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Witness Protection











My mother’s a witch.

Or maybe she’s an illusionist, street performer, levitating dancer, traveling artist, jewelry maker, or the greatest storyteller on earth. Probably all of these rolled into one person.

I’m a pretty good storyteller too.

But my mother’s the best.

No wands. She’s never worn a pointy black hat. I’ve never seen her cast a spell, but the world just changed around her when she wanted it to.

Not so much anymore, but I remember things just…happening when I was younger. Crazy things, like motel room doors opening into jungles with alien screeching birds, and we would walk right through into Jakarta-level humidity. Or that time I blinked, and we were standing three hundred feet off the ground in the peak of a redwood tree, looking over folds of morning fog to the horizon. Or when the entire world changed between one of my footsteps. There was old, cracked Little Rock pavement under my right foot, and when my left foot came down—on smooth concrete—I looked up into a bright busy shopping district, and everyone was speaking Japanese. Still holding my mother’s hand, I looked back at a Kanji-scrawled awning and a boy about my age in a school uniform, and knew we weren’t in Arkansas anymore.

We were like the characters in the stories she told.

My mother and I were always moving. We never seemed to be penniless, but there was that time in Minneapolis we had to live in an old Ford Fusion and eat instant soup for a few months. Almost like camping, which we’d also done on occasion. We had help—in both people and money, but I never saw much of it in person. I just remember voices late at night, whispered directions, someone handing my mother new credit cards. And then we would catch a ride across the country, step into a New England thunderstorm, and start a new life.

Same old story.

Just like ours, the stories my mom told never changed much. They just sort of grew. Evolved. The two core characters in her stories were always the same. It was the background that moved, sliding off stage like a scene change in a play, one city replaced with a new one.

She was a natural storyteller—with the perfect name, and hundreds of tales in her head. We’d stay up late on weekends, and she would tell me about warring families, magic that burned through steel, pathways to different worlds, and god-like creatures who trapped their children inside stories. There were people who talked to the dead, people who made mirror copies of themselves and then committed crimes. Hideous crimes. She told stories about hunters who were like vampires—no mention of blood sucking, but they could fly. They walked among us, normal as the next guy, and then bang! They suddenly had scary, sharp, metallic, black wings. And they could smell you a mile away.

Smelling someone? Tell me that’s not creepy.

The stories were like something out of movies, following the main characters, a woman and her son, in and out of hiding. Sort of a supernatural Federal Witness Protection Program. Like us, the characters had been on the run for a good part of their lives. They ran and landed somewhere that felt safe, started over, imagined new lives in new places, pretended to be people they hadn’t been the day before, hiding in plain sight.

We had changed names a couple times, I’m sure, but I can’t really remember my mom being anyone other than Emily Teller.

I don’t think we’d ever had to change the way we looked, which was a plus.

Back when my mother still said anything about my father, she’d say things like, “You look like him.” I must. Our eye color’s close, but I certainly don’t have my mother’s hair. Mine is almost black. My mom’s is blond, and she has eyes like blue arctic ice. She’s like a Valkyrie, one of the slaughter-women in Norse myths who get to choose who will die in battle, who gets to go to Valhalla.

I told my mother that once, and she cried, and said I wasn’t that far from the truth. I couldn’t get her to explain. I tried.

We live in Monterey, California now, running the coolest tourist shop on Cannery Row. We haven’t moved in a handful of years, and I’ve had the same name, Andin Teller, for at least that long.

And now, when I ask about the doors into jungles and visiting Japan, my mother just looks at me for a minute, and tells me those were just stories.
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Stego 











I was painting The Tides when one of my best friends, Taryn Schmidt, appeared in the doorway of Teller Esoterica—Sellers of Wiccan Supplies, Ritual Tools, and Goddess Jewelry Since 1994—and told the world, “I can hide a trillion copies of myself in every sunset.”

The world at that moment was the entire population of our shop—so that’s me, my mom behind the cash register, one old guy looking for something out of the ordinary for a niece in Ohio, and Mrs. Rydell, a regular from Spanish Bay, who was digging around the everything’s-a-dollar box of amethyst crystals, badly wound wire jewelry, tiny geodes, real shark’s teeth, and fake arrowheads.

