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Prologue

Province of Massachusetts
Bay

June 13, 1692

 


Ariel ran through the woods, the moonlight
sifting through the leaves of the white oaks and illuminating the
forest floor. She was careful not to catch her plain, simple dress
on boughs and twigs and not to step on dry, dead foliage. She tried
to not make a sound, for she knew what tracked her and what fate
awaited her. They may be townsmen and farmers, but they all hunted
and they all knew how to track their prey.

She stepped cat-like through the brambles,
trying to still her run-away heart. The sound of men crashing
through the underbrush reached her ears and she picked up her pace,
moving faster and faster. She cursed her long blonde hair that
caught the moonlight as well as it caught on branches.

Without warning she stumbled into a
clearing. Radiance from the full moon fell with crepuscular rays
upon a cairn in the center. It took her a moment to realize both
that the clearing was perfectly circular and that the floor was
soft, short grass. A man, tall and lean with long black hair that
shone silver in the moonlight, stood upon the flat, top rock of the
cairn. Ariel immediately recognized him as a member of the
Algonquian Indian tribe. He was bare-chested and wore deer-skin
breeches. His skin was dark and his belly taut. Ariel tried not to
make a sound but she’d never seen a man without a shirt and it
surprised her. She did gasp softly and tried to avert her sky-blue
eyes, but somehow couldn’t. He held what Ariel feared was a weapon
over his head, aiming it at the sky. Ariel turned quickly to leave,
more terrified of the savage than the white men chasing her with
blunderbusses.

“Stay,” she heard. But it was not in her ears.

“Don’t
move,” the spectral voice said.

Ariel froze. She knew she was vulnerable and
exposed in the open. She expected her pursuers to come crashing
into the meadow at any moment. Yet there was peace here and it was
as if their entry would be nearly sacrilegious.

The man jumped from the cairn, landing
without a sound upon the mead, and moved with feline-like grace
toward Ariel. She stood motionless just outside the picket of boles
behind her. She didn’t realize it but she was holding her breath as
the bare-chested savage sprinted across the grass, his weapon still
raised over his head. Ariel knew at that moment she was going to
die, as surely as if the men following her caught her and returned
her to the witches’ gallows.

The Indian spoke in a language she did not
understand, this time impacting her ears. But she understood the
tone: do not be afraid. He lowered the weapon and took her hand in
his, gripping it so hard any thought of hers to pull her hand back
was immediately abandoned. He half-dragged, half led her to the
rocks at the center of the clearing, then stopped and pulled her
close. She thought for a moment his plan was to violate her body
before he slaughtered it.

His black eyes locked on hers and they were
soft and confident, as if he knew her already.

A crashing of leaves and branches startled
her and she turned to the edge of the meadow where four men, each
wearing black and carrying a blunderbuss with a trumpet end,
stumbled into the open, almost pushing each other ahead. Ariel
tried to gasp but the savage clasped his strong, sinewy hand over
her mouth. She wasn’t sure which fate was worse: to be hung from
the neck as a witch, or killed by this heathen. She wondered for a
moment why God had abandoned her so completely, leaving her only
two cruel fates to choose.

“Be you positive the witch
came this way?” one man asked, peering around the clearing. Ariel
recognized him as Stephen Sewall, the clerk of the court of Salem
Town.

“Yes!” a man hissed. “Her
trace was clear through the brakes.”

Despite her situation, Ariel was
disappointed, thinking she’d been very careful not to leave a
trail.

The men stood at the edge of the forest,
peering about the clearing as if afraid to step foot deeper into
it. Although Ariel was certain multiple eyes passed over her, the
men did not seem to notice her or the Indian.

“She has vanished!” a man,
a farmer Ariel knew, cried out in fear.

“I knew the wench was a
witch,” a third man growled. This was Gideon Chapman, the
shopkeeper whose advances Ariel had refused before he condemned her
to the Court of Oyer and Terminer.

“Have we lost her?” Sewall
asked, his voice taut with fear.

“Bah, good riddance,”
Chapman spat. “If she returns we’ll put a noose around her scrawny
neck. If she doesn’t, let the wilderness take her.”

The men turned slowly, Sewall taking one
last terrified glance back to the opening before the forest
swallowed the group. Ariel almost felt sorry to see them go,
leaving her to her fate with the red-skinned savage that held
her.

He released her, but she did not run for his
eyes held her, black as obsidian yet now burning like a
conflagration. He spoke again, and again she did not understand
him. He looked at her intently.

“Safe,” came into her head.

She nodded, then realized he may not know
what that meant.

He took her hand again and pulled her across
the meadow into the woods opposite the side she had entered. She
felt as if she were being plunged into another world. She didn’t
know how right she was.


