“What is it, Bel?” Steve asked as they drove away from the office building, into the gray afternoon.

“I’m just wondering . . . if Tumbleweed and Pancho were Shannon’s ‘targets’ . . . why?”

“Hmm,” Steve said.

“What’s their connection to all this?”

Steve shrugged. He had already pulled his phone out of his pocket and was dialing a number.

“You shouldn’t talk on the phone and drive,” Annabel said. “The cops will give you a ticket.”

“I’ll just tell them I’m talking to one of their own.”

“What—”

Steve raised a finger, cutting her off. “Yeah, is this Detective Richmond? This is Steve Remington.”

“I know who it is,” the detective said, “and I gotta say, I’ve seen and heard from you entirely too often this week. What gives?”

“Pardon?”

“Well, your place of business and house was burned down in one fell swoop, then the next day you turn up at a murder scene right down the street. What the hell’s going on?”

“No comment,” Steve said. He ran through a yellow light that had just turned red as he blew through the intersection, eliciting a loud honk from a car that almost T-boned him.

“That’s not good enough anymore, Mister Remington. If you want to stay off my suspect list, I’m gonna start needing some answers.”

“To what questions?”

“First off, are you trying to collect insurance on your burned-down studio? Is that your plan?”

Steve made an offended look with his face. Into the phone he said, “Absolutely not! And besides, my landowner would get that money, right?”

“True enough, but I thought you might be dumb enough not to know that,” Richmond said.

“Well . . . hey, hey,” Steve shook his head, “I’m the one who called you.”

“Yeah, why’d you do that?” Richmond asked, as if it was the stupidest thing Steve had ever done.

“I have a favor to ask you.”

“Oh boy. We’re not on good enough terms to be swapping favors, Mister Remington.”

“Okay, well how can we get on good enough terms?” Steve asked. “This is important.”

A pause. Detective Richmond was clearly thinking on the other end—he thought he’d nabbed Steve, that he had him right where he wanted him. On the ropes. “Well, first, what’s your question?”

“I’m trying to see the tapes from Buddy’s Diner, from the night my studio burned down.”

“You know about those?”

“Just learned from my lawyer.” He said lawyer with enthusiasm, like, “Don’t try me, bud, I’m legally protected.” 

Richmond said, “And?”

“And the on-duty manager at Buddy’s says you guys got ‘em.” 

“We do.”

“Can I see them?”

“How about this,” Richmond began, then cleared his throat. “I’ll get you those tapes—though I don’t know why you’d want to see them, I already looked through them and didn’t see a damn thing. But I’ll let you take a peek, in exchange for your testimony.”

“Testimony for what?” Steve asked.

“Testimony regarding Shannon Barton’s fatal car crash.” 

“She didn’t do anything wrong—she was trying to avoid getting smashed by a car that ran a red light.” Just then, Steve ran another light just changing red. The irony was not lost on him.

“That’s what she told you, eh? And what the hell are you doing talking to Shannon Barton?” Richmond asked.

“She’s in a bad way, man. I wanted to tell her everything’s all right; that it wasn’t her fault; that there’s nothing she could have done.”

“Yeah, well I don’t buy that shit. It is her fault and there is something she could have done.”

“Like what?”

“Not killed a man.”

Steve sighed. He didn’t feel like he was getting very far with Detective Gary Richmond. If anything, he seemed to be irritating the detective a bit. But he continued.

“What will it take to see those tapes?”

“Come down to my office at your earliest convenience. Let’s talk about Shannon Barton and the murder at the tarot shop. Tell me some things I don’t already know.”

“And if I do, you’ll show me the tapes?”

“Yes.”

“I’ll only talk if you show me the tapes first,” Steve said.

“What, you don’t trust me?”

“No,” Steve said flatly. “It’s nothing personal, I just don’t trust any law enforcement.”

“Fair enough. Deal.”

“You’re at the Northern Division in La Jolla?”

“Yeah, near UTC Shopping Center—Eastgate Mall,” Richmond said.

“I’ll be there in ten minutes.”

Steve clicked off the phone and flipped a bitch, heading back into La Jolla.
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STEVE TOOK TORREY PINES Road north, which at 3:00 p.m. was already a bit congested with traffic. Torrey Pines Road—if you were going east and south, bottlenecked pretty badly when you got into La Jolla. It was one of only two ways to get into La Jolla, so traffic was always pretty bad.

But going west, away from La Jolla, it was okay.

Once getting off Torrey Pines, he headed east on La Jolla Village Drive. He took the road past UCSD, up until he came to the Westfield UTC Shopping Mall, and instead of taking a right to the mall, he took a left. UTC was in the midst of huge reconstruction and renovation, as it had been for a year, as the place tried to compete with the advent and invasion of online businesses. It was another cause for traffic, but Steve avoided it by heading north away from the mall.

In all, it took a little longer than ten minutes to get to the Northern Division of the San Diego Police Department, but not much longer. 

Steve shivered and felt goose bumps on his arms when he pulled into the precinct parking lot, which was, of course, filled with cop cars and paddy wagons. It was one of his biggest fears, being surrounded by this many cops in uniform, even though he rightly had nothing to fear.

If anything, he should have felt safe being around all those boys in blue.

But their presence had the opposite effect.

Steve was aware he looked out of place—like a peace-and-love-for-all hippie, with a musician’s vibe. And if he was lost, Annabel was in absolute limbo. 

They held hands as they entered the main lobby of the building. There, Detective Richmond was already waiting for them, sitting on a lounge chair, one leg crossed over the other.

“Was starting to think you weren’t gonna show,” Richmond said as he slowly rose to his feet.

Steve furrowed his brow and glanced at his phone, before putting it back in his pocket. “We’re three minutes late, Detective. You must have a short attention span.”

“Your wife told me the same thing last night,” Richmond said, then nodded down a hall. “Come on, follow me.”

Oh, so we’ve got a jokester here, Steve thought, growing angry. Real funny. Fucker.

Luckily, the detective didn’t even bother to look at Annabel. He probably thought she was Steve’s young yuppie girlfriend, and not some 250-year-old mythological being, so it was all right with Steve she didn’t raise any flags with the detective. 

They came to a small, dark room with a flat-screen TV and a couple chairs in it. A laptop was connected to the TV, and a young dorky guy with glasses was manning the computer. 

“This is Arnie,” Detective Richmond said, motioning to the guy. “He’s our IT guy.”

“Pleasure,” Steve said. 

Arnie didn’t bother replying. His face was stuck in the computer, his Cheeto-hands clicking away.

“The fire began just after dusk, at around 6:00 p.m., correct?” Richmond asked.

Steve nodded. “Sounds about right. But why don’t you play it for an hour before and an hour after.”

“All right,” Richmond said. “You heard the man, Arnie. Fast forward at four-times speed.”

Arnie nodded. He leaned closer to the computer, his nose almost touching the screen, fondled a few buttons, and there it was: Steve’s studio in pristine condition, illuminated by the purple and pink glow of the setting sun.

Steve was gonna miss those seaside sunsets.

Arnie clicked a button and the image got a bit grainy. Steve could tell it had been sped up because the cars driving by were going way too fast. 

Buddy’s camera had been pointed down, overlooking the sidewalk and the street. But in the peripheries, to the left was Steve’s studio, and to the right was a Papa John’s. And since Steve and Papa didn’t have security cameras, Buddy’s did a fair enough job of getting them all covered.

Steve crossed his arms over his chest. He realized he was holding his breath, not out of excitement, necessarily, but because Arnie kind of smelled like he’d just finished running a marathon, eaten a can of baked beans, and shit his pants. 

A couple pedestrians went walking down the street a few times, passing the studio and Buddy’s Diner and Papa John’s, or vice versa. And every time one of them popped into the camera’s view, Steve had Arnie slow it down. 

He didn’t recognize anyone.

Thirty minutes into the recording, at almost exactly 6:00 p.m. on the tape, probably just as Steve and Annabel had been kissing for the first time at the beach, someone stopped in front of the studio.

This guy wasn’t like the rest.

He lingered.

“Wait, hold up,” Steve said, leaning forward and pointing at the TV screen. “Rewind a bit . . . yeah, keep going . . . there!”

Arnie punched the PLAY button and the camera resumed.

“What is it?” Richmond asked, squinting at the camera. 

Annabel was looking at Steve strangely, too. 

No . . . Steve thought to himself as he stared at the back of the figure in the camera. 

