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      A large young man with no arms stopped at the door leading into Starbucks and frowned because the door needed to be pulled open. My friend Lina caught up to him and opened the door. He slipped inside and waited for her to join him.

      She spotted me and they headed my way.

      I gave them each a nod.

      “They cut off Leonard’s arms,” Lina said as she took her seat and leaned forward at the high-top table that looked out on downtown Denver. Lina was a local healer I’d known for many years. I’d never met the young man, but I knew who he was.

      I took a sip of my caramel macchiato and studied him for a moment. Leonard Newton lived in Tuscaloosa, Alabama where he attended the University of Alabama on a full scholarship because he was a damn fine middle linebacker. He’d recently been drafted in the fourth round to play for the Philadelphia Eagles, but without arms, that might prove a bit difficult.

      “I guess I’ll ask the obvious question, Leonard. Who cut off your arms?”

      The coffee shop wasn’t busy at 2:00 in the afternoon. The baristas had a few drive-through drinks to make, but other than Lina, Leonard, and myself, there were only two college girls in the back corner sitting across from each other in the cushioned chairs with their laptops open. They wore headphones to either cancel out the alternative music or to play something more to their liking. They were oblivious to our presence.

      Leonard looked resigned to a fate of misery. I’d seen him play football because Lina had bragged about him, and she was right about his talent. He could have been the next Lawrence Taylor, which is who he reminded me of in both build and appearance, though he was only 22.

      “I don’t know their names,” Leonard said.

      “Sure, but you can describe them. Right?”

      “Four big guys,” he said. “All of them impossibly strong. They had a chick with them, too. She brought a big red Coleman cooler packed with ice. I tried to fight them, but—“ He shrugged, which looked odd without the accompanying arms rising and falling, then shook his head. “They had, like, superhero strength or something, and they took me down. The bitch set the cooler down and injected me with something, and I couldn’t move. As they cut off my arms, she didn’t even wince as I screamed. She just wrapped my arms in gauze and put them on ice. Then the biggest of the guys punched me so hard it knocked out my mother, who was more than five hundred miles away in Orlando.”

      I made sympathetic noises as he spoke. My heart went out to the poor guy. Nobody deserved to suffer that way, but I knew Lina wanted me to help, though I didn’t know what I could do. I figured it was best to stick to gathering information, so I went with the obvious.

      “What did they look like?” I asked.

      “The woman was too old for me. She was a white lady, but I didn’t pay much attention to her looks. I was in too much pain. As for the guys, one was a white dude, but his arms were really tan. Pale face, like a cartoon ghost, but his eyes were intense. One dude was Native American, and the other was a black dude like me, only older, but he had the hands of a white dude like maybe his hands got some kind of chemical bath or something. The other guy was white and had long hair and a bushy beard like that one guy Wolverine fought in the movies.”

      “Sabretooth?”

      “That’s it, but with dark hair.”

      “Home invasion crew?” I asked.

      He shrugged. “I guess. I mean, they invaded my home. That’s for sure. But they only wanted my arms.”

      “What did the cops say?”

      “Sheriff’s department handled it, but nothing much. They were sorry, but unless they showed up at a hospital or something with my arms, there wasn’t much they could do. My professional football career just died without me even taking the damn field.”

      “Sorry, man. Lina had me watch one of your college games. You were amazing.”

      He shrugged again. “Ain’t gonna be making any tackles now.”

      I glanced over at Lina, who was biting her lower lip so hard it was about to draw blood.

      “You have something to add, Lina?”

      “Sheriff called me because I was the emergency contact,” she said. “I figured the doctors would do what they could, and I appreciate them, but since I couldn’t talk to Leonard right then, I flew to Alabama to be on hand to fully heal him.”

      “That was nice of you.”

      “He’s family. The weird thing is that someone had already healed him. He didn’t even need my help. The doctors said he arrived looking like he’d lost his arms years ago so they had nothing to do. Wish they’d told that before I paid a small fortune for an emergency plane ticket.”

      “I get it,” I said. “But why did you bring him to Denver, and why call me?”

      She narrowed her gaze. “A few months ago, I had to go into a damned haunted house to help your ass.”

      I’d been killed again. Hey, it happens to me more than you’d expect. Kelly and Amadi thought she’d be able to help, so Kelly paid her two hundred grand to try and heal me probably thinking that because I was dead, my body might not block the magic. I doubted the plane ticket to Alabama put much of a dent into what Kelly paid her, but I knew better than to say so.

      I shrugged. “As I understand it, you didn’t do much.” I know, I know. Wrong thing to say, but give me some credit. At least I didn’t mention the amount Kelly paid her. Right?

      “I went into a damn haunted house,” she said with more emphasis. “I spent the whole night there with Vicki, Kelly, and your dead ass. I could have been killed.”

      “You were well-compensated.” Okay, I did mention it. But there you go.

      She nodded. “I was.”

      “I’m still a little lost here, Lina. Why call me?”

      “Duh,” she said. “Because I want you to find the crew that did this to my nephew.”

      “Home invasion crews fall under the purview of the police.”

      “You think some regular folks, big or not, could take Leonard down, cut off his arms, and then heal his stumps?”