Chapter One

San Francisco,
California

April 15, 1976

 


I had the window to my cab open to let in
fresh air. The breeze had just a bit of a bite to it but I welcomed
it. My head was suffering a little from last night’s drinking. I’d
met a pretty woman with a mane of flaming red hair in a bar and we
ended up back at her place. I didn’t even use a persuasion spell or
tell her I was an adept. In the morning she asked if we could see
each other again. I smiled and got her phone number, promising to
call, but I wasn’t sure if I would. If she found out I was an adept
she would most likely have one of two reactions, neither one of
which I liked: she’d be awed, or she’d be scared. This is part of
the reason why adepts don’t have long relationships with lessers
very often. Very few lessers could handle being lovers with someone
with our powers. But some really wanted to. I’d heard it was the
same for men in positions of power in the lesser world, such as
politicians. And some took advantage of it, according to rumors. I
didn’t. If a woman ever loved me, I wanted her to love me, not
because of my powers as an adept.

And relationships between adepts were
possible, but often the jealousies and power games broke them up.
If you wanted love, you probably should not choose to become an
adept, I mused.

As the cab climbed Nob Hill I could see
sunlight sparkling off the bay. It was a beautiful spring morning,
but with just a hint in the atmosphere of the winter just
passed.

The taxi stopped with squeaking brakes in
front of the arched entrance to the Huntington Hotel as a cable car
clanged by. I paid the fare and got out, enjoying the crisp air. I
walked into the Huntington and nodded to the adept and warrior on
lobby duty. I hesitated a moment and did a double take to make sure
I was right. Johan Friedman was on lobby duty. I wondered why. He
was an older, powerful adept that had come from a Germanic guild in
Bavaria, West Germany. He said with all the radical terrorist
groups like the Baader-Meinhof Gang and the Warsaw Pact armies
poised just over the Iron Curtain, he wasn’t sure Western Europe
wasn’t going to surrender to the Communists soon, and he’d rather
be in America if that happened.

I nodded to Friedman and he nodded back,
looking unhappy.

I had work to do so I went quickly to my
suite on the 13th floor and opened a window to let in some of that
cool air. It kept my mind clear as I sat at my desk in front of the
big, “avocado green” typewriter. It was a newer IBM “Selectric”
with the ball to strike the letters rather than individual
strikers. Or whatever they were called. I just liked that I didn’t
have to slam into the keys to type as with a manual typewriter.

I picked up a piece of paper from the ream a
warrior had delivered the day before. The paper was expensive and
brilliantly white. It was “acid-free” with “rag content” and
“archive-grade” according to the cover on the box. I had no idea
what any of those phrases meant. The American Meta Association had
paid for it and the typewriter. I held up a sheet and realized you
could see a faint pattern in the paper itself. Even I knew that was
a “watermark,” but I had no idea how it was done. I held up a
second sheet and the watermark was exactly the same and in the
exact same place on both. That meant it was probably done by
machine. Plus I couldn’t imagine someone doing it by hand to every
sheet in the ream, let alone the millions of reams they must
sell.

I rolled the single sheet into the
typewriter with the multiple clicks of the turning platen, pulled
the lever that loosened the platen’s grip on the sheet,
straightened it so I was typing level on it, pushed the lever back
carefully to ensure the paper didn’t move, put my index fingers on
the “D” and “K” keys, and then sat a moment collecting my thoughts.
This was to go into the guild’s archives and might be read in a
thousand years. Assuming humanity hadn’t managed to wipe itself out
by then, that is. That and I didn’t want to waste expensive paper
even if I wasn’t paying for it.

It was a challenge to type the ancient
language on modern typewriters. Some of the sounds can’t be
represented with the English alphabet so there were agreed-upon
letter combinations to represent non-English sounds. And a bottle
of white out sitting beside the machine helped. I’m a peck-and-hunt
typist at best but it beat hand-writing this stuff, and at least I
knew someone would be able to read it. My education was bereft of
niceties such as penmanship, although my master had done his best.
But by the time I’d moved in with him at age twelve, it was too
late: my habits had been formed.

So I started:

 


April 15, 1976 AD (5979 AA)

 


All that was in English. Then I started
typing, one key at a time, hitting the return key when the bell
rang at the end of each line:

 


We are three and a half
months into 1976 (5979 AA) and still no “great conflagration” that,
according to the Valkyrie Guild’s archives, as Frances Kader told
me in 1968 (5971 AA), says I predicted in 1476 (5479 AA) to happen
“five hundred years later.” I still worry that that means a
nuclear war will happen
this year. Still no clue as to why someone calling themselves Peter
Branton (the name I use) was in 1476 making such claims. I have no
memory of going back in time. But perhaps it is something I do in
the future, after the conflagration I predicted. As far as I know,
there is no way to time travel, at least not with meta. And I don’t
think the lessers will invent some method soon if ever.

It is possible that by going back in time I
stopped the conflagration. The Valkyrie archives hinted as much.
But I guess I won’t be certain until this year is over.

 


I stopped and looked at what I had carefully
typed out. I had had to stop, use the white out, wait for it to
dry, and then retype something a couple of times. I wondered how
white out would hold up for a thousand years. And I had to write
“nuclear” in English because there is no equivalent in the ancient
language.

