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      It took a lot longer to meet with the physicist than I felt it really should have, possibly because I failed to appreciate how busy a physicist could be.

      I’m still under the impression that we’ve discovered almost everything there is to discover, and from my perspective this is kind of true. I was around back when we thought the stars were pinholes in a solid firmament, and when people thought the universe revolved around us rather than the other way around. I can remember heated arguments regarding whether a comet meant we had to kill the king, and if it was possible to turn base metals into gold. I’ve seen science explain a lot of things, is my point, to the extent that every advance nowadays seems like an inconsequential bump. That’s provided I even understand the advance, which is iffy.

      I was never interested in doing science, only in the consequences of what had been discovered, especially if the discovery made my life more convenient. This describes basically everything invented in the 20th century that wasn’t designed to kill people, and a couple of the things that were.

      I had to go to Switzerland to meet with him. There are plenty of  physicists hanging out in the United States I probably could have found that were slightly less busy, but this one in particular had written a book. In that book was something that made me think he might be helpful to me, so he was the one I felt I should talk to.

      The book was on pocket dimensions and parallel universes. If I was lucky, he was busy looking for them in Switzerland, when he wasn’t ramming particles together at high speeds.

      This did not turn out to be the case.

      “I’m sorry I kept you waiting,” he said, upon arriving at his amazingly unkempt office, which he appeared to share with six other people.

      I shook his hand. “It’s fine. I’m sure you’re busy.”

      “Always, but I can find time to speak to a donor, certainly. How can I help?”

      He was an American in his mid-thirties, with the kind of engaging smile one expects to see on a successful author—as he was—more so than on a successful scientist. Scientists, in my experience, are most often looking either down at their feet or at something going on inside their heads, and can make little time for human eye contact. But I knew Newton, and I thought he was a jerk. That has probably colored my opinion on scientists since.

      In the eyes of this particular scientist I was a wealthy donor to one of his pet side projects, which might have been why he was inclined to be personable.

      “Well, I’ve read your books,” I said.

      “Ah! All of them?”

      “I think probably, yes. And I wanted to talk to you about other dimensions.”

      “Of course. You mean, something that didn’t get covered in the book?”

      “I guess that’s true, yes. I was wondering how one might travel between them.”

      He laughed gently, in a way that managed to not make me feel stupid, which I appreciated. “Well no, you see these are bubble universes. We may live in one, and there may be another one beside ours, but there would be no way to travel between them.”

      “No way at all?”

      “You ... understand that the book we’re talking about is largely speculative, yes? I’m putting forward a theory based on some ideas I had about entropy, and while the ideas are all supported by what we know, we are talking about, at best, a fanciful hypothesis right now. Proving it would be extremely difficult.”

      “Because there’s no way to travel between the universes, and you can’t prove the existence of something you can’t find a way to experience.”

      He nodded, but in a way that looked almost like he was saying I was wrong. “That’s more or less it, yes. It’s a great deal more complicated only because what we’re doing here right now in this building is testing for things we can’t directly encounter. What we can test for is the predictive consequences of the thing. In principle what you’ve said is accurate, but in practice we spend a lot of time proving things indirectly. My point here is only that we aren’t even at the stage where an indirect proof is possible when it comes to bubble universes.”

      “I understand,” I said, somewhat aggravated either with myself or with him, I couldn’t tell for certain. The thing was, his book did say something very much like this but I wasn’t convinced I had understood it well enough. I could have sent an e-mail or a letter or placed a phone call to hear what I had just heard from him directly, but when you have a lot of money and a way to get into the same room with someone it’s often hard to resist the urge to do so.

      “Let me ask you something else,” I said. “Let’s say I once saw a person disappear.”

      “A magic trick?”

      “No, it wasn’t a trick. This person was standing in an open field, and then she wasn’t.”

      His cheerfully helpful expression was starting to deteriorate into something akin to pity.

      “I would be entertaining a number of questions before coming to me, if I were in your situation.”

      “Yes, I appreciate that perspective. Let’s say I entertained those questions already and after having done so I arrived in this office and told you, a scientist, that it is legitimately possible for a human being to exit this plane of existence materially and to reappear later. You—instead of telling me  that I am hallucinating or suffering from a psychotic break or overdosing on sleep medication—believed me and then told me how such a thing could be possible. Can you do that?”

      He smiled genuinely, and said, “Branes, perhaps.” Then he spelled it for me so I didn’t confuse it with brains. For about a half a second I thought I was in for a zombie joke. “Brane is from the word membrane, and it’s theoretically possible we live within one.”

      “Like the pocket universe.”

      “Different than that. Forget the universe thing for a minute.”

      “All right, how would this work, then? The disappearing.”

      “If we live in a brane that is bounded by three physical dimensions, it’s possible, in theory, that this brane is attached to another brane that is also bounded by three physical dimensions. And between them is another dimensional space called the bulk. Mind you, that is an extraordinary simplification of a highly complicated idea. I can certainly recommend additional reading for you if you are interested.”

      “I’m interested, but this sounds roughly as made up as your pocket universes.”

      “Branes are slightly less speculative. The theory was developed to resolve some experimental problems with elementary forces. If some of the particles that make up matter are allowed to travel outside a theoretical brane, the math works much better. Gravity works much better as well. It’s a little like connecting dots on a page by drawing a line that extends off the page. But I can’t even imagine what kind of science would be involved to make an actual journey off the page. The energy required ...”