At first, he thought it was Dale. What a tragedy that would have been!

But then he recognized the man’s roundness was rounder, his tallness not as tall.

It was Pancho. 

The Mythic was staring at the overhead sign that read “Remington Studios.” Then he walked in through the front door. The front door didn’t even open—he just glided through it like a ghost.

It gave Steve the heebie-jeebies. 

“The hell’s wrong with you, man? Can we get this over with and keep fast-forwarding?” Richmond asked. “I’d like to finish this sometime tonight, so let’s not watch the damn thing in real time, yeah?”

Steve held up his finger to silence the detective. Probably a bad move, but it did the trick—he was too engrossed by the action on the screen to care about Richmond’s reaction.

The action on the screen no one besides himself seemed to see.

“Why?” Steve whispered to himself. 

When Richmond and Annabel turned to him, he shook his head, stood up straight, and retreated to his thoughts.

On the screen, only thirty seconds after he’d gone in, Pancho came sauntering back out, appearing once again through the door, on the sidewalk.

Smoke started fogging the windows. 

“What was that?” Detective Richmond asked, to Steve. 

“Uh, never mind,” Steve said, rolling his wrist in the universal motion that meant “keep going.” 

Arnie clicked a button and the fast-forwarding resumed, but Richmond kept staring at Steve, in an unnerving way. His eyes were a bit narrowed, and Steve got a whole new set of heebie-jeebies from the big detective.

Why, Pancho? Steve asked himself, trying to ignore the detective. What did I ever do to you? We never even exchanged words! It was only with Tumbleweed I talked . . . why would you do something like this?

Ten minutes later, the entire building was engulfed in a blaze of fury. 

Then the camera showed Dale running up from the street. It was almost comical, the display of emotions that went through Dale as he wordlessly and silently reacted to the billowing fire. First, he put his head on his hands, then he ran around in a circle, as if calling out loud to no one in particular, then he put his hands on his knees and doubled over from being too tired. 

Then he grabbed his phone. 

An audience was building now, of curious onlookers—some of them pointing, wondering, “Is that a person in the window, burning to death? Or is that a cat? No, it’s nobody. It’s got to be nobody.” These are the things Steve assumed they were saying as he watched the display.

His heart sank.

“Seen enough?” Richmond asked. “I told you, man, there’s nothing here. It’s strange, I know.”

Steve nodded slowly. “Yeah,” he said. “Strange.” 

Annabel could tell something was wrong with Steve, but she had the wherewithal to withhold her discovery from Detective Richmond and Smelly Arnie. She reached over and simply squeezed Steve’s arm gently, a sad look in her eyes.

The tape kept running and Steve studied the back of the heads of the people in the footage. He thought he might have recognized someone in that group . . .

Then Arnie pressed a button and the footage froze. 

“Well, I gave you what you wanted—I’m sorry you couldn’t learn more,” Richmond said, and for once, he seemed genuine. “But now, it’s my turn.”

“Right . . .” Steve said, hanging his head and trailing off.

A knock came from the door. 

Detective Richmond angrily spun around, snarling. “What is it? We’re busy in here!”

A female’s voice came from the other side. “The woman you asked to speak with is here, Detective.”

“Who?”

“The daughter of the woman from the tarot shop. Scarlet Amos. She’s here to speak with you—don’t you remember asking us to notify Mrs. Amos’ next of kin?”

Richmond sighed loudly. “Yes, I do.” He checked the thick watch on his thick wrist. “But she’s half an hour early! I told her not to come until 4:30!”

“Well, she’s here. Want me to have her wait in the lounge?” the woman asked.

“Yeah, tell her I’ll just be a few minutes.”

Scarlet! Steve’s mind yelled. What is she doing here? Why would she want to talk to the police? Does she actually think they can help in a supernatural murder? I’m no detective, but it sounds a bit out of Richmond’s wheelhouse. Steve shared a look with Annabel, which told him she thought the same things as him. 

Detective Richmond faced the computer and said, “Arnie, beat it. I’m taking this room.”

The IT guy frowned, got up, and left the room. Steve held his nose as Arnie passed him. Am I the only one who can smell that guy? Jesus!

Richmond motioned to the chair and Steve sat in it. 

He frowned, feeling like he was stewing in whatever terrible things Arnie had just left for him.

“Tell me about the day of the crash. What were you doing prior to the crash?” Richmond asked. A little notebook and pen had appeared from inside his jacket. 

“I was recording music with Annabel here and my friend, Dale Thornton,” Steve said.

Richmond jotted that down then looked up over the notebook, at Steve. “What were you doing outside, then?”

“Smoking a cigarette.”

“And did you ever talk to the homeless guys there?”

Steve shrugged. “Sometimes. This time, yeah. I gave Tumbleweed a cig. He was . . . the one that went splat.” Steve clapped his hands together to accentuate his point.

Richmond’s eyes bulged at the sound of the loud clap, and its implication. He frowned.

“Sorry,” Steve said, facing the ground.

“And you, Miss, what were you doing?” 

Annabel held her hands joined together at her stomach. “Uh, I was in the recording room with Dale still—”

“You were outside when the crash happened, on the way back inside,” Richmond said, nudging his chin toward the frozen TV screen to indicate he knew where Steve and Annabel were during the whole event. “What were you doing out there?”

“Oh, yes, I needed some fresh air,” Annabel said. Even though she wasn’t lying, her voice didn’t give Steve a vote of confidence. “And I wanted to talk to Steve about the music.”

Richmond turned back to Steve. “What did you do when you saw the car coming?”

“I didn’t,” Steve said, shaking his head. “I just heard it. And I froze. Dale had just come outside to get me and Annabel—we were going to keep recording. Then I heard the car careening.”

Richmond nodded, looked down at his notebook, jotted something. Glancing back up, he said, “And how do you know January Amos? Or, how did you?”

Steve sighed. “Through acquaintances,” he lied. Richmond was asking the questions at such a rapid pace—probably to confuse Steve and Annabel, to catch them fumbling—that Steve hoped he didn’t see through the lie.

“What does that mean?” Richmond scoffed, seeing through the lie.

On the spot, Steve came up with, “My friend Dale was a client of hers. He’s into that superstitious voodoo horseshit.” He remembered January saying Shannon was a client of hers . . . so he just switched names and genders and voilà: Dale was a client of hers.

But now Steve was getting into dangerous territory, and he knew it. That was the second lie he told, and now he’d have to build on it if Richmond dug any deeper on that subject. That’s why lying was so hard to do to the cops . . . it wasn’t the lies that were hard, it was having to keep remembering; that was the tough part. And building on those lies.  

“You mean tarot readings?” Richmond asked.

Steve nodded. And now he was thinking about Shannon again, a terrible thought played in the back of his head: Shannon was a client of January’s. She was susceptible to mind alteration. What if she had something to do with January’s death, too?

Richmond jotted. “So why were you there during the murder—when it first happened? Were you headed to the tarot shop for some reason?”

Steve shook his head. “We just happened to be driving by from watching the sunset—Annabel and I. We saw all the cops parked in Wells Fargo, the traffic . . . thought we’d see what was going on.”

“You were curious? That’s your answer?”

Steve shrugged, then nodded. It wasn’t very convincing. 

Lie number three. 

How much longer could he go without admitting he knew January on a much deeper level, as well as Shannon?

Richmond sighed. He seemed to be losing steam. Or maybe he just wanted to get Steve and Annabel out of there, so he could focus on the heavy hitter in the other room: Scarlet Amos. 

Speaking of Scarlet . . . Steve had a few things he’d like to ask her, too. 

But he didn’t trust her. If Dale’s theory was right, and the succubus had been the cause of Shannon’s “brainwashing,” did that make her an enemy? 

Or now, since Tumbleweed and Pancho were discovered to be the target of the crash—or murder—did that mean Steve had nothing to do with it? No link at all to the crash?

He found that hard to believe.

Damn, Steve thought. It’s getting harder and harder to trust people. He glanced over at Annabel, on instinct. She was staring at him, much like Richmond was.

Steve didn’t like being the center of attention—that’s why he opted to do the background stuff: music business, songwriting, that sort of thing. He was a pretty passive dude. But having four eyes boring into him stripped his soul. He was scared. His hands started trembling.

Get me out of here! 

“One last question, Mister Remington,” Richmond said. He put his notebook back into his pocket. “Do you think Shannon Barton killed that homeless man on purpose?”