I liked Taryn because she made up words, had a grasp on numbers like no one else, and she’s crazy in a weird inverse way that made it seem as if she was the one carrying the world’s secrets in her head—and somehow, we were all crazy.

Yeah, she would be my favorite in any world.

She’s just the most brilliant person, thinker, surfer on the planet. She’s like Einstein, Mark Cunningham, and that guy from Pier 3 who sounded like an entire band with nothing but a pickle-bucket, drumsticks, and whatever he does with his voice—all rolled into one girl.

She danced all the way into our Cannery Row occult/tourist shop, arms open wide, and said to me, “Andin Teller, man of the world, I want to see if we can steganographically seal the light of every sunrise in the setting of every sun. That’s what I want to do today.”

That’s Taryn. Today will last about eight minutes and I only understand about half of what she’s saying at any time—and that’s if I’m really listening and not in the middle of a painting.

I do watercolor tarot cards that my mom and I sell for as much as we can get. I think they keep the store open. My cards certainly do better than the jewelry, candles, acrylic skulls, and I ♥ Monterey California bumper stickers. Who knows what “ritual tools” are, but they do pretty well too, and my mom keeps them under the counter for discriminating customers and the occasional High Priestess.

I put down my brush with its slick of Prussian Blue in the bristles. “No idea what you’re talking about. What’s stego…whatever you said?”

Taryn spun up behind me like an open umbrella—arms out, leaning in to look over my shoulder at the half-done painting of my interpretation of The Moon for our major arcana set. This one’s called The Tides.

“Stego is a way to hide things right in plain sight. Stega-nog-raphy—it’s a way to stick info inside an image, video, just about any kind of digital thing. That’s a technical term, by the way, ‘digital thing’ only used by the digitalligentsia. Come on. Get aboard the chi-square calculation subway, Andin, before it leaves the station.”

She wheeled away from me, dancing into the blaze of sun coming through the front windows.

This was one of those times when I just have to stare at Taryn—and I mean bug-eyed staring at her—because it’s like she’s from a different world. A world I wouldn’t mind visiting. Not one where I’d own property, though. It would probably vanish into another dimension when I wasn’t looking.

Like Taryn sometimes did.

But she must have understood. She had to have this effect on other humans. “Yes!” She brightened at my attention, almost into the visible part of the spectrum. “We need an example.”

She leapt at me like a rabid gazelle, grabbed a handful of the front of my shirt, and pulled me to the corner box of occult-themed, hand-painted, windsocks—skulls, ravens, sea otters, and silhouettes of witches across a pale moon—all in pointed hats, one of them cackling. None of the sea otters were cackling, but one of them was cracking open what looked like a grayish oblong blob, supposed to be an oyster. Don’t look at me. They’re “hand-painted”, but it’s not my work.

Taryn snapped one of the windsocks into the air.

“Okay, okay. Take an image of this skull—let’s say a picture with your phone, really the camera on your phone—and when your camera stores the image, it’s breaking it into a big grid of tiny, tiny blocks of color. You get that, right? Each one of the blocks is a pixel. So, imagine this whole whitish bone color section of the skull stored as millions of pixels—obviously not stored as color, but as numbers that represent each color. And there are millions of different colors—doesn’t need to be more than millions because you get to a point where the human eye can’t tell one shade of a color from the next. So picture millions of shades of this skull color with each given a number like 12345678. Because there are so many shades and humans aren’t capable of seeing very small changes in those shades, there’s wiggle room in every single pixel’s number. Enough room to put some other numeric information—without messing up the color. Then, with a decent sized image, there are enough pixels to store lots of information. That’s steganography.”

Taryn let the windsock go. Lesson complete.

My mouth was dry because in the last few minutes it had opened on its own. I don’t think I had blinked either. “How do you know all this?”