      “What if a person just did it on her own, with no equipment?”

      He laughed again. “Well no. I’m sorry, I can speculate only so much but that just isn’t possible.”

      I nodded, and smiled. I knew he was wrong, because I’d seen it done more than once and there was no machinery involved. But even if the answer to my question was in this brane theory he’d just given me, the rest of what I was looking for would have to be found elsewhere. Knowing it was something within the realm of the possible from a scientific standpoint was comforting, but I needed more than that.

      “All right, well, thanks anyway,” I said, standing.

      He stood as well and took my extended hand.

      “I hope you find whatever it is you’re looking for,” he said pleasantly.

      “It’s not a what, it’s a who. And thank you. I have a couple of ideas I haven’t tried yet.”
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        I was surprised he would work with an elf, and told him so.

        “It’s not that I have anything particular against elves,” I said. “It’s only that they are pathologically boring.”
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      Juergen Heintz was a pale, skinny man of uncertain age. If forced to guess I’d have put him in his fifties, but it was difficult to tell because his hair, while being mostly white, appeared to have begun as a sunny light blond, and also because it was not very bright in the room. He didn’t seem to be notably wrinkly, but that could have been as much a consequence of his staying out of the sun coupled with a good moisturizer.

      I was meeting Heintz face-to-face for the first time despite a business relationship that went back at least ten years. His relationship with my money went back even further, although not as far as the bank’s relationship with it, which spanned about one hundred thirty years. Heintz is my banker because the first time I contacted the bank in more than thirty years he was the one I was transferred to. When I gave him the necessary information to positively identify myself as the account-holder he didn’t hang up, call the police or the bank president, or any of the other things one does when confronted by someone who can’t possibly be alive. This is the kind of flexibility of thought I look for in people.

      The only real drawback was that I was pretty sure Mr. Heintz thought I was a vampire.

      “Please do sit,” he insisted, gesturing me toward a stuffed leather chair opposite a nearly empty desk, which he then sat behind. The laptop on the desk lit his face and washed out his coloring even more, especially since the only other illumination in the room was a cool yellow floor lamp near the window. And although it was midday the curtains in the room were drawn. They were some impressive curtains—I wouldn’t have been able to guess it was a sunny day out, or that it was even day at all.

      “I hope your arrival was to your satisfaction?” he asked.

      “The limo was great, thank you,” I said.

      “I’m glad. We employ them only occasionally, but have never gotten any complaints.”

      “They were very efficient.”

      The limo ride actually made me feel like something between a visiting head of state and a hostage, but I didn’t think this was a good time to bring that up.

      Back when I suggested to Heintz that he and I have this meeting all I said was, “the next time you’re in New York.” It was an offhand thing, coming not long after he’d mentioned that his very private banking organization had offices in the city, and that he sometimes visited those offices when he needed to conduct whatever it is very private bankers do.

      Somehow he took this to mean he needed to hop aboard a jet immediately. And that was all fine. I had just gotten back from a trip overseas but I was growing to dislike the solitude my home offered, so any excuse to get away again was a good excuse. And while New York City is not one of my favorite places—this is an understatement—I had a little business to conduct locally. Plus Midtown can be okay when nobody is actively trying to kill me.

      Then he insisted on sending a private car, which turned out to be one of those sedans with completely blacked-out rear windows, operated by the least talkative driver in the history of the profession. The driver took me to a private underground entrance and a private elevator that required a key card and possibly a blood sample to operate.

      All of this made perfect sense provided I was a vampire, or doing something illegal, or both. In fairness, I am a private man, as it’s almost never in my best interest to let people know either that I am extremely wealthy or that I’m older than anyone you’re ever likely to meet. I’m just not a vampire. I also don’t know a whole lot about what my money is doing, so I could very well be doing illegal things with it.

      “I am so glad, given our many conversations, that we have a chance to meet in this manner,” Heintz said gently. He said most everything gently, but with a firm undercurrent that gave his words a kind of certitude that made him hard to disagree with.

      “Me too. It’s good to put a face to the voice,” I said. And it was, even if it was also a little disconcerting and weird.

      I sincerely don’t know how most people cope with this, but I will never get used to the idea of knowing someone by voice alone. Up until the telephonic age I never met someone whose face and voice didn’t come as a package, and now that happens all the time. I still need for there to be a face, though, so I assign one to the voice. Not once have I been even slightly close to being right.

      Heintz tapped out some things on the laptop that caused the screen to change subtly, and then he pulled open a desk drawer and extracted a small stack of papers.

      “Now then,” he began, “I’m afraid we have a large number of things that require signing in order to fully realize your latest corporate ventures. You will be using the customary surname, I trust?”

      “Yes, of course.”

      The surname in question was Justinian, which was not the name I opened the account under. About a year after conducting business for me on a regular basis, Heintz recommended I create an inheritor for my accounts so that it was less self-evident that I was approximately two hundred years old. We created Francis Justinian, which is who I get to be now when I’m playing around in the world of high finance. Heintz even got me the necessary forged documentation to prove my existence; I now have an ID my usual forger is unfamiliar with. Heintz’s man might even be better than mine.

