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        This one is for Edward Bryant, who was a great mentor and an even better friend.  I miss you, man.
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      If I’d known they wanted to kill me, I would have stayed in bed. I wasn’t asleep when they rang the doorbell at the crack of noon, but I sure as hell wasn’t ready to face the world. Still, I rolled out of the sack and staggered down the stairs.

      “Hold your horses,” I called. My long hair was a rat’s nest, and I wore only a pair of navy blue sweat pants with a silver stripe running down each leg. I ran my fingers through my hair, trying to straighten it, but only managed to pull it. “Ow.”

      I opened the front door. Two large men glared at me from the porch. Maybe they didn’t like standing in the Texas sun in the middle of July. The humidity was so bad it would have been nice to have gills. I shielded my eyes and squinted. Maybe I shouldn’t have had that seventh glass of whiskey at the club last night.

      “Mr. Brett Masters?” one of the men said.

      “Who wants to know?” I asked, looking them up and down. They both had slicked-back dark hair and wore matching smartly tailored Brioni suits with red power ties, crisp white shirts and Salvatore Ferragamo Crocodile loafers. The shoes looked black to me, but these guys would turn up their noses and insist they were Nero.

      “I’m Mr. Russo,” the larger man said. He didn’t have any trace of an accent.

      “And I’m Mr. Toscano,” the other man said. He had a permanently furrowed brow and a tilt to his lips that made it look like he’d been sucking lemons all day.

      “We’d like to come inside, Mr. Masters,” Russo said.

      “Why?” I asked.

      “Allow us entry and we’ll explain the situation.”

      I rubbed sleep from my eyes. “Place is a mess,” I said. “It’s early, and I’m not ready for company.”

      “In reference to your objections in order, Mr. Masters, we don’t care,” Russo said. “It’s after noon. And once more, we don’t care.”

      Toscano opened his jacket a bit. At first I thought he was just hot, but his intent was to show me he had a gun in a shoulder holster.

      “That a Beretta?”

      “Bersa.”

      “And you’re threatening to shoot me in broad daylight?”

      Toscano nodded. “I’d be quite happy to shoot you, Mr. Masters. I’m not much for small talk.”

      Russo smiled and for a moment, his teeth looked sharp, but when I looked at him again, the teeth went back to normal. “We would enjoy killing you, Mr. Masters, but our orders are simply to retrieve a package and we are to allow you to live as long as you cooperate.”

      “Please don’t cooperate,” Toscano said, and for a moment, his teeth looked sharp too.

      Shit. They were Mako Clansmen. These guys were known to shoot people in the kneecaps to prevent them from running, then they took turns taking bites out of their prey. They liked to keep their victims alive for hours, feasting on them. I’d never met any of them in person before. Yeah, I should have stayed in bed all right.

      “I don’t have any packages here.”

      “You have a UPS delivery due at two this afternoon,” Russo said and shoved me away from the door so he and his partner could enter the house.

      “I didn’t say you could come inside.”

      “We don’t care,” Russo said. He strolled to the right into the living room, looking at the tasteful decor.

      The air conditioner kicked over and shot cool air into the foyer. Toscano pushed me to the left toward the stairs. He stepped into the house and closed the door. “Don’t want your parents to cool the great outdoors.”

      It was a jab, of course. They wanted me to know that they knew I didn’t own the house. It was a family home, and a survivor of the Great Storm. I was crashing here in the East End Historical District of Galveston. My folks were in New Orleans. They owned a number of houses around the world,, including this beautiful old Victorian. You might say they were rich, but that would be an understatement. Someday I’d inherit a share of their wealth. Well, if the Mako Clansmen didn’t eat me today.

      “So you know who my parents are,” I said.

      “We do,” Russo said.

      “Then you know they can have you killed.”

      “Not in time to save you, Mr. Masters. You’ll die as a thirty year old failure to launch.”

      “Whatever, dude. Can you at least tell me who hired you?”

      “Joseph Carlisle Sinclair III.”

      “Never heard of him,” I lied. He was a powerful wizard out of New York City, and had been after some of the artifacts my parents had collected for decades.

      “Well he’s heard of you.”

      “Does he want a signed CD?”

      “He’s not a fan of the noise you make,” Toscano said as he followed his partner into the living room. “Nor are we. Perhaps you can pour us each a glass of wine while we wait for the delivery.”

      “Guys, I told you, I’m not expecting anything.”

      “It’s not addressed to you. It’s addressed to your father. A gift from your Uncle Paul. And it was not his to send.”

      I laughed. “Uncle Paul always had a comprehensive view of the word ownership.”

      “I’m delighted that you can find humor in your current predicament.”