Because I lived in San
Francisco, I doubted that
if there were a thermonuclear war I would survive.
The city was a key port on the West Coast and there were military
installations all around it. It had to be a prime target for a few
Russian ICBMs. As Francis Kader had wisely said, the only way to
survive a nuclear blast is to not be there. He’d seen Kobe, Japan
not long after it was hit with an atomic bomb, one of the two
dropped on Japan that ended World War II. He knew what he was
talking about.

I put my two fingers on the keys again and
took a deep breath. I wasn’t sure what to say next. Louis Brown,
who had just retired as guild leader, had asked me to write this up
thinking it might be important for future adepts to know. To me it
was an enigma wrapped in a riddle wrapped in a bad dream. I wasn’t
sure why but I often had nightmares about impaled humans, a red
castle, about killing a dark-haired woman I loved by a river, and
about using necromancy. I’d wake up with the taste of blood in my
mouth and gag.

I decided I needed a drink. I’d been typing
so slowly it was almost noon.

I had just poured myself
two fingers of a nice 12-year-old scotch (neat, of course) when the
phone in my suite rang. Only a few people had the number so that limited who it could
be. And it was unlikely that it was a wrong number, because a call
from outside the Huntington Hotel had to go through the hotel
operator.

“Yes?” I asked, picking up
the receiver.

“Branton, it’s Vaughan. I
need to see you.”

“Yes, Teacher,” I replied,
trying to keep the annoyance out of my voice. I may be Vaughan’s
number-one lieutenant, but that still didn’t mean I wanted to be
interrupted. Plus, since Louis Brown had moved to Seattle (buying
and living in my old master’s house on Queen Anne Hill) and Vaughan
became the guild’s leader, he’d started taking on a paramilitary
attitude toward the “chain of command” as he called it. I thought
he was trying to relive his days working for the CIA.

I pulled on my Brooks Brothers sport coat,
buttoned the top button on my custom-tailored shirt, and slid up my
tie. Ties were wide these days and the gaudier the better, it
seems. I tried to go as calm as I could, even with the paisley
pattern on this number.

It was a short walk down
the hall to Suite 1313.
I nodded to the warrior guarding the door (and
holding a small, black, and deadly-looking submachine gun), who of
course recognized me. I stepped inside and glanced around.
Vaughan’s personal warrior, Jackson, was standing against the wall,
not holding any overt weapon, but I knew the man typically had two
.45 automatic pistols under his suit jacket. He called them “1911s”
for some reason. I knew he also had a revolver at his ankle. And a
couple of knives somewhere, at least one of them an illegal
switchblade. The man was an ex-Green Beret who wouldn’t or couldn’t
talk about what he did in Vietnam except that he was “in country”
for five years. When Saigon fell the year before, Jackson had
become a quietly seething volcano for about a month. He kept his
dark hair cropped short, which made him stand out these days. His
grey eyes were quick to sum up any situation. He looked me over
passively, knowing I wasn’t a threat. He almost never left
Vaughan’s side except when he did his daily run and exercise
routine. That was usually early in the morning before Vaughan woke
up, and he always left another trusted warrior watching our leader.
He once told me he could kill a man with a ballpoint pen. I thought
he was trying to impress or scare me. He impressed me.

Vaughan was behind a big oak desk that
hadn’t been used since before Kader became the guild leader in
1943. He, too, was wearing a suit, but his tie was unfashionably
narrow and plain. The suit had obviously come off the rack, albeit
an expensive one. I had been trying to educate my leader in the
finer points of dressing well. He just didn’t care all that much
about it. His blond hair was starting to gray at the temples, but
he was still a handsome man. He had a deserved reputation as a
womanizer, but he’d slowed down lately as guild leader.

The old leather couch was still there but
the carpet was now a blue-purple shag. We were the only three
people in the room. I had left the door to the hall open.

“Yes, Teacher?” I asked,
sitting on the soft leather couch.

Vaughan glared at me as if he had expected
me to remain standing. “We have someone asking to become a member
of the guild.”

I frowned. Vaughan usually didn’t deal with
apprentices. That was done by their masters. Their trials to enter
the guild were handled by the most senior adept in their area,
unless they were near San Francisco, then by me. But their masters
usually contacted me directly. “Oh, whom?” I asked, trying to keep
a light tone.

“She goes by the name Mary
Jones. Apparently she’s been an adept for a few years, apprenticed
with the Quebec Guild.”

The Quebec Guild was small but powerful
enough not to be absorbed by any larger guild. And I knew the
largest Canadian guild, the Inukshuk Guild (don’t ask me what that
means), and the North American Guild had both tried. I thought
“Mary Jones” was a rather unimaginative name to choose for oneself.
But if she were French-Canadian, perhaps she didn’t know how common
a name “Jones” was in the U.S. Or maybe that’s what she wanted.

“You want me to put her
through the trials?” I asked, thinking it was the obvious next
question.

“Yes, of
course.”

I nodded and started thinking. That meant
traveling out of San Francisco to a remote area where lessers
wouldn’t disturb us. You had to go farther and farther out these
days with the growing suburbs. According to our guild’s archives,
Kader was tested in 1932 on Mount Sutro, which is now a tourist
trap inside the city and the top is covered with television
broadcast antennas.