Steve shook his head without skipping a beat. “Absolutely not. Why would she?”

Richmond nodded his head. “Fair enough. You two are free to go. But don’t think about leaving the State anytime soon. Stay close by . . .”

Steve and Annabel got up to leave. As they reached the door, Richmond said, “Oh, could you send in my next interviewee? She’s the hot brunette in the lobby.”

“Sure thing, chief,” Steve said, then they walked out the door.

When they reached the lobby, Scarlet Amos was pacing, biting her bottom lip. Her eyes were red-rimmed—she didn’t look like the same powerful dominatrix Steve had first met. She seemed broken. Steve forced down his base urges at seeing her. He was supposed to be scared of her!

She looked up and her eyes brightened a bit at seeing familiar faces. She asked, “What the hell are you two doing here?”

“Long story, Scarlet,” Steve said. He gently grabbed her by the elbows and leaned into her ear. “Detective Richmond wants to see you, but before he does . . .”
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“Yes, it was me,” Scarlet said, nonchalantly. Too nonchalantly for Steve’s taste.

He and Annabel were flabbergasted. They hadn’t expected Scarlet’s response, at all. They expected a runaround—for Dale’s theory to be as spot-off as he had been about the cherub, Michelangelo.

“Wait, what?” Steve said, wondering if he’d heard the succubus correctly. 

Scarlet shrugged her slender shoulders. Steve wanted to caress them.

No! he told his brain, shoving down his lurid thoughts.

“I ‘brainwashed’ Shannon Barton, if that’s what you want to call it,” Scarlet repeated. 

Scarlet was standing outside the front door of the police department’s Northern Division, smoking a long Virginia Slim with one of those plastic filters that made the cigarette even longer and more fancy. 

Steve started backing away from her, frightened.

Scarlet’s red lips curved upward. “Are you scared of me, Steve Remington?”

Steve nodded. For good measure, so did Annabel. 

Then Steve’s foggy brain had a moment of lucidity and he remembered what he’d recently learned at Henry’s office. 

“But . . . I wasn’t your target—I mean Shannon’s target. With her car.” He sighed, trying to get his words in the right order. “You know what I mean.”

Scarlet chuckled, a relentlessly beautiful sound to Steve’s ears—and to anyone else within earshot. A couple passing men in blue shot their gaze in her direction as they made their way into the precinct. She smiled back at them and gave them the ol’ enticing-finger-waggle wave.

One of the cops stopped short of the door and beelined in their direction. “Is this man bothering you, ma’am?” he asked, pointing at Steve, his eyes glazed over.

Scarlet narrowed her eyes on Steve, who was shaking his head profusely, trying to make her say the right thing.

“Nah,” she said at last, after an agonizing moment. “He’s fine. But you are too, big boy. What say you meet me back—”

“Scarlet,” Steve said, snapping her back to attention.

The succubus blew the cop a kiss and sent him on his way, through the front door of the building. The officer walked off like he was in a daze. Before he stepped in through the door, he looked over his shoulder one last time at her, received a wink, smiled stupidly, then marched in like he’d just gotten laid. 

“No,” Scarlet said, facing Steve and jumping back to her previous conversation. Her face had lost all that light loveliness, was steeled for a serious discussion. “You were not my target. Nor Shannon’s target.”

“And Annabel?” Steve asked.

Scarlet shook her head. “Neither of you were meant to be harmed during that ‘accident.’ In fact . . . quite the opposite . . .”

One of Steve’s eyes squinted smaller than the other. “What does that mean.”

With a glum expression, Scarlet said, “Now that Mother’s dead, I suppose I can open Pandora’s box.”

Steve waited. 

“I was trying to protect you, Steve Remington. And your little friend”—she nudged her chin toward Annabel—“from harm.”

“Trying to . . . protect us?” Steve was—big surprise—confused. 

Scarlet nodded. “It was my mother’s idea. She was your protector, remember? Well, I was her instrument—her means—of protection. And Shannon was my instrument. It all goes down the line, Steve, just like any other power structure.”

“What in God’s good name are you talking about?”

Scarlet took a drag of her skinny cigarette, which made her look like a beautiful version of Cruella de Vil. “Before your father died, Mom promised him she would look after you and protect you. She was your father’s lover, if you remember.”

“I do.”

“Well, that was her motivation. She was fulfilling a promise to your father, when she took you in and taught you about your Searing powers and such.”

Steve scratched his head. Thoughts swam in his head, but they were starting to come together, to make sense. “January was trying to protect me from the Myth Hunters.”

Scarlet nodded. She had an expectant look on her face, like she was waiting for Steve to catch on. 

Steve tilted his head, then the look of shock came over him. His mouth fell open and he said, “From . . .”

“You’re almost there,” Scarlet teased.

“Tumbleweed and Pancho?” 

Scarlet snapped her fingers. “There it is.”

“You mean the homeless guy bumming cigarettes from me was trying to kill me?”

Scarlet nodded easily, as if Steve’s death meant nothing to her one way or the other. She said, “And Annabel . . . and anyone else you might have Seared onto this world.” 

“Why? And why couldn’t you, oh, I dunno, warn me?”

“Don’t get your panties in a bunch, Steve.” Scarlet took one final drag from her cigarette before smooshing out the cherry on the bottom of her stiletto heel. “We didn’t warn you because we were looking for their master. Believe me, Tumbleweed and Pancho were not the masterminds behind your imminent assassination.”

“Then who was?”

Scarlet shook her head, putting her hand to her forehead. She literally did a forehead slap in front of Steve—that’s how dumb he made her feel. 

It turned Steve on. 

It took all his willpower to keep his lust in check. He actually repeated the AA Serenity Prayer in his mind to keep from lunging at her red lips. God, grant me the serenity to accept the things I cannot change . . . the courage to change the things I can . . . and the wisdom to know the difference . . . God, grant me the—

“We never found out who they were answering to, you moron. Once you Seared Tumbleweed onto this plane, Mother knew she had to act—your lives had become exponentially more perilous. He had gained your trust—simply by getting a cigarette from you. You probably had no idea.”

“Of course, I had no fucking idea,” Steve said. “I’m sorry if I didn’t expect a homeless guy sleeping in my alley to be a mythological hitman!”

Scarlet smirked. “We knew it was only a matter of time before he acted, so we had to scrap our plans to follow the money—to get to his leader. That’s when I approached Shannon.”

“Why?” Annabel asked out of the blue, from behind Steve. 

Steve spun around and faced her, an expression on his face that said he’d forgotten she was even standing there. 

“Excuse me?” Scarlet asked the girl.

“Why Shannon? How was she part of your plan?”

Scarlet said, “She was a perfect scapegoat. She was in mourning from losing her husband in the military. Before you start pointing your righteous fingers, know that she came to us. Not the other way around. She came to Mother wanting to forget her past—to drown her memory of her dead husband.”

She was a “client” of January’s . . .

“And January could do that?” Steve asked. “Make people forget, I mean.”

“She had a tincture that induced amnesia, yes,” Scarlet said. “But it was so powerful it wouldn’t go away . . .” Scarlet stopped her sentence abruptly. Her bottom lip began to quiver. She couldn’t finish.

But Steve understood where she was going.

“It wouldn’t go away until your mother died,” he said.

Scarlet nodded, sniffling. “When Mother died, so did the enchantment over Shannon.”

There was a pause in the conversation as Steve made a realization about the recent timeline of events. January had died, and almost immediately after, Shannon wanted to see Steve at Henry’s, to show him the pictures of Tumbleweed—and, unknowingly, Pancho. Once the Druid died, those memories must have come flooding back . . . memories of her husband, of the crash . . . everything. 

Seeing the cogs were still turning in Steve’s mind, Annabel asked, “And what was your role in all this, exactly? Concerning Shannon, I mean.”

“It was my decision to do a little memory-replacement, if you will.”

Steve and Annabel glanced at each other.

“Since Shannon wanted to drown the memories of her dead hubby, Mother warned her she would stay sad . . . those memories would be lost forever, and so would any happy memories she would have of her boy-toy.”

“So, you seduced her,” Steve said.

Scarlet shrugged innocently. “I guess so.”

“No,” Steve said firmly, thrusting his finger toward her. For the first time, it was Scarlet’s turn to look a bit shocked. “You made her fall in lust with you and your mother locked in those thoughts . . . you manipulated the poor girl to act on your behalf!”

