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In the beginning…



Sometimes he dreamed about his youth, growing up an orphan on the streets of London, a young Cockney Ripper in a mohawk and studded leather, a multi-ethnic urchin living by his wits. That seemed like a completely different life now.

He had never known his parents. He used to look into a mirror and see coffee-colored skin, straight black hair and dark, piercing Asian eyes and not know what he was. Then, one day, out of nowhere, someone else was looking out through the eyes of his reflection. And a strange voice started speaking to him.

He might have thought that it was schizophrenia, if he had known the word back then. And at first, he did think that he might be going crazy. But Billy Slade was a survivor. He did not take shit from anyone, not even from some strange voice that started speaking in his head. He refused to doubt himself. He did not conclude that he was going insane. Instead, he came to believe he was possessed.

The funny thing was, he was right.

Only it was not some demon from Hell that had possessed him. It was a spirit. The spirit of one of the greatest sorcerers who ever lived. And he said his name was Merlin.

That name meant nothing to Slade at first. He had never heard of Merlin Ambrosius, better known as “Merlin the Magician, the Father of the Second Thaumaturgic Age,” and all he knew about King Arthur was that there was a pub in the West End named after him. But after he had started hearing Merlin’s voice, and it was a voice that seemed none too pleased with him, he began to dream about him, as well.

And he began to learn.

****

It became known as The Collapse, when the fossil fuels were finally exhausted and the world began to die. Cities had grown larger and more densely populated than their infrastructures could support. People were drowning in their own wastes. They had choked the oceans with their garbage, polluted the air and changed the climate, buried their trash in mountainous dumps that spewed methane gas into the air and contaminated the aquifers, poisoning their water supplies. Banks failed. Stock markets crashed. Supply chains broke down. Economies and governments collapsed, ushering in anarchy and a new urban dark age.

Police forces sought in vain to quell the street riots and control the roving gangs of desperate looters, so the military were called in, but with little more success as their command structures fell apart and the soldiers joined the rioters. Disease ran rampant as hospitals ran out of power and supplies. All across the world, cities burned and people died.

Salvation came in the tenth year of The Collapse, when one man’s desperate act turned things around in a manner no one could have possibly foreseen. A retired soldier in the British midlands, braving razor wire and land mines to break into one of the few remaining forested preserves for wood to burn so that his family wouldn’t freeze during an oppressive winter, came upon an ancient oak so large, it seemed to mock him. In an anguished fury of frustration, he struck it with his axe. A lightning bolt that came not from the sky, but from within the tree, split the oak in two and released a sorcerer who had slept within it for two thousand years.

Merlin Ambrosius, freed from the enchantment placed upon him by Morgan le Fay, began to bring about order and an end to The Collapse by founding schools of thaumaturgy, teaching the craft of magic, which had disappeared into the mists of Avalon with the ending of the First Thaumaturgic Age, to those who had the ability to use it. As Merlin’s schools proliferated and his students spread throughout the world, the International Thaumaturgical Commission was formed to govern the use of this new form of energy and the Second Thaumaturgic Age began.

But as the world recovered and grew greener, as the air cleared and the waters started to run pure, as programs of adept certification administered by the ITC produced magic users of varying abilities, from low-level adepts to wizards to sorcerers to mages, as spells maintained the power grids and transportation networks, as thaumagenetic engineering replaced species that had gone extinct and produced new, fantastic creatures capable of reasoning and speech, something else awoke along with the magic that had slumbered for so long.

Along with the wonders of enchantment, necromancy had returned, as well.




Chapter One



Twenty years later, Will Slade was still learning. And it was often a painful and confusing process, as he told his therapist during their initial session. He also admitted that he had not wanted to go, but had not been given a choice. It was either go to therapy or turn in his badge.

“So, here I am,” he said, spreading out his arms in a what-are-you-gonna-do gesture. “But I’m not crazy. I’ve just got some issues. Which, I suppose, is only to be expected when the spirits of two immortal mages merge with you, transform your appearance, and your entire bloody life.”

Dr. Sonja Voronov nodded somberly, acknowledging his comment, though he clearly had the sense that she was humoring him, just letting him talk, getting data points so that she could categorize and diagnose him in an effort to determine the best course of treatment. Except she would never be able to do that if she did not believe him, and he very much needed her to believe him, because if she did not this early in the game, there was no way she would believe what was to come.

“Look, you’re a specialist in treating magic users,” he told her. “That was the reason you were recommended to me. Well, ‘recommended’ is perhaps too mild a term. I was specifically directed to come and see you. You’re recording this session on a self-aware AI computer with thaumaturgically etched and animated chips, and you’re also an adept yourself. Fourth level, I believe?”

“Fifth, actually,” Dr. Voronov replied. “I was recently re-certified.”

“Well, congratulations. I stand corrected. Or, more precisely, I sit corrected,” Slade said, casually crossing his right leg over his left as he leaned back in the brown leather upholstered chair. He was pleased to see her smile. A little touch of humanity never hurt anyone. And the smile made her look less professionally severe.

He had checked her out, of course. She was 48 years old, though she looked 10 years younger, thanks to purely natural methods involving exercise and good nutrition. No expensive rejuvenation spells that required periodic renewal and would, of course, have been registered and recorded. She was an avid yogini and runner of Russo-Tatar ancestry, which gave her an exotic look with sharply defined features, dark hair and brown eyes. She was born and grew up in Brooklyn, educated in a Catholic school, though she considered herself an agnostic, and graduated summa cum laude from Boston University’s School of Thaumaturgy, where she took her ThD, then medical school at Harvard, top of her class. She had written her thesis on Post Thaumaturgic Stress Syndrome and was now considered the country’s leading authority on PTSS. He could easily see why the Director had chosen her to be his therapist.

She, in turn, was studying him closely, because she had not been able to check him out as thoroughly, through no fault of her own. And he could tell that she was not entirely comfortable with that.    

“My point,” he continued, “is that I sense your skepticism, Doctor. So then, why is it that you can accept the existence of magic in the world, be an adept yourself, even devote your entire practice to magic users, yet you remain skeptical about the existence of immortals?”

“What leads you to believe they do exist?” she countered.

“Because I’ve fought them,” he replied. “And I also happen to be one. Or else I’m partially one,” he added. “To be frank, I’m not entirely sure.”

“I see,” she said, considering him. He was a good-looking young man, striking even, around 35 years old, she guessed – his personal history was strangely sketchy – an albino with startling, blue-grey eyes, a long, luxuriant mane of snow-white hair that hung down below his shoulders in the style traditionally worn by sorcerers and wizards, though many of them no longer followed those traditions. Most of them no longer wore their hair so long, and few wore robes anymore, which had a tendency to be uncomfortably hot in summer and could also interfere with movement.

Most wizards and sorcerers these days wore suits accessorized with hooded, cape-like vestments, which were open at the front, often emblazoned with their sigils, and hung down to just above the knees. Lower-level adepts dressed like anybody else, often following popular styles such as the Nouveau Medieval “New Meds” and Renaissance Punk “Rippers,” while thaumaturgy students, known in the vernacular as “warlocks,” wore short, plain, brown hooded cassocks.

Slade wore neither robe nor vestment, though he was supposed to be a sorcerer, which she would have thought unlikely, given his young age. He dressed in the style of a Neo-Edwardian dandy in a well-tailored suit of black brocade with a wide, high collar and lapels, a white silk shirt with an open collar and a black silk scarf, stovepipe trousers and high-heeled black suede boots. No rings or amulets or other accessories, unusual in a “Ned,” as the style generally called for lots of jewelry, charms, velvet gloves, canes and wide-brimmed hats. The lack of amulets was especially uncommon in a sorcerer. Which was what he claimed to be.

And it was a claim she had no reason to disbelieve, unlikely as it seemed, given that the BOT was paying for his treatment. That meant he was one of their agents, which he had confirmed by showing her his badge wallet on arrival. It identified him as SAA William M. Slade, Bureau of Thaumaturgy, with the gold and platinum shield of a senior adept agent.

He sounded British, though his accent was a bit peculiar, a hint of Cockney and something else that she could not quite put her finger on. Irish, perhaps? Australian? Welsh? His file, such as it was, made no mention of his origins. It was heavily redacted. That, in itself, was not unusual. As a therapist who specialized in treating certified adepts, she’d had both corporate and government clients before whose personnel files were redacted, but never to such an extent. It seemed as if his entire history was classified. And because of the nature of her work, she had top-level clearance with the Bureau. This was a first for her. They were playing it very close to the vest, not giving her much of anything. As a result, she was very much intrigued.

“So,” she said, “exactly what is it about you that makes you an immortal? Or at least partially so?” she added, with a smile.

He shifted in his chair with a grimace of frustration. “Let’s just cut to the chase, shall we, Doctor? If you’re a fifth level adept, you can surely sense trace emanations, but you can’t measure them, whereas your computer doubtless can. So why don’t you run a T-scan on me?”

“All right,” she said. “Sigmund, run a T-scan on the client, please.”

“Working,” the small computer on her desk replied. A moment later, it turned toward her on its stubby little legs and said, “Whoa.”

Dr. Voronov’s eyebrows went up and she turned back toward her desk, looking over her shoulder at her computer. “Whoa?”

Sigmund had a personality, as did most magically-animated AIs, but she had never heard him say anything like “Whoa” before.

“I am sorry, Doctor, but I am unable to get an accurate T-scan on the client,” the computer replied in a voice like a munchkin on helium. “His trace emanations are completely off the scale.”

Sonja Voronov frowned. “That’s impossible.”

“Nothing is impossible, Doctor,” Slade said, with a smile. “There are more things in Heaven and Earth than are dreamt of in your philosophy.”

“Hamlet,” she said. “You know your Shakespeare.”

“A decent actor, but he couldn’t write worth a bloody damn. And he was insufferably stuffy. Kit Marlowe was actually a good deal more fun.”

“You speak as if you actually knew Shakespeare. And Christopher Marlowe?”

“Well, not personally,” Slade replied. “At the time, I was rather indisposed. But a friend of mine knew them both rather well. And whereas Marlowe actually wrote his plays, Shakespeare didn’t. Will Shakespeare was merely a convenient front. Some people believe he was a proxy for Edward De Vere, the 17th Earl of Oxford, who couldn’t be seen to be engaged in an activity as common as writing plays, but … no. It was actually my good friend, Dr. Sebastian Makepeace, who was responsible.”

Here we go, Sonja Voronov thought. It was rapidly becoming apparent why the Bureau had sent him in for therapy. He had obviously passed their highly rigorous selection and training process, then qualified to become a senior adept agent, which was no small thing, but at some point, a breakdown had clearly occurred, most likely Post Thaumaturgic Stress Syndrome stemming from excessive magic use.

It was not uncommon among advanced-level adepts who were often called upon to strain their capabilities to the limits, but in his case, it was also delusional and perhaps even resulted in multiple personality. She was amazed that he had been allowed to retain his credentials. He should have been suspended and placed on indefinite disability, with a firm geas-enforced proscription against magic use. She would have to see to that as soon as possible, not only for his own good, but for the sake of public safety. A delusional sorcerer could be highly dangerous.  

“You’re saying that Shakespeare didn’t write his own plays?” she said, trying to draw him out more. “Someone named Sebastian Makepeace did? Was that also you?”

“No, it was another immortal, actually,” Slade replied. “A fairy who, until only a few years ago, taught right here in the city at New York University.”

Whoa, indeed, Sonja thought. This was starting to get interesting. She had sensed he was a powerful adept, which was not surprising in a senior adept agent, but magical trace emanations that were off the scale? And in someone so young? Even mages registered on the T-scale. It made no sense. Was it possible that he was doing something to interfere with Sigmund’s ability to scan? Perhaps, but then, if he were using a spell, she should have sensed it. What was she to make of a delusional BOT agent with a heavily redacted personnel file and a belief that he was an immortal with, perhaps, several personalities? What could have happened to him to cause this?

“A fairy?” she said, raising her eyebrows. “You mean like a tiny, glowing creature with pointed ears and gossamer wings?”

“No, actually, this one was over six feet tall and about 300 pounds,” Slade replied. “No glow, no pointy ears. But some rather interesting fashion choices.”

“Fascinating,” she said. “I had no idea fairies were so … diverse.”

“Well, there’s folklore and then there is reality,” said Slade. “Tinkerbell was folklore. Sebastian Makepeace is a rather heady dose of reality. Just ask some of his former students.”

“So then … you believe that fairies actually exist, and immortals exist, as well?”

Slade sighed. “I knew this was going to be difficult,” he said. “Look, let’s try this: are you familiar with the Arthurian legend?”

“You mean King Arthur? Of course. Every school child is taught the story of Merlin Ambrosius, the Father of the Second Thaumaturgic Age.”

“Yes, well, every school child is not taught the complete story,” he replied. “They only learn about the Arthurian legend as a back story to Merlin’s awakening and how he brought the world out of The Collapse.”

“And that’s not the complete story?” she prompted him.

“By no means,” he replied.

“Well, I’m all ears,” she said. “Though they’re not pointy.”

“That would be an elf,” Slade replied. “And unlike fairies and immortals, elves do not exist.”

“Good to know.” She nodded, somberly.

“You’re a touch sarcastic for a therapist, aren’t you?” he said.

“I’m a flawed individual.”

Slade grinned. “I’m beginning to like you, Doctor.”

“Sonja,” she said. “But let’s try to keep it professional.”

“Certainly. Then you must call me Will. Professionally, of course.”

“Of course. What does the ‘M’ stand for, Will?” she asked. “Your personnel file doesn’t say.”

“Merlin.”

“You were named after Professor Ambrosius? Or is it a family name?”

“Neither,” he replied. “But we’ll get to that. For now, let’s go back to the time of King Arthur. Actually, no, let’s go back even further, to our prehistory and our Neanderthal ancestors.”

“That far? We only have an hour, you know.”

“I shall endeavor to be brief,” he said. “Once upon a time …”

She smiled. He noticed, but went on.

“…there were two races of beings on Earth. The early, primitive humans, and the Old Ones. That was not their own name for themselves, that has been lost to time, but that is how they were later referred to. The Old Ones had a well-developed civilization when humans were still walking on all fours. And they were magic-users, powerful adepts who looked upon humans as a resource, using their life force to empower their spells.”

“Necromancy,” Dr. Voronov said.

“Yes, but they did not call it that,” said Slade. “That term did not come into use until much later. The Old Ones basically considered humans nothing more than animals. Since magic has a cost in energy, as you well know – no such thing as a free lunch – the more powerful the spell, the more it takes out of you. So rather than use their own life force to empower their spells, as we do, thereby necessitating periods of recuperation, the Old Ones used humans, generally killing them in the process.”

“Interesting,” she said. “What happened to them?”

“Well, there was a war,” said Slade. “As humans started to evolve, there were those among the Old Ones who came to the realization that they – we, that is – were sentient beings, and so they started practicing conservation of the human resource. Instead of draining humans of their life energy completely, they only took some of it, allowing the humans to recover.”

“Laudable,” said Dr. Voronov, nodding.

“Yes, this was the beginning of what came to be known as white magic,” Slade said, “which is what we practice today. It is, of course, now illegal to use any life force other than our own. However, not all the Old Ones were willing to give up the old ways, which allowed them to accumulate power more quickly, and at no cost to themselves. They continued to practice the sorcery of death, which came to be known as necromancy, and they were called the Dark Ones. This led to a schism which, in turn, eventually led to war, a mage war that was so terrible, it decimated their population. In our mythology, that war is remembered as the Ragnarök, the Twilight of the Gods.”

“Fascinating. Please continue.”

“In the end,” he said, “the most powerful of the Old Ones, their ruling Council of the White, defeated the surviving Dark Ones and cast a powerful spell, entombing them in a cavern in what is now known as the Euphrates Valley. It’s unclear whether they lacked the power to destroy them or the will, but their spell placed the Dark Ones in an enchanted stasis in a deep, underground shaft, and to cast this incredibly powerful spell, the members of the Council infused their own life forces into three enchanted runestones that were the keys to lock the spell. When they were finished, only one of them remained alive to place those runestones into a bronze box above the pit, and that was the youngest member of the Council, a mage by the name of Gorlois. Having done so, he then went out to live among the humans, who by now greatly outnumbered the surviving Old Ones.”

“I imagine that did not bode well for the remaining Old Ones,” Dr. Voronov said.

“Correct,” Slade replied. “Humans, by now much more evolved and numerous, regarded the Old Ones as predators, which is what they were, I suppose. It’s from the Old Ones that we have our legends of vampires, werewolves, witches, demons, and so forth. And since the most powerful of the Old Ones were now gone, and the surviving Old Ones had been left severely weakened by the war, with their numbers dramatically depleted, the humans started hunting them. So, to avoid being hunted down, Gorlois traveled far, to a place where there had been no Old Ones, a place known today as the British Isles. There, passing as a human, he took a wife from the De Danann tribe and sired a son with her, half human, half immortal. He named him Merlin, and taught him the old ways, the craft of magic use. What we now call thaumaturgy. His wife, however, not being immortal, aged while he did not, and when she grew old, Gorlois left her and their son, became a warlord, and took another wife, a Cornish woman named Igraine, with whom he had three daughters: Elaine, Morganna, and Morgause. His son, Merlin, never forgave him for leaving his mother, so he used his powers to help a rival warlord by the name of Uther Pendragon kill Gorlois and rape his wife, Igraine.”

“Who then gave birth to Arthur,” Dr. Voronov said, remembering the story. Will Slade had given a new and unique twist to it, however.

“Yes,” said Slade. “But contrary to the Arthurian legend, Gorlois didn’t actually die. His physical body could be killed, but at the final moment, he projected his life force, or his spirit, into a fire opal ring worn by his wife, Igraine, which she then passed on to her daughter, Morganna. It was the source of her power when she became the sorceress known as Morgan le Fay.

“She knew who killed her father, and that Merlin helped him, so she planned her revenge,” Slade continued. “She seduced Uther’s son, Arthur, her half-brother, and bore a son named Modred, whom she raised to despise his father. She then had her apprentice, a De Danann witch named Nimue, seduce Merlin and drug him, after which Morganna took Merlin in his weakened, narcotized state and sealed him up in the cleft of an oak tree with a spell that would make him sleep for over two thousand years, during which time magic would become forgotten, the First Thaumaturgic Age would end, and Merlin would remain helpless, in a state of magical suspended animation, but dimly aware of how the world was changing.”

“And at the height of The Collapse, according to the story, Merlin was released from his spell,” said Dr. Voronov, “and the Second Thaumaturgic Age began.”

“Exactly,” Slade said. “And as you said, every school child knows what happened after that. Merlin brought back magic to the world, founding schools of thaumaturgy that would teach the discipline to those who had the ability to learn it. But have you ever wondered why not everyone possesses that ability, and why, among those who do, not all are talented in equal measure?”

“Well, I would think for the same reasons that some people are creative while others are not, and some people have athletic skills while others do not, and some are more intelligent than others, or more musical, and so on,” she replied.

“Well, yes, that’s true,” Slade said. “It has a lot to do with genetics. What actually determines whether or not a person has the innate ability for magic use is their ancestry. Even before Merlin brought back magic, we had people with various parapsychological abilities, greater sensitivities than others, and people who were able to recall past lives. Physicians such as Karl Jung and others theorized that this was due to reincarnation or else some form of spiritual possession, while others thought it was a delusional syndrome or fraud or simply attention-seeking, but in fact, it was because these were people who were descended from the interbreeding of an Old One and a human, just as Merlin was. Merlin’s descent, however, was much more direct than that of people who are adepts today. Consequently, he was much more powerful. And more long-lived.”

“That’s very interesting,” Dr. Voronov said. “So then, what I hear you saying, in effect, is that my being a fifth level adept is due entirely to the fact that, at some point in the distant past, there was an Old One in my bloodline?”

“Quite possibly more than one,” Slade replied. “Suppose, for example, that an Old One and a human had a child. And then that child eventually married someone who was also the offspring of an Old One and a human. That would result in a much stronger innate ability for magic use than someone who only had one Old One in their bloodline. Over time, of course, these abilities became greatly diluted, but those magic genes are strong, and have been passed down for generations, with different people possessing differing degrees of innate thaumaturgical ability, depending on their ancestry.”

It was really quite amazing, she thought, how he had taken a legend out of folklore and combined it with Prof. Ambrosius’ personal history, which was nevertheless widely assumed to be greatly exaggerated, and then built a complex delusional system on top of that. As she sat there and listened to him, he seemed perfectly rational on the surface, and there was even a sort of logical framework to his delusion, but it was an elaborate delusion just the same.

“Anyway,” Slade continued, “as the years passed, some of Merlin’s original students began to reach advanced levels of thaumaturgical certification. In the beginning, before there was the ITC, Merlin did his own certification and some of his students eventually became wizards and sorcerers. A few even became mages. The most wealthy and powerful of these was Merlin’s most gifted student, Sheik Rashid Al’Hassan. He began to sponsor archaeological expeditions in a search for the magical artifacts of his ancestors. He picked up incredibly powerful trace emanations coming from the Euphrates Valley and sponsored a dig there.”

“I think I remember reading about that,” Dr. Voronov said, intrigued at how he was weaving reality in and out of his fantasy.

“It was a big story at the time,” said Slade. “They uncovered ruins dating back to the earliest days of the pharaohs. Archaeologically, the find was of momentous importance in itself, but nothing they uncovered could account for the extremely powerful emanations Al’Hassan was picking up. When he went down there into the dig to look for himself, he was able to sense those emanations coming from behind a solid rock wall. As he approached it, a magical portal opened up within that wall and he passed through it into a gigantic cavern, in the center of which was a huge and apparently bottomless pit. And on a rock promontory extending out over the pit, there was a sort of altar, and on that altar rested a small bronze box.”

“The enchanted runestones?” Dr. Voronov said. There had been, of course, nothing in the news about any of that. But she would play along to keep him talking.

“Yes,” Slade replied. “And it was in that moment that Al’Hassan became possessed by the spirits of the Dark Ones. They were still weakened and entombed, but were nevertheless able to reach out and influence him to remove the box containing the runestones from above the pit. Al’Hassan brought that box back through the portal, but once he was on the other side again, he collapsed and it was there that he was found by security guards, who summoned an ambulance to take him to a hospital. Meanwhile, the box with the runestones became part of a consignment shipped to the Christie Gallery here in New York, where they were listed for auction as thaumaturgical artifacts of unknown properties.”

“Did the sheik attempt to get them back?”

“He did, indeed,” said Slade. “He sent one of his representatives to the auction with instructions to bid on the runestones without limit, but before he could, the stones were stolen by a pair of daring young thieves who had, independently of one another, been seized with a strange and irresistible compulsion to steal the runestones. One was a young warlock named Wyrdrune –”

“Wyrdrune?” said Dr. Voronov, raising her eyebrows.

“It was a sarcastic magename bestowed upon him by his teacher, Prof. Ambrosius, when he attended the College of Sorcerers in Cambridge, Massachusetts. His real name was actually Karpinsky. Melvin Karpinsky.”

“Wait,” she said, “was this Prof. Merlin Ambrosius?”

“The very same,” said Slade. “Wyrdrune was one of his better pupils, at least in terms of potential, but he had an unfortunate habit of taking shortcuts, one of which got him expelled when he took an unauthorized job doing magical special effects for a band and wound up burning down the concert hall. The other thief was a young female cat burglar named Kira, who had never before attempted such a job, in broad daylight, and in a roomful of adepts, no less. They had not planned to steal the stones together, but wound up making the attempt at the same time. In the resulting confusion, brought about when Wyrdrune set the place on fire, something he seemed to have a knack for, they managed to escape with the stones.”

“I don’t imagine that made the sheik very happy,” Dr. Voronov said.

“No, it most certainly did not. He directed his representative, who was also a sorcerer, to track down the thieves and retrieve the stones. And Al’Hassan wanted the thieves, as well. In the meantime, the two thieves tried to fence the stones, divide the proceeds, and go their separate ways, only the runestones would not stay fenced. Each time they were sold, the stones magically returned to them, making the fences they had sold them to think they had been cheated. So now, the thieves not only had the police after them, but the sheik’s sorcerer, as well, in addition to the people to whom they had fenced the stones. One of them was so angry and concerned about his reputation being damaged that he hired a professional assassin, a hitman known only by the name of Morpheus.”

“The god of dreams?” said Dr. Voronov.

“He put people to sleep,” said Slade. “Permanently.”

“I see. That doesn’t sound very good for our thieves. What happened to them?”

“Well, long story short, Morpheus eventually tracked them down, but when he did, something very strange happened the moment the three of them were all together. The runestones bonded with them.”

“What do you mean, bonded?” she asked, frowning.

“The stones attached themselves to each of them,” said Slade. “Physically becoming a part of their bodies, making them the avatars of the Living Triangle, the spell that had entombed the Dark Ones.”

“Interesting. But why the hitman?”

“Ah, well, that gets back to that ‘more things in Heaven and Earth’ part,” Slade said. “For you see, Morpheus was actually Modred, the son of Morgan le Fay and King Arthur. Whereas Wyrdrune and Kira, the two thieves who stole the runestones – or I should say, whom the runestones influenced to steal them -- were descended from Gorlois’ other two daughters, Elaine and Morgause.”

“Hold on,” said Dr. Voronov. “I thought Modred and King Arthur were supposed to have killed each other on the field of battle.”

“According to the legend, yes, they did,” Slade replied. “But Modred was part immortal, you see, the grandson of Gorlois, the last surviving member of the Council of the White, and one of the most powerful of the Old Ones. Modred recovered from injuries that would have been fatal to an ordinary man and lived on as a free companion, an   errant knight, eventually becoming a mercenary soldier and, finally, a professional assassin. He had a lot of anger issues, I’m afraid.”

“I guess,” said Dr. Voronov. “But then, if being Gorlois’ grandson made him immortal, what about his mother? And Gorlois’ other two daughters?”

“I was getting to that,” said Slade. “After he killed his father, Modred was left feeling confused, traumatized and conflicted, unable to understand why he didn’t die, so he left England and his mother, wanting nothing more to do with her. But Morganna never gave up looking for him. I’m not sure what became of her sisters, Elaine and Morgause, but I know what became of Morganna. She lived on, for centuries, constantly on the trail of her son, and eventually reappeared in our time as Special Agent Faye Morgan of the ITC, the agent in charge of the hunt for Morpheus.”

“And did she ever find him?”

“Yes, for a moment, at the end,” said Slade. “Just before she was killed by Al’Hassan.”

“I see. What became of the two thieves?”

“Well, when Wyrdrune realized they were in the grip of a powerful enchantment, and being pursued by some very dangerous people, not to mention the police, he went back to his old teacher, Merlin. It was Merlin who figured out the spell that they were under, and what the runestones really were. He also realized that since the keys to lock the spell – the runestones – had been removed from above the pit where the Dark Ones were confined, they would be able to escape as soon as they grew strong enough.”

“So that meant they had to be stopped. And is that where you came in?” It would, of course, fit for the client to assign himself a grandiose role in the story.

“Well, yes and no,” said Slade. “Here’s where things start to get a little complicated.”

She thought, only just now? But refrained from saying it aloud. She was waiting to see how he would insert himself into this outlandish and highly imaginative narrative.

“The Dark Ones needed to replenish their strength before they could escape the pit,” he continued, “where they had been confined for thousands of years. And they channeled their energies through Al’Hassan to do it. You would have been much younger at the time, but you might remember what the media called The Night of a Million Souls. It was a rare occasion where the media did not engage in hyperbole, but rather in understatement, though I am quite sure that wasn’t their intention. Well over a million people died that night. All over the world, catastrophic events started occurring simultaneously.”

She nodded. “I think I remember that. There was something about an invisible creature that appeared during a baseball game?”

“It happened in RFK Stadium in Washington, D.C.,” said Slade, nodding. “An unseen entity that gave off only a blue glow manifested on the field, then leaped into the stands and began to tear people apart. At the same time, the roof of a 10-story concourse in Peking, China collapsed, crushing thousands who were caught beneath it. In Hawaii, Mauna Loa and Kilauea both erupted simultaneously, belching forth clouds of ash and fire. Within the conflagration, something screamed like a banshee from Hell and stirred the roiling clouds with the beating of large wings, then flew off towards Oahu. In South America, a number of huge waterspouts, several times larger than the tallest skyscrapers in Rio de Janeiro, rose out of the waves and rushed across the Baia de Guanabara, heading inland and slamming into buildings, levelling them, wiping out thousands. And in Moscow, it rained fire on Kalinin Avenue. People burst into flame; the October Concert Hall and the Leningrad Hotel burned down; the Pakrovsky Cathedral, which had stood since the 16th Century, crumbled as the flames consumed it.”

She did remember. At the time, it had been the biggest story in the world. Afterwards, each nation had blamed the others. Governments accused one another of developing thaumaturgic weapons of mass destruction that had been either accidentally or purposely deployed, or else pointed fingers at giant multinationals whose corporate sorcerers, they claimed, had woven a dangerous spell that had gone out of control, or else it was said that these were natural events, magnified by failed efforts at magical climate control. There were any number of theories as to what had actually occurred, but no one seemed to know for certain, other than the fact that magic was involved, magic that had somehow run disastrously amok. It resulted in an international summit conference and greater executive power granted to the ITC in regulating magic use.

“And in his palace,” Slade continued, a faraway look in his eyes, “Al’Hassan sat upon his throne, wreathed in the brilliant glow of thaumaturgic energy that flowed through him from beneath the earth, making his entire body spasm, turning his hair white, aging him by decades in a matter of mere moments, and melting his golden throne beneath him as the incalculable power of the Dark Ones flowed through his body and out into the world. And as people died, their life force was channeled back through Al’Hassan and into the pit, where the Dark Ones absorbed it and grew even stronger.”

Slade paused, as if remembering these events. In a sense, she thought, he did actually remember them. They had become a part of the alternate reality he had manufactured for himself. They were real to him because he believed that they were real.

“As the three avatars realized what was happening and called upon the spell of the Living Triangle to stop the necromancers,” he continued, “Merlin tried to buy them time and prevent the Dark Ones from escaping, but he wasn’t strong enough. He died in the attempt, and his body fell into the pit.”

“Wait. Hold on a moment,” Dr. Voronov said. “Merlin Ambrosius died in a fire when his Beacon Hill mansion burned down in Boston.”

“That was the story given to the public,” Slade replied.

“I see,” she said. He seemed to have an answer for everything. “So, please go on. What happened to the avatars? And to Sheik Al’Hassan?”

Al’Hassan had been real enough, she recalled. He was the first to have attained adept certification as a mage, the highest level of magic user. He had died under mysterious circumstances in his native Egypt. No official cause of death had ever been reported, which resulted in a slew of rumors about what must have happened, from a disease that had been kept secret, to political assassination, to an accident resulting from a spell gone wrong, even to necromancy, which must have been where Will Slade got his idea.

She was fascinated by the complexity of his narrative. It was not uncommon for people with mental health issues to weave fantastic alternate realities for themselves, but this was one of the most elaborate she’d ever encountered. She thought she could easily write a paper on this case, except for the unfortunate fact that her agreement with the BOT would not allow it. It was a pity, but at least she would have Slade himself to work with.

“Al’Hassan did not survive the channeling,” continued Slade, “but he had served his purpose. The avatars managed to activate the spell and reach the cavern, but not quite in time. They were able to destroy some of the Dark Ones, but others escaped, released into the world, and it became the responsibility of the avatars to track them down. Over the years, they did just that, traveling to such places as London, Los Angeles, Paris, Tokyo and Santa Fe, where surviving Dark Ones had escaped and had begun to gather acolytes. And wherever they had gone, people started dying, murdered by necromancy as the Dark Ones took their life force and increased their own power.”

“What do you mean by ‘gathering acolytes’?” she asked

“Followers,” said Slade, glancing at her with those unsettling, blue-gray eyes. “In some cases, they were magic users, but the Dark Ones also recruited ordinary people who had no magical ability at all. Some were criminals. Others simply held positions in society that could be useful to the Dark Ones.”

“Interesting. And where did you fit in?” she asked, anxious to see how he would answer.

“Well, when my part in this story began, I was in London,” he replied, “a young teenaged orphan living on the streets. Mind you, at the time, I didn’t look like this.” He shrugged. “For one thing, I was black.”

Dr. Voronov was taken aback. “Wait. You mean to say you were African-American?”

“Well, I don’t know that I was African,” he replied, “any more than all of us are, evolutionarily speaking, but I was certainly not American. I was British – still am, of course – but beyond that, I wasn’t sure what the hell I was. Even today, there’s only so much that ancestry tracing can accomplish, and it doesn’t help at all when you don’t know who your parents were. From DNA analysis, I later learned that I was an improbable mixture of Irish, Welsh, Jamaican, Hindu and Mongolian, with some Chinese thrown in, as well. A veritable genetic mulligan stew. My ancestors clearly got around. My skin was not black so much as café au lait; my eyes were a deep, dark brown, with epicanthal folds, and my hair was jet black, worn in a high mohawk—”

“Excuse me,” Dr. Voronov said, repressing a smile. “I realize this is stating the obvious, but you are an albino, Will. You don’t look even remotely black or Asian. Your eyes do not have epicanthal folds and they’re not brown, but a rather striking shade of blue.”

“Well, they are now,” said Slade, with a shrug. “However, there’s no telling what they might be tomorrow.”

“Are you saying they might change?” she said, raising her eyebrows.  

“Yes, and not just my eyes,” Slade replied, watching her for a reaction. “I could wake up the person that I used to be. An older version, of course. Or even a completely different person. It’s happened a few times before. It can be rather unsettling, as you might imagine.”

“Spells of transformation are very advanced level,” Dr. Voronov said. “They can be extremely dangerous and require a great deal of energy and focused concentration, as you must surely know. Are you saying that you have no memory of having cast them, or that you’ve done so unconsciously, in your sleep?”

He shrugged again. “Your guess would be as good as mine. If they were, in fact, spells of transformation, then I have no memory of having cast them. And if I had done so unconsciously, in my sleep, then how would I know?”

“Well, it’s a highly advanced spell, certainly above my level,” she replied. “I wouldn’t have thought it would be possible to cast it unconsciously, in your sleep. It should leave you feeling extremely tired, weak, dizzy, unsteady and lethargic, at the very least. Is that how you felt afterwards?”

“No,” he replied, watching her over steepled fingers. “I felt just fine. No aftereffects at all.”

“Well, we can get back to that at some point,” she said. “Please, continue.”

“As I said, I grew up on the streets,” he said. “I remember being in an orphanage when I was very young, but I ran away.”

“How old were you? When you ran away, I mean.”

He shook his head. “No idea. I don’t know when I was born, you see, or where. There is no record of a birth certificate. I was simply dumped there as an infant. But age is a concept that is irrelevant in my case. I know I appear to be a young man in his 30s, but in another sense, I’ve been around for a really long time.”

“Can you explain that?”

“I’m getting to it,” he said. “I was living by my wits, you see, day to day, doing whatever I had to in order to survive, which often meant doing things that were illegal. I was in my early teens when I started hearing a voice inside my head.” He held up a hand, palm out. “Now, I know what you’re going to say.”

“I wasn’t going to say anything.”

“Well, you’re thinking it,” he said. “Schizophrenia. Or trauma-induced multiple personality.” He shook his head. “No. That wasn’t it. It was possession.”

“How do you know?”

“He told me.”

“Who told you?”

“Merlin.”

“Merlin Ambrosius?” she said, keeping her tone neutral.

Slade nodded. “That’s right.”

“But you said he died. In battle with the Dark Ones. Fell into the bottomless pit.”

“Yes. He did. But at the moment of his physical death, his spirit left his body. He astral projected.”

“Into you?”

“Well, no, not right away,” Slade replied. “His spirit, or his life force, if you will, drifted on the astral plane for some time until it was drawn to me.”

“Why was it drawn to you?”

“Because it seems I’m his descendent, through who knows how many generations. Apparently, le Fay’s De Dannan witch, who had seduced him so she could slip him that sleeping potion, bore his child. I’m his great, great-to-whatever power grandson. And he was not exactly thrilled to find himself waking up inside a multi-ethnic, anti-social, teenaged delinquent street urchin. Nor was I particularly thrilled to find myself possessed by the spirit of a cantankerous ancient sorcerer. You might say it was a rather volatile relationship until we eventually came to accept one another. More or less. Only things were soon to become more complicated.”

“More complicated?” Dr. Voronov said. She rolled her eyes before she caught herself, but if he noticed, he gave no sign of it.

“You will recall I said that Morgan le Fay, being immortal, survived to eventually become Special Agent Faye Morgan of the ITC,” said Slade. “And just as Merlin had projected his spirit out-of-body, so did Gorlois, only in his case, the repository of his life force was a fire opal ring his daughter wore.”

“Yes, I recall you said that, but why didn’t he project his spirit into her, the way Merlin did with you?” she asked, interested to see how he would address the seeming inconsistency.

“Well, we’re dealing with a medieval mindset, after all,” Slade replied. “Actually, a bloody prehistoric mindset, if you want to get technical about it. Gorlois was many things: he was an Old One, a mage, a member of their ruling council, a warlord, a knight, the Duke of Cornwall … what he was not was especially enlightened.”

“You’re saying he did not wish to place his spirit into a woman?” Dr. Voronov said. “Not even his own daughter? He would rather be inside a ring? An inanimate object?”

Slade shrugged. “The ring was not really inanimate, not after he placed his life force inside it. It was a living gem, much like the runestones. And eventually, it came into my possession.”

She glanced at his hand. “I don’t see you wearing any rings.”

“No, the gem disintegrated,” he replied. “Turned to ash and crumbled into dust when Gorlois merged his life force with mine to keep me from dying.”

“You were dying? What happened?”

“A necromancer happened,” he replied. “One of the Dark Ones. He got me with a bolt of thaumaturgic energy right to the chest.” He touched his chest and shook his head. “No surviving that.”

“Yet, you obviously survived,” she said.

“Only because two immortals merged their life forces with mine to save my life,” said Slade. “It happened very quickly. There was no time for them to think about it or discuss it, not that they ever spoke to one another, anyway. Merlin despised his father and Gorlois knew it was his son who had helped Uther kill him and then rape his wife. Not a lot of love lost between those two, and I had them both sharing consciousness with me. But it was an immediate thing, you see. They each, independently, chose to merge their life forces with what was left of mine an instant before I was gone, because it was the only way they could survive. And in the process, I changed.” He spread his arms out, demonstratively. “As you can see.”

“Well, to be perfectly fair, though, I have not seen you before,” Dr. Voronov pointed out.

“Well, yes, that’s true,” he replied, nodding. “We’ve never met before. So, I suppose it’s possible that I could be making all this up.” He smiled. “It really is quite a story, isn’t it?”

She pursed her lips and nodded. “You could say that. What became of the others? The avatars, as you called them.”

“There was a final battle, near Tucson, Arizona,” he replied, “when we faced the most powerful of the Dark Ones. He had imprisoned some of his compatriots and was drawing on their life forces to combat the avatars. Except this time, the spirits of the runestones actually manifested physically to do battle with him. Several of them were killed before the necromancer was defeated. The others infused their energies into Sebastian Makepeace, who had been fatally injured when he joined the battle, much as Gorlois and Merlin merged with me. The necromancer was defeated, but in the end, none of the spirits of the Council had survived.”

“What happened to the avatars, the two thieves?” It was a fantastic story, to be sure, but she had not been able to spot any inconsistencies so far.

“Oh, they survived,” he replied, “though they were no longer bonded with the runestones, which were gone. The spell had run its course. They were left high-level adepts, though not nearly as powerful as they had been with the runestones. When it was over, they planned to take a long vacation together, and perhaps they did, but that was years ago. I don’t know where they are now.”

“You mean you haven’t heard from them since?”

Slade shook his head. “I have not.”

“After all you had been through together?” she said. “You didn’t try to stay in contact?”

“Well, they had a relationship,” he replied. “I would have been a third wheel. Besides, I went back to England to pursue a musical career.”

“Really?” She supposed she could see it, given his appearance. “And what about Modred?”

“I fear that he did not survive,” Slade replied. “But he left the three of us extremely wealthy. We divided up his fortune, you see, which was quite considerable.”

“And your friend, Sebastian Makepeace? What became of him?”

“Disappeared,” he said, with a shrug.

“You never looked for him?”

“If Sebastian did not want to be found, then there would be no finding him,” replied Slade, with a smile.

Convenient, she thought. Everyone involved in the story was gone, or else had disappeared to parts unknown, so there was no way to check on any of it. Not that she believed any of it for a moment.

“So, how does one go from pursuing a career in music to becoming an agent of the BOT?” she asked. “That’s a rather dramatic change. The music thing did not work out?”

“Well, shortly after I arrived in London, I formed a band,” said Slade. “We spent some time getting our act together, playing in clubs, going through personnel changes, the usual sort of thing. I had plenty of money, so I was able to support us, but perhaps that was part of the problem. We weren’t really hungry. And not even magic can make you a success in the music business. After a few years of playing clubs and dealing with musicians’ egos, I grew tired of it and packed it in. I contacted the Director of the Bureau and asked if their original offer of employment was still open. I didn’t need the money, but I needed something to do.” He spread his arms out. “And so, here we are.”

She smiled. “You’re right, it really is quite a story. Except you haven’t told me specifically what it was that prompted the Bureau to determine that you could benefit from therapy.”

“That I could benefit from therapy,” he repeated, with a wry smile. “What a diplomatic way of putting it. Well, as I said before, I’m not crazy, but I do have some issues.”

“Such as?”

“Such as the fact that having had two immortal sorcerers – mages, to be precise -- merge their life forces with mine has altered not only my appearance, but my personality, as well. And even after some years have gone by, this amalgam has been rather difficult to settle into, especially since Merlin and Gorlois hated one another. Not exactly the most fortuitous blend, you see. They are no longer discrete personalities sharing consciousness with me. That was challenging enough to deal with. The three of us are now blended into the new ‘me’, so to speak. And it has not been easy to come to terms with what I have become. In some ways, it’s gotten better, but in others, it’s grown worse. Growing up a homeless orphan and living on the streets did not exactly produce the most well-adjusted personality, you see. Add to that an immortal mage with daddy issues and then Daddy, himself, who is not only inhuman, but has decidedly homicidal impulses, and you have a recipe for some rather volatile instability.”

“I see,” said Dr. Voronov, maintaining a carefully neutral expression. “And how would you say this has affected your performance on the job?”

“Well, there have been some incidents,” said Slade, his gaze drifting away.

“Can you describe any of them?” she prompted, seeing his discomfort.

He rubbed his temple, as if he were beginning to get a headache, and sighed. “I’m given to moodiness, erratic behavior, and there have been some sudden … outbursts, I suppose you’d call them. Abrupt personality changes. Occasionally, but not always, accompanied by physical transformations.”

“And these outbursts, as you called them, did they involve magic use?”  

He shook his head, his long white hair falling over one eye. He did not brush it away. “Not consciously,” he replied. “The transformations are obviously thaumaturgic in nature, but if I ever spoke a spell to cast them, I have no memory of it.”

“I’m assuming you realize that advanced level adepts have the ability to cast a spell by concentrating and thinking it, without casting out loud,” she said.

He smiled, wanly, almost a twitch. “Yes, of course.”

“And you did not do that?”

“Again, if I did, I have no memory of it.”

“Okay. How long did these transformations last?”

He shrugged. “It varied. From mere moments to around an hour or so, sometimes even longer.”

“Were you conscious during these transformations? I mean, the ‘you’ that I am speaking with right now?”

He nodded. “I was. But it was rather like sitting in the back seat while someone else was driving.”

“Interesting,” she said. She hesitated for a moment. “And during these … episodes … was magic employed?”

He propped his elbows on the arms of the chair and interlaced his fingers before him, almost as if trying to block his face from her view. “Occasionally.”

“Was anybody hurt?”

“Not seriously.” He grimaced. “Fortunately.”

“Could you describe one such incident?”

He cleared his throat, uncomfortably, and shifted in his chair. “I had a verbal altercation with a fellow agent who took exception to something I did. My anger prompted a change and I hurled him across the room.”

“When you say you ‘hurled’ him –”

“I mean lifted him off his feet and threw him over several desks, across the office.”

“Using magic?”

“Yes.”

“Was he hurt?”

“Superficially. He struck a wall and it stunned him.”

“And this was witnessed?”

“Oh, yes. By everyone in the office.”

“I see. Was this the specific incident that resulted in your being directed to seek therapy?”

“There were several others, but you might say that was the straw that broke the camel’s back.”

“Was there any disciplinary action as a result?”

“Well …” he shrugged. “This.”

“But nothing else?” she said, surprised. “You were not suspended? Formally reprimanded? Did the agent you assaulted not press charges?”

Slade shook his head. “No. It was rather decent of him, under the circumstances.”

“I should say so,” she replied.

Slade grimaced. “He deserved it,” he said, in a voice that sounded different. Deeper, with more timbre.

“Excuse me?”

He glanced up at her and shook his head. “Nothing. Never mind.”

“Well,” she said, “I think that’s enough for today. I think we’ve made some progress.” They both got to their feet and she held out her hand. “I’d like to speak with Director Angelo before your next appointment, so I’ll be in touch after we’ve conferred.”

He took her hand in a firm, but not overpowering grip. “That should be an interesting discussion,” he said. “You understand, of course, that in addition to doctor/patient confidentiality, which does not apply to the Director, in my case, everything we’ve talked about is classified.”

“Of course.”

He nodded. “Very well, then. Until next time.”

It wasn’t until after he had left and she asked Sigmund to start adding her spoken notes to the recording that she discovered there was no record of the session. Sigmund had no memory of it. Neither did he have any memory of having run a T-scan on Will Slade.

It was as if he had never even been there.




Chapter Two



The long black limo came gliding silently down the nearly deserted street, about a foot above the ground. At this hour of the night, there was practically no traffic. Only an occasional vehicle’s passage disturbed the stalks of grass and wildflowers that grew where the pavement had once been. The limousine pulled over to the side of the road, in front of the entrance to an alley, and hovered there, its windows dark, concealing whoever was inside. A car passed, and then another, and then there was no other traffic. The street, for the moment, was empty.

The rear door of the limo opened, on the side of the entrance to the alley, and a body came floating out. Horizontal and face down, it slowly floated down the alleyway, a couple of feet above the ground, then abruptly dropped in front of a dumpster.

The rear door of the black limo closed and it pulled away without a sound, disappearing into the night.   

****

The cab settled gently to the ground in front of the entrance to Lovecraft’s Café in the East Village. The driver, a lower-level adept in a Sikh’s turban, collected Dr. Sonja Voronov’s fare and thanked her for the generous tip, opened the door for her from behind the wheel and watched as she got out onto the sidewalk before he spoke the levitation and impulsion spell. The cab rose about two feet off the ground and silently floated off down the street, its passage barely disturbing the lush green roadway grass.

Her session with Will Slade had made her think of films she had seen set in the city during The Collapse, when it had looked very different. Action films set during the time of the Collapse were still as popular as ever. With magically-enabled CGI, the sod on the city streets was easily replaced with cracked and buckled pavement riddled with potholes that were a hazard to traffic back in the days of wheeled, internal combustion vehicles that had spewed noxious exhaust into the air. The clear blue skies above the city were rendered gray and brown, hazy and polluted, to capture the appearance of the time. Spell-based anarchist graffiti was sprayed onto the sides of buildings and subway cars, and then it faded away without a trace after filming was completed. It was a strange sort of nostalgia, she thought, romanticizing such bad times. But people couldn’t seem to get enough of it.

She thought about the story Slade had told her, his embellished narrative about Merlin Ambrosius and the grandiose fantasy he had woven into the Arthurian legend. She had always been highly skeptical of Merlin’s backstory, and she was not the only one. There were those who claimed that Merlin was an alien, come to Earth to teach the craft of thaumaturgy to humanity in order to prepare them for contact with his extra-terrestrial race. Then there were others who insisted he had simply been a master marketer who discovered a lost art and knew how best to popularize it. Most people accepted the official story, which was what they taught in schools, but she never quite bought into that, any more than she had bought into the story of the resurrected carpenter she had been taught as a girl in Catholic school.

There was another theory, one she found rather more credible, that Merlin represented a mutation in the human race, born with an ability to tap into natural sources of power that had always existed, but had remained largely undiscovered.

But perhaps not completely undiscovered. There had always been stories throughout history of people who claimed they could perform magic. Pagan religions throughout the world had always incorporated magical rituals and spells. There had been so-called “ceremonial magicians,” many of whom had written books about the subject. There had been countless entertainers who were clever illusionists, but some, perhaps, were something more. Humanity had not only progressed, but had evolved over the years.

Athletic feats once thought impossible eventually became commonplace. Technological progress had produced wonders that would have seemed like sorcery to those who had lived in earlier times. Over the generations, people had grown taller, healthier, stronger, more long-lived and intelligent. The Collapse had tested humanity’s ability to survive. Humanity had passed that test. And had adapted.

It was certainly true, as Will Slade had claimed, that not everyone possessed thaumaturgical ability in equal measure. Most people had no ability at all. Of those that did, there were far more who were only capable of being trained for certification as lower-level adepts, such as the cab driver who had just dropped her off, than there were those who could be certified as wizards, fewer still as sorcerers, and only a very few who could attain the rank of mage. But such disparity of ability could easily be compared to the disparity of athletic skill, or creativity, or scientific aptitude, or any of a number of human endeavors that required certain types of skill or talent. People were simply different. They didn’t need to be descended from some mythical race of supernatural beings.

But the story of Merlin sleeping for two thousand years and then being awakened from his enchantment when the world most needed him was irresistibly romantic, as Merlin himself must have surely known, for was he not the one who had originated it? Or popularized it, at the very least. Very likely, he had possessed the talent to recognize dormant thaumaturgical ability in others and bring it out. But immortality? Battling a powerful group of necromancers from the dawn of time? A separate race of beings? That was the stuff of the sort of movies they often filmed in this very neighborhood.

She looked around. She had lived in the city for nearly twenty years now, but this was not an area she had often visited. And Lovecraft’s Café seemed like an odd choice for a meeting with the Director of the BOT. It was not far from the university, so there were a lot of students in the neighborhood, sharing apartments and patronizing the shops, restaurants, and bars. There was a counterculture nightlife here that attracted artists, musicians, writers, theater people, and warlocks from the NYU graduate School of Thaumaturgy. Perhaps the Director had an earlier engagement there.

The entrance to Lovecraft’s Café was below street level, down a short flight of concrete steps to a heavy black enameled metal door painted with electric yellow runes. Most people probably thought the runes spelled out some sort of ward or cabalistic message, but Dr. Voronov smiled when she saw that they spelled out, “Mixed Drinks, Fine Food.”

The door opened for her with an ominous, protracted creaking sound that belied the smoothly operating hinges. It was all part of the atmosphere, which was a blend of the occult and Rebeat, a style dating back to a time many years prior to The Collapse, during the coffeehouse period of “Beat” writers and poets who often recited their work on tiny stages and received applause in the form of snapping fingers. The décor was spare and black: black walls, black floor, black ceiling, black booths and tables, black everything, including the jeans, tights, and turtlenecks of the waitstaff, who were mostly students or young theatre actors awaiting their big break.

Everyone who worked in Lovecraft’s, as well as many of the patrons, wore the obligatory Rebeat black eye shadow that completely encircled the eyes. Some of the patterns were round, like painted-on sunglasses, others were diamond-shaped, giving a harlequin effect, while still others ran down the cheeks like tear tracks, giving the wearers the aspect of weeping racoons.

Save for the eye makeup, which was not authentically Beat, no other cosmetics were worn and serious Rebeats cultivated a vampiric pallor by avoiding sunlight as much as possible, wearing gloves and wide-brimmed slouch hats. The real purists also affected a flat monotone, speaking in a very bored and detached way, all the time maintaining a neutral facial expression. Emotional displays of any kind were frowned upon. In fact, frowns themselves were frowned upon, and smiles were decidedly “uncool.” It was impossible to shock or get a rise of any kind out of a true Rebeat. Nothing surprised them. They had seen it all, and none of it was very noteworthy.