“Okay, when will she be
here?”

Vaughan looked at his watch, a Timex. Vaughn
tended toward the practical and functional. “About ten minutes for
her initial interview with me.”

That, too, was a bit unusual, but since she
wasn’t an apprentice, Vaughan seemed to be taking a personal
interest in her. I wondered if she was pretty and he knew that.

I looked at my Rolex. It was ten minutes to
one. “Fine,” I said. “Do you want me to be here for the
interview?”

Vaughan nodded. “Please.”

I nodded in response. “Happy to.”

There was a thick,
uncomfortable silence. Vaughan and I weren’t pals by any means. We
were colleagues and we got along. But that was about it. I knew
Louis Brown had brought me into the leadership of the guild about
ten years ago for a reason. And Kader, before he died three years
ago, had mentioned something to Vaughan about me, but I had no idea
what, just that after that Vaughan had made me his number-two man
in the guild. Maybe there was more in the Valkyrie’s archives about
me than Kader had revealed.

I decided to break the silence. “Why do you
have Johan on lobby duty?”

Vaughan gave me an angry glare as if it were
none of my business. “He’s been acting very…ambitious lately, as if
he wants to move up in the guild a lot faster than he should. I
thought lobby duty would knock him down a peg.”

Or just make him angry, I thought but didn’t
say. As second-in-command I should point out where I think Vaughan
is in error, but not confrontationally. At least that’s what Louis
Brown had told me.

The phone rang on Vaughan’s desk,
interrupting my thoughts. Vaughan picked it up.

“Yes…. Send her up. Thank
you.”

He turned to me. “She’s on her way up.”

I assumed that call was from Johan or the
warrior stationed in the lobby of the Huntington. Lobby duty is a
boring job, but someone had to do it. We usually put younger adepts
on it. We didn’t expect them to fight off a stronger adept, but to
warn us if someone threatening entered the hotel.

“Rex!” Vaughan called
out.

The warrior in the hall poked his head into
the room. “Yes, sir?”

“Let Thomas know the woman
coming up the elevator is welcome.”

“Yes, sir,” Rex replied,
and I heard him walk the short distance down the hall to the
elevator. Thomas must have been guarding it. He, too, would be well
armed.

All these weapons and security sort of
struck me as an anachronism. Vaughan had increased security after
he became the guild leader. I seriously wondered if he just liked
having armed men around. But this wasn’t like the days before
Kader, when a guild leader had to worry about the constant threat
of a rival guild or an attack from someone in his own guild who
wished to depose him. There hadn’t been an internecine incident in
the American Meta Association since Houser overthrew Kader in 1959.
That was twenty-seven years ago. And inter-guild wars were unheard
of in the U.S. since Kader formed the AMA. In Europe they still
happened some, but Europe was still fractured. Hell, there were
three guilds on the island of Britain who all hated each other,
going back to the time of Merlin.

It took her a few minutes,
I assumed, to ride the elevator the thirteen floors to our level. I
heard low words spoken; she was probably asking directions from
Thomas. And then a couple of heartbeats later she entered the room.
And I tried not to stare. She was average height, but that was all
about her that was ordinary. She had long brunette hair
that went just past her shoulders, with a slight curl to it. She
was dressed conservatively, at least conservatively for this
decade. She was wearing a tan A-line skirt that came just below her
knees and a white blouse. Her slim frame was accentuated by the way
her clothes hung on her lithe body. Over her left shoulder was a
white patent leather purse that hung near her small waist. On her
feet were fashionable shoes I’d heard called “wedges,” and she was
obviously not wearing nylons but had bare, long legs. She walked
regally, carrying herself as one who knew she was better than most
others. Her features were china-doll delicate, as if she would
shatter when first touched without care. Fair skin almost the color
of freshly-fallen snow seemed flawless, without a mark or freckle.
Her intelligent blue eyes seemed to sweep the room and take in
everything: Vaughan behind his desk, me sitting on the couch to his
left, Jackson, the windows overlooking the Golden Gate Bridge. She
appeared to be in her early to mid-twenties, and I was surprised at
how powerful she felt at her young age and how she comported
herself as someone with more age and experience behind them. She
was, of course, still no match in meta power for me and certainly
not for Vaughan, who had inherited the Katana talisman from
Kader.

By the look in Vaughan’s eyes I could tell
he found her attractive, too. But he seemed to prefer blondes, as I
understood it. He’d once had the misfortune of falling for a
Valkyrie named Liesl.

She shut the door behind her, which I
thought was strange but perhaps she was worried about privacy. I
expected her to have a French-Canadian accent when she spoke—not
that I would know what that sounds like—but she sounded main-stream
American. Her voice was near musical as she smiled at Vaughan. “Mr.
Vaughan, I presume?” She held out her right hand.

Vaughan stood, saying, “Yes, I’m Vaughan,”
and took her hand, a look of surprise on his face.