      I leaned against the wall, making sure my feet remained on the cool tiles and didn’t touch the carpet in the living room. “Dude, you already told me you won’t kill me if I cooperate, and I couldn’t give a shit less about family politics and all the stupid squabbles about magic and whatever nonsense goofy-assed cannibals like yourselves are into. Take the package when it gets here and go. Not my circus, not my monkeys.”

      “And if we decide to make it your circus?” Toscano asked.

      “Down, Mangani,” I said as I placed my hand on the light switch.

      “Toscano.”

      “Whatever.”

      “You will show us some respect.”

      “Blow me,” I said and flipped the switch to the on position.

      The light came on and the Mako Clansmen grimaced, sharp teeth revealed in full. They fell backward to the floor as the carpet rolled up on them. Mangani’s slurping turned my stomach, and again, I regretted that final glass of whiskey, but when someone orders you a glass of Jameson, it’s rude not to accept.

      The carpet unfurled. All that remained of the Clansmen were their polished white bones and a couple of Italian guns.

      “Finish your meal, Mangani.”

      The carpet twitched.

      “I know you don’t like bones and metal,” I said. “But remember, there are carpets starving in China.”

      Mangani hesitated, then folded over the bones and weapons. The crunching was louder than normal, but Mangani hadn’t had a fresh meal in at least a decade. Every so often, we had to feed her, but she was fine with slabs of steak. Self-cleaning rugs are tough to come by. The rest of the house had normal carpeting, of course. Security rugs like Mangani preferred main rooms where they might eat a burglar every now and then. Mangani was house-broken, so she wouldn’t eat company unless I told her it was okay with the light and the command. She would always recognize family members, but strangers were fair game if we weren’t with them.

      I went upstairs, showered, shaved, dressed, and came back down before the UPS guy arrived.

      I signed for the package, thanked him, and closed the door. I went into the downstairs study and opened the box. I pulled up the cardboard flaps to reveal an ornately carved four inch by six inch mahogany box with a gold clasp. I dumped the wooden box into my hand and set the cardboard container on the desk by the laptop. I unfastened the box and lifted the lid. The box was lined with crushed red velvet and held an ancient deck of Tarot cards. The backs were covered with geometric shapes and sigils I didn’t recognize. I could feel the blood magic when I touched the top card. I flipped it over.

      Death.

      Of course, the Death card meant change, not actual death, but I could feel the power in the deck. Just for grins, I turned over the next card. An upside-down Empress looked up at me. In Tarot, an upside-down card is reversed – it takes on the opposite meaning. Not that I remembered what that was – I slept through most of Tarot class as a kid.

      The ink used to draw the pictures had family blood mixed into it. The magic was paid in full, and any wizard, even a clown like me, could use them and not have to pay the blood price.

      No wonder Sinclair wanted it. But why would Uncle Paul send something like this here? He knew I was staying here. He also knew that of all the members of my family, I was the one least qualified to use magic. Then again, maybe that was exactly why he’d sent it here. But why didn’t he call me and tell me?

      I flipped through the cards. Power emanated from them and I felt a vibration in my bones. I had no idea how old the cards were. I didn’t pay much attention to all the magical studies when I was a kid. Controlled magic required blood from the user unless the price had already been paid. That meant constantly stabbing yourself with a pin or cutting yourself with a ritual blade or biting the inside of your lip. Pain hurts. No thank you. In most situations, there was a mundane solution, and those were often easier.

      I tried to keep up when I was a kid, but my siblings were all so much better at it that I stopped trying. When you’re held to a much higher standard, you either rise to the occasion or decide it’s not worth the effort. Magic wasn’t worth it. Not if it had to hurt.

      I’ll stick with magic paid-in-full, thank you very much. Like my guitar pick. Or like this deck of Tarot cards. I counted the cards. All seventy-eight were there. Twenty-two Major Arcana and Fifty-six Minor Arcana. The card on the bottom was The Fool.

      How appropriate.
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      The sound of the door closing caught my attention, and I set the cards back into the box, which I slid into the top desk drawer before leaving the study.

      A tall, slender woman with dark hair cropped shorter on one side than the other set a suitcase down on the floor and looked over at me. She looked to be about my age, and wore thick-rimmed glasses, which were considered stylish. I hated thick-rimmed glasses. “Hello, Brett,” the woman said.

      “Do I know you?”

      “You don’t recognize me?”

      I shook my head.

      She rolled her eyes, which were magnified by the glasses. “After all the time we spent together studying magic as kids?  Hello? It’s your cousin, Sabrina. Call me Bri.”

      “Like the cheese?” I asked, messing with her a bit.

      “Ha ha,” she said. “I’ve never heard that one.”

      “Then you should get out more because it seems kinda obvious to me. So what do you want, Cheese Whiz?”

      “Don’t call me that. My father sent a package, and I was trying to get here in time but traffic on the causeway was backed up by an accident.  The tracking number shows the item was delivered. Where is the box?”