She waved me closer, into a huddle, her arm sliding up my back, fingers curling around my shoulder. I felt the tips of her nails through my shirt, digging into me, the start of a seriously private conversation. “Let you in on a little secret, Andin, my friend.” I nodded, and she glanced around to make sure no one else was about to hear this. “There are these rectangular information storage devices. Ingenious things, really. Sometimes they have these rigid tops and bottoms that let you open them to see inside. Next thing you know, the information’s washing over you, but you can hold it all in your hands. It’s glorious.” Her voice rose to just this side of ecstasy. “It’s like magic. It’s like an angel of light and dark, a hot flow of letters and numbers and beams of light composed of every color.” The muscles were tightening in my arms and she clutched me harder. “The super-secret codeword we use when we want to talk about these devices in front of the ignorant masses is…” She did another review of the room for potential spies. “Book.”

“Taryn—” I straightened up and we bonked heads, and then she was laughing, but in that warm and silly way she does with me and the I-Man—that’s what we call our best friend, Itoshi. Sometimes shortened to “Itosh”. 

One hand still holding her forehead where we’d connected, she ran for the door. Today was over apparently, because she was moving on to the next thing. “Got to go. Have to finish up a few things on the submarine I designed for Zekey Ulysses. Then I’m meeting Itosh under the Plaza Hotel for some abalone diving.”

“What submarine?” I knew the name Zekey Ulysses, an old sailor who was rumored to be behind all kinds of strange things, sort of a legend along the Row—with a million sea stories. Then the abalone diving idea lurched inside me. “You do know this is all protected water, no unlicensed fishing, no catching, or consuming anything of any kind?”

I didn’t think she heard me, but at the bottom of the front steps she spun all the way around, running backwards now, and shouted, “I know! Make’s everything even easier. There’s tons of them!”

And then Taryn turned away and disappeared down Cannery, the shifting tourist crowds swallowing her in bright sunny yellows and summer blues.

When I looked away, turning back to my painting and my brushful of Prussian Blue, my mom was staring after her with something I couldn’t read in her expression. Maybe worry.

It could be that because no one else in this world had ever worried about Taryn, my mom thought she needed to step in and take the job. I was pretty sure my mom worried about Itoshi, but at least he had a home and parents in Pacific Grove.

Taryn was alone in this world.

I stretched, stabbing the paint brush into the air, and gave my mom a nod as I got back to work on The Tides. She returned a hint of an approving smile.

My mom quietly watched the world from our shop in Monterey, nodded anytime I wanted anything—new paints, new brushes, new paper—smiled most of the time, and rarely said anything that took more than four or five words.

Except when she was in the mood for a story. Then we’d stay up late, drink coffee, and she’d tell me about Synnepheia and her son, and about characters who took on the shapes of nature and chased them all over the world.

There was always this sense of racing just ahead of death and revenge. But the main theme was always about the courageous daughter of powerful people, taking her son and escaping—and never looking back.

So, there were times she spoke at length to tell these stories, but right now, as I bent over my drawing table to get back to work, she just looked worried.

Worry crept up on me too, but not for hours, not until I was nearly done with The Tides and the sun had set—with a trillion copies of Taryn inside it? No one but Taryn really knew.

What I did know was that I felt something wrong, and it was headed our way, a change in the weather, a cool pressure on my skin. It was as if there was a bad tide coming in.

I picked up the brush, washed it out, dried it, and slid the tip through the Cadmium Yellow. I’d already completed the waves, loops of foam in the surf, the dark line of seawater at the horizon, but I still needed to finish the sky and sunrise, a ripple of cold morning light reflecting across the ocean’s surface, coming into the foreground.

The door to the shop opened and closed softly, not even enough to make the bells chime. I didn’t bother to look up. No doubt it was one more lonely customer looking for candles or bumper stickers, and too much of my brain was suddenly focused on a serious problem with my painting.

Maybe that’s what felt wrong—or looked wrong. It took me a minute to figure it out, but when I did it looked like half a day's painting wasted. Here’s the scene I was halfway through painting—showing the end of one night as it faded into dawn and the sun was rising over the ocean—my version of The Moon card, and its influences on the greatest feature of our world: the oceans.

The Tides made sense, but this view, the view from this direction was wrong. Wonder why I drew it like this—and why didn’t it strike me wrong before? This wasn’t a sunrise on the Pacific side, but on the Atlantic. The sun rises in the east, which means here in California, the sun came up inland and set over the ocean.