What happened next occurred
so fast I barely had time to react. She smiled sweetly, it seemed,
released Vaughan’s hand, and then pointed at Jackson. I saw
Vaughan’s warrior go stiff with a holding spell. She stopped
masking and I could feel the full force of her power, and it scared
me. I stood up just as she pointed at the door and hit it with such
a powerful secure spell I could feel it resonate in the room. The
air seemed to be charged with her power. No one was coming in that
portal unless she allowed it. I pointed the palm of my hand at her
and shot my most powerful airbolt. This should have knocked her
down and back, and maybe broken some ribs. But she had a protection
spell up, evidenced by the shimmer around her, and my airbolt had
no effect. Then she amazed me by moving, and the protection spell
was still in place. I didn’t know this was possible. She reached in
her purse and pulled out a gun; a snub-nosed revolver. Vaughan
dropped under his desk, falling to the right as she fired, and
blood erupted from
his suit’s left shoulder before he got completely under the massive
oak furniture. If he hadn’t been moving that bullet might have hit
him in the head.

She fired again,
impacting the desk with a
spray of slivers and I, desperate and not knowing what to do,
jumped and tackled her. She didn’t weigh a thing, it seemed, and I
easily knocked her over, even though the protection spell made her
slippery. As I hit her she pulled the trigger the third time. This
shot went wild.

She growled, a frightening sound coming from
one so small and beautiful, and shoved me off her with her left
arm. She must have been using a strength spell because I was thrown
back to the couch, hit it, knocking it onto its back, and I rolled
off it. It hurt a lot and I was dazed for a moment, not moving
while I caught my breath, terrified she’d shoot me next.

In the time it took me to
catch my breath she fired
three more times and I heard the crack of wood.
The sound was huge in the room.

I heard her say a word in a language I
didn’t know. As I was getting up, the door to the hall flew open
and she ran toward it, her shoes abandoned and her feet bare. Rex
appeared in the open door, his submachine gun at ready, but he
spent a moment trying to understand the situation and that was too
long. She hit him with an airbolt that knocked him across the hall
into the wall, cracking the plaster. He slumped to the carpet and I
didn’t know if he was dead or just knocked unconscious. She ran
down the hall away from the elevator and I followed. The warrior,
Thomas, was firing wildly at her with his weapon, a swarm of
bullets coming down the corridor. I hoped he wouldn’t shoot me as I
turned the corner out of the suite giving the woman chase.

Her plan was clear. She was
running for the window at the east end of the hall where there was
a fire escape. I could still see the
shimmer of her protection spell as she sprinted. That was why she
was able to dive through the closed window without fear of injury.
I stopped just short of jumping out, too, wanting to make sure she
wasn’t setting up an ambush for me.

She apparently overshot and was hanging onto
the railing of the top platform. She looked at me and for a moment
there was fear in her eyes. I climbed out of the window, careful of
the broken glass, and stood on the steel platform. I reached out my
hand.

“Take it,” I cried, moving
it closer to her right hand. I wondered at that moment what
happened to her gun.

She looked at me again, this time
determination in her eyes. She let go of the railing.

I thought she was going to fall the thirteen
stories to her death. Her skirt flared and to my amazement a dark
wig flew off her head, revealing she was actually a blonde. Somehow
she managed to grab the railing on the platform on the twelfth
floor. She pulled herself up and over it, and started sprinting
down the stairs. The wig was fluttering to the street in front of
the Huntington.

I growled out a bad word in the ancient
language and ran after her down the fire escape, our foot falls
causing the metal to vibrate and give out a hollow sound.

When she reached the bottom
platform there was a ladder to take to the alley between the
Huntington and the building next door. It was too high to climb up,
but I knew that if you put your weight on it, it would extend to
just above the concrete. She didn’t bother. She jumped to
the pavement from
the last platform. How she didn’t break an ankle or leg, I didn’t
know. Her protection spell had dissipated as she ran down the fire
escape. She sprinted to the street. The wig was close by and she
scooped it up. Glancing back at me just as I hit the bottom
platform, she ran down California Street carrying the dark wig. She
was going east and descending the hill toward the bay. I could tell
she was using a speed spell because she was moving incredibly
fast.

I came down the ladder as fast as I dared,
hitting the alley just as she passed out of sight. I used the same
kind of speed spell and ran after her. I knew where she’d turned
and I came around that corner quickly, thinking I should be
catching up to her. My legs were longer so I should have run
faster. But she was gone. I couldn’t see her anywhere.

A wino was sitting against a wall, holding a
brown paper bag I assumed contained his fortified wine.

“Hey, man,” he whined. “Did
you see that?”

I frowned, wondering what he was talking
about. “See what?” I asked despite myself.

“A lady, turning into a
cat, ran that-a-way.” He pointed his bag down the
street.

I shook my head. He must have been having
bad visions.

“Big golden cat,” he said
as if I was still listening. “Still had its lady clothes
on.”

I frowned, ignoring the lush. I debated
trying to find her but decided it was a waste of time and energy.
And, to be honest, I was scared of her. I’d felt her power and seen
what she could do, and now that the adrenaline was wearing off,
every muscle in my body was protesting what she’d done to it back
in Vaughan’s suite. I was breathing hard, too. I vowed I would
start exercising more and drinking less.