“Fall in . . . lust?” Scarlet repeated.

Steve waved her off, thinking about Dale’s choice of words when he’d come up with this, admittedly not so preposterous, idea. “Never mind,” he said. “Don’t backtrack. You did a heartless thing to that girl, toying with her mind like that—” 

“To save your life! Asshole!” Scarlet shouted.

Steve was still fuming, so Annabel put a hand on his shoulder to calm him down. She said, “And what happens now?”

“I suppose you two look over your shoulders for the rest of your lives,” Scarlet said, “while I go inside to talk to Detective Richmond about my mother, maybe give him a handy, and get him off my back.” She started strutting toward the front door.

At hearing they’d have to be on the lookout for assassins for the rest of their lives, Steve turned to Annabel with a worried look. “You still have the Conveyor . . .” he said in little more than a whisper.

That stopped Scarlet in her tracks. She spun around. “You found the correct Conveyor? What was it?”

“None of your business,” Steve spat.

The succubus pointed to Annabel. “And what the hell is she still doing here, you idiot?”

Steve stammered. “W-We didn’t know we were so close to getting whacked, until running into you!”

Scarlet put her hands on her hips and studied the couple with piercing eyes. Then she smiled. “Uh-oh. You two have fallen for each other. Oh, this is just poetic!”

“T-That’s not true!” Annabel said, her voice making her sound like a prepubescent teen denying to her mother she had a crush on a boy in her third period Biology class.

Scarlet walked over to them and put a hand on Steve’s arm. It made Steve’s whole body tingle, and it made Annabel uncomfortable and slightly aroused, too. “At some point, Steve Remington, you’re going to have to decide what’s more important: your love for the girl, or her safety. You can’t have it both ways.”

Steve was afraid of hearing that. It was something he’d been fighting against ever since he’d first kissed Annabel. And now Scarlet had said the words, out loud, put them out into the universe . . . it kicked him right in the nuts. 

He was going to have to make up his mind—if it was even his decision to make: 

Pursue love and music with Annabel, here on Earth, with the Myth Hunters seeking to kill them . . . or let her go, back to her world, with her parents, where she belonged . . .

The right thing to do was obvious. But that didn’t make it any easier.

Scarlet could see the pain in Steve’s face, and for the first time her voice became soft, almost hurt, like she was talking to a dying puppy. “When the time comes, I think you’ll know what you have to do, Steve Remington. This fucked-up world is no place for an innocent Mythic like Annabel.”

“And what are you doing here, Scarlet?” Steve asked in a voice just as low. “What’s keeping you on this crazy planet?”

Scarlet grinned her seductive smile and raised her arms to the air, beholding the world around her. “Unlike most people of my kind, Mister Remington, I revel in the chaos. Terrus is the perfect place for someone like me.”

Steve frowned. 

“Now excuse me while I go fuck Detective Richmond and tell his wife about it.”

Annabel’s eyebrows were slanted. “You’re terrible, Madam Scarlet.”

“What did Gary Richmond ever do to you?” Steve asked. 

Scarlet’s grin grew wider. “I’m an agent of chaos, my soon-departed friends.”

She turned and sashayed away, back toward the front door. Through the glass, Steve could see Detective Richmond making his way down a hallway, in a fluster, probably wondering where the hell his next interviewee was. He looked tired of smelling Arnie’s couch farts.

“W-Wait, before you go,” Steve called out when Scarlet had her hand on the door handle. She stopped but didn’t turn around. 

“Can you help us, at least a little? What are the Myth Hunters’ motives? Why do they want me and Annabel dead?”

Scarlet glanced over her shoulder. “If I knew that, Steve Remington, I’d tell you. Unfortunately, I don’t. I’d say to ask your dad, but he’s dead. I guess you’ll have to wait and find out once they have you . . .”

Then she opened the door and vanished into the building.

Steve sighed. He turned to Annabel, who looked like a deer in the headlights. He didn’t want to say goodbye to her, not yet . . . but how many more chances would he have? What if he kept this thing going until it was too late?

It was almost too much to bear, thinking of her getting hurt.

“Bel . . .” he groaned. 

“Not yet,” Annabel said. She scooted closer to him, went into the cradle of his arms, and rested her head against his shoulder. “Not yet . . .”

“But you heard what Scarlet said. They could come—”

DUN. DUN. DUN. 

“Smoke on the Water” started playing.

It was Dale. 

“Jesus,” Steve said as he answered the phone. “I was just wondering where the hell you’ve been all day. Man, have I got some shit to tell—”

“If you ever want to see your friend alive again, you’ll come back to where this all began . . .”

“D-Dale?!” Steve blurted out stupidly. His blood pressure immediately skyrocketed. The voice on the other end was gargled, deep, and raspy, like it was being run through one of those machines kidnappers use while they demand a ransom from a terrified family for the return of their teenage daughter. 

Except in this case, big old Dale “Fats” Thornton was the teenage daughter. 

“W-Who the hell is this?!” Steve’s voice was frantic.

“You have two hours to get here.

And bring the girl, Mister Remington.”
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“Come back to where it all began.”

That’s what the rapey, machinelike voice had said before clicking off the phone. 

Steve’s face was as pale as snow when he took the phone away from his ear. 

“This doesn’t sound good,” Annabel said, a pleading look in her eyes. 

“Dale’s in trouble, Bel.”

“Not Mister Fats!” 

Steve nodded. “The man on the other line wants us to go ‘where this all began’ . . .”

“The cemetery,” Annabel said. 

Steve sighed. Of course. The cemetery where Steve first met Annabel, where he’d inadvertently Seared her onto this plane. Where his father was buried, too.

Steve looked behind him and took a seat on a bench next to the front door of the police building. He leaned forward and put his head in his hands, massaging his temples. Speaking into his palms, in a muffled voice, he said, “We have two hours to get there.”

“Or what?”

“I’m assuming they kill Dale.”

“And do we know who ‘they’ are?”

Steve shrugged and looked up at Annabel. “The Myth Hunters, I’m guessing. This whole time I thought I was being smart by staying close to you. I figured they wouldn’t be able to get to us if you were by my side . . . if we never separated. But I never thought I’d put Dale’s life in danger. Those bastards!”

Annabel’s eyes were getting watery. She sat next to Steve on the bench. “Poor Mister Fats. What do we do?”

Steve said, “We need a plan. We can’t just go there unprepared. Any ideas?”

Annabel scratched her head, then leaned back on the bench. She said, “They want to meet us at the cemetery?”

Steve nodded. 

“Then yes . . . I do have an idea. But it’s a reckless one, and you’re not going to like it.”

––––––––
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THEY DROVE DOWN I-5 North, no music playing. Just silence. They both needed to think, and even though Steve usually worked better with music in the background, he was too anxious and afraid that classic rock would muddle his thoughts. 

He’d asked Annabel one last time if she wanted to go back to her world, while she still could. 

“We might not get another chance, Bel,” he’d said.

But she was ardently against the plan. She considered herself at fault just as much as Steve for putting Dale in danger. 

They had no idea what they were walking into, if it was a trap . . . or a negotiation . . . or a massacre. 

It irked Steve, how powerless he felt. If only he’d known his own powers . . . how to utilize his Myth Seeking abilities better, none of this would have happened. He still had no idea if he had untapped potential, or if this was all he got: a cool mythical title without any real substance. 

Annabel and Tumbleweed had been the only Mythics he’d met and Seared, to his knowledge. All the others—January, Scarlet, Aiden, Michelangelo—they’d already been part of this world. And none of them seemed too determined to leave. 

And could he turn to any of them?

January was dead, and she’d been the most knowledgeable and helpful of the bunch. Scarlet was gone, luckily telling them a bit more about the plan involving Shannon Barton, but that’s where her helpfulness ran dry. Michelangelo . . . Steve had sort of burned that bridge after accusing him of hypnotism and pushing him around at his own art showing. And Aiden . . . where was he? 

Shit, Steve thought. If they have Dale, that means they probably have Aiden, too. Dale’s plan had been to meet with the leprechaun at the house earlier, to go over the band-funding agreement.

Steve had a sinking feeling. After all Aiden had done for them: letting them stay at his place indefinitely, offering to throw them money while they got Annabel’s music career in order . . . and now he was involved in this fuckery. He didn’t deserve it. 

They drove out of San Diego County and into Orange County about an hour and a half after Steve had received the phone call at the Northern Division precinct. 