You’re never going to see a sunrise over seawater out here, except from a boat, and maybe down in Baja and the Gulf.

My shoulders dropped. I put the brush down, not sure if I should finish the card or just toss it and start over.

Now that the mistake was staring back at me, annoying me, I didn’t want to finish it. Besides, my brain was already looking at a new design that would correct everything and make the world right again. I kind of wanted a dawn tide. Maybe I could paint the sun coming up behind someone standing on the shoreline, casting a long shadow over the waves? Or I could change the sun into a beautiful moon, a dancer floating wet sand, or the old classic wolf howling?

That would work.

But it would change the whole card. The sky would be darker, the color of the ocean, too. Light coming from a completely different direction and angle.

Shit. Sea, shadows, sky, everything’s different now.

So different…the whole world shook around me. And it was painful. A shift in my vision, a sharp weight that hit me and rolled up my spine, and a blur of color in my head. It shoved me into my drawing table. I dropped my paint brush with a splatter of yellow across the wood. The water bowl slid off the edge, shattered, tubes of olive and ultra-violet tumbling after it.

And then I couldn’t breathe. The floor felt slippery under my feet, and something hit me again.

Then I understood.

It was someone’s fist, hard and low on the right side of my back. Tears welled up in my eyes and everything went blurry. Too weak to get my hands out in time, the floor swung up and took me right across the face.

There was blood in my mouth.

I could hear sounds of struggling in the shop, glass breaking somewhere behind me. My mom was fighting back, but I couldn’t help her. I couldn’t breathe, couldn’t say a word, but what’s really strange is that no one had spoken so far. There was no warning, no demand for money—we didn’t have a lot of money, but that’s what I’d expect to hear. There was just the noise of resistance, a sharp smack of something hard hitting skin, someone breathing loudly, the thud of feet on the floor catching balance, the wooden pop of bones breaking.

Then silence.

Someone was sobbing. My mom. It took me a second because I had never heard her sob before. I tried to turn and then a heavy weight landed on my back, pinning me to the floor, and one of them—had to be at least two attackers—yanked my head up by my hair, jammed a cloth bag around my ears, and double-knotted a cord at the back of my neck.

There was a trickle of wet against my jaw and the strong reek of seawater and something sour that made me think of seagull crap baking on the rocks in the sun.

Behind me, it sounded like the fight had restarted, my mom launching some kind of surprise counterattack that sent one of them crashing against the display cases, the drum-like rattle and hollow thump of a hundred candles shaken into the air.

Then the weight lifted from my back as my attacker joined the fight and I rolled blindly, banged my head against the leg of the drawing table, so dizzy I couldn’t get my thoughts to focus on what I was supposed to do.

Get this damn stinking bag off my head.

There were several people breathing, and the click and tap of a few loose things still falling from somewhere to the floor.

Then my mom’s words slashed the quiet like a knife—the voice of someone trying to talk reason into monsters, the final words of someone who knew her attackers, and hoped she would be able to reach them. Her voice was cold. “He’s just an employee, doesn’t know anything. Let him live and I will go without any more fighting.” A few seconds of silence, and she was answering a question I couldn’t hear. Dead silence and then she said, “No, he will not report this or call the police. He knows if he does, I will be killed, and he will get something worse. He’s going to clean up the shop and carry on as if nothing has happened.”

I rolled over, my nails clawing at the knots. The cord was wet, tied tight, and so thin I couldn’t loosen enough of it to grab.

By the time I peeled off the bag, there was nothing left to see. The shop was empty. I rolled to my knees, using my artist’s table to get to my feet.

I threw the front door wide. It was nearly silent outside, too. No one in the dark corridor leading to the underground shops, and just the sound of seagulls in the stairwell going upstairs.

Jumping the six concrete stairs out front, I landed in the middle of the sidewalk along Cannery Row and nearly bowled over an entire family.

The dad shouted at me, red windbreaker whipping around his raised arms. “Hey!”

“Sorry.” I was desperate. “Did you see uh…two men and a woman running from this building?” I pointed back up the stairs, licking the blood off my lips. I think it was two men. I had heard breathing, but my mom’s was the only voice in the fight.