The Rebeat lifestyle was a bit too odd and difficult to maintain for those who followed the fashion of the moment. It was not enough to simply look the part; one had to do one’s homework. Rebeats were not hedonistic. They were diehard intellectuals, masters of the “hip” sub-reference. Their drug of choice was reading and their recreation was composing and listening to poetry. They were against any form of music, regarding it as superficially emotional and distracting from intellectual endeavor. They liked their poetry performed to the percussive beat of bongo drums or, better yet, “hardcore,” with no accompaniment at all. Rebeat was anti-trend, and so Lovecraft’s was not trendy. It was a hangout for bohemians and the intellectually disaffected. In other words, students and alcoholic adepts.      

The thaumagene returned to the small maitre d’ station at the front after seating several other customers. It sat back on its Doberman haunches and greeted her. “Sorry to keep you waiting,” the dobra said, with a sibilant hiss, its forked tongue darting out briefly as its hood flared atop its long, muscular neck. “How many, please?”

“I’m here to meet someone,” Dr. Voronov replied. “Mr. Angelo?”

“Yes, of course,” the dobra hissed. “Right this way.”

She followed the intimidating creature past some tables on the left and the bar on the right, heading toward several dark booths in the back. It was still early, so there weren’t many customers and the entertainment did not start until much later, when the nighttime crowd came in.

The Director was seated at a booth in the corner, nursing a double espresso. He got up as she approached and greeted her.

“Doctor,” John Angelo said, offering his hand. “Good of you to come. Please, have a seat.”

They shook and as soon as she sat down across from Angelo, a server came up to their table. He was a tall, sandy-haired young man dressed all in black and wearing a black beret, slim to the point of emaciation, with a wispy goatee and harlequin eyes.

“Dig, I’m Raphael and I will be your server,” he said in a bored monotone. “Do you cats require menus?”

“No, thanks,” said Dr. Voronov, with a smile. She pointed to Angelo’s double espresso. “I’ll just have one of those.”

“Cool,” said Raphael. He pivoted smartly and moved away with the lithe gait of a panther.

“Not exactly the sort of place I would imagine you frequenting,” said Dr. Voronov, glancing at the burning candle set into a plaster skull in the center of their table. “You don’t see many dobra maître d’s.”

Angelo smiled. “He doubles as their bouncer when the late-night crowd comes in. Keeps things well under control.”

She saw that Angelo had dressed to blend in. He was wearing a black slouch hat with a wide brim pulled down low over his forehead, nearly covering his sleepy-looking, almond-shaped eyes. His thick, wavy black hair was streaked with gray and fell down just low enough to touch his shoulders. His black beard, also shot through with gray, was neatly trimmed and he wore a black turtleneck shirt and loose-fitting, black trousers. Though she couldn’t see his feet, she was willing to bet that he was wearing black cowboy boots. He didn’t seem to be the type for bare feet and sandals.

“What, no eye shadow?” she said, with a half-smile.

“At my age, it would look as if I were trying too hard,” he replied. “I chose this place for several reasons. It’s discreet, and it has certain memorable associations. They also make an excellent espresso, and if you like cappuccinos, theirs are the best in the city. Good vegetarian cuisine, if you’re into that sort of thing.”

“As a matter of fact, I am,” she replied.

Raphael returned with her espresso.

“Thank you, Raphael,” she said. “And I’d like to follow this up with one of your cappuccinos, please. I’m told they’re the best in the city.”

“None better,” he replied, in the same flat monotone. “Catch ya’ on the rebound.”

She raised her eyebrows as he walked away. “Catch me on the rebound?” she asked Angelo.

“He’s a grad student in Pre-Collapse Literature and Linguistics,” Angelo replied. “Writing his dissertation on the Beat poets. Corso, Ginsberg, Ferlinghetti. He’s really into it.”

“You know that much about the waitstaff?” she said, mildly surprised.

“Well, about that one, anyway. We like to keep track of what’s happening at the university, so we help out with Raphael’s tuition.”

“Oh. I see,” she said.

“So, what did you make of Slade?”

She took a sip of her espresso and nodded with approval. “An interesting case,” she replied. “I’ve been performing evaluations for the Bureau for about five years now, yet this is the first time you and I have ever met, so judging by that fact and by his heavily redacted file, I’m assuming this is a special situation.”

Angelo nodded. “You assume correctly. He’s been having some issues, which is why I wanted him to see you.”

“He’s still on active-duty status?”

“He is.”

She shook her head. “That’s not good. He needs to be suspended immediately and placed on indefinite disability with a severe proscription against magic use if he should ever have any hope of reinstatement.”

“Why?”

She stared at him. “Seriously? Is it possible you’re unaware that he’s delusional?”

“Delusional how?”

“Where do I begin?” she replied, shaking her head again. “For one thing, he thinks he’s immortal -- or partially immortal, whatever that means – and that he’s merged with the spirits of two immortal mages, one of whom was Merlin Ambrosius and the other, Merlin’s father, who was from an ancient race of beings called the Old Ones, from whom humans supposedly inherited their ability for magic use. And that’s only part of the story. He’s tied in this delusion about the Old Ones, an inhuman race of necromancers, with the Arthurian legend that Ambrosius popularized as his origin story.”

She shook her head and sighed. “And that’s merely a brief summary,” she said. “I’ve left out a lot of details, which I would have kept on record, except that Slade somehow interfered with my AI’s ability to record the session. And I have no idea how he managed to do that. I ran a T-scan on him – at his own request – but it was inconclusive because my AI claimed that Slade read off the scale, which is clearly impossible. So now, there’s not only no record of the session, but there’s also no record of the attempted T-scan.”

“Interesting,” said Angelo, with a smile.

“My AI has no memory of Slade even being there. He pulled off some kind of spell right under my nose and I had absolutely no clue! I’m left with nothing except what I remember. Now, I happen to remember all of it, but I have no proof. Doctor/patient confidentiality does not apply when the patient is an active danger to society, especially in the case of magic users. And as an agent of the BOT, Slade waived his rights to confidentiality when it comes to the Bureau, in any case. Fortunately, you have the authority to suspend him and place him on disability without requiring proof, because without a record of Slade’s session, he could easily deny it all.”

Angelo gazed at her and shook his head. “He won’t deny it.”

“You think?” she said. “How can you be so sure?”

Angelo sipped his coffee. “Because it’s all true.”

Raphael returned with her cappuccino in a large mug. He set it down before her, said, “Enjoy,” in a tone dripping with ennui, and left.

She ignored it as she stared at Angelo. “Excuse me?” she said.

“It’s true,” Angelo repeated, with a shrug. “Everything he told you.”

She leaned back, away from him, watching his face. “Okay, what is this? What’s going on?”

“Just telling you the truth,” said Angelo. “Drink your cappuccino. It tastes best when it’s hot.”

She picked up her mug and took a sip, watching him over the rim. It really was the best cappuccino she’d ever tasted.

“Eh?” said Angelo. “Did I tell you, or what?”

“Look, I don’t know what sort of game you’re playing here,” she said, “but I don’t appreciate it. And yes, the cappuccino’s excellent.”

“Wait until you try their cheesecake. It’s to die for.”

“Angelo, what the hell?” she said, beginning to lose her temper.

He smiled. “No game,” he replied, making an ‘X’ over his chest with his forefinger. “Cross my heart. It’s all true, every word of it. Of course, you can’t tell a soul.”

“Or what?” she said, bristling at the implied threat.

He shook his head. “No, I’m afraid you don’t understand. I didn’t mean that there would be consequences if you did. I simply meant that you can’t tell anyone. Literally. You can’t.”

“I have no intention of jeopardizing our professional relationship, much less my license to practice, by revealing anything discussed in –”

“No, you still don’t understand,” Angelo interrupted her. He waved at their server. “Raphael?”

The young Rebeat server came back over to their table. “Something else?” he said.

“A couple slices of your excellent cheesecake,” Angelo replied. “Oh, and before you go, my friend here would like to tell you something.” He glanced at her. “Go ahead. Tell him.”

“I don’t understand what you’re trying to prove,” she said. “You know I can’t reveal the contents of –”

“Tell him,” Angelo repeated, emphatically. “Or at least try.”

She stared at him, looked up at Raphael, who stood there looking totally disinterested, then glanced back at Angelo, who merely raised his eyebrows.

“Just tell him the first name of the person we’ve been discussing,” he said.

She rolled her eyes, then looked up at Raphael with a grimace and started to say, “William,” except nothing came out. She opened her mouth, but no sound issued forth. She tried again, with no more result.

“It’s okay, Raphael. Never mind. Just bring the order,” Angelo said.

She turned back to him, furiously. “You son of a bitch! A spell of compulsion?”

He merely shrugged. “Sorry. Couldn’t be helped.”

“I could sue you! I could sue the Bureau!”

“Yeah? What are you gonna tell a lawyer?”

“How? I’m a fifth level adept! How could you possibly cast me without my being able to tell?”

“Same way Slade could,” he replied. “We’re not just sorcerers, Doctor. We’re mages.”

“Bullshit. There’s only a handful of mages in the entire world.”

“Well, officially, for reasons of security, Slade and I are certified as sorcerers,” said Angelo. “But we are, in fact, both mage-level adepts. And we’re also something more.”

“What’s that?”

“Immortal,” Angelo replied.

“Oh, fucking hell!” she said. “Are you both suffering from PTSS?”

“My turn to tell you a story,” Angelo replied. “Before I joined the Bureau, I was an NYPD detective. Organized Crime Squad, undercover. One day, while I was at the precinct, I was pulled into a BOT raid on the penthouse of a guy named Michael Cornwall, a renegade adept. Because of my undercover appearance, I was chosen to play the part of a pizza delivery guy to distract the people up there – the avatars Slade told you about – while a SWAT team under BOT command executed the raid. Except it all went wrong right from the beginning.

“One of the Bureau agents had been possessed by a necromancer,” Angelo continued. “He killed the other agent as the three of us were going up in the elevator and placed me under a spell. But it wasn’t just a spell of compulsion, like the one I just hit you with. This one was like a brain wipe. Turned me into a mindless zombie. I was supposed to shoot Cornwall with my 9mm while the possessed agent launched a magical attack against the others. But somehow, they knew we were coming. The SWAT team got thrown back, the possessed agent and Cornwall were both killed … and so was I.”

Dr. Voronov raised her eyebrows. “You look very much alive to me,” she said, wryly.

“When I was brought to the hospital, I was in a coma,” Angelo said. “And then I flat-lined. I was pronounced dead. So, you can imagine their surprise when I got up and walked out of the hospital in my bare feet and gown. What followed was a rather confusing period where I didn’t know who I was. I had amnesia. Before those Bureau agents pulled me into their raid, I was undercover as a mob hitman named Johnny Angel. And as little bits and pieces started to come back to me, I mistakenly thought that’s who I was. The reason for that was a part of me actually was a hitman, a professional assassin known as Morpheus.”

She frowned. “But wasn’t Morpheus supposed to be –”

“Modred,” Angelo said, nodding. “Michael Cornwall was Modred. And when the necromancer killed him, his spirit merged with me. He saved my life.”

Dr. Voronov leaned back against the cushions of her seat in the booth and gazed at him with disbelief. “Wait, you’re telling me that you’re King Arthur’s immortal son? But Slade said that Modred did not survive.”

“No. He didn’t. I’m John Angelo. Modred’s life force is the reason I’m alive. It’s also the reason I’m a mage. See, I never had a lick of training as a thaumaturge. I was just a New York City cop. But now, thanks to Modred, I’m a great deal more.”

“If you’ve never had any training as an adept, then how the hell are you the Director of the BOT?” she asked.

“You thought Slade’s file was heavily redacted? You should see mine,” replied Angelo, with a smile. “Both Slade and I received special certification by the ITC. But as sorcerers, not mages. There are only a few people who know what we really are.”

Dr. Voronov sat forward and took another sip of her cappuccino as she tried to process what Angelo had told her.

“It’s a lot to take in, I know,” he said. “But consider that legends often have some basis in truth. There are legends about the Old Ones. They’re often depicted as fearsome and inhuman monsters, which they were, in a sense. The reason there’s no fossil record of their existence as a separate species is because they looked like us. There are also legends about vampires, werewolves, demons, evil spirits, the undead ….” He spread his hands out. “They all possess more than a grain of truth. King Arthur really did exist. So did Merlin. And now, in a sense, you’ve met him.”

She took a deep breath and exhaled heavily as she looked at him. “And Modred, too?”

“Well, in a manner of speaking, I suppose,” Angelo replied. “Modred died. His dying act was to project his life force into me. A sacrifice. It was also the only way his spirit could survive. I was fatally injured. There was no way I was going to recover. I was in a coma, and then I died. Except Modred’s life force brought me back. We merged into one persona. But I’m much more me than him. Slade’s case is different, however.”

“In what way, exactly?”

Angelo clasped his hands together atop the table. “Modred was immortal. And immortals can be killed. Otherwise, they simply live forever. Their cells continue to regenerate. If they’re powerful enough, and if they have a chance, then at the moment of death, they can project their life force into someone else, or even into an inanimate object if it’s been properly prepared. But Modred was not nearly as powerful as Merlin. As for Gorlois, well … Gorlois was something else entirely. He was a full-blooded Old One, and a member of their ruling council, the ones who defeated the Dark Ones and animated the enchanted runestones. He’s the only one among them who survived. And he isn’t human. He has a mindset that’s, well … medieval. And all that is contained within the mind and body of one William M. Slade. What I went through was a picnic compared to that. Hell, I only died. Slade got reassembled.”

“Well, if all that is really true,” said Dr. Voronov, still sounding skeptical, “then that would make Will Slade incredibly dangerous.”

Angelo nodded. “I suppose he could be. But Will’s one of the good guys. He’s just, well, a little ….”

“Unstable?” she said.

“Yeah, I guess you could say that. Look, when he was first possessed by Merlin’s spirit, he had a hard time dealing with that for a while. So did Merlin. Imagine how you might feel if you woke up one day, a mature, intelligent and highly educated woman, suddenly possessed by the spirit of a hormonal teenaged Ripper girl with no impulse control.”

Dr. Voronov grimaced. “No, thanks.”

“Yeah. That’s about how Merlin felt. And with Slade, it was the reverse. They did not exactly get along too well in the beginning.”

“Why didn’t Merlin just project into someone else?”

“Good question. I don’t think it works that way. Astral projection takes a lot out of you. I know from personal experience, because of Modred. It’s not exactly something you can do at the drop of a hat. And in Merlin’s case, his spirit was drawn to Slade because Will was his descendant. The thing about magic, as I’m sure you know, is that it’s not an exact science. It’s also difficult to control, which is why we don’t have a lot of tenth-level sorcerers and mages running around. The more advanced the spell, the more mojo it takes. Your average adept can’t do astral projection, much less life force transference, which is a lot more difficult.”

“So, Merlin was stuck is what you’re saying.”

“Pretty much. But eventually, they worked it out. Well, to a point, anyway. They got to where they could co-exist and work together. And then Gorlois got thrown into the mix.”

“How exactly did that happen? Slade said something about a ring.”

Angelo nodded. “Yes, a fire opal. It was Gorlois’ wedding present to Igraine. And it was no ordinary gem. It was enchanted. I don’t know how, exactly, but it effected a link between Gorlois and Igraine. When Gorlois was killed by Uther, thanks to Merlin’s help, he was able to project into the gem, which Igraine then passed on to her daughter, Morganna, who became Morgan le Fay. She held onto it for generations, until she married a fellow ITC agent named Thanatos. Then she passed it on to him.”

“Slade didn’t mention him. Did this Thanatos know what it was?” asked Dr. Voronov.

Angelo shook his head. “Don’t know. The only ones who could answer that are both dead. Well, I suppose Gorlois could answer it, except he doesn’t speak.”

“What do you mean? I thought he was a part of Slade?”

“He is. Slade picked up the ring after Thanatos was killed. I don’t know if he just wanted it because he thought it was valuable or if he was drawn to it somehow. I don’t think even he knows. Gorlois manifested through him several times after that, but he’s never said a word. He would appear as a fully armored knight and just … act.”

“Act how?”

“Decisively.”

“I see. Like when Slade threw a fellow agent across a room?”

“Oh, that was mild, believe me. But that wasn’t really Gorlois. It was Slade, manifesting an element of his personality that Gorlois became.”

Raphael returned with their cheesecakes. “Is there anything else I can bring you?” he asked.

“I’d love another one of these,” said Dr. Voronov, pointing at her cup. “I don’t think I’ll be sleeping tonight, anyway.”

“Yeah, I’ll do a refill, too,” said Angelo.

“Cool,” said Raphael, and picked up their cups.

Dr. Voronov tasted her cheesecake. “Oh, wow,” she said.

“Did I tell ya?” Angelo replied.

“You did,” she said. “I am definitely coming back here.”

“Become a regular and you’ll meet some really interesting folks,” said Angelo.

“More interesting than what we’ve been talking about?”

“You might be surprised,” Angelo replied.

“I’m not sure I want to be any more surprised than I am already,” she said, with a grimace. “Next thing I know, you’ll be telling me that superheroes are real.”

“I guess that depends on how you define superheroes,” Angelo replied, with a smile. “I suppose Slade could qualify.”

“What about you?”

Angelo shrugged. “Maybe. But at heart, I’m just a cop who got a second chance.”

“Along with advanced magical abilities,” she said.

“Well, yeah, there’s that. So, what do you think? About Slade, I mean.”

“I’ve already told you what I think. Even if he’s not delusional, from what you’ve told me, he’s still potentially quite dangerous. A mage with multiple personality who can’t control himself? That’s terrifying. He needs to be suspended immediately and placed on disability while he’s undergoing treatment. And he absolutely cannot be using magic. That would be much too risky.”

“Can’t do that,” Angelo replied, shaking his head. “I mean, I want you to meet with him, continue to work with him, but I can’t take him off active duty.”

“Are you kidding me? Why the hell not? If he can’t control himself, what happens if he loses it and hurts somebody? Or even kills somebody?”

Angelo pursed his lips as he stared into his coffee for a moment. “Well, I suppose that’s possible,” he finally replied, “but I don’t think he would.”

“Seriously? You don’t think?”

“Look, I understand what you’re saying,” Angelo told her. “Before Slade left for England, the former Director ran a T-scan on him. On all of us. Slade read as a high-level adept, but he no longer had the same level of power he had with the ring, which would have read completely off the scale. But that was then. Now, he does read off the scale, doesn’t he?”

“Well, that’s what my AI said,” she replied. “But I thought that was Slade’s interference.”

“It’s how our scan came out, as well,” said Angelo. “Inconclusive. Off the scale. Gave our AI the software equivalent of a migraine.”

“He must have done something,” Dr. Voronov began, but Angelo shook his head.

“No. He didn’t even know it when I ran the scan,” he said. “Between the time he left for England and came back to join the Bureau, something happened. And it isn’t just the T-scan. I could tell. I could feel it, Doc. It happened with me, as well. Modred had a couple of thousand years to develop his abilities. I didn’t start off as a mage when he transferred his life force into me, but I’ve been slowly growing into it. Slade was pretty strong to begin with, because of Merlin, but now he’s even stronger.”

“Stronger than you?”

Angelo nodded. “Yeah. I believe so. And I don’t know if he realizes it or not, but the fact is that if I were to suspend him and try to lay a geas on him to prevent him from using magic, I’m not sure it would work. Aside from that, I need him. I need you to fix him, Doc, because that story he told you isn’t over. We’ve still got necromancers out there. Looks like we didn’t get them all.”




Chapter Three



It was late when Slade finally got home. His session with Dr. Voronov had left him with mixed feelings. On the way home, he stopped to get a bite to eat at a street vendor’s cart. He could easily have afforded dinner at any of the city’s most expensive restaurants, but despite a net worth that would have made the wealthiest hedge fund managers gnash their teeth with envy, he had never felt comfortable in such places.

He had learned how to wear expensive, fashionable suits without feeling awkward, and had bought a penthouse in one of the city’s most exclusive neighborhoods, but then he had to put it up for sale because he simply didn’t feel comfortable living there. He moved into his friend Wyrdrune’s old apartment building on East 4th Street. He had more money than he had any idea what to do with, but he still felt out of place in an upscale neighborhood or when speaking to a wine steward. And on occasion, some part of him wanted to say, “Got any mead?”

That, of course, must have come from Gorlois, because although Slade had never even had a sip of mead, he “remembered” what it tasted like. Come to think of it, Merlin must have had mead, as well, though his favorite drink since waking from his spell had been a vodka martini, stirred, not shaken, contrary to the dictates of that fictional hero of pre-Collapse nostalgia films who always insisted on his martinis being shaken and not stirred, which melted the ice and watered down the drink. Slade had never had a vodka martini, either, until Merlin’s spirit had moved in, and then he started drinking them. He still preferred beer, however, good English ale, not that weak American swill. That was one of the things he had missed most when he first came to the States. After he’d returned to London, one of the first things he had done was go to a pub to have a pint. The barman brought him a martini.

“What’s this?” he had asked, frowning.

“A vodka martini,” the barman replied.

“I asked for a pint.”

“You asked for a vodka martini, mate. Stirred, not shaken, with three olives.”

“I did?”

“Had a few already, mate? Maybe we should cut you off then.” The barman had reached for the glass.

“No, leave it,” Slade said. “It’s all right. I must’ve asked for my usual without thinking. I just felt like a change today.”

The barman had gazed into his eyes with a dubious expression, then shrugged and moved away. Slade finished his drink and left.

Back when Merlin’s spirit first possessed him, he used to argue with Merlin about such things, which caused people to stare and give him a wide berth on the streets, because, of course, they could only hear one side of the conversation. They had argued often, which always left Slade with piercing headaches. Merlin would usually prevail, despite Slade’s resistance, then after he got his way, he would leave Slade with the migraine.

It was different now. There were no more arguments, because there was no more Merlin, at least not as a separate entity within him. It was the same with Gorlois, not that he and Gorlois had ever argued. Slade had never communicated with Gorlois in any way when he wore the fire opal ring. Gorlois would just decide to manifest and take over, though it had only happened rarely. And so far as Slade knew, Merlin and Gorlois had never communicated with each other at all while they shared consciousness with him. Given their rather extreme antipathy, that had been neither surprising nor unexpected. But now, they were no longer three separate personalities sharing the same mind and body. They had all merged into one. Sonja Voronov seemed to think that he had multiple personalities, when, ironically, that used to be the case, but was no longer. Will Slade was still Will Slade … only he had changed.

As he entered his building, he was greeted by the doorilla. “Good evening, Mr. Slade,” the uniformed silverback said in a deep, rumbling, growly voice. “Fine night for a walk, sir.”

“Evening, Lyle,” Slade replied. “How’s the wife?”

“Very well, sir, thanks for asking,” the thaumagene replied. “Will you be needing anything tonight?”

“Don’t think so,” Slade said. “I’m in for the night. And I’m not expecting any company.”

“Have a good night, then, sir.”

“You, too, Lyle.” He paused. “You know what? Order me a pizza.”

“Plain cheese, as usual?”

“You got it. And get one for yourself, as well.”

“With pineapples?”

“Oy. If you must.”

“Oh, goody. Thank you, sir.”

“Just don’t get any on your uniform.”

“Perish the thought, sir.”

Slade gave Lyle a friendly slap on the back. It felt like hitting a brick wall. He went inside and crossed the small lobby toward the elevator. Things had changed since he had left. Back when Wyrdrune was a tenant here, there was no one on the door and there had been no awning over the entrance. The neighborhood had been gentrified over the last decade and the railroad flat apartments were expanded and converted into condos that took up the entire floor. Warlocks could not afford to live here anymore. Still, it was far less upscale than that ostentatious penthouse. The button for his floor was spell-warded. He was the only one who could have access. He passed his hand over the button and a thin, blue beam of light played from his fingers, illuminating it. The doors closed and the elevator started to ascend.  

The electrical grid was running smoothly once again, now that the strike by Consolidated Tesla was over. For a while, the city had practically come to a standstill as the wizards at the power company struck for better benefits and pay, demanding shorter shifts and work weeks. Slade did not begrudge them. Working in teams and casting spells to keep the grid running was exhausting and without enough time for recuperation, it accelerated aging. Once the entire city had gone dark, and the monorails and subways had stopped running, and people lost their computers and TVs, it hadn’t taken very long for the union’s demands to be met. But for most of the city’s residents, the greatest hardship during the strike had been climbing stairs.

Many property managers had been forced to hire independent adepts to operate the elevators in their skyscrapers, which technically wasn’t crossing picket lines, but was still scabbing. With mostly lower-level adepts and warlocks taking such temporary jobs, the results were spotty, to say the least. A lot of elevators got stalled between floors, their mechanical brakes the only things preventing them from plummeting to the bottoms of the shafts. The union had chosen to look the other way, because the city dwellers were angry enough as it was and they were liable to get angrier still when their rents went up to compensate for the expense of the strike. For Slade, it hadn’t really been an inconvenience. He had operated the elevator by himself, which had endeared him to the independent contractors hired by building management, because it meant less work for them.

As the elevator rose, he gazed at his reflection in the mirrored walls. He stood six-two, five inches taller than he had prior to his transformation. His hair was thick and white as freshly fallen snow, hanging down below his shoulders, a marked contrast to the jet black it once had been, and still was on occasion, when he awoke to find he’d changed, without recalling how or why. He was fit and well proportioned, on the slim side, but with broad shoulders. Not slight and skinny, as he once had been. His skin was pale, almost translucent, even whiter than the racist Skinner toughs in London who used to beat him up for being black. His features were angular and sharp, with high cheekbones, a straight Celtic nose and a thin-lipped, sensual mouth. His eyes were his most striking feature, a startling shade of bright blue-gray that seemed to pop against his pale complexion.

He looked rather androgynous, causing both women and men to stare at him on the streets and, sometimes, even proposition him. That had never happened before, when people used to stare, but in a very different way, at his coffee-colored skin, dark Asian eyes, and foot-high mohawk. He had not thought himself particularly good-looking back then. Now, he had turned into something that must have been a combination of who he had been, Merlin as a young man, and Gorlois, who was obviously the albino. That must have made him something of an anomaly among the Old Ones, whose hair was a bright, coppery red shade and whose skin was a golden hue.  

Even after more than twenty years, Slade still sometimes felt as if he were occupying someone else’s body on seeing his reflection. And in a very real sense, he was, because it certainly was not the body he’d been born with.

As the elevator arrived at his floor and the door opened, he stepped out into his entry foyer. The floor was tiled in black marble. The walls were painted a light cream shade and were bare, save for a couple of ornate bronze light sconces on each side. He passed through the entry foyer, waved his hand, and the carved double doors opened to admit him into the spacious, high ceilinged living room with dark, hardwood parquet flooring laid out in intricate geometric patterns and earth-toned walls with indirect lighting. The far wall was floor-to-ceiling one-way glass, giving a view of the street below and the buildings across the way.

Slade had inherited a portion of Modred’s vast fortune, built up over the centuries, but his home was an exercise in minimalism that would have horrified interior decorators. Not a single print or painting hung upon the walls. Not a single rug or carpet lay upon the floor. There was but one large sofa, upholstered in black leather, placed in the exact center of the spacious room, with two matching recliners, one on either side, a stained-glass standing lamp between each chair and the sofa, and one ebony coffee table. That was it. The bedrooms went unused, all save one, which had no bed, just a king-sized mattress on the floor and a chest of drawers placed against the opposite wall. The place didn’t look much different from when he had bought it, unfurnished. He hesitated to do anything to make it his own, because he was never really sure how long he was going to stay.

His kitchen possessed every modern convenience, but the only part of it he ever used was his expensive coffee maker. The cabinets all stood empty. He ate all of his meals out. The refrigerator was well stocked with beer, mostly imported English ales and Irish stout, and there were a couple of bottles of vodka in the freezer, for mixing with a faint dash of vermouth, for those times when he felt Merlinish.

He crossed the room to stand in front of the glass wall and stood with his hands in his pockets, gazing out at the lights and the traffic floating by on the grassy street below. He had thought, when he went back to England, that it was over, that he could finally have something resembling a normal life. But it wasn’t over, after all, and he came to realize that his life never would be normal.

He understood why Angelo wanted him to get some help. He hadn’t wanted to admit it, but he needed it. He was, however, highly doubtful that a therapist, even a well-known specialist like Dr. Sonja Voronov, could do anything to help him. He was not suffering from PTSS. He doubted that he ever would. Even without the runestones, the level of power he now possessed was something he had never fully explored. He was actually afraid to. Especially since he seemed to have control issues.

The first time it happened was in London, after he had formed his band. It was something he had dreamed of doing since he was in his early teens, attracted by the lifestyle, which certainly beat working. Playing in clubs, partying all night, and having his pick of hot looking young girls, perhaps becoming famous and being able to afford the best of everything, had always seemed like the ideal way to live, especially after spending most of his childhood being homeless and living hand to mouth, never sure where his next meal was going to come from, and if he’d be arrested for doing what he had to merely to survive.

After the Dark Ones were defeated and he’d gone back to London, money was no longer a problem. He had easily been able to afford the best of everything, the best clothes, the best accommodations, the best food and wine, though he had found, to his surprise, that none of it had really satisfied him. It was nice to have whatever clothes he wanted, and to have a comfortable place to live, but expensive meals in the finest restaurants had never tasted quite as good as fish and chips wrapped in a newspaper on the East End. Wines that had cost as much as most people made in several months did not taste half as good as a pint of ale in a local pub. He might have become fabulously wealthy, but he was still working class at heart.

The main thing the money had enabled him to do was hire the best musicians. He had not skimped on that score. He did not play any instruments himself, but had decided that he could be a singer. He smiled wryly to himself as he recalled how foolish he had been. He had assembled a group of some of the most famous musicians in the country by offering them money they were unable to refuse, but it hadn’t taken very long for them to realize that all the money in the world would not help their reputations if they remained in a band with a lead singer who was tone deaf. When the lead guitarist lost his patience and his temper with him, Slade had angrily used magic to beat him senseless with his own guitar.

It had shocked and dismayed him. He had never done anything like that before. He had avoided criminal charges and a lawsuit by offering the man a huge settlement, but after that, the entire band had quit and word spread quickly. He managed to put another band together, with musicians that weren’t nearly as good, but after several disastrous club dates and personnel changes, he was finally able to accept that it wasn’t the fault of the musicians. He simply could not sing.

However, before he had given up completely on his aspirations for a musical career, there had been several other incidents, some not nearly so dramatic as the one with the guitar assault, but others … well, he thought, unsettling would be putting it mildly.

On one such occasion, he had gone to bed with a young woman he met in a club and woke up to hear her screaming, because the person she had gone to bed with was not the same person she woke up next to in the morning. He hadn’t realized what had happened until he went into the bathroom and saw his reflection in the mirror. He had somehow reverted to the person he had been before the merging. Coffee-colored skin, dark brown Asian eyes, a full head of long hair, no longer a mohawk, but it had gone from white to jet black. He had aged a few years, but otherwise, he was the same person he had been before his transformation.

Stunned, he had stared at his reflection with confusion, unable to account for what had happened, and the sound of the door slamming alerted him to the young woman fleeing the apartment. What must she have thought? That he had drugged her, had his way with her, then given her to someone else? Fortunately, nothing ever came of it. He had never seen her again, but the incident caused him to put the brakes on his sexual behavior. He simply couldn’t trust himself.

Sometime during the next hour, he had once again changed back to his albino state, but he never had a sense of when the transformation had occurred. He never even felt it. He simply noticed it at some point, after the fact. Shortly after that, he had contacted John Angelo about returning to the States to join the Bureau. He thought that if anyone could help him, John could.

He had never lied to John about what happened. They had a history, and no one knew better than John what he was going through. Especially given what John himself had gone through. While Slade had been pursuing his foolishly naive dreams of a musical career, John Angelo had been promoted to Director of the BOT. He had immediately offered him a position as an agent, pending completion of his application and his training. At the time, Slade had been very grateful, thinking that Angelo was just doing him a favor for old times’ sake. Now, he knew there was much more to it than that.

The sound of a soft chime accompanied Lyle’s imposing image appearing in the tinted, one-way window glass. “Your pizza’s here, sir.”

The silverback stood in the lobby, holding the box containing the pie in his big, hairy hands.

“Thank you, Lyle. Stand by.”

Slade closed his eyes, held out his hands, and concentrated. The pizza box disappeared from Lyle’s grasp and reappeared in Slade’s hands.

“Have a good night, sir,” Lyle said.

“You, too, Lyle. Enjoy your pie.”

“Thank you, sir. I will.”

The silverback’s image winked out.

Slade carried the box over to the coffee table and sat down on the couch. As he opened the cover and the steam and tantalizing aroma rose from the box, a creature covered completely in black and orange variegated fur started crawling slowly across the ceiling from a dark corner of the room.

They might not do beer very well here, Slade thought, though with all the microbreweries, they were improving, but they sure knew how to do pizza. Nothing beat a New York City pie. He held a hand out toward the refrigerator in the kitchen. It opened and an amber-colored bottle drifted out across the room and into his outstretched hand. The cap unscrewed itself, flew up into the air and landed on the coffee table. He picked up a slice, folded it, and took a bite.

The furry creature overhead inched closer.

I’ve got more money than I ever thought I’d live to see, he thought, and here I’m sitting by myself in a practically empty condo, having a slice of pizza and drinking beer out of a bottle. It was so deathly quiet, he simply couldn’t stand it. He took another bite of pizza, then waved his hand and the glass wall went opaque, then dark, and came on as a screen, tuned to the nightly news.

“… latest in a series of unexplained deaths with the discovery of the body of another homeless man on the Lower East Side,” the news anchor was saying. The image cut to an exterior shot of the entrance to an alleyway, with several patrol units parked in front, blocking it off. Their flashing red and blue lights lit up the night. “For more details on this breaking story, we go now to Lance Battles, on the scene.”

As the shot widened out, correspondent Battles appeared standing in the frame, holding a microphone covered with a foam shield to cut down on ambient wind noise. His perfectly styled dark hair barely moved in the night breeze. He wore a lightweight dark coat, unbuttoned, with a long red scarf, and he was dressed in the height of Neo-Trad fashion in a dark navy-blue suit with a fine chalk stripe. 

“Leanne, the victim’s body was discovered in this alley a short distance behind me earlier this evening, but it’s not exactly clear just what he was a victim of,” said Battles, facing the camera dead-on, a stern expression on his face. “As yet unidentified, he appears to have been homeless, but there has been no word from the police as to the official cause of death. Sources indicate, however, that it was not natural causes, nor the result of drugs, and while we’re told that there appear to have been no outward signs of violence, there seems to be a strong possibility that magic may have been involved.”

Slade leaned back against the sofa cushions, took a sip of ale from the bottle and softly said, “Shit.”

The creature was now directly above him on the ceiling.

“There have been unconfirmed reports, Leanne, that thaumaturgic trace emanations have been detected at the crime scene, possibly on the body itself,” Battles continued, “though I repeat, these reports are, at present, unconfirmed. As you can see behind me, we have heavy police presence on the scene, but as of this moment, there has been no official statement from the NYPD and we have not yet been told when we can expect one.”

“Lance, if there have been thaumaturgic trace emanations detected on or near the victim,” the anchor interjected, “then wouldn’t that indicate that the BOT was already present on the scene and investigating?”

“It would, indeed, Leanne,” said Battles, “but as I said, these reports remain officially unconfirmed at this stage, though sources that have asked to remain anonymous have said this was the case. Also, if there is, in fact, BOT presence on the scene, that has not been officially confirmed, either.”

“Lance, while I hesitate to speculate before we have more solid information,” said the anchor, speculating nonetheless, “if it’s true that magic was used to murder the victim, then aren’t we looking at necromancy?”

“It would seem to be a definite possibility, Leanne,” said Battles. “And it would also raise the question of whether magic, or necromancy, was involved in the other recent killings, as well, and that information has been purposely kept from the public. We will continue to follow this breaking story and report on any new developments as we await word on when to expect a press briefing from the police. Lance Battles, EyeOn News. Back to you, Leanne.”

The furry creature clinging to the ceiling above Slade released its grip and dropped directly into the open pizza box, where it began to gorge itself and purr contentedly.

“Tigger!”

Startled, Slade picked up a napkin and wiped some spattered drops of tomato sauce off the coffee table. He then reached out and picked up the snat, a cuddly ball of variegated fur about the size of a football, lifting it from the pizza box and wiping it down. “Just look at the mess you’ve made!”

The thaumagene purred happily, vibrating in his grasp as he wiped the tomato sauce and melted cheese off its fur.

“Now you’re going to need a bath again!” Slade said, shaking his head. “Oh, hell, since you’re already all sticky ….”

He took a couple of slices of pizza from the box, the ones the snat had landed on, and put them on the cardboard lid, which he then tore off and set down on the floor. He put the snat down in the lid, on top of the slices, and said, “There, knock yourself out.”

There was another chime.

“Slade ….”

He glanced up and saw John Angelo’s face in the window, cutting in on the news broadcast. The Director’s face was magnified to about five times its actual size.

“Oh, hi, John. We’ve got another one, I see.”

“You’ve been watching the news?”

“Some of it.” Slade shook his head. “It’s a mistake not making some sort of statement to the press, if you ask me. They’re already speculating about necromancy. That’s how rumors spread.”

“It’s no rumor, I’m afraid,” said Angelo.

“It is necromancy, then? You’re sure?”

Angelo nodded. “No doubt about it. T-scan confirms it. We’ve got investigators on the scene.”

“The media’s saying there are unconfirmed reports of that, as well,” Slade replied. “You really should say something. You’ll want the media on your side, helping the investigation, not pissed off at you.”

“The mayor is concerned about a panic,” Angelo said, making a face.

“The mayor’s a bloody idiot,” said Slade, taking a swig of ale. “You need to control the narrative, not him.”

“You know, I was a cop in this city for a long time before I joined the Bureau,” Angelo said, wryly.

“Sorry,” Slade replied. “That’s the Merlin in me, I’m afraid, being all pedantic and condescending.”

“Speaking of which, how did the session go with Dr. Voronov?”

“Oh, Sonja and I are on a first name basis now,” Slade replied, taking another sip of ale. “She thinks I’ve got Post Thaumaturgic Stress Syndrome and multiple personality. I expect she’ll be asking you to suspend me and have me checked into a loony bin.”

“They don’t have loony bins anymore, Will,” Angelo said. “Haven’t for centuries.”

“Well, a hospital, then. She wants to talk to you. You’ll see.”

“We’ve already spoken,” Angelo replied.

“That was fast. I was right, wasn’t I?”

“You were. However, you don’t have to worry about being suspended or checked into a hospital. I explained the situation to her.”

Slade raised his eyebrows. “Really? The whole thing?”

“The whole thing.”

“No shit. How did she respond?”

“It might take her a while to process it all, but she took it pretty well, considering,” Angelo replied.

“You tell her about you, too?”

“I did.”

“Bloody hell. She’ll want us both in straitjackets.”

“I don’t think you’re giving her enough credit, Will,” Angelo said. “She’s at the top of her field. And the Bureau’s been working with her for years.”

“Helping overworked adepts get their heads straight is one thing,” Slade said. “Magical life force merging is quite another.”

“I’m sure she realizes that,” said Angelo. “Give her a chance, Will. Besides, it’s not as if you have any other options.”

“Point taken,” Slade replied, with a grimace. “Tell me something, John. You ever changed?”

“You’ve asked me that before, Will. And I said no, I haven’t.”

“You’ve never transformed into Modred?”

“No. Where are we going with this, Will?”

“Would you tell me if you had?”

“Well, I could say yes, but then if I were lying, that’s what I would say, isn’t it? You’re getting paranoid.”

“Maybe the good doctor could help me with that.”

“You have some problem with her, is that it?”

Slade shook his head, leaning back against the sofa cushions. “No, no, she’s fine. She’s not the problem. I am.”

“Then you’ll just have to deal with it,” Angelo replied. “I can’t afford to send you to some kind of thaumaturgic rehab clinic in the mountains. I need you.”

Slade took another swig of ale and tossed the pizza crust to Tigger. The creature munched away, happily.

“How do you do that?” he asked, staring at it. “Do you even have a mouth?”

“What was that?” said Angelo.

“Oh, nothing. I was just talking to my snat.”

“You have a snat?”

“Yeah. Bought it to keep me company.”

“Snats don’t speak. They don’t have mouths.”

“Don’t mean I can’t talk to it,” said Slade. He frowned. “If they have no mouths, how do they eat?”

“They absorb their food.”

“Really?”

“Yes, really. Why are we talking about your snat?”

“Well, because it’s interesting,” said Slade. “How do you know so much about them?”

“Because my girlfriend has one. They’re cute, they’re fluffy, they purr, they vibrate ….”

“You have a girlfriend?”

Angelo rolled his eyes. “I’m not a priest, okay? Maybe you should get one, too. It beats the hell out of a snat.”

“Not the best idea right now. Overnight stays could be a bit of a problem.”

“Look, can we get back to this necromancy thing?” said Angelo. He shook his head. “If you ask me, you should have Dr. Voronov check you out for ADD.”

“Well, you needn’t get all snippy,” Slade said, tearing off another slice of pizza. “The news anchor said there’d been several killings. All homeless people?”

“It looks that way, yes.”

“How many?”

“Five, so far. That we’ve found, anyway.”

“TEs at each crime scene?”

“Yes. Strong ones.”

“You don’t suppose ….”

“Yeah. I hope to hell not, but I think it’s definitely possible.”

Slade tossed the empty bottle over his shoulder. It described a graceful arc over the couch and across the room, landing precisely in the trash bin. “Damn. I thought we got them all,” he said.

Angelo grimaced. “So did I.”

“You’ll need to notify the ITC.”

“They already know.”

“And the White House?”

“They watch the news, as well.”

Slade frowned. “Have you heard anything from them?”

Angelo shook his head. “No, and I probably won’t. At least, not until we’re sure.”

Slade rubbed his chin. “I’m going to need to see the body. And the files on the previous killings.”

“You got it. Move the pizza box.”

Slade moved the box aside. A moment later, the files appeared on his coffee table where the box had been a moment earlier.

“Those are the only copies,” Angelo said. “Don’t lose them. And make sure you ward them. We don’t want any leaks. When do you want to see the body?”

“First thing in the morning?”

“Fine. I’ll meet you at the morgue at seven. Then we can go for breakfast and discuss it.”

“The morgue, then breakfast?”

“Don’t tell me you’re squeamish?”

Slade considered for a moment. “Well, apparently, not anymore. It’s fine. See you at seven.”




Chapter Four



The room was tiled blindingly in white and had a strong, unpleasant, antiseptic odor of chemical cleaners and preservatives. The body on the metal table was not the first dead body Slade had ever seen. It was not even the first dead body killed by necromancy, but it affected him deeply, just the same.

As he stood there, looking down at it, he had mixed feelings. Literally, mixed feelings. A strange, unsettling mixture of his own responses along with those inherited from Gorlois and Merlin, all playing through his mind at once. The thought struck him, as it had many times since he had experienced the merging, that it was worse now than when Gorlois and Merlin had inhabited his mind and body as discrete personalities. Then, at least, he knew who he was, and who they were. Now ….

He stood, silent, as the interplay of reactions passed through him like waves of conflicting emotions. The unclothed body on the steel table lacked any autopsy scars, because there had been no question about what the cause of death was. The person Slade had been prior to the merging felt saddened by the sight of the emaciated, pallid corpse of a middle-aged man who looked decades older than his actual age, and pity welled up within him for the blameless homeless man whose life force had been drained.

It wasn’t bad enough that, despite all the improvements the return of magic had brought to society, there was still poverty, there was still mental illness, and there was still hopelessness. What had been taken from this man was the only thing that he had left. His life. And it had been done by magic.

In addition to the sadness Slade felt, there was a profound sense of distress, the alarmed concern that would have been the reaction of his ancestor, Merlin, who knew all too well what such a death portended. And welling up from underneath all that, like red-hot, blazing lava boiling its way up to the surface from deep down, was the furious outrage that was the legacy of Gorlois, the warrior mage who had fought against necromancy in a devastating conflict thousands of years ago, only to see it coming back again.

“You alright?” Angelo said, looking at him with concern, because he was just standing there and saying nothing, staring intently at the body.

“Yeah. I’m okay.”

“What do you sense?”

Slade nodded. “Trace emanations, no question. But….” his voice trailed off.

“But what?”

Slade shook his head. “It’s wrong, somehow. They should be much stronger.”

“If it was an Old One, you mean?” said Angelo.

Slade glanced at him. “You got that, too?”

Angelo nodded. ‘Yeah. You don’t suppose they might have faded?”

Slade shook his head. “Not this quickly. Not overnight. No, they’re still strong, but not as strong as they should be if it was an Old One. Not like we picked up before, when we still had the runestones.”

“I was thinking about that,” said Angelo. “Do you suppose the fact that we no longer have the runestones might have made a difference? In our sensitivity, I mean, since we’re no longer augmented with their power.”

Slade frowned. “I don’t know.” He shrugged. “I suppose it’s possible.”

“But you don’t think so?”

Slade shook his head. “No. No, I really don’t.”

“That’s not just your gut reaction, is it?” Angelo said. “That’s why I wanted you to see this. Merlin and Gorlois knew a lot more about magic than Modred ever did. And all I know is what he knew. Or at least some of what he knew. It’s not like I got all his knowledge and his memories.”

Slade nodded. “I understand. Same here.”

“Except it’s not really the same, is it?” Angelo replied. “I mean, Modred saved my life when he merged with me, but we were both severely damaged. And I was just an ordinary New York City cop. No magical training whatsoever. You’ve got not one, but two mages, one a full-blooded Old One and the other his half-human son. On top of that, you’re Merlin’s lineal descendent. You’ve got a hell of a lot more mojo than I’ve got.”

“Trust me, John, you wouldn’t want what I’ve got,” Slade said, wryly.

“My point is, you’ve got to have much more thaumaturgic sensitivity than I do,” Angelo replied. “We’re both picking up powerful TE’s, and we’re both getting the sense they should be stronger, in spite of the victim being completely drained. But you’re not getting anything else?”

“Like what?”

Angelo signed with exasperation. “I don’t know, anything? Anything that could tell us who did this?”

“If there’s some kind of spell that would allow me to pull that from this body, then I don’t know it,” Slade said. “I can tell you for sure that this was necromancy. But you already knew that.” He grimaced and shook his head again. “It just doesn’t feel like an Old One, though.”

“Because the TE’s aren’t as strong?”

“No, it’s more than that,” said Slade, gazing down at the body. “It just … feels different. I can’t tell you how, exactly. Can’t put my finger on it. But it’s different.”

“So, you’re saying what? It’s not an Old One? Definitely?”

Slade grimaced. “I don’t know that I can say ‘definitely.’ But I don’t think so. It just doesn’t feel right. But I can’t tell you why.”

“Well, if you don’t think it was an Old One, that’s good enough for me,” said Angelo. “I thought we got ‘em all, anyway.”

“So did I.” Slade shrugged again. “I don’t know, maybe we missed one. Perhaps one that wasn’t as strong as all the others. Maybe more than one, and they’ve been in hiding until now, waiting to build up their strength. I suppose that’s possible.”

“But you don’t really think so?”

“No, I don’t. And you don’t, either, do you? I mean, it’s just a feeling, like … like when you’re eating something that’s just started to go off. It isn’t really obvious, but it just doesn’t taste right, somehow. The hell of it is, we don’t know exactly why.”

“The hell of it is,” Angelo echoed, “if it’s not an Old One, that means we’ve got a human adept out there practicing necromancy.”

“A serial killer,” Slade said, nodding. “Who uses magic.”

“I’ve been afraid of something like this all along,” said Angelo. “I kept waiting for some rogue adept to start using magic to kill people and take their life force. It was bound to happen. Ever since fucking Merlin brought back magic and woke the Old Ones ….” He stopped and glanced at Slade. “Shit. Sorry. I forget sometimes.”

Slade gave him a rueful smile. “I wish I could.”

“Aw, hell. Come on, let’s get out of here,” said Angelo.

They left through the double swinging doors and started down the corridor.

“Look, these sessions with Dr. Voronov,” said Angelo, as they walked. “I want you to continue them.”

“If you insist, but I don’t think they’re going to help much,” said Slade. “I actually get more out of talking to you. At least you’ve been through something similar.”

“You can always talk to me, Will, but I still want you to keep up those sessions,” Angelo replied. “If nothing else, she can help you with the stress of what you’re going through.”

“Help? Bollocks. She wants me suspended,” Slade said.

“Well, I told her that’s not going to happen.” They took the elevator up. “She may be the leading authority on Post Thaumaturgic Stress Syndrome, but she doesn’t get to tell the Director of the Bureau what to do with his own agents.”

“I don’t think that’s where she’s coming from,” said Slade. “She thinks I’m dangerous. And she’s right, y’know. I am.”

“Any magic user’s potentially dangerous,” replied Angelo.

“Oh, I think I’ve gone way beyond ‘potentially,’” said Slade, with a rueful smile.

“Look, Will, you’ve been through a lot and you might’ve slipped up here and there, but you’re not a killer. I know you.”

Slade gave a small snort. “Hell, John, I don’t even know myself anymore.”

“You morphed lately?”

Slade shrugged. “It’s been a while.”

“Maybe you’re done,” said Angelo. “Maybe the merging took a while to, you know, settle in. It did with me. I had fucking amnesia. Thought I was a mob hitman, for God’s sake. But it all came back to me eventually. I haven’t had any problems since.”

“You also didn’t change into anybody else,” said Slade.

“But you didn’t, either, Will, not really, that’s the whole point,” Angelo insisted. “Your appearance might change, but you’re still you. You’re just … more now. It’s not like you’ve got multiple personality and you become somebody else that’s nothing like you and then you don’t remember what you did while you were him when you come back.”

“You want to give me that again?” said Slade, raising his eyebrows.

“Yeah, never mind, I’m not sure I can,” Angelo replied, with a grin. “I guess my point is that it’s not like you’re a werewolf or something. You don’t suddenly wolf out, run around tearing people’s throats out and then later don’t remember what you did. You’re still you. You still remember. You just lose control and sometimes get a little violent. That’s the Gorlois influence. He was fucking prehistoric, an Old One, for God’s sake. But you’re not Gorlois. You’re you. And you haven’t killed anybody.”

“Yet.”

“Why, you think you might?”

“Honestly, John?” Slade said, wearily. “I just don’t know.”

“Come on, I’ll buy you breakfast,” Angelo said, clapping him on the shoulder.

They exited the building and walked half a city block to the next traffic light. The busiest part of morning rush hour, which actually lasted several hours, was over and traffic on the streets was relatively light. Ovoid buses and smaller, egg-shaped vehicles in a wide variety of pastel colors skimmed silently above the grassy streets seeded with wildflowers.

At the corner, they waited for the green light and crossed on the brick pathway. Flowering dogwoods in pink and white were planted in the dirt strips along the curb on both sides of the street, with daffodils and daylilies springing up between them. The sky was clear and azure blue, spotted with white clouds. Not a sign of pollution anywhere, thanks to the clean energy of thaumaturgy.

Birds sang in the trees as people walked quickly on the sidewalks in their business clothes and athletic shoes, carrying brief cases, canvas bags, or small backpacks. Vendors sold hot dogs, bags of chestnuts, or hot soft pretzels with mustard out of umbrella-covered carts. It was the start of another ordinary weekday in the city, while something dark and extraordinary lurked somewhere nearby.