      While incredibly convenient, this kind of thing did leave me with some open questions, such as: What sort of client is Juergen Heintz accustomed to dealing with, and will this end up being a problem for me? Possibly, these questions were in the back of my mind when I suggested this rendezvous, although that’s hard to say, as I was not sober when I made the suggestion.

      He placed the pile of papers at the edge of the desk and put out a pen.

      “They are marked as usual,” he said.

      This meant they had these little sticky arrows all over them indicating where I had to sign. I’d been getting packages full of pages like this in the mail off and on for a while, which  was much easier after I got around to establishing a legal address. (On an island. I own an island. Because when you have a chance to own an island, you just do.) Every time I see the removable sticky arrows on the pages I think how incredibly convenient such a thing would have been at just about any point in history.

      “If it wouldn’t be too much trouble, Mr. Heintz,” I said, “could you make it a little brighter in here? I can’t really see what I’m signing.”

      My banker friend stared without expression for long enough to make me uncomfortable before saying, “Yes, yes of course.”

      He opened a drawer on the desk and extracted a remote control, tapped a button on it, and coaxed to life the lights embedded in the ceiling.

      “Is that better?” he asked.

      “Much better, thank you.”

      Vampires can see very well in the dark and are bothered by bright lights. This is not why they avoid the sun—sunlight actually will cause them to burst into flames; I’ve seen it and it’s gross—but it is why when you meet one it’s generally in a poorly lit location.

      In his assumption that I am a vampire, Heintz was only being courteous, just like he was when he gave me the no-sunlight limo-to-elevator ride. Now that I had proven myself to be possessed of somewhat normal eyesight, he was getting nervous.

      Being mistaken as a vampire is one of those things that annoys me. In fairness, from Heintz’s perspective it should have been the correct conclusion because I was entirely too old to be anything else. And since the other option is “the only immortal man in existence,” I can see how he didn’t consider that seriously. But at the same time, nearly all vampires over the age of two hundred are depressed, poorly assimilated, and cranky, and nobody likes being mistaken for one of those.

      I probably shouldn’t have done the next thing I did, which was to get up and open the curtain.

      The good news was that Juergen Heintz was also not a vampire. I didn’t consider this until after the sunlight splashed across his face and lit up his eyes. However, there are other things out there that are neither vampire nor human, and he happened to be one of those.

      Jumping to his feet, a dagger appeared in his hand more quickly than I could follow. In all likelihood it originated in his sleeve, but someone gifted enough with a blade could have conjured one from a number of other places. It was a narrow bit of steel—we used to call them stilettos before ladies’ shoes took over the term—of the sort that was perfect for either stabbing or throwing.

      Heintz did neither. Instead, in that calm tone of his, he spoke.

      “Who are you, sir?”

      This is what I get for cutting corners.

      “You know who I am,” I said. “We’ve spoken on the phone so you know my voice, and you’ve seen photos of me before, so you know my face.”

      It may go without saying, but the last thing I had expected was having a knife pulled on me by my  finance guy. Maybe a very sharp pen.

      “My client is of the sort to actively despise sunlight,” he said.

      “A vampire, you mean.”

      “I do.”

      “That would be an erroneous assumption on your part. Did I ever tell you I was?”

      He looked confused. “No ...”

      “I didn’t because I’m not a vampire. Never have been. Don’t plan to be.”

      “But—”

      “I think we’ve both made a few hasty assumptions about one another, Mr. Heintz. You took me for a vampire, and I took you to be human.”

      The tip of the blade quivered ever-so-slightly. “I’m sorry?”

      I laughed. “I know a goblin when I see one.”

      He inhaled sharply through teeth that were slightly pointed, just enough to catch one’s attention if one were checking.

      The word I should have used was elf, not goblin, so I’d sort of insulted him.

      There are northern goblins and southern goblins, and not only do they not much care for one another, most of the time they will insist they aren’t even the same species. (The north-south thing is a geographic distinction originally made in a region of the Eurasian continent that has been lost to history. I’m not even sure of where it is myself.) I mostly prefer the southern goblins—an earthy, no-nonsense sort of people overall. The northern versions—and Heintz was clearly a northern goblin—are very pale, they tend to be taller than the southern type, and most of them are kind of stuck up.

      Somewhere in the neighborhood of two thousand years ago, the northern goblins started calling themselves elves, and everyone of goblin descent has been pretty happy with that arrangement. It’s just not true, which is why I find it annoying.

      Another time I might blame a slip of the tongue like that on drink, but I was actually sober. Maybe I just wanted to see what he would do.

      What he did was put away the stiletto, which I appreciated. Where he put it I couldn’t say for sure. Goblins of all kinds are extremely proficient with sharp things. They make excellent assassins, and teppanyaki chefs.

      Heintz composed himself and spoke.

      “When your account was opened with this institution, paper currency in the country presently beneath us did not even exist. Your first line of credit had an archduke, two duchesses, and the crown prince of Denmark as guarantors. Your signatures—from the first name you gave us to the ones you have since used—are undeniably of the same hand. You appear to be no older than thirty-two, but everything I have indicates you are at least two hundred and seventeen. And you are standing in sunlight right now. At the risk of offending you further than I have already, sir, what are you?”

      “I don’t know,” I said, leaving the window to return to the chair. Heintz remained standing in the event I did something weird, like sprouted another limb or whatever he thought I was capable of at this point. “A person.”

      “A human person?”