They all shook their heads and kept walking, gathering children closer.

Back inside Teller Esoterica, I was shaking so hard I had to close my hands into fists. It was as if some brain chemical dump, or shock, or the race of time had been holding back the fear until now and, unleashed, it rolled over me, a dam break, cold as the saltwater surf just beyond the buildings across the street.

Without turning around, I reached back, found the door handle blindly, then the latch below, and locked the store.

We’re closed.

The store was a mess, candles everywhere, shattered glass. Next to a leg of my drawing table, The Tides tarot card was face up, thrown to the floor during the fight, dark waves curling over sand, streaks of foam and the vivid oranges and pinks of a rising sun reflected in shuddering lines over a turbulent ocean, a hint of transparent gold and blue coming through a roll of surf.

I crouched down and was about to touch it, slide it closer to get a better look.

I jumped back.

“That can’t be.”

I had put down the brush without touching the paper. I know I did. I hadn’t finished the painting, but the painted card lay there face up on the floor, vivid watercolors, a sunrise for the wrong coast.

The tarot card painting was complete.
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Skinny Thugs








The world was hollow, nothing but street sounds, cold morning light, and a clear direction in the air that told me I had lost my way. I had lost everything. My mom had been the anchor that had kept the world from spinning off its axis, and now I felt the earth slip a little under every footstep, something shifting, warm and wet like…blood? 

That couldn’t be right.

I jumped to a clear space in front of the counter, landed with a stab of pain, and hoisted myself up with a turn into a seat next to the register. Then I dug the glass out of the bottom of my foot and saw the slick tracks of blood I’d made across the floor.

I hadn’t slept yet, pacing across the front windows most of the night like a rudderless ship. Waiting.

I couldn’t tell you what I was waiting for. I didn’t even care if the bad guys came back. At least they were a thread, a connection to my mother.

The floor was littered with broken glass and candlesticks. The store still smelled real, the worn wood solid, the bright colors of hats and gems and calendars all signs that the world was still out there on the other side of the front windows. Maybe it wasn’t all lost. Not yet.

And someone knew something.

There had to be someone out there with information, names, places. I mean, these kidnappers knew my mom. This wasn’t a random act. There were people out there who knew what was going on. I just had to find them—without having any idea where to look.

Any direction seemed as likely as the next—and none of them very likely at all. I had no family, no private investigators on retainer, nor enough money for one, and a clear message from my own mother not to bring in the police—unless I wanted her dead.

Not a hell of a lot to go on.

I may be lost, but I could feel helpless without being helpless. I just needed to remind myself every few minutes that there was a difference between the two.

With a slide of cold antiseptic gel from heel to toe, I got my shoes on, found the broom, and got to work. And there was going to be a lot of work getting Teller Esoterica back in order.

“You want to explain what this is about, Teller?” 

I looked up at the open front door and lowered the dustpan. Half an hour of work and there was still glass everywhere. Standing just inside the shop on this beautiful summer morning was someone I really did not want to see, Wes Deyoung—Die Young we’re still hoping for.

Wes was holding one of the posters I’d put up last night, and Taryn and Itoshi were still out stapling them to power poles from here to Sand City. HAVE YOU SEEN EMILY TELLER? with my mom’s picture, a description, email, and phone to call.

Funny, the only picture I could find of my mom that wasn’t half in shadow and actually looked like her was the one she hated the most. Itoshi had taken it several new phones ago, really just to see how the shot would come out, with my mom behind the counter and the store lit only with candles. Surprisingly well is how it turned out. She’d thanked Itosh, but I’d heard the disappointment in her voice, staring at the shot as if it was someone else. Now I was thinking: how stupid could these kidnapper guys have been to believe my mom? They might not pick up the mother and son relation, but why would they believe her when she told them I was “just an employee”. Why would they take her word that I wouldn’t go to the police? It was as if my mother told them what to see and hear and they just…believed her.

Wes dug his fingers deeper into the poster of my mother, curling it into a ball. “Well?”  

I sighed.

