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I staggered backwards, whiskey sloshing up the side of the glass I held. I glared at the guy who had knocked into me, and he strolled away, seemingly unaware that I was even there. The sound of laughter and smell of cigarette smoke filled the bar. Are Friends Electric by Gary Numan was pumping like an erratic heartbeat from the speakers that lined the walls. The lights flashing and throbbing overhead made the faces of the humans in the bar glow red, orange, and blue. 

Another human knocked into me, and this time, I nearly dropped the glass. With a scowl darkening my eyes, I turned around.

“I think you’ve had too much to drink.” The young woman who had knocked into me laughed. She had thick, black hair that had been backcombed into jagged-looking tufts. 

“I haven’t even started.” I smiled back, my scowl fading almost at once. 

She was in her early twenties like me. Her face was pale and in stark contrast to the thick, black eyeliner she wore about her eyes and the equally dark lipstick that covered her full lips. She looked like a backing singer for The Cure. I glanced her up and down. She wore a black lace top, short, black skirt, and boots. An array of silver bangles jangled about each of her wrists.

I was glad she could see me. I guessed alcohol and the dark atmosphere in the bar had gone some way to altering her perception of the world about her—to make the veil that surrounded us more porous. I could control the vibrations that surrounded and emanated from me. It was those vibrations that made it difficult for the humans to otherwise see me. But if I concentrated, pushed myself to the front of a human’s mind I could be seen by them. The vibrations that surrounded me began to settle so that I could be seen if I forced myself into their minds. When I crept through the veil, I headed to places such as this if I wanted to spend a few hours in the company of a human girl. If I wanted to be seen by her, by any of the humans, I was always more visible—more believable to them—in a place that was dark, where drink and the beat of ear-splitting music and the constant flashing of lights altered their perception of reality. The conditions were perfect for me to still the vibrations that leaked from me. I could control the vibrations anywhere and at any time, but it took less effort to do so where there were flashing lights and the roar of pulsating music. But I had to be careful not to let my own guard down. Some humans were more perceptive than others, and I could be seen by them at times on occasions that I might want to remain hidden. But the girl was so pretty that for now I was happy to be seen—seen by her and others. 

She stood watching me as I watched her. She looked me up and down before leaning in closer to me so I might hear her more clearly over the thud-thud-thud of the music. “Did you get the wrong night?” she said, the side of her pale face almost brushing mine. 

“Wrong night? I’m not sure I understand,” I said. 

She leant away, glancing me up and down once more, her eyes settling on the tall, dark hat I wore. “I was wondering if you thought this was fancy dress night. Halloween was a couple of months back. It’s nearly Christmas and you’re dressed like some kind of wiz—”

Before she’d had the chance to finish, I snatched the tatty hat from my head, revealing my equally scruffy mop of black hair. The tip of the hat wasn’t exactly pointed, I’d squashed it flat long ago, it just looked beaten-up and old. Cursing myself for not removing it sooner—before I had been seen—I rolled it up, stuffing it into the pocket of the long, dark coat I wore. 

“I didn’t mean for you to take it off,” she said, leaning closer to me again. “Actually, I thought you looked kinda gothic—cute.”

“What’s your name?” I asked her... anything to keep her from returning to the subject of my dumb hat.

“Carol,” she said. “And you are?”

“Jake,” I replied, “Jake Stranger.” 

She cocked a pencilled eyebrow at me. “And are you?”

“Am I what?”

She grinned. “A stranger?”

“I’m not dangerous, if that’s what you mean?” I half-smiled back. I watched her over the rim of my glass as she drained the bottle she held. “Would you like another one of those?” I asked her.

“Sure, Jake Stranger, why not?” She smiled, setting the empty bottle down on a nearby table. She then offered me her arm. “The bar is this way.”