      “More or less. I stopped aging some time ago, and I don’t get sick. But that knife of yours would do me some damage. Where did you put it, incidentally?”

      He ignored the question. “How old are you? Truly?”

      “I can’t answer that,” I admitted. “In the neighborhood of sixty millennia.”

      I get asked this regularly, and it’s really not possible to answer. I know nowadays we all understand basic things about the planet, like that it spins around the sun and that one spin equals one year, but this is a modern understanding and there are other metrics available to measure time, like seasonal changes and phases of the moon. But the moon’s phases are shorter than a year, and there are some parts of the world where seasonal variation is just not that extreme. On top of that, one needs a civilization that lasts longer than a single human lifespan for there to be a continuous enumeration of years carried down from generation to  generation. And there needs to be math, and record-keeping, and symbols for integers.

      So really, when I say I don’t know how old I am, I’m not being coy. It’s not a knowable thing.

      Heintz sat back down in his chair as if he’d just gained about fifty pounds.

      “The vampires, they have a name for a person, a legendary figure who can walk by day ...”

      “Apollo,” I said. “I’ve been called that. They think I’m a vampire too, for some reason.”

      “But you do not drink blood?”

      “I prefer beer. Your kind had its own name for me.”

      “Leewan Sean,” he muttered.

      “That’s it.”

      I smiled. That particular name had passed through about five cultural histories and ten or twenty spellings, but it still sounded roughly the same in all tongues, even in Heintz’s Scandinavian-colored English pronunciation.

      “Keeper of the path,” he muttered.

      “Yeah, that too.” He was referring to one of the culturally specific legends about me that goblins had been repeating for some time. It’s a long story.

      “I had no idea.” If possible, Juergen Heintz had gotten paler since we’d begun this portion of the conversation.

      “We should ... maybe get back to business,” I suggested. “I have all these papers to sign, a—”

      “What should I call you?” he asked. “You have so many names, some I invented for you. None feel right.”

      “Just call me Adam.”

      I had tried several times to switch my name over to something else, but in this new age of information I’d found that impossible, so I’ve basically given up.

      “The Adam?”

      “The ... oh! Biblically? No, no. It’s just a name that’s stuck with me recently.”

      “Yes.” He rubbed the side of his head like someone trying to forget a bad dream. “Yes, silly of me. My apologies ... Adam. My apologies. Please, sign. And we can discuss new business, if you have any.”

      I nodded, hoping that putting real world tasks in front of him would get his mind running again. He looked like he was either going to genuflect or faint.

      And I actually did have some new business. I pulled out a scrap of paper I’d cut from one of the dozens of magazines I now subscribe to. Being on an island and all, I have to have them special delivered monthly by helicopter.

      More than one person has pointed out that this is no longer necessary since most magazines are now online entities. I know this, and I know in another decade or two I’m going to have to get used to the idea of reading without paper in my hands, but I’m going to be making that trip kicking and screaming. Maybe that sounds stubborn, but my relationship with the printed word is the longest one I’ve ever had and I’m not ready to quit on it yet.

      Anyway, the article in question concerned an archeologist who’d been poking around an area of Turkey that held particular interest to me.

      “Can you put me in the same room as this man?” I asked, handing over the scrap.

      He looked it over. “Just the man?”

      “No, actually his being there is really optional. I want to spend some time with one of his recent discoveries. He doesn’t have to be there.”

      “You would like a private viewing?”

      “If that sort of thing can be done.”

      “I’m sure it can. Archeologists always need financial support, and so do the museums that support them. How generous do you want to be?”

      This was an impossible question for me to answer because I have almost no understanding of what a lot of money is.

      “Whatever works,” I decided. This would probably end up with a museum wing being named after Francis Justinian, but whatever.

      “Just to clarify, are you looking to purchase something from him?” Heintz asked.

      “No, I just need a few hours alone with what he found. Preferably soon.”

      “I’ll look into it immediately,” he said.
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      About two years ago, I realized I needed to learn more about money. I happen to have a great deal of money, and I suppose it’s true that, like anything one comes into possession of, I wanted to understand how to use it and what it could be used for. I was the same way the first time I came into possession of a gun, and before that swords, and succubi, and so on.  It’s just good practice to know the value and utility of what you own before someone who knows that value and utility better than you do tries to take it away from you.

      But really, anyone with a decent financial advisor and a Sharper Image catalogue can figure out what to do with money. I was more interested in understanding it the way Heintz understood it, or more generally the way someone whose job it is to use money to make more money understands it.

      I have lived very nearly my entire life with the barter system—I have two things of value and you have two different things of value, and we both agree the things have equivalent value, and so I will give you one of my things for one of your things, and off we go. Money eventually stepped in and became the portable substitute, so now if I want to get one of your things I sell my thing, get cash, and use my cash to buy your thing. It’s still the barter system, but with less carrying around of livestock. I eventually learned to accept this, and even appreciated that I no longer had to find someone who not only had what I wanted but wanted what I had.

      It was when money stopped standing for real live objects that I got really confused.

      One time, after getting a rough balance of funds total from Heintz I asked him if I could visit my money. This led to a two-hour conversation I’m very certain he did not enjoy a second of, in which he explained that while a portion of the total he gave me was in fact “liquid”—and we lost twenty minutes as I tried to figure out why my money was, apparently, a large swimming pool—the bulk of it existed in things like stock, stock options, securities, hedge funds, and on and on.