I had already rehearsed for the authorities in case they showed up without being called. I had lines for the people from building management, other shop owners in the area, creditors, and anyone else who would eventually come looking for my mom. I didn't want to be left without any answers to her whereabouts.

I forced a lopsided grin onto my face and nodded at Wes Deyoung.

“Just a joke. My mother’s pissed. I rearranged some of the displays, ended up breaking a bunch of shit.” I gestured with the dustpan. “Now, she’s gone to San Fran to see her sister, told me to clean everything up before she gets back.”

Weird. A little practice, some coaching from Taryn, and the lies just seemed to slide into my voice as if they belonged there. As far as I knew, my mom didn’t have any family outside of the stories she tells me—and there’s no way those are real.

The smile soured on Wes’s face, which I took as a response to accepting my “Mom’s gone to SF” lie as the truth, but not really liking it. Wes—his father owned the company that owned the company that owned this building—would like nothing more than to see me, my mom, and every last bit of our “druid puking witch-shit” out of here.

Wes crumpled the paper in his fist, dropped it, took a couple tentative steps across the gritty floor, the whole time looking up at the shelves of green witch books, tarot decks, candle magick how-to’s, a stack of next year’s Witches Calendars, down across the counter with the register, ignoring me. He also ignored the sea star and manatee lawn ornaments—apparently, they registered as non-threatening somewhere in his brain. He ended up making some disgusted sniffing noises while glaring at the tree of cloaks, hats, hoods, and a couple plush otter hand puppets.

“Yeah, well…” It looked as if he wanted to spit and get some awful taste out of his mouth. “Hope I don’t see you around much longer.” And Wes Deyoung left without closing the door.

Teller Esoterica was open for business as usual because I didn’t know what else to do. I couldn’t call the police—my own mother having told me not to. I was too nervous to draw. I couldn’t even look at my brushes, paints, and drawing table.

The finished tarot card of The Tides stood in the sunlight up by the front windows.

I was afraid to look at it.

Taryn and Itoshi returned around noon with almost all the posters up and entirely out of staples. The shop was empty except for a cool ghost-pale woman and her son in a back corner huddled around a copy of Buckland’s Book of Saxon Witchcraft—a classic. I could hear them speaking softly in another language, but the pale woman—and I mean skin as white as a sheet of paper—spoke Californian English like a native. She looked as close as I’ve ever seen anyone look like a real witch, all in black, fingers as cold as ice, short fingernails with metallic blue polish, eyes that didn’t just look through you, but looked through you into other worlds, into dark corners, into your future. She gave me the chills, which quickly warmed away when she rolled out sixteen-hundred dollars for some of the hand-painted tarot cards—all with ocean themes.

Taryn threw open the door, bursting in like a hurricane, while Itoshi stowed the helmets and goggles. The I-Man’s dearest possession in the world was an old Ural Sahara with a sidecar and open exhaust that could be heard a mile away. It looked like something out of a World War II movie. Very cool.

Taryn quickly raided the cloak and puppet tree. She was twirling, wrapping herself in one of the size Large pentacle sarongs and talking to an otter hand puppet about beneficial sulfate reducing bacteria when Itoshi came in running his fingers through his hair—which he always complained was too long for someone who rode a motorcycle. He rarely did anything about it. He tossed his leather jacket on the floor and took one of the solid wooden kiddie seats, leaning back against the bookcases.

“So, Andin, posters of your mother are up. Anyone call?”

These were my best friends. And they're not the cops. So, of course I’d told them everything.

I shook my head. “Nothing. I can’t stand this waiting. Not a bad sales day, though.” I glanced at the pale woman and her son in the back, now completely absorbed in a book on runes—and not just any runes. Magick runes.

“We could look at the feeds off the CR Security cams,” suggested Taryn using the otter hand puppet as a spokesman.

Itoshi looked at me.

“We don’t have cameras in here.” I waved a hand at the dusty industrial-long-before-it-was-stylish vent and duct lined ceiling, completely camera-free.

“But you do have windows and the lights were on.” It took Taryn a couple seconds to work her pinky into the otter’s right arm, extending it to point across the street. “There’s a whole series of them up and down Cannery, spying on us every second of the day.”

Itoshi shaded his eyes, leaning toward the storefront and nearly toppling out of the chair. “Where?”