      “There was nothing addressed to you,” I said. “How did you get in?”

      She held up a keyring. “My father co-owns the house, and I’m going to be living here for a while.”

      “Like hell you will. This is my place.”

      “Family-owned, Brett. Means I have as much right to live here as you do.”

      She was right, of course. The house was a shared inheritance by my father, her father, and my father’s sister, Cora. Aunt Cora had never even bothered to visit. She was shacked up with a ghost lover in Nebraska. And by ghost lover, I mean she was sleeping with the wraith of some dead guy named Rupert. Uncle Paul had spent a couple summers here right after they inherited the house. My father hated the place, but I liked it. And I sure as hell didn’t want to share it. Especially not with a fuddy-duddy librarian.

      “You can stay for the weekend, but you won’t like it. I have band practice tonight.”

      She laughed, and put her keys in her purse. “Like you’d practice.”

      “I resemble that remark,” I said.

      “What instrument do you play?” she asked as she placed her purse on the suitcase.

      “Guitar.”

      “Bullshit,” she said. “You can’t play the guitar. It would take years of practice and you’ve never applied yourself to anything in your life beyond where to score your next dime bag.”

      I held up my left hand. “Really? Check out the calluses on my fingertips and tell me I can’t play.”

      She shook her head. “You have the pick, don’t you?”

      “I use a pick.”

      “No, dipshit, you have the pick. Please tell me you’re not using the Hendrix guitar.”

      “I’m not. It’s in the basement.”

      “There’s a basement here? I thought most Texas homes didn’t have basements because they’re difficult to do correctly. Water tables, shifting clay foundations, and such. Unless it’s an above-ground basement like at Bishop’s Palace.”

      I shrugged. “I don’t know about any of that shit. I just know there’s a basement.”

      “Cool. I wonder if your parents cast a spell to prevent flooding, or if the builder—”

      “Who gives a shit? There’s a basement. What difference does it make?”

      “I like to know how and why things work.”

      “You’re the librarian. Your sister was the cool one. Right?”

      “My sister is a slut.”

      I nodded. “I like easy women.”

      “You don’t have a choice. Which room is mine?”

      “Any of the rooms on the third floor,” I said.

      “Will you carry my bag upstairs for me?”

      “I’m not your servant.”

      “Fine. Now, where did you say the package was?”

      “I didn’t.”

      “You opened it, didn’t you?” she asked as she crossed the floor toward me.

      “What if I did?”

      She moved past me and walked into the study. “You came out of here, so it’s probably in the desk drawer.” She tugged the drawer open and lifted the box out. “It wasn’t addressed to you either,” she said, glancing at the cardboard box by the computer.

      I followed her into the room and reached for the box. “Give me that.”

      She held it out of reach. “It’s not yours.”

      “It’s not yours either,” I said, trying to grab it. Sabrina’s arms were too long. I poked her in the side and she flinched. I grabbed the box from her hand.

      “Hey!” she said.

      “I signed for this,” I said. “And I live here, so it’s mine.”

      “Like hell!” She tried to snatch it back.

      I held the box tightly. She tried to pry my fingers open. A feeling from the cards shot through the box, and I knew I could trust Sabrina. Blood magic doesn’t lie. That didn’t mean I’d let her take the cards, though. “They’re mine,” I said.

      “That will be quite enough of that!” a voice said.

      “Did you say that?” Sabrina asked.

      “I said that,” the voice said.

      “And who the fuck are you?” I asked.

      “Your uncle.”

      “Where are you?” I asked, looking around. There was nobody else here.

      “Laptop.”

      A MacBook Air sat open on the desk, and while the screen was dark, the light at the top glowed green.

      “Privacy much?” I asked.

      “You left the computer open, Brett. Anyone who knows what they’re doing can hack into the camera to see what’s going on. You two need to get along. Tap the trackpad.”

      Sabrina reached over and tapped the pad. The screen lit up and revealed Uncle Paul on a webcam. He had thin gray hair and a neatly trimmed Van Dyke. His bifocals perched on the edge of his large nose.

      “Hi, Dad,” Sabrina said.

      “Hit command, shift, and hold down the P and M keys.”

      “That doesn’t do anything,” Sabrina said.

      “It does when it’s been programmed. Please do it.”

      She did.

      The screen went blank for a moment, then Uncle Paul’s face appeared again, but the window around his image glowed green.

      “Privacy Mode engaged,” he said. “We have a good two minutes before anyone can hack in.”

      “You think someone’s trying to hack in?”

      “Sinclair already did. I booted him out, but he’ll try again.”

      “He wants the cards,” Sabrina said.

      “Desperately. He sold them to an unsavory client, but I took them off his hands before the client could arrange a pickup.”