      “I just⁠—”

      Lina shook her head. “You’ve seen him play. You’ve seen the hits he’s dished out and taken. He’s part of my family, Jonathan. He has magic running through his blood. He’s never been injured on a play. You know why? Because he’s built like a Sherman tank.”

      “More like an M1 Abrams,” I said. “You need to update your references.”

      “This from a man who tosses the most outdated pop culture references at me all the damn time?“

      “I grew up on syndicated TV, movies, and comic books. We didn’t have the internet or cable when I was a kid.” Yeah, I know. I was too defensive.

      “Lenny,” she began, then winced and patted her nephew on the shoulder. “Sorry. Leonard.”

      “It’s okay, Auntie,” he said. “You and Mama can call me Lenny.” He shot me a warning look. “Nobody else, though.”

      She gave him an appreciative nod then looked at me. “Leonard needs his arms, Jonathan.”

      “You can reattach them?” I asked.

      “It’s called replantation,” she said. “You know why?”

      “Because the doctors needed a new ten-dollar word?”

      “Because I replant them. I’ll roll back the healing they did to Leonard, position the arms properly, and guide the nerves and bones to regrow into each other.”

      I nodded. “I understand that.”

      “But for the arms to be viable, we need to get them back within three days.”

      “Three days?” I asked.

      “That’s if they keep the arms on ice. I can roll back some deterioration, but there’s a limit.”

      I knew that, but maybe Leonard didn’t. “What makes you think I can find a home invasion crew in Alabama?” I asked.

      “They came prepared,” she said. “They’ve obviously done this before. That means they must have left a trail of severed limbs.”

      “This isn’t like the people who wake up in a bathtub of ice without a kidney,” I said. “Partly because that was an urban legend with zero basis in fact.”

      “Yeah? Well, I woke up in a bathtub of ice,” Leonard said.

      “Really?”

      “I never saw myself as a victim, you know what I’m saying?” He looked embarrassed.

      “I get it. But let’s cut through the nonsense. Anyone can be a victim. That’s not something to be ashamed of. Other people can take away our agency when they team up to inflict their will on us. No matter how strong you are, there’s always somebody stronger. Or luckier. Or they get you through sheer strength in numbers.”

      “I know all that,” he said. “It’s just that normally, I’m the one delivering the hits.”

      Lina patted Leonard on the shoulder again, then looked at me. “Will you find them?” she asked.

      “Other than talking to whoever got the case, I’m not sure what I can do. They could be anywhere by now.”

      “I’m working to get Barbara a two-day pass under my supervision.”

      “Who’s Barbara and why does she need a pass?”

      “Barbara is my sister, and Leonard is her son. She’s in a mental hospital in Orlando, but I think they’ll grant her a section seventeen leave to go with me to help Leonard in Tuscaloosa under the circumstances.”

      “Okay, maybe I asked the wrong question. Why do we need her?”

      “Because if the sheriff’s department hasn’t found them, she can point you in the right direction. She’d need to be in the room where Leonard was attacked to pick up vibrations, then she can cast a location spell to see where they went.”

      “You could have led with that,” I said.

      “I figured you’d know I had a plan.”

      “Mom’s your plan?” Leonard asked.

      “Of course,” Lina said.

      Leonard frowned. “If she cares enough to come, that is. And if her meds don’t mess with her magic. Mama’s crazy as a cuckoo clock. She might blame me for what happened and refuse to help.”

      Lina turned to her nephew. “Stop it. She loves you. She loved your father, too.”

      “You can say that after what she did?” Leonard scoffed, shook his head in disgust, and looked away.

      “Okay, there’s a story there,” I said. “But I don’t think it’s any of my business.”

      “That’s right,” Lina said.

      “I don’t care if you know,” Leonard said. “Mama abandoned me and my dad on my twelfth birthday. Dad did what he could, but he died when I was eighteen.”

      “I’m sorry,” I said, and meant it.

      “Usually, it’s the dad who leaves, you know,” Leonard said.

      I nodded.

      “I just want my dad to be proud of me.”

      Lina tapped the table to draw my attention. “Help us,” she said. “We’re talking three days tops.”

      I hesitated, then gave her a nod because whether or not she knew it, she’d always been good to me and my friends. I preferred the happier Lina I’d known many years ago, but she’d suffered some rough years since then, and while guarded these days, she was still a kind and generous person. I really wasn’t sure what I could do because it was likely an open case, and I wasn’t licensed in Alabama, but I could never say no to helping Lina or anyone she cared about.

      “I’ll do what I can,” I said.

      “Thank you, Jonathan,” she said. “I’ll go call the facility. Doctor Cox likes me.”

      “Doctor Cox has no idea who you are,” Leonard said.

      Lina frowned. “We’ll see about that.” She got up, thanked me again, then led Leonard out of the coffee shop.

      I sipped my drink and watched them go. I hoped I could help Leonard. It’s hard enough to chase a dream, but when you work so hard for so long only to have it snatched away, it’s so much worse. He deserved his shot at the pros. He’d earned it. And I intended to make sure he got there.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            2

          

        

      

    

    
      As I often do, I began the job of trying to locate the invasion crew with some internet research from my home office.

      A simple Google search turned up far too many results. A woman gunned down an axe-wielding invader in her home. Twelve men sentenced for running a series of invasion robberies. Two men dead in a home invasion. On and on.