They turned into the wrought iron enclosed outdoor seating area of a small restaurant with ‘H. Dumpty’s’ lettered in fancy gold script on a red awning. A thaumagene with the body of a white French poodle and the oversized head of a rooster greeted them bombastically as they came in.

“How do! How do! Inside or out, gents? Inside or out?” the cockadoodle said, its red comb quivering as it tilted its head from side to side.

“Outside is fine,” said Angelo.

The cockadoodle led them to a table and said, “There ya’ go, gents, there ya’ go! I say, a server will be with you shortly.”

Angelo rolled his eyes as the cockadoodle headed back to the entrance, swinging its tail feathers from its poodle rump. “Now that was ridiculous. Who the hell designs these things?”

“Merlin would’ve said thaumagenetic engineering is an example of how magic and technology don’t necessarily work well together,” Slade said. “It’s one thing to save an endangered species, or bring back an extinct one, but these days, if you can imagine it, and you’ve got the dosh, some thaumadesign boutique can engineer it for you.”

Angelo sighed and shook his head. “Yeah, but there oughtta’ be a limit.”

“Except that would be restraint of trade,” said Slade.

“I know, but I swear, it just gets crazier and crazier. And what happens when the restaurant goes out of business or goes through a re-branding? What happens to the poor cockadoodle then? You see that commercial for PETT?”

“Pet?”

“People for the Ethical Treatment of Thaumagenes,” said Angelo. “They show these poor, miserable, abandoned, homeless creatures huddling under bridges and freezing in the parks, panhandling and begging for food, sleeping in cardboard boxes and lookin’ at you with these wounded eyes….”

“Gets you right here, don’t it?” Slade said, thumping his chest over his heart.

“Okay, so the spot’s manipulative. But they’ve still got a point,” Angelo insisted. “The lucky thaumagenes might get adopted, if they’re cute, like your little snat. But who’s gonna’ adopt cockadoodle over there? Or a creature like Lyle, your dorilla?”

“Lyle was actually engineered to be a bouncer,” Slade said, “but when the club where he was working closed, he found another job. Besides, what are you gonna’ do, pass a law that says some thaumagenes have a right to exist while others don’t? Who gets to make those decisions?”

“Anyone who thinks a poodle with a rooster’s head is fucking stupid,” Angelo replied, sourly.

They each took a menu from a holder at the edge of the table. The restaurant served breakfast dishes only, all day long. A dark-haired, pony-tailed server dressed in faded cutoff denim overalls and a short-sleeved gingham shirt that showed off her full-sleeved, dark fantasy-inspired, black and gray tattoos approached their table. She had several ear and facial piercings and her short white apron had a cartoon drawing of an egg with wide eyes and spindly arms and legs smiling as it danced atop a brick wall.

“You guys ready to order or you want coffee first while you decide?” she said in a bored monotone, as if she repeated that phrase a hundred times a day, which she probably did.

“Two black coffees, please,” Angelo said. “And we’ll both have two eggs, over easy for me and scrambled for my friend here, with home fries, bacon, sausage links and wheat toast.”

“Got it,” she said, without writing anything down. “Coffee comin’ right up.” She gave Slade an interested glance, then turned and left.

“I think she likes you,” Angelo said.

Slade grimaced. “She’d change her mind right quick if I morphed on her.”

“Oh, I don’t know,” Angelo replied. “With those dark magic tats, she might get off on that.”

Slade rolled his eyes. “I’m dealing with enough dark magic as it is. So, bring me up to speed. The other killings. All the same? All homeless people, right?”

Angelo nodded. “Yeah. So far. Killer didn’t even bother hiding ‘em, just left ‘em lying where he took ‘em. In alleys, mostly, behind dumpsters, garbage cans, in basement stairwells. TE’s on all of ‘em.”

“Same intensity?” asked Slade. “Or did they grow stronger with each killing?”

Angelo stared at him, then sighed with exasperation. “You know, I never even checked,” he admitted. “I just looked at the reports, confirmed that there were strong TE’s in every case, but never thought to check the actual readings.” He shook his head and blew air out in disgust. “Damn. I’ve been behind a desk too long.”

They stopped talking as the server brought their coffees. “Two black coffees,” she said, setting down white ceramic mugs with dancing eggs on them. When she put down Slade’s mug, she gave him a big smile. Slade noticed a gleaming little gem set into one of her teeth, making her smile sparkle. “Need anything else?” she asked, staring directly at him.

“I think we’re good for now,” said Slade, smiling back. “Thank you.”

“You’re welcome, hun,” she said. “Your eggs’ll be comin’ right up.”

After she left, Angelo looked at him and raised his eyebrows.

“Don’t even,” Slade said. “I’ve got enough on my plate as it is. You were saying?”

“Well, the first responders were NYPD, of course,” said Angelo. “In the first case, they couldn’t see any obvious cause of death and when the ME couldn’t, either, she had the body transported to the morgue, where she made the usual examination and couldn’t come up with anything. On a hunch, she ran a T-scan. And bingo. Came up positive. So, she called the Bureau. We sent an agent down to check it out and he sensed the TEs immediately. By then, we already had a second case. Same thing, same MO. Because these deaths were among the homeless population, the media didn’t pick up on the story until after the fourth killing. There could’ve been any number of reasons for deaths among the homeless that had nothing to do with magic and it wouldn’t have made the evening news at all. My guess is somebody leaked it, tipped them off about the TEs. That’s when all the speculation started. And the story the government originally put out to cover up the murders committed by the Old Ones didn’t help us any.”

“I was back in London by then and thought we were all done with that, so I was no longer paying attention,” Slade said. “What did they finally go with?”

“A group of terrorist necromancers,” Angelo said, making a face.

“That was their idea of a cover-up?” said Slade.

“Yeah, I know,” said Angelo. “They just wanted to avoid any talk about an inhuman race of immortal magic users at all costs. They would’ve been better off going with a story about a cult of rogue adept serial killers. Hell, anything but terrorists. Now it’s coming back to bite us in the ass and the mayor’s not happy about it. Neither is the governor.”

“You heard anything from Washington?”

Angelo grimaced. “Not yet, but I expect to.”

“What about the ITC?”

“The Commission hasn’t said anything so far,” Angelo replied. He shrugged. “The case isn’t international, so it’s not their jurisdiction. Also, we haven’t officially confirmed that it was magic.”

“That hasn’t stopped them before.”

“Maybe they figure it’s our headache.”

The server came back with their breakfast. “Over light,” she said, setting the plate down in front of Angelo, “and scrambled,” she added, putting the plate down in front of Slade, with a smile and heavy eye contact. “Is there anything else you need?”

“I think we’re fine, thanks,” Angelo said. “You can bring the check whenever you’re ready.”

“Sure thing. Enjoy your meal.” She gave Slade a wink.

“I’m telling you,” Angelo said.

“Forget it,” Slade said, with an eyeroll. “I’m gonna’ become a priest.”

“Yeah, with Gorlois and Merlin being pagan, I’d like to see how that’s gonna’ work,” said Angelo. “You’d single-handedly bring about a brand-new scandal in the Church.”

“Especially if I became possessed and morphed in the middle of a sermon,” Slade replied, wryly.

“It’s your appearance, that’s what does it. That’s what gets ‘em. You look like a cross between an angel and the cover of a romance novel.”

Slade held up two fingers, palm facing inward.

“I know what that means, y’know,” said Angelo.

“So, your agents confirmed strong TEs on the vics,” Slade said, “but did anyone actually run any T-scans on the crime scenes?”

“I’d have to check,” said Angelo.

“I’ll bet they didn’t,” Slade replied. “Big shot BOT adepts depending on their thaumaturgic sensitivities. Oooh, I sense magic use. Must be necromancy. But I’ll bet nobody bothered to take any bloody readings and record them to determine if the emanations were getting progressively stronger with each death.”

“Yeah, there’s going to be a strongly-worded memo about that as soon as I get back to the office,” Angelo said, with a grimace. “But you know who probably took readings?”

“The medical examiner,” Slade said. “Who’s not an adept. Or is she?”

“No. She’s not.”

“We need to speak with her.”

“Morgue’s just back down the street,” said Angelo. “Coroner should be in by now.” He pushed away his empty plate and looked at Slade’s. “You’ve hardly eaten anything.”

“Don’t seem to have much of an appetite.”

“Is that because of …?” Angelo jerked his thumb over his shoulder, in the direction of the morgue.

“Nah. I’m not that squeamish. But lately I’m not sleeping too well, either.”

The server brought the check on a little rectangular tablet. She set it down in front of Slade, with a smile.

“I’ll take that,” said Angelo. He used the stylus to write down a tip, totaled it, and pressed his thumb in the scanner box.

“Thank you. Have a nice day,” the scanner said, and a smiley face appeared on the screen.

“There ya’ go,” Angelo said, handing the tablet back to the server.

“Thank you. Come again.” The last was said to Slade, with a meaningful glance, before she moved away.

Angelo sighed and shook his head. Slade gave him a sharp look. The Director held up both hands.

“I didn’t say a thing,” he said, with a chuckle.

“The thing that annoys me is I never got this kind of attention when I was black,” Slade said.

“You think it’s racist?” Angelo replied. “When you were black, you weren’t this pretty. And you were also a minor, with a hairstyle you ripped off from an Iroquois.”

Slade raised his eyebrows. “You think I’m pretty?”

“Here’s the American version,” Angelo replied, holding up his middle finger.

Slade grinned. “Come on, let’s go talk to the ME.”

They found the coroner in her office, looking over the very same reports they’d come to speak with her about. She looked up as they entered and said, “Director Angelo. I had a feeling you’d be back.” She glanced at Slade, stood, and offered her hand. “Dr. Tamsyn Riley,” she said.

“Will Slade,” he replied, as they shook.

He noted that she had a firm handshake, stood about five-ten, slim, with collar-length red hair that was worn longer in the front, green eyes, pale skin dusted with freckles, mid to late thirties.  

“You’re with the Bureau?” she said. She seemed a bit surprised as she looked him over.

“Will’s a Senior Adept Agent,” Angelo said. “How did you know we’d be coming back?”

“When I heard the Director of the BOT stopped in to view a body first thing this morning, a body that’s already been examined by the Bureau, I figured it wouldn’t be long before you decided to come back and take my notes.” She picked up the file folder from her desk and held it out to him. “I just printed out the transcript. On all five murders. The audio files from my post mortems have already been deleted.”

“You knew I’d ask for that?” said Angelo.

“Five dead bodies, all killed by necromancy, with progressively stronger thaumaturgic trace emanations in each one? Come on, Director. Seriously?”

“It’s John,” said Angelo.

“My friends call me Tam,” she replied. “So, are we friends now?”

Slade chuckled. Angelo gave him a dirty look.

“You’re worried about leaks,” she said.

“We’ve already had a few,” Angelo replied. “The media’s all over this.”

“Well, I can’t promise that it did not come from this office, but at least it didn’t come from me,” she said.

“It could also have come from the police,” said Slade.

“I thought the same thing, but I wasn’t going to say it,” Dr. Riley replied. She cocked her head. “When did the Bureau start hiring Brits?”

“We’re an equal opportunity employer,” Angelo said.

“Of course, you are,” she replied, giving him a wry look. She turned to Slade. “So why not the ITC?”

“They’ve got global jurisdiction,” Slade said. “Job’s got too much travel.”

“Uh-huh.” She looked dubious. “You just don’t strike me as a BOT agent.”

“Really? Why not?”

“Well, for one thing, you dress too well. Never seen a Ned in the Bureau before. You look more like a musician.”

“I know some musicians that would give you a real argument,” Slade replied. He took out his badge wallet and showed her his credentials.

She glanced at it, shrugged, and said, “Okay.” She turned to Angelo. “I’ve already had the media calling my office. I got tired of saying, ‘No comment,’ so I’m not answering the calls. And if there aren’t any reporters waiting outside by now, they’ll be there soon. So how do you want to handle this?”

“Refer them to my office,” Angelo replied.

“That’ll tell them for sure that thaumaturgy was involved,” she said.

“They already know that. They just want official confirmation.”

“And you’re going to give it to them?”

“Nope.”

“So what are you going to tell them?”

“I’m gonna’ say, ‘No comment.’”

“Whoever it is, isn’t going to stop,” Dr. Riley said. “Those trace emanations have gotten progressively stronger with each murder. They’ve got a taste for it now. They can feel the power.”

“Which means they’re going to use it,” Slade replied. “And that’s how we’re going to get them.”

“They’ve been using it,” Dr. Riley said. “And you haven’t got them yet.”

“Don’t worry, we will,” said Angelo.

“You’d better do it soon,” she said. “Or else other adepts will start to think that they can get away with it, as well. And then things will start getting seriously ugly.”




Chapter Five



Dr. Morrison Gonzago was feeling his age. At forty, he had looked sixty, in part because of the appearance he had cultivated and in part because of his profligate use of magic. Now, at sixty, he looked eighty. And there were days he also felt like eighty. Today was one of them.

There had always been people who could take more self-abuse than others. They could drink more, smoke more, or take more drugs, seemingly without effect, until one day it finally caught up with them. Frequently, one could find them in the arts. Gonzago could have been found there at one time, as well. Now, however, he was found where failed artists often wind up, having nowhere else to go – in academia.

After graduating from Columbia University with a degree in English Literature, he took a Masters in Occult Sciences at Harvard. He was awarded his ThD with honors by the Cambridge College of Sorcerers, where he studied under Merlin Ambrosius, himself, and he had been the very first to achieve a perfect score on his certification exams, a feat that, to date, had gone unmatched by anyone. Lucrative job offers had started pouring in, but instead of joining the corporate sector, Gonzago went back to university on a graduate fellowship. While teaching undergraduate English at Yale, he took a Masters of Fine Arts in Creative Writing, won three major poetry awards, and published a first novel that shot to the top of the bestseller lists and won the Pulitzer Prize.

Colleges and universities across the country had fallen all over themselves offering him plum faculty positions, but their enthusiasm had quickly waned after they got to know him. After bouncing around from school to school, never lasting much more than a few semesters, he finally wound up at New York University, where fallen stars from the literary firmament with questionable reputations were not the exception, but the norm. That was twenty years ago.

Somehow, he had managed to survive without screwing any pooches … or undergraduates. They never gave him tenure, because no one got tenure anymore. That made it difficult to get rid of people and commercial academia didn’t care for that. Gonzago lasted as long as he did partly because even a twenty-year-old Pulitzer added luster to an English Department and he was also colorful, without being political. The former made him popular with students, the latter with administration. He might have been a lush, and he might have been outrageous, but he never missed a class, never called out sick, always pitched in whenever asked, never stepped on any toes, and never tried to one-up anybody. That generally made for a reasonably successful university career, at least in New York City, where one wasn’t necessarily expected to “fit in.”

Gonzago definitely did not fit in. In his younger days, he had affected the appearance of a storybook sorcerer. He always wore the traditional voluminous hooded robes, which many sorcerers wore back then, as that was a mark of their rank, but his were especially loose and billowy, a brilliant shade of royal blue, and emblazoned not just with his thaumaturgic sigils, but with scores of bright yellow cabalistic symbols that became a research pastime for undergraduates, the most diligent of whom concluded that most of them didn’t really stand for anything.

Gonzago had grown both his hair and beard quite long, much longer than other adepts did, despite long hair and beards also being a traditional part of the image in those days. Where most sorcerers had stopped with hair that was merely shoulder-length, his went way down past his shoulders, nearly to his waist, and his wispy beard reached nearly to his navel. His hair, once jet black, had gone snow white due to his indiscriminate use of magic.

He had cast a lot of spells, mostly for convenience and sometimes merely to show off, without ever taking enough time to recuperate, and the cumulative effect had aged him prematurely. Students often joked that he looked more like Merlin Ambrosius than Merlin himself, especially since the real-life Merlin, as opposed to the legendary one, had trimmed his hair and beard neatly and habitually dressed in tailored tweeds and wing tips, with a vast collection of designer neckties. 

But while Gonzago had always liked to see himself as a flamboyant non-conformist, he was in New York City, after all, and he had soon discovered that there was someone in the History Department who was, in his own way, not only as eccentric and colorful as he was, but was actually quite capable of literally drinking him under the table, a feat he would have thought impossible. This was Dr. Sebastian Makepeace, who stood six-foot-six, weighed 300 pounds, and called himself a fairy.

It infuriated Makepeace that dictionaries defined “fairy” as “a small imaginary being of human form with magical powers, especially a female one” or “a gay man,” and the fact that the term’s use to describe gay men was clearly labeled as offensive didn’t really help. Makepeace had embarked upon a personal crusade to redefine the word and his battles with the editors of the Oxford English Dictionary had become well known and a source of great amusement in academic circles.

Makepeace’s doctorate was in Pre-Collapse History, but he also held graduate degrees in Metaphysics and Occult Studies. This certainly would have qualified him, at least academically, as a thaumaturge, but he adamantly refused the title. He had insisted that he was neither a wizard nor a sorcerer, but a fairy, and challenged anyone to prove otherwise.

Not a few of his students had tried. Each year, some of them set out to prove that Makepeace was nothing more than a traditionally trained adept. Yet, no one had ever been able to find any record of Makepeace taking any courses in Applied Thaumaturgy or a degree from any College of Sorcerers. The Bureau of Thaumaturgy, under the aegis of the International Thaumaturgical Commission, administered all adept certification programs in the country, but the name Sebastian Makepeace did not appear in any of their records. Nor did it appear in any certification records of the ITC.

Needless to say, this hardly constituted proof of his assertions. While tuition at a College of Sorcerers was ruinously expensive and the admission process highly selective and competitive, the texts for all the courses could be had for very reasonable prices at used bookstores in any college town. In other countries, where freedom of information was not always regarded as a right, laws had been passed to prohibit the unauthorized sale and possession of thaumaturgy texts, but in the United States, such laws would be unconstitutional.

Anyone with access to used bookstores and occult supply stores could easily attempt to study thaumaturgy at home, but such home study was not without its risks. Hospitals, psychiatric wards, and even graveyards were full of those who’d tried to perform magic without the supervision of a certified adept. And while possession of thaumaturgy texts and occult supplies was not, in itself, prohibited, it was illegal to practice thaumaturgy without a license. So how, then, did Makepeace get away with it?

Gonzago knew exactly how he got away with it. For one thing, it was illegal to practice thaumaturgy without certification, but Makepeace never did magic for anybody but himself. And for another, no one was ever able to prove that any of his spells came from any thaumaturgy text. Like many advanced adepts, Makepeace never spoke any of them out loud, so it was difficult to tell which ones they were, but quite aside from that, the magic Makepeace used wasn’t like the magic anybody else used. It was idiosyncratic and peculiar.  Somehow different.

The two men became fast friends. They often met for dinner and drinks at one brasserie or another, but Lovecraft’s was generally their watering hole of choice. And even in a place like Lovecraft’s, the two made for quite a sight; one slim and slightly built, dressed in flowing sorcerer’s robes with long white hair and beard, the other tall and portly, clean-shaven, with longish gray hair, a Flemish tie, tweed suit, beret, long overcoat and cowboy boots, both men with outsized, bombastic personalities.

Now it had been twenty years since Makepeace disappeared, after making a confession that had rocked Gonzago’s entire sense of reality. His real name, he said, was not Sebastian Makepeace. It was Puck. And he really was a fairy; it was not just an eccentric pose. He claimed he was the one who had written all the works of Shakespeare, an Elizabethan actor of rather modest talent who had posed as the true author, and Gonzago had never again been able to teach that course without drifting off into a reverie or chuckling to himself, which students chalked up to his advancing age. And he did look much older than his years.

When he gazed into his bathroom mirror every morning on waking up and every night before he went to bed, he saw the face of an old man. His skin was pale and wrinkled, with age spots here and there. His blue eyes looked at his reflection with a weary, watery gaze. He still had good teeth, but his hands looked gnarled and wrinkled. He had given up dressing like a cinematic sorcerer a number of years earlier, when long hooded robes went out of fashion, and he had cut his hair and trimmed his beard. Still white and shaggy, his hair now reached just a little past his collar and his beard, still full, was now considerably shorter, Hemingwayesque, as he sought to cultivate an image that was more authorial and academic.

The billowing, electric blue robes had been replaced by retro wide wale corduroy sport coats with leather elbow patches, turtleneck sweaters or threadbare Oxford shirts that he picked up in Village thrift stores, black jeans, Wellington boots and western bolo ties. He was, he thought, the very image of an author. Even so, he could see the writing on the wall. They were going to get rid of him. He was old school. He was old fashioned. He was old news. He was old, period.

“Hey, Gonzo, what can I bring you this evening?” the black-clad young server asked as she came up to his booth. She wore black tights, an oversized black, off-the-shoulder cotton sweater and had the obligatory black Rebeat eye makeup in a starburst pattern.

“Good evening, Lucretia,” he replied. “Got any of that beef stew left that was on special earlier?”

“I think we still have some. Bring you a bowl?”

“Yes, please. And a pint of stout, if you don’t mind.”

“Of course. You want that up front?

“Yes, please, that would be fine.”

“Oh, and by the way, someone was asking for you earlier.”

“Really? Who? A student?”

“Don’t know. He didn’t leave his name. He didn’t look like a student and it wasn’t anyone I’ve ever seen around here before.”

“How curious. What did he look like?”

“Like someone who wouldn’t normally hang out here, that’s for sure. He was a Ned.”

Gonzago frowned. “A Neo-Edwardian?”

“Yeah, you don’t see any of them in Lovecraft’s. They’re a more high-dollar Midtown crowd.”

“Can you describe him?”

“Tall, about six feet, slim, very elegant. Black brocade suit with the high-collared frock coat and the wide lapels, blousy white silk shirt open at the neck, black silk scarf, fancy walking stick, long and straight black hair, exotic-looking. Mixed race, mid-thirties maybe, with an English accent. Or maybe it was Jamaican, I don’t know.”

“How interesting,” Gonzago said. “Doesn’t sound like anyone I know. Did he say what he wanted?”

“No. Just asked for you. I told him you’d probably stop in later, like you always do.”

“Indeed. Well, thank you, Lucretia. If he comes back, you can direct him my way.”

“Cool. I’ll go and get your brew, then bring your dinner. Want some rolls with that? Fresh-baked this afternoon.”

“Sounds delightful. Thank you.”

As she moved away, Gonzago thought about what she had said. “I told him you’d probably stop in later, like you always do.” Always, he thought. He was here each and every night. He even sat in the same booth, if it was available. If it wasn’t, he felt out of sorts. He had been coming to Lovecraft’s for dinner and libation every night for the past twenty some odd years. Ever since Makepeace disappeared.

Puck, he thought. He said his real name was Puck, like in A Midsummer Night’s Dream. Also known as Robin Goodfellow. And who knew how many other aliases over the centuries? But he couldn’t think of him as that. To Gonzago, he would always be Sebastian Makepeace, his colleague, his best friend, his boon companion and his drinking buddy. The nights they sat here, in this very booth, discussing literature, philosophy, politics and social trends, fellow academicians, current events and history … the one thing they never talked about, curiously, was magic.

He had never realized it at the time, which seemed truly strange, considering that they often did magic – small magic – in one another’s presence, but they never really talked about it. As time went on, Gonzago’s magic became somewhat more dramatic, and energy costly, such as the times that he became inebriated and would take catnaps plastered up against the ceiling in the bar, but Makepeace rarely did anything that showy. One time, when a new server had done a particularly poor job and then complained about the small tip he received, Makepeace made it rain quarters on his head. And when the server got down on his hands and knees to pick them up, they reverted to the ice cubes they had been transmuted from. But they never spoke about their spells, so far as Gonzago could recall, and it wasn’t until long after Makepeace had gone away that it occurred to him that a spell might actually have been the reason for that.

He didn’t want me asking questions, Gonzago thought. He could have asked him about anything, so long as it wasn’t personal. And he had never done that. It had never even occurred to him. And for as long as they had known each other, for as much time as they had spent together, that simply made no sense. Unless Makepeace had used magic to keep Gonzago’s curiosity at bay.

That should have made Gonzago angry, but it didn’t. He just missed his friend. He didn’t really have any others. He had lots of acquaintances and colleagues, but Makepeace had been his only real friend. Why did he have to go?

“Here you go, Gonzo,” Lucretia said, setting down a frosty pint of dark stout on the table before him. “I’ll have your stew and some warm rolls comin’ right up.”

“Thank you, my dear,” Gonzago said, taking a healthy sip of the stout and sighing with satisfaction. He reached into his inside jacket pocket and pulled out a small brown leather pouch with rawhide ties. He loosened them and shook out three small gemstones onto the black tablecloth, a ruby, an emerald, and a sapphire. Each was about the size of a large marble, but faceted, and incised with strange symbols.

“Ah, the runestones,” said a voice from just behind him. “I always wondered what became of them. I had assumed they were destroyed.”

Gonzago looked up with alarm, instinctively covering the gems with his right hand. The man who came around to the side of the table from behind him was tall, an inch or two over six feet, with long, thick, straight black hair down to his shoulders. His eyes were Asian, dark brown with epicanthal folds, but he was decidedly mixed race, with coffee-colored skin that spoke of African or perhaps Island ancestry. His accent was not Caribbean, however, but British, Cockney with a touch of something else that Gonzago could not quite put his finger on, Irish, perhaps, or Welsh.

The stranger was dressed exactly as Lucretia had described, in an elegant, Neo-Edwardian three-piece suit of expensive black brocade, with a loose-fitting, open-collared, white silk shirt and a black silk scarf tied around his neck. He held an ebony walking cane with a heavy, knob-shaped silver handle. Unlike most Neds, however, who usually sported a profusion of ornate rings, bracelets, and amulets, he wore no jewelry.

“Forgive me, I did not mean to startle you,” he said. “That young woman over there pointed you out to me. You are Dr. Morrison Gonzago?”

“Yes. Who are you?” Gonzago replied, his hand still covering the gems. “And how did you know about the stones?”

“Well, that would be a rather long story. As to who I am, the name is Slade. Senior Adept Agent William Slade, Bureau of Thaumaturgy.” He took out a badge wallet and opened it to show Gonzago. “May I sit down, Doctor?”

“Please,” said Gonzago, indicating the seat across from him. “And I do not stand on formality. You may call me Gonzo.”

“Will,” Slade replied, offering his hand, then taking the seat across from him.

“Wait a moment,” Gonzago said, frowning. “Will Slade? Billy Slade?”

“The very same,” Slade replied, with a slight frown. “You know me? I’m sorry, have we met?”

“No, I know of you,” said Gonzago. “But I thought you were white, an albino ….” He shook his head. “Forgive me, I seem to be confused. It was a long time ago and my memory clearly isn’t what it used to be.”

“There’s nothing at all wrong with your memory, Gonzo,” Slade replied. “I was, indeed, an albino. But I was black first. And I shall likely be an albino once again before too long. I know that probably sounds rather confusing, but such is my reality these days.”

“You’re a shifter?” said Gonzago. “That’s astonishing! I was under the impression that shifters were a myth!”

“And I was under the impression that fairies were a myth, as well,” said Slade. “And yet, they’re not, are they?”

Gonzago stared at him. “No. They’re not. At least, I know of one who’s not.”

“And that is why I’ve sought you out,” said Slade.

They were interrupted by the arrival of Lucretia with Gonzago’s beef stew and a basket of warm rolls. “There you go, Gonzo. Enjoy. And is there anything that I can bring you, sir?”

Slade pointed at Gonzago’s pint of stout. “One of those would do just fine, thanks.”

“You got it. Be right back.”

Slade reached across the table and covered Gonzago’s right hand with his own. “May I?”

“Oh. Yes, of course. Sorry.” Gonzago uncovered the runestones.

Slade gazed at the three gems for a moment, then picked up the emerald and held it up before him. “They don’t look like much now, do they? Hard to believe how much power and life force they once possessed. Most people probably wouldn’t even think that they were real. You realize these are worth a fortune, even without the thaumaturgical properties they were once imbued with? Their historical value alone would be incalculable.”

“Is that what you came for?” Gonzago asked, nervously. “I could never willingly part with them.”

“And I would never ask you to,” said Slade, handing the stone back to him. “They have great sentimental value because of who gave them to you, don’t they?”

“Indeed, they do.” Gonzago gathered up the stones and replaced them in the leather pouch, then put it back into his pocket. “You know about him?”

Slade nodded. “I do. As I said, that’s why I’ve sought you out. I’m looking for Sebastian Makepeace.”

“I wish I could help you, but I have no idea where he is.”

“None at all?”

“None whatsoever. I have neither seen nor heard from him in over twenty years.”

“Really? Well, that’s indeed a pity. I was hoping you would know how to get in touch with him.”

Gonzago shook his head, sadly. “No, unfortunately, I do not. He gave me the runestones as a parting gift, after telling me their history … and his real name.”

Slade raised his eyebrows. “His real name?”

“It’s Puck. Like in Shakespeare. In fact, he was Shakespeare,” said Gonzago. “That is to say, he actually wrote the plays. He told me that Shakespeare was merely an actor who took the credit.”

Lucretia returned with Slade’s drink and he thanked her.

“I know that probably seems difficult to believe,” said Gonzago.

Slade chuckled. “I’ve learned to give credence to all sorts of things that are difficult to believe. And compared to some of the things I’ve come across, that one is actually rather mild.”

“May I ask you a personal question, Will?” Gonzago said.

“Shoot.”

“Are you …” Gonzago moistened his lips. “Are you really my old professor?”

“You studied with Ambrosius?” said Slade. “Interesting. I had a feeling there was something familiar about you.”

“You are Merlin?”

“Well, a part me is. Or rather, was. It’s complicated.”

“There was a merging.”

“Makepeace told you?”

Gonzago nodded. “Billy Slade was dying. Merlin and Gorlois both gave up their life forces to merge with yours.”

Slade nodded. “Well, that saves me a great deal of explaining. Merlin became a part of me, but it’s not like he’s really there as a separate entity or persona. It’s the same with Gorlois. I’ve inherited their life energies and some of their abilities, but I don’t have all their knowledge or their memories. That’s why I was hoping you could help me find Sebastian. I could really use his help.”

“I truly wish that I could help you,” said Gonzago. “I miss Sebastian more than I can say. He was my closest friend. But he explained how it was necessary for him to disappear and start a new life from time to time. Especially after he nearly died and the surviving spirits of the runestones merged with him. He needed space to discover what that meant for who he had become. Or what he had become.”

“I completely understand,” said Slade.

“Yes, I suppose you would. Do you think the fact that you became a shifter means that Sebastian became one, too?”

“Well, I don’t know that I am a shifter,” Slade replied, “at least not according to the traditional definition. I shift primarily between two forms, this original one and my albino aspect, which resulted from the merging. Moreover, I have not been able to learn how to control when it happens. I couldn’t say if Sebastian Makepeace has had a similar experience. However, if he did, I could easily understand why he would need time to process it.”

“May I ask exactly why it is you wish to find him?”

Slade seemed to consider for a moment. “Only if I could tell you in the strictest confidence.”

“You have my word,” Gonzago said. He made a face. “For whatever that may be worth.”

Slade smiled. “You might be many things, Gonzo, but dishonorable is not one of them.”

“Of course. You would have checked me out before you came looking for me.”

“Indeed, I did. And if Makepeace took you into his confidence, then that’s good enough for me. Have you been following the news?”

“Not really, no. I regret to say that I am not au
courant.”

“But since you are in possession of the runestones, I assume you know about the Old Ones?”

“Oh, yes. The immortal necromancers from the dawn of time. Sebastian told me all about them. Why?”

“Because it’s possible … just possible, mind you …that there might still be one or more of them around.”

“Good Lord! Are you certain?”

“No, I am not. We are not, I should say. It is a Bureau case. There have been a number of recent murders … five, to be exact … where the life forces of the victims were completely drained.”

“By necromancy?” Gonzago said, lowering his voice to barely above a whisper.

“Yes.”

“There can be no question?”

“None whatsoever.”

“Trace emanations? What am I saying? Obviously, there would be trace emanations. How strong?”

“Strong,” replied Slade, “and growing progressively stronger with each victim. But that’s the curious part. They don’t seem strong enough to have been the work of an Old One. That doesn’t mean an Old One was not responsible, but if it was, then it’s one who’s far less powerful than the ones we’ve faced before. At least, so far.”

“Could it be a human?” asked Gonzago.

Slade nodded. “It could. But if it’s a human necromancer, then it’s a very strong one. And getting stronger with each killing.”

Gonzago exhaled heavily, took a drink, and wiped his mouth with the back of his hand. “An adept serial killer. One who absorbs more life energy with every murder. That is a truly frightening prospect.”

“It is,” said Slade, nodding, “but at the same time, it was inevitable. Sooner or later, it was bound to happen. I’m frankly surprised it took this long.”

“Human nature being what it is?” Gonzago said, wryly. “But on the other hand, if it is an Old One, how will you know?”

“As of right now, we have no way of knowing for certain,” Slade replied. “Which is why I was hoping you could lead me to Sebastian Makepeace. I believe that he would know.”

“Because of his merging, you mean? But you’ve merged with Gorlois, a full-blooded Old One, and Merlin, who was a half-breed. Why wouldn’t you know?”

“Well, as I said, I don’t have all of their knowledge and abilities. Would that I did. What knowledge I do possess is spotty and not always dependable. I can’t even control my physical aspect. And I’m the best the Bureau has. Makepeace, on the other hand, is fey. He is, himself, an immortal, plus he’s merged with the life forces of the surviving members of the Council of the White. That makes him the most powerful adept alive. And we don’t even know where he is, worse luck.”

“What about the ITC?” asked Gonzago. “Can’t they help?”

“Doubtless, they could,” said Slade, “but, you see, it’s a matter of jurisdiction.”

“Jurisdiction?”

“Yes, I’m afraid so. As of right now, this is a purely local matter. We have had five killings, all five of which occurred right here in the city, with thaumaturgical trace emanations allegedly present at each crime scene …”

“What do you mean, ‘allegedly’?”

“… allegedly,” Slade emphasized. “The news media is pushing hard on this, but the mayor and governor are both adamant that we not confirm, because they are afraid that it would start a panic. Officially, there is only the possibility that magic may have been involved and the one word no one wants to use is necromancy. That would bring every adept in the city under suspicion. As a result, the BOT has jurisdiction to investigate, but the ITC has none. Officially. Unofficially, we have reached out, but to date, have received no response.”

“What a crock of shit,” said Gonzago, with disgust. “We’re talking about murder, for God’s sake! Murder by magic!”

“Careful not to raise your voice,” Slade cautioned.

“Sorry,” said Gonzago, sheepishly. He shook his head. “I simply can’t believe the sheer stupidity of the authorities!”

“It’s politics,” said Slade. “And politics are always stupid.”

“What on Earth makes them think that they can keep something like this under wraps?”

“They can’t,” said Slade. “Sooner or later, it’s bound to come out. But they’re afraid. And when people are afraid, they often act foolishly.”

“But you’re the BOT! You’re federal! Can’t you overrule them?”

“We’re a federal agency, but we’re not the federal government, Gonzo. We’re subject to pressures of our own.”

Gonzago snorted with disgust. “Incredible! And here I thought academia was full of insufferable bureaucrats!”

“Oh, I think the government could give academia a real run for its money,” Slade replied, with a grin.

“Well, I wish I could tell you where Sebastian was, but I’m afraid I haven’t got a clue,” Gonzago said. “However, if there is anything at all that I can do to help, please don’t hesitate to ask.”

“I might take you up on that,” said Slade. “In the meantime, be careful walking the streets alone at night.”

“I am not as vulnerable as I look,” Gonzago replied.

“I’m sure you’re not,” said Slade. “But keep in mind that we still don’t know exactly what we’re dealing with. If it’s an Old One, then it’s not someone you would want to mess with.” Slade rose and held out his hand. “It was a pleasure meeting you, Gonzo.”

“Likewise, Will.” They shook. “I only wish I could have been of more help.”

Slade held out his hand again, open, and an engraved business card appeared on his palm. “If Makepeace should happen to get in touch again ….”

Gonzago did not reach for the card. Instead, he simply sat there and levitated it off Slade’s palm, across the table, and into his inside jacket pocket.

“Touche´,” said Slade, with a smile. He turned and Gonzago watched him walk away. As if aware of his gaze, Slade paused briefly halfway across the room and glanced back at him. Gonzago stared at the tall albino dressed in black brocade, with long, snow-white hair and startling blue-gray eyes.

“Well, I’ll be damned,” he said.

****

The black limousine pulled over to the curb and remained floating silently about eight inches above the ground. The dark-tinted rear window rolled down.

Melody sauntered over, putting a lot of hip action into her approach. This was a high roller and she didn’t want to miss out. With any luck, if she could play him right, he’d take her for the whole night. Then, in the morning, she’d be able to score.

She bent over, showing a lot of cleavage as she rested her elbows on the door and leaned into the open window. “Well, hi,” she said, making her voice sound deep and sultry, “you looking for a –”

That was as far as she got. Her eyes glazed over as a cold fog rolled into her brain. She never saw who was sitting in the rear seat of the limo. But a young woman who was working the corner across the street saw Melody’s legs disappearing through the rear window of the limousine before it swooped off down the street.

****

Her body was discovered in the morning by a restaurant worker who went out to empty the trash. She was lying face down in front of the dumpster, her long, bare legs splayed out, both strappy, high-heeled shoes still on, one arm at her side, the other flung out slightly. There wasn’t any blood, or any obvious sign of injury, but she was clearly dead.

A dead hooker in a back alley, no signs of violence, it could have been just another overdose, hardly something the media would find remotely newsworthy. However, this was after five other victims had already been discovered in a time span of a little over a week, and with the authorities not confirming any cause of death, and rumors circulating of thaumaturgic trace emanations present at each crime scene, to say nothing of BOT agents spotted among the responding police officers, the media were out in force.

The police had the area cordoned off and were keeping reporters away from the scene, much to their displeasure. One enterprising TV station had a lower-level adept levitate a drone over the scene, but before it could get a good shot of the body, it plummeted to the ground and burst apart. The adept who was controlling it clutched at his head with both hands and quickly fled. Slade watched him as he ran off and smiled to himself.

“I’m sure I’m gonna’ hear about that,” John Angelo remarked, wryly.

“About what?” said Slade, raising his eyebrows innocently.

“You can’t go casting spells at the media, Will,” said Angelo. “They’ll never let us hear the end of it.”

“I have no idea what you’re talking about, John,” said Slade. “It appeared to me that drone was clearly defective. Either that, or the adept who was flying it lost control. I suppose that’s what you get when you hire cut-rate talent.”

Angelo massaged the bridge of his nose, wearily. “You have to play by the rules, Will.”

“And they don’t? Fuck that. If they accuse the Bureau of casting spells at them, deny it. Accuse them of attempting to manipulate access to a crime scene by making false allegations. Stop bending over for these people, John.”

“These people, as you put it, are gonna’ hang us out to dry if we try to take them on. It’s a battle we can’t win, Will.”

“We have a much bigger battle to worry about,” Slade replied. He indicated the body as it was being photographed. “This is an escalation. Our first victim who wasn’t homeless.”

Angelo nodded. “Yeah, a hooker might not be much of a step above, but she is a step above.”

The first BOT agent who came on the scene approached them. “The ME’s about done, I think.”

Dr. Riley confirmed his observation a moment later. “Okay, pics are done, we’re ready to turn her over.”

Angelo nodded to a couple of police officers standing by. They bent down and turned the body face up, glanced at it, then backed away uneasily.

“Damn, not a mark on her, but look at her face,” one of them said.

“Keep your observations to yourself, Officer,” Angelo told him.

“Yes, sir.”

“You feel it?” Dr. Riley asked.

Slade nodded, then looked at her with interest. “Why, do you?”

“I’m a doctor, not an adept,” she replied. “But I don’t need to be a thaumaturge to sense that something’s really off here. And not just the DB. There’s a vibe about this scene that’s making my skin crawl.”

“Did the other victims have the same effect on you?” asked Angelo.

Dr. Riley shook her head. “No. This one’s different. I can’t say how, exactly, but it’s giving me the creeps. I’m getting a chill at the base of my spine.”

“You could have latent T-potential,” Angelo said.

“She does have red hair,” said Slade.

Angelo gave him a sharp glance. “Don’t even.”

“What does that mean, about the red hair?” Dr. Riley said.

“Private joke,” Angelo replied, grimacing at Slade. “And not a very funny one, at that.”

An officer approached them. “Sir?” she said to Angelo. “The press wants to know if you’re going to be making a statement.”

“Tell them we’ll be releasing a statement as soon as we have something more concrete to report,” Angelo replied.

The officer looked uncomfortable. “Sir, they’re saying the presence of the Director of the BOT at a crime scene pretty much guarantees that trace emanations were detected. They want confirmation if this was necromancy. They’re saying the public has a right to know and the Bureau is stonewalling.”

“I warned you,” Slade said to Angelo. “You showing up at crime scenes is like throwing red meat to starving wolves. And you’re worried about me crashing a camera drone?”

“They also want to know who the albino Ned is,” the officer added. “Sorry, sir, no offense.”

“None taken, Officer,” Slade replied. “I quite understand. I don’t exactly blend in, do I?”

“Well, no, not really, sir.”

Slade smiled. “The question was rhetorical.”

“Oh. Sorry. What do I tell them, sir?”

“Absolutely nothing,” Slade replied. “You don’t owe them any explanations. Just because someone shoves a microphone in your face doesn’t mean you have to speak. In fact, if you don’t, they not only have no statement, they don’t even have a good shot they can use.”

“Yes, sir. Good to know.”

Slade waited until she had moved off, then turned to Angelo. “We’ll want T-scans for the record, but we can both feel it, can’t we? Significantly more than the last one.”

Angelo nodded. “Yeah, they’re getting stronger. No doubt about it.”

“What did you make of the attitude of the body?” Slade asked.

“Just dumped,” said Angelo. “Why? You see something different?”

“Yeah, maybe. I think she was levitated down the alley and then dropped about a foot or so.”

“Really?” Angelo said.

“Makes sense,” said Dr. Riley, nodding. “Hardly any bruising, some minor scrapes on the face and front of the legs and not much lividity. It’s not like the body was thrown down hard. And she hasn’t been dead long. A few hours, at most.”

“What makes you think she was floated?” Angelo said.

“Well, she clearly hasn’t been dragged,” said Slade, “and Dr. Riley’s right; there’s no sign the body’s been carried and thrown down. I think she came out of a car. Picked up on the street, though certainly not in this neighborhood, drained, then the perp pulled over, opened the door, and just floated her out.”

“That’s seriously creepy,” Dr. Riley said.

“It is, rather, isn’t it?” said Slade.

“I’d still like to know what you meant with the remark about red hair,” she said.

“Like the Director said, it’s an inside joke,” Slade said. “It’s nothing personal. Not worth explaining, really.”

“Uh-huh,” she replied, skeptically. “You’ll be coming by later for the official PM?”

“One of us will,” said Angelo. “I’ll have some officers escort you to your vehicle to keep those reporters off your back.”

“Appreciate it,” she replied. “Guess I’ll see you later.”

Angelo waited until she left with the two officers, then turned to Slade and said, “I trust you were joking about her hair.”

“She’s not an Old One, John. Now you’re getting paranoid. She might have some latent ability, though.”

“Think she should get tested? We can always use more adepts.”

Slade shook his head. “Nah, last thing she needs is to go back to school at this stage of her life.”

“Why? She’s still young.”

“Compared to us, perhaps. But she’s got her career.”

“She is a good ME,” Angelo agreed. “But it’s interesting that she picked up something different from what we did.”

“Maybe,” Slade replied. “I’m not so sure. We can recognize TEs for what they are. Someone with latent ability, but no formal training, might pick up on them and not realize what they’re sensing.”

“Could be she’s just highly intuitive,” said Angelo.

“And people who are highly intuitive could have had an Old One somewhere in their ancestry,” said Slade. “Her skin’s not the right color, but her hair is.” He shrugged. “You never know.”

“Well, if I’m being paranoid, you’re not helping,” Angelo said.

“The point is she didn’t seem to sense anything unusual with the other victims, but she did with this one. And we both picked up on the increased strength of the TEs.”

“Which means whoever’s doing this is getting much more dangerous,” said Angelo.

“And quickly. Still not up the strength of a full-blooded Old One, but I’d say at least on a par with a sixth-level adept.”

“Really? I would’ve guessed third or fourth,” said Angelo.

“Probably in that ballpark when they started,” Slade replied, as they watched the body being removed. “If they get past ninth, we’re going to be in serious trouble.”

“You get anywhere with your inquiries about Makepeace?”

“I tracked down an old colleague of his at NYU, but he wasn’t much help. Hasn’t seen or heard from him in over twenty years. But we need to find him, wherever he might be. The surviving members of the Council thought enough of him to give up their life forces to save his.”

“Like Merlin and Gorlois did with you?”

“Precisely. Only I don’t know what sort of effect that might have had on him. How it could have changed him. Look what it did with me. He took in a lot more life energy than I did. And they were all full-blooded Old Ones.”

“You think he might be one himself?”

“Well, he didn’t look like one, but then neither did Gorlois. And you don’t have to be an Old One to cast a spell to alter your appearance. Back in Arthur’s day, Merlin was assumed to be fey, but he was actually half human and half Old One.”

“So, what are the fey? Something different?”

“Not different so much as separate,” Slade replied. “Back in Merlin’s time, there were a lot more of them around. If there are any left, they’re rare. Makepeace might be the last one, for all I know.”

“If they all looked like him, which is to say, like us, then how did we get the image of fairies as little winged people in nighties that glow in the dark? Makepeace wasn’t exactly small.”

Slade smiled. “No, he certainly wasn’t. But the Old Ones didn’t look like demons or werewolves or vampires, either. Well, maybe vampires, if your vampires had golden-colored skin and flame-red hair. Legends have to start from something. Maybe one of them cast an illumination spell and floated a lightning ball and that’s how it got started. Who knows? The point is, nobody believes in fairies anymore. And they don’t even know about the Old Ones.”

“Thank God,” said Angelo.

“I don’t think He had anything to do with it,” said Slade. “They probably pre-dated God.”

“Hey, I’m Catholic.”

“Yet you use magic?”

“I’m also Italian. We’re a complicated people.”

“All people are complicated,” Slade replied. “And I’m certainly no exception. Come on, let’s get out of here before we get hemmed in by reporters.”

“We can go through the back door of the restaurant kitchen,” Angelo said. “We can probably duck ‘em that way.”

“After you,” said Slade.

As they went through the busy kitchen preparing to open for the day, the smells of cooking filled the air.

“You had anything to eat yet?” Angelo asked.

“Not yet.”

Angelo spotted the chef and badged him. “Any chance that we can get a bite to eat, Chef? Something quick and easy? Maybe some coffee?”

“Sure,” the chef replied. “Go grab a table. I’ll fix you something and bring it out.”

“Appreciate it,” Angelo said.

“You guys all done out there?” the chef asked.

“Yeah, we’re finished. They’ve removed the body. Tough way to start the day, huh?”

“Yeah. The guy who found the body was so upset, I had to send him home after you talked to him. Is it true what they’re saying? That she had her life force drained?”

“You know I can’t comment on that,” Angelo replied. “I’m sorry.”

“But the fact that you’re here says something, right?”

Slade just looked at Angelo.

“I suppose it does,” said Angelo, with resignation. “But you didn’t hear it from me, kapish?”

“You got it,” the chef replied.

They went out into the main room and grabbed a table. The place was still empty, because they didn’t open until lunch. They made sure to sit well away from the front window, just in case any reporters happened to look in.

“You going to stop by the coroner’s office to get the PM later or do you want me to do it?” Slade asked.

“No, you go ahead,” said Angelo. “I have a feeling my day’s going to be full answering calls.” He grimaced. “And I’m not looking forward to it. What’s your next move?”

“I’m going to want to spend some time alone with the body,” Slade replied.

Angelo raised his eyebrows. “I hope you’re going to qualify that.”

“The TEs at the crime scene were pretty strong,” Slade replied, “but there were a lot of people around, a lot of noise and activity. Made it difficult to concentrate. I want to get a good impression directly off the body, without any distractions.”

Angelo frowned. “You mean so you can recognize them if we encounter them again? A T-scan should give you that.”

“No, I’m going for something else,” said Slade. “I want to see if I can get a feeling for the killer.”

“For the adept who did it? You can do that?”

“Well, I seem to think maybe I can,” said Slade. “Not something I was aware of until just now. It must be something I’ve inherited from Merlin, or perhaps Gorlois, which may be more likely. An ability or sensitivity to whoever cast the spell that drained the victim’s life force.”

“What exactly would that give you?” Angelo asked.

“It might enable me to recognize the killer if I were to get close enough.”

“Really? That would be great,” said Angelo. Then he grimaced and shook his head. “But it would never stand up in court. We couldn’t even use it to make an arrest.”

“This isn’t someone you could hold, John,” Slade replied. “I wasn’t planning on making an arrest. Ah, here comes the chef with our food.”

Angelo sighed, wearily. “I think I just lost my appetite.”




Chapter Six



“So, when was the last time you … what do you call it? Changed? Morphed? Shifted?” Dr. Voronov asked. She leaned back in her comfortable leather chair and crossed one leg over the other. She was dressed in a Neo-Trad three-piece business suit of white linen with a barely visible fine black stripe, a black cotton Oxford shirt open at the neck to reveal a fine-linked white gold chain and low-heeled white suede boots. Her short, collar-length dark hair and exotic complexion stood out all the more sharply against all the white.

“Two days ago,” Slade replied. “And you can say changed. Morphed and shifted sound a bit melodramatic.”

He was deep blue to her white, dressed in a tailored Neo-Edwardian wool suit with a wide-lapeled, high-collared frock coat, matching stovepipe trousers, indigo blue silk shirt and high-heeled black boots with pointed toes. His pale, blue-gray eyes, albino skin and hair made a sharp contrast with his dark clothing. As he sat, he toyed with his silver-headed ebony walking cane. It occurred to him that they both liked to dress expensively.

“Could you tell me about it?” she said.

Slade shrugged. “The last time it happened, I was just leaving after meeting someone in a bar. The time before that, I woke up in the morning to discover that I’d changed sometime during the previous night.”

“And you were not aware of it?”

“First clue I had was when I looked into the bathroom mirror.”

“And you had reverted to what you looked like prior to your merging?”

“Well, not exactly. I was still the same age I am now, my hair was the same length it is now, except it was black and no longer in a mohawk. Otherwise, yes.”

“So, you were black, then?”

“Yes.”

“And how long did you remain that way?”

“Almost the entire day.” He shrugged once more. “I went to a bar near NYU to meet with someone and I remained that way throughout the meeting, but as I was leaving, I apparently changed again.”

“Why do you say apparently?”

“Because I was not aware of it. That is to say, I didn’t feel anything when it happened. The only way I knew was by the expression on the face of the man I had just met with.”

“And this was in the bar?”

“Yes.”

“What about the other patrons? How did they react?”

Slade chuckled. “They didn’t. I don’t believe anyone even noticed.”

“Really? Why would they not notice? I should think it would have been quite shocking.”

“It seems to happen very quickly,” Slade said. “In the blink of an eye. And most people are not terribly observant, anyway. Especially in a crowded bar.”

“But the man you met with noticed?”

“Well, he was looking right at me when it happened.”

“And how did he react?”

“I couldn’t hear what he said, but I could read his lips. He said, ‘Well, I’ll be damned.’”

“And that was it?” said Sonja, with some surprise.

“He understood what happened, because we had discussed it. Also, he’s an adept, a sorcerer, and so it did not come as a complete shock to him.”

“And you have not changed again since then?”

“I have not. At least, I don’t believe so.”

“I see. Interesting. Have you ever tried to control it?”

“It simply happens on its own.”

“But have you tried controlling it?”

Slade frowned. “I’m not sure how I would.”

“So, you haven’t even tried?”