I returned to the Huntington, going in the
front door this time. I bounded up the low steps, opened the heavy
oak door, and was in the small lobby.

“Sir!” the warrior on lobby
duty barked, standing up.

“Teacher?” Johan barked,
also standing.

“Vaughan’s been attacked,”
I explained. “Don’t let anyone go up that elevator.” I didn’t know
if there were more attacks to come or we were now safe, but I
wasn’t taking chances.

Johan asked, “The woman?”

“Yes,” I replied quickly.
“I have to go.”

I took the elevator up, a painfully slow
trip it seemed this time. There was no button for the thirteenth
floor: you had to press the “12”and hold it in while pressing the
“1.” I had no idea how this worked. It was technology. The building
owners had recently installed something called “Muzak” which was
basically piped in soft, insipid music, instrumental versions of
forties songs and the like. I usually found it annoying. Today I
found it ridiculous.

I eventually stepped off the elevator as
Thomas shoved his gun in my face.

“Sorry, sir,” he stated. I
could see he was sweating and his face was flush.

I waved off his apology and ran down the
hall to Vaughan’s suite. Rex was groaning and trying to stand up as
I passed, so I knew he was alive. Inside the suite Vaughan was
sitting in his chair looking a bit pale. He glanced at me with dark
green eyes. His suit jacket was off and there was blood on his
white shirt. He apparently had healed himself where he’d been shot.
Jackson was standing behind him holding one of his pistols at the
ready.

“What the hell?” he asked,
glaring at me.

“She got away,” I
stated.

“Obviously.”

“She was damn powerful,”
I exclaimed. It
frightened me a bit, I didn’t say.

“Yes,” Vaughan
breathed.

A thick silence ensued and I felt the need
to fill it.

“A weird thing,” I said as
introduction.

“What?” Vaughan
asked.

“A bum said he saw a woman
turn into a big cat.”

Vaughan stared at me as if to ascertain if I
were serious. “You mean she’s a shape-shifter?”

“Or the drunk could have
been hallucinating.”

Vaughan looked thoughtful. “Kader ran into
shape-shifters in Korea, but other than that I’ve never heard of
any. And she certainly didn’t look Asian.”

I shrugged. “Yes, it could be nothing.”
Despite lesser fiction about werewolves coming out of Transylvania,
they didn’t exist as far as I knew.

Vaughan was looking at me as I was
thinking.

“Were you hit only once?” I
asked. I knew she’d shot at him five times, the one shot when I
tackled her going who-knows-where.

“Yes,” Vaughan stated
simply.

“The desk,” his warrior
said. “It protected him. She was only using a .38 snub nose. Not
much penetration power, and the wood on that thing is
thick.”

“They don’t make ‘em like
they used to,” Vaughan said with a bitter chuckle.

I noticed then that her gun was on the desk.
She must have abandoned it as she abandoned her shoes, which were
on the carpet, one on its side.

“What kind of adept uses
guns?” I asked needlessly.

“Some sort of assassin,”
Jackson stated. “She knew exactly what she was doing. I saw
everything even if I couldn’t move.” He sounded ashamed at what he
apparently perceived as his failure to protect Vaughan.

“She was very powerful. And
I never saw her touch a talisman,” I said.

Vaughan looked at me, shaking his head, his
eyes registering fear. “And who the hell wants me dead?”

I had no answer for him.

#

The management and owners
of the Huntington Hotel tolerated what happened there because the
guild paid a very large amount of money to rent the entire
thirteenth floor and also rooms for other adepts and warriors on
lower levels. This
incident was almost nothing compared to when a pterodactyl tore off
most of the roof and destroyed the hotel’s rooftop neon sign in the
late ‘50s. This was a little cracked plaster, some bullet holes in
the walls, and a broken window. Vaughan called the manager
downstairs and he promised to send up repair crews right away. I
hoped the hotel would never be bought by a large corporation. I
couldn’t imagine that dealing with one would be very easy.

I was sitting on the leather couch again.
Vaughan kept moving his wounded shoulder. “I feel the bullet in
there. Damn, I hate getting shot.”

“You should have a lesser
doctor take it out,” I stated.

Vaughan kind of glared at me as if I just
said the stupidest thing possible. “I will.”

“So,” I asked, partly to
change the subject. “Who wants you dead?”

Vaughan shook his head. “I have no
idea.”

“Maybe the CIA,” I
speculated. “Eliminate you because you know too much?”

Again Vaughan gave me a
look of derision. “You watch too many spy movies. Yes, the CIA will
pretty much do anything they think will protect what they see as
the ‘American Way of Life.’ But do
you think they would be able to recruit operatives
if they made a practice of killing them? I’m no threat to them and
they know it.” Then he got a faraway look in his eyes. “I do,
however, know some things about the Cuban Missile Crisis and the
Bay of Pigs invasion that the Kennedy family would probably not
like publicly known.”

“Would they try to kill you
to keep you quiet?”