Sliding my arm through hers, we made our way around the edge of the dance floor. Electricity by OMD was now playing at an ear-bleeding level. And just like the title of the song, the whole place seemed charged with electric excitement. I felt it, too. It was a reminder of why I loved to step into the human world. Humans danced to the music. They writhed from side to side and against each other. Their faces, their clothes and hair disappeared, only to reappear moments later beneath the strobe lighting. To watch them disappear only to instantly reappear reminded me of the magic where I came from. The humans had their own magic—and in some ways, it was more magical than my own.

“I’ve changed my mind,” Carol said, tugging on my arm and steering me away from the bar. “I’d like to get some air.” 

“But I thought you wanted to get another...” I started, then stopped as I followed her stare. She was looking across the bar at three men who were pushing their way through the crowds toward her—toward us. 

“Come on,” she said, pulling on my arm again, leading me toward the exit.

I looked back over my shoulder to see the three human guys following us, each of their faces a grim mask. They were big and burly, heads shaved, and oozing muscle from beneath the black T-shirts they wore.

Carol pushed against the nearest exit door we came to, hurrying out into the night. Rain flashed in the glow of a nearby streetlight. The walls of the alleyway I now found myself in were slick with rain. The night air was cold and I watched Carol throw her arms about herself. She shivered, but I sensed through fear more than the cold. Over my shoulder, I could hear the rumble and bass of music. I looked back to see the three guys heading at speed toward the exit we had used to leave the bar.

I heard the sound of heels dashing away down the alley. I looked front to see Carol running away from me. 

“Hey... hang on!” I yelled, heading after her. Within a few paces, I’d drawn level. I took her by the arm. “What’s wrong? Why are you running away all of a sudden?” 

She peered over my shoulder in the direction of the bar. I glanced back, too. The three guys I had seen were now in the alleyway. I looked at Carol. “Are you scared of those guys? Are they after you?” 

With dark eyes wide, she nodded her head at me, as if too scared to speak.

“What do they want with you?” I asked, the sound of their footsteps ringing louder now in the narrow alleyway.

“I owe them money,” she whispered, a clear tremor in her voice.

“Owe them money for what?” I frowned. But in the light from the nearby streetlamp, the track marks that covered the crook of her elbows were now clear to me, and so too was the reason she owed the three guys money. I stared at her.

Looking petrified, Carol spoke. “If I don’t pay them, they will—”

“I can imagine,” I cut in. Then, pulling her close, I whispered in her ear, “Wait for me at the end of the alley. You’re probably going to see some crazy shit, but don’t be scared, it’s just magic.”

With eyes wide, she looked into mine. She frowned. “Magic?”

“Just get out of here,” I said, leaning away from her and facing the three men who were nearly upon us. From behind me, I heard the clip-clop of her boots fade over the cobblestones as she headed away.

I stood in the alley and faced the three men. I puffed out my chest, trying to make myself as big and as intimidating as possible. But there was little point; the guys were each as wide as a barn and had arms a gorilla would be proud of. 

“Get out of our way, fuck-head,” one of them growled. 

I stood my ground. Unflinching.

One of them leered into my face. “You don’t hear so good, do you?” His breath stank like shit and his front teeth were little more than brown stumps.

“I hear just fine,” I said, meeting his stare. 

“I’ve had enough of this bollocks already,” the third male said, punching me in the chest with one club-like fist. 

Despite hitting me hard, I didn’t rock back on my heels. I didn’t even flinch. The sorry-looking arsehole who had hit me glanced at his two mates, then back at me. “What the fuck?” he snarled, taking another swipe at me.  

I twisted an inch to the left, my coattails flapping open, as the guy’s meaty fist swung past my face like a hammer. I reached inside my coat pocket, pulling out my hat. With one shake of my hand, I shook it into shape and put it on my head. The three men looked up at my pointed hat, at each other, then back at me. 

“This has got to be some kinda fucking joke, right?” one of them said before scratching his nuts.

“No joke,” I said. I snapped my wrist down. As I did so, my fingers stretched, became longer, like a claw.

The three men took a step backwards, their eyes fat and round, faces masks of disbelief.

“What the fuck?” one of them gasped. 