“Again, I’m not sure how I would,” he said. “It just seems to happen to me randomly, without anything specific triggering the change. At least, not so far as I can tell. And when it does happen, it seems to be instantaneous, and I don’t feel it when I change. There’s no particular sensation that accompanies it. Often, I’m not even aware it’s happened until well after the fact.”

“Interesting,” she said, again. “I think if it were me, I’d want to see if I could find some way to control it. Especially considering how much of an advantage it could be in your line of work.”

“An advantage? Are you joking? It’s a bloody curse!”

“Is it?” she replied. “My understanding is that you look the way you do now most of the time. And as a rather striking albino adept, you certainly stand out from the crowd. However, in your multi-racial aspect, even with your long hair marking you as an adept, you would not be nearly as noticeable, especially if you dressed down. I should think that would make it far easier for you to move about without attracting attention.”

“That’s a good point,” said Slade. “However, you overlooked the fact that my physical manifestations are not my only issues. My personality is, shall we say, not exactly stable.”

“And how much of an effort have you made to control that?” she countered.

Again, Slade frowned.

“You haven’t, have you? Just as with the change, when it comes, you simply go with it and ride it out.” She tilted her head. “Or am I wrong?”

Slade did not immediately reply.

“You make no attempt to control any of it because you don’t believe you can,” she said. “But you’re a mage-level adept, Will. There are maybe half a dozen people on the planet who are as powerful as you.”

“You’re forgetting that they’ve had a hell of a lot more training,” Slade replied. He made a gesture with his hands, loosely sweeping them down from his chest to his waist. “I’ve basically inherited all this.”

“Yes, you have,” she agreed. “From the Father of the Second Thaumaturgic Age and his father, a member of the Old Ones’ ruling council. I should think that counts for a great deal more than a few years of classroom instruction, wouldn’t you say?”

Slade rested his elbows on the arms of his chair and clasped his hands, steepling his forefingers and lightly resting them against his lips.

“What are you thinking?” she asked.

“I think it’s possible I may have been looking at this all wrong,” he replied, after a moment’s pause.

“Perhaps that shouldn’t be too surprising,” Dr. Voronov replied. “You were quite young when Merlin’s spirit merged with you. It’s difficult enough for most young people to get along with and understand their elders. You had one who essentially possessed you. And by your own admission, the relationship was volatile and adversarial. It wasn’t merely a matter of a generational difference; it was a multi-generational difference. And to top it off, he was a legendary thaumaturge. It took a long time for you and Merlin to arrive at a rather uneasy modus
vivendi. And then the spirit of Gorlois got thrown into the mix, a powerful, full-blooded Old One who also happened to be Merlin’s father, and the two of them couldn’t stand each other. All things considered, it’s a miracle you did not become psychotic.”

Slade smiled. “Am I to understand that your professional opinion now is that I am not insane?”

“Well, as somebody once told me, you’re not crazy, but you do have issues,” she replied, with a smile.

“And it’s up to me to confront them, is that what you’re saying?”

“Nobody else can, Will.”

He pursed his lips, thoughtfully. “It would be nice if I could get a handle on all this. Only what if I can’t?”

“Then you’d be no worse off than you are now, right?”

Slade nodded. “Right. I guess I have some things to work on before we meet again next week.”

“I’ll be looking forward to hearing how it went,” she said.

****

Dr. Morrison Gonzago knocked on the dean’s door and a voice from inside said, “Come in.”

Dean Andersen was seated behind her rather messy desk, dressed in a comfortable gray wool turtleneck sweater that perfectly matched her short silvery hair and long, gray plaid wool skirt. She was still in her young fifties, but she looked timeless.

“Hello, Morrison,” she said, without standing up. She nodded. “I’ve been expecting you.”

She did not indicate that he should take a seat, so Gonzago remained standing. It was not a good sign. It meant the meeting would be short. Since she had arrived at the university to take over the post, she had scarcely spoken to him, and when she did, it was with a distant, condescending attitude. He had been with the university longer than anyone else in his department, but that seemed to make no difference to her.

“I guess you know why I’ve come, then,” he replied. “I see that I am not on the schedule with any classes for the next semester.”

She nodded once again. “Yes, that’s true,” she said. “Unfortunately, we’ve experienced a decrease in enrollments, so we didn’t really have a class for you this time. You know how it is.”

“You’re actually going to sit there and lie right to my face?” Gonzago said.

“I beg your pardon?” she said, stiffly.

“I stopped by the registrar’s office this morning,” he replied. “There’s actually been an increase in enrollments. You’re just giving my classes to someone else.”

“I see somebody’s been speaking out of turn,” Dean Andersen said, the corners of her mouth turning down. “The fact of the matter is, Morrison, I’m afraid you’re not really competitive anymore. The records show that there has been a steady decrease in the number of sign-ups for your classes and, frankly, as I believe your department chair has already pointed out to you, your recent student reviews leave much to be desired.”

“So, you’re firing me,” he said.

“Well, I wouldn’t put it that way,” she replied. “The fact is, Morrison, you’re not a young man anymore. You’re not even a middle-aged man anymore. Don’t you think it’s time you retired?”

“I was under the impression that retirement was voluntary,” said Gonzago. “If you’re going to fire me, Joanne, at least have the decency to say so.”

Dean Andersen pursed her lips and drummed her fingers on the surface of her desk. “We are not firing you, Morrison,” she said, after a moment’s pause. “We are simply not … retaining you.”

Gonzago shook his head. “You know, Joanne, one of these days, in the not too terribly distant future, you’re going to get old, too.”

“I suppose that’s inevitable,” she replied, nodding. “But that doesn’t matter quite as much when you’re in administration. Besides, I’ve been putting money away for my retirement, rather than drinking it all up.”

“Oh, nice,” Gonzago said. “You want to kick me again while I’m down?”

“No, I think once was quite sufficient,” she replied. “Goodbye, Morrison.”

“Fuck you, Joanne.”

He turned and left her office, resisting the temptation to slam the door. He left the building without a backward glance and started walking across the campus, knowing it was going to be for the last time. It felt strange, that realization, but at the same time, he had known that it was coming.

The signals had all been there for a while now. Students didn’t greet him as they had before when they encountered him, and that change had mostly come about when he had altered his appearance several years ago, giving up the flowing blue robes with their bright yellow cabalistic symbols, as well as his long hair and beard and broad-brimmed slouch hat. He had done it in an effort to fit in more with his academic colleagues, but he had also known it was an act of desperation, a selling out, a surrendering of his eccentric individuality.

More recently, he had noticed fellow faculty members distancing themselves, as if somehow the aura of becoming academically irrelevant was contagious. He should not have been surprised. What he regretted more than anything else was that he had waited to be let go, instead of quitting on his own terms. He should have had more pride.

I am not looking back, he thought, as he continued toward the street. He was not even going back to his old office, which wasn’t going to be his office anymore. There was nothing in there that he really wanted. Let whoever would inherit it clean it out and make it their own. Anything he took from there would only serve as a reminder that he didn’t need. What he really needed was drink. Or two, or three, or ten.

As he stood on the sidewalk, waiting for the light to change, a long black limo floated by silently, gliding on a spell cushion of air about a foot above the grassy street, its windows tinted dark so that it was impossible to see inside.

For some peculiar reason, Gonzago felt uneasy as the limo passed. A small, involuntary shudder went through him and he turned, puzzled, to stare after it. He frowned as he tried to focus on the license plate and realized he couldn’t read it. The numbers and letters all seemed to blur.

Then the limo passed out of sight and the light changed. Gonzago shook his head and crossed the street, wondering what was on the dinner special at Lovecraft’s tonight. After a few drinks, perhaps he’d work up an appetite. He didn’t have much of one now.

****

The latest victim was another hooker. Slade knew the preferred term these days was “sex worker,” which was how they had referred to the last victim on the news, but most people still called them hookers.

It was known as “the world’s oldest profession,” and it had always been exposed to more than its share of hazards, but death by necromancy was a new one, Slade thought. Prostitutes throughout history had often suffered violent deaths, but having their life force drained by magic could not have been an easy way to go. And perhaps it wasn’t all that new, either. It occurred to Slade that the legend of vampires draining their victims of their blood might well have had a start with the Old Ones draining human victims of their life force.

But this was not the work of an Old One, he thought, as he stood over the body of the young female in the alley. He was certain of it now. He did not know exactly how he knew, but after spending some time alone with the body of the last victim, he knew it for a fact. The knowledge had to come from Gorlois. It would be helpful, he thought, as he grimaced with frustration, if he knew everything that Gorlois had known, but the merging had not given him that. It had greatly enhanced his magical abilities, and it had brought him knowledge that he didn’t even know he had, but together with Merlin’s life force, it had also brought a great deal of confusion, uncertainty, anxiety, and distress.

“I guess this makes number seven, huh?”

Dr. Tamsyn Riley had come up beside him so quietly, he hadn’t even noticed her until she spoke.

“Sorry, Doctor,” he said. “I didn’t see you there. I’m afraid I was preoccupied.”

“Completely understandable,” she said. “And it’s Tamsyn. My friends call me Tam.”

He glanced at her. “Oh, are we friends now, Tam?”

She grinned at him quoting her remark to Angelo. “Not if you prefer to keep it professional, SAA Slade.”

He smiled. “Will.”

“We have to stop meeting like this, Will,” she said, looking down at the body.

“That’s rather dark.”

She shrugged. “Comes with the job. You of all people should get that.”

“I suppose I do. How did you know this was victim number seven? You haven’t even examined the body yet.”

“I could tell by the expression on your face,” she said. “It is number seven, isn’t it?”

He nodded. “Yes, I’m afraid it is. The TEs are unmistakable.”

She pursed her lips. “I’m getting that same creepy feeling.”

“The same as last time?”

She shook her head. “Not sure. Maybe a little more.”

“What does it feel like?”

“You know that saying, like somebody walked over your grave?”

He nodded. “Maybe John was right. You could have latent T-potential.”

“If I do, and this is how it makes you feel, then I don’t want it,” she said. “I’d have no use for it, anyway.”

She started to document the attitude of the body, using her spell phone. It was a young female, about twenty years old, with poorly dyed blonde hair that was now in disarray, spread out and, with her head turned to one side as she lay on the ground, obscuring most of her face. She was thin almost to the point of emaciation, dressed in a crop top and a short skirt that showed off her long, coltish legs. Both shoes were missing.

“Almost exactly the same as the last one,” Dr. Riley said. “You think he floated this one, too?”

“We don’t yet know that it’s a ‘he.’ But given the history of human serial killers, odds are that it is a male.”

She gave him a strange look. “Why do you say human? What other kind is there?”

Slade winced inwardly as he watched her work. Careful, he thought. That was a bad slip and she doesn’t miss a thing. “Well, I was speaking historically. And as opposed to some kind of animal that might be on the loose.”

“Animal? What kind of animal drains a victim of their life force? Surely you don’t think this could have been some sort of thaumagene?”

Interesting, thought Slade. He knew it wasn’t, but why not use it to throw her off? “A bit far-fetched, perhaps,” he said, “but you never know. They’re engineering some strange ones these days.”

She looked skeptical. “An animal adept? Seriously? How is that even possible?”

“A mere century ago, an animal that could speak and reason would have been thought impossible,” he replied.

“But magic use takes skill and training,” she said.

“True. And while I’m not aware of any College of Sorcerers that would accept a thaumagene, I don’t believe there is any law against it. And that doesn’t mean that one could not have trained in secret.”

“Now you’re really starting to give me the creeps,” she said. “You don’t seriously think that’s what we’re faced with here, do you?”

“At this stage, I’m not eliminating any possibilities,” said Slade.

Dr. Riley straightened up and glanced around. “I see John didn’t show up this time. I guess he finally took your advice.” She indicated the media gathered behind the police tape. “They would’ve jumped on that.”

“I’m sure they would have,” Slade replied, “but I’m afraid the damage has already been done. John’s presence at several of the crime scenes got them all worked up. We haven’t confirmed anything, but they’re already calling it necromancy.”

“Well, that’s what it is,” she said, as she started to take a T-scan.

“Just don’t say that within their hearing,” Slade replied.

“Why not? What difference does it make if they’re already saying it?”

“The difference is that if it’s officially confirmed, the politics of the situation get much worse,” Slade said.

“You don’t strike me as someone who would care about that sort of thing,” she said.

“I’m not,” he replied. “But it would make John’s already difficult job even more difficult.”

“You guys are pretty close, aren’t you? I mean, you’re more than just colleagues; there’s some history there.”

“There is,” he said. "That’s very perceptive of you.”

“You going to tell me about it?”

“I might, but it’s a long story.”

“Okay. Want to have a drink later?”

“You always ask men out over a dead body?”

“Long as it’s not mine, it works for me.”

He grinned. “Alright, it’s a date. Around nine?”

“You have a place you like to go?”

“As a matter of fact, I do. Are you familiar with Lovecraft’s Café, in the East Village?”

“No. But I can find it. How should I dress? Sounds kind of casual.”

“Channel your inner Rebeat.”

“Cool, Dad. Now if you can have some of these nice officers get me past all those reporters, I’ll get back to work. I can bring the official PM report with me tonight if you want.”

“No need. Just forward it to the Bureau. I already know what you’re going to find.”

“Yeah, so do I,” she said, gazing down at the body again. “I wonder where her shoes are.”

“Well, unless our killer has started to take trophies, which he hasn’t done so far, my guess is they came off wherever he pulled her into the car.”

“Size 6, I’d say,” she said. “You probably won’t find them, but if you do, will that tell you anything?”

“Only where he picked her up,” said Slade. “Quite literally. He yanked her right out of her shoes.”

“She’s not a big girl, but still, that would take some strength.”

“I don’t think he did it physically,” said Slade.

“And on that note,” she said, “I’m out of here. See you tonight. Tell them they can have the body now.”

“You say the sweetest things, Tam.”

She chuckled. “You’re a little dark yourself, Will.”

“You have no idea.”

****

“Have you been sitting in this same booth ever since I left?” said Slade.

Gonzago looked up from his Irish Coffee, which he took black, with two shots of whiskey, and without whipped cream. “Special Adept Agent Slade,” he said. “I see we have the albino version tonight.”

“It’s Will, Gonzo. Mind if I join you?”

“Please do, Will,” Gonzago said, indicating the seat across from him. “What are you drinking?”

“Vodka martini, straight up, stirred, not shaken, with three olives, please.”

“A man who knows a proper martini,” Gonzago replied. He signaled the server. “To what do I owe the pleasure? Have you more questions for me?”

“Actually, I’m meeting someone here tonight.”

“Ah. Well, in that case, don’t let me keep you.”

“No problem. She can join us when she arrives, assuming you don’t mind, of course.”

“I never mind female company,” Gonzago said. “Ah, I see that young woman over there just noticed you and is heading our way. I definitely would not mind her company at all.”

Slade looked up and saw Dr. Tamsyn Riley approaching their booth. He almost didn’t recognize her. She was dressed from head to toe in black, which made her short red hair stand out even more. She was wearing a black turtleneck sweater, black jeans, black loafers, and had applied black Rebeat eye makeup in a harlequin pattern that looked striking against her pale skin.

“I hope I’m not interrupting?” she said.

“Not at all, young lady,” Gonzago said, rising to his feet and indicating that she should sit next to Slade with a sweeping gesture. “Please, join us.”

“Dr. Tamsyn Riley, Dr. Morrison Gonzago,” Slade said, making the introductions. “Informally, Tam and Gonzo.”

“A fellow medical doctor?” Tam said, shaking his hand and sitting down. “Or PhD?”

“PhD, ThD, MFA, and all a lot of BS, frankly,” Gonzo replied. “Especially since I was given my walking papers earlier today.”

“I’m very sorry to hear that,” Tam said. “You were at the university?”

“For thirty years,” Gonzago said. “Or was it thirty-five?” He shrugged. “No matter. Perhaps now I can finally get back to my writing. What would you like to drink, Tam? I was about to get a vodka martini for our friend, Will.”

“What have you got there?” she asked. “An Irish Coffee?”

“Black, two shots, no whip.”

“Sounds perfect.”

“A woman after my own heart,” Gonzago said. “Ah, Raphael, be a good lad and tell Tony that I would like to mix the drinks for my two friends here. We shall require coffee, my favorite Irish, your best vodka and vermouth, a mixer and a spoon.”

“Dig,” said Raphael, and headed toward the bar.

“You don’t need to get up and go to all that trouble, Gonzo,” Tamsyn said.

“No trouble, no trouble at all,” Gonzago said. “I can do it all sitting right here. Observe ….”

The bartender was putting a pot of hot coffee, a bottle of Irish whiskey, a bottle of vodka, a bottle of vermouth, a shot glass, and a metal mixing cup with a long-handled metal spoon on top of the bar.

Gonzago raised his right hand and started making languid motions with it, as if he were lazily conducting an orchestra. A glass mug for Irish Coffee slid out of the rack above the bar and floated gently down onto the bar top. A moment later, it was joined by a martini glass. A series of ice cubes rose up from beneath the bar and, one by one, plopped down into the metal mixing cup. The vodka bottle rose up into the air and poured onto the ice, followed by just a faint dash of vermouth. The spoon began to stir the mixture as the pot of coffee filled the glass mug, then the whiskey bottle poured first one shot into the glass, followed by another. As the metal spoon finished stirring the martini, the little wooden stir stick in the glass mug slowly stirred the coffee and the whiskey. Then the mixer rose up into the air, the cover floated onto it, and the martini glass was filled. Both drinks rose up into the air and floated over to their booth to settle gently down onto the table in front of Will and Tam. The patrons of the bar all snapped their fingers in appreciation as Gonzo made a small bow from his seat.

“Very nice,” said Tam, with a smile. “And you didn’t spill a drop.” She took a sip. “Oooh. Nice and strong. I like it.”

“So glad you approve,” Gonzago said. “How’s your martini, Will?”

“Like a frosty cloud,” said Slade.

Gonzago beamed. “Excellent!” He turned to Tamsyn. “So, you’re a medical doctor?”

“Tam’s the city coroner,” Slade said.

“Ah, so in light of recent events, am I to assume that this is not entirely a social evening?” said Gonzago.

Tam glanced at Slade and raised her eyebrows.

“It’s alright,” Slade said. “Gonzo and I have previously discussed the case.”

“Then you’re correct,” Tam said. “This is not entirely social.” She glanced at Slade again. “How much does he know?”

“A great deal more than you, actually,” said Slade.

“Really?” she said, leaning back with surprise. She looked from Slade to Gonzago and back again. “Are you two going to enlighten me?”

“That was my intention,” Slade replied. “As I said before, it’s a long story ….”

A number of drinks later, Slade had finished his narrative and Dr. Riley sat back, fascinated.

“Wow,” she said. “I knew this case was going to be something different, but I had absolutely no idea! If I had heard this from anybody else, I wouldn’t have believed it. But it explains so much ….”

“And it’s all classified,” Slade said. “I cleared it with John to read you in, because you’re going to be involved, but if you ask me, it’s just a matter of time until it all leaks out. The media have already sniffed out that it’s necromancy, and even though the details about the Old Ones are still top secret, too many people know about them for it to remain that way much longer.”

“You really think that some of them might still be around?” she asked.

Slade shrugged. “I don’t know. Offhand, I’d say it was unlikely, but it’s possible. I guess it all depends on how you look at it. From one standpoint, I suppose you could even say that I was one of them.”

“Because of the merging, you mean?”

He nodded. “Exactly.”

“I don’t quite know what to make of it,” she said, shaking her head. “You’re actually Merlin?”

“Well, no, not exactly. In a manner of speaking, a part of me is. His life force joined with mine. The same with Gorlois. It’s … complicated.”

“But without them, you’d be dead?”

“Undoubtedly. Truth is, I’ve never been able to settle to my own satisfaction whether I had actually died or not.”

“But if you had,” she replied, “and Gorlois and Merlin merged with you at the moment of your death, then wouldn’t you just be a combination of the two of them, and no part of who you were, if that makes sense?”

“That’s what I try to hold onto,” Slade replied, “but it’s a slippery concept. Am I more them or are they more me? In any case, right now, there are more important questions to pursue.” He looked at Gonzago. “You’ve still heard nothing from Makepeace?”

Gonzo shook his head. “I’m afraid not. It’s been over twenty years, after all. If he had wanted to get back in touch, I should think he would have done it long ago.”

“There has to be a way to reach out to him,” said Slade. “We could really use his help.”

“Do you have anything that once belonged to him?” asked Tamsyn.

Gonzo frowned. “What do you mean?”

“Well, I don’t know, maybe this will sound stupid,” she said, “but if it’s true what Will said about how people who had parapsychological abilities in the old days – what we now call T-potential – were probably descended from the Old Ones, then there were documented cases of how psychics used to help police find people by holding on to something that had belonged to them.”

“The runestones!” Gonzago said, clapping his hand over his inside jacket pocket.

“You have them on you?” she asked.

“I always carry them,” Gonzago said, taking out the pouch.

“Isn’t that risky? I mean, what if you were mugged?”

Gonzago looked at her. “Seriously?”

She grimaced. “Right. Silly me. Who’d mug a sorcerer?”

Gonzo shook the runestones out into his palm. Tamsyn stared at them.

“They look so … ordinary,” she said.

“I suppose they are, now,” Gonzago replied. He looked up at Slade. “You don’t suppose …. But I know of no spell for something like this.”

“I don’t, either. Maybe there isn’t one,” said Slade. He turned to Dr. Riley. “How did those psychics used to do it?”

She shrugged. “I read that they just held onto the object that belonged to the person they were trying to find and concentrated.”

“Give it a try,” said Slade. “The mages whose life forces used to animate the runestones merged with Makepeace. The ones who survived, at any rate. There could be some sort of a connection, similar to trace emanations.”

“You mean … you want me to try right now?” Gonzago said, uncertainly.

“Why not?” said Slade. “What have you got to lose?”

Gonzo closed his fist around the runestones, took a deep breath, and shut his eyes. “I’m not sure what I should be concentrating on,” he said.

“Just think about your friend,” said Tamsyn. “I don’t know, try to get an image of him in your mind. Maybe it’s like meditation. Try not to focus on any extraneous thoughts.”

Gonzago sat with his eyes closed, squeezing his fist around the runestones. He breathed deeply, trying to visualize Sebastian Makepeace as he was when he’d last seen him, twenty years ago, right here in this very bar, in this booth, at the very same table.

Slade and Dr. Riley sat quietly, saying nothing, watching him. Gonzago was squeezing his fist around the stones so hard, his hand was starting to shake. Little beads of perspiration formed on his forehead and slowly trickled down his face into his beard.

The moments seemed to stretch. The corner of Gonzago’s mouth twitched. His hand started to shake more. His breathing came more quickly. The glasses on the table started to vibrate, dancing on the tabletop, and in the next instant, they shattered.

Slade quickly raised his hand and the shards of glass and drops of liquid froze in mid-air, inches from his and Dr. Riley’s face, then pattered down onto the surface of the table.

“Oh, my goodness!” Gonzago said, opening his eyes and staring at them with alarm. “I’m so very sorry! Are you alright? Are you hurt?”

“We’re fine, Gonzo,” Slade replied.

“I don’t know how that happened,” Gonzago said, with dismay. “I must have lost control.”

“Don’t worry about it,” Slade said, as Tamsyn stared, wide-eyed. “Did you get anything?”

Gonzago shook his head, sadly. “No, I’m afraid not,” he said. “I tried, but … I guess my abilities aren’t what they used to be.”

“It’s okay,” Slade replied. “It was worth a shot. You look tired. Perhaps we should call it a night.”

“Yes, that might be for the best,” Gonzago agreed. “I’m sorry I couldn’t have been more helpful. Perhaps the university was right in letting me go. I’m fear I’m past my prime.”

“It didn’t look that way earlier, when you magically mixed our drinks,” said Tamsyn.

“Well, that’s kind of you to say, Tam,” Gonzago replied, “but it was really nothing a first-year warlock couldn’t do. Merely an old man showing off.”

“I think you’re being too hard on yourself,” said Slade. “You were trying something you’ve never attempted before. I doubt I could have done any better.”

“Well, perhaps,” Gonzago said. He opened his hand and gazed ruefully at the stones. “It might be time to let these go, at last. I suppose I should have them appraised, now that I won’t have any income.”

Slade reached out and closed Gonzago’s hand around the stones. “Why don’t you hold onto them, at least for a while? I’ll talk to the Director and see if I can get you a consulting appointment with the Bureau.”

“I don’t need charity,” Gonzago said, bristling slightly.

“It’s not charity, Gonzo,” Slade replied. “You’re a sixth-level sorcerer, and the Bureau can always use talented adepts. Especially now.”

“Well, in that case, thank you,” said Gonzago. “I appreciate it. I hope I can be of use.”

“I’ll be in touch,” said Slade. He got to his feet and Tamsyn followed. “Good night, Gonzo.”

“Good night, Will,” said Gonzago, getting up to say goodbye. “And it was delightful making your acquaintance, Tam.”

She smiled. “Likewise. Have a good night, Gonzo.”

Gonzago watched them leave, then looked down mournfully at the shards of glass and spilled liquid all over the table.

“Have an accident, Gonzo?” said Raphael, coming up behind him.

“No, thanks. Already had one. My apologies for the mess.”

“No sweat, Dad. I’ll clean it up. You need another?”

“Best not,” Gonzago replied. “I think I’ve reached my limit for the night. Put it on my tab.”

“Your friend already took care of it,” Raphael replied. “In fact, he paid off your whole tab.”

Gonzago grimaced. “That was unnecessary, but under the circumstances, much appreciated. I will have to be sure to thank him. At least let me take care of the tip.”

“No need, man. He took care of that, too.”

“Did he?” Gonzago sighed. Slade must have felt sorry for him. It stung his pride, even though he knew that Slade could easily afford it. He said good night to Raphael and left the bar.

The walk back home to his apartment from Lovecraft’s was one that he had taken countless times before, but tonight, somehow, it seemed longer. He also noticed things that he had not paid much attention to before. A Ripper leather boutique that had specialized in Renaissance Punk fashions as well as B&D gear had apparently gone out of business, to be replaced by an upscale thaumadesign studio named Creature Features, with the slogan, “If you can dream it, we can scheme it!” lettered in ornate gold leaf script beneath their painted paragriffin logo. An occult supply store located down a flight of basement steps was now an apothecary specializing in essential oils, with the unappealing name of “Smell Me!” The character of the Village was slowly changing, losing much of its old charm as gentrification spread like a metastasizing cancer. How had he failed to notice it before?

He climbed the flight of stone steps leading up to the front entrance of his building on Perry Street. He found himself leaning on the black wrought iron railing for support a bit more than he usually did. He waved his right hand and the front door unlocked and opened for him. He sighed and thought, well, at least that works. Then he climbed several flights of stairs up to his apartment on the third floor. That seemed to take a bit more effort than it usually did, as well.

The door to his apartment opened for him obediently and he stepped inside. There was a light on in the living room. He stopped. He did not recall having left it on.

“Well, about time, Gonzo,” Sebastian Makepeace said from a comfortable reading chair placed by the window. “I was wondering how long I was going to have to wait.”




Chapter Seven



In over twenty years, Makepeace hadn’t changed at all. He still looked exactly the same, right down to his style of dress, which did not follow any current fashion trends, as indeed, it never had. At six-foot-six and three hundred pounds, Sebastian Makepeace would have stood out anywhere, but his eccentric mode of dress made him stand out even more.

He wore a long, billowy, indigo blue wool coat that came down to his ankles and was, more often than not, unbuttoned, so that it had almost the aspect of a cape; a bright red silk Flemish cravat that made it look as if some giant alien moth was at his throat; a blousy shirt of white linen; gray pinstriped wool trousers; a deep purple corduroy jacket and a paisley silk vest in black and red and gold. On his feet he wore white, high-topped athletic shoes with red socks. Topping off the whole ensemble was a black wool beret worn at a jaunty angle over his silver hair, which was cut in a Dutch boy fashion and came down to just above his collarbone.

His face could only be described as looking ebullient. It was wide and jowly, with a high forehead and a broad mouth that smiled easily and often, revealing perfect teeth. His eyes were a bright, sparkling, periwinkle blue with a slightly mocking cast to them. And as he sat there in Gonzago’s favorite reading chair, one leg crossed over the other, the expression on his face was one mild amusement.

“Good God! Sebastian! What on Earth are you doing here?” said Gonzago.

“Well, you called, Gonzo, did you not?” Makepeace replied, in a deep, mellifluous voice.

Unconsciously, Gonzago’s right hand went to his left inside jacket pocket, where he kept the leather pouch with the runestones. “You mean … it worked? It actually worked?”

“Really, Gonzo. Don’t tell me that in all your years, this was the first time you had ever performed a summoning?” said Makepeace.

“A summoning? I never even knew that there was such a thing!” Gonzago said. “I was never taught it! It was never part of the curriculum!”

“Well, that’s because, technically, it’s necromancy,” Makepeace replied. “That is to say, it does not require a death, although it often resulted in death to the adept, because it was mostly used to summon demons, who had the rather annoying tendency to kill their summoner. And it takes a great deal out of you. I imagine that you’re feeling quite worn out right now.”

“Yes, indeed, I do,” Gonzago replied, wearily sinking down onto his couch. “But I thought it was just my age showing.”

“Oh, it will show, alright,” said Makepeace, “especially if you don’t take enough time to recuperate. You never have, you know, and it’s taken its toll. You simply cannot afford to do that any longer, Gonzo. You’re beginning to look like the portrait of Dorian Gray. I must say, though, I’m very curious; if you had no idea it existed, how did you happen upon the spell?”

“I didn’t use a spell,” Gonzago said.

“Really?” Makepeace raised his eyebrows with surprise. “What did you do?”

Gonzago recounted the conversation he had in Lovecraft’s with Will Slade and Dr. Tamsyn Riley, and how he had held onto the runestones, squeezed his fist around them, and concentrated, visualizing his old friend.

“How extraordinary,” said Makepeace, when Gonzago was finished. “Meditative spellcasting? And it was this Dr. Riley who suggested you employ this technique?”

“That’s right,” Gonzago said. “She told me she had read about it, that it was a technique that psychics once used when they were helping the authorities to look for someone.”

“You realize, of course, that psychics were people who had strong latent T-potential?” Makepeace replied.

“Yes, that’s just what she said.”

“Interesting,” Makepeace said. “I shall have to meet this Dr. Riley. Perhaps you could arrange an introduction?”

“Of course,” Gonzago said, and then his mood abruptly changed and he burst out, “You son of a bitch! Twenty years I haven’t heard from you! Twenty fucking years without a word! And now you suddenly show up in my apartment, out of nowhere, as if nothing ever happened?”

“Well, for twenty years, old friend, nothing ever had,”
Makepeace replied. “And I believe I had explained to you, the last time we were together, why it was necessary for me to go away. But now something has happened, hasn’t it? And it involves young Billy Slade?”

“He goes by Will now,” Gonzago said, feeling a bit calmer after his brief outburst. “And he’s no longer quite so young. He’s a Senior Adept Agent with the BOT. And what’s more, he’s a shifter.”

“Yes, I knew that,” Makepeace replied. “It came about as a result of a merging meant to save his life, just as the Old Ones had done with me.”

“Apparently, it’s been causing him some difficulties,” Gonzago said. “He seems unable to control it. And it’s also affecting his behavior. Has anything like that happened with you?”

“Well, I always had the ability to employ fairy glamor to make people think that they were seeing something different, but as a result of the merging with the surviving Old Ones of the Council of the White, I can also literally transform, though I have complete control over the process and it does not affect my behavior or my personality. However, Billy, or perhaps I should say Will, now that he’s grown,” Makepeace corrected himself, “merged with two particularly strong and difficult personalities that were always at odds with one another. I would have thought, by now, that he would have achieved a rapprochement, but it seems not. It must be very difficult for him, especially after all this time. I take it this was the emergency?”

“Well, no,” Gonzago said. “The emergency is a serial killer who uses necromancy.”

Makepeace uncrossed his legs and sat forward, frowning. “How, exactly?”

“He drains their life force. Completely.”

“Trace emanations were detected?”

“Strong ones, I’m told, and they’re growing stronger with each killing.”

“A Dark One?” Makepeace said, with an expression of alarm.

Gonzago shook his head. “Will doesn’t seem to think so. Neither does the Director of the BOT, John Angelo. But they are not certain. This was why Will came looking for me. He was trying to find a way to get in touch with you. He seems to think that if anyone could tell if an Old One was responsible, it would be you.”

Makepeace nodded, grimly. “Yes, if it was a Dark One, I would know,” he said. “However, I was certain they were all defeated and there were none left.”

“That was what Will thought, too. But again, he is not certain. And he feels that it could also be a human necromancer.”

“That would be a disturbing development, indeed,” said Makepeace. “But perhaps not entirely unpredictable. As Lord Acton said, many years ago, ‘Power tends to corrupt, and absolute power corrupts absolutely.’ How many killings have there been so far?”

“Seven, I believe,” Gonzago said. “All in the space of a few weeks.”

“That is disturbing,” Makepeace replied, frowning. “How have the authorities responded? Aside from the BOT, I mean. I assume the ITC is now involved, as well.”

“Actually, they are not,” Gonzago said. “At least, not officially.”

“What the devil does that mean? Why not?”

“The governor and the mayor are apparently concerned about a panic, so they are refusing to officially recognize that necromancy was involved. And without that, the ITC has no jurisdiction.”

“Bloody idiots! How exactly do they think they can avoid a panic with a necromancer on the loose?”

“That was pretty much what Will said, too. And it seems the media is already broadly hinting at the possibility, though so far, I understand they have refrained from coming out and actually stating it as a fact.”

“How have the public responded?” Makepeace asked.

“I regret to say that I have no idea,” Gonzago replied. “I have not been watching the news, because it tends to either infuriate or depress me. All I know is what Will Slade has told me. And I am no longer at the university, so I have no sense of what the students are discussing. Since they let me go, the only place I ever go is Lovecraft’s, and I have not heard anyone talking about it.”

“Curious,” said Makepeace. “One would think it would be the main topic of conversation.”

Gonzago smiled. “Rebeats are more concerned with philosophy, poetry and literature than current events. The Apocalypse could be going on around them and they would still be debating who was the better Pre-Collapse poet, Ginzberg or Ferlinghetti.”

Makepeace smiled and shook his head. “I had forgotten. I’ve been away too long.”

“Why, Sebastian? Twenty years! Why have you stayed away so long? Did our friendship mean so little to you?”

“No, Gonzo, it did not,” said Makepeace. “But the truth of the matter is that had you not summoned me, I was not of a mind to return.”

“But you did return.”

“It is not very easy to resist a summoning,” said Makepeace, with amusement. “And you executed it so very well.”

“Is everything a joke to you?”

“No, old friend, not everything,” said Makepeace, earnestly. “But you have grown much more serious in the intervening years. I fear the change really doesn’t suit you.”

“Whereas you haven’t changed at all.”

“Oh, but I have,” Makepeace replied. And for a moment, Gonzago thought he saw his friend’s face blur and take on a different aspect, features that were gaunt and grim rather than cheerful and cherubic, hair that was the color of flame, eyes that were bright green, like luminescent emeralds, and skin that was a golden bronze. Gonzago blinked and it was Makepeace once again, his old friend and colleague with whom he had spent so many enjoyable evenings. He blinked again and shook his head.

“Do you have a spell phone?” Makepeace asked.

“There should be one around here somewhere,” Gonzago replied, looking around absently. “I don’t like to carry it.”

He closed his eyes and concentrated. A slim black phone came wriggling up from between the cushions of the sofa and rose up into the air.

“Ah, there we go,” Gonzago said. The phone floated across the room towards Makepeace, who held out his hand and snagged it.

“I am assuming Slade gave you his number?”

Slade’s card rose up out of Gonzago’s inside jacket pocket, where it had resided all along, next to the pouch with the runestones, and spun across the room to where Makepeace sat. He held up a hand and it stopped right in front of his face, so he could read it.

“The sooner we can meet, the better,” Makepeace said.

****

John Angelo waited at the airport terminal gate as the passengers on the flight from London disembarked. The first ones off were the pilots, who were trundled off the plane in wheelchairs by members of their crew. Airline pilots were all at least sixth-level wizards who enjoyed one of the highest pay scales in corporate thaumaturgy, but ‘enjoyed’ was perhaps not the right term for what they experienced these days, thought Angelo. Each flight was required to have at least three pilot adepts on board, a pilot, a co-pilot, and a reserve pilot, working in shifts, because it took a lot of energy to hold a plane up in the sky.

There were nowhere near as many flights now as there were in the days prior to the Collapse, for the simple reason that there were not enough pilot adepts to go around. As a result, flying was by far the most expensive way to travel, because each pilot needed enough time to recuperate before they could make another flight. Nevertheless, the airlines sought to maximize their profits and they pushed their pilots to the absolute limits of their endurance.

It would undoubtedly have been even worse if there hadn’t been a pilots’ union, but the compromises made in their negotiations meant that despite their exorbitant rate of pay, pilots were having increasingly shorter careers as they aged out prematurely, and new pilot adepts recruited from among warlocks with the highest T-potential could not be trained quickly enough to meet the increasing demand. Angelo saw the exhaustion clearly written on the pilots’ faces as their crew members pushed them down the boarding bridge. They literally did not have enough strength left to walk. 

After the pilots disembarked, the passengers began to leave the plane. Some of the people waiting for the arriving passengers held signs. Angelo did not. He simply stood there, plainly visible, with his hands in the pockets of his black wool coat.

The arriving ITC agent would know what he looked like from his file photo. Angelo, on the other hand, did not know what the arriving agent looked like, because he did not know who it would be. And that was typical of the way the International Thaumaturgical Commission functioned. They liked to play things close to the vest.

They had a tendency to look at the Bureau as an organization they outranked, which, in some respects, they did. They were not only the global governing body for thaumaturgic certification, but in international crimes involving magic use, they had jurisdiction and were often heavy-handed in asserting it. However, in the years since the battles with the Dark Ones, necromancy was so rare that it was practically unheard of, so when Angelo put out a discreet, unofficial feeler to the Commission, they were initially skeptical. That quickly changed when they apparently started following the news reports about the murders.

“Director Angelo?”

The greeting took him by surprise. The woman who had spoken had not attracted his attention as she got off the plane and came up right beside him. He had thought she was approaching one of the other people who were waiting for disembarking passengers. She stood about five-foot-four or five, and had a matronly appearance. Her hair was dark brown, barely shoulder-length, and liberally streaked with gray that she made no attempt to hide. She was round-faced, with full cheeks, dimples, and a pleasant smile. She wore a long, flowing burgundy skirt, a dark brown crewneck sweater, and a military-style, multi-pocketed, dark blue hooded jacket which she wore unzipped, along with a colorful silk scarf and sensible brown walking shoes. She was carrying a large brown leather shoulder bag and nothing else. If she had a pair of binoculars around her neck, he would have taken her for a middle-aged birdwatcher returning from vacation.

“Special Agent Lainie Gordon, ITC,” she said, offering her hand.

A bit taken aback, Angelo shook it and replied, “John Angelo.”

“Yes, I know,” she said, with a smile. “I recognized you. Not quite what you expected, am I?”

“Well … I wouldn’t say that,” Angelo replied, uncertainly.

“It’s alright,” she said. “I realize that I don’t really look the part. You were expecting someone taller, more authoritative, more official-looking, younger perhaps, and more … male?”

Angelo smiled, weakly. “Guilty, as charged. My sincere apologies, Special Agent Gordon.”

She looked up at him, appraisingly. “Yes, I believe you are. Sincere, that is. And it’s Lainie. I don’t stand on formality.” She shook her head. “And apologies aren’t necessary. I’m well accustomed to people judging me by my appearance. Now, it’s been a long flight. I simply cannot abide airline food, and I haven’t had nearly enough alcohol, so I will trust you to take me to an unpretentious restaurant that doesn’t water their drinks and serves food that sticks to your ribs. Have you eaten?”

“Uh, no, not yet.”

“Good. Then you can brief me over dinner.”

****

Lance Battles was excited. His ambition and diligence had paid off. He was pretty sure he had the jump on the police, the Bureau, and the ITC, if the rumors were true and they were unofficially assisting in the case. He had found a witness, one the police had not yet interviewed, because they didn’t know about her. And she had given him a valuable piece of information that, as far as he knew, no one else possessed.

He had confirmed that the latest victim was a hooker and thanks to a connection he had in the police department, he was able to get a photo of the woman from a previous arrest. The neighborhood she had been found in was not one where streetwalkers plied their trade, so he had started staying out late and showing the victim’s photo to hookers in the seedier parts of town, trying to see if he could find out where she had been working. And on his third night out, he hit the jackpot. He not only found the area the victim had been working in, but he even found a witness, someone who had actually seen her get abducted.

Joy hadn’t wanted to talk to him when she realized that he was not a john and became especially nervous when she thought he might be an undercover cop, but when she found out he was a reporter, she broadly hinted that she might have information to share, if he could make it worth her while. Lance correctly deduced from her behavior that the woman was an addict and he violated his network’s policy by paying her and promising there would be more if her information turned out to be useful.

It was.

Joy knew the victim and had seen her approach a black limousine that had pulled over to the curb on the opposite corner to the one that she was working. She recalled feeling jealous that Melody had pulled a high roller, but that feeling quickly went away when she saw Melody abruptly get pulled into the limo through the window she was leaning into. Joy had been so upset that she had gone home without making any money that night and had stayed in the following night, as well, but her addiction drove her out again and she resolved not to go anywhere near a limo.

Lance paid her the additional money he had promised, regretting only that she had not been able to give him the plate number of the limo. He had been tempted to give her his number, so she could call if she ever saw the limo again, but he realized that she would probably just lie in the hopes of getting paid once more. At least now he had something to go on, something he was pretty sure the authorities didn’t have.

He didn’t know if the limo would return to the same neighborhood, but figured it was worth a shot, since the body had not been dumped there and there was nothing to link that area to the crime scene. And he got the impression from Joy that whoever had been in the limo hadn’t realized that they’d been seen. He shared his knowledge with his camera operator, Shavonne, and they decided to spend the next several nights, at least, cruising in that neighborhood, watching the hookers and keeping an eye out for limousines.

The first four nights turned out to be a bust. They drove around the area for hours, finally deciding to call it a night at three a.m., since they both had to be at work the next day. The fifth night also looked as if it would turn out to be a waste of time and as they were getting ready to quit and go home, they were discussing where they would go next when Shavonne interrupted Lance and pointed.

“Hey, isn’t that a limo over there?”

Lance quickly turned in the direction she was pointing. “What? Where?”

“Three o’clock,” Shavonne said, pointing out through the windshield once again.

And then Lance saw it, gliding out from a cross street just ahead of them. “That look black to you?” he said.

“Either that, or a really dark blue. What do you think?”

“Either way, there’s only one reason a car like that would be in this neighborhood at this time of night. Can you get a shot of it?” Lance said. “See if you can get the plate.”

“Will do.”

She picked up her camera and aimed it at the limo as it turned the corner. Lance followed at what he thought was a discreet distance.

“Can you zoom in and get the plate?” he said again.

“Doing that right now,” she replied. A moment later, she frowned and said, “What the fuck?”

“What’s wrong?” said Lance.

“I’m in tight in on the plate, but I can’t make out a damn thing. The numbers are all blurry. And, like, they’re moving!”

“What you mean, moving?”

“I mean, moving! They’re all blurry and it’s like they’re squirming back and forth, like worms or something!”

“It’s a spell!” said Lance, excitedly. “It’s an adept; I knew it! The killer is a necromancer! We’ve got him, Shavonne! We’ve got him!”

“Don’t get too close,” she said, nervously.

“Okay, don’t worry, I just don’t want to lose him. Maybe we’ll see him pick somebody up.”

“Lance, I said don’t get too close!”

“Okay, okay, relax, I’m slowing down.”

“Lance!”

“What the hell?”

“Lance, you’re getting too damn close!”

“I can’t slow down!”

“Lance, will you stop? This isn’t funny! He’s going to spot us!”

“I think he already has.”

“Peel off, Lance! Get the hell out of here!”

“I can’t, Shavonne. The car’s not responding!”

“What?”

“He’s got us!”

“Fuck! Fuck!”

Shavonne wrenched the door open and threw herself out of car. The camera struck the ground and bounced several times. Lance tried to do the same thing, but his door wouldn’t open.

And then the passenger side door slammed shut.

“Shit,” he said.




Chapter Eight



Slade came down the corridor and approached the police detective standing outside the hospital room door, talking to a couple of officers. He knew the man, had met him before at a crime scene. Tom Makris was a twenty-six-year veteran of the force, and he wore those years the way a boxer wore his injuries. A shade under six feet tall and husky, bordering on overweight, Makris wore his gray hair cropped short and had the gruff, laconic manner of a cop who had seen it all and had nothing left to be disillusioned about. For most longtime police detectives in the city, it was practically a uniform.  

“How is she?” Slade asked. “Is she conscious?”

“Yeah, but she’s pretty banged up,” said Makris. “These officers found her lying in the street. She’s got a broken leg, broken ankle, dislocated shoulder, broken elbow, couple of broken ribs, multiple scrapes and contusions, and a possible concussion, according to her chart. She’s hangin’ tough, though. She’s under a spell to numb the pain, but she’s refusing further treatment until she can see you.”

Slade frowned. “She asked for me specifically? How did she know my name?”

“She didn’t. She said she wanted ‘the albino guy on the necromancy case’.”

Slade grimaced. So much for keeping a low profile. “We’re not supposed to use that term, Tom. They’re officially trying to keep it quiet.”

“Yeah, well, that ship has sailed,” Makris replied, wryly. “She’s a camera operator for EyeOn News, Shavonne Neal, works with correspondent Lance Battles. We found her camera, but it’s busted. Battles has been abducted by an adept in a black limo, probably our killer. He took control of their vehicle last night when they started following him while he was cruising. I’m not clear on why, exactly, but they had some kinda’ lead. She escaped by throwing herself out of the car. We’ve got a BOLO out on that limo, but we’ve got no plate number and you know how many black limos there are in this city?”

“Not as many as are cruising for hookers late at night,” said Slade.

“Still,” said Makris, with a shrug. “We’re gonna find Battles dead in an alley somewhere, drained of all his life force.”

“Bloody hell,” said Slade.

The physician adept came out of the hospital room and approached them. Slade held up his badge wallet. “SAA Will Slade, BOT,” he said. “Can I see her, Doctor?”

“I wish you would,” the doctor said. “I can’t start knitting her bones back together until she’s completely sedated, because the spell will be extremely painful and I can’t have her moving. Please be quick about it. She’s liable to have a pain breakthrough any time.”

There was a commotion at the other end of the corridor and Slade turned to see several reporters and their camera operators rushing down the hall toward them, shouting out.

“Great,” said Slade. He turned to Makris. “Can you get them out of here, please?”

“You got it,” the detective said, beckoning to the two officers with him. Slade quickly went into the room.

Shavonne Neal was lying in bed, her broken limbs immobilized with air and traction splints. She wasn’t moving, not that she would have been able to move much if she’d wanted to.

“Shavonne? I’m SAA Will Slade, Bureau of Thaumaturgy. You asked to see me?”

She looked as if she’d been in a bad fight and lost. “He’s got Lance,” she said, her voice thick.

“I know,” said Slade. “There’s an alert out for the limo. Is there anything else that you can tell me?”

“Joy,” she said. “She’s a prostitute. A witness.” She gave Slade the location where they found her and a remarkably good description, considering her condition. “She saw Melody get pulled into that limo. My camera ….”

“The police found it,” Slade said. “But I’m afraid it was damaged. We might be able to recover the video.”

She shook her head. “Won’t help. Plate numbers were blurry. Moving. Like worms. Couldn’t make them out. It was a spell.”

“Okay,” Slade said. “We’ll do everything we can. But you need to let them treat your injuries now.”

She started crying. Silently, no sobs, just tears. “I just left him,” she said. “I left him. I was so damn scared….”

“Shavonne, you shouldn’t blame yourself,” Slade said. “What you did undoubtedly saved your life.”

“Lance is dead, isn’t he?”

Slade shook his head. “We don’t know. We haven’t found him yet.”

“But he’ll be dead. Won’t he? Don’t bullshit me.”

Slade sighed. “Yes. Probably.”

“You gotta get this guy. You gotta!”

“We will. I’m going to get the doctor now. You have to let him take care of you. I’ll check in on you later. You’ve been very brave, Shavonne.”

She just shook her head, the tears flowing down her cheeks.

Slade turned to leave. As he reached out to open the door, he saw his hand. His skin was dark. Shavonne had asked to see ‘the albino guy’ and hadn’t remarked upon his being black, so he must have just shifted, a second or two ago. He hadn’t felt a thing. He had been completely unaware of the change. He opened the door and walked out. The doctor saw him and frowned.

“Take care of her, Doctor,” Slade said, leaving the man staring after him with a puzzled expression. He went down the corridor, in the opposite direction from where Makris and the two police officers were keeping the reporters at bay. He took the stairs down.

****

They found Lance Battles in his car, down by Pier 83, where the boat tours departed from. He was sitting behind the wheel, his head thrown back against the seat, his mouth open, his eyes staring and glazed, as if the last thing they had seen was something terrifying. His life slipping away.

Slade could sense the trace emanations as soon as he approached the car. They were definitely stronger. He felt his jaw muscles tighten involuntarily as his teeth came together hard enough to grind. It was maddeningly frustrating. Eight people killed so far, and one woman in the hospital who came within a hair’s breadth of being victim number nine, and he still had nothing. Well, maybe not nothing, but what he had certainly wasn’t much. A black limousine and a prostitute named Joy, who apparently hadn’t seen anything more than the limo her friend was pulled into. Even if he found her, she probably wouldn’t be able to tell him much more than he already knew.

Dr. Tamsyn Riley finished her preliminary crime scene examination and came over to stand beside him. “Same creepy shit,” she said, the corners of her mouth turning down. “I’ve seen dead bodies that were all torn up and mangled, but this guy’s victims give me the shivers and they haven’t even got a scratch on ‘em. I’ll have the official PM for you later, but you already know what it’s going to be.”

“Yeah, I do,” said Slade.

“Understand there was a survivor this time,” she said.

Slade nodded. “His camera operator, Shavonne Neal. She’s in the hospital, pretty busted up, but in stable condition. She threw herself out of the car as soon as they lost control. It’s what saved her life. Wonder why Battles didn’t do the same thing.”

“Because he couldn’t,” Dr. Riley said. “The doors won’t open. Killer must’ve spelled them shut right after Shavonne jumped out. They’re going to have to cut the door off to get Battles out.”

Slade stepped up to the driver’s side door and held his hands up, arms bent at the elbows. He crooked his fingers and made a pulling motion. With a grinding, screeching noise of metal shearing, the door came right off the car and fell onto the street with a clatter.

“Or … that,” said Tamsyn.

An official vehicle pulled up behind them. The back door opened and Angelo stepped out. The back door on the opposite side opened and Slade saw a small, curvy, middle-aged woman getting out of the car. He frowned. Something about her seemed familiar. He couldn’t put his finger on it, but he felt sure he knew her from someplace.

She went right over to the car where Battles’ body was still behind the wheel and looked it over thoughtfully, nodding to herself. She glanced down briefly at the car door Slade had magically ripped off, made a little “hummpf” noise, and came over to them.

Angelo made the introductions. “Dr. Tamsyn Riley, our medical examiner, and SAA Will Slade, lead investigator. This is Special Agent Lainie Gordon, ITC.”

She shook hands with Tamsyn, then turned to Slade, but did not extend her hand. Instead, she cocked her head and frowned, staring at him. Then she smiled, shook her head, and said, “Well, shit. Look at you. Hi, Dad.”

And Slade immediately realized who she was. “Elaine,” he said.

Dr. Riley looked confused and Angelo frowned. “Dad?” he said.