He shook his head. “After all these years?
Doubtful. And despite my misgivings about Joe Kennedy Senior’s
progeny, I doubt they’d stoop to outright murder.”

I wondered for a moment if he was referring
to Mary Jo Kopechne.

“Well,” I breathed, “anyone
else? The Cubans or the Cuban Guild?”

“Again, why wait more than
a decade? From what I understand the Gremio Cubano is ripping itself apart
with fighting between those members who support Castro and those
who do not.”

I frowned. Those were the only obvious
suspects I could think of. “Maybe a guild trying to take over the
AMA by first decapitating it?”

“But who is powerful
enough?” Vaughan asked.

I shrugged. The AMA was the most powerful
guild on the planet. “The North American?” The second largest guild
in the Americas, I thought they were the logical choice.

“The North American Guild
would need some cojones
to try that,” Vaughan said with a
chuckle.

I wasn’t sure what that word was but I got
the gist.

“Then someone in our guild,
wanting to take over?”

“That’s the logical
assumption, I think,” Vaughan said, rubbing his shot shoulder. “But
whom?”

“I have an idea. I might be
able to get a lead on that woman, and then maybe that will lead me
to who hired her.” That seemed like a nebulous possibility but it
was the only one I had. “I need the shoes and the gun.”

Vaughan glanced at his warrior.

“The serial number’s been
filed off so there’s no way to trace it through that.”

“What about ‘ballistics’?”
I asked.

He smiled at me as one smiles at an errant
child. “You can only compare ballistics markings from known
weapons. And we know this is the assassination weapon. I’m just
curious why she didn’t bring more guns.”

I wasn’t sure what he meant. I didn’t worry
about it, either.

#

Young Fat had been a very powerful adept and
a friend of Francis Kader’s. Before the consolidation of most
guilds in the U.S. into the AMA, he’d been in an inconsequential
“coolie guild” as they were called. He died in the early ‘60s at
the ripe old age of 95. This despite the abundance of fatty
Chinese-American food he served in his restaurant on Grant Avenue.
Although I’d heard his orange chicken was worth a coronary.

Fat’s son had not followed his father in the
restaurant business. He went by the name John Chen. He was a
full-fledged member of the AMA; however, he’d learned a few skills
from his father that he did not share with the guild. And for good
reason.

I called before dropping over at his
townhouse in Pacific Heights. I put the gun and the shoes in a
brown paper bag (would be a hassle if a cop spotted the weapon) and
had a warrior drive me down.

He greeted me at the door. “Hello,
Teacher.”

I smiled, still getting used to being called
that by very powerful adepts. “Hello, Student.”

He let me in the door and I
stepped inside. Something smelled good. Chen had also retained his
father’s culinary skills and it was close to dinner time. He lived
with a young Chinese-American woman who was not an adept, but I
knew he did the
cooking; I’d been over for dinner before.

He pointed me to a leather chair. The house
was furnished Occidental style but with Oriental touches, such as a
lacquer box on a sofa table and a jade dragon on the cocktail
table. There was a wall hanging covered in Chinese writing and a
painting in the corner obviously based on a scene in ancient China.
Chen had explained it was a famous poem.

I sat, chuckling as I seemed to be engulfed
by the cowhide. Standing up again was going to be a challenge. Chen
sat on a fabric couch. The ‘70s had touched his decorating: the
couch was a bright flowered pattern on spindly legs, and the carpet
was green shag. The chair I was in was also green.

I heard someone moving in another room and
assumed it was his lesser girlfriend. She was smart enough not to
interrupt.

“To what do I owe this
pleasure?” Chen asked, fixing his dark eyes on me.

“I have a problem that
needs your special skills.”

He smiled. “My fee?”

“Two items—well, three
technically—so yes, your fee times two.”

Chen looked at me, his intelligent eyes
reflecting a bit of confusion, but he didn’t say anything.

“It will be obvious when I
show them to you.”

“Gold?”

I smiled. “I’d prefer cash.”

He grinned but it wasn’t a happy
grin. “That will
suffice.” He hesitated a moment. “And you need to know?”

“As much as you can give me
about them.” Chen should be able to tell me a lot about where the
items came from and the blonde woman. He had some spell of tracing
he had learned from his father that, so far, only he
knew.

Chen nodded. “Can you come back
tomorrow?”

“Of course.” I handed him
the brown paper bag. He opened it, and nodded. “Interesting
combination.”

“Sorry about the gun,” I
said. Adepts don’t like them. Well, most adepts, I corrected
myself. I personally hated them: crude instruments suited for
lessers but too vulgar for adepts to use. That was why we hired
warriors to bear arms.

Chen shrugged. “Not a problem. Is it
loaded?”

“No.” I was pretty sure.
She’d shot it six times and I understood revolvers held six
bullets.

“That is good. I wouldn’t
want to handle a loaded gun, and I have no idea how to unload
one.”

We were quiet for a moment as he looked at
me. Then he finally asked, “Tomorrow morning?”

I nodded. Then I decided to breach a
delicate subject. “Are you teaching anyone else your skills or
writing them down somewhere?”