      “So you stole them,” Sabrina said.

      “He stole them from us.”

      “And you stole them from him originally, right?”

      “Who can remember who stole what when? It doesn’t matter, Bri. You need to set wards, and close up the house for shielding before Sinclair’s goons get there.”

      “Oh, Mr. Russo and Mr. Toscano won’t be eating anyone else,” I said.

      “I don’t know them,” Paul said. “I was referring to—”

      The screen went dead.

      “Dad?” Sabrina said. “Dad?” She tapped the keys.

      The green light was no longer lit and the screen shimmered and went back to the normal desktop view.

      “Must have lost signal,” I said.

      “Not in Privacy Mode,” Sabrina said. “We still had a minute.”

      The screen shimmered again, and another window appeared. The green light glowed at the top once again, but now a tanned man with dark hair and bright blue eyes stared at us.

      “Sabrina Tenn,” the man said. “And Brett Masters. I’m sending an agent over to retrieve the package. You would be wise to allow the agent to take it. I will not be held responsible for your safety should you decline.”

      “Blow it out your ass, dickhead,” I said and closed the screen.

      “Brett,” Sabrina said, “that was Joseph Sinclair.”

      “I don’t care if it was Clint Eastwood. These cards are mine. They’re freaking cool.”

      “Why would you care about… Oh shit, you handled them.”

      “Well, yeah. So?”

      “They’ve matched your temporal frequency and are currently vibrating in line with your chakras and sending tendrils of power through your bloodstream, which will radiate energy at a rate of—”

      “I don’t know what the fuck you’re saying.”

      “Didn’t your parents send you to class to study magic?”

      “I was never big on school,” I said.

      “This is basic Magic 101.”

      “Cut to the chase, Cheese Puff. Give it to me in six words or less.”

      “Fewer.”

      “What?”

      She sighed. “The cards are tuned to you.”

      “What does that mean?”

      “In six words or fewer?”

      “Yeah.”

      “How about two words? You’re fucked.”

      “How so?”

      “Sinclair wants those cards.”

      “I got that.”

      “They’re tuned to you.”

      “I’m with you so far.”

      “There’s only one way to get them untuned.”

      “That’s eight words, but go ahead.”

      “They have to kill you.”
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      “That’s not cool,” I said. “I don’t want to die.”

      “What are we gonna do?” Sabrina asked.

      I considered what I knew. It wasn’t much at this point. “Was that really Sinclair on the computer?”

      Sabrina nodded.

      “Okay,” I said. “Why is he sending an agent when he already sent two guys over here earlier?”

      “What two guys?”

      “Talk about me not paying attention. Russo and Toscano.”

      “My dad didn’t know them, and neither do I.”

      “They were Mako Clansmen.”

      “Were?”

      “They were going to shoot me and eat me and kill me in that order, so I got rid of them.”

      “You killed two Mako Clansmen?”

      “Not me personally. Let’s just say I facilitated their demise.”

      “How did you do that?”

      I grinned. “I fed them to Mangani.”

      She rolled her eyes.

      “What? You don’t think I should have disposed of them? They were going to kill me.”

      “I don’t care about that. I just think your parents let you read too many Tarzan books when you were a kid. Mangani is a stupid name for a rug,”

      “I happen to like it.”

      “Same way you liked running around in a loin cloth?”

      “I was five.”

      “Yeah, but you probably still have a loin cloth.”

      I refused to dignify that with a response. Especially since I did have one, but that was because I dated a girl named Jane for a while, and if you’re tapping a girl named Jane you kinda have to do the Tarzan thing. Am I right?

      “Maybe you should go away for a few weeks until things settle down,” Sabrina said. “You could give the cards to me, and I’ll take care of them.”

      “That doesn’t sound right.”

      “What do you mean?”

      “The whole card tuning thing. Shouldn’t I keep them close to me? Isn’t there something in magic about will and proximity or something?”

      “If you’d bothered to pay attention in magic studies, you’d know that.”

      “Explain it to me.”

      “I can’t do it in six words or fewer.”

      “If you understood it, you could.”

      “Not where you could understand it. I do think you should relinquish the responsibility for the cards to me and go take a vacation or something.”

      “I have band practice tonight and a gig at a club tomorrow night. I’m not backing out on the guys. Not gonna happen.”

      “You can’t let those cards fall into the wrong hands.”

      “Why? Because your dad stole them?”

      “He might have taken them, but he wasn’t stupid enough to touch them.”

      “Maybe I should hide them in the basement safe?”

      “I don’t see how that would help.”

      “But it wouldn’t hurt, right? I mean, if no one can find them, it’s all good.”

      “Whatever. Lead the way,” she said. “Let’s get this done.”

      “You’re not the boss of me.”

      She held up her right index finger and grimaced
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