“In a manner of speaking, I suppose,” said Slade. “SA Gordon is Gorlois’ eldest daughter.”

“No way!” said Angelo, staring at her. “You and your sister have been working for the ITC?”

Lainie Gordon shook her head. “I didn’t join the Commission until after Morganna was killed,” she said. “And I can sense some of her son in you, John. I thought there something familiar about you when I got off the plane, but I knew we’d never met, so I didn’t put it together right away. I heard Modred had died, but it seems enough of him survived to merge with you.”

“Wow, this is almost like a family reunion, isn’t it?” said Tamsyn.

They all turned to stare at her.

“Well, isn’t it? Sort of?” she said, defensively.

“Sort of,” Slade agreed. He turned to Special Agent Gordon. “When I saw you get out of the car, I also thought we’d met somewhere before, but we haven’t, really. It’s as if a part of me knew you from another life.”

She smiled. “You’re not going to get all metaphysical on me, are you, Will? Or is that form of address too familiar for a daughter to take?” Then her smile disappeared. “Wait a minute …. I’m sensing someone else in there!”

“Well, not literally,” said Slade. “See, they both gave up their –”

“Merlin!” She stepped back a pace, astonished. “You patricidal, druidic, manipulative son of a bitch!”

“Hold on, he isn’t actually there, Elaine,” said Slade. “His life force merged with mine, just as your father’s did. I’m, well, sort of an amalgam.”

“Damn, this is getting good!” said Dr. Riley.

“Tam ….” said Angelo.

“Well, I mean, c’mon!”

Lainie blinked and took a deep breath. “Okay, yeah. I get that. It’s just that … Merlin helped Arthur kill my father, and now they’re both in ….” She shook her head several times. “Sorry. This is a little hard to take in, even after all these years.”

“Jeez, yeah! How old are you?” Tamsyn said.

“Tam, will you give it a rest, please?” Angelo said.

“Anyway, calling me Will is just fine,” Slade said. “I may be an albino, because of Gorlois, and I may bear a superficial resemblance to him, but I’m not really your father, Elaine.”

“I go by Lainie these days,” she replied. “And no, you’re not. I realize that. But you do look a little like him. A much younger version, anyway. Only the facial features aren’t quite the same.”

“That’s because I’m partly him, partly me, and partly Merlin, who was his son, of course, so there’s a family resemblance,” Slade replied. “And actually, I don’t always look this way, but that’s a longer story.”

“I’d like to hear it,” Lainie said. “But it can wait. Before we do anything else, now that John has briefed me, I’d like to check out the other victims, if possible. Do we still have access to the bodies?”

“No one has claimed any of them,” Dr. Riley replied. “They’re all still at the morgue. And technically, they’re all still part of an active investigation, so we wouldn’t be releasing any of them yet.”

“Good,” said Lainie. “I’d like to see them now, if possible.”

“What about this crime scene?” Tamsyn asked. “I mean, you just took a quick look. Are you done, or …?”

“I have all I need,” Lainie replied. “The police can handle it from here.”

“Well, Battles wasn’t homeless or a street walker,” Dr. Riley said. “I’m sure he’ll have people wanting to claim his body as soon as his death is announced.”

“That shouldn’t be a problem,” Lainie said. “I can get all I need after only a brief examination. Can we take care of that now?”

“Wouldn’t you want to check into a hotel and settle in first?” Angelo said.

“The hotel’s already been taken care of by the office,” Lainie replied. “And you’ve taken me to dinner, so I’d just as soon get started.”

“Alright then,” Tamsyn said. “You want to ride with me?”

“Sure,” Lainie replied. “I can get your thoughts about this on the way, without the men trying to control the conversation.”

Tamsyn smiled. “I think we’re going to get along.”

“Were we trying to control the conversation?” Angelo asked Slade.

“I have a hard enough time trying to control my own,” Slade replied. “I had a unit bring me down, so I’ll ride back with you, if that’s all right.”

“Sure,” said Angelo. “That way, we can mansplain to each other without the women taking offence.”

On the way back to the morgue, Dr. Riley drove, the thaumaturgic battery in her city car saving her from having to rely on an adept driver’s levitation and impulsion spells. There was, after all, the city budget to consider.

“So,” she said, “you’re an immortal, right? I mean, I guess you’d have to be, to live this long.”

“Sounds like you’ve answered your own question,” Agent Gordon replied, with a smile. “But the truth of the matter is, I don’t really know if I’m immortal. I’m not an Old One. Like Merlin, I’m a half-breed. My mother was human, so I’m just very long lived. I do age, although at a rate far slower than you. I assume I’ll die at some point; I just don’t know when.”

“Well, at least we have that in common,” Tamsyn said.

Lainie grinned. “What do you make of Slade?”

Tamsyn did not respond right away. She thought about it, then said, “I’m not really sure. I don’t know him all that well.”

“You’re attracted to him.”

“Well, he’s a very handsome man,” Tamsyn replied. “I should think any woman would be. Probably some men, as well. But for the record, our relationship is purely professional.”

“He’s a shifter, isn’t he?”

“You say that like there’s a lot of them around.”

“Not a lot, but some,” Lainie replied. “Mergings were not as uncommon back in my father’s time, because there were still Old Ones around, but they were not well understood. They were seen as demonic possession, or vampirism, or lycanthropy. They’re rare now, but not unknown.”

“Lycanthropy?” said Tamsyn. “Are you saying werewolves were real?”

Lainie smiled. “Not literally. People didn’t turn into wolves when the moon was full and run around ripping out throats, just as there were no actual vampires drinking people’s blood. The only ones who did that sort of thing were deranged humans. But mergings between Old Ones, or between Old Ones and humans, could result in people having the ability to shapeshift. Not turning into animals, but shifting between who they might have been before the merging and how they appeared afterward. Or something in between.”

“That’s fascinating,” said Tamsyn. “I guess it explains a lot about folklore. Were they able to control it?”

“Interesting that you should ask,” said Lainie. “Can Slade?”

“Control it?” Tamsyn shook her head. “I’m not really sure. We haven’t actually discussed it a great deal. Why do you ask?”

“Just curious. I like to know something about the people I’m working with. What’s he like when he shifts?”

“I don’t know. I haven’t actually seen it. My understanding is that he shifts between what he looks like now and what he was before the merging, a young, multi-racial Londoner.”

“Hmm. How did Merlin and my father wind up merging with him? They hated each other.”

“You don’t know?” said Tamsyn, glancing at her. “I thought the ITC would have all that in their files.”

“The Bureau and the Commission are supposed to cooperate with one another, but in real terms, they each tend to be protective of their turf. And when it comes to Will Slade, his file is more heavily redacted than any file I’ve ever seen.”

“And Director Angelo didn’t tell you?”

“He briefed me on the details of the case, but actually said very little about Slade.”

“Then maybe it’s not really my place to tell you,” Tamsyn said.

Lainie smiled. “I understand. But you know, don’t you?”

Tamsyn glanced at her again. “Yes. I do.”

Lainie nodded. “I guess that says a lot about the level of trust they have in you.”

“I’m sorry, I don’t mean to seem uncooperative,” said Tamsyn.

“No, that’s quite alright. As I said, I understand. They will tell me in their own time.” She shrugged. “Or they won’t. Either way, it’s not anything I really need to know in order to work on this case.”

“Do you mind if I ask you some questions?”

“Depends on what they are. But go ahead.”

“Your sister was really Morgan le Fay?”

“My little sister. Yes. She was.”

“And she was a sorceress?”

“An adept. We would say a sorcerer these days. I couldn’t tell you what level she would be classed as, since they obviously didn’t do that back then, but I would venture to say that she was probably close to mage level. She was Merlin’s pupil.”

“And she knew that Merlin was instrumental in her father’s … your father’s death?”

“Yes. She did.”

“Did Merlin know she knew that?”

“I don’t think he did, else he might not have accepted her as a pupil, but it was difficult to know what Merlin might have done. They were each motivated by revenge. Morganna was absolutely driven by it, to the point where she poisoned the relationship between her and her son.”

“What happened?”

“She raised Modred to despise Arthur, his own father. And when he killed him, Modred was gravely wounded, injuries that would have been fatal to a mortal man. But Modred recovered, and he never understood why. At least, not then. There was much Morganna didn’t tell him. I think she regarded him purely as a weapon to use against Arthur, and after he killed Arthur and left, the rage that drove her evaporated and she was left with the knowledge of what she had done to her son. But Modred had disappeared. She never stopped looking for him.”

“When was the last time you saw her?”

Lainie was quiet for a moment. “A very long time ago.”

Tamsyn glanced at her, but it seemed she wasn’t going to be more specific. “You said you joined the ITC after she was killed?”

Laine nodded. “Yes, that’s right.”

“I don’t mean to pry, but if you hadn’t seen her in a long time, how did you find out she was dead?”

“I felt it.”

Tamsyn glanced at her again. “You actually felt her die?”

“Yes. It was awful. She was murdered. By necromancy.”

“And that was why you joined the ITC?”

“Yes. The man who murdered her is dead. But necromancy isn’t.”

They arrived at the morgue just ahead of Angelo and Slade, who pulled in moments later. They all went down together to the freezer units, where the bodies of the victims were being stored. One by one, Dr. Riley slid the drawers out and pulled the sheets down slightly, so Lainie Gordon could see the victims’ faces, but that didn’t seem to be what she was looking for. She stood gazing down at each victim for a moment, but she didn’t seem to be paying attention to their faces at all. She didn’t touch any of them, and she didn’t stand over them for more than a moment or two before nodding to Tamsyn to slide the drawer back in and move on to the next one. During the entire process, she didn’t say a word, so Tamsyn kept silent, as well. John and Will exchanged glances several times, but otherwise said nothing. It didn’t take very long. When the last drawer slid back in, Lainie just stood there for a moment, nodding to herself.

“Well?” said Angelo. “What do you think?”

“The TEs have decayed somewhat, but they were still present,” Lainie replied. “We looked at the victims in the order in which they were killed, correct?”

“Correct,” said Dr. Riley.

“And they were getting stronger with each one,” Angelo said. “But we already knew that. I assume you just wanted to verify that for yourself?”

“No, that wasn’t really necessary,” Agent Gordon replied. “Even if I didn’t trust your sensitivity, we still have the official T-scans and those are good enough for me.”

“So, what exactly was it you were hoping to find?” asked Slade.

“What you, apparently, didn’t,” Lainie replied.

“Really?” Angelo said. “And what would that be?”

“That the same person didn’t kill them all,” she said.

Angelo frowned. “What?”

“We’ve got at least three different killers,” Lainie said.

“Are you sure?” said Slade, glancing at Angelo with concern.

“The differences in the emanation signatures are subtle, but they’re there and unmistakable,” said Lainie. “You couldn’t tell?”

“No,” said Slade, frowning. “I couldn’t. We could tell that they were getting stronger, but different killers?”

“Some stronger than others,” Lainie said. “But they’re apparently taking turns to build more strength.”

Angelo looked worried. “They’re not Old Ones, are they?”

“No,” Lainie replied, shaking her head. “They’re definitely human. But maybe not for long.”




Chapter Nine



“What I don’t understand is how Gordon was able to determine that there were three separate killers when neither one of us could,” John Angelo said, as he cupped his hands around a pint glass of dark ale.

He sat slightly hunched over in a booth at the back of Lovecraft’s Cafe, with Will Slade and Tamsyn Riley sitting across from him. Slade was drinking a vodka martini straight up and Dr. Riley was nursing a gin and tonic. Lainie Gordon had taken a cab back to her hotel, to check in and bed down for the night. They had invited her to come along, but she begged off, saying it had been a long flight from London and she wanted to get some rest.

“Well, she’s been at this a lot longer than either of us,” Slade said. “Maybe that accounts for it.”

“But she said she only joined the ITC after Morganna was killed,” Angelo replied.

“I meant her experience with magic use, John,” Slade said. “She’s had over two thousand years to perfect her craft.”

“What about your mergings?” Dr. Riley asked. “I mean, John merged with Modred, and you merged with both Merlin and Gorlois. And Gorlois was not only Agent Gordon’s father, he was also an Old One. Wouldn’t that put your level of experience way above hers?”

“Perhaps it would, if I had full access to everything that Merlin and Gorlois both knew,” Slade replied. “Unfortunately, I don’t. I was never a magic user until Merlin’s spirit possessed me. Gorlois came much later. As for John, Modred merged with him when they were both in the process of being killed. It was the same with me. There was a great deal of damage involved. We’re lucky that we both survived. And don’t forget that neither of us had any formal training in thaumaturgy. I’d say that puts her abilities and level of experience far above ours.”

“So does that mean she’s taking over the case?” Tamsyn asked.

John shrugged. “Well, technically, she can’t. At least, not yet, because the ITC still doesn’t have official jurisdiction. Not until we say that necromancy was involved, and we can’t do that, because the politicians don’t want to start a panic.”

“But isn’t that completely pointless now?” asked Tamsyn. “I mean, a TV reporter has been killed, and his camera operator seriously injured. The mayor and the governor might be able to gag you guys, but they can’t stop Shavonne Neal from talking.”

“No, they sure can’t,” said Slade. “This whole thing is about to bust wide open.”

“And where will that put you in relation to Special Agent Gordon?”

Slade shrugged. “I suppose that will depend entirely on her.”

“She’ll be within her rights to take over the case,” said Angelo. “I’d be taking my marching orders from her the moment the ITC established official jurisdiction.”

“And how do you feel about that?” Dr. Riley asked.

“Truthfully? I’d just as soon she took the heat from the politicians and the media,” Angelo replied. “Hell, if I’d known I’d have to put up with all that crap, I’d never have taken this job in the first place.”

“Then the Bureau would be run by just another dull, unimaginative, officious bureaucrat,” a deep voice spoke.

Slade looked up and broke out in a big smile. “Sebastian!”

“I heard you were looking for me,” Makepeace said, as he came up to their table. Morrison Gonzago was with him.

“Damn, you’re a sight for sore eyes!” Angelo said. “Where the hell have you been?”

“Oh, here and there,” said Makepeace. “Do you mind if we join you?”

“I think there’s room, if you sit next to John and Gonzo sits with us right here,” said Slade. “I don’t believe you’ve met Dr. Tamsyn Riley. She’s the city coroner and medical examiner. Tam, allow me to present Dr. Sebastian Makepeace. Gonzo, you already know, of course.”

“So, this is the famous Dr. Makepeace I’ve heard so much about,” said Dr. Riley. “We were talking about you just the other day.”

“You mean you were summoning me just the other day,” said Makepeace.

“You mean this wasn’t a coincidence?” she said, with surprise. “It actually worked?”

“It actually did,” Makepeace replied, raising one bushy white eyebrow as he took his seat. “Did you really have any doubt?”

Tamsyn frowned. “What do you mean? I’m not quite sure what you’re implying, Doctor.”

“Just Sebastian, please,” Makepeace replied. “If we start doctoring one another back and forth, this conversation is going to get awkward rather quickly. And I wasn’t implying anything. I was merely asking if you had any doubt that your summoning would work.”

“Well, it wasn’t my summoning; it was Gonzo’s,” she replied.

“But it was your idea, was it not?” said Makepeace. “And he said you told him how to do it.”

She frowned, glancing from Gonzago and Makepeace to Slade and Angelo. “Wait, where are we going with this? Why do I suddenly have the impression that I’m being accused of something?”

“Yes, what’s this all about, Sebastian?” Slade asked. “Dr. Riley has been working with us and she’s been nothing but helpful and cooperative.”

“I was merely wondering how a young woman who says she’s neither an adept nor had any thaumaturgical training happens to know about a spell that’s not taught in any graduate thaumaturgy program,” Makepeace said.

“It’s not?” said Angelo, looking puzzled.

“No, it is not,” Makepeace replied.

“Why not?” said Slade, frowning.

“Because it’s necromancy.”

“What?” said Angelo.

Several people’s heads turned in their direction.

“You might want to lower your voice, John,” Slade said. Then he turned to Makepeace. “What the hell are you talking about, Sebastian? It can’t possibly be that. I mean, no one died when Gonzo did it.”

“Nevertheless, that is what it is,” Makepeace replied. “It is a spell traditionally used to summon demons.”

“So, what, are you telling us you’re a demon?” Slade said.

“There’s no such thing as demons,” Dr. Riley said. Then she turned to Slade uncertainly and said, “Is there?”

“There most certainly is,” Makepeace told her.

“Then why did it summon you?” asked Angelo.

“Well, I said it was traditionally used to summon demons,” Makepeace said. “It also happens to work on fey.”

“You mean fairies,” Dr. Riley said.

“Yes, I mean fairies,” Makepeace said. “Except that people never bothered using it to summon fairies.”

“Why not?” said Angelo.

“Well, why would anyone want to conjure up a fairy?” Gonzo asked.

“Really? Et tu, Morrison?” Makepeace said.

“Oh, don’t be so damn sensitive, Sebastian,” Gonzago replied. “People conjured demons to give them power or to turn them loose upon their enemies, because demons are powerful, hideous, terrifying, and imposing. But who’s going to be frightened of a fairy?”

“So, you’re saying that you actually are a fairy?” Tamsyn said. “I thought fairies were a myth.”

“Do I look mythical to you?” asked Makepeace.

“Well, you certainly don’t look like a fairy,” she replied.

“Really?” Makepeace said, irritably. “And I suppose that you’re an expert on what fairies look like?”

“Alright, wait a minute!” Angelo said. “We’re getting way off track here. Tam merely suggested that Gonzo try to track you the same way psychics used to try finding missing persons back in the old days. She said she had read about it. And Gonzo didn’t use a spell. He merely took the runestones you gave him, held them in his hand, visualized you and concentrated. No nec …” He caught himself, looked around, and then lowered his voice, “…illegal methods were involved.”

“Well, as it happens, that is how the spell works,” Makepeace replied.

“What?” said Dr. Riley. “No incantation?”

“Magic is largely a matter of willing results,” said Makepeace. “Incantations are not really necessary. They are a useful mnemonic device to assist in concentration, but advanced adepts don’t really need them. They are largely an invention of bards and novelists.”

“Bards?” said Dr. Riley. She looked at Slade. “He said bards.”

“Then you still claim you had no knowledge of the spell of summoning?” said Makepeace.

“No!” said Dr. Riley. “Of course not! I’m not an adept! How could I have?”

“How, indeed?” said Makepeace.

“Because I read about it, just like Will told you!” she replied. “Only it wasn’t a spell! It was something psychics used to do to help police. They would hold onto something that belonged to a person who was missing and get an impression from it. They didn’t know anything about thaumaturgical potential in those days. It was looked upon as simply an unexplained ability. I happen to like reading about Pre-Collapse history and true crime stories. What’s wrong with that? What exactly is it you’re trying to accuse me of?”

“I am not accusing you of anything,” Makepeace replied, as Gonzago looked on with concern. “I am merely attempting to determine if you are an adept or not.”

“I’ve already told you I am not!” she insisted. “I’ve never had any training in thaumaturgy!”

“That does not necessarily mean that you’re not an adept,” Makepeace replied. “Neither Will nor John have had any formal training. Nor, for that matter, have I.”

“Oh, come on! Both Will and John merged with powerful sorcerers,” said Dr. Riley. “And you’re a … well, you say you’re a fairy, but we have only your word for that, don’t we? We don’t even know that fairies exist! How do we know exactly what you are?”

“I can show you,” Makepeace replied, and in the next instant, his face morphed.

His features seemed to blur and flow as they shifted into the face of a much older man, gaunt instead of cherubic, his face deeply lined with age, his skin a strange, unnatural, golden hue, his eyes an unearthly, lambent green. Nothing else about Makepeace had changed. His hair was still the same; his body remained exactly as it was, only the face had morphed. And as they watched, speechless, it shifted yet again.

Makepeace’s features morphed rapidly from one face to another, all different, but each with that peculiar golden-colored skin and bright, emerald green eyes that seemed to glow with a preternatural light. It seemed like a hallucination, except that it was actually happening.

All around them, the other patrons of the bar had no clue what was taking place in their midst. They couldn’t see it. But Gonzago, Angelo, Slade, and Dr. Riley all witnessed it happening right in front of them. It took less than about twenty seconds, but half a dozen different faces passed before them before Makepeace was once again himself.

“What in the hell ….” Dr. Riley said, before her voice trailed off.

“The Council,” Slade said, softly. Then, in a much deeper, different voice, he said, “Well met, my friends.”

****

The mayor’s press conference went even worse than he had anticipated. He had put it off for as long as possible, but he simply could not avoid it any longer. There were now nine victims, and it was with the eighth, the murder of newsman Lance Battles, that the media firestorm became an out-of-control blaze. Since then, there had been one other killing, the ninth victim, a young male college student returning home after a night spent socializing with friends. As with the others, he had been killed in one location and then dumped in another, drained of all his life force.

“Mr. Mayor! Mr. Mayor!”

The shouts came one on top of another, a cacophony of raised voices, hands and microphones waving in the air, cameras all aimed at the podium on the steps outside City Hall. The mayor stood behind a clustered bank of microphones, looking harried, raising his hands for quiet, for some kind of order that simply wouldn’t come. The police commissioner came to his rescue, stepping up to the podium as the mayor briefly stood aside.

“All right, people! All right! If you all continue yelling at once, we’ll simply shut this thing down right
now! One at a time, wait to be recognized. You got me?”

That brought some results. The commissioner was a thirty-five-year veteran of the force who brooked no nonsense and was approaching retirement, so he didn’t give a damn about political fallout. The mayor looked at him gratefully as he stepped aside and let the mayor back up to the podium.

“Thank you, Les,” the mayor said with relief, though he still looked as if he’d rather be anywhere else. He pointed to one of the reporters. “Jackie?”

“Mayor Patel, when are you finally going to admit that the city is faced with a serial killer who uses necromancy?”

Once again, shouting broke out and the mayor once more raised his hands in an attempt to restore order, this time with a little more success, though it was not immediate.

“Well, Jackie, the fact is we do not yet know for certain that the killer is an adept,” he began, but was shouted down before he could continue.

“Lance Battles was drained of all his life force!” a voice was raised above the others. “What do you call that if it isn’t necromancy?”

“What is the administration trying to cover up?” someone else shouted.

More voices called out questions, despite the police commissioner’s threat. But this time, the mayor was determined to tough it out. Not wanting to appear weak, he remained at the podium, holding up his hands, waiting for the tumult to die down. When it finally did, he continued.

“It does appear as if magic could have been involved,” he said, and they all started to shout again. He sighed deeply and waited. In another minute or so, it died down and he continued. “As a result, the case has been under active investigation by the BOT ….”

“Why isn’t there a representative from the BOT here?” someone called out. “Where’s Director Angelo?”

“I understand that Director Angelo is at the moment liaising with the ITC,” the mayor replied, looking irate because Angelo had not shown up.

“Then the ITC is officially involved?”

“I’m told that they have sent a representative to help the BOT evaluate the situation,” Mayor Patel replied.

Again, they all began shouting at once, until the mayor singled out an ordinarily friendly TV reporter by name. “Andrea?” he said, pointing to her.

“Mr. Mayor,” she said, “how do you respond to Senator Jimson’s call for more government oversight of magic use, the so-called ‘Spell Control’ initiative he’s introducing in the wake of these horrific killings?”

Patel smiled. “The senator is quite properly concerned with federal legislation, Andrea,” he replied, “but I’m concerned with the people of this city. And I intend to do everything within the scope of my authority to protect them. Thank you, ladies and gentlemen, that will be all for now.”

He turned away from the podium and went back up the steps, ignoring the questions shouted after him. The police commissioner took over, outlining recommendations for citizens to stay safe, such as not being out alone after dark, not that togetherness had helped Battles and Neal much, and brusquely waving aside questions he didn’t feel like answering.

As the harried mayor came back into his outer office, his chief of staff informed him there was an agent of the ITC waiting for him in his private office.

“Why didn’t you have him wait out here?” the mayor said, irritably. “You know I don’t like people in my private office when I’m not there.”

“I tried, Sir, but she just went ahead on in, anyway,” the chief of staff replied.  

The mayor rolled his eyes. “Great. Another adept with an inflated sense of self-importance. Just what I need. Where the hell is Director Angelo?”

“I don’t know, Sir. He hasn’t been answering my calls.”

“Find him. Get his ass in here. Today.”

“Yes, Sir. I’ll do my best.”

“So far, your best hasn’t been nearly good enough, Rebecca. Just get it done!”

He walked into his office and stopped dead. The ITC agent was sitting in his chair, with her feet kicked up on his desk. And she was smoking.

“I beg your pardon!” he said, in an affronted tone. “You mind getting your feet off my desk? And is that spellweed?”

“It is. It relaxes me,” she replied, without moving. “You want some?” She held it out to him as she exhaled a long stream of violet smoke that broke apart into a little swarm of purple fireflies that flew up to the ceiling before they winked out and dissipated.

“Just who the hell do you think you are?” Patel said, his face turning red.

“Special Agent Lainie Gordon, ITC,” she said, taking her feet off his desk and stubbing out her spot. “I’m the one who’s going to take all the pressure off you as soon as you acknowledge our jurisdiction in this case.”

“If I officially confirm that this serial killer is a necromancer,” said Patel, “I will have a city-wide panic on my hands.”

“The news media have already preempted you on that score, and no one seems to be panicking. These are New Yorkers, after all. Besides, it is not a necromancer,” Agent Gordon replied. “It is at least three.”

Patel’s eyes bugged out, the fact that she was sitting in his chair forgotten. “Three? You’ve got to be kidding!”

“About something like this?” she said. “That would take a pretty fucking twisted sense of humor, don’t you think?”

She got up and stepped out from behind Patel’s desk, gesturing at his chair. “You look like you might want sit down, Mayor,” she said.

Patel came around his desk from the other side and sank into his chair, swallowing hard. “Three? Are you sure?”

“Judging by the signatures of the trace emanations on the bodies, I’d say we’ve got at least three killers, maybe more,” Gordon replied.

“Trace emanations have signatures?” Patel asked, weakly. His demeanor had transformed dramatically. He looked lost, uncertain.

“They do,” Gordon replied. “Most adepts cannot detect them. They’re very subtle and it takes advanced level ability to sense them. Most people don’t know that, and we’d just as soon that not be made public knowledge.”

“Yes, of course, I understand,” Patel said. He moistened his lips. “So, once your jurisdiction is officially established, how long before I can expect the arrival of the task force?”

“Task force?”

“Yes, the other special agents from the ITC.”

“There won’t be any task force,” she replied. “I’m it.”

“What?” said Patel, not sure he heard correctly. “Just you?”

“One case, one agent,” Gordon said. “Of course, I will also have the cooperation of the BOT and your police force, so in effect, I suppose there will be something of a task force. Just not staffed by the Commission.”

“My police force is not equipped to deal with necromancy,” said Patel. “As for the BOT, I can’t even get Director Angelo to answer any calls.”

“Don’t worry about Angelo,” Gordon said. “Leave him to me. We’ve already been in touch. The only thing I need from you is a directive to your police to cooperate with me fully. And it would be helpful to have you make a public statement about this being a case of necromancy. I do not require that; I could simply assume jurisdiction. However, it would look better and make your administration seem more proactive if you made a formal statement, instead of continuing to duck a question that’s already been answered to the public’s satisfaction.”

“Of course,” said Patel, nodding and wanting nothing more than to pass the buck to the ITC as quickly as possible. “How soon would you require that?”

“As soon as possible. In time for the evening news?”

Patel nodded again. “I could do that. I’ll have my chief of staff call a press conference and draft some remarks.”

“Good. Keep it short and simple,” Gordon said.

“You’ll be there when I make the statement, of course?”

“No. I will not.”

Patel frowned. “Why not?”

“I prefer keeping a low profile,” Gordon said. “I don’t need reporters hounding me and I lose an advantage if the opposition knows what I look like.”

“So … what am I supposed to tell the press?”

“You may tell them that the ITC has assumed control of the investigation, assisted by the BOT and the police. Don’t give them any more information than that.”

“That’s not going to be enough for them,” Patel said. “They’ll want to know more.”

“I don’t care what they want,” said Gordon. “I don’t answer to the press.”

“I don’t think you understand,” Patel said. “They control public opinion. And if they turn on you –”

“I don’t care about public opinion, either,” Gordon interrupted. 
“The only thing I care about is this case. I’ll let you worry about public opinion. I don’t have to run for office.”

“Now, see here, Ms. Gordon –”

“That’s Special Agent Gordon,” she said, cutting him off.

“Very well, Special Agent Gordon,” he replied, practically spitting out the words. “If you want to have the complete cooperation of this administration, then I suggest –”

“I could get it whether you want to give it to me or not,” she interrupted once again. “I would prefer to do it without using a spell of compulsion, because you would find that less personally frustrating, but it’s your call.”

“You wouldn’t dare!” Patel said. “I could bring you up on charges!”

“No, you couldn’t. See, that’s why it’s called a spell of compulsion. So make a decision. I don’t have all day.”

Patel cleared his throat, uneasily. “Of course, my administration stands ready to assist the ITC in whatever capacity you may require.”

“Good. Glad to hear it. Now get that press conference scheduled. I’ll be watching for your statement on the evening news.”

As Lainie Gordon left Patel’s private office, she passed by the chief of staff’s desk. Rebecca hid a smile. She had been listening to the entire conversation over the intercom. She already had the mayor’s remarks for the press conference written out.

****

“So, have you tried to exercise any control over your shifting since our last session?” Dr. Voronov asked.

“Actually, no, I haven’t,” Slade replied.

Dr. Voronov raised her gracefully arched eyebrows. “Why not?”

“Well, the fact is, I’ve had rather a lot on my plate,” said Slade.

Dr. Voronov nodded. “The murders?”

“Yes. The murders. I’m the lead investigator, as you know.”

“I was under the impression, now that the mayor has formally acknowledged it was necromancy, that the ITC was going to be taking over the investigation,” Dr. Voronov said.

“Officially, yes, that’s true,” said Slade. “However, I’ll still be working on the case. Just under their authority.”

“I see. And how do you feel about that?”

“Fine. I have no problem with it. I can use all the help I can get.”

“Don’t you think you might be more effective in your investigation if you had better self-control?” she asked.

“Is that a joke?”

“Maybe. But control over your self is also quite literally the case, isn’t it?”

Slade hesitated. “I suppose that’s probably true.”

“Probably?”

“All right, it’s true. So?”

“So, it would seem to me that even with the weighty responsibilities of this investigation, there should still be enough time during the day, or even at night, as you are getting ready to retire, for you to make some attempts to control your shifting. Yet I have the impression that you are being resistant.”

Slade did not reply at once. He shifted in his seat, uneasily. “All right, I guess that’s fair,” he said, after a moment.

“Can you tell me why?”

Slade sighed. “Look, it’s not as if I’m thrilled to go from being black to looking like the whitest white man who ever lived. I mean, I’ve had some time to grow accustomed to it, and I no longer wonder who the hell I’m looking at when I see my reflection in the mirror, but even after all these years, it still doesn’t feel like it’s really me. It feels like I’ve lost my identity.”

“Except when you change back,” she said.

He nodded. “Exactly. The trouble is, I don’t ever know when it’s going to happen, or how long it’s going to last.”

“That would seem like all the more reason to work on getting some control,” Dr. Voronov said. “So, why don’t you? What are you afraid of?”

“Isn’t that leading the witness, Sonja?”

She smiled. “We’re not in a courtroom, Will.”

Slade grinned, wryly. “Right. Point taken. And I’m avoiding the question, ain’t I?”

“You are.”

“Right,” he said again, taking a deep breath. “Well, I guess there are a number of things that concern me. Okay, don’t give me that look … that I’m afraid of, all right? One, suppose it doesn’t work? What then?”

Dr. Voronov shrugged. “Then you’d be right where you are now.”

“Except then I would know that I have no control.”

“Again, that’s right where you are now. There would be no change. So, what else?”

“Okay. Two, what if I tried to maintain my original appearance next time I changed and instead I reverted to what I look like now, the Snow King, and then I could never get my original appearance back?”

“Has anything happened that would lead you to believe that might be possible?” she asked.

Again, Slade did not reply at once. He took another deep breath and let it out in long exhalation. “Well … yeah, maybe.”

“And what would that be?” she prompted him.

“Gorlois spoke through me.”

Dr. Voronov frowned. “Gorlois spoke through you? I thought you said that when he and Merlin merged their life forces with yours, they ceased to be discrete personalities and the three of you amalgamated into one?”

“Yeah, well, I thought so, too.”

“Okay. Can you tell me what happened?”

“I believe I told you about Sebastian Makepeace,” Slade replied.

“Yes, and Director Angelo did, as well.”

“Well, he recently came back,” said Slade.

“To the city?”

“Yes. He’s going to be assisting in our investigation. But that’s not really the important part. I mean, so far as it concerns me. You know that Makepeace was fatally injured in our last battle with the Dark Ones and the surviving spirts of the runestones, the last remaining members of the Council of the White, merged with him to save his life, just as Merlin and Gorlois did with me.”

“Yes. You explained that. And then you said he felt a need to go away.”

“That’s right. Well, now he’s returned … and he’s changed. I mean, in the time he’s been away, something has happened to him. He can actually manifest the spirits of the Council.”

Dr. Voronov frowned. “When you say he can ‘manifest’ them, what does that mean, exactly?”

“It means he can control his shifting. And I don’t just mean that he shifts the way I do, where there is literally a complete physical transformation that, at least in my case, happens without warning. He can exercise such control over his shifting that he can even shift partially. I watched him do it. We all saw it, me, Angelo, Morrison Gonzago, and Dr. Tamsyn Riley, the medical examiner. His body remained unchanged, but his facial features shifted, flowing from one member of the Council to another. He did it as a demonstration, to show us what he had become.”

“When you say that his facial features shifted from one member of the Council to another, how do you know that is actually who they were?” Dr. Voronov asked. “Could it have been a spell of transformation?”

“No, there wasn’t any question,” Slade replied. “The Old Ones didn’t look like us. That is, they resembled humans, but their hair was a unique, fire-red color and their flesh was golden-hued, a skin tone that does not appear in humans. Their eyes were different, too. Bright, emerald green, and lambent, like a cat’s eyes in the dark. Gorlois was an exception, being an albino, like me, but more importantly, he recognized them.”

“What do you mean, he recognized them? You mean you did?”

“No, he did. Then he spoke through me.”

“But it was you speaking?”

“No. It wasn’t me. And his voice sounded different from my own.”

“What did he say?”

“He said, ‘Well met, my friends.’ He recognized them.”

“And did he say anything else?”

Slade shook his head. “No.” He shrugged. “It was just that one moment, when his words came out of my mouth and it didn’t feel like I was the one speaking, and then the feeling was gone. And so was he.”

“Interesting. How did Sebastian Makepeace respond?”

“He reached across the table and took my hand,” said Slade. “He didn’t say anything, but when we looked at one another, his eyes …. They flared.”

“Flared?”

“Lit up.”

“You mean they glowed?”

“Yes, exactly. But only for an instant. And that’s not all.” He paused, and she waited for him to continue. Slade moistened his lips. “I felt … like an electrical charge go through me.”

“You mean, from him?”

“Yes.”

“And then what?”

Slade shook his head. “Nothing. He said that he would be in touch with us, and then he left, together with Dr. Morrison Gonzago. They’re old friends and colleagues. I believe he’s staying with Gonzo in the Village, at least until he can make other arrangements. He’s only just arrived.”

“I see. How did the others react to what happened?”

“Well, they were as taken aback as I was when he started shifting. It was really quite remarkable.”

“I meant what happened between the two of you.”

“I’m not sure they even noticed. There was nothing to see, except for what happened with his eyes, and it was so brief, they probably missed it.”

“And you didn’t say anything to them?”

“Well … no. I was startled, I suppose, and it was so brief, for all I knew, I might have imagined it.”

“But now you think you didn’t?”

“No. I’ve had some time to reflect. I definitely didn’t.”

“I see. What about when Gorlois spoke through you? You said his voice sounded different from yours. How did the others respond to that?”

Slade shrugged. “They didn’t.”

“Not at all?”

“No. I guess they didn’t notice.”

“Did this other voice sound very different?”

“Well, yeah. I mean, it wasn’t me.”

“But it was you.”

“It came from me, but it was definitely not my voice,” Slade insisted. “You don’t believe me, do you?”

“I believe that you believe it.”

Slade shook his head. “You’re avoiding the question. You’re thinking it’s Post Thaumaturgic Stress Syndrome once again, aren’t you? Look, I’m not imagining this, Sonja. I wasn’t the only one there. Talk to Angelo and Dr. Riley if you don’t believe me.”

“I might just do that, with your permission. I’d be curious to hear their reactions.”

“Maybe you should talk to Makepeace, too,” said Slade. “Ask him if I imagined what happened between us. I’d be curious to hear what he had to say.”

“Why didn’t you ask him, then?”

Slade seemed momentarily taken aback by the question. “I … I don’t know.”

“You think maybe you should?”

Slade grimaced and rubbed his chin. “I’m beginning to wonder if I can.”




Chapter Ten



Officers Brian Cooper and David Foster were parked at the curb, their squad car resting flat on the ground as they drank coffee from the thermoses they had filled at the beginning of their shift. It was about a quarter after four in the morning and it had been a quiet night. They had spent most of it cruising around, looking out for black limousines.

They had stopped one, at about half past two, but it turned out to be a famous musician returning home from a party. There were three girls in the back of the limo with him, their clothes in various states of disarray, and none of them were sober, but their driver was not impaired and no one was breaking any laws. Yet. The musician promised to make a nice donation to the Police Benevolent Association and they let him go. They would have, anyway, but the donation would be nice, assuming he remembered when he sobered up.

Foster reached into a paper bag and pulled out a sticky Boston cream donut. He licked some of the chocolate frosting off his fingers before he bit into it.

“You realize you’re being a cliché,” said Cooper.

Foster smacked his lips and took a sip of coffee. “You want one? I got four more, two glazed and two sugar.”

“No thanks. I don’t need the heart disease or diabetes. I like my blood sugar just find the way it is.”

“You’re too damn obsessed with health,” said Foster. “You could get hit by a car tomorrow while writing up a reckless driver. You only go around once, you know.”

“I know,” said Cooper. “And I’d rather go around without having hardened arteries.”

Foster shook his head as he polished off the remainder of his donut and smacked his lips with pleasure. “You don’t know what you’re missing, my friend. There’s nothing like a fresh baked donut.”

“I’ll take your word for it,” said Cooper. Then he leaned forward, looking through the windshield. “Black limo, two o’clock.”

Foster wiped his hands on a paper napkin and threw it into the back seat. “Can you see inside?”

“Nope. Dark-tinted windows. He’s turning. Want I should call it in?”

“Not yet,” said Foster. “Could be another high roller comin’ back from a club.”

“At this time of night?”

“After hours club? Sure. Why not? Let’s follow him for a bit and see.”

“Can you read the plate?” said Cooper.

“No,” said Foster, squinting. “Can’t you?”

“I can’t make out the numbers,” Cooper said. “Looks like they’re blurry. My eyes must be tired.”

“Nothin’ wrong with your eyes, man. They’re movin’.”

“What?”

“The numbers on the plate! They’re fuckin’ movin’!”

“Call it in,” said Cooper, as he hit the lights and siren.

“Maybe we should wait for backup.”

“Wait, hell. I’m pullin’ the bastard over. If he rabbits, we’ll stay on him until backup arrives.”

Foster called it in as the limousine pulled over to the curb. By the time backup units arrived, their empty squad car was floating quietly six inches above the ground on the power of its thaumaturgic battery, its red and blue lights flashing.

There was no sign of the limo.

Or of Foster and Cooper.

****

“Funeral services were held today for our friend and colleague, Lance Battles, whose body was discovered in his EyeOn News vehicle last week near Pier 83, slain by necromancy,” anchor Glen Beattie said, pausing briefly for effect. “For more on that story, we go to EyeOn News correspondent Janet Harmon.”

The director cut to an exterior shot of the church as Battles’ family and friends were leaving the service.  Janet Harmon stood at the foot of the steps, with the funeral attendees leaving the church in the background.

“Glen, Lance Battles was only the latest victim in what have been termed ‘The Necromancer Murders’ and his death has hit those of us who work at EyeOn News extremely hard. Lance was well-liked by all his co-workers and had a promising career ahead of him. Now, that career has been tragically cut short. Lance Battles was just twenty-eight years old. A few minutes ago, I spoke to his grief-stricken partner, DeShawn Llewellyn.”

The director cut to a close-up shot of Llewellyn, looking extremely distraught, tears running down his cheeks. “We were supposed to be married next June,” Llewellyn said, his voice breaking. “Lance had only proposed to me last month! My heart is absolutely shattered. I just can’t understand this. How many more people have to die before somebody does something? What are the authorities doing? Why isn’t the BOT being honest with us? Mayor Patel holds press conferences and dances around the issue. The governor equivocates. Nobody wants to take any responsibility. Lance was trying to do something about this and he wound up paying the price. Where are the police? Where is the BOT? Why isn’t the ITC doing anything?”

The camera cut to a shot of Battles’ parents on the church steps, his mother weeping, his father looking grim. “My son died because no one wants to do anything to rein in magic use,” he said, putting his arm around his grieving wife. “And that’s because it’s all about the money. It’s all about convenience. And it’s all about power in the end. These adepts are practically a law unto themselves. And now they’re getting away with murder. The only one who seems to want to do anything about it is Senator Jimson, with his Spell Control Initiative. If you ask me, it’s past time that Congress stood up to the corporate interests who are against controls on magic, all in the name of profit. My son died because of their greed and selfishness. Whose child is going to be next?”

The camera cut back to a medium shot of Harmon. “Glen, I spoke to a number of the mourners at today’s services and their sentiments were very much the same. There was grief, of course, but there was also a great deal of anger.”

The camera cut to a close shot of one of the male mourners. “You want to know how I feel? I’ll tell you how I feel! I’m furious! I feel disgusted that adepts have become a privileged class of citizen! They’re selected for thaumaturgy programs, we’re told, because of their natural ability, what they call their ‘T-potential,’ and when they graduate, they get the best jobs, with the highest salaries, and the most privileges! They intermarry, again we’re told, to ensure a genetic continuity that will provide society with a necessary, growing pool of magic users, but what does that really mean? It means that adepts who marry other adepts and produce more adepts are becoming a superior class, while the rest of us normal people are less than! And it means that it’s gotten to a point where our life energy isn’t worth as much as theirs, so why not just take ours? People need to wake up and realize what’s happening before the adepts outnumber us and we’re all enslaved! They need to listen to people like Senator Jimson and pass the Spell Control Initiative before it’s much too late!”  

The camera cut back to Beattie, at the anchor desk. “Reached at his office in Washington, D.C., Senator Jordan Jimson had this comment for EyeOn correspondent Savannah Johnson….”

The camera cut to a corridor in the Senate Office Building, with the patriarchal Senator Jimson looking dapper in a well-tailored, Neo-Traditional indigo blue suit and aquamarine silk tie, his thick, gray hair well-coiffed as he spoke to the correspondent.

“My thoughts and prayers are with Lance Battles’ family and co-workers on this deeply tragic day,” he said, looking earnestly sincere. “A bright, young talent, snuffed out in the prime of life. It’s a terrible, terrible shame. And it just goes to show why there is such an urgent need for Congress to pass my Spell Control Initiative. There needs to be more federal oversight when it comes to magic use. Thaumaturgy can be highly dangerous, as we have seen. It’s not enough to simply graduate from a thaumaturgical program and pass the certification exams. These are adepts certifying adepts. There is simply too much opportunity for bias and corruption. And there is no regulation whatsoever over the availability of thaumaturgical texts. Anyone can walk into a store, buy one, or download one online, and start studying magic at home. And that, in and of itself, can be extremely dangerous. It can pose a threat not only to the individual doing the unsupervised and unsanctioned study, but it can pose a threat to the community, as well. And what happens when thaumaturgical texts are stolen? We have criminals learning how to practice magic. For all we know, that is exactly what we’re faced with here. Magic is simply too volatile and dangerous not to be more strictly regulated.”

The camera cut back to Glen Beattie in the studio.

“Earlier today, EyeOn’s Rashida Martin spoke to the only survivor of the serial killer the press have dubbed ‘The Necromancer.’ Shavonne Neal, EyeOn News camera operator for the late Lance Battles, was recently released from the hospital and is recovering at home from her injuries.”

The shot widened out to show correspondent Rashida Martin sitting at the desk next to Beattie. He turned to her and asked, “How is Shavonne doing, Rashida? She’s been through quite a traumatic experience.”

“She has, Glen, and all things considered, she’s doing remarkably well for someone who’s had such a close call. She credits her survival to the fact that she threw herself out of their vehicle when they came under magical attack. I spoke with her about it this morning.”

The director cut to a shot of Martin interviewing Neal at home in her living room. Shavonne Neal was dressed in pajamas and a flannel bathrobe as she sat in a wheelchair. She was barefoot, and her feet and face were a symphony of scrapes and bruises. She had not bothered trying to hide any of them with makeup.

“First of all, Shavonne,” said Martin, “I’m so glad you’re okay! It was just awful what happened to Lance. How does it make you feel, knowing that could have been you, as well?”

Shavonne shook her head, sadly. “I feel just terrible, Rashida. I survived and Lance didn’t. They were able to heal my broken bones with magic at the hospital, but it seems they can’t do anything about the trauma, the emotional damage to my mind. They say it would be much too dangerous.”

“But the important thing is that you’re still alive,” said Martin. “How are you doing?”

“Well, I’m not sleeping very well, Rashida. Each time I close my eyes, I see Lance’s panicked face as he realizes he’s lost control of the car and then I’m flinging the door open and the street is rushing up at my face….” She started to weep. “I left him. I just left him. God, I was so scared ….”

“You shouldn’t blame yourself, Shavonne,” said Martin, putting a reassuring hand on her forearm. “You did what you had to in order to survive. What happened to Lance was not your fault.”

“I realize that,” Shavonne replied, wearily. “But I keep seeing the car pulling away into the distance with Lance still in it. He could not get out. It was the last thing I saw before I passed out. And I can still hear him screaming….”

The director cut back to the studio, a medium two-shot of Beattie and Martin at the anchor desk, with Martin shaking her head.

“As Shavonne said, Glen,” said Martin, “they were able to heal her physical injuries at the hospital, but there’s no telling how long it’s going to be before she recovers from the emotional trauma of what happened to her.”

“She’s been very brave, Rashida,” Beattie said. Then he turned and looked directly into the camera. “In light of recent events, Senator Jimson’s is not the only voice that has been raised when it comes to regulating magic use. The Reverend Roy Connor, founder and chairman of the Moral Choice Network, spoke to EyeOn correspondent Jase Morgan earlier this afternoon. Jase?”

The director cut to a split screen shot of Beattie at the anchor desk and Jase Morgan standing outside Rev. Conner’s Brooklyn megachurch. Reverend Roy, as he was popularly known, was a tall, imposing-looking man in his 50s, with well-coiffed, dark brown hair combed straight back from his forehead and straight back on the sides, slightly over his collar in the back, with strong, handsome, patrician features and piercing blue eyes.

“Glen, today was not the first time Reverend Roy had some strong words about the prevalence of sorcery, a term he prefers to use instead of thaumaturgy, which he feels makes magic sound more academic and acceptable. We spoke about the recent spate of murders that have plagued the city and he had this to say….”

The director cut to a medium two-shot of Reverend Roy, standing on the steps in front of the entrance to his church, speaking into Jase Morgan’s microphone.

“Ever since sorcery became the primary source of energy in our society,” he said, speaking in stentorian tones, “we’ve been told that it is much cleaner than fossil fuels and much safer than nuclear reactors, more dependable than solar energy and more accessible than biothermal. We’ve been told that sorcery does not pollute, that it does not irradiate or leave behind toxic waste products that remain dangerous for years. Those who have vested interests in perpetuating sorcery in our society have told us that it’s a cheap and efficient form of energy that has no downside. However, is that really true?”

“Well, but isn’t it true, Reverend?” Jase Morgan said. “Magic is clean energy. It doesn’t pollute or leave behind toxic waste products. It
is, in fact, a cheap and efficient form of energy. Or are you trying to tell us that it isn’t?”

“Well, you have to ask yourself the one question they don’t want you to ask, Jase,” Reverend Roy replied. “What is the true cost of sorcery? That’s something they don’t like to talk about, because while it’s accurate to state that sorcery does not pollute, or leave behind toxic waste products, the true cost of sorcery is life. Human life. You can get life energy from plants, but it would be necessary to deforest the entire planet in order to get enough energy to power our society. You can get life energy from animals, but if we started raising animals for sorcery, we would have to raise so many that there would not be enough animals for food. There’s an old saying that there is no such thing as a free lunch. The energy that sorcery requires has to come from somewhere, and according to our laws, it must come from the adepts who practice it. This is why adepts need time to recover from the spells they cast, even those that require the least amount of energy, because if they don’t take that time, they start aging prematurely.”

“The more advanced and powerful the spell, the more life energy it requires,” said Morgan.

“Precisely. The more life it takes. That is true cost of sorcery,” said Reverend Roy. “It burns up life! This is why the more advanced and skillful the adept, the more salary he or she commands. That’s because even with time taken for recovery, the more powerful the spells that sorcerers cast, the more it takes out of them, and the quicker they burn out… unless they get life energy from somewhere else. From someone else.”

“But that would be necromancy,” said Jase Morgan, as if on cue.

“Yes. Exactly,” Reverend Roy replied. “The sorcery of death. If you are an advanced corporate adept, called upon to cast spells that require more and more power, the temptation to get that energy from somewhere else has to be incredibly difficult to resist. That is what sorcery does, Jase. It tempts you, like the Devil. Why use up your own life prematurely when you can use up someone else’s? Why use up your own energy when you can use someone else to get more? Why limit your power when there is always the temptation to increase it? That is what is happening out there right now, Jase.

“One of the dirty little secrets of sorcery,” continued Reverend Roy, “is the black market in life energy. Just as the poor and disadvantaged have in the past sold their blood in an effort to make ends meet, they are now often forced to sell off some of their life energy so they can make their rent or put food on the table. And, yes, that is illegal, and technically, it’s necromancy, but for years, the authorities have looked the other way because it’s done piecemeal, so that no one dies, and those who are used in this shameful way can recover to be used again and it benefits the most powerful in our society. And now, the inevitable next wave is upon us. The people of this city are being plagued by a sorcerous serial killer, a magical vampire who drains people not of blood, but of their life force. And not just some of it, but all of it, leaving behind nothing but an empty shell that used to be a human being. And the more power this satanic sorcerer accumulates, the more he wants. And mark my words, Jase, this is only the beginning.”

Slade turned off his window monitor in disgust. People were dying and Jordan Jimson was using their deaths to score political points, while Reverend Roy was using them to gain publicity and advance his own agenda.

It was not the first time the reverend had spoken out against magic, though he had been somewhat more cautious and restrained in his previous public statements. Religious leaders had traditionally avoided taking controversial positions about magic, because to come out against it was to come out against the primary form of energy that powered post-Collapse society. But as pagan religions that incorporated magical rituals had grown in strength over the years, Judeo-Christian and Islamic religions had been steadily losing their adherents. They could not very well take a firm position against thaumaturgy, because modern society depended on it, but there were now a number of movements afoot to bring magic use into their fold and they were not all as overt and vocal as Reverend Roy Connor, whose Moral Choice Network was a large contributor to Senator Jordan Jimson’s campaign fund.

“I told Merlin years ago that it would eventually come to this,” Sebastian Makepeace said. “Do you remember, Will?”

Slade shook his head. “No, not really. I don’t have access to all of Merlin’s memories, Sebastian, just as I don’t have access to everything that Gorlois knew. Or to all his power. What I do possess is fragmentary, at best.”

“Are you quite certain?” Makepeace asked.