      Some of these were things that represented partial ownership of other things, which I sort of understood. But some were investments in things that were bundled with other things that were actually based on a made-up thing that had value only because everyone agreed it did. I didn’t like these things, and when I learned about them I asked him to try and keep my money no more than one step removed from a thing I could theoretically visit and touch. He wasn’t happy about this.

      That I have money at all is kind of an accident of fate combined with a long lifespan and the fact that I didn’t know I had it for a long while. Being wealthy is not something I’m unaccustomed to, only because one doesn’t live through the whole of human history without a lucky financial break here and there. At the same time wealth doesn’t last forever—it basically ends when the civilization that recognizes it does—so maybe that’s why I’m indifferent about it. Basically, I’m good as long as I have access to food, drink, and shelter, and if money gets me better food, more drink and nicer shelter, then that’s great.

      Lately my education about money has involved setting up companies. Some of these are companies that invest in things that other people make or hope to make, and some are just there to hold money in places where people won’t ask too many questions. I’m nearly positive some of it is illegal, although I couldn’t tell you which country’s laws are being violated and whether that even matters. (I half expect to someday learn that I’ve been running the Mafia all this time.) My only active contribution to the day-to-day is when I bring something specific to Heintz and ask him to arrange it for me. In this way, having a tremendous lot of money and a private banker is like having a concierge for the entire world.

      And like any good concierge, Heintz doesn’t know and doesn’t ask why I want these things. This is fortunate. Because one of the things I’m trying to figure out is how a person can vanish into thin air, and explaining that would just be awkward.
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      The rest of my encounter with Heintz went quickly and nobody was stabbed at any point, which is always the mark of a successful meeting. I signed my fictional financial mogul name several dozen times, we discussed a couple more errands I needed him to deal with, and that was that. It was deeply boring, and there’s no point in going over all of it. I nearly fell asleep twice.

      My extremely quiet limo driver was waiting for me in the garage. He had undoubtedly been notified of my impending arrival, as he was standing by the rear door of the car and trying very hard to avoid making eye contact. It was impossible to tell if he was doing this because some extra level of obsequiousness was mandatory for this gig or if he didn’t want to look at the vampire.

      “Back to the hotel, sir?”

      “No, actually,” I said, “I was thinking of visiting a friend.”

      “Now, sir?” he asked. Because, again: sunlight.

      “If that’s not a problem. Also, do you have any alcohol?”

      He looked directly at me for the first time. Since the garage was well lit, if he knew anything at all about vampires he’d recognize quickly that I am not one. Aside from the slightly tanned face, my eyes are the wrong color.

      “A good meeting?”

      “Only in the sense that it ended.”

      He gestured, and I slid into the back of the car. Reaching inside, the driver unlocked a small bar hidden under one of the seats. “I don’t have anything chilled,” he lamented.

      “It’s all right, I’m not celebrating anything,” I said. I reached in and found a bottle of whiskey that looked to be of decent quality. “I’m just not expecting to have to think very much for the rest of the day.”

      “Yes, sir.” He closed the back door, then slid into the front seat and lowered the privacy window.

      “You’re not ...” he began, before stumbling over how to say the word vampire to a non-vampire without coming across as a lunatic, “... not like most of our clients.”

      “Apparently true. I might even crack a window on the ride back, provided they open.”

      “They do,” he said. “So not the hotel?”

      “What’s your name?”

      “Dugan, sir.”

      “Is that a first name or a last name?”

      “Take your pick.”

      “All right. Dugan, I need to visit a very particular pawnshop in a less than fantastic part of this city. If you’d rather not travel to this part of town in your nice car, I understand, but that’s where I’d like to go nonetheless.”

      I gave him the address, and he tapped it into his onboard trip computer. Not to get all fussy and irritable, but in my day professional drivers knew how to get around without an electronic box of maps shouting at them.

      “Pawnshop,” he repeated.

      “As I said, it’s to say hello to a friend, not because I need to pawn anything.”
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      The ride to Tchekhy’s shop was much more amiable than the trip from the hotel to the bank had been, mainly because Dugan was okay chatting up an ostensible non-vampire.

      He had a little soldier-of-fortune in his history, which wasn’t a huge surprise given his size, age, and the fact that I was pretty sure he was packing a gun. He kept hinting at various connections he had around the city, and it wasn’t until we were nearly to the shop that I realized he was implying he could get me drugs if I wanted them. He seemed to think I was visiting my dealer. It was a nice offer, and would have been even nicer if drugs had any effect on me whatsoever.

      Dugan was right in one regard: Tchekhy is much more than the owner of  a small pawnshop. He probably isn’t a drug dealer, but he is the guy I talk to when I want to discuss breaking laws, and avoiding governments, and that sort of thing. He’s also the guy who usually handles my passports.

      I didn’t need any of those things. This was a social call. I don’t know very many people in New York City, and almost none of those people would be willing to drink with me in the middle of the day. But Tchekhy, a self-employed criminal expatriate Russian, breaks the law pretty much on his own schedule. He’s usually good for a day or two of drinking.

      When we got to the shop I thanked Dugan and reached for the door handle.

      “Let me get that!” he insisted, slipping out of the car and running around to the sidewalk to open the door.