“It’s just a trick,” another said, puffing out his chest again and clenching his fists. “I got my nephew one of those Freddy Krueger gloves for Christmas and when you flick your wrist, pretend knives come out of the fingers. I’ve wasted enough time on this freak.” Without warning, and for such a lump of a guy, he shot forward with surprising speed and grace. 

A raised my hand, fingers extended. My fingertips pulsed blue and purple with light. They illuminated the narrow alleyway like the flashing lights in the nightclub. My hand and arm vibrated—hummed—as magic raced from my very core and into my fingertips. Waves of light coiled and twisted around my fingers. I made a fist with my hand, then flexed my fingers, releasing a shockwave of light that exploded against the guy’s chest with such force he was lifted up off his feet and thrown back down the alley. He smacked into the wall with a sickening crunch.

I heard a brief clicking sound and glanced down to see that one of the men had pulled a flick-knife on me. He lunged forward, but before I’d had a chance to step clear, the blade stuck deep into my side. Grinning, the guy pushed against the hilt of the knife with his hand, burying the blade deeper into me. I roared in pain as black blood began to gush from the wound beneath my shirt and coat. It splashed the man’s hand. At once, his skin began to burn and blister as if my blood had scorched him like acid. He let go of the knife, raising his hand to his face. He watched in horror as the skin began to dribble and slide from his fingers. The bones beneath the smouldering flesh glistened in the light streaming from my fingers. Screaming in pain, he dropped to his knees, plunging his hand into the nearest puddle. I clenched my teeth and pulled the knife from my side, and tossed it away. Reaching down, I gripped the man by the back of the neck. 

Leaning in close, I whispered into his ear, “Now listen to me very carefully, there is something you will do for me. The next time you feel the need to sell your poison to young girls— to anyone—you will fill a syringe with that stuff and inject it straight into your right eyeball. Do you understand me?”

The man screamed, spit spraying from his lips. Of course he understood me. I had cast the spell. It couldn’t be taken back. Not by me and definitely not by him. He would be dead within days, a syringe full of shit jutting from his eyeball. 

“What have you done to him?” someone shouted. 

I felt a blow to my midriff where I had been stabbed. I roared in pain, collapsing onto my side. I looked up to see the third man striking out again at me with his foot. Lifting my twitching and trembling hand, I pointed my fingers at him. The light that oozed from them hummed—almost whispered—as tentacles of blue and mauve streamed from them. The coils of light wrapped themselves about the man, lifting him up into the air. I lowered my arm and the man crashed to the ground, the sound of his bones breaking like splinters. Placing my other hand to my side where blood splashed through my fingers, I crawled toward the man. Leaning in close so my mouth was next to his ear, I said, “When your bones have mended, you will go to the nearest railway station. There, you will stand on the platform edge until the express train comes through, you know, the really fast trains, the ones that stop for nothing. When it screams through the station, you’re going to jump out in front of it. Do you understand?”

“Yes,” the man groaned, dropping his head forward, so his chin rested against his chest.

And I knew he understood. But more importantly, I knew he would do what I had asked. The spell had been cast and could not be broken. I pulled myself up onto my feet. Rain thrummed all around me. Bent double at the waist, I stumbled forward to where the first man lay. He looked confused, but still defiant as I approached him. 

“Fucking freak!” he screamed at me. “You’re fucking dead.”

Taking aim with my glowing fist, I stood over him. “When this is over—tonight or tomorrow—you will visit the police station. There, you will inform the police of your supplier’s details... names and addresses and where they can find the stuff you peddle. You will tell the police everything.” 

“But I’ll be killed! The people I deal with will slit my throat for squealing,” he said, screwing his eyes shut as if trying to fight the spell I was working on him. “I’ll be dead.”

“That is the whole point,” I said, my voice calm and little more than a whisper. “You will tell the police everything. Do you understand me?”

The man’s face relaxed and he opened his eyes. He looked up at me from where he lay on the ground. Rain splashed down onto his face and he looked like he was crying. Perhaps he was. “Yes, I understand,” he said, voice as calm as my own. 