He stared at me intently.

“Accidents happen,” I
stated. “And none of us are getting younger.” I thought Chen was
just a little older than I in his late forties. That was still
young to think about dying.

He smiled enigmatically. “Don’t worry, it
won’t die with me.”

I smiled, trying to hide my anxiety. His
abilities were too useful.

We chit-chatted a bit about guild business
and gossip. I asked how things were with his lesser girlfriend and
he said they were fine. This seemed to be one rare case where such
a relationship actually worked. I found a reason to excuse myself
and, after I extricated myself from that chair, he showed me out
with a handshake and a warm smile.

I got in the backseat of
the car, a big black sedan, of course. This time it was a Lincoln.
It looked a lot like the car McGarrett drove on the
Hawaii Five-0 TV show. It
was slab-sided, long, with a vinyl roof. There was a little oval
window behind the passenger window with the Lincoln rectangular
logo etched into the glass. The seats inside were comfortable,
plush, and, of course, leather.

“I’m hungry,” I stated.
“Head for Chinatown.” I knew a couple of good restaurants there.
And there were bars nearby. I still needed that drink, and even
worse than before.


Chapter Two

San Francisco,
California

April 16, 1976

 


The phone rang in my suite. I woke up
immediately and grabbed it, pulling the receiver to my ear. When
the phone rings in the middle of the night, it’s never good news.
I’d gotten in late after dinner in Chinatown and hitting a bar I
liked near Fisherman’s Wharf, far enough off the beaten path to
avoid the tourist trade. The warrior was a little annoyed at having
to chauffeur me around, but that’s what he was paid for. But my
head was hammering and did not like this early wake-up.

“Yes?”

A frantic female voice answered, “It’s John,
he’s hurt! I need you to come!”

“What?” I asked stupidly.
“John who?”

“Chen!” the woman screamed
into the phone, her voice distorted by electronics’
limitations.

“Damn,” I swore, sitting
up. “What happened?”

“There was an explosion;
he’s unconscious, bleeding.”

I tried not to wonder what the hell
happened. “Hang up and call an ambulance!” I yelled. “I’ll be right
there.” I slammed the phone down and spent a moment gathering my
wits. I picked up my Rolex and the glowing hands showed it was just
after three.

I burst out of my suite
into the hall, aware I was only in
boxers. The warrior on duty stared at me,
surprised either by my appearance, my attire, or both.

“Sir?”

“I need a car out front,
now.”

He blinked and hesitated.

“Now!” I yelled at
him.

“Yes, sir!” he barked and
ran down the hall.

I went back into my suite and dressed
quickly. The car, the same Lincoln, was idling by the curb on
California Street as I sprang out of the Huntington’s lobby. I
didn’t recognize the driver/warrior. “Do you know where John Chen’s
house is?” I asked, sliding into the back seat.

“No, sir.”

“Damn!”

“Sorry, sir.”

“Pacific Heights.” I gave
him the exact address. “And fast. I’ll deal with any cops.”

“Yes, sir!” The tires on
the car howled as he must have mashed the accelerator. I didn’t
know the vehicle had enough power to do that. He made an illegal
U-turn, tires squealing, and turned south descending the hill, the engine
roaring as the car accelerated down the narrow street. The driver
seemed to be enjoying this too much, I thought.

Finding Chen’s house was not hard. There
were flashing red lights out front from the ambulance and police
cars parked on the street. The house looked unmolested from the
outside. Chen’s girlfriend was standing on the sidewalk in what
appeared to be a silk robe. Her long black hair nearly reached her
waist. I suspected she was cold from the way her arms were crossed
over her chest.

The warrior stopped the car behind a police
car and I jumped out. A cop tried to stop me but I gave him a look
he couldn’t mistake. I was ready to back it up with a spell.

Chen’s girlfriend, I suddenly remembered her
name was Vicki, fell into my arms, crying. I felt bad for noticing
she was nude under the robe.

I held her. She was young
and very pretty; I also tried not to notice that. “What happened?”

She was sobbing, barely able to talk. “I
heard a loud bang.”

“Like a gunshot?” I asked.
My god, was there another bullet in the gun? I thought, feeling
panic and guilt.

“No, louder and longer.
Like something slowly exploding.”

“Go on,” I encouraged her
before she started crying again.

“I ran to John’s study. I’m
not allowed in there but the door was blown off. He was on the
floor inside, not moving, and bleeding.”

A gunshot wouldn’t blow off a door, I
decided. She started crying again.

Two white-uniformed
ambulance attendants were carrying a wheeled gurney out of the
townhouse’s front door. I was relieved to see John’s face wasn’t
covered. At least he was alive. If he could regain consciousness,
he could heal himself, assuming he had his talisman. But there was
a thick white bandage wrapped around his forehead. Vicki noticed
the stretcher and tore herself from my arms, running toward John
until a cop grabbed her. John was loaded into the back of the
station wagon ambulance.
The attendants got in
front and it pulled away with the wail of a siren.

The cop talked to Vicki, who nodded, wiping
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