It was nearly 6:30 p.m. when they came to the cemetery. The place had a big parking lot but it was empty. 

I guess no one buries their loved ones after the sun goes down.

Still, Steve expected there to at least be some visitors parked in the lot. But nope. Empty. 

There was a small white building that acted as the base of operations for the cemetery. That’s where the clerks and undertakers and files of all the bodies on the property would be. 

But the front door was locked, and Steve cursed when he tried to open it. He cupped his hands and put his head to the glass door, trying to peer inside. 

It was empty. Whoever wanted to meet Steve and Annabel, they weren’t inside the building. 

Which meant they must have been on the cemetery grounds . . . 

If Steve even had the right place at all. He panicked as he thought about that—he’d been given a two-hour time limit, and now he was in bumfuck nowhere, Orange County. If he’d shown up at the wrong place . . . 

Poor Fats.

They walked past the building, onto a green hill that overlooked the entire cemetery property. Headstones and crosses stood like silent gargoyles, in perfect rows and symmetry, all up and down the green that, had it not been for the bodies under them, could have easily been a golf course. 

It was quite spooky looking out over the hill at the quiet graveyard, a chill nighttime breeze blowing toward them.

At first it seemed like they’d come in vain. No one was on the property. But then Steve squinted and looked far, toward the end of the cemetery where a big oak tree stood. It was the same tree Steve’s cousin had thought Annabel had appeared from, when he’d first sighted the girl in the white dress. 

That means the tree was next to his father’s gravesite. 

And there, leaning against the wide, old tree trunk, stood a lone figure.

Squinting through the darkness, Steve couldn’t tell if he recognized the person. 

He started walking down the hill with Annabel at his side. They held hands. His legs started quivering, not from the chill, but from the fear in his bones. 

As he reached the bottom of the hill, Steve stopped dead in his tracks. He sighed, reached into his jacket pocket, and produced a cigarette. Much to Annabel’s dissatisfaction, he lit the cigarette.

Fuck it. Smoke ‘em if you got ‘em.

He let the cigarette smoke waft in front of him as he started walking again, into the cloud of smoke. The cigarette’s cherry was the only light that led their way as they walked away from the hill and the white building’s dim lights. 

At about fifty yards, Steve choked on his cigarette. 

He recognized the person leaning against the tree, who was staring back at them, unmoving, leisurely in his stance. 

It was Aiden O’Shaunessy. 

No, Steve thought, hoping. Then, Where the hell is Dale?

He looked around the grounds of the cemetery. Dale was quite a round, recognizable figure, but he couldn’t see his oafish form anywhere.

Aiden had his legs crossed at his feet. When Steve and Annabel got within twenty yards of the tree, he pushed off from the trunk and stepped toward them. 

Steve and Annabel stopped when they were just ten yards from the leprechaun. Three white tombstones separated the duo from Aiden. 

“What the hell, Aiden,” Steve said in a low voice. His voice was carried by the wind. 

From afar, Steve could tell Aiden was sneering. He had a cynical, dark expression on his face, one Steve had never seen before.

Could he have been so good at hiding his treachery? Steve thought. Then he remembered what January and Scarlet had said: He’s a con man. He’s a gambler. He’s a drunk. 

Yes, Steve thought. I shouldn’t be so surprised. 

After all the nice things Aiden had done for them . . . it all must have been to get close to him and Annabel. And it had worked like a charm. Like a four-leaf clover.

“Sorry, mate,” Aiden said. He had his hands in his pockets. He wore a green corduroy jacket and brown pants. His bright orange hair ruffled in the wind. His face was pale and freckle-less from this distance. 

Soulless, like only a ginger could be.

“Why?” Steve asked. “What did I ever do to you? No—what did Dale ever do to you?”

Aiden shrugged. “Orders, lad. And your fat friend is just a means to an end. That’s all. Collateral damage.”

Steve was still frightened, but for some reason he was less agitated now he knew who he was up against. This entire time he’d been living in a state of constant paranoia—not knowing enough, not knowing who was after him, if anyone! 

And now the culprit stood less than thirty feet from him and he felt a sense of calm rush over him. 

Memories flooded back. Memories of Steve first running into Aiden, outside the AA meeting, smoking a cigarette . . . 

Again at The Shack, when Steve was with Dale and Annabel celebrating their victory of signing a record deal with Imminent Records. 

It all made sense now. Aiden had popped up so randomly each time, but Steve just tossed it aside as coincidence. But he couldn’t do that now. 

It must have all been calculated. Every run-in with this mischievous leprechaun was probably planned, well in advance.

“I know what you’re probably thinking, mate,” Aiden said. “I can see the wheels turning in your little hamster head—”

“Where is he?” Steve spat.

“You mean Dale?”

Steve frowned. 

Aiden looked around his feet, his hands coming out of his pockets and up into the air in a big shrug. Steve realized the leprechaun was looking at the gravestones around him.

Aiden smiled darkly. “Oh, I’m sure he’s around here somewhere.”

Steve’s eyes bulged as the realization came to him. “Is he alive?”

“As long as he keeps holding his breath, then yes, I imagine so.”

“You fucking bastard,” Steve said.

Aiden’s smile only widened. “That’s not the worst thing I’ve been called, my friend. Hell, that’s not the worst thing I’ve been called today. You should have heard your friend screaming and cussing when I put him under the ground. The man has the mouth of a homeless sailor.”

Aiden was enjoying this.

It infuriated Steve. He balled his fists at his sides and took a step forward. 

Then Aiden’s hand was back in his pocket and out again in a flash. He was holding a gun. “Ah, ah,” he tsk’d, waving the gun at Steve and Annabel. “I wouldn’t move too fast.”

Steve froze. He said, “Are you going to at least tell us why you’re doing this? What have I ever done to you—or what did Annabel do? Or Dale?”

Aiden shrugged. “Like I said, mate, it’s just business.” He took a step forward and started pacing slowly in a line, not getting any closer to Steve and Annabel. “You see, as long as I bring you to my Seeker, the person I’m Bound to, I can finally go back home. I’ve never been one for Terrus. This place is mightily fucked—your wars and politics and religions and everything in between. I want to get out of here.”

“And who is your Myth Seeker?” Steve asked.

Aiden smiled. “Well it wouldn’t be much fun if I told you, now would it?”

“What does this mystery man want with me?”

“Let’s just say your father royally pissed him off, a long time ago.”

“And he’s taking it out on me?”

Aiden shrugged. “He wants to rid this world of all Mythics. And that starts with getting rid of the Seekers that bring them here.”

“Why?”

“Because, in his mind, Mythics and humans do not mix well.”

“So, he’s like those people that want to kill all the X-Men? Sounds like a big old pussy to me.” 

“I’ll tell him you said so,” Aiden said with a grin. “Actually, you can tell him yourself, since you’re coming with me.”

“Not until I get Dale.” 

“Then you’d better start digging. I’ve got a shovel next to the tree over here . . .” he trailed off, stopped cold. He was looking over Steve’s shoulder.

Behind Steve, Annabel’s voice carried over the wind. It was a beautiful sound, low and calm and light.

She was singing.

Steve raised his eyebrows and glanced behind him, unsure of what Annabel was doing. “And what are you going to do with her?”

Aiden’s smile vanished, turned upside-down. “You know what I have to do with her, mate . . .”

Annabel’s voice rose an octave. Her melodic, soothing words were getting louder. 

Aiden scrunched his face. “What the hell is she doing?”

Steve said, “I won’t let you do it, Aiden. You’ll have to kill me first . . . and then your Seeker will be very pissed, I imagine.”

Aiden sighed, trying to ignore Annabel. Her arms were up in the air now, like she was calling to the gods and goddesses from wherever she came from. 

“He’ll be pissed, yeah, but I think he’ll get over it,” Aiden said. He poked the gun to his temple and started scratching his head with it. “Seriously, what in God’s name is she—”

Steve took a step forward. 

The ground started to shake.

Annabel’s voice was getting higher and higher. It was like nothing Steve had ever heard. He knew she’d had a great voice, but this . . . 

This was something biblical. It was an eerie sound coming from her, something nonhuman, with nonhuman words, and when she looked back down to eye-level, toward Steve and Aiden, her eyes were shining white. 

The trembling ground intensified, like an earthquake was on the verge of erupting. 

Or a volcano.

Steve took another step forward toward Aiden.

Now the leprechaun was getting worried. 

Steve heard scratching sounds . . . 