He stood in the kitchen of Slade’s 4th Street apartment, conducting an elaborate symphony of pots and pans and kitchen appliances. He gestured with one hand while drinking from an amber bottle of ale with the other as mixing spoons and measuring cups sailed through the air, dispensing ingredients into mixing bowls, a blender, and a food processor as several recipes came together at one time on the stovetop and in the oven.

“I simply cannot believe that you had nothing in your pantry or your refrigerator except booze,” said Makepeace. “Have you become an alcoholic since the last time I saw you?”

“No, just a heavy drinker,” Slade replied, from his position on couch. He had stretched out on it, so that he could watch as Makepeace re-enacted ‘The Sorcerer’s Apprentice’ in his kitchen. “And you should talk. But you know, none if this is really necessary, Sebastian. We could have just gone out to dinner at any restaurant of your choice. I can easily afford it. You didn’t have to go to all this trouble.”

“Trouble?” Makepeace said. “My dear boy, cooking is not trouble. It is a joyful art form in which I take great pleasure. I have never been able to understand people who say that they cannot be bothered with it, and would rather go to restaurants or, worse still, fast food establishments where they have no idea who is preparing their meal, what their personal hygiene might be like, or what ingredients go into their food. They spend more time and money on their clothing and their vehicles than on what they put into their bodies, to say nothing of their hair styles and cosmetics. And don’t even get me started on cosmetics! Humanity almost died out after the Collapse, because they were the only species which seemed determined to poison themselves out of existence, and now they appear fully intent on doing it again!”

“Sebastian, having dinner out is hardly going to bring on the Apocalypse,” said Slade. “But at the same time, having you prepare our meal will at least save me from being recognized as ‘that albino BOT guy’ in charge of The Necromancer Murders. They caught me on camera that one time and I’ve been ducking them ever since. It makes me really wish I had control over my shifting.”

“What makes you think you don’t?” asked Makepeace, as another amber bottle of ale came floating out of the refrigerator, uncapped itself, and hovered before him obligingly until he reached out to pluck it out of the air.

Slade sighed and shook his head. “Have you been talking to my therapist? She also seems to think that I can somehow learn to snap my fingers and shift at will. I only wish that it were so.”

“Will, morphing is a form of magic, and magic, much like prayer, is merely a form of wishful thinking,” Makepeace said, as the oven door opened by itself and a roasting pan with an orange-stuffed and honey glazed chicken came sliding out. It hovered, steaming, in midair for a moment, then gently settled onto the stovetop.

“Magic is a way of bringing about change in accordance with the will,” Makepeace continued. “Some people are simply more ‘adept’ with it than others, if you will excuse the pun. Religious people have claimed that if you had enough faith, enough belief, then your prayers would be answered. And if your prayers went unanswered, then perhaps it was because your belief was just not strong enough.”

“So, wait,” said Slade. “Are you suggesting that when people of faith had their prayers answered, it was because they possessed latent T-potential?”

Makepeace shrugged elaborately, which made some of the kitchen utensils floating through the air ‘shrug’ with him. “Well, who’s to say? After all, what is faith if not the will to believe? If it takes strong faith to have your prayers answered, whatever your religion, then that faith requires strong belief. Magic does, as well. You can recite an incantation, either out loud or to yourself, but for the spell to work, you must believe it will.”

“Then you’re saying that I cannot control my shifting because I don’t believe I can?” said Slade.

“Well, do you?” Makepeace said.

A carving knife floated through the air and started to slice up the chicken as a serving spoon dished out mashed potatoes onto a couple of plates. A ladle poured brown gravy from a pot onto the potatoes and a cooking tray with roasted vegetables hovered above the plates as a flying spatula dispensed the veggies. Forks and knives and napkins floated up from drawers and arranged themselves onto woven place mats atop the dining room table.

“Wait a minute!” Slade said, sitting up abruptly and frowning. “I didn’t have a table. Or dining room chairs. Or any of that stuff you just made our dinner with!”

“Yes, it was simply pitiful,” said Makepeace. “I’ve seen homeless people with more possessions. How do you live like this? Come. Sit. Eat.”

Shaking his head, Slade got up from the couch and took a seat at the table. The food smelled delicious. He picked up a fork and gestured with it.

“You mean … all this …?”

“Will, two of the most powerful adepts who ever lived fused their life energies with yours and still you doubt your own abilities? This should all have been child’s play for you. Do you recall feeling something when I touched your hand the other day?”

Slade’s fork stopped halfway to his mouth with a piece of orange chicken. “Yeah. It was like … a shock. And your eyes ….” He hesitated, nervously. “What did you do, Sebastian?”

“No need to worry. I merely imparted some of my belief to you,” said Makepeace. “Now, why don’t you shift before your food gets cold?”

Slade just stared at him for a moment, then he closed his eyes.

When he opened them again, the hand holding his fork was black.

“There you are,” said Makepeace, with a smile. “Now that’s the Billy Slade that I remember. Bon appetit.”




Chapter Eleven



The bodies of Officers Foster and Cooper were discovered in a dumpster sprawled one on top of the other in an alleyway behind a donut shop. They might never have been found at all, as waste pickup was scheduled later that morning, had not a homeless man intent on rooting through the trash saw them as he was about to climb inside. He alerted the staff as they were getting ready to open the shop, then disappeared after scoring a free glazed donut and a coffee while the police were being called.

“Behind a donut shop,” said Angelo, as the crime scene tape dispenser floated through the air, sealing off the area. “Are you fucking kidding me?”

“Maybe the Necromancer has a sense of humor,” Slade said.

“You think this is funny?” Angelo replied, angrily. “And don’t call him that, for cryin’ out loud!”

Slade shrugged. “It’s what everybody else calls him. And it’s what he is, so ….”

“I’m sick and tired of hearing that name bandied about,” said Angelo, with disgust.

“Then maybe don’t show up at the crime scenes,” Slade replied. “You’re the Director, John. You don’t need to do this. Let your agents handle it.”

“These were cops,” said Angelo. “I used to be a cop, remember? The least I can do is display some personal involvement.”

“You mean for the media’s sake?”

“No, Will, for the police. You think I give a shit about the media? Give me some credit.”

“Sorry,” Slade said. “I guess that was out of line.”

“No, it’s okay,” said Angelo, taking a deep breath. “I know you didn’t mean it as a slam. But look, if I start acting like just another bureaucrat, I want you to call me on it.” He looked up as faint whirring sounds came from above them and saw several camera drones hovering overhead. “Damn vultures,” he said.

Slade made a pass with his hand and the drones veered wildly out of control and smashed into the building walls on either side of the alleyway.

Angelo closed his eyes and shook his head. “Damn it, Will, I asked you not to do that! Now they’ve got you on tape, interfering with their drones.”

“So what?” said Slade.

“So now I’m going to have to deal with the fallout!” Angelo replied. “I’ll have the mayor on my ass within the hour. I didn’t bring you in to make my job more difficult!”

Dr. Tamsyn Riley approached them from the dumpster. The bodies of the two dead cops had been removed. “You guys already know what I’m going to say,” she told them, brushing some of the waste from the dumpster off her white protective coveralls.

“Completely drained of life force, not a mark on them,” Slade replied.

“Right,” said Dr. Riley, with a grimace. “I’m assuming you also picked up on the strong TEs.”

“They keep getting stronger every time,” said Slade. He looked at her with curiosity. “Are you sensing them, as well?”

She shook her head. “No, I just assumed you were. But it still feels creepy to me. I see dead bodies all the time, but something about these just makes my skin crawl, so maybe there’s some effect, after all. Anyway, this makes, what, eleven vics now?”

Angelo nodded. “Yeah. And we’re still no closer to finding the killer.” He glanced at Slade. “Anything from Makepeace?”

Slade shook his head. “Not yet. He’s going to try to help, but he doesn’t want the politicians or the media to know. We have to keep it just between the three of us.”

“And Gonzago, of course,” said Angelo, “but I don’t believe he’ll say anything to anyone.”

The reporters gathered just beyond the crime scene tape were calling out to them. “Director Angelo! Special Agent Slade!”

“Great. Now they know who I am,” said Slade. He looked at Angelo. “You told them?”

“No, the mayor did. And I had to tell the mayor when he asked. I couldn’t very well refuse, especially since you’re listed in the Bureau database.”

“Well, at least I’m not ‘the albino BOT guy’ anymore,” said Slade, wryly.

“You do tend to stand out in a crowd,” said Dr. Riley.

“Not always,” Slade replied. “Do you feel like a drink later, when you’ve got your report done?”

“Sure,” she replied, “but it won’t take long. I have to go through the formality, but you already know what it’s going to say. What time?”

“Eight tonight? Lovecraft’s?”

“Works for me. But I wonder how long it’s going to take for the media to track us down there?”

“Might take longer than you think,” Slade replied.

He glanced toward the reporters calling out to him, then went into the donut shop through the back door in the alley. A moment later, he came back out, carrying a garbage bag over his shoulder. And he was no longer an albino. His hair was long and black, tied back in a pony tail. His skin was the color of coffee with cream, and his eyes were dark brown, with epicanthal folds. He had slipped a large, stained white chef’s jacket over his clothes.

“See you tonight,” he said, as he tossed the bag into the dumpster, then continued down the alley in the opposite direction.

****

The poet sat perched on a wooden stool placed on a tiny stage against the wall in Lovecraft’s Café. He was thin to the point of emaciation and dressed in classic Rebeat fashion, a black turtleneck sweater, black jeans, and black leather sandals without socks. His dark hair was cut close to his scalp, his beard trimmed to about the same length. His black eye makeup encircled his eyes and made thin tracks down his pale, hollow cheeks. He was reciting a poem about necrophilia to a rapt audience.

“That’s rather dark and disturbing,” Slade said, as Raphael set a cappuccino down on the table before him.

“Yeah, and he also stole it,” Raphael replied, in a bored monotone. “It’s the lyrics to a song called ‘I Love the Dead,’ by a pre-Collapse singer named Alice Cooper.”

“A woman wrote that?” Slade asked, surprised.

“No, man, Alice Cooper was male. His real name was Vincent Damon Furnier. Alice Cooper was originally the name of his band, and he eventually took it as his own name. He was a pioneer performer in a musical style called shock rock, known for elaborate stage shows with elements of horror and fantasy. Among the cognoscenti, he’s often credited with being the original Rebeat.”

“How do you know all this stuff?” asked Slade.

“Hey, it’s my field, man. These people don’t know any better, though. They’ll think this poser is being daring and original.”

“Is that because to most of them, Rebeat is a fashion choice and not a true commitment?” Slade said.

Raphael shrugged. “Well, when it comes to fashion trends as opposed to true commitment, you could say the same of most people. Neo-Trads, Rippers, Neds and New Meds, even you adepts.”

“Adepts? Really? How’s that?”

“Okay, well, dig … do you know who Gerald Gardner was? Or Raymond Buckland? Dionne Fortune?”

Slade frowned. “No. Should I?”

“Samuel MacGregor-Mathers? Arthur Edward Waite? Aleister Crowley? Marie Laveau? Isaac Bonewitz? Sybil Leek?”

“Were these all adepts?” said Slade.

“They were occultists, man, witches, mystics, ceremonial magicians, just a few of the key figures in the history of thaumaturgy. And yet you didn’t know who any of them were.”

“I’m assuming these were all people who lived prior to The Collapse?” said Slade.

“Yeah, but they were all 19th and 20th Century. I mean, I could easily have gone back much further. Dig, the point was they lived in relatively modern, industrialized times, when most people did not believe in magic. Yet they upheld the study of a tradition that can be traced all the way back to ancient Rome and Egypt, and probably even earlier, except there’s no historical record.”

“But you can’t seriously compare pre-Collapse eccentrics to modern, trained adepts,” said Slade.

“Really?” Raphael said. “Would you call Merlin Ambrosius a ‘pre-Collapse eccentric’?”

Slade smiled. “No, I don’t suppose I would.”

“See, that’s the thing, man,” Raphael said, “people tend to dismiss things they don’t understand. Like, today, we think of Merlin as the Father of the Second Thaumaturgic Age, but prior to his awakening after The Collapse, people thought he was just a mythical figure. Modern scholars credit Merlin with bringing magic back, but how do we know it wasn’t there all along? The people I named believed it was. And they were not the only ones, by far.”

“Am I interrupting anything?” said Tamsyn Riley.

“Nah, I should be getting back to work,” said Raphael. “Can I get you anything, Dr. Riley?”

“One of those cappuccinos would be nice.”

“You got it. Catch ya on the rebound.”

“I heard some of that,” said Tamsyn, smiling as she sat down. “Interesting young man. I hope you haven’t been waiting long.”

“No, I got here a little early,” Slade replied. “But Raphael just gave me an idea.”

“About the case?”

“Maybe,” Slade replied. “He was telling me about people who believed in the occult and studied it in the days prior to The Collapse, when most people did not believe in magic. He said belief in the occult went all the way back to the days of ancient Rome and Egypt. And, of course, we know that it went back even further.”

“Okay. But what does that have to do with the case?”

“Well, Raphael got me thinking about something I heard one of the mourners say at Lance Battles’ funeral on the Evening News. He mentioned how adepts often tend to marry other adepts these days, the better to ensure a growing pool of magic users. And he claimed that’s resulted in adepts becoming a privileged class of citizens who look down on so-called ‘normal’ people as being inferior.”

Dr. Riley frowned. “Do you really think that’s true?”

“Well, the man was basically parroting Senator Jimson, who’s been saying things like that to drum up support for his controversial Spell Control Initiative. And for all I know, there’s probably some truth to that. Adepts do tend to intermarry, not just to produce other adepts, but that’s certainly one of the reasons.”

“But do you think adepts really see themselves as being superior?” she asked.

Slade shrugged. “No doubt some do. There are always people who think they’re better than others, especially if they’re well off or have some special knowledge, talent, or ability. It makes them feel privileged and entitled. But what if Jimson’s right about adepts and this sort of thing has been going on a lot longer than we think?”

“That adepts believe they’re better than everybody else?”

“Not just that,” replied Slade, “but that they, or some of them, at least, think they’re a privileged class. And that everyone else, so-called ‘ordinary people,’ are inferior.”

“You’re talking about elitism,” said Tamsyn. “That’s not so unusual.”

“Yeah, that kind of thinking’s been around as long as people have,” said Raphael, as he came up to their table with Tamsyn’s cappuccino. “Like, the first thing you do when you want to oppress someone is call them something that makes them ‘less-than,’ inferior to you and others like you.”

“Such as?” said Dr. Riley.

“Well, dig, minorities were often referred to with disparaging names, and when countries went to war, one of the first things they did was dehumanize the enemy by coming up with derogatory names for them,” said Raphael. “Like, prior to The Collapse, during the war in Vietnam, Americans referred to the North Vietnamese as ‘gooks.’ In World War II, Americans called the Germans ‘heinies’ or ‘krauts,’ and the Japanese were ‘nips’ or ‘slopes.’ When Native Americans were being oppressed and made the victims of genocide, they were ‘savages’ and ‘redskins’ and ‘the only good Indian was a dead Indian.’ And the term ‘Indian’ was, itself, originally based on an incorrect belief that America was the eastern end of Asia. ‘Heathen’, ‘pagan’, and ‘infidel’ were originally terms used by Jews, Christians and Moslems for people who did not share their beliefs. The ancient Romans considered all those who lived outside their empire to be uncivilized ‘barbarians.’ They even looked down on the Egyptians, whose civilization was older and more advanced than theirs.”

“Thank you, Raphael,” said Slade. “That was very helpful.”

“Cool. Anytime, man.”

“As I said, an interesting young man,” said Dr. Riley, with a smile.

“He is that,” Slade agreed. “Ever heard term ‘ords’?”

“No. What’s that?”

“It’s a term some adepts use to describe so-called ‘ordinary people’ who aren’t magic users.”

“Really? I never heard that before.”

“Well, they wouldn’t use it to you. They wouldn’t say it to your face. But they’ll say it to each other, behind your back.”

“I see. So, it’s meant to be derogatory?”

“Divisive, at the very least,” said Slade. “Disparaging, pejorative. I’ve actually heard some people in the Bureau use it.”

“To you?”

“No, it was just something I overheard.”

“Hmm. Did you say anything about it?”

“No, because at the time, I didn’t know what it meant. If I heard it now, I’d definitely say something. But it supports what that mourner on the Evening News said. There are adepts who apparently consider themselves superior to people who don’t use magic. And they can use genetics to bolster their beliefs, as well as the fact that society tends to put a premium on those with their abilities.”

“Well, I suppose that’s true,” said Dr. Riley, the corners of her mouth turning down. “Adepts can make a lot more money in the job sector, but at the same time, the more magic they use, they greater the personal cost to them in terms of life energy.” She grimaced and shook her head. “Look who I’m talking to. That didn’t sound too condescending, did it?”

Slade smiled. “But you’re absolutely right, Tam. The argument adepts often use to justify their high rate of pay is that their working lifetime is necessarily shorter because of the physical demands of magic use. But that’s assuming they’re drawing on their own life energy.”

“And that’s where the case comes in.”

“That’s where the case comes in,” said Slade. “Sebastian said he sensed the TEs of at least three different adepts when he examined the bodies with us in the morgue. But what if there are even more?”

“Wait, are you suggesting that some kind of organized group could be responsible?” she said.

“I think it’s a definite possibility,” said Slade. “There’s already a black market in life energy donors. It’s something the Bureau’s been investigating. Well, it’s something we’re supposed to be investigating, anyway. It’s not my case, but I can’t help wondering why we haven’t made more progress.”

Dr. Riley frowned. “You don’t think they’re actually looking the other way?”

“I couldn’t prove it, but it wouldn’t surprise me,” Slade replied. “In law enforcement, there’s always been a culture of ‘us’ and ‘them.’ That’s something I was aware of as far back as when I was kid growing up on the streets of London. And if you asked John about it, I’m sure he’d probably admit it. He started out as a street cop.”

“You’re right. I’ve seen it first hand as medical examiner,” said Dr. Riley. “Cops get used to you being around and they start loosening up in your presence. Some of the things I’ve heard them say …. But what you’re talking about is different. You’re talking about a conspiracy of corruption.”

Slade nodded. “I guess I am.”

“You should be careful who you say that to. That could put a big target on your back,” she said.

“Well, it wouldn’t be the first time,” Slade replied. “But now that two cops have been killed, that could really change things. Whoever did that made a very serious mistake. If there were people in law enforcement who were looking the other way, especially in the upper echelons, they won’t be able to do that now.”

“What’s going on with that ITC agent?” Dr. Riley asked.

“Lainie Gordon?” Slade shook his head and grimaced. “I haven’t the faintest idea. After what happened with Officers Foster and Cooper, I’ve made sure that all third shift police units patrolling the streets double up, so that no car is by itself. It’s putting a bit of a strain on resources, but no one’s complaining about the overtime. And I’ve got Bureau agents checking charter limousines for TEs, but so far, no luck there. I’ve also got people looking into recent certifications, checking to see whose rating has been bumped up recently. Gordon will be paying those adepts a visit to see if she can pick up the same TE’s she got off the bodies of the victims. But aside from that, she’s off doing her own investigation. The only one she seems to be communicating with is John. And he’s not really telling me anything, I’m sure at her direction. I doubt he likes it, but he can’t very well buck the ITC. It’s ridiculous. I’m the Bureau’s lead investigator on this case, but so far, I haven’t come up with anything and I apparently don’t have enough seniority to be in the loop with the ITC. Or maybe Gordon thinks the only reason I have a position with the BOT is because John and I have history.”

“Maybe that’s not the reason,” Dr. Riley said. “Maybe it’s another kind of history. You’re also her father … or at least a part of you is. Or was. And a part of you was also Merlin, who was an accessory to her father’s murder. That was hard enough for you to deal with. Can’t be any easier for her.”

Slade pursed his lips, thoughtfully. “You might have a point. I thought that when she sensed that Gorlois had merged with me, that would have made it easier for us to work together, but her demeanor definitely changed when she sensed Merlin’s life force in me. Still, I thought she understood that I was neither Gorlois nor Merlin.”

“Understanding is one thing,” Dr. Riley said, “but acceptance is another. I don’t have any emotional investment when it comes to who you are, Will, and it was difficult for me to wrap my brain around it. Imagine what it must be like for her. I’m not an adept. I can’t detect Gorlois’ life energy in you. Or Merlin’s. I just have what you told me and that was mind-blowing enough. But she can sense their life energy, their essence within you and that’s got to make her feel seriously strange.”

“Even after all this time?” said Slade. “She’s an immortal, Tam. Hell, it’s been several thousand years since all that happened.”

“Okay, and how long has it been since Gorlois and Merlin merged with you to save your life? Over twenty years? And they were both a part of you as separate personalities even before that, yet you’re still in therapy.”

“Well, only because I’ve been ordered to,” said Slade.

“Yeah, and why? Because you’ve had issues, right? Try putting yourself in her shoes, Will. Look, I’m not an expert on pre-Collapse history. Raphael knows a lot more about it than I do, but it doesn’t take an expert to conclude that parenting back in Gorlois and Merlin’s days was probably not very hands-on and nurturing. I’m guessing that a daughter’s feelings for her father back then were probably a lot stronger than his feelings for her. Gorlois would certainly have felt differently if she were a son.”

“So, what are you saying? That the bond was pretty much one-way?”

“Well, you’re the only one who can really answer that, Will,” she replied. “When she picked up on who … or what you were, you realized who she was. But at that moment, how did you feel about her?”

“How did I feel?”

“Yeah. How did you feel when you realized who she was? Other than recognizing her, did you feel anything?”

Slade frowned. He did not immediately reply. “I … I’m not sure.”

“Really? Your daughter, whom you haven’t seen for several thousand years, and you’re not sure how you felt?”

“But she’s not really my daughter, Tam,” Slade said.

“And you’re not really her father,” Dr. Riley replied. “But he’s still in there, somewhere. Along with the sorcerer who made it possible for Uther Pendragon to kill him. What’s she supposed to do with that?”

Slade nodded. “Yeah, I see your point. So, what do you think I should do about it?”

She shrugged. “I don’t know. What do you think your options are?”

“I suppose I could just leave her alone to conduct her own investigation and liaise with John, which is what she seems to be doing anyway. She can deal directly with him to access any Bureau personnel or resources that she needs. She doesn’t need to have me taken off the case so long as I don’t get in her way, and I think the last thing she would want is any kind of conflict with me. So she can do her own thing and let me do mine.”

“Okay, that’s one option,” Dr. Riley said. “And it might work out all right so long as you’re not at cross purposes. John could keep an eye on that. What else?”

“Well … I could try to establish some kind of rapport with her, convince her that I’m really not her father, or Merlin, but someone whose life they sacrificed their energies to save. I mean, they were both already physically dead, after all. They were spirits who possessed me. And now they’re not even that. Whatever was left of them is now a part of me. But it isn’t my identity. It isn’t who I am.”

“Are you trying to convince me, her, or yourself?”

“You sure you’re not a therapist?” said Slade, smiling.

Before she could reply, Morrison Gonzago came rushing up to their table. “Will!”

“Gonzo,” Slade said. “Join us. I spoke to John about you ….”

“I know, he called to offer me a consulting position, and I wanted to thank you, but that’s not important now. I was just coming in and I saw an EyeOn News van pulling up outside. There’s a camera crew … oh, hell, there they are!”

Correspondent Rashida Martin and a camera operator with a small shoulder rig had just walked in. She was holding a microphone and looking around. She stopped Raphael and asked him something and Raphael pointed back toward their table. She glanced in their direction, frowned, and then approached them.

“Excuse me,” she said, “Rashida Martin, EyeOn News. I was looking for a BOT agent named William Slade. I was told he was back here.”

Gonzo had taken a seat next to Dr. Riley. He looked up at the reporter and shook his head. “I’m afraid I don’t know him. What does he look like?”

“He’s an albino. Tall and slim, with long white hair, about thirty or so?”

“Oh, I think I know who you mean,” said Slade. “He was sitting here before. He just left and we took his table.”

“Damn,” said Martin, and hurried back with her camera operator toward the door.

Slade blinked his dark brown Asian eyes, brushed a stray lock of long black hair away from his face and smiled.




Chapter Twelve



The sleek black limousine floated silently through the early morning fog blanketing the city streets. It hovered about a foot above the ground as it approached the entrance to a parking garage, then shimmered as its appearance quickly morphed into an expensive, bright red Italian sports car. It turned and floated down the ramp into the garage. The window rolled down as the driver held a card out for the scanner and the barricade lifted, admitting the vehicle. Moments later, it pulled into a parking space and gently settled to the ground. The door opened and an adept stepped out.

He didn’t look like an adept, in that he was not wearing the cape-like, knee-length, hooded vestment that was open in the front and usually emblazoned with the adept’s personal sigils. These vestments came in a wide variety of colors and were usually worn over expensive and well-tailored Neo-Trad suits or, occasionally, Neo-Edwardian apparel, if the adept was younger and more fashion conscious. The only thing that might have clued a casual observer in to the fact that this was an adept was his shoulder-length hair, but there were no casual observers in the parking garage at this hour, and if there had been, they would probably not have paid any attention to the dark-haired, bearded man in work clothes and a woolen watch cap.

He made his way over to the elevator that brought him to the lobby of the luxury apartment building next door. He glanced around, then crossed the spacious, empty lobby to the bank of elevators on the other side and went up to the spell-warded penthouse floor.

As he came out into his sumptuously appointed penthouse, he casually tossed the navy watch cap aside, brushed his hair out with his hand, then passed the same hand down over his upper body with a graceful motion. The light, zip-up work jacket faded away. Beneath it, he wore an elegant black silk shirt, open nearly to the middle of his chest, revealing several jeweled amulets on golden chains. The oversized, stained canvas work trousers faded away, revealing close-fitting, black dress slacks and short, black suede boots. He paused briefly to check his appearance in a gold-framed mirror mounted on the wall.

He looked about thirty-five, but was actually closer to fifty years of age. His moustache and goatee were dark, just beginning to streak with gray. His thick black hair was parted in the middle and framed a handsome face with high cheekbones and dark eyebrows above deep brown eyes, a thin, aristocratic nose, a wide, thin-lipped mouth, and a high forehead. He smiled, satisfied with his appearance. He had gained more power and lost a few more years in the bargain.

“Jasmine!” he called out. “Where the devil are you?”

A pretty young Asian woman came hesitantly out of the kitchen. She was in her early twenties, with long, lustrous black hair and an appealing, oval face that wore an expression halfway between deep sadness and fear. She wore a form-fitting, red silk dress embroidered with gold Chinese dragons and slashed all the way to her hip, revealing a long, slim leg. She could easily have been a model, but that wasn’t how he found her, and whatever hopes and dreams she might have had for a glamorous career in the big city had long since vanished. She was kept docile and obedient through fear, spells of compulsion, and periodic partial draining of her life force. She was, in every respect, enslaved by magic.

“Ah, there you are,” he said. “Bring me a brandy.”

“Yes, Gerald,” she replied, dipping her head once.

He smiled. To think that some adepts had animal familiars. What a waste.

He approached the glass door that led out to the wide, rooftop balcony. He lightly flicked his fingers and the door silently slid open. He stepped out and looked down at the city far below. It was almost dawn. In less than an hour, it would be daylight and the city would start to come awake.

He had not slept yet, but he felt vibrantly alert and invigorated. He always felt so incredibly alive after a draining. Adepts who didn’t do it were cheating themselves. It was even better than sex. That was the one thing he didn’t need from Jasmine, not anymore. It paled in comparison.

He recalled the first time he had practiced any form of necromancy. Just making the decision had brought on such intense anxiety that he had experienced a crippling panic attack. Nevertheless, he forced himself to do it, because the demands upon his own life energy were bringing him to the point of collapse. It was either give up his highly lucrative corporate position or start breaking the law.

He chose to break the law.

That first time now seemed so innocent, so innocuous and harmless. He had not yet taken a life. He had only purchased some black- market life energy, not enough to injure anyone or even put their health at risk. Like those who often sold their blood in attempts to make ends meet, there were those who surrendered portions of their life force in exchange for money.

It was, of course, illegal, but there was a growing market for it due to increased demand. The authorities, for the most part, looked the other way. No one was killed, or even seriously harmed, and even though the procedure was illegal, donors were always warned that repeated partial draining, without adequate time allowed for recovery, could lead to premature aging and even death.

He had actually felt afraid the first time he had done it. He knew he was breaking the law. But he told himself he had no choice. The spells his job required were wearing him out, exhausting him, taking just about everything he had. He felt constantly fatigued. At the end of the work day, it was all he could do to drag himself home and fall into bed. He was earning obscene amounts of money, but what good was it if he could not enjoy it, if it burned him out and made him grow old before his time?

After that first partial draining, the anxiety had left him. He had been so nervous going in, but afterward, he felt so much better, stronger, more energetic. And the donor left unharmed, albeit a bit unsteady on his feet. Gerald remembered thinking, “What the hell was I so worried about? This was no big deal.” And that was how it started.

Unlike life energy donors, there was no limit placed on him for how many partial drainings he could do, so long as he could afford it. And his job paid him so well that he could easily afford it. He had started going once a week. Then twice. Then three times. Before long, he was “recharging,” as they called it, every day. And sometimes twice a day. If anyone noticed at work that he had more energy, more spring in his step, and that he had started looking a bit more youthful, no one said anything. So long as he could do his job, provide the spells they needed, no one cared.

The one thing he had never realized was that recharging could become addictive. And by the time she found him, he was a full-blown life force addict.

He did not know who she was. Or even what she was. She had to be at the very least a tenth level adept, or possibly even a mage, because he was an eighth level sorcerer himself and she was so much more powerful than he was. But if she was a mage, then she was undocumented, because there were only half a dozen registered mages in the whole world and she wasn’t one of them. So, who was she? What was she?

She frightened him. She knew who he was, and where he was, and more significantly, what he had done. And he knew nothing whatsoever about her. The first time she had come to him was after his first kill. That very night. How had she known?

He wondered if it had even been his own idea to kill for the first time. It was a thought that he returned to often these days. That first time, it had almost seemed as if he were in a fugue state. Perhaps he really was. That first lethal spell had terrified him. Necromancy. Killing someone with magic. A spell for the dying.

Had it even been his own will? Even as he realized that his mind was seeking refuge in rationalization, he rationalized. Sure, he had thought about it. But to actually do it? To murder someone? Could that possibly have been his own decision? He had not been hit with a spell of compulsion since his days in graduate thaumaturgy school, where it had been done to show the students what it felt like, what it could do.

If an adept was really talented and skillful, a spell of compulsion could be laid on in such a subtle manner that the victim – for it was, indeed, a victim – would not even be aware of it until the compulsion became activated. It could be a compulsion to do something or to keep from doing something. And the more advanced the adept, the less vulnerable he or she would be to such a spell. Supposedly.

Back then, his energy dependence had progressed to such a degree that he was recharging every day, sometimes several times a day. That was how he must have come to her attention. Somehow. And the first time he had gone out to kill, he had truly felt compelled to do it.  

Jasmine brought him a brandy snifter and hesitantly held it out to him, already preparing to recoil, as if physical contact with him could communicate a shock. He took the brandy snifter from her without a word, continuing to stare out over the city. She waited a moment, to see if there was anything else that he might want, and then silently withdrew.

He swirled the brandy around in the glass, warming it with the heat from his palm and observing the sheeting action. He took a sip, feeling its warmth sliding down his throat. And then he felt something else.

The warmth of the brandy faded, replaced by a growing chill that permeated his entire body. He closed his eyes and swore softly to himself. The brandy snifter fell from his grasp and shattered. He turned.

Behind him, a roiling mist appeared that glowed and sparkled with discharges as it swirled around like a whirlpool in midair. He stared at it, transfixed, as it grew to nearly twice his size. Inside it, he could make out a shadowy form. The voice that issued from it reverberated and echoed in his brain, stinging like ice crystals forming in his cerebral

cortex. It was a deep, resonant voice, unmistakably female, and it lashed him with scorn.

“Gerald! Where have you been tonight?”  

‘Nuh …Nowhere,” he replied, damning himself for being unconvincing.

“You lie! You have been disobedient!”

“I haven’t done anything!”

“You went out tonight. You fed. And it was not your turn!”

You fed. He hated how she said that. It made him sound like a cannibal, or even worse, a vampire.

“All right, yes, I went out,” he admitted. “But I needed to. It was a bad day at work. Just awful. I felt debilitated. I needed to recharge.”

“It was not your turn!”

“I guess I got confused. I thought it was. Really. I must have gotten mixed up about –”

“You fool! Now the authorities will know for certain that there is more than one!”

“Look, they might already know that, anyway. The TE scanners are getting more sophisticated every year, and the police and BOT always have the most advanced models ….”

He stopped as he felt himself rising, being lifted up into the air and over the penthouse balcony. His eyes bulged and he caught his breath as he stared at the vertiginous sight. There was nothing between him and the street, 120 stories down.

“P-please!” he managed to get out, past the constriction in his throat, “Please! Please, don’t! Don’t!”

“Give me one good reason why I should not.”

“I-I’m still useful! I can still give you what you need! I recharged tonight. I’m feeling strong! Please, take what you need! I will obey you from now on, I promise! I promise!”

“I could just as easily replace you.”

“But you already have me! You don’t need to go looking for someone else! I’ll do whatever you tell me from now on, I swear!”

“You swore to obey me once before, remember? And what was your oath worth? What are you worth?”

He felt the chill spreading through his mind and body as she began to drain the life energy he took. Dear God, she can’t drop me, Gerald thought, panic-stricken. It wasn’t even that big a deal. The girl he took wasn’t anyone important. No one would even miss her.

“I needed to recharge!” he repeated desperately, glancing fearfully down at his feet, dangling directly above the abyss. He felt lightheaded, weak, and it wasn’t just the terror of being suspended 120 stories above the ground. She was taking more from him, too much, more than he could spare.

“All right, I was weak!” he shouted. “I was selfish! I was wrong! I admit it, I was wrong! It will never happen again!”

“You’re right. It won’t.”

He plummeted.

Jasmine heard him scream and looked out through the glass balcony doors. For a moment, just the briefest instant, he seemed to be hovering in midair, above the balcony, beyond it. And then he simply dropped out of sight.

She ran for the door. She didn’t even take anything with her, except one of his black coats to cover her flimsy and revealing dress. And then she took the elevator down to the lobby and went out the front door. There was already a crowd gathering on the sidewalk to her left, blocking out her view. She turned right and kept on going, without even a thought as to where, because there was only one thing that mattered.

She was never going back again.

****

“That’s a long way down,” said Lainie Gordon, as she looked over the balcony railing at the sidewalk, far below. “No wonder he made such a big mess when he hit.”

“So, three more victims, all three killed on the same night, two of them at almost the same time, but on opposite ends of town,” said Dr. Riley. “No doubt about there being more than one killer now.”

“I never had any doubt,” said Gordon. “After examining the bodies, I said there were at least three killers.”

“It’s that ‘at least’ part that worries me,” said Dr. Riley.

“You and me both,” said Slade, with a grimace.

“I’d like to meet this Prof. Makepeace I’ve been hearing about,” said Agent Gordon. “I’m not sure I like the idea of an outsider being involved in this investigation.”

“Surely, you can’t suspect him,” said Slade. “He’s not really an outsider. The Bureau is using Dr. Makepeace as a civilian consultant.”

“I’m not sure I like the idea of civilian consultants, either,” Gordon said, wryly. Just who, she thought, was this Makepeace character? And more to the point, why didn’t the ITC have anything on him?

Dr. Riley sighed. “A dozen victims, and we’re still no closer to solving this than we were with the first. And now they’re killing adepts.”

“Well, that’s what’s been bothering me,” replied Slade. “I’m not convinced that Gerald Devries should be counted as one of the Necromancer’s victims, even if there is more than one Necromancer.”

“Why not? Because he was an adept?” said Gordon.

“Well, that, and because everything about his death breaks the pattern that we’ve seen with the previous killings,” Slade replied. “We know that at least one of the killers is driving around town at night in a black limo. That’s how they find their victims. But this one’s different. It happened here. Devries went over this balcony.”

“He didn’t just go over, he was dropped,” said Gordon. “There are TEs all over this crime scene. That’s how we know this wasn’t a suicide. It was murder. By necromancy. You can’t tell from the body, because there’s practically nothing left but a big splatter, but I think he was drained before he went down.”

“Maybe,” said Slade, nodding. “Even though we don’t have any solid evidence of that, I won’t dispute it, because it sounds logical. Why waste life energy? But we know that, with the exception of the two police officers and the TV reporter, the killers have been targeting the homeless and prostitutes, people who are particularly vulnerable on the streets at night. We know from Shavonne Neal that Battles died because he saw the killer’s limo and went after it. The same thing happened with Officers Cooper and Foster. They called it in before they disappeared.”

“We also know the killers are growing stronger from the life force they’re draining from their victims,” Gordon said. “That’s what happened here. The TEs I’m sensing all around us are practically making my hair stand on end. That would indicate Devries was one of the victims. And that tells me the killers are getting strong enough to target other adepts now.”

“Maybe, except there’s one more thing that doesn’t quite fit,” said Slade. “Devries was an eighth level adept. There aren’t many adepts powerful enough to take on an eighth level sorcerer. And we know that at least one of the killers is an eighth level adept.”

Dr. Riley frowned. “How do we know that?”

“The attack on Lance Battles and Shavonne Neal,” replied Slade. “Shavonne said Battles lost control of their vehicle. Actually, he didn’t lose control so much as it was taken from him. And that’s not easy. It would require at least an eighth level adept to pull off something like that.”

“That doesn’t make me feel any better,” said Dr. Riley, making a face.

“We also know something else,” said Slade. “Odds are that at least one or more of the killers are corporate adepts.”

“Because of their adept rating?” Dr. Riley said.

“Exactly. You manage to get certified at seventh level or higher, you can pretty much have your choice of high-paying corporate positions,” Slade replied.

“You’d think that would be enough,” said Dr. Riley.

“Well, you get to a certain financial level, it’s never really enough,” said Slade. He shrugged. “I had a windfall with my fortune, so I never developed any obsessions about chasing money, but people who’ve spent their lives in pursuit of money usually can’t stop, because it becomes a way of keeping score. Plus, there’s one other important factor to consider. Corporate adepts are called upon to perform some pretty advanced spells, and the costs in life energy are not insignificant. It was one thing when companies hired as many advanced level adepts as they could find, but these days, there’s a shortage, and they’re all cutting costs to increase profit. They’re hiring fewer advanced level adepts, and expecting them to shoulder the same workloads as when there were more of them.”

“So, you’re saying someone’s decided to use necromancy as a shortcut to life energy recovery?” said Dr. Riley.

Slade nodded. “Yes, and I think it was inevitable. It’s not only power that tends to corrupt, it’s also money. And status. Imagine you’re an adept working for a major corporation, or a public utility. Your T-potential was recognized early on in school, and you were placed in a special, accelerated program designed to prepare you for training in a graduate program of thaumaturgy. So, early on, you realized that you were special, among the elite. And everything in your education, from that point on, only reinforced that perception. Throughout your educational lifetime, you were expected to perform, and you worked your ass off to get admitted to one of the finest post-graduate thaumaturgy programs, so that you could graduate with honors and begin the climb up the twin ladders of corporate hierarchy and adept certification. Finally, you wind up in a position where you’re making serious money, but it’s placing a huge demand on your life energy. Fifteen or twenty years ago, those demands were spread out among a staff of high-level corporate adepts, but now, there are fewer of them, but they’re expected to cast just as many advanced spells, if not more.”

Slade turned to Lainie Gordon, who had been taking it all in. “When John went to pick you up at the airport, he told me he saw the pilots being brought out in wheelchairs before the passengers deplaned. And he said the pilots looked ‘like death.’ Those were his exact words. That’s what happens when you have fewer pilots in the cockpits casting spells to keep the planes up in the air. Not enough of them to share the burden, and it wipes them out. Drains them. That’s why we have fewer flights now, more cancellations, and the pilots’ union threatening yet another strike. So, what happens when you’ve worked your whole life to attain a certain level of success and financial reward, and you’ve become accustomed to it, but it’s making your life slip away prematurely, because you can’t take enough time to recover?”

“If you don’t want to grow old and die before your time, you have to recharge somehow,” Dr. Riley said.

“Right,” said Slade. “That’s what led to the black market in life energy, where you’ve got people selling off some of their life force through partial draining. It’s technically illegal, but no one does anything about it because the people selling it need money, the people buying it need to recharge, and that helps the corporations provide services which bring in profits and benefit the community. No one gets hurt, so long as too much life force isn’t drained and the people selling it can recover within a reasonable length of time. Everybody looks the other way,” he added, with a glance at Gordon, “including your people and mine.”

“So, what are you saying?” said Gordon. “That this is all our fault? That because the Bureau and the ITC have not enforced the law, it’s led to this?”

“No, that’s not what I’m saying at all,” replied Slade. “What I’m saying is that this was the logical next step. That it was entirely predictable. Look, if you’re identified as special early on in your development, and you’re treated as special as you grow older and complete your education, then when you complete your post-graduate training and are certified as an adept, you’re not only treated like your special, but you’re paid like your special, and you enjoy a lifestyle and benefits that mark you as a member of society’s elite. You become a member of the new thaumaturgic aristocracy, and it’s not long before you start looking down on all the peasants, who are not as important to society as you are.”

“All right, so let’s say I don’t disagree,” said Agent Gordon. “What’s your point?”

“Look around you,” Slade replied. “This penthouse, its furnishings, the artwork on the walls, the sculptures, everything just reeks of money. Devries was a very wealthy man. He was also an eighth level sorcerer. The warding on the elevator dissipated with his death, but we could still sense the TEs from the spell. Devries was not someone who could have been taken down easily. I don’t think he was one of the victims. I think he was one of the killers.”

“Based on what?” said Gordon. “His certification and the fact that he was rich? Come on, that’s a hell of a stretch, don’t you think? And if he was one of the killers, then who killed him?”

“Well, that’s the question, isn’t it?” said Slade. “Whoever it was, it was someone powerful enough to take down an eighth level adept.”

“Well, they took him down, all right,” said Dr. Riley, looking toward the balcony railing.

“That’s dark,” said Gordon, frowning. Then her phone went off. She answered it and listened for a moment, then said, “Okay, thanks. Well done.” She put the phone away. “We’ve got a black limo in the garage downstairs,” she said. “Parking spot belongs to Devries. Attendant was about to have it towed, because Devries drove a red Italian sports car.”

“Scan it for TEs,” said Slade. “It might have been disguised with a spell that wore off when Devries died.”

Gordon made a face. “This isn’t my first rodeo,” she said.

“What’s a rodeo?” asked Dr. Riley, frowning.

“Something they used to do when they stopped jousting,” Gordon said. She glanced at Slade. “Anyway, looks like you might be right. And if you are, it raises even more questions. Such as who killed him, and why.”




Chapter Thirteen



Sebastian Makepeace strolled across the expansive lobby of the luxurious Gates Plaza Hotel. In almost any other city, he would have drawn not a few stares, a very large man dressed in an open ankle-length, indigo blue wool overcoat, purple velvet Neo-Edwardian jacket, red and gold silk paisley vest, black worsted slacks, black beret, and bright red high-top sneakers, but this was New York and no one even gave him a second glance.

Under ordinary circumstances, if he wanted to visit a hotel guest, especially one staying in a penthouse suite, he would have needed to stop at the registration desk and have them call up, and if the guest agreed to see him, he would have been given a code to enter into the elevator’s control panel. However, these were not ordinary circumstances and neither Makepeace nor the people he was here to see were anything resembling ordinary.

Instead of stopping at the desk, Makepeace made his way straight to the elevators. As he approached one of the elevators, its door slid open and the people inside stepped out into the lobby. There were several other people waiting to go up, but they remained absolutely motionless as Makepeace went right past them and got into the elevator. As the elevator door closed, the people waiting to get on blinked several times and shook their heads, looking confused. But the elevator was already ascending.

The lights on the control panel buttons lit up all by themselves in the sequence for the code that gained access to the penthouse suite and the elevator picked up speed. Moments later, it arrived at the penthouse floor and the door slid open. Makepeace stepped out into the short, deep pile carpeted corridor with the elegant bronze wall sconces that gave off a soft illumination. When he reached the door of the penthouse suite, it opened to admit him.

“Sebastian!” said the dark-haired woman who opened the door and gave him a big hug. “How wonderful to see you!”

She was in her early forties, tall, with a lean, athletic build. She wore her hair short, in a geometric cut, and it was lightly streaked with gray that she made no effort to disguise. She was barefoot and dressed in loose black yoga pants and a three-quarter sleeve white tunic. She wore no jewelry.

“Kira!” Makepeace said, with a big smile. “You haven’t changed at all.”

“Bullshit,” she replied, as she shut the door behind him. “I’m twenty years older, Sebastian, whereas you look exactly the same.”

“Well, the years are gentle on immortals,” Makepeace said. “Where’s Wyrdrune?”

“Right here.” The slightly-built man with curly blonde hair and a neatly trimmed blonde beard was about the same age as Kira, only shorter, with a wide mouth that smiled easily, a somewhat fox-like face, and a mischievous glint in his blue eyes. He was dressed in well-faded work jeans, a long-sleeved, forest green tee shirt with a silk-screened drawing of the Buddha on it, and bright blue suede running shoes.

“Wyrd! You’ve cut your hair!” said Makepeace.

“I don’t really go by Wyrdrune anymore,” he replied. “Only my closest friends use my old magename, which includes you, of course. The rest of the time, I’m just plain Mel Karpinsky. I prefer not to advertise the fact that I’m an adept, which is also the main reason why I cut my hair.”

“I think it suits you,” Makepeace said, with a nod. “Makes you look more mature.”

“I am more mature, Sebastian,” Wyrdrune replied, with a grin. “It’s been twenty years, after all.”

“Blink of an eye,” said Makepeace. “So, what have you two been doing with yourselves?”

“Traveling, mainly,” Kira said. “We thought it would be nice to see some of the places we’d been to before without the pressure of having to fight necromancers. And then visit some other places that are more off-the-beaten-path. We could afford to remain carefree tourists for the rest of our lives, so we thought maybe we would do just that.”

“Well, in that case, I’m sorry to have disrupted your plans,” said Makepeace.

“We wouldn’t have changed them for anyone else but you, Sebastian,” Wyrdrune said. “Just … please tell us it isn’t what we think it is.”

“Well, it is, and it isn’t,” Makepeace replied. “I’m sorry my message was so vague, but even spellwarded, I had to take care that it wasn’t intercepted.”

“Then it is what we were afraid of?” said Wyrdrune. “We have surviving Dark Ones?”

They made their way into the spacious, well-appointed living room and sat down on a plush sectional large enough to accommodate a football team.

“Actually, I’m really not sure,” Makepeace replied.

Wyrdrune frowned. “What does that mean?”

“It means there are at least three serial killers loose in the city,” Makepeace said. “Well, possibly two now, as I will explain shortly, but there may be more. I’m not certain. So far, there have been a dozen victims, all found completely drained of life energy, with strong trace emanations at every crime scene, as well as on the bodies. But … that’s just the bad news.”

“You mean there’s good news?” Kira said, raising her eyebrows.

“Well, the good news is that I’ve examined the bodies and did not detect trace emanations that would indicate any of the killers were Old Ones,” Makepeace said.

“So, it’s not the Dark Ones?” Wyrdrune said. “The killers are human?”

“Unquestionably,” Makepeace said.

“Well … that’s a relief, at least,” Wyrdrune replied. “Especially since we don’t have the runestones anymore. The spell of The Living Triangle had run its course.”

“Yes, I know,” said Makepeace. “But it still left both of you with mage-level abilities. Human mages, to be sure, but it seems we’re facing humans. They’re necromancers, but still a far cry from Dark Ones. That doesn’t mean this will be easy, but at least we have a fighting chance, even without the runestones.”

“What I don’t get, Sebastian, is why you needed us at all,” said Kira, pulling her legs up under her. “You’ve got the spirits of the surviving members of the Council. That makes you more powerful than both of us together.”

“In theory, perhaps,” Makepeace replied. “But the merging was accompanied by a great deal of psychic damage and trauma, not to mention thaumaturgic upheaval. I may be immortal, but I experienced dramatic proof that an immortal can be killed. I nearly died. The surviving members of the Council saved me through the merging, but they had not escaped injury, themselves.”

“Still, they were the power behind the runestones,” Wyrdrune said. “And now, behind you.”

“That may be so,” Makepeace replied, “but take one fatally injured fairy and combine him with the damaged spirits of several severely wounded Old Ones and what you have is a fey survivor whose powers and abilities have been considerably compromised.”

“But you’re still a survivor, and that’s what really counts,” said Kira. “Have you heard anything from John or Billy?”

“Actually, Billy goes by Will now, and he is a Senior Adept Agent with the BOT.”

“Really?” Kira said, with surprise. “What happened to the musical career in England?”

“It crashed and burned, apparently,” said Makepeace. “Will is now the lead investigator on this case. And John Angelo is the Director of the Bureau.”

“I guess a lot of things change in twenty years,” Wyrdrune said. “I have a hard time seeing Billy as an agent of the BOT, or John as a federal bureaucrat, for that matter.”

“It hasn’t changed him all that much,” said Makepeace.

“You see any part of Modred in him?” Kira asked.

“He inherited most of Modred’s powers,” Makepeace replied, “but I’ve seen no evidence of Modred’s personality. That may be completely gone.”

Kira shook her head. “Some part of him must still be in there.”

“Perhaps,” said Makepeace. “I will leave you to decide that for yourselves.”

“Oy! So, we have company, but does anybody bother to tell me? No, of course not! I have to figure it out for myself and then put on some tea and coffee and make sure we have some cookies and some half-and-half and maybe a scone or two….”

A straw broom came sweeping into the room, its spindly, rubbery arms with four fingers on each hand carrying a silver tray laden with cups and saucers and some pastries and a dish of cookies, as well as cream and sugar.

“Broom!” Makepeace exclaimed, with a big smile.

“That’s my name, don’t wear it out,” the broom replied. Although how it was able to say anything when it didn’t have a mouth, much less a face, was something of a mystery.

Wyrdrune rolled his eyes and smiled. Years ago, when he was still a struggling young warlock in thaumaturgy school, with more natural ability than he was able to control and not enough responsibility to realize it, he had animated Broom to help his aging mother around the house and the enchanted creature had become imprinted with her personality. When she passed, Broom had become his and he was never able to recall exactly what spell he had used to animate it, so he had never been able to reverse it. And, after a while, he hadn’t wanted to. It was almost like having his mother still around.

“The years have not aged you at all, Broom,” Makepeace said.

“What aged? I’m a wooden stick and some straw bristles,” Broom replied. “You should see some wrinkles maybe? Where, exactly?”

“Well, I suppose you could have lost some bristles over the years,” Makepeace said.

“Okay, I’m old, but I’m not that old,” Broom said. “You still take cream and sugar in your tea?”

“I do, Broom, thank you,” Makepeace said.

“You’re welcome, bubala. And you don’t look so bad yourself, for an alte
kaker.” Broom held out a cup and saucer to Makepeace, who took it with a chuckle.

“Do John and Billy … I should say Will, I guess. That’ll take some getting used to,” said Kira. “Do they know we’re here?”

“Not yet,” said Makepeace. “I wanted to see you and explain what was going on before I told them anything. Just in case you … well, preferred not to get involved.”

“Sebastian, did you seriously expect us to say no when you asked for help?” Wyrdrune said.

“It has been a long time,” Makepeace replied, “and it’s not as if you have not already done more than your share.”

“We will do whatever you need us to do,” Wyrdrune said. “Won’t we, Kira?”

“Damn straight,” she said. “It’ll be just like the old days.”