Taryn shrugged out of the sarong, tossed me the otter, and bolted for the door, shouting over her shoulder, “Anywhere they want them to be. Size of my fingernail, stick’em and go. Be back in an hour with some feed video!”

It was more like forty minutes and not in person. She messaged me a seven-minute segment with crops and close-ups of two skinny men in our shop, dressed way too warmly for a summer evening, browsing the signet rings, sealing waxes, and Eye of Horus tote bags.

They didn’t come in from the street, but from inside the building. I’m there, facing the windows, bent over my drawing table, oblivious to my mother stepping out from behind the register in what looked like a combat stance. She had known who they were the moment they had entered Teller Esoterica. You could see it in the way she watched them.

She started moving when one of the pair of thugs stepped up behind me, throwing a fist into my lower back. I hit the table, dropped the brush, and then I was on the floor. Behind me my mom and thug number two were going at it, jabs and punches. Then it’s like something out of an MMA bout; my mom’s in the air, a roundhouse kick lined up with the guy’s face. He turns just in time to avoid the sudden introduction of his nose cartilage to his frontal lobes, gets the instep of my mom’s left foot across the neck and lower jaw instead. Then he’s off his feet, flying into the glass-fronted candle cabinet.

Itoshi and I were so absorbed in the fight neither of us noticed when Taryn made her appearance—talking right in my ear, her chin digging into my shoulder. “Yeah, your mom wails the shit out of that one. I think he permanently lost some decision-making brain functioning with that kick alone.”

Itoshi, startled at Taryn’s snap into reality, waved our attention back at another kick from my mom. It was like she was floating a couple feet off the ground—at least from this angle of the camera. Thug number one joins the fray—he’s pretty much taken me out of everything, left me rolling around like an idiot trying to untie that bag.

Repeated kicks from mom, then they’re on her. One gives her a sharp punch to the side, closing to hammer his elbow across her face. Throws her to the floor. She’s only on her back a moment, springing into the air, chop and block, but it’s almost all defensive now, losing ground. They back her up into the counter.

It’s clear they’re all tired and in pain. Then my mom delivers the offer to go without any more fighting, if they’ll just let me live—and no police. The combat just evaporates. A second later, they’re out the door, my mom walking between them without a glance back, heading deeper into the building. But where? Upstairs?

I stopped the video and rolled back when I reached the point where I was yanking the bag off my head, then a freeze and frame by frame step through the fight until I found one with a fairly clear shot of the guy who had taken me out.

He didn’t really look like a typical thug—you know the type, six feet of angry meat, no neck, and fists like compact cars.

Itoshi was biting his lip and said aloud what I was thinking. “They don’t really look like enforcer types, do they? A bit small and slender for throwing weight around.” He was smiling, though, but a little sad. “Your mom now, man, she could have shaken down the whole building.” 

“That’s about as clear a shot as the video caught of these guys,” said Taryn. “I had to filter it. A lot of reflection coming off the front glass.”

I looked closer at the blurred slices of shadow across their faces, not enough to identify anyone in there, but it would have to be enough. Maybe someone would know who they were by the way they stood, folded their arms, or took an ass-kicking.

I nodded back at Taryn. “Yeah, I didn’t get to see the action realtime, but it sure sounded like my mom was holding her own. Most of yesterday’s broken glass and mess was what she did to them, not the other way around.” 

Taryn was smiling. “I’ve always liked your mom. So, let’s figure out how to get her back.” Then she clapped her hands, the sound of a great idea coming to life. “We can stick up a pile of Skinny Thug Posters!”

Nodding, I was trying to work out how these two baddies could have left the building with my mom and not be seen by any security cams—especially if the cameras were easy to put up. I was also thinking about Wes Deyoung trying to get Teller Esoterica closed and out of the building. “Let’s replace all my mom’s missing posters with the new ones.”



  


  

	  
4

Out of a Story






Every minute was painful. I don’t think I slept more than an hour the whole night.

Next morning I turned the open sign out, rolled the latch, and the shop wasn’t open five minutes when a man entered with every Skinny Thug Poster we had put up the night before crumpled in his hands.