“Dale?” he called out loud, his eyes going to the ground, to the mounds of the gravesites all around him. 

“What . . . the . . . FUCK!” Aiden screamed. He pointed the gun at Annabel. 

The scratching sound turned into a heavy grating like rain splattering on the pavement. It picked up in volume and in speed. 

Steve was almost thrown to his hands and knees, so hard was the ground shaking.

“Tell her to shut up!” Aiden cried out. His hand was quivering, like the rest of his body. He tried to line up his gun on Annabel. “I said shut up!” he repeated, pointing the gun over and over at her.

Steve stumbled but caught himself.

Aiden cocked the hammer of his gun back.

Steve saw it happening in slow motion, like in a dream. 

He lunged to the left at the last second, his eyes going wide.

Aiden fired. A loud pop split the night as the gun went off, sending crows cawing into the air from the oak tree.  

Steve cried out and clutched at his side.  

Annabel was still lost in her trance. Her melodic voice turned into a shriek, a shrill cacophony that threatened to penetrate everyone else’s eardrums.

Aiden cupped his hands over his ears and wailed in agony. 

Steve wobbled for a moment then fell to the ground.

The scratching stopped. Everything was silent except for the sound of the banshee’s howling.

The silence lasted for a split second, then—

CRAAACK!

Eruptions from all over the mounds on the grass. 

Skeletal and grotesque hands exploded from the ground, pushing past the dirt. 

Steve’s heart raced; Aiden fell to his knees to stop Annabel’s voice from penetrating his brain.

Steve felt himself losing consciousness. He pulled his hand from his side and looked. Dark red blood dripped from his palm, the color of the blackest water reflecting from the moon.

Annabel’s voice was dying. Her ancient song was coming to a close.

But it wasn’t a song at all. 

It was a summoning.

Aiden gazed up from his painful existence, daring to remove his hands from his ears. His mouth opened at seeing the terror in front of him.  

Dead bodies were rising from the graves, pushing and crawling and clawing their way onto the grass. Some of them still had flesh on their bones: stinking, rotting, and worm-infested flesh. Some of the bodies were mere skeletons, missing certain bones but still able to jumble and jangle toward the sound of Annabel’s voice.

Aiden bellowed, either in fear or anger or both.  

Steve would have too if he wasn’t in such agony.

The leprechaun jumped to his feet, wobbling, even though the ground wasn’t shaking anymore. All around him the dead were rising, many of them almost completely out of their tombs.

Aiden felt a hand on his shoulder and spun around. A bony finger caressed his arm and he screamed and shot his gun wildly at the thing. The bullet whizzed by the skeleton’s ribcage and pinged off another dead body. 

The leprechaun jumped away from where he was standing, away from the piss stain he’d left on the dark grass. He ran in circles and cried out, shooting his gun at the skeletons as they neared him and tried to catch him and touch him . . .

Steve pushed himself onto his elbows. 

Annabel was by his side, crouched, her hands on his shoulders. “Come on!” she cried out amidst the chaos. She helped Steve to his feet, even as he clenched his jaw together and fought through the pain.

Everywhere around them, the undead were walking like brainless masses of bones and death, whirling by Steve and Annabel. 

But none of them tried to approach Annabel, and as long as Annabel was around Steve, he seemed safe, too.

Now Aiden was at least fifty yards away, out of bullets, still running like a madman and shrieking, away from the cemetery as fast as his feet could take him. 

He made it to the bottom of the hill before the white building up front, then disappeared over the crest, his voice echoing as he hightailed it out of there. 

“We have to find Dale! He’ll be in the grave that hasn’t been disturbed!” Annabel cried, leading Steve through the mass of wandering dead. 

“W-W-What the hell is going on, Bel?!” Adrenaline kept Steve on his feet.

“I told you bad things happen when I sing, Mister Steve! This is what I meant!” she yelled back. All around them were the sounds of crunching and scraping and grating bones.

They found a gravesite nearby that hadn’t been disrupted or destroyed. Whereas most of the other burial sites were now piles of strewn dirt and mud and wood chips from broken coffins, this one had a neat pile of grass covering the mound.

Steve yelled, “Dale!” 

But he heard no response. He yelled again and put his ear to the ground. 

Then he looked up at the headstone, on instinct:

Here lies

Richard Remington

March 12, 1960 – July 31, 2018

Steve’s eyes went wide. It was his father’s tombstone. 

And the gravesite was undisturbed. 

Does that mean he’s . . . 

“Come on, there’s no time!” Annabel yelled in Steve’s ear, snapping him back to reality.

They came to another untouched gravesite about five yards from the oak tree. Steve saw a shiny thing out the corner of his eye and grabbed the silver handle of the shovel Aiden had left sitting against the tree. 

In the distance, some of the skeletons and dead bodies were starting to roam toward the hill and freedom, away from the cemetery. 

“Hurry!” Annabel cried. “I’ve lost control of them!”

Steve struck the mound with the shovel. It had looked newer than the others around it, but soon it was just as destroyed as the other open gravesites around them. 

“Dale!” he screamed.

A muffled voice answered back, unintelligible but definitely alive.

Steve gripped the shovel at the base and dug as furiously as he could, throwing dirt over his shoulder and all around him.

Five minutes later, the voice on the other end of the ground was becoming clearer. 

“Get . . . me . . . the . . . hell . . . out of here!”

Steve glanced up for a second. Where there had been hundreds of undead creatures walking around aimlessly before, now there were half that many. The others were starting to scatter out of sight, as far as their weak legs would take them. Many of them crawled, not being able to support themselves on their bony structures. 

Surprisingly, the dead bodies didn’t seem too interested in Annabel and Steve at all. They weren’t hostile or groping or vicious . . . they just cruised around like, well, mindless zombies. 

Another three minutes passed—

Clunk!

Steve struck solid wood. He smoothed the dirt away from the lid of the coffin, took the shovel crossways and pried it open.

Dale gasped and coughed, dirt pouring onto him. 

Steve’s heart jumped. He put his hand out and Dale took it, but it also took Annabel on the other side to help the big man from his back. 

“Jesus Christ!” Dale cried out as he climbed from the hole, sputtering dirt from his eyes and mouth and nose. “It was so fucking dark in there!”

Then his bloodshot eyes opened, and he saw everything else; the roaming bodies of death and decay all around him. 

“JESUS CHRIST!” 

But Steve was so happy. He couldn’t find words to say. 

Then he got lightheaded and dropped the shovel. A second later he crumbled to his knees and Dale swooped down and helped him, so he didn’t fall face-first into the open coffin.

“Steve!” Annabel cried. Tears were streaming down her dirty pale face. 

Steve smiled, his eyes slowly closing, half-lidded . . .

“I . . . I’m sorry, Mister Steve, but you have to send me back now,” Annabel said through her sobbing. She crouched to the ground and caressed his hair.

Steve laid his head back. He knew it would come to this, but why now? Why now things seemed to be going so well . . . 

“The only way these bodies will return to their peaceful state is if I leave Terrus,” Annabel said, answering his question. “If I return, so too do the souls of the dead.”

Steve groaned. He couldn’t feel his torso anymore, and he was starting to lose feeling of his extremities, too . . . 

Shit, he thought. I’m gonna die right here. Then he glanced over at the open coffin in the ground beside him. At least they won’t have to go very far to put me away . . .

Annabel had the Remington Studios business card in her hand. She leaned down and kissed Steve on his cold lips. 

Even with all the blood he’d lost, her lips were still colder than his. 

“I’m sorry, my sweet, that it has to end this way . . .” Annabel whispered in his ear. She held the card toward Steve, and with a shaky hand he took the end of it not occupied by her hand.

Annabel smiled and reached her other—empty—hand out. 

Steve smiled, but still couldn’t find the words.

He took Annabel’s hand.

A tingly shock went through his body.

Annabel was still there, sitting over him, but her hand passed through his like a hologram. 

“Woah!” Dale shouted, jumping back and searching around. “She poofed!”

The sound of crumbling bones and tumbling flesh split the night.

All around them, the dead bodies had fallen where they stood, back to their rightful, peaceful states—but not back to their gravesites. 

Their connection with Annabel had been severed. 

“She’s gone!” Dale said, hurriedly. “That was gnarly!” Then he swooped down and put his arms under Steve.

Being lifted into the air like a baby, Steve smiled one last time at Annabel’s glowing, angelic face.