“Hopefully, not exactly like the old days,” Wyrdrune said. “And it will be good to see John and Billy … Will … again. What about the ITC? I’m assuming they’ve sent someone, since it’s technically their jurisdiction.”

“Yes, about that ….” Makepeace said. “They’ve sent Special Agent Lainie Gordon.” He cleared his throat. “You’ll be particularly interested to meet her, Kira, I am sure.”

“Oh? Why’s that?”

“Because she is your great, great, great-to-the-exponential power grandmother,” Makepeace said.

****

Roland Jeffers paid the driver, stepped out of the cab, and crossed the sidewalk to the front door of his establishment, a gallery with the name Magene Designs lettered on the front window in large, Old English gold leaf. Similar businesses in the city were known as “thaumboutiques,” a term Jeffers strongly detested. He did not think of his business as a mere, low-end “boutique.” No simple talking dogs or cats here, nor any cuddly, fluffy, purring snats. His was more than just a retail establishment that sold thaumagenes. It was a design studio, where he produced unique thaumagenetic works of art, engineered and spell-crafted to be the very finest of their kind. And the most expensive, as well.

He stood before the front door of his establishment, a tall, slim man in his forties, dressed in a bespoke, dark blue Neo-Trad suit with a fine chalk stripe, a white silk scarf around his neck. There was nothing in his elegant appearance, save for the length of his dark hair, to indicate he was a sorcerer. He did not wear the adept’s surplice, the signature vestment emblazoned with his sigils, except when he was dealing with customers. He had found that when he wore the vestment out, people had a tendency to ask for things and he found that especially annoying.

He made a quick gesture toward the front of the store and there was a blue shimmer in the air as the protective ward dissolved. Then he held the fingers of his right hand out toward the doorknob, there was a brief blue spark, and the door opened with a soft click. He closed the door behind him with a flick of his wrist, gestured one more time, and locked it. It was not yet time to open, and his two employees would not be arriving for another hour.

Inside, the space looked like a cross between a high-end jewelry store and an art gallery. The floor was engineered composite wood in a deep gray with a fine grain running through the planks. Elegant looking and easy to clean, especially when customers came tromping in during inclement weather. Soft, indirect lighting illuminated a number of large, individual glass display cases and wrought iron cages on tall, rectangular black stands, so that they were at about eye level. Inside them were examples of his art.

One was an inorganic paragriffin, made not of flesh and blood, but artfully crafted from precious metals, gold, platinum, and silver, bejeweled with faceted rubies, sapphires, emeralds, and amethysts. The strikingly beautiful creature was two feet tall and sat quietly on its perch inside the case. As Jeffers entered the store, its head turned to follow him.

“Good morning, Zeus,” said Jeffers.

“Good morning, Mr. Jeffers,” Zeus replied, in a voice that sounded rather robotic. Jeffers had initially produced the creature with a mellifluous, human-sounding voice, but found that customers preferred metallic creatures to sound metallic. Zeus was trained not to speak unless spoken to. Jeffers knew there was nothing more annoying than a bird that squawked constantly, and his customers would not appreciate that.

Nearby, on another stand, a wrought iron cage contained a Capuchin monkey. The creature had been sleeping in a little nest-like bed at the bottom of its cage, but woke up when Jeffers opened the front door. It climbed up on the wooden branches in the cage, holding the bars and swaying back and forth.

“Breakfast time! Breakfast time!” it sang, in a high-pitched voice.

“Not yet, Bobby,” Jeffers replied, a bit impatiently. “Annie will be along to feed you in about an hour.”

“I’m hungry now! I’m hungry now!”

Jeffers stopped halfway across the store, turned, and glared at the monkey. “Bobby ….”

“Okay, okay! I’m sorry! I’m sorry!”

“That’s better.”

“I’ll be good! I’ll be good!”

“Less talking, Bobby.”

“Okay, okay.”

Towards the back was a longer, rectangular display case, placed on a pedestal at about waist level. It contained an eight-foot blue pyuana, crafted from the genes of a blue iguana and an albino python, then magically overlaid with scales of precious metals, gold, platinum, osmium, and palladium. The result was a striking, almost luminescent, scaled creature about as thick as a muscular human upper arm that looked just like a Chinese dragon from some fantasy film, complete with little arms and legs. It opened its mouth and let out a very subdued roar that sounded more like a rumbling purr from a very large cat. Its long, forked tongue shot out with a hissing sound.

“Ssssss! Morning, Boss.”

“Good morning, Smaug,” said Jeffers. He had hoped the combination of the name and the incredibly striking appearance would have helped to sell the thaumagene more quickly, but so far, the right buyer had simply not appeared. Jeffers had gone to some pains to inhibit the growth hormone, but he hoped that Smaug would be sold before too long, for he had approximately three to four more feet of growth left in him and would easily outgrow his container.

Similar exotic creatures, both organic and animated sculptures, stirred in other cages and cases throughout the showroom as Jeffers proceeded quickly to his well-appointed office. Ordinarily, he enjoyed spending a little time interacting with his thaumagenes each morning, for they gave him an opportunity to admire his own handiwork and feel powerful, but this morning, he had something much more important and alarming on his mind.

He had heard it on the news as he was having his morning espresso and buttered toast. Gerald Devries was dead. It was reported as an apparent suicide, but Jeffers knew better. Devries would never have taken a nightmarish, 120-story plunge from his penthouse. He simply didn’t have it in him. Aside from that, Devries had never been a depressive. He did not have the type of personality that would have resulted in his taking his own life. He was as narcissistic as they come.

No, she had done it.

Jeffers didn’t have the slightest doubt. Devries must have done something to offend her. Or else somehow failed to follow his instructions. Which would, of course, have offended her elitist sensibilities. Same thing. The question was, what had he done? Jeffers was desperate to know, so that he could avoid doing the same thing.

“Jesus,” he said, softly, invoking a deity that he did not believe in as he took a seat behind his large, carved mahogany desk. “I don’t want to die.”

Not for the first time, he thought about all the money he had set aside, which was considerable and meant for his eventual retirement. He thought about just abandoning the business and all of his exotic and ruinously expensive creations, withdrawing all his savings and cashing out all his investments and just taking off to some far corner of the world, either some Pacific or Caribbean island or someplace like Dubai, changing his name and his appearance and simply vanishing.

But she would find him.

He had no doubt she would. He was an eighth level adept and she could easily neutralize any spell he tried to cast. He had never met anyone like her. In fact, he hadn’t really met her at all, only the shadowy, thaumaturgic energy-wreathed image she chose to show him whenever she appeared. He had no idea who she was. And he found her absolutely terrifying.

“What the hell did you do, Devries?” he said to himself, as he gestured toward the carved mahogany credenza placed against the wall on the right side of his office. A sterling silver tray atop the credenza held a cut crystal decanter filled with 25-year-old imported single malt. The decanter opened and rose into the air about a foot, poured half a rock glass of Scotch, neat, then the glass floated gracefully across the office and settled on a cut-glass coaster on Jeffers’ desk.

He took a sip, leaned back in his leather executive chair, then set the glass down and held both hands up before his face, fingers slightly spread, then moved them apart and away from each other. As he did so, a large window appeared in midair, like a portal into another reality, and he was gazing, as if through an opening in time and space, at the two news anchors in the studio as they presented their morning show.

“… and this breaking news just in,” anchor Leanne Jones-Thomas said, “it seems the Necromancer stuck again last night, and not just once, but twice.”

“Yes, Leanne,” anchor Glen Beattie added, nodding, “for the first time, the serial killer adept has escalated to two murders in one night. With further details on this breaking story, we go now to our correspondant, Davina Morris, on the scene.”

The image changed to that of a young reporter standing on a sidewalk in Chinatown, just outside the entrance to a cluttered alleyway. She was dressed in a handsome Neo-Trad, belted khaki trench coat with a colorful silk scarf, her dark brown hair cropped short, accentuating her brown eyes and high cheekbones.

“Glen, another body was discovered early this morning in the alley you can see behind me, apparently another victim of the serial killer known as the Necromancer. Police are on the scene.” She turned and gestured. “You can see the yellow crime scene tape behind me, and according to a knowledgeable source, a BOT team is on the way, as well. However, in an even more startling development, I have just learned, only moments before going on the air, that authorities believe the second victim, a woman found on East 117th Street, could have been the work of a second killer.”

Beattie broke in. “Davina, I’m sorry, but are we talking about a second Necromancer?”

“It would appear so, Glen,” said Morris, nodding emphatically. “At this point, I should stress that we cannot confirm that, but according to my sources, the two victims, both killed on the same night, and in exactly the same manner, completely drained of life energy, were murdered at opposite ends of town, but at nearly the same time. This would strongly suggest that there are, in fact, two killers, not just one.”

“Davina, has the Bureau of Thaumaturgy issued any statement about this?” asked Jones-Thomas.

“The BOT have not, as yet, issued a formal statement,” Morris replied. “However, we know that both Bureau Director John Angelo and lead investigator SAA William Slade are aware of the situation and have been spotted at several of the crime scenes, as well as at the site of the death by apparent suicide last night of corporate sorcerer Gerald Devries. Police have not said that foul play is suspected, and that BOT investigation of the death of any adept is a matter of routine, but everyone seems to be saying as little as possible about the violent events of last night and doing their best to avoid answering any questions. Back to you, Glen and Leanne.”

Jeffers made a sweeping motion with his hand and the newscast disappeared.

“Devries, you damned greedy fool,” he muttered, leaning back in his chair and shutting his eyes for a moment. He shook his head. “You simply couldn’t wait your turn, could you? You brought it on yourself. But what if you weren’t just an example? What if she decides to punish all of us?”

He took another drink of Scotch. It would not be long before his employees arrived. He needed to calm down and steady his nerves. If only there was some way out of this. But there simply wasn’t. If he had known what he was letting himself in for, he never would have gone along with it. However, if he had refused, she would have killed him. He realized that now. His fate had been sealed from the moment that she first appeared to him.

He wondered why he had been chosen. In the beginning, it had not occurred to him to question that at all. His ego had prevented him from seeing that there had really been no choice at all. He had thought he was selected for his skill, his talent, his mastery of the thaumaturgic arts. And perhaps that was even true. She had presented it to him as a rare and unique opportunity to join an elite group of adepts who would not be bound by BOT and ITC regulations and traditions.

She told him that advanced adepts who had become masters of their craft should not have to be bound by inferior bureaucracies whose only purpose was to stifle their talent, limit their powers, and maintain control over their lives. There was a level beyond the restrictive certifications imposed by the BOT and overseen by the ITC. And that level could become accessible to him if he was willing to pursue true mastery, true power. The power of necromancy.

She called them The Apprentices. Clever, that. He was a eighth- level sorcerer and to accept her offer meant to become merely an apprentice necromancer, a title that did not even exist in the thaumaturgic hierarchy. It was both an insult and a challenge at the same time, a gauntlet thrown down at his feet and an utter humiliation if he chose not to pick it up. Of course, had he refused, he would never have survived. He knew that now. Perhaps he even knew that then, but could not admit it to himself because she had given him a taste of what he could expect if he accepted.

She had given him a taste of life.

He was not naïve. Every adept knew what necromancy was and why it was forbidden. They were all taught from the time they were student warlocks in their brown, three-quarter-length hooded cassocks that necromancy was a crime punishable by death, for it was nothing less than murder, and not just murder, but the literal theft of another person’s soul.

The responsibility of being an adept had been hammered into them from the very first day of their training, following a curriculum laid out by none other than Merlin Ambrosius himself. And they all said they understood it, accepted the responsibility, took up the moral burden that came with the study of the thaumaturgic arts. Necromancy was unthinkable, an evil degradation of everything a wizard stood for.

But the one thing they never told you,  he thought, was what it actually felt like.

Any reservations he might have had melted away in an instant after she had given him a taste. She hadn’t even asked. She had just given it to him, passed on some of her own life energy, and it had surged through him with a powerful, energizing heat that was stronger and far more fulfilling than any erotic experience he ever had. And he had become immediately addicted.

What followed were nothing more than self-justifications and rationalizations. They never told us the truth, he told himself. They never even hinted at what real power was, what it felt like, and how easy it was to take. The people who ran things wanted to keep that knowledge to themselves. They did not want their control to be threatened. Yet, at the same time, they were perfectly willing to look the other way when people chose to voluntarily give up some of their life energy for money. It was technically illegal, but it wasn’t really necromancy, was it, when no one really died? But still, it was only a matter of degree.

Life energy was taken. The people who sold it would recover, given enough time, and limits were, supposedly, placed on how often they could sell it, for their own protection. But how well were those limits actually enforced?

Weren’t there desperate people who had fallen on hard times, addicts in need of money for their next dose, homeless people looking to pay for their next meal or drink who came to offer up some of their life force once too often and wound up dying in some squalid apartment or back alley? And, after all, what did these people actually have to contribute to society? Weren’t they really only parasites? Whereas adepts were valued, necessary. Society depended on them. Magic was the energy base on which the entire world ran. So, in the final, objective analysis, whose life force was more important?

Jeffers downed the last gulp of his Scotch. It had all seemed so simple, so completely logical. He would go out, according to instructions, to find someone whose life force he could drain, someone who would not be missed, who had nothing to contribute, and in return for showing him the way to power, he only had to give her half of what he took. And it was simple. Effortless. It had no real effect other than to make him feel a little weak and dizzy for a while, but he recovered quickly, and emerged much stronger.

It had occurred to him, of course, because he had sold his morality along with his soul, to simply go out on his own, drain some hapless victims and keep all the life energy for himself, without surrendering half to her, but what had stopped him, and had not stopped Devries, was the certain knowledge that he would never have been able to conceal that from her. Sooner or later, the bodies would be found, and thaumaturgic trace emanations would tell the story of what had happened. Even if he disposed of the bodies using magic, trace emanations would be left behind and BOT investigators would know that necromancy was responsible.

He was not, after all, a professional criminal. He had never been to prison. He did not know any criminals. He was a thaumagenetic artist. He had no idea how such things were done without the perpetrator being caught eventually. Besides, even if he did come up with some way to fool the BOT, he did not think he could fool her.

The smart thing was to do as he was told. Follow her instructions to the letter. The risk was minimal, and each time he took a life, his power increased. He surrendered half of it to her, but he still kept the rest. She could have taken more. He did not think there was anything that he could do to stop her. And he didn’t really want to. It had all been working so well. He had moved beyond the confines of the ITC’s restrictions and he kept on getting stronger, at no real cost to himself. He was certified as a eighth-level sorcerer, but now he knew he was much more powerful than that. He wished there was some way to tell just how powerful he had become, but he could not risk recertification. That would give it all away. And why should he care about BOT certification, anyway? It was irrelevant now. He had moved beyond it.

But Devries’ death had frightened him. It was a dramatic demonstration of what she was capable of. And it made him wonder about his own vulnerability. How many of them were there? Aside from himself, he had known about two others, and now one of them was dead. When she spoke of The Apprentices, she had spoken in the plural. Did that mean she had more than three? If she had killed Devries, and he had no doubt she had, did she already have a replacement lined up, someone else to take his place and feed her? Or did she have other Apprentices he didn’t know about? There could be more in other cities. Maybe even other countries. And that meant they were all expendable.

He was about to pour himself another whiskey when he heard the soft chime of the front door opening. He checked the time. It was still too early for Annie or Emily to be coming in. They were not due for at least another half an hour. Why would either of them be coming in so early? He got up from his desk and went out into the showroom.

The woman who stood in the center of the showroom smiled pleasantly as he came in and said, “You’ve got some really beautiful work in here.”

“Thank you, Ma’am, but I’m afraid we are not open yet,” Jeffers replied. He could have sworn he’d locked the door. “I must have neglected to relock the front door when I came in. My apologies. However, since you are already here, how may I assist you?”

She took out a badge wallet and flashed it at him. “Special Agent Lainie Gordon, ITC,” she said. “I just have a few questions.”

And she was no longer smiling.




Chapter Fourteen



“I want to make this very clear,” said Wyrdrune. “Kira and I are here to help, but we are not here in any official capacity. Now, I’m well aware, John, that just one call from you to Washington telling them we’re here would get us whatever standing we required, but we don’t want that.”

“Okay,” said Angelo, frowning slightly. “May I ask why?”

They were meeting in the penthouse suite at the Gates Plaza Hotel. It was still early, and the morning rush hour on the streets below was just beginning.

“We don’t want to alert the necromancers to our presence,” Kira replied. “What’s the old saying, ‘Forewarned is forearmed?’ We can be more effective if no one knows about us, and that includes your superiors in Washington, John, as well as the local authorities, and especially the media.”

“Yeah, once the media gloms onto you, it becomes a serious pain in the ass,” said Slade, with a wry grimace. “I understand completely. And I’m really glad you guys are here. Not just to help us out, but also because it’s good to see you after all these years.”

“Same here,” said Wyrdrune. “It’s hard to believe it’s been so long. You look older,” he added, with a smile.

“Well, so do you,” said Slade. “Which look do you prefer?” And he shifted from his albino aspect to his multi-racial one.

“I think I like that one better,” Wyrdrune said. “That’s the Billy Slade that we remember best.”

“Only more grown up,” said Kira, with a grin.

“So, you have control over your shifting now,” said Wyrdrune. “That has to be a big relief.”

“Yes, thanks to Sebastian,” Slade replied. “I’m not sure what he did, but he did something.”

“Most of it came straight from you,” said Makepeace. “I merely gave you a little boost.”

“Has Gorlois manifested at all?” asked Kira. “Or have you completely absorbed his life force, as well as Merlin’s?”

“Funny you should ask that,” Slade replied. “I’ve actually been in therapy over that issue, at John’s direction.”

“You didn’t leave me any choice, Will,” Angelo said. “Not after you started flinging agents across the room.”

“Wait, what?” said Kira.

“That was only that one time,” Slade replied, with a grimace. “You make it sound like I’ve been losing it.”

“You have been losing it,” said Angelo. “By your own admission, it began when you went back to England, and it’s been building ever since. But you’ve had better control lately, so I guess the therapy is helping. You’re welcome, by the way.”

John’s phone went off.

“Hold on a minute, I need to take this,” he said. He got up and walked over toward the window. “Yeah, Angelo,” he said. “What? When? Okay, what’s the address? Right, I’m on my way. And I don’t need to tell you, not a word to the damn media.”

As he disconnected, Slade frowned and said, “Another one?”

Angelo nodded. “Yeah. But this time the vic is another high-level adept. And from the TEs present at the crime scene, it could be one of our killers.”

“That would make two in a row,” said Slade. “What the hell is going on? Is somebody doing our job for us?”

“Perhaps someone is doing their own job, in their own way,” said Makepeace. “Has anyone spoken to SA Gordon lately?”

“Not since DeVries took the plunge,” said Angelo. “I’ll be interested to see if she shows up at the crime scene.”

“You think Elaine is killing off the necromancers?” Kira asked.

“Somebody is,” Angelo replied. “And they’re getting to them before we can.” He glanced at Slade. “We need to get down there.”

“You want us to come?” asked Wyrdrune, getting up.

“I thought you didn’t want anyone to know you’re here,” said Angelo. “The media’s going to be all over the place.”

“Not a problem,” Wyrdune said. He made a small, sweeping gesture with his hand and he stood before them, dressed in a police uniform. Kira got up and did the same.

“Works for me,” said Angelo. “Let’s go.”

****

The media were already there on the sidewalks outside the crime scene, kept at a distance by police officers and the crime scene tape. Some of their broadcast vans had double-parked, or even pulled up right on the sidewalk, apparently in the belief that news organizations were exempt from parking and traffic regulations. The police officers present did not bother to disabuse them of that notion. They were happy to settle for simply keeping them at a distance and directing traffic around their vehicles.

“Magene Designs?” said Slade, looking at the front window of the studio. He had shifted to his albino form, the one the media already knew. “The vic was a thaumagenetic engineer?”

“Apparently,” said Angelo. “Roland Jeffers, said to be highly regarded in the field as an artist adept who created unique thaumagenetic designs, both organic and inorganic.”

As they went up to the front door, with Wyrdrune and Kira accompanying them in uniform as a “police” escort while the media shouted questions at them, Angelo noticed that Makepeace wasn’t with them.

“Where’s Makepeace?” he said, as they went through.

“Right here,” Makepeace replied, as he came out through the door of Jeffers’ office and into the showroom.

“I wish to hell you wouldn’t do that,” Angelo said.

“Sorry, I wanted my involvement here to be discreet,” Makepeace replied. “I fear that I am rather noticeable.”

“But you can shift,” Angelo said.

“Not quite as easily as I can teleport,” said Makepeace. “Besides, I can only shift to the appearance of one of the Council members who merged with me. An Old One with golden skin and flaming red hair, dressed in traditional sorcerer’s robes, would hardly be less noticeable.”

“Good thing I made sure everybody got the hell out and stayed the hell out until we got here,” Angelo said. “I really wouldn’t want to have to explain you.”

“What have we got?” asked Slade.

“Another victim of necromancy,” Dr. Riley said, as she came out of Jeffers’ office on Makepeace’s heels.

“So much for everybody staying the hell out,” Angelo said, wryly.

“I’m not ‘everybody,’ John,” Dr. Riley replied. “And I already know Sebastian.”

“Point taken,” Angelo said. “So, what’ve we got? I’m sensing some strong TEs.”

“He’s in there,” Riley said, indicating the office behind her. “Life force completely drained. And you’re right, TEs are through the roof. Especially in there.” She held up a portable detector. “I don’t go anywhere without this anymore.”

“Not a bad idea,” Slade said. “Through the roof, huh?”

He stepped into the office and immediately came back out, shaking his head. “Whoa,” he said.

Angelo frowned. “That bad?”

“Enough to make me dizzy,” Slade replied.

“Like I told you, through the roof,” Dr. Riley said. “He was certified as a eighth-level sorcerer, which is not exactly insignificant, but there are enough TEs in there for at least two of those. Maybe even three.”

“Which means he was killed by another high-level adept,” said Angelo. He stood at the door and glanced inside the office. Jeffers was sprawled out on the floor, on his back. The expression on his face was one of absolute terror. “What do you make of it, Sebastian?”

“It didn’t all happen in there,” said Makepeace, shaking his head. “He was attacked out here, in the showroom, then dragged back into the office and drained.”

“Why?” asked Wyrdrune. “What would be the point of that?”

“The killer attacked him and magically overwhelmed him here in the showroom,” Makepeace said, “then dragged him back into the office to keep anyone passing by outside from looking in the window and seeing the body. I’m assuming the killer used some sort of catatonic spell on Jeffers, effectively shutting down his brain. The strength of the trace emanations in the office show that’s where he was drained. And of a lot more life energy than he had any business possessing, which is what makes me feel certain he was one of our three necromancers.”  

“When was he found, and by whom?” asked Slade.

“A little after eight,” said Angelo, “according to the responding officers. The studio didn’t open until nine, but eight was when his two employees arrived.” He consulted his phone. “Annie Murphy and Emily Franks. Annie was the one who found the body and called 911. Emily was apparently running a bit late this morning. They’re both outside, giving their statements. Emily hasn’t been in here this morning. Annie kept her out, so she wouldn’t have to see it.”

“That was thoughtful of her,” Kira said. “Seeing something like that could ruin your whole day.”

They all turned to look at her.

“What?” Kira said. “Too soon for sarcasm?”

“Well, I’m done in there, anyway,” said Dr. Riley. “You can have the body removed anytime you like.”

“You got here fast,” said Angelo.

“That’s because I’m the killer and I never left,” she replied.

“That isn’t funny, Tam,” Angelo said.

“Yes, it is,” she replied. “You’re getting paranoid, John. I get to work by six a.m. and I don’t exactly sit around, twiddling my thumbs. When a call comes in, I respond. And I’ve been waiting for another one of these. Especially after DeVries.”

“Then you also think that Jeffers could’ve been one of our killers?” Angelo asked.

“I don’t have an opinion,” she replied. “I just report the facts.”

“I think what Tam said was right on point,” said Slade. “There are some serious trace emanations lingering in there.”

Wyrdrune nodded. “Yes, I can even feel them out here.”

“If Jeffers was a eighth-level sorcerer, and he was completely drained in that office by whoever killed him,” Slade said, “then the TEs in there still wouldn’t be strong enough to nearly knock me on my ass. It feels like a bloody mage battle was fought in there.”

“You’re thinking he put up a fight?” said Wyrdrune.

“Not in there,” said Makepeace, shaking his head. “I do believe that he resisted, or at least attempted to, but he was defeated out here, in the showroom. The trace emanations released in the office, what Will said felt like a mage battle, were released when the killer drained his life force, a result of the killer’s power and the power that Jeffers had possessed.”

“Which he took from his victims,” Kira said.

“That is what I believe,” said Makepeace.

“Too bad the killer took out the surveillance cameras in the showroom,” Angelo said. “That was the first thing the responding officers checked. The whole system’s fried.”

“Maybe we don’t need the cameras,” said Wyrdrune. He walked over to one of the display cases. There was a Capuchin monkey in the wrought iron cage atop the black rectangular stand. It huddled on the floor in the back of the cage, trembling and looking at him fearfully.

“It’s all right,” Wyrdrune said, looking at the name plate on the cage. “It’s okay, Bobby. No one’s going to hurt you.”

He moved to the next display case and gazed at the beautiful, metallic paragriffin inside, then read the name plate on the case. “Can you tell us what happened here, Zeus?”

The bejeweled, silver and gold creature swiveled its head toward him and said, in a metallic voice, “I thought you’d never ask.”




Chapter Fifteen



“I can’t believe she didn’t take out the thaumagenes,” said Slade.

“Perhaps, with Jeffers putting up a fierce resistance, in the heat of it all, she just forgot,” replied Wyrdrune. “Or else she simply didn’t even think about them. She was focused on defeating Jeffers and taking the life force he’d accumulated. Remember, also, who she is. She’s not a modern graduate of a thaumaturgy school; she came into her powers a couple of thousand years ago. She’s a hybrid human and Old One. To her, animals have always been simply animals. What Jeffers did is a comparatively recent application of the thaumaturgic craft. I doubt she’s had much exposure to thaumagenes at all.”

“So, she terrifies the animals, like Bobby,” Kira said, “but she doesn’t realize that Zeus isn’t just an expensive sculpture, because he’s in a case and not a cage. You’re saying it never occurred to her that he could talk?”

“Probably not,” Wyrdrune said. “Especially if she didn’t see him move. Otherwise, she would’ve probably reduced him to molten slag.”

“So, what do we do now?” asked Kira.

Wyrdrune shrugged. “I don’t know. She’s your great-great-grandmother to whatever power. What do you think we should do?”

“Let’s just keep one thing in mind,” said Angelo. “We still don’t know that Gordon was running the killers. Or that she murdered DeVries.”

“Well, she certainly killed Jeffers,” Wydrune said.

“That may well be true,” said Slade, “but magic talking sculptures can’t testify in court. So, despite what Zeus said, we have no actual evidence that Lainie Gordon did this.” He glanced toward the paragriffin. “No offense, Zeus.”

“None taken,” the paragriffin replied.

“Well, whether we can use the paragriffin’s statement or not,” said Angelo, “it still doesn’t change the fact that Gordon can’t simply go around killing suspects like she’s judge, jury, and executioner. We might not be able to prove she did it, but we know she did it. And it’s a telling point that she’s not here, investigating this.”

“Look, I realize that I have no legal standing here,” said Makepeace, “but might I ask what else you thought to do with the likes of Jeffers and DeVries? Perhaps you could arrest them, if you could overwhelm their powers, but what jail or prison could ever hold them? It would take a mage to cast a spell powerful enough to lay a permanent geas on them to prevent them from ever using their powers again, or else placing them into some sort of enchanted stasis, like Morganna did to Merlin. Between the four of you, I have no doubt that you could do it. However, it would then reveal the true extent of your powers, which you have all sought to conceal, and for excellent reasons. It would also most likely be challenged by civil libertarians as cruel and unusual punishment.”

“So, what are you saying?” said Angelo.

“He’s saying that Gordon is taking that burden off our shoulders,” Slade replied. “She did what needed to be done.”

Angelo took a deep breath and moistened his lips. “All right, let’s say that I don’t disagree with you in principle. But I’m under orders to bring the killers in, not execute them.”

“You are not executing them,” Slade replied, in a deep, sepulchral voice that was completely different from his own. “My daughter is.”

That brought a screeching halt to the proceedings. They all stared at him, then Angelo said, “Will?”

“Yeah?” said Slade.

Angelo frowned. “Your daughter?”

“What?”

“You just referred to Lainie Gordon as your daughter.”

“I did? When?”

“Just now,” said Wyrdrune. “About ten seconds ago.”

“You’re kidding.”

Wyrdrune shook his head. “No, we definitely are not.”

“Gorlois just spoke,” said Angelo. “And you weren’t even aware of it?”

Slade exhaled heavily. “No, I was not. Well … that’s a bit unsettling. What did he say?”

“He essentially said that his daughter was taking the burden of executing the necromancers off our shoulders,” Wyrdrune replied.

“And that might not be a bad thing,” said Makepeace. “Please understand, I realize it does not exactly fit the purview of your justice system, but the only truly practical thing to do would be to execute them. Otherwise, there would always be the possibility that they could break free of prison or else eventually overcome any geas you could place on them to prevent them from using their power. You could weaken them, but you could never fully subdue them.”

“Which was why we had to kill the Dark Ones when we found them,” Kira said. “There was no other choice.”

“Exactly,” Makepeace said. “Even the Council of the White were not able to fully neutralize them. Thousands of years later, they were able to break free of their enchantment and return.”

“With all due respect, Sebastian, you’re not exactly an objective observer here,” said Angelo. “You merged with the surviving members of the Council. You’re not just fey anymore. You’re also part Old One. Several parts, in fact.”

“Admittedly,” Makepeace replied, nodding. “As is Will, as we have just seen. Yet that still does not alter the facts.”

“Actually, there is one very significant difference,” Angelo said. “Jeffers and DeVries were not Old Ones. They were human. And they were murdered.”

“They were serial killers. And they were brought to justice,” Makepeace replied. “John, please understand that I am not seeking conflict with you. But there are factors at play here that you might not have considered.”

“Okay, like what?” said Angelo, in a testy tone.

“Like the fact that as Director of the Bureau of Thaumaturgy, you are restricted by legalities and you are also under considerable political pressure. Quite aside from that, I suggest that you have never fully resolved your own inner conflict. You and Modred merged. Modred no longer exists as an independent entity, perhaps, but his life force was what saved you. And since then, you have had to live with the reality of being a slain cop who was reanimated by the life force of an assassin. Under the circumstances, your drive to do this by the book, as they say, is completely understandable.”

“Oh, great,” said Angelo, with a grimace. “So now I’m being psychoanalyzed by a fairy.”

“That wasn’t fair, John,” Kira said. “And Sebastian has a completely valid point.”

“Can’t argue with that,” said Slade. “Look, let’s table that for now and consider what we actually know. There are indications that DeVries was one of the necromancers. He didn’t commit suicide; someone dropped him 120 stories. Was it Lainie Gordon? She was at the crime scene. And I believe she got there first.”

“That’s all we know for sure,” said Angelo. “That she was there, with us, after the fact. Maybe she did it, maybe she didn’t. There’s no hard evidence, either way. And I am damn sure going to make certain I have hard evidence before I accuse an ITC agent.”

“Understandable,” said Slade. “Next, we have Jeffers. Only this time, we know that Gordon did it. But again, we have no evidence that we can take to court.”

“We don’t even have enough to arrest her and have her charged,” said Angelo.

“Correct,” said Wyrdrune. “And she’s not here, when by now she surely should have heard about this.”

“That, in itself, is not necessarily indicative of anything,” said Angelo. “She stated right from the beginning that she was going to pursue her own investigation, and that we were just here for logistical support. Technically, this is now the ITC’s jurisdiction. If she wanted to, she could simply order us off the case.”

“So then why doesn’t she?” asked Makepeace.

“Actually, there could be a number of reasons,” Slade replied. “One, as John said, she wants to have us for logistical support. Or, two, she wants us to be centerstage, catching the political flack, while she pursues her own investigation unimpeded. Or, three, she wants us to take the blame if this whole thing blows up. Or any combination of the above. Finally, we know that there is still at least one more necromancer out there somewhere. And we have no other leads.”

“It’s a shame we don’t have the runestones anymore,” said Wyrdrune, shaking his head. “They were always able to alert us whenever a Dark One was around.”

“Well, maybe the runestones can’t help us anymore,” said Slade, glancing at Makepeace, “but they were animated by the spirits of the Council, and the surviving spirits of the Council all merged with Sebastian.”

“Sadly, I could not call upon the spell of The Living Triangle, even if I knew how, without all the spirits of the Council of the White,” said Makepeace. “And only a few of them survived the final battle with the Dark Ones.”

“Yes, but you can call upon them,” Slade replied.

“That’s right,” said Dr. Riley. “You showed us that when you shifted at Lovecraft’s. You said they were a part of you now.”

“And they were all mages,” Slade added, “every one of them. Not just human mages, but Old Ones. The original magic users. And they were among the most powerful of the Old Ones, at that. Which should make you, Sebastian, about the most powerful adept on the planet.”

“Well, that’s arguable,” said Makepeace, uneasily, “especially since I do not consider myself an adept, but in any case, what you’re suggesting would require my relinquishing complete control to them. Or, perhaps more accurately, to those aspects of my personality which they have become. And that could be extremely dangerous. I would have no control over whatever they might choose to do. And for that matter, I might not even be able to come back.”

“I understand exactly how you feel, Sebastian,” Slade replied. “I felt the same way when Merlin’s spirit first possessed me. Then, just when I was getting used to that, Gorlois moved in. After their life forces merged with mine, I thought the whole split personality thing was done with, but while Merlin’s life force seems to have just become a part of me, Gorlois apparently comes bubbling up from time to time, as you’ve just seen.” He sighed. “And it hasn’t been easy. I’ve been in therapy for that, and it’s been helping, but I still feel like I don’t have complete control over myself. So, believe me, I understand.”

“Do you?” Makepeace asked. “Gorlois was once a member of the Council. Unlike the others, he never infused his life force into the runestones, but he was nevertheless a key part of the spell that had confined the Dark Ones. What if I were to ask you to relinquish your control to him, completely, so that he could add his power to the surviving spirits of the Council?”

“Well, I suppose it wouldn’t be fair of me to ask you to do something I wouldn’t be willing to do myself,” said Slade.

“Even knowing that Gorlois might refuse to become reabsorbed into your psyche?” Makepeace said. “You’ve seen what he’s like. Once he was out and in complete control, he might not be willing to go back.”

“Okay, wait a minute,” Angelo interrupted, glancing uneasily from Slade to Makepeace. “Nobody’s relinquishing anything to anyone unless I fully understand what the hell we’re talking about here.”

“John,” said Makepeace, patiently, “with all due respect, you have no authority over me.”

Angelo took a deep breath. “All right, maybe not, but I damn sure have authority over him!” He pointed at Slade.

“True,” said Makepeace. “Will is, indeed, under your authority as an agent of the Bureau. But Gorlois is not.”

“Except Gorlois can’t assume complete control unless Will lets him,” Angelo replied. He paused, then glanced at Slade and anxiously added, “Can he?”

Slade shrugged. “I don’t think so. But I’m not really sure. As you’ve told me a number of times, I’ve got issues, and Gorlois is behind most of them.”

“All right, if I understand correctly,” Angelo replied, “every time Gorlois has ‘come out’ before, he just sort of rose up out of your subconscious like some Jungian Shadow entity and then went away after a few moments. You didn’t do anything to prompt him to come out or to force him back, did you?”

“Jungian Shadow entity, huh?” said Slade. He grinned. “That’s not bad, John. You been reading up, or talking to Sonja Voronov?”

“Goddammit, Will, answer the question!”

“Okay, take it easy,” Slade replied. “I’m just trying to lighten the mood. It’s getting a bit grim in here. To answer your question, no, I did nothing to prompt him, at least not so far as I know. And I didn’t do anything to make him go away. But I was at least aware of what he was doing, even if, briefly, I wasn’t in complete control.”

“Except for just now,” Wyrdrune pointed out. “You weren’t even aware that he spoke through you.”

Slade pursed his lips, thoughtfully. “No, that’s true. I wasn’t.”

“Were you aware when Gorlois came out and threw Patrino across the room?” asked Angelo.

Slade nodded. “I was, actually. But the truth is I didn’t try to stop him. Patrino really pissed me off.”

“So, you didn’t completely lose control?” said Angelo.

Slade scratched his head and sighed. “Maybe not. But the truth is, I’m not sure. Patrino made me angry, but what I felt rush through me like a powerful electrical shock when Gorlois came out was absolute rage. It freaked me out. I was afraid that Gorlois might have killed him.”

“Okay, now I know you must’ve discussed this with Dr. Voronov,” said Angelo, “so I want you to think carefully, Will. You said Gorlois came out and you felt his rage. He threw Patrino across the room and it frightened you, because you thought he might kill Patrino, so you were aware of what was happening. Are you sure you didn’t do anything to suppress Gorlois? Or at least make the attempt?”

They all watched him, anxiously, waiting for his answer. Slade frowned as he relived the incident in his mind. “I didn’t think I did,” he said, after a few moments, “but after what he did – what I did -- I seem to recall reacting with alarm….” He shook his head. “And then he was just gone.”

“So maybe you can control him,” Kira said. “And you just didn’t realize it.”

“I don’t know,” Slade replied, uncertainly. “Maybe.”

“All right, I can’t control whatever Sebastian decides to do,” said Angelo, looking at Makepeace, “but I can at least ask. And what I’d like to ask is for both of you to hold off on doing anything about bringing forth your entities until Will’s had a chance to speak with Dr. Voronov again and get her take on it. Because if there’s a chance that he might not be able to come back, I don’t want him to risk it. Or you, Sebastian.”

“Very well, I can go along with that,” said Makepeace. He glanced at Slade. “How long do you suppose that might take? There is a certain amount of urgency here.”

“Well, she said I could call her anytime,” said Slade. He grinned. “She finds me fascinating.”

“Then please do so,” Makepeace said. “In the meantime, what are we to do about Special Agent Gordon?”

“Look, I don’t want you to do anything,” Angelo replied, emphatically. “As you pointed out yourself, you have no legal standing here. The last thing I want is to get you on the ITC’s radar. You’re a consultant, Sebastian, nothing more.”

“He’s also the only one here, with the possible exception of Will, who’s more powerful than Elaine is,” Kira said.

“She goes by –” Angelo began, but Kira interrupted him.

“I don’t care what the hell she chooses to call herself these days,” Kira replied. “We need to remember who she is.”

“She’s your ancestor,” Angelo said.

“Exactly,” Kira said. “She’s Morgan le Fay’s sister and Gorlois’ daughter, which in a way makes her your daughter, Will, though I doubt she’d take paternal instruction or advice from you. She might be a credentialed agent of the ITC, but don’t go expecting her to follow the Commission’s policies and regulations. She predates them by a couple of thousand years. She’s an immortal sorceress, part human and part Old One. Don’t expect her to act like anything else.”

“So, what exactly are you saying?” Angelo asked.

“I’m saying that we shouldn’t trust her,” Kira replied. “She might be in charge of this investigation, but she’s clearly got her own agenda, just like Morganna had. Morganna became an ITC agent because she wanted their resources to help her track down Modred. Why did Elaine decide to join the Commission, as well? What did she need them for?”

“Maybe to find the one member of the family who’s still unaccounted for,” said Wyrdrune. “Her other sister. My ancestor, Morgause.”

****

He took the bridge across the East River to Lower Manhattan. It was late and traffic was relatively light, although there were always vehicles on the road, no matter the time of night. The city never slept. He could have looked closer to home, but that was risky. He was too well known and someone might have recognized him. As he drove down the darkened, tree-lined avenues, dimly illuminated by the streetlamps, he listened to the dispatcher on his police radio. They were no longer looking for a black limousine. They thought they had found it with the death of DeVries. It had not occurred to them that there might be others.

He grimaced as he thought of that arrogant fool. He had thought he knew it all. He had been talented, to be sure, and very skillful, but his skill and talent had been overridden by a monumental ego and that was what had done him in.

And now Jeffers was gone, as well. That was disturbing, because he did not know who had killed him. She had denied that it was her and he had no reason to disbelieve her. Why would she lie? She had nothing to fear from him. She told him she had killed DeVries, because she would not tolerate disobedience. But Jeffers had been nothing like DeVries. He had always followed her instructions to the letter. He wasn’t stupid and he wasn’t greedy. He was smart. But clearly not smart enough. Someone had found him. Only who?

Could it have been that lead BOT investigator, that albino, what was his name? Slade. Cocky young s.o.b.. Where everybody from the governor on down was anxious to get camera time about the Necromancer Murders, this guy gave them the back of his hand. And there had been official complaints filed that he had interfered with the news media’s camera drones at crime scenes. You had to give it to the bastard for his independent attitude. But was he dangerous?

The mayor and the governor had both said during press conferences that the ITC was joining the investigation, but so far, no ITC agent had appeared and the Commission was not responding to inquiries from the media. Of course, they never did, so that was not necessarily indicative of anything. If there was an ITC presence on the case, it had not been revealed. At least, not yet.

Mayor Patel had gone on camera with several press conferences, and he had brought the BOT Director, Angelo, with him. Angelo had not looked much like a bureaucrat. He came across more like a hardass cop, which, upon investigation, he turned out to have been. But after that, his bona fides became very sketchy. Personnel files were not obtainable. Inquiries, even in official databases, came back as “Classified/Restricted.” Well, for a BOT agent, that was not really unusual, but then even pulling a few strings had not resulted in any further information. And when he did a search on graduates of thaumaturgy programs, Angelo’s name had not come up. At all. At any of them. And that was very interesting.

He was supposedly a high-level sorcerer, but it seemed as if the BOT had scrubbed his records. He could understand that for an agent who worked undercover, but for the man who held the politically sensitive office of Director? What amused him, and bothered him at the same time, was that the media had totally ignored the fact that Angelo had gone from being an NYPD detective to Director of the U.S. Bureau of Thaumaturgy with absolutely no documented steps in between. And that suggested the BOT had something to hide.  

The black limo turned northeast, floating above the grassy roadway toward The Bowery and Chinatown. The windows were all tinted dark, so it was impossible to see through the side windows and difficult to see through the windshield, so other drivers could make out only the vague figure of the chauffeur in his cap. Had they been able to see clearly through the windshield, or the driver’s side window, they would have seen that the driver wasn’t human. The chauffeur was a department store mannequin, its head turning slightly as it drove, its stiff white hands on the wheel.

She had animated it for him as the ultimately discreet driver to take him on his late-night predations. He had to admire her handiwork. It was quite a piece of conjuring.

He was no slouch at conjuring himself, but he had made sure no one knew that. As a boy, he had been fascinated by Merlin Ambrosius, obsessed with learning how to conjure, but he had been nervous and did not score well on the preliminary entrance exams. Afterward, he had been furious and elected not to wait the requisite year before he could take the exams again, but instead embarked upon an unsanctioned, individual course of study. He had purchased used thaumaturgy texts in the city’s secondhand bookstores, which wasn’t recommended because unsupervised home study of magic could be highly dangerous, but he had discovered, to his delight, that he had a talent for it and learned quickly.

Working diligently, staying up late at night and using herbs from the apothecary to keep going, he had completed the course of study required for a ThD in a mere five years. Of course, there was no way he could stand for certification. He had not possessed a recognized degree from an accredited institution. But he didn’t care.

It was never his intention to follow thaumaturgy as a career. He had no qualifications and he hadn’t wanted any. What he wanted was the knowledge. There was an easier way to make a lot more money. And he had embarked upon that course long before he had completed his independent studies as an adept.

Originally, as an impressionable kid, he had just wanted to learn magic, like so many other kids in the neighborhood. They grew their hair long, like adepts, wore shiny, Halloween costume wizards’ vestments with glitter sigils on them, and waved “magic wands” that lit up. But he had never been one of those kids. He had contempt for them. Playing pretend. He hadn’t wanted pretend. He wanted real.

But after he had embarked upon his studies and discovered that he had potential, he shifted his focus from simply learning magic for its own sake to using it to advance his career. And it had worked -- no pun intended, he thought -- like a charm.

He had been able to greatly magnify his natural charisma, using glamour spells to manipulate people into supporting him and sending in donations. All tax deductible, of course, as he always reminded them. It was so easy. Who was it who once said, ‘If they weren’t sheep, they wouldn’t be so willing to be fleeced?’

And now he was fleecing them in yet another way. Literally, stealing their souls. He had to appreciate the irony of it. True, he had someone to answer to, but he had never thought that would be a problem, so long as he did his part and paid her price and did not attempt to strike out on his own. Not that he couldn’t, but he knew better. His abilities were no match for hers. At least, not yet.

But this thing with DeVries and Jeffers worried him. He had never liked DeVries. Thought he was too full of himself, too arrogant and much too vain. What happened to DeVries had been his own fault and if it had stopped there, he might not have a problem with it. But now someone had killed Jeffers.

And it wasn’t her.

That could only mean one thing. Someone was getting close. But who? Not the police, surely. They were out of their depth. It had to be either the BOT or the ITC. And, so far as he knew, the ITC had not yet become directly involved in the case. So that almost surely meant it had to be the Bureau.

But would the Bureau have killed Jeffers? They didn’t work that way. At least, they claimed they didn’t. But that could just be a public pose. Much like his own was.

He saw her standing on the corner, underneath a streetlight. There was absolutely no question about what she was. Long, poorly dyed blonde hair, extremely short skirt revealing long legs in sheer, dark stockings with high, red patent leather boots with high heels. One of those short, furry, retro jackets that were all the rage, worn open to display large breasts that were barely contained in a skimpy white top that left little to the imagination. He smiled.

This neighborhood had never let him down. Even with the cautionary headlines and lead stories on the evening news, they still came out. Had to make their money for their drugs, or their spell highs, which were even more expensive because you couldn’t get those from just anybody, it had to be a corrupt, low-level adept, perhaps a warlock burning the candle at both ends. No self-respecting wizard or sorcerer would ever get involved with anyone like her … unless, like him, they were about to liberate her from her troubles.

The mannequin steered the limo to the curb in front of her and hovered silently about a foot above the ground. The rear window slid down and she came over to it. She leaned down, looking in at the back seat.

“Hey, baby,” she said, trying to sound sultry, “lookin’ for a good time?”

That was as far as she got. He had started to cast her as soon as she approached. He watched as her gaze unfocused, her eyes went blank, and her jaw went slack.

“Step back,” he said.

She did, and he opened the door. He could have floated her in through the window, as DeVries used to do, but that was pure vanity and arrogance. Someone might see. And it was a waste of effort. An open car door, a hooker stepping in, the car pulling away … nothing to see here.

She sat in the seat across from him, her eyes vacant, her long legs crossed and exposing a lot of thigh, but he wasn’t interested in that. She looked young and reasonably healthy, not skinny and emaciated from drugs, but then you could never tell. Even if she didn’t have any visible tracks, the drugs these people took weren’t always injectable. He wondered if her life force would be weak. They often were, because they took such poor care of themselves. It would be nice if he didn’t need to find another one tonight to make sure he got enough. He would make short work of her, dispose of the body, and then see –

She began to shimmer, and he stared, astonished, as she shifted. In the hooker’s place now sat an older woman, on the short side and matronly, with shoulder-length brown hair liberally streaked with gray, and a round, cherubic face. She smiled, displaying dimples.

“Evening, Reverend,” she said. “You and I are going to have a chat.”




Chapter Sixteen    



Dr. Sonia Voronov leaned back in her comfortable executive chair, crossed her legs, and pressed the little igniter button on her pipe. With a soft, barely audible click, the tiny thaumaturgic battery sent a charge that ignited the thaumagenetic hemp blend in the oval-shaped, metal pipe bowl. She puffed on it several times to get it going, inhaled deeply, held it for a moment, then exhaled a misty stream of violet smoke that broke apart into half a dozen purple butterflies that dissipated as they neared the ceiling.

“I hope that’s not too potent a blend,” said Slade, raising his eyebrows as he sat on the plush, dark blue sofa across from her. “I could really use your completely unimpaired judgement tonight.”

“Yes, you said it was important when you called,” she replied, gesturing with her pipe. “But you need not be concerned. This is merely a mild, anti-stress blend that aids in concentration. I never get high when working with a client.”

“Patient, you mean,” said Slade, wryly. “You should know by now that you don’t have to be politically correct with me.”

“The term ‘patient’ implies an illness,” Dr. Voronov replied. “I do not think of you as someone who is ill. Rather, as a client seeking balance.”

“Which implies that I am unbalanced,” Slade said, with a smile.

“Well, we could continue to spar verbally and amuse ourselves, if you wish,” Dr Voronov replied, “but you did say it was important. So shall we cut to the chase, as they say, or do you require some more time to work up to it?”

“Right,” said Slade, shifting his weight on the sofa. “Let’s get to it, then. The Director wanted me to check in with you before I committed to a course of action.”

“And that would be?”

“Allowing Gorlois to come out and assume complete control for a period of time,” said Slade.

Dr. Voronov inhaled again and held it a bit longer before exhaling. “I see. I take it this would be for a specific purpose related to the case you’re working on and not just a random experiment?”

“Correct,” said Slade.

“And are you in a position to tell me what that specific purpose would be?”

“Yeah, sure,” said Slade. “I don’t know why I’m being cagey about this. Guess I’m a little nervous.”

“I got that. Is it important that I know?”

“I don’t know. Yeah, probably. At least, so you’d have all the data points you’d need to make a recommendation.” He moistened his lips. “You recall that we discussed Sebastian Makepeace?”

“The rather large fairy?”

“Yes. Well, I should give you an update, because only some of this would have been on the news. We’ve kept certain information back. Two of the necromancers we’ve been seeking are now dead. One, a corporate adept named Gerald DeVries, has been reported as a suicide. In fact, he was murdered, dropped 120 stories from the balcony of his penthouse. The second was Roland Jeffers, whose body was discovered only this morning in his thaumadesign studio. There were very strong trace emanations present at both scenes. However, we are not certain that the same killer murdered both men. We have reason to believe that Jeffers was killed by an ITC agent named Lainie Gordon, who is now in charge of the case. Unfortunately, we have no proof. It’s possible that she also killed DeVries, but we don’t know that.”

“Interesting. Where does Makepeace come in?”

“Well, Sebastian would have died when he was injured in the final battle with the Dark Ones, except several surviving members of the Council of the White, the ruling body of the Old Ones against whom the Dark Ones had rebelled, merged their life forces with his.”

“Yes, I recall we talked about that. They were the ones whose life energies had animated the enchanted runestones. You said that in addition to Makepeace’s fey powers, this probably makes him the most powerful adept in the world, and he is assisting you in your investigation, but prefers to keep a low profile.”

“Correct,” said Slade. “There is only a small, select group of individuals who are aware of his participation.”

“Then I’m privileged to be one of them,” she said.

“Well, there are two others you don’t know about yet,” said Slade. And he briefly told her about Wyrdrune and Kira. “They are not, of course, as powerful as they once were when they were bonded with the runestones, but they are still high-level adepts. Sebastian summoned them, and they are now here to assist, as well, but again, only a few people know they’re here. We did not want to alert the killers.”

“Two of whom are now dead,” said Dr. Voronov. “And you believe there is a third?”

“There are, or were, at least three,” said Slade. “And as I said, we have reason to believe -- well, actually, we know – that Special Agent Gordon killed one of them.”

“Jeffers?”

“That’s right. And she might also have killed DeVries. However, if she didn’t, that means someone else did, and the only person who would have been in a position to do that, to take on someone as powerful as DeVries was, would have been whoever was running him. And Jeffers. And whoever the third one is.”

“When you say that someone might have been ‘running’ them, what exactly do you mean?”

“Well, we think it’s possible someone was behind the Necromancer Murders all along,” Slade replied, “sending adepts out to kill for them.”