      I’m really not used to being treated like someone with money, and here I was getting out of a very nice car in a very bad neighborhood with a driver holding the door. If I was an easy person to mug I’d be worried about this.

      I swung my feet out.

      “I’ll be happy to wait for you,” Dugan said.

      “No, no, I can find my own way back,” I said, extending my hand with a tip I was pretty sure was generous pressed into the palm. “And you don’t want to park the car in this neighborhood for longer than ...”

      And that’s when the bullets hit the door.

      I didn’t even know it had happened, nor did almost anyone else since the shots were from a silenced gun from somewhere above the storefront. The only person who knew right away was Dugan, and only because his hand was on the door when the rounds struck.

      So, halfway out of the car, I was suddenly shoved back into it again.

      “Stay down!” he shouted, slamming the door.

      A second later he threw himself back into the driver’s seat.

      “Are you hit?” he asked.

      “Only by you. What are you talking about?” My initial impression was this was a really bad time for my limo driver to be suffering a combat flashback.

      “Two shots hit the door,” he said. “Clustered, not strays. Bang-bang, double tap. The shooter has skills.”

      “You think they were aiming for me?” I asked, not entirely believing I was having this conversation.

      “Door’s jacketed or those bullets would’ve hit you in the chest,” he said.

      “Assuming a high-powered rifle.”

      “I’m assuming.”

      He threw it into drive and started looking up the street with an effective balance of calm and urgency you don’t see in a lot of people. He was trying to get into traffic to get us the hell out of there.

      “Who knew you were coming here?” he asked.

      “Nobody. It was a surprise.”

      I cracked the window on the street side to get a look at Tchekhy’s shop. It was, I realized, closed. In the middle of the day.

      Something didn’t feel right at all. Other than the gunshots, I mean.

      Dugan saw an opening in the traffic and started to pull out.

      “Hang on a minute,” I said.

      “Okay, but raise that window. The glass will deflect most anything, but it kinda has to be between you and the bullet.”

      “Fine, but your windows aren’t see-through and the shooter is on the other side of the car.”

      “I’d rather not wait for him to reposition himself.”

      “Just one second.”

      The shop wasn’t just closed. It was without power. None of the neon signs were lit, and none of the inside lights were up.

      And then I saw light inside. But it wasn’t electrical, it was incendiary.

      “Okay, drive,” I said.

      Dugan stepped on the gas and jerked the car forward just as the front of Tchekhy’s pawnshop exploded outward, showering glass everywhere. Dugan skidded in surprise but kept straight enough to negotiate the limo away from the scene before traffic locked down around us.

      “I hope your friend wasn’t in there,” he shouted over his shoulder.

      “So do I.”
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        The succubus Indira once asked me how I had managed to live for so long. At first I thought she was talking about my longevity, as if that was a thing I could explain. But that wasn’t what she meant. What she meant was, how had nothing killed me yet, accidentally or otherwise?

        I told her I was just lucky. She said she was more prepared to believe just about any answer I gave her, from a friendly god staying the hand of death to a magic charm protecting my body, but not luck. Nobody, she insisted, could possibly be that lucky.
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      I was always pretty sure that on the day I finally left this world it would be because of a gun or an arrow, or whatever the next long-distance lethal weapon someone thinks of inventing will be.

      I have adopted a fine set of survival skills that come very much in handy when I’m within range to evade or otherwise counter an assault, but there isn’t a lot I can do about a high-powered rifle from fifty paces, especially if I don’t know the sniper is even there.

      By the way, and without going too far off on a tangent, this world got a whole lot crazier the easier violence became for everyone involved. For most of my life, to kill someone meant getting close enough to get blood on your clothes. Most times one was using something sharp at close range, and most times the consequence was seeing the insides of another person and hearing them die in pain, and basically being okay with that. Now there are triggers and buttons and switches, and killing another person doesn’t necessarily involve even being in the same room with them. Guns may seem less barbaric than swords and knives, but the only difference I can see is in ease of use.

      Anyway. I am just as capable of dying from a gunshot as I am from a well-swung sword, the difference being I might have a chance of defending myself against a swordsman. With a gun, my best chance is to be someone nobody would want to shoot.

      I am asked on occasion why I don’t take a more public stance, why I tend to stick to the shadows and keep private and let other people be the kings and conquerors and CEOs and senators. This is one of the reasons. The less important I am, the less likelihood there is that someone would want to blow my head off from a distance.

      So the shots at the limo were a surprise. Almost as big a surprise as Tchekhy’s shop exploding.

      Dugan the driver was puzzling over the same sort of questions, albeit from a much smaller base of knowledge. His first act after getting us away from the scene before fire trucks and police arrived was to duck us into an underground public garage. It was the kind of place one went to complete drug deals and talk to government informants off the record, but it was also exceptionally difficult to shoot into from the street.

      “You aren’t hit?” he asked for the fourth or fifth time.

      “I’m not,” I said. “You?”

      “No, no. My car door’s fucked up ... excuse me ... shot up, but I’m okay.”

      “I’ll cover the door,” I said. I know next to nothing about insurance, but I was pretty sure if he wanted his to foot the cost of the door he’d have to file a police report first, and nobody wanted that.

      He nodded. “Can I ask you what just happened back there?”

      “Don’t know. Like I said, nobody was expecting me.”