He whispered, “No, she’s not gone,” even as he was separated from her. “You just can’t see her.”

Then his eyes closed, and everything went black.
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CHAPTER TWENTY-SIX
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Steve opened his eyes. The edges of blackness faded away—he could see, but everything seemed blurry. It was impossibly bright and impossibly white. 

His eyes were crusty. He tried to move his hand to wipe the crust away, but realized his arm was immobile.

He heard a rattling sound and turned his head to his right. 

His wrist was handcuffed to the metal post of the bed he lay on.

“What the hell . . .” he croaked. His throat hurt just from talking. 

Is this heaven? Or some sort of kinky dream? 

He blinked a few times to clear the blurriness from his eyes. Then he noticed his left hand wasn’t handcuffed like the right was, so he brought his hand up and poked at his eyes, ran his hand through his hair. Dirt spilled onto his face and he sputtered, coughing.

When he pulled his hand away from his face, a round, black silhouette was standing over him.

He jumped—or tried but couldn’t move very far. The whole bedpost shook.

“Dale?” Steve asked, squinting harder. The lights on the ceiling were silhouetting this person’s face. 

“You’re in the hospital,” the man said.

It wasn’t Dale’s voice. That much Steve knew.

Steve widened his eyes, helping him focus on the man.

“You lost a lot of blood.”

It was Pancho. 

Steve’s heart sank. Fuck! he screamed internally. He pulled his right wrist again, as hard as he could, but the handcuffs only continued to rattle, shaking the bedpost.

Things were coming back to him now. He remembered most of what happened at the cemetery . . . and before that . . . 

Scarlet Amos had told him Tumbleweed and Pancho were Myth Hunters. They were the assassins Steve and Annabel had to look out for.

And now Pancho was right beside him. And he was handcuffed to a goddamn gurney.

But speaking of Annabel . . . 

Steve’s bottom lip trembled.

“She’s gone . . .” he murmured to himself. 

Pancho tilted his head. “Who’s gone?”

“Annabel.”

Pancho said nothing. 

Steve wondered if he should scream, try to call the guards, the hospital staff, the nurses . . . someone!

Would it do any good? This man could snap my neck before the words even left my mouth. Have you seen his hands?! No . . . I’d better try to play it cool.

But trying to play it cool was like trying to keep his eyes open while he sneezed. It was impossible. His eyes might blow out the front of his face. 

His body was trembling—How long have I been out?

He decided to ask his malefactor. “How long have I been out?”

“Three, maybe four days,” Pancho replied.

Steve frowned. He turned to his left and noticed a needle sticking out of his arm. He was attached to an IV and a heart-rate machine. Reading the machine’s red numbers, his layman’s opinion told him everything looked solid: his heart rate, blood pressure, all the vitals.

So, he wouldn’t die.

That’s a relief.

At least not from his—

He breathed deeply, and that’s when he felt it.

A searing pain coursed through his side, up his body and into his brain.   

That’s right, he thought. I was shot. The fucking leprechaun.

Then he backtracked and realized, The gunshot won’t kill me. But this big fucker will.

He squirmed a bit in his bed, still unable to move.

“What gives?” he asked, raising his handcuffed right hand a couple inches. 

“You’ll have to bring that up with the cops.”

“You mean before you kill me?”

Pancho’s face twisted. “Huh?” he said blankly. 

“Is it worth trying to scream?” Steve added. 

Pancho was clearly part of a secret Steve was not privy to. Or else the other way around. Pancho looked baffled.

“What in God’s name are you on about?”

“Just do it quickly, okay? I don’t want it to be painful.” Steve closed his eyes. “Maybe while I drift off to sleep . . . can you wait ‘til then?”

Pancho chuckled.

It brought Steve out of his reverie. He opened one eye hesitantly. 

“I’m not here to kill you, Steve Remington.”

Now it was Steve’s turn to look confused. “You’re not?”

Pancho shook his head. 

Loud voices broke out from behind Pancho, from outside the closed door in a hallway.

Two cops burst in through the door, followed by an animated and worried nurse. 

“Sirs!” the nurse cried out.

“See, I told you, girl, he’s awake now,” the first cop said. Steve didn’t recognize him, but he wore the uniform and had the stereotypical mustache and a streak of donut glazing on his upper lip, and Steve knew him all too well because of those things alone. 

He didn’t recognize the other cop, either.

Damn . . . It’s a shame neither of them is Detective Richmond, Steve thought uneasily. Though I don’t know what—if anything—that guy would do for me in this situation.

And speaking of situation, what situation am I in, anyway?

Before he could ask the first cop, his question was answered. “We don’t know how you did it, Remington, but we must applaud your efforts. If it were Halloween, maybe you’d win some sort of ‘Best Assholic Prank’ award.”

“Pardon?” was all Steve could manage. 

“The bodies,” the cop said. “At the cemetery. We found them after your friend accidentally spilled the beans.” 

Steve looked past the cop, to Pancho, who was standing in the corner of the room with his arms crossed over his burly chest. When the cops and nurse had entered, they literally had walked right through him. 

“Your friend”? No, he’s not my friend . . . 

They must mean . . . dammit.

“What did Dale tell you?” Steve asked.

“A bit of everything. He was real hyped up—a lot of gibberish. Your friend watches too much Walking Dead, I think.”

“Maybe you’re right. But is he okay?”

The cop nodded. “He’s been released. Didn’t seem too beat-up. A bit of asphyxiation, possibly some Adult Onset Asthma, but we gave him an inhaler and sent him on his way.”

“And he left me?”

The cop chuckled. “He actually tried to take you with him, but we caught him. He’s a loyal guy.”

“I know.”

“He brought you here, you know.”

“I put that together.”

The cop said, “Anyway, we’re still figuring out how we’re going to charge you—the media doesn’t know about your little stunt yet.”

“What stunt?” Steve asked.

“Exhuming all those bodies, you crazy nut!”

Steve was taken aback. Then he started laughing. It started as a chuckle but grew into something maniacal and uncontrollable. It hurt Steve’s stomach to laugh so much—and especially his side—but it also felt good. The cops were looking at him like they were wondering whether to cart him off to jail or straight to the nuthouse—cut out the middleman.  

The nurse said, “Gentlemen, please. Can’t this wait? You can see my patient needs his rest—he’s not himself.” She was a sweet, caring Filipino girl in her early twenties. 

The cops glanced at each other, unsure how to react.

“At least while you figure out the charges to bring up against him.” She motioned to the handcuffs. “It’s not like he’s going anywhere, gentlemen.”

The cops shrugged. The one that’d been speaking put his hand on Steve’s arm and it stopped Steve’s laughing fit. Thank God, because Steve wouldn’t have been able to breathe for much longer. 

“When we come back from lunch, you’ve got to tell us how you managed to dig up two-hundred-and-thirty-six bodies without anyone knowing. How long did that take?”

The cop snorted and turned around with his companion. Steve heard the other cop say, “Fuckin’ whacko,” before they both went through the door and left the room.

The nurse said, “I’m sorry about that, Mister Remington. Is there anything I can do for you, to make you more comfortable?” She seemed genuinely concerned.

Steve gave her a crooked smile and said, “Maybe some water?” 

The nurse, whose nametag said Jenna—though she looked nothing like a Jenna, in Steve’s opinion—smiled and left the room.

Pancho crept back up to Steve’s bedside.

“You’re playing the crazy card well,” Pancho said. 

Steve shrugged. “What else can I do?” He lifted himself from his elbows and propped himself up on a pillow.

“Good point. Could be your best defense against these charges,” Pancho added.

“Why are you here, if not to kill me, Pancho?” Steve asked.

Pancho grinned. “Please, call me Geddon. Only Conwick—I mean Tumbleweed—called me Pancho.”

Steve scratched his head with his free hand. “Okay, Geddy Lee, are you going to answer my question?”

“I’m here to give you an ultimatum to your current predicament.”

“Which is?” Steve asked.

“Jail, it would seem.”

Steve sighed. “I mean what’s your ultimatum, Geddy?”

“Come to my world. You’ll be safer there.”

Steve furrowed his brow. “Your . . . world?” Then his eyes lit up. “You mean Mythicus?”

Geddon nodded. 

Steve’s mouth fell open. This is not what he was expecting, and he needed a moment to wrap his head around it. “You . . . can do that?”

Geddon nodded again. “You’re not safe here . . . not with Aiden O’Shaunessy still out there somewhere, licking his wounds, and his Seeker master wanting you dead.”