“For what purpose?”

“To get life force,” Slade said. “If you wanted to steal life force through necromancy, it would reduce the risk considerably if someone else did the killing for you.”

“And then surrendered the life force that they stole?” said Dr. Voronov. She frowned. “What would be in it for them?”

“We’re guessing the killers would only give up part of the life force they took,” said Slade. He shrugged. “We don’t know how much. 50/50, maybe. 60/40? Whatever their agreement was.”

“Interesting. But why would the killers agree to that? If they’d be taking all the risks, then why not just keep all the life force for themselves?”

“We considered that,” said Slade, nodding. “And again, we’re not sure that’s what’s really happening. It’s possible there were only the three killers.” He shrugged again. “At least, three that we know about. However, at this point, we think it’s unlikely there were any more. We’ve seen no evidence of that.” He grimaced. “At least, not yet.”

“And you can tell how many killers there were through the trace emanations?” asked Dr. Voronov.

“Well, I can’t,” Slade replied. “I can sense TEs, but not well enough to differentiate them. However, Makepeace can. And so can Special Agent Gordon.”

“I wasn’t aware that was even possible,” said Dr. Voronov. “I’m a fifth level adept and I’ve never heard of that.”

“That’s because ordinary adepts can’t do it,” Slade replied. “But Makepeace isn’t an ordinary adept.”

“So you said, because he’s fey, and because of his merging. But what about Special Agent Gordon?”

“Ah, well, Special Agent Gordon is, indeed, a special case,” said Slade. “Laine Gordon is actually Elaine, the daughter of Gorlois and his human wife, Igraine. She’s part human and part Old One.”

“The daughter of Gorlois, whose life force merged with you?” said Dr. Voronov, her eyes going wide. “But … goodness, how old would that make her?”

“Couple of thousand years,” said Slade.

“So she’s immortal. Like you.”

“Well, maybe not exactly like me,” said Slade. “I might be immortal, or my life might have only been extended. I’m not sure. I have no idea how long I might live, barring some sort of catastrophic accident. I can be killed. As can Lainie Gordon. Immortals are not indestructible. Gorlois was killed by Uther Pendragon, King Arthur’s father. And Merlin died fighting the Dark Ones. Their spirits survived because they were both powerful adepts. But whereas Gorlois and Merlin merged their life forces with mine, which is what might make me immortal, Gordon comes by her immortality more directly. She was actually born to it.”

“Fascinating,” said Dr. Voronov. She shook her head. “If I didn’t know better, I would swear all this was delusional. Does the ITC know who … what … she really is?”

Slade shook his head. “Don’t know. But I don’t think so. Because if they knew, I think it would scare the crap out of them.”

“So … in a sense, does that make you her father?” Dr. Voronov asked.

Slade took a deep breath and exhaled heavily. “Well … that’s a hell of a good question. When we met for the first time, she recognized her father in me. She was also able to detect Merlin’s life force, despite the fact that Merlin never manifested the way Gorlois has.”

“Why do you suppose that is?”

Slade shrugged. “I can only guess. Like Lainie, Merlin was a half-breed. Gorlois was his father, but his mother was human. Gorlois, on the other hand, is 100% Old One. I guess that makes him stronger.”

“So he has been able to ‘come out,’ as you put it, and speak through you.”

Slade nodded. “Not often, but yes.”

“Okay, let me make sure I understand all this,” Dr. Voronov said. “When Merlin’s spirit first possessed you, because you are descended from him, you were able to communicate with him, and it was like having two separate personalities. But you never actually became Merlin. He was a voice inside your head. Then you came into possession of the ring that contained Gorlois’ life force. He did not actually become a part of you, the way Merlin did, but he was able to manifest on occasion, taking you over for a brief period, and literally causing you to transform into an armored knight, presumably because that’s how Gorlois appeared when he died. Have I got that all right so far?”

“Exactly right,” said Slade.

“But when you were fatally injured and Merlin and Gorlois both independently surrendered their life energies to save you, your appearance was transformed, and you became an albino, presumably because Gorlois was an albino, and at least some part of your appearance was also influenced by Merlin’s life force, is that correct?”

“Right again. You do listen, Doc,” Slade said, with a smile.

“Well, that is my job,” she replied. “But after your merging, on occasion, you shifted back to your original appearance, something you had no control over initially, but now, because of something Sebastian Makepeace did, you are able to control your shifting.”

“As you can see,” Slade replied, spreading out his arms. “I now always shift to my original appearance when I come here, because the media know about SAA Slade, the ‘albino BOT agent’ who is the lead investigator on the Necromancer case.”

“Okay, but here’s my question,” Dr. Voronov said. “You gained control over your shifting because of something Makepeace did, something magical, not because of any effort of your own. So what makes you think that you would have control if you allowed Gorlois to take over? What if he didn’t want to let you come back?”

“That’s what has John Angelo worried,” Slade replied, “and why he made me promise to run it past you before I did anything. The answer is, I honestly don’t know.”

Dr. Voronov’s pipe had gone out. She was still holding it, but she seemed to have forgotten all about it. “That would be taking one hell of a chance,” she said.

Slade shrugged. “Maybe. But he’s come out before. Well, maybe not completely, but he’s spoken through me, without my even doing anything. If he wanted to take over, why couldn’t he have? It’s not like I could do anything to stop him.”

She nodded. “Yes, I see your point. But you’re still dealing with a big unknown.” She shook her head. “I’m not sure I can advise you, Will. I’ve never encountered a case like yours. There’s never been a case like yours. If Gorlois took over and then refused to relinquish control, I don’t think there’s anything that I could do to help you. I might not ever see you again. And even if I did, you wouldn’t be you anymore. Don’t you find that frightening?”

“Well, frankly, yes,” said Slade. “But Makepeace only merged with some of the spirits of the Council. The others were killed in battle with the Dark Ones, their life forces destroyed by powerful magic. All of them together had animated the runestones, creating the spell of the Living Triangle, which was what allowed them to find the necromancers. Makepeace alone can’t do it. Not without Gorlois.”

“But do you have any guarantee that he can actually do it with Gorlois?”

“Well … no. But it may be our best shot.”

She sighed. “And how do you feel about it?”

Slade moistened his lips. “I’d be lying if I said it didn’t worry me. Even scare me a little.” He grimaced. “More than a little, to be honest. But I think I need to do it, for several reasons. It’s probably our best chance to find the necromancers, and whoever is behind them. If someone is behind them, and I suspect there is.”

“Why do you say that?”

Slade shrugged. “I can’t say. It’s just a feeling. Wyrdrune said something earlier today when we were discussing what Gordon’s agenda might be. Kira insisted on calling her Elaine, because she said that whatever she called herself now, that’s who she really was. And she had a point. Even though she is descended from her, Kira doesn’t trust Elaine. And I’ve learned to trust Kira’s instincts. But Wyrdrune ventured a guess as to why Elaine might have joined the ITC. So she could use their resources to help her find her sister, Morgause, from whom Wyrdrune is descended. Their descent from that family is why the runestones bonded with them in the first place.”

“And you think Morgause may still be alive?” asked Dr. Voronov.

Slade shrugged. “I don’t know. It’s possible. Elaine is. Or Lainie Gordon, as she’s calling herself now.”

“And in all these years, she’s never been able to find her?”

“Her sister might not have wanted to be found. It’s a strange, incredibly dysfunctional family dynamic. Their mother, Morganna, spent centuries looking for her son, Modred. But Modred wanted nothing to do with her.”

“You said there were several reasons why you thought you should allow Gorlois to take control,” Dr. Voronov said. “You mentioned only one.”

“Right,” said Slade. “Another reason is that I need to settle this thing once and for all, find out who, or what, I really am. And if I have any real control over whatever the hell it is I have become.”

“It’s why Angelo sent you to see me in the first place,” she replied.

Slade nodded. “Yeah. Because he’s worried about me. And not just because I could be dangerous. He’s concerned about my mental health. And, well, frankly, so am I.”

“I know,” Dr. Voronov replied. “You try to hide it, and you probably can, from most people, but I do this for a living, and I’ve been doing it a long time.”

“So … what do you think?”

“Well, as I said, I don’t really think I can advise you ….”

“I meant about my mental health. And please don’t turn it around and ask me what I think.”

“No. I wouldn’t do that. You deserve a straight answer.” She paused to take a deep breath. “I’m concerned about you, Will. I really want to help you, but the truth is, I don’t know if I can. I don’t know if anyone can. You’ve been living with an impossible situation for over twenty years. As a teenager, you were possessed by the spirit of your ancestor, who was a legendary archmage, and you managed to survive the strain and find a way to live with it. You became involved in a clandestine war against immortal necromancers from the dawn of time, and in the course of that struggle, you came into possession of an enchanted ring that resulted in yet another case of possession, by an Old One, the spirit of the last surviving member of the Council of the White. And then you were fatally injured, and would have died, if both the spirits who possessed you had not merged their life forces with yours, transforming your appearance, and ever since, you’ve had to live with that. And as if that were not enough, you had a tendency to change, to shift back to your original appearance, and you had no control over how or when these changes would occur. All things considered, Will, it’s remarkable that you’re still sane.”

“Is that your official diagnosis?” Slade asked.

She smiled. “Well, at least, so far.”

Slade smiled. “That’s a relief. Because I had my doubts, you know.”

“You’re a very strong young man, Will,” she said. “Incredibly resilient. I don’t know how much of that is due to you, or to the entities who merged with you, but you’re the most fascinating client I’ve ever worked with and I think I could continue to work with you for years and still not come to a complete understanding of what you have become.”

“I guess that makes two of us,” said Slade, with a smile.

“What I was about to say was that I hope to have the opportunity to continue to work with you, if you feel that you could benefit from it, but like Director Angelo, I worry about you.”

“I appreciate that, Sonja. I really do.”

“He’s going to call me, you know,” she said. “He’s going to ask me what I think.”

“I know. What are you going to tell him?”

She did not respond right away. After a moment, she sighed and said, “My first responsibility is to my client. So … I’m going to lie.”

****

“Where is she, Reverend?”

Her voice echoed through the empty warehouse.

“I don’t know what you’re talking about,” Reverend Conner replied, mustering a tone of outrage that he didn’t really feel. “You’ve made a very serious mistake. You have absolutely no right to detain me. There are going to be severe consequences. I don’t think you realize who you’re dealing with.”

Laine Gordon chuckled. “Oh, I know exactly who I’m dealing with,” she said. “A pompous megachurch preacher with an inflated sense of self-importance who doesn’t even believe the nonsense that he spouts to his deluded followers. You’re not even unique, Connor. Do you know how many of you I’ve seen over the years? I’ve lost count. You’re more than just a money-grubbing hypocrite. You’re a cliché.”

Reverend Roy Connor struggled uselessly against the spell that held his hands invisibly “cuffed” behind him, around the back of the hardwood chair.

“You cannot possibly be an ITC agent!” he said. “The Commission would never sanction anything like this!”

“What makes you think I give a damn about what the Commission sanctions?” she replied. “Their badge is merely a convenience. I’ve been around a lot longer than any of them, and I’ve got more power, too.”

“Ridiculous! You have no idea what you’re talking about!” Connor said. “The ITC was founded years before you were born.”

“Don’t think so,” Lainie Gordon replied, shaking her head. “They were only organized this century. You’d have to go back about twenty of them to reach my birthday.”

“You’re insane,” said Connor, for the first time feeling truly afraid. For an ITC special agent to entrap him, fake an arrest, and then interrogate him under threat, with no rights read and no attorney ever contacted would certainly be breaking regulations, yet could still be nothing more than over-the-line intimidation. But for the agent to actually be mentally unbalanced was even scarier.

“You’re a man of God who goes out at night to murder hookers and I’m insane?” she said. “Tell me, Reverend, how do you square stealing souls with your religion?”

“Stealing souls?” said Connor, fighting down panic. “I have no idea what you mean. And I haven’t murdered anybody!”

“In point of fact, you’ve murdered about a dozen bodies,” Gordon replied. “Along with Roland Jeffers and Gerald DeVries. And where are they? They resisted me and they’re both dead now.”

“You had nothing to do with DeVries,” said Connor, without thinking. “And I don’t ….”

He stopped, abruptly, realizing what he’d said.

“And how would you know that?” asked Gordon. “Unless she told you. So tell me, Reverend … where is she?”

“Who?”

“Don’t be coy, Connor. The one you steal souls for. My sister.”

“Your … what?” said Connor. The color drained from his face.

“My sister, Morgause,” said Gordon. “Or whatever she’s calling herself these days. There have been so many lifetimes, so many aliases …. Just tell me where she is and, who knows, you might even live through this.”

“Dear God!” Connor finally understood that this was no ordinary ITC special agent trying to run a bluff. This was someone crazy. “Look, if you’re really her sister …” he said, not believing for a moment that she actually was, “… then you have to believe me. I have no idea where she is. I don’t even know who she is. Or what she is.”

“Wrong answer,” Gordon said, and the chair Connor was sitting on flew up toward the ceiling of the deserted warehouse, high overhead, then came crashing down to smash and splinter on the concrete floor.

Connor groaned, the shock of the impact stunning him and at the same time breaking his right shoulder. A moment later, the pain registered and he screamed.

“We’ll just start out slow,” said Gordon, standing over him. “It gets much worse from here. Much, much worse. Unless, of course, you choose to cooperate.”

Connor started to sob. “Please …” he whimpered, “please don’t hurt me anymore! I’ll tell you anything you want to know!”

“Good,” she said, drawing out the word. “So … where is my sister?”

“Please,” Connor replied, his voice trembling as he struggled up to a sitting position. “I’ll tell you everything I know! I’ll even admit to the murders! But you’ve simply got to believe me! Oh, God, it hurts! I don’t know where she is! I swear! I don’t even know who she is! You say she’s your sister … fine, I believe you, but the truth is she never told me who she was. She just … she just came to me one day. Appeared out of nowhere … in my church!”

He shut his eyes against the pain. It was excruciating. He couldn’t imagine anything hurting worse than that. And she said that it would be much worse. He couldn’t take that.

“It was empty … late at night,” he went on, wincing. “I was blocking out the sermon for the next day’s service … planning all the camera angles … suddenly, she was just there …. a wind came up … inside the church! And this … this hole opened up in the air and there she was, this dark, demonic-looking wraith … just a shadowy, malevolent figure … I couldn’t make out anything more than that! And she spoke, with a voice that chilled me to the bone! She told me what she wanted … and what it could mean for me ... how we could help one another … how it would make me a much more powerful adept and extend my lifespan. I don’t even know how she knew that I was an adept …. No one knows! No one!”

He gasped with pain, gritted his teeth, and then continued, unsteadily.

“She offered me … a choice. Go out and kill for her … and she would show me how … how to take their life force … a spell … she said it wasn’t even very complicated … and then share what I took with her … or else I’d die.” He swallowed hard. “Right there and then. And she would take my soul. And I … I believed her. How could I not, after what I’d seen? I knew she was far more powerful than I was … I could feel it. And I was afraid. But more afraid of what she’d do than what she wanted me to do. And … and after the first one … God! The feeling! I wouldn’t have been able to stop then even if I’d wanted to! I knew it was necromancy … but I didn’t care! I would have gone on doing it, night after night, only she wouldn’t let me. She said that I could only do it when it was my turn … when she said … and that the slightest disobedience would mean my death. And that was how it went. I did what she said …. I went out when she said …. I did it how she said …. And then I gave her what she wanted when she came to take it. And … and that’s all I know. I swear it! You’ve got to believe me! If I knew where she was, I’d tell you! Honest! Just don’t hurt me anymore! Please! Please!”

She looked down at him for a moment and then grimaced, compressing her lips together in an expression of irritation. She sighed, then shook her head.

“Sadly, Reverend, I believe you. I do. I really don’t think you’d have the fortitude to lie to me.”

“Thank you … no … no, I wouldn’t …. I’ve told you everything I know…. Everything…. I’ve cooperated fully. And you don’t have to worry, I’ll never tell anyone about this…. Never!”

“No, Reverend, you never will,” she said.

Her eyes flared and he felt a cold mist penetrating his brain.

“No! No, please! Please!”

And then he didn’t feel anything more.




Chapter Seventeen



Sebastian Makepeace sat on the couch in Slade’s apartment on E. 4th Street, watching as Will Slade stood at the panoramic window wall, looking out. John Angelo sat across from him in one of the large reading chairs and Kira lounged in the other one, her legs drawn up beneath her. Wyrdrune sat on the arm of the sofa, to the left of Makepeace. They were all watching Slade.

“Are you sure you’re ready for this, Billy?” Kira said, momentarily lapsing back into what they used to call him years ago, the last time they were all together.

“Frankly, no,” said Slade, looking at his reflection in the window before turning around to face them. “But it makes no difference. It has to be done.”

The face that had been reflected in the window glass was his face, his original face, the multi-ethnic street urchin he had been before all of this had started, before Merlin, before Gorlois, only older now by some twenty years. Would it still be the same face afterward? Or would it be different? Would he still be himself?

“It’s not absolutely imperative, Will,” said Makepeace. “I could attempt this on my own, you know. If you have any reservations about this ….”

“No,” said Slade. “It’s not just that. It’s not just that we need to finally get a handle on these killings. I need to know. I need to know who I really am, who’s really in control.”

“Dr. Voronov said you’re ready for this, Will,” said Angelo, “but I’m not so sure. She seems to think you can handle this, that you’re strong enough, but what if she’s wrong?”

“Well, she’s the professional you sent me to see, John,” Slade replied. “And I haven’t thrown anyone across a room lately, have I?”

“No, you haven’t,” Angelo replied, “but that’s not the real question. The question is, who was it who threw Patrino across the room? Was it Gorlois? Or was it you? And when it comes right down to it, is there really a difference anymore?”

“That’s just what I need to find out,” Slade replied. “Merlin’s life force was already a part of me when I was almost killed. It became absorbed into whatever was left of my own dwindling life force, Merlin’s final gift to me … along with his power. But see, Gorlois was different. He was never actually inside me. His spirit was in the ring I picked up when Thanatos was killed. It was infused into the fire opal gemstone the same way the spirits of the Council were infused into the runestones. And I believed that at the same moment Merlin gave up his life force to save me, Gorlois did likewise. Only he didn’t, really.”

Wyrdrune frowned. “What do you mean?”

“Merlin’s life force merged with what was left of mine,” Slade replied. “They became one. So Merlin doesn’t come out anymore. I no longer hear his voice. Haven’t for twenty years. His spirit sacrificed itself for me. Became a part of me. But not Gorlois. He didn’t do that. It was what we thought he did, all those years ago, because my appearance changed, but we were wrong. I was wrong. I never stopped to consider that he could’ve chosen to save Thanatos the way Merlin had saved me, only he didn’t. That was because Thanatos meant nothing to him. Thanatos was only human. He was Morganna’s lover, and she gave the ring to him, but he was mortal. He had no relationship to Gorlois at all. No connection. And so Gorlois just let him die.”

“But you were his descendant,” Kira said.

“Exactly,” Slade replied, “through Merlin, his half-breed son. The son who helped Uther Pendragon kill him and then rape his wife, Igraine. They hated one another. Merlin wanted revenge against Gorlois for leaving his mother, and Gorlois wanted revenge against Merlin. And, lucky me, I wound up with both of them. Merlin, who had already possessed me before I was attacked, and then Gorlois, who I believed had given up his life force, along with Merlin, to merge with me. Only now I know he didn’t do that. No, Gorlois didn’t merge with me. He possessed me.”

“The same way Merlin had possessed you in the beginning?” Kira asked.

“Yes,” said Slade. “And the same way the spirits of the Council had possessed you both when you became bonded with the runestones. The only difference was they never manifested in you the same way Merlin had manifested in me. Their spirits manifested through the spell of the Living Triangle, creating a unified thaumaturgic force that you both became a part of. But in my case, one day, I woke up and there was somebody else looking back at me through my eyes in the bathroom mirror. Then I began to hear his voice inside my head, not just in my imagination, but actually hearing him speaking to me. Inside my head. It was like having a second personality over which I had absolutely no control.”

“But Merlin never physically manifested in you, the way Gorlois did,” Wyrdrune said. “You never shifted and became him.”

“No, he didn’t. And I didn’t,” Slade replied. “Perhaps he couldn’t. Unlike Gorlois, Merlin was only half Old One, so his magic was only half as strong. Or maybe he simply didn’t choose to manifest. I don’t know. But Gorlois is different. And he’s not just different from Merlin; he’s different from all the other Old Ones who were on the Council. He’s actually been alive all these many years, in a physical body, and later as a spirit gem, just like the runestones. But unlike the spirits of the runestones, he hadn’t been entombed for millennia. He lived in a world that was ruled by humans. And he’d been around us for a long, long time.”

“You’re saying he picked up human faults and frailties?” said Makepeace.

At that moment, Slade’s snat released its grip upon the ceiling and dropped into Makepeace’s lap.

“Gadzooks!” exclaimed Makepeace, startled. Instinctively, he threw the furry creature off him, but in the next instant, realizing what he’d done, he reached out and floated the snat, so that it hung in midair for a moment, making a high-pitched, frightened, squealing noise, then Makepeace slowly, gently floated it across the room and lowered it into Kira’s lap, where it began to purr contentedly.

“Sorry about that,” Slade said. “Tigger’s not very well trained.”

“You mean you can train a snat?” said Angelo.

Slade raised his eyebrows. “You mean you can’t?”

“We’re getting a bit off topic,” Makepeace said, irritably. “If I understand you correctly, you’re saying that because Gorlois, unlike the other Council members, had lived among the humans, he became more like the humans?”

“Well, he’s not much like the other surviving members of the Council, is he?” Slade replied. “There’s more than just one of them possessing you, yet they don’t manifest without your knowledge and cooperation, do they? They don’t just choose to randomly speak through you, or act through you … as in throwing somebody across a room or beating them senseless with their own guitar. They don’t leave you feeling as if you don’t really know who you are, do they?”

“No,” Makepeace said, “they do not. Which is perhaps all the more reason why maybe you should reconsider giving Gorlois complete control.”

“Who’s to say he couldn’t take it anyway?” said Slade. “I’m not at all sure I could stop him. But maybe that’s what he’s been waiting for all this time. To see if I would try, if I would resist him.”

“But that’s what you’ve been doing,” Angelo said. “Isn’t it?”

“Yeah. It is. It’s why you insisted I start therapy with Dr. Voronov or else give up my badge,” said Slade. “You couldn’t have a BOT agent who couldn’t control himself, couldn’t control his own power. And I don’t blame you. That would’ve been dangerous. It would not only put your job at risk, it would put the general public at risk.”

“I’m glad you understood that,” Angelo replied.

“Oh, I understood it perfectly,” said Slade. “And I agreed. It could have gone so much worse. It didn’t happen very often, but every time I felt Gorlois come rushing forth from whatever dark corner of my subconscious he occupied, I always tried to fight him. To force him back down. I never willingly gave him free rein.”

“So he just plagued you from the back of your mind?” said Wyrdrune. “Doing what? Testing you? For twenty years?”  

Slade shrugged. “What’s twenty years to an immortal? Gorlois has been around since before recorded history. Twenty years is less than an eyeblink to him. It’s a nanosecond.”

“All right,” said Kira, as she stroked the snat. “So if he’s been testing you all this time, pushing your boundaries, just what does he expect you to do?”

“Accept him,” Slade replied. “The same way you guys accepted the runestones when they bonded with you. And the same way Sebastian accepted the surviving spirits of the Council after they merged with him to save his life.”

“So … to accept him, as you say, you have to do what?” said Angelo. “Turn your entire self over to him? Willingly? Voluntarily?”

“Yeah, pretty much,” said Slade.

“Only what if you’re wrong?” Angelo continued.

“Well, I guess we’ll find out, won’t we?” Slade replied.

“I don’t like it,” Angelo said, shaking his head, emphatically. “It’s one hell of a risk.”

“But it’s my risk,” Slade said. “And I can’t afford not to take it. We still don’t know who’s really behind the Necromancer Murders. And there’s still at least one necromancer unaccounted for. For all we know, there may be even more now. If it’s really Morgause who’s behind all of this, and we don’t even know that for sure, then she could be recruiting replacements even as we speak. If there’s a chance that Gorlois, uniting with the spirits who possess Sebastian, can help us find her, or whoever is responsible, then we simply have to take that chance. And aside from that, I’ll never know the truth about what I’ve become if don’t do it.”

Angelo sighed. “Okay. I still don’t like it, but you’ve convinced me.”

Wyrdrune nodded. “Go for it.”

Kira took a deep breath and exhaled heavily. “I agree. I think you should.”

Makepeace looked up at Slade, standing in front of the window. “If you’re absolutely sure ….”

“I am,” said Slade.

“Very well,” said Makepeace. “Here we go then ….”

Without moving from his spot on the couch, Makepeace began to shimmer. His form blurred, as if it were being perceived through a mist, and its contours seemed to shift.

The little snat in Kira’s lap gave out a shriek, dropped to the floor, gathered itself up into a furry ball and rolled out of the room.

Involuntarily, Wyrdrune moved away from the couch, watching Makepeace intently. Kira sat motionless, fascinated.

Makepeace seemed to bifurcate. His body started to shift, dividing into two separate forms, with each figure splitting off, one to the left, and another to the right, becoming two softly glowing, indistinct, golden figures, and then each figure split off into two once more. The area around the couch looked shrouded in fog, and within that fog, six vaguely defined, lambent figures sat close to one another, pulsing with a dim, golden light.

The fog gradually thinned, as if it were being withdrawn into the six figures, absorbed into them, and their shapes became more distinct, their features more defined, still somewhat blurry, as if they were being seen from underwater, but they were now more visible, and it was possible, even with the blurriness, to differentiate between them. They were tall and slim, almost to the point of being emaciated. Their skin was golden, and it seemed to glow softly, while their long, scarlet red hair and beards gave them the aspect of ancient wise men, and they were ancient, indeed, having been born when humans’ primitive ancestors still went around on all fours.

Makepeace was gone; the spirits of the Council had manifested.

Slade could make out their features now, though he did not know if the others could. Their gaunt faces were deeply lined with age, and their eyes were a bright, glowing, emerald green. His own vision had grown sharper, until he could see in such well-defined detail that, for a moment, he felt disoriented. His breathing increased as he felt something turbulent in his mind, and then there was a curious sensation of something rushing up from the depths of subconscious while, at the same time, he felt as if he were falling, spinning away, receding ….

“Well met, my friends,” said Gorlois, in a deep, sepulchral voice.

He stood before them in a suit of battle-scarred armor, the crest of the Duke of Cornwall engraved into his cuirass, his face hidden behind his helm, with a soft, green glow emanating from his visor.

“You look much different from when last we met,” one of the Old Ones said.

“This is how I was arrayed when I was slain,” Gorlois replied. “With the aid of my own son, no less, whose life energy I now share.”

“Respecting the development of humans is one thing,” one of the other figures said, “but mating with them is quite another, Gorlois.”

“Well, I feel insulted,” Kira said, glancing at the others.

“His rebuke was meant for me, woman, not intended to insult you,” Gorlois replied. “And what should I have done, Garath? Denied myself for centuries while you and others slept deep beneath the earth, oblivious to sight and sound and feelings? Whose task was the more difficult, the ones whose spirits abided in enchanted stones, or the one chosen to remain awake to place them where the Dark Ones were confined, and then be forced to live among the humans, who were hunting those of us who had survived?”

“With all due respect,” said Angelo, “we’re not here to listen to an argument that goes back several thousand years. You were all called forth to help us find a necromancer.”

“John,” said Wyrdrune, nervously, “you might want to watch your tone.”

“Yet it is a tone I recognize,” said Gorlois. “I sense my grandson’s life energy within you.”

“Yeah, Modred brought me back from the dead, as he was dying himself,” said Angelo. “And if you think that sounds confusing, you should’ve seen what it was like from my point of view.”

“The human is correct,” one of the other Old Ones said. “We are well past the point of judging one another. We fought the Dark Ones because it became necessary, yet now it seems that others carry on their legacy. It was our task, our most solemn vow, to bring necromancy to an end.”

“I have no quarrel with that,” said Gorlois, “for it was a vow I took, as well. But half our number is no more. Can we enact the spell with only seven of us?”

“Nine,” said Kira, glancing at Wyrdrune for confirmation. He nodded.

“We were once your avatars,” she said. “We may not have your power anymore, but you were bonded with us once, and you left us much stronger than we were and that should count for something.”

“Hell, make it ten,” said Angelo. “Modred left me with some of his power, as well, and he was descended from you.”

“Very well,” one of the golden figures said. “It shall be so.”

“Okay, then. What do you need us to do?” asked Angelo.

“Accept us,” another Old One said.

“Accept you?” Angelo said. “How?”

“Open your mind. Breathe in, and feel your heart. Breathe out, and then let go.”

“Open my mind?” Angelo said. “What the hell does that mean?”

“Be still, you whelp,” Gorlois said, “and listen. Quiet your mind. Silence your cacophony of thoughts. Concentrate. Remember….”

For Wyrdrune and Kira, it was a process they had gone through more than once before, when the runestones became magically embedded in their flesh, drawn to them by their descent from Gorlois’ daughters. They would start to feel the heat when the runestones flared and pulsed as they detected the presence of a Dark One, Old Ones like the members of the Council, but adepts who had refused the Council’s dictates to abstain from draining humans to empower their spells. The war between their factions had devastated the world, which took decades to recover, and it had nearly wiped them out, so that humans were left more numerous and dominant. But Angelo lacked their experience, and despite his bluster, despite his years as an undercover New York City cop, he felt afraid, because he had never completely surrendered himself to give up control to beings that were not even human.

Modred, who had hurled his dwindling life force into Angelo as he lay dying, had been a strong adept in his own right, but he had always lacked the mastery the Old Ones had possessed, having never been taught magic, only learning it by trial and error as the centuries had progressed. But for all his anger and confusion, for all his lack of understanding as to what he really was, fear was the one emotion Modred never felt. And that part of him that had merged with Angelo, giving him abilities he never could have dreamed of, countered the unreasoning panic that rose up within him and steadied him, providing balance and the necessary concentration to focus on his breath, recognize distracting thoughts and not be seduced by them, quiet his racing mind and allow it to dwell only on the present moment and open fully to experience the warming energy that suffused him as the Old Ones cast their spell.

The six softly glowing golden figures on the couch began to dim as they radiated a pulsating blue light that enveloped them, then expanded across the room, toward the light that Gorlois gave off. It expanded further, encompassing Wyrdrune and Kira, and finally Angelo, who sat very still, his eyes closed, his chest rising and falling as he breathed deeply … and accepted.

And moments later, they all knew.




Chapter Eighteen  



It was a much different job than Morrison Gonzago was accustomed to, but in some respects, it was not a great deal unlike academia. He no longer needed to prepare for teaching classes, not that he had ever paid much attention to the lesson plans and syllabi he was required to submit every semester to his department chair and then distribute to his students. He dutifully wrote and then submitted them, handed them out to all his students, and then completely disregarded them as he taught according to the way he read the composition of his classes, every one of which was different, comprised of students who had different needs, different questions, and different levels of understanding.

He had always taught by the seat of his pants, instinctively, and always gave them what he felt they really needed, and then at the end of the semester, they complained that he had not followed his syllabus and gave him poor reviews, despite often walking away with a much better understanding of the subject.

It hadn’t always been that way. He recalled a time when students who had worked hard to gain acceptance to a college or a university had been eager to take advantage of the opportunities to soak up knowledge and had appreciated experienced instructors who presented their subject matter in an entertaining and engaging way, involving them in stimulating discourse and encouraging their questions. But as schools proliferated and competed to draw students, lowering their standards of admission and focusing primarily on profit, their faculties were encouraged not to grade the students “harshly,” and sometimes not to give out grades at all, but merely pass or fail them. And if students failed and then complained, there came pressure on instructors from administrations worried about lawsuits to “re-evaluate” their grades. Instructors who did not comply soon found that there were no more classes available for them teach. Over the years, as his frustration mounted with each passing semester, Gonzago drank more and cared less, and with all things considered, he thought it was a miracle that he had lasted as long as he did. He had once genuinely loved teaching, but on the day he was let go, he felt initially dismayed, and then a huge sense of relief. Anyway, none of that mattered now.

His new job as an intelligence analyst consultant with the BOT did not involve any active investigation work in the field, which might have exposed him to some risk, and as a consultant, he did not carry a Bureau badge, as their agents did. He had a BOT ID that allowed him entry to the building and gave his job title, which involved primarily research and analysis of data from a wide variety of cases, so in a sense, it was not all that dissimilar from academic research, which was something he had once enjoyed.

He worked out of the Bureau’s New York office near Washington Square, which was convenient in that he could easily walk to work, and he worked only seven hours each day, five days a week, starting at eight in the morning and ending at four, with one unpaid hour off for lunch, and he did not have to take any papers home with him to grade. There was no dress code, though most people in the office went for business casual, which his current wardrobe fit in with quite well, though some of the younger people wore Ripper fashions or went in for the Rebeat look.

It took him less than a week to settle in, and he found the people that he worked with easy to get along with. No one was in competition with anybody else; no one was interested in one-upping anybody. It was primarily a bookish crowd of intellectuals, with a few eccentrics thrown in for good measure. He did not even stand out. He had already resolved to buy Will Slade a nice gift for getting him the job, which he enjoyed, because it fit his sensibilities and did not involve dealing with recalcitrant students or academic politics, except the problem was that Slade was fabulously rich and what do you buy for someone who could have anything they wanted?

He could not imagine how things could possibly have turned out any better after he got his walking papers from the university, until he came home late one afternoon to find a message from Dean Joanne Andersen. It seemed that at the last moment, before the start of the new semester, several vacancies had opened up, no doubt because some jaded members of the faculty had secured better positions and departed without giving notice. Classes had been scheduled and were about to start, except in several cases, there were no instructors left to teach them. Apparently, his not really being “competitive” did not matter so much anymore.

Joanne’s message asked him to stop by the office to discuss a “possible change of circumstances.” She had no idea that he had found a better job and assumed that he was desperate, when in fact, the shoe was on the other foot. He decided that he would not return the call, but would instead stop by her office, as she had requested, and listen to her offer, just so he could respond that now it was she who was “not really competitive anymore.” And then, with relish and enormous satisfaction, he could once again tell her to fuck off.

As he walked across the campus he had thought that he would never set foot on again, there was a spring in his step that he had not felt in years. It occurred to him that, for a long time, he had walked with his head down, and his shoulders stooped, so he did not have to see or acknowledge anyone, neither students nor fellow faculty. Now, he walked quickly and purposefully, with his head up and shoulders thrown back, and while he did not encounter any students that he recognized, he did pass several members of the faculty, a couple of whom pretended not to notice him, while another openly stared at him, neither greeting him nor saying anything, but clearly wondering what he was doing back. Gonzago simply greeted them by name and kept on going, smiling to himself. It never took very long for everyone to find out who had been let go. And then they acted as if you were diseased.

He ran up the steps, walked briskly to the dean’s office, and knocked on the open door. Dean Andersen looked up from her desk and smiled. She looked the same as she had on the day she let him go, as if she hadn’t even changed her clothes. She likely had a closetful of wool plaid skirts and cotton sweaters, all in non-descript shades of gray or brown.

“Hello, Morrison. How nice to see you. Do come in and close the door.”

He complied and entered, smiling. “Hello, Joanne. I got your message.”

She smiled back warmly, exuding insincerity. “I fear that we did not part on the best of terms when last we saw each other.”

“Yes, I remember,” Gonzago replied, curtly. Perhaps she expected him to grovel and ask for his position back. Well, it wasn’t going to happen.

“As I recall, you told me to fuck off,” she said.

He had not expected her to bring that up, but fine. If she wanted an apology, she was going to be sadly disappointed.

“Yes, I remember that, as well,” he said.

She stared at him for a moment, waiting to see if he would say anything else, and then continued. “As it happens, there have recently arisen several vacancies.”

“Have there, indeed?”

“However, they are not fulltime faculty positions.”

He frowned. What was she getting at? Was she seriously going to offer him a job as an adjunct professor? A part time instructor with no benefits? Did she actually think that he would be so desperate as to leap at that?

“I see,” he said.

She smiled again. “No, I am afraid you don’t. The vacancies I am referring to are not employment with the university. Instead, you would be working directly for me.”

He frowned again. “I beg your pardon?”

“Have you been following the news at all?”

“The news? Why, what do you mean?”

“I am referring to what they call ‘the Necromancer Murders,’ Morrison,” she replied.

A chill went through him. “What have they to do with anything?”

“Well, that is the position I am offering you,” she replied. “And I wanted to do it face-to-face, so that you could see me clearly, the person that you said ‘Fuck off’ to, and so I could see your face as you realized what was going to happen if you refused.”

“You’re insane,” he said, and quickly raised his hand, but abruptly found himself immobile. He stood there, in front of her desk, his hand and arm halfway up, and couldn’t move at all.

“You’re a sixth-level sorcerer, according to your CV,” she said, “but as you can see, that’s not nearly a level that’s advanced enough to attempt casting a spell at me.”

He tried to speak, and found that he was able to. It was the only thing that he could do. “What are you?”

“Oh, I am a number of things, Morrison,” she replied. “A sorceress, though I pre-date certification by several thousand years, a necromancer, and an immortal. I also happen to have a doctorate in English Literature. I wrote my thesis on ‘The Role of Thaumaturgy in the Arthurian Legend.’ That seemed appropriate, seeing as how my sister was the mother of King Arthur’s bastard son.”

“Morgause,” Gonzago said.

“Oh, good for you, Morrison. Full marks.”

Gonzago strained with all his might, but for all his effort, was only able to move his arm about an inch. “If you think I would kill for you, then you’re out of your mind!” he said. “I’ll die first!”

“Yes, I can see you would. Perhaps, at your age, you have achieved an equanimity with your mortality. But no, Morrison, you will not die. At least, not yet. Not until I have decided I am done with you.”

“Then you might as well kill me now,” Gonzago said, droplets of perspiration forming on his forehead as he fought the spell’s effects, “because I will never commit necromancy for you.”

“Not willingly, no,” she said. “I truly believe that you would not, no matter the enticement or the threat. But you would be the first. Because, you see, others have been more than willing to accept the risks in return for the considerable benefits, which included a steady and dramatic increase in their power, as well as increased life expectancy. Of course, there was also the added incentive of survival, because if they refused, I would have taken all their life force, instead of only part of what they gained. And my Apprentices quickly learn that power is not only seductive, but also incredibly addictive. As a result, it has been remarkably easy to secure gifted Apprentices to do my harvesting for me. You see, the beauty of my position is that I have access to all the records of the university’s School of Thaumaturgy. I can take my pick of the program’s most gifted graduates. Except in your case, Morrison. In your case, I will have the satisfaction of corrupting you against your will, because I know that despite your pathetic dissipation, you are a proud and honorable man, and you will suffer deeply with each life you take for me.”

“It will never work, Morgause,” Gonzago said, sweat streaming down his face as he trembled from his exertions. He managed to move his arm a little more. “No matter how powerful you are, you cannot take over my mind completely. I’ll kill myself first. I promise you, I will find a way. And you won’t get away with this. They’ll find you. In fact, they’re already looking for you.”

She laughed. “You mean the Bureau of Thaumaturgy? Seriously? Or were you thinking of the ITC, perhaps? Either way, it doesn’t make any difference, because neither the Bureau nor the ITC have any adepts who can stand up to me.”

“That’s where you’re wrong, Morgause,” Gonzago replied, gasping for breath. His arm moved a little more. “You have no idea who you’re up against.”

“You mean my sister, Elaine?” she said.

Gonzago stopped struggling for a moment and stared at her.

“Or should I say Special Agent Lainie Gordon? You didn’t think I knew about her, did you?” Morgause shook her head. “Do you know what a simple matter it is for someone like me to spell-hack the ITC’s AIs? It was child’s play. I didn’t even bother with the BOT, because they’re just a glorified police force and necromancy is not their jurisdiction. They hardly pose a threat. But the Commission has been aware of my activities for quite some time, though they did not know who I was. Elaine chose not to tell them. She was just using them to help her look for me.”

Gonzago resumed his efforts to break free of the immobility spell, calling upon all his power to help him fight it. His clothes felt damp now. It was difficult to breathe. His arm moved just a little more. She didn’t seem to notice.

“Elaine was stubborn and persistent, I will give her that,” Morgause continued. “But it wasn’t difficult to stay a few steps ahead of her, though I must admit, it did grow rather tiresome over the years.”

“She … was stubborn and persistent?” Gonzago said.

“Yes, that’s right, Morrison,” she replied. “Past tense. She was coming close this time and she had upset my plans once too often. It would not have been much trouble to replace DeVries. I could see that he was getting out of hand and growing greedy, so I was not completely unprepared to rid myself of him, but Roland Jeffers was an excellent Apprentice and I had high hopes for him. Elaine really inconvenienced me by killing him.”

“What … what did you do?” asked Gonzago.

Morgause smiled. “I taught her a lesson, once and for all. She was an insufferable, sanctimonious little bitch. She always was, even as a child. And she was much too sure of herself. It apparently never even occurred to her that I would use magic to keep tabs on my Apprentices. Jeffers had crafted a little Capuchin thaumagene that served my purpose admirably. Everything that Bobby saw and heard, I could see and hear, as well. And when Elaine found Jeffers and tried to make him tell her where I was, she had no idea that I had been alerted.”

Gonzago was able to make his arm move a little more. He tried desperately not to grimace with the effort.

“Jeffers didn’t know, of course. I have learned over the years never to reveal myself to the Apprentices. The only way they ever see me is as a shadowy figure in a vortex. They do not know who I am, and they do not know where I am. You, Morrison, on the other hand, are going to be a very rare exception. I want you to know exactly who has done this to you. I want you to see my face and hear my voice with every life you’re going to take. Then I want you to see me once again and look into my eyes when you have to surrender what you took to me. And unlike the other Apprentices, you will not get to keep any of the life force that you harvest. I will take it all, so that you reap no benefit. You shall not gain any more power and you shall not live any longer. That will be the price you pay for your arrogant impertinence.”

Gonzago’s right hand, which had been raised halfway up, so that it was roughly parallel to his chest when she rendered him immobile, had little by little moved closer to his left breast, nearly within reach of the little leather bag in his inside jacket pocket that contained the runestones. If he could only manage to close his hand around it and then concentrate upon Sebastian ….

“You really are a determined old sod, aren’t you?” Morgause said, as Gonzago felt the bag containing the runestones rise up out of his jacket pocket. He stared with chagrin as it floated away from him and landed on Morgause’s desk. “What have we here?” she asked, opening the bag and dumping out the contents. The three faceted gemstones, an emerald, a sapphire, and a ruby, tumbled out onto her desk.

Gonzago’s heart sank. It was over. There was nothing more that he could do, except perhaps find some way to kill himself before she could enslave him completely and turn him into a murderer.

“What are these?” she said, frowning as she looked down at the gems, then glanced up at him. “Runestones? I sense no power here. No enchantment. What did you hope to accomplish with these?”

“It doesn’t matter now,” Gonzago replied, nearly out of breath from the effort he’d expended.

“I asked you a question, old man! You were so intent on reaching these, what did you intend to do with them?”

“He was going to call a lifeline,” a voice came out of the air.

The door of her office exploded off its hinges and fragmented into a shower of glass shards and wood splinters. With heavy, pounding footfalls, a fully armored knight came striding through, golden light beaming from the slit in his visor.

“Hello, daughter,” he said.

Morgause leapt to her feet as the door burst inward, sending her chair crashing to the floor. She stared with shocked disbelief at the huge armored figure and backed away against the wall, knocking several items off her bookshelf.

“No!” she said. “It cannot be! You’re dead! Pendragon killed you!”

“He killed my body, Morgause, not my soul.”

She glared at Gonzago with fury. “This is a trick! You brought them with you!”

“Who?” Gonzago said.

“She means us,” a chorus of voices came from the knight.

Gonzago stared, uncomprehending. There were wood as well as glass splinters in his back from the door exploding behind him, but he only cared about the fact that he could move again. And as soon as he realized that, he bolted out the door and ran as fast as he could, never once looking back.

****

It was a busy night at Lovecraft’s. Rafael had pulled together two tables in the back that allowed the seven of them to sit together. Slade, Angelo, Makepeace, Wyrdrune, Kira, Gonzago, and Dr. Tamsyn Riley were seated in the back corner of the café, where there was little traffic, and there were several pitchers on the table, as well as wine, whiskey, and coffee. In the center of the table, on little elevated metal stands, were the remnants of three large pizzas.

“But how did you know?” Gonzago asked.

“We were able to combine our energies,” said Kira, “and it was enough to allow Gorlois to sense his daughter’s life force.”

“That, and the fact that we traced you through your tracker,” Angelo added.

“You … what?” Gonzago said. “You planted a tracker on me?” He pawed at his clothes. “Where?”

“It’s not one you can see, Gonzo,” Angelo replied. “It’s one of the Bureau’s new surveillance devices. Once we established that Morgause was in the vicinity of the university, we tracked you there, as well, and realized you were in danger.” He made a pass in the air with his hand, in Gonzago’s direction. “There. Gone.”

“You … what … when did this happen?” Gonzo sputtered.

“When you reported to work on your first day,” Angelo replied.

“But … no … wait … how could you possibly have known Morgause would come after me?”

“We didn’t,” Slade replied. “I’m sorry, Gonzo, but while I think the world of you, and was happy to help you get a job, someone who takes inebriated naps plastered up against the ceiling of a bar might not have all the makings of a reliable employee. John agreed to take you on as a consultant, but only on the condition that we monitor you.”

“Well, under the circumstances, I am hardly in a position to complain,” Gonzago said. “If not for all of you, I shudder to think what I would have become.”

“And if not for you,” Makepeace replied, “we would not have been able to find Morgause so quickly.”

“What became of her?” Gonzago asked.

“Her life force was absorbed by the Council,” Makepeace replied. “And it was considerable, given how many people her necromancers had killed for her over the years.”

“Quite a racket she had going,” Angelo said. “She moved from city to city, country to country, taking on ‘Apprentices,’ as she termed them, and sending them out to kill for her. They would drain their victims’ life energies, then give up half of what they took to her. And when she was done with them, she drained them, too.”

“It was really rather clever,” Wyrdrune said, “not that I condone it, of course. She got others to commit necromancy for her, take all the risks, and then she’d help herself to half of what they took. Looking at it from their point of view, it was a win-win. Well, except for what happened to them in the end, of course. The Apprentices got a dramatic increase in their power and life expectancy – or so they thought -- even with giving half of what they took to her, and she got free life energy, without having to expend very much herself. Then, when she was done with them, she took all the life force they possessed, as well.”

“She was guilty of a whole raft of offenses,” Angelo said, “from practicing magic without a license to necromancy to conspiracy to commit murder, conspiracy to commit necromancy, accessory to murder after the fact, accessory to necromancy after the fact, criminal impersonation – she was using an alias to commit crimes – assault with thaumaturgy, thaumaturgical enslavement and attempted thaumaturgical enslavement ….”

“And that was only in New York,” added Slade. “Imagine what she could have been found guilty of in the rest of the world.”

“I can’t believe she used dark magic to kill her own sister!” Tamsyn Riley said, shaking her head.

“Technical correction, Doctor,” Wydrune replied. “There’s no such thing as ‘dark magic.’ Magic is magic. The darkness comes in how you use it.”

“Well, necromancy was what I meant,” Dr. Riley replied. “So that’s why there were such strange trace emanation readings at Jeffers’ gallery. I know what must have happened now. Agent Gordon … or Elaine … found out that Jeffers was one of the killers and confronted him in his studio. He resisted, they fought, and he didn’t stand a chance against someone like her. She took him down, dragged him back into his office and either drained him of his life force there, or was in the process of it when Morgause showed up –”

“Alerted by her surveillance monkey monitor,” added Gonzago, with a grin.

“—and that was where the two of them battled,” Dr. Riley continued. “And given the amount of life energy Morgause already possessed, and the fact that Elaine had been weakened by her battle with Jeffers, Elaine was defeated and drained, and when you take her life force, plus that of Jeffers’ and his victims, plus all the power Morgause had accumulated, no wonder the TE’s in that office knocked you for a loop,” she said to Slade.  

“I couldn’t figure out why they were so strong in there,” Slade replied. “I supposed it was because Jeffers had accumulated all that life energy from his victims, and Elaine emitted some in draining all of it. But it was Jeffers and Elaine and Morgause that were responsible for TEs that were so strong that I nearly threw up.”

“Well, I’m grateful that you didn’t,” Angelo said.

“What happened after I ran?” Gonzago asked. “I mean, I know the Council killed Elaine, but after that?”

“They not only took her life force,” Makepeace replied, “they disposed of her body, as well. There was remarkably little to clean up. The debris from the door, primarily. I suppose they’ll wonder why the door to the dean’s office disappeared, but I imagine they will chalk it up to a fraternity prank.”

“I spent most of the evening removing all the wood and glass splinters from my back and healing it,” Gonzago said. “It wasn’t very complicated magic, but together with what nearly happened with Morgause, it all left me quite tired.”

“You should have called me,” Dr. Riley said. “I would have been happy to take care of that for you.”

“I am sure you would have, and I sincerely appreciate the thought, but you would not have been able to do it half as quickly,” Gonzago replied.

“Hmm. Well, I guess I didn’t go to the right school.”

“It’s never too late, y’know,” said Angelo.

“I might think about that.”

“So … Gorlois is gone now?” said Gonzago. “What happened to him?”

Slade sighed and shook his head. “I honestly don’t know. I still have my albino aspect, though I can shift back and forth at will now, so maybe he finally merged with me completely, the same way Merlin did. Or else he simply left me looking the way I do and disappeared somewhere. In any case, I don’t feel either of them now.”

“And the Council?” Dr. Riley asked.

“Gone, as well,” Makepeace replied. “After the spell ran its course and we separated once again, I had no sense that they were with me anymore. They saved my life by merging with me, but they absorbed a great deal of life energy from Morgause and they seem to have left me with some of that. I haven’t felt this good in over a century. If there is another plane of existence, perhaps they moved on to that, but I don’t know. I guess they decided that from now on, however things turn out, we’re on our own.”

“What happens to you two now?” asked Dr. Riley, looking at Wyrdrune and Kira. “Are you going to stick around?”

“No,” said Kira, “we both grew up in this city, but it just doesn’t hold much interest for us anymore. Too much has happened here. We’re going to resume traveling and enjoying our retirement. In fact, we should probably be on our way. We have a charter jet standing by at LaGuardia.”

“Gonzo and I will escort you to the airport and wish you on your way,” said Makepeace.

“What about you?” asked Dr. Riley. “Will you be leaving, too?”

“Maybe not,” said Makepeace. “I hear they have several vacancies at the university now. I’ve always wanted to be a dean,” he added, with a grin.

As they started to get up, Wyrdrune nudged Slade. “Heads up,” he said. “I think they’re looking for your alter ego.”

Slade glanced toward the front entrance of the café and saw EyeOn News correspondent Rashida Martin coming in with her camera operator and looking around.

“Well, that’s my cue to leave by the back door,” said Angelo. “She knows what I look like. Later, everyone. Bon voyage.”

He pushed back his chair and hurried out.

Rashida Martin kept looking around, anxiously, and at one point, looked right at Slade, but there was no sign of recognition. Looking disappointed, she beckoned to her camera operator and they left.

“They’re going to be looking for the albino guy,” said Dr. Riley, smiling. They were the only ones left sitting at the table.

“Well, they’re not going to find him,” Slade replied, winking at her with one brown eye.

“You can totally control it now?” she asked. “Shift back and forth at will?”

“Anytime I want,” said Slade.

“Interesting. Want to come back to my place?”

Slade raised his eyebrows and then signaled to Raphael. “Check, please!”
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