      “Fine, but that wasn’t random either,” he said. “Neither was your friend’s store blowing up.”

      “You’re right, it wasn’t. Can you get me back to the hotel?”

      “Sure. But not in this car. I’m gonna put in a call, get us another ride.”

      “It drives okay.”

      “A black stretch limo with tinted rear windows and two bullet holes in the right rear passenger side door was just at a scene where a crime took  place,” Dugan said. “And don’t tell me that wasn’t arson we just saw. Now I don’t know what your friend was into, but I’ll bet my right ... I’ll bet anything that there’s at least one body in that fire, whether it’s him or not. So in the interest of protecting my client, I’d rather there isn’t an obvious trail leading from that scene to the hotel.”

      “I like the way you think, Dugan.”

      He shrugged. “This is why people like me drive people like you around, and as long as you don’t get into trouble while you’re in one of my cars, people like you will continue to pay me to do that. Can I ask you one question?”

      “Sure.”

      “Did you have anything to do with that fire?”

      “Would it matter to you if I did?”

      “No, sir. Just want to know is all.”

      “I didn’t. And if I did, I wouldn’t have been stupid enough to go watch it happen. I would have hired someone like you to go watch for me.”

      He smiled. “Let me make that call.”
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      I made it back to the hotel a couple of hours later without any further assassination attempts. Dugan was compensated amply for everything, and I was back in my large top-floor suite and all was right in the world again—except that basically nothing that had happened after I left the bank made any sense at all.

      There was one thing I was pretty sure of: Despite being on the other side of a door that had been perforated by a marksman’s bullets, I didn’t think I was being targeted. Not because it was particularly difficult to fathom someone wanting to kill me but because a hired assassin would have to be possessed of psychic powers to have set up a nest in that exact spot. And oracles notwithstanding, there is no such thing as psychic powers.

      I wasn’t kidding when I told Dugan nobody was expecting me. I had only decided to stop by Tchekhy’s while I was on the elevator to the basement from Heintz’s office. Further, an assassin with that degree of foresight probably wouldn’t have missed the shot. Twice.

      I made my way past the room’s vast picture window and to the wet bar. The view was the sort that took one’s breath away, especially the breath belonging to someone who never imagined mankind would be able to build anything so tall, but I had spent most of the previous day gawking at the city and now the bar was of far greater importance.

      As I tossed some ice into a highball glass a familiar buzzing caught my ear.

      “Hello, Iza,” I greeted.

      “H’lo,” she answered as she flew past my line of vision.

      Iza is a pixie. She’s only a few inches tall, but if she were human-sized she’d probably be the most beautiful human I had ever seen, and not just because pixies don’t wear clothing. Usually, Iza lives in my island home, but before I left for New York she more or less demanded I take her along. Not sure why.

      Pixies aren’t very bright, but they are loyal, and are almost always a better option than talking to oneself in the mirror.

      I poured some scotch over the ice in the glass, found a jar of olives and set a few out on the bar, and then sat down in one of the chairs in the lounge portion of the suite. Said chair was facing the window; the previous evening, after a large amount of alcohol, I began mentally tossing thunderbolts from that same chair. The view has this effect on a person. Or possibly just me.

      Iza landed on the bar and began eating one of the olives. I could hear her munching. Pixies are loud eaters.

      “Someone took a shot at me today,” I said.

      “Shot?” Iza asked. “A picture?”

      “No, with a gun. Like on television.” We watched television for a year, she and I, before she realized there weren’t any small people hiding in the wall on the other side of the big screen TV’s glass. “Bullets.”

      “Bullets bad.”

      “Missed me, though.”

      “I know. You here.”

      “I don’t think they were aiming for me,”

      “Okay.”

      “I think they were aiming for the car door.”

      “Door bad?”

      “Well I don’t know. I don’t think the door was bad. It seemed like a regular car door.” It really helps enormously to already have a drink in your hand when talking to a pixie.

      “Door good, people bad.”

      “People bad?” I asked.

      “Doors good, people shoot doors, people bad.”

      “I understand.”

      “Iza try small words.”

      “Yes, I appreciate that. But I don’t think the person with the gun had anything against the door. He shot at it because it was in front of me.”

      “Try to shoot you, then,” she reiterated.

      “I don’t think so.”

      “You confused.”

      One of us was. It might have been me. “I’m still trying to work it out.”

      “Okay.”  Iza flew around the room a couple of times, which was her version of thinking. When she was done she landed back on the bar.

      “Door not bad, people not bad, maybe you bad.”

      “I’m not bad.”

      “Somebody bad.”

      Pixies ascribe to a fairly Manichaean worldview, I’ve learned.

      “Actually that makes sense,” I said, because all at once everything did.

      “You bad?” she repeated.

      “Not that I’m bad, that I’m in a bad place. That I’m not supposed to be there. Shoot the door, because it’s the fastest way to get me to leave. The shooter knew what was going to happen next and didn’t think I should be there when it did.”

      “What happen next?”

      “There was a fire.”

      “Fire bad.”

      “Yes, fire is mostly bad nowadays. So are explosions. Whoever shot the gun knew the fire was coming because they’d set it.”

      I held up my glass to my tiny companion. She was still eating olives. “And so I know who fired the gun now.”

      “Good,” she said. “All done thinking?”

      “Yes. All done.”

      “Now we go see Clara.”