“Perfect,” I said, turning away. 

With the flat of one hand pressed against my side, I made my way along the alley, stepping over the men I left behind. With one quick and decisive flick of my wrist, my hand stopped glowing. I tucked it inside my coat. Reaching the end of the alleyway, I found Carol cowering against the rain-drenched wall. Her dark hair no longer stood up in spikes, but lay flat and wet against the sides of her pale face. She glanced down at my hand, which was still pressed against my side. My fingers were stained black with blood. 

“Are you hurt?” she whispered, coming forward.

“I’ll live,” I said, knowing that within minutes, the stab wound would have already healed over. 

“But you’re bleeding,” she said.

In the distance, I could hear the sound of approaching sirens. I knew it wouldn’t be long before the police arrived, and I couldn’t risk being caught by human cops. They were not like the Talismen who policed my world.  

“You should get far away from here,” I told her.

“Come with me,” she said, holding out her hand for me to take. 

“I can’t, I need to head back... back to someplace else,” I said, the sound of approaching police cars growing ever louder. 

“Will I ever see you again?” Carol asked me, her eyes searching mine as I stared at her from beneath the rim of my hat. 

“I don’t think so,” I said, stepping away. 

She gripped my arm, turning me to face her once more. “What did you do to those men? What were those streams of bright light I saw?” 

I shrugged my shoulders. “Like I said, it was magic.”

“Whatever it was, thanks for helping me,” she said, before leaning in and kissing me gently on the mouth. 

I kissed her back, wrapping one arm about her shoulders and pulling her close against me. I let our kiss grow deeper than perhaps she had first intended. But as my lips closed over hers, I breathed in deeply, drawing out the poison that had infected her veins. I sucked it from her and into me so she would no longer crave it. The shit she had been addicted to washed into the back of my throat like hot dust. I pushed her away. Turning so she couldn’t look at me, I tilted my head back, expelling the poison from the back of my throat. It flew out of my mouth like a swarm of black insects and up into the rain-soaked night. I wiped the last of it from my lips with the back of my hand. The opposite end of the alleyway lit up in hues of blue light. The police officers brought their vehicles to a screeching halt. 

I turned to face Carol. She had both arms extended before her and was inspecting them. The crooks of both elbows were now unblemished. She glanced up at me, her eyes wide and round, mouth open. 

“You’re free of it,” I said. “Now get out of here.”

“Hey, you!” I heard someone shout. I looked back along the alleyway in the direction of the police officers. Light from their torches lit up the alleyway as they shone them on Carol. 

I was no longer there—I’d already crept back behind the veil and back to where I had come from.

I felt a hand fall on my shoulder. I spun around to find Holly Felderstafe standing right behind me, along with several Talismen. I was in the candlelit reading room set amongst the archives beneath the Talismen Training Institute. My revision notes and scrolls covered the table before me, just as I had left them before creeping through the veil into the human world. 

“You’re back, Jake Stranger,” Holly said, her light-blue eyes fixed on me.

“So it would appear,” I said.

“And it would appear that while on the other side of the veil, you’ve planned for some very bad things to happen to some human men.” 

“That’s because they were very bad men.” I smiled with arrogance. 

“Therefore, you leave me no choice but to arrest you,” she said. Glancing at the Talismen who surrounded me, she added, “Take Stranger to my office where I’ll prepare the paperwork for his Witch Trial.” 

“Witch Trial?” I balked. “For what, exactly?”

“For the assisted suicide of three human men,” she said, peering at me from beneath the wide brim of her tall hat. Despite being just a few years older than me, she oozed an arrogance and confidence I could only dream of.

“They were going to kill that young woman,” I said in my defence. 

“She’s not my problem, and neither was she yours,” Holly said, striding away in the direction of her office. 

“Move it,” one of the Talismen said, shoving me in the back with the tip of his staff. 

Knowing I was out numbered and out of luck, I did as the Talismen said and set off after the Wiser Witch, Holly Felderstafe.
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