Steve was nodding along. But he’d been fooled too many times and entirely too often recently, so he snapped out of la-la land and said, “Hold up. I thought you and Tumbleweed were trying to kill me and Annabel. That’s what Scarlet said.”

“Sort of. Conwick and I came to your studio, and his plan was to be Seared onto this world by you then take you to Aiden’s Seeker. Then Conwick would return home—by your hand, of course, being Bound to you—though much wealthier.”

“And where’d your plan go wrong?” 

Geddon frowned. “Somewhere around the time he got splattered by a car and died. Also, I was a double agent the whole time. I wasn’t working for Aiden.”

Steve made an O with his mouth.

Geddon said, “Sneaky, right? I’m here to protect you, Steve Remington. Myth Seekers are a rarity—”

“A rare commodity, you mean.”

Geddon shrugged. “If you want to look at it that way. But with January Amos dead—your former protector—I took the reins.”

They both fell silent. Steve studied Geddon/Pancho as hard as he could. The big man spoke sternly, but he seemed to be telling the truth . . . 

Though Steve couldn’t give himself credit for being the best judge of character at this point in time. 

“What about my studio?” Steve asked, looking accusingly at Geddon.

“Excuse me?”

“Why the hell did you burn down my studio?”

Geddon sighed. “Consider me a confidential informant, Steve. I was ‘working’ for Aiden, and that was his wish—to burn down your studio with the Conveyor in it that would send Annabel back home.”  

My father’s guitar . . . the false Conveyor. Aiden was in the tarot shop, trying to sell his four-leaf clovers—listening to us—when we thought the guitar was the Conveyor . . .  

“But then I realized,” Geddon continued, “that if you were to leave this planet, you would cease to exist here, anyway. Burning your studio down made it easier to erase your existence on Terrus.”

Another bout of silence while Steve thought. 

“What if I don’t want to go?” he asked.

“I won’t force you to go against your will. Though I could if I wanted, you know.” Geddon put his hands on his hips. “But, let’s be real here . . . why would you stay? What is here for you?”

“My life, asshole,” Steve said without thinking.

Geddon tilted his head. “Really?”

Steve drew inward and thought about that question. Really thought about it.

And he realized Pancho Geddon was right. His studio, home, and livelihood were gone, people were trying to kill him, Annabel was gone, he was looking at jail time for exhuming bodies—did that carry a murder charge? And his friends . . .

“What about Dale? Will I be able to see him again?”

“Afraid not.”

Steve frowned.

Geddon elaborated. “You’ll only be able to see other Mythics on Mythicus, and other humans that have been Seared there. It’s not your home. I can relay messages to him, though.”

“But I’m a Myth Seeker,” Steve said weakly.

Geddon nodded. “And here on Terrus, you can see and interact with everyone—Mythics and humans alike. Just like on Mythicus—where I am now—I can see both Mythics and humans alike. But if we were to trade places . . . if I was Seared to Terrus and you were Seared to Mythicus, we’d lose our powers. I would only be able to see humans, you’d only be able to see Mythics. We have the inverse powers, you and I, you see?”

Not really, Steve thought, trying to mull that over in his mind. Then a conversation he’d had with January dawned on him. “You mean you’re a . . . Myth Maker?”

“You’ve heard of my kind?”

“January told me. Said you were even rarer than Myth Seekers.”

“Well, now you know the facts, what do you say?”

Steve was hesitant, but leaning toward—

Footsteps from outside were clacking on the tiled floor of the hospital, growing louder and closer again. 

“Better make a decision, Mister Remington,” Geddon said teasingly, like the game-clock was about to run out and Steve either had to make a three at the buzzer or lose the championship and let down his teammates. 

Geddon reached into his pocket and took out a dollar bill. 

Steve’s mind raced. He glanced at the door then back at Geddon, who was waving the dollar bill in the air. 

“O-Okay!” Steve shouted.

The door started to open. “Mister Remington—”

Geddon quickly reached over Steve’s body to get to his handcuffed right hand. He put half the dollar in Steve’s right hand and with his own right hand grabbed Steve’s left. 

“—I have your . . . water?” the nurse was saying as she entered the room.

But the room was empty. 

Only the clinking and clanging of the empty, hanging handcuffs against the bedpost could be heard. 

––––––––
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REALITY BROKE AND WARPED and crackled around Steve. A surge of energy washed over his body like a cold bucket of water poured on his head, rushing to his extremities. 

This was a much different feeling than the little tingle he’d felt when he’d Seared Annabel and Tumbleweed.

It was an ecstatic feeling. He no longer felt tired or anxious and his side didn’t even hurt.

He groaned as he tried to force his eyes open against the energy pushing at him.

Then with a whoosh, the energy blasted out of his body and the feeling gushed out of his fingers and toes and his eyes jumped open. 

“My God,” he said to Geddon as he gasped in air, doubled over. “I think I just came.”

Geddon laughed.

Steve took a look at his surroundings. 

He was still in the hospital, but the air around him was different. It was hazier, and he could see the dust particles, like a different level of light rays inhabited Mythicus, ones he couldn’t see when he was on his boring planet. 

The hospital room was empty, of course, with the exception of him and Geddon.

Geddon took the crumpled dollar bill and handed it to Steve.

“Don’t lose this,” he said.

“Shit,” Steve said, snagging the dollar, putting it in his pocket. “Couldn’t you have made it a hundred or something? What if I accidentally spend this on sunflower seeds or roll it up to do blow off a hooker’s—”

“First of all, you should never use a dollar bill to snort drugs, and second of all . . . just keep it somewhere safe, Steve.”

Steve smiled. “I think I can manage that.” He waved his hand around the light, purplish air. It seemed brighter, even though the phosphorescent light of the hospital was already blaring. But the colors and intensity didn’t seem to hurt his eyes.

“This place is craaaazy,” he said.

“Come on,” Geddon said, taking Steve by the arm. It was a solid hold—not a ghostly passthrough, and Steve went willingly. 

Geddon opened the door and weaved around empty spaces in the hall, like he was avoiding ghosts of people . . . but then Steve realized he probably was.

Though he couldn’t see the humans anymore, the ones he’d left on his planet, Geddon still could because he was a Myth Maker. 

What a strange trip . . .

“What if I want to go back?” Steve asked once they walked out of the hospital’s front door. He hadn’t seen a single other person in the entire building, and it was a bit eerie. 

Mythicus seems like quite the lonely place.

“Bring the dollar to me and I’ll take you back—but be aware, we will no longer be Bound after that. You’ll have to find a new Myth Maker if you ever want to come to Mythicus. And, as you can already tell . . . we aren’t easy to find.”

Steve nodded. He had been wondering about that and was glad he’d asked. His earlier thought had been this: what was stopping him from transporting Annabel back to Mythicus, then bringing her back to Earth, and back and forth and so on ad infinitum?

And now it made sense. 

He had lost his Bond with her. 

“So that means me and Annabel are no longer MythBound? MythBonded . . . whatever?”

Geddon nodded. 

They’d come out of a hospital in Orange County—the nearest one to the cemetery, Steve presumed. The air outside was crisp and clear, less smoggy and polluted than on Earth. He could see ridiculously far . . . way farther than usual, and the colors were much more intense. Green grass was darker, the sun was yellower, the road was blacker than space. 

“Is there anywhere in particular you’d like to go now?” Geddon asked him as they breathed in the fresh, cool air.

Steve smiled. “Of course there is, Geddy.”

––––––––
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STEVE KNOCKED ON THE door. 

He held his breath, nervously, then breathed out and shook his hands, trying to shake the nerves from his body. 

A moment later, the door started to crack open.

Steve smiled wide.

Then his smile vanished as he saw who was standing to greet him.

A tall, pale figure, even whiter and scarier than in his dreams.

“Hello, Mister . . .” Steve trailed off, not knowing if he’d ever learned the guy’s name.

The vampire frowned. “You’ve got to be fucking kidding me.” Then he spun around and yelled a name. He was shaking his head as he shuffled back into the house.

Footsteps rushed down some nearby stairs.

Annabel popped into the doorway, a hopeful, jubilant look on her pristine face. 

Steve put his arms out wide. 

“Surprise,” he said, giving her a crooked smile. 

Annabel yelped and jumped into his arms. 




Check out the sequel to The Myth Seeker: 

THE DREAM LEAPER

Available here at Amazon
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