      I nearly choked on an ice cube.

      “Clara?”

      “We go see Clara.”

      To emphasize the importance of this, Iza flew into my eye-line and stared at me. I was genuinely dumbstruck.

      When I first moved to the private island with Iza, Clara had also been with us, and it’s fair to say Iza liked her a great deal more than she liked me. The problem was, Clara left me more than seven years ago, and while I knew exactly where she went, I wasn’t going there. And New York was not that place.

      “Clara isn’t here, Iza, I’m sorry.”

      “New York! Iza not stupid, Iza remember.”

      The first time I met Clara was in New York City, and Iza was there then, too.

      “Not stupid,” I agreed. “I’m really sorry, Iza. I should have understood better when you asked to come. Clara isn’t in New York anymore. She’s in Europe. I wasn’t coming here to see her.”

      “Open window, I find her.”

      “I actually can’t,” I said. “These windows don’t open.”

      This was probably the saddest conversation I’d had in about a century, in case you were wondering. Once it was over I fully intended to polish off the entire wet  bar.

      “Windows made to open!” Iza insisted. “Windows stupid!”

      “People can’t fly. The windows don’t open to keep anybody from trying to.”

      “If people know people can’t fly—”

      “It’s difficult to explain,” I interrupted. Explaining suicide to a pixie would take several days, after which I would end up killing myself.

      Blessedly, we were interrupted by a knock at the door.

      “Clara!” Iza said.

      “I really don’t think so.”

      I went to the door and checked. It was a woman, certainly, but not Clara. A very good-looking woman. My arm took over and opened the door before I had a chance to tell it to wait.

      Common sense dictates if someone has just fired a gun at you—even if it was just at your car door—the next time a stranger approaches, you’d best engage them in conversation from a safe remove. On the other hand, she was very pretty. And so I opened the door.

      “Hello. Can I help you?” I managed to say. Then there was a blade at my neck.

      “I’m here to help you,” said my guest with a slight smile.
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        Hsu wondered how I was able to recognize him immediately for what he was.

        “There are only three rules when it comes to goblins,” I said. “Know how to recognize them, try not to anger them when they are armed, and assume that they are always armed.”
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      There are a few circumstances under which having the sharp portion of a knife or sword against your neck can be considered a valid threat. You could be sitting down in a tall-backed chair. You could be pressed up against a wall. Your assailant could be behind you and pulling you against them. And really any other situation you can dream up in which you can’t for one reason or another go backward.

      At the threshold of my suite, this was not the case. I had one hand on the door, so had I wanted to, I could have fallen backward while at the same time slamming the door. Even if the woman on the dull end of the sword succeeded in blocking this I’d have still been left with plenty of time to find my feet and maybe the nearest heavy projectile available. I was pretty sure she knew all of this, too.

      The woman in question was roughly my height thanks to an impressive pair of leather boots that looked to have at least three and a half inches of heel to them. Tucked into the boots were a pair of black denim pants, and going up from there I could make out what appeared to be a halter top beneath a calfskin jacket. Her skin was copper colored, her hair was jet black, and her eyes were slate gray.

      She was probably a goblin. I was in love with her anyway.

      “Would you be Francis Justinian?” she asked.

      Her accent was a creative mixture of Southern Italy and Lower East Side.

      “Today? Yes. And you might be?”

      “I might be Mirella. And I might be here to help you.”

      “As you’ve said. And the sword?”

      It was a narrow, straight-edged sword that fell somewhere between a katana and a medieval half-sword. Probably a custom job.

      “It’s here to help you, too. This is my resume,” she said.

      “It’s very impressive. Could you lower it now, please?”

      She hesitated long enough to make me reconsider the not-falling-backward-and-slamming-the-door decision I’d just made, and then lowered it. “Earlier today a person fired a gun at you, and now you open your hotel room door to a stranger without hesitation.”

      “I was just beating myself up about that, yes,” I said. “But in my defense I didn’t know you had a sword.”

      “Was it because I’m a woman? You didn’t see me as a threat?”

      “No, it was because you’re a really attractive woman,” I said.

      I’m usually more tongue-tied around women I find attractive, so this was actually sort of impressive for me to come right out and say. Either there was something about her that made me comfortable, or the liquor I’d been drinking all morning was having a larger impact than I appreciated. There was also the possibility that I could see no way to screw this up given she was already at my hotel room.

      She was nonplussed by my response, and tried again. “And so because I am a really attractive—”

      “Oh for goodness sake,” I interrupted.

      I was in no mood to get a speech on not underestimating her because she was pretty.

      “Why don’t you come in?” I stepped back and opened the door wider.

      Mirella shrugged, sheathed her sword—the sheath was strapped to her thigh—and more or less glided in. I could tell already that having her around would be difficult because  just seeing her walk was a singularly captivating experience.

      “So why did you open the door?” she asked. As she spoke her eyes darted around the room. She was examining angles and obstructions, and possible exits. Definitely a pro.

      “I opened the door because this is a private suite. The hotel wouldn’t have allowed you up unless you had permission.” This was a post facto rationalization, but it sounded pretty good.

      “And so how did I get here?” she asked.

      “You had permission, naturally. Did Mr. Heintz hire you directly, or do you work for a service?”

      She smiled. “Both. My employer was contacted by your man, and I was requested. Your Mr. Heintz knows enough to ask
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