He was clearly angry about something. Paper crackling, he gestured madly with his free hand, sign language way too fast for me, and when I stared back at him, ready to step away, he tossed the wad of posters across the floor and plucked a pencil from the mug on my drawing table.

I’d seen this guy before. He had even been in the shop a couple times—but it was a couple times spread over a couple years, so I might have been mixing him up with someone else. He was thin—a little too thin, as if he wasn’t eating enough. An angular face, cheeks sunken in, long graying black hair pulled into a ponytail. Jeans faded to the color of cirrus clouds, a black t-shirt under a blue long-sleeved dress shirt with one sleeve rolled up, the other all the way down and buttoned at the wrist. There were spirals and coils of what looked like wind currents mapped in pale green tattooing up his right arm. He didn’t exactly look sick, but there was something wrong with him. Something different about him. I didn’t get an addict vibe off him. His clothes were too neat and clean. This guy didn’t sleep behind dumpsters, and his hand—writing a rapid stream of words across a blank sheet of card stock—was steady as a machine.

He waved me over to see what he had written, jabbing the pencil at the posters scattered across the floor.

I leaned in to take a look. Two questions in very neat handwriting:

What do you think you’re doing? Trying to call them back?

I snapped up like a spring, threw out my arms to catch my balance. “Call who? You know who took my mother? Tell me where she is.”

He shook his head, shrugged a little as if to say he didn’t know. Then the sharpness left his eyes for a second, the steadiness from his hands. He was afraid. He turned to the front windows in what looked like readiness to make a dash for the door.

“I know you,” I said, and it looked as if those three words stopped his heart. He staggered, grabbed the edge of the table. “Or you remind me of someone.” I was thinking I should smile at the crazy idea surfacing in my head, but I couldn’t do it. “This is going to sound strange, but my mother tells me stories—she’s told stories all my life. I mean she’s read books aloud to me when I was younger, and she still reads aloud sometimes—someone else’s books. But she also makes up stories—always has. Never writes them down, but she’s been telling them as long as I can remember. I think I’ve seen you here in the store once, maybe twice, but you also… totally remind me of this character she’s described, a protector, this guy who sort of comes and goes with the wind, shows up in the dark and stops bad things from happening.”

The man with wind current tattoos turned toward me, the tips of his thumbs touching and coming apart. I thought that meant “continue,” but while I was making up my mind, he waved me on, wheeling to make sure the store was empty of customers.

“Your name wouldn’t…” My mouth had suddenly dried up. I coughed. “This character has tattoos like yours. You wouldn’t happen to be Aerizo?”

He had turned all the way around, approaching me as I said the name. Then something stopped him. He froze and looked as if he had forgotten to breathe, sky blue eyes unfocused and unblinking, almost like the end of the world was coming at him at highway speeds. Then he collapsed. He grabbed my drawing table, leaning into it so hard he nearly toppled over with it. I held on from my side, anchoring it, the wood shaking under my hands. I braced my legs apart and kept us both on our feet.

A tube of cobalt blue flipped out of its tray and hit the floor, but that was all.

He leaned there, head bowed, breathing deeply for another minute.

Then he straightened, picked up the pencil with hands not so steady, and wrote another question below the first two: In your mother’s stories, who does this Aerizo protect?

I shrugged like it was obvious, like I was talking about stories everyone knew end to end. “He’s always running around protecting the daughter of this hideously nasty organized crime queen. A lot of the stories are about hiding from her mother, assuming new identities—Aerizo’s a master of making IDs, forging documents, establishing residences to make it look like the daughter lives in one place when she really lives in another, but the queen never stops looking. There’s a lot more to it. Most of the stories are…”

I stopped when he started writing the next question. I bent around the table to get the words as he was putting them down.

What is the daughter’s name?

“Synnepheia.” 

He nodded easily, as if he already knew this, then wrote,

Most storytellers create characters and events entirely out of thin air. Some mix the events of their own lives into their stories.

“So, you’re saying some of this is actually real?” I’d aways thought that the stories revolving around a mother and son was just a storyteller’s trick to make a tale feel more real to me. Now, impatience was building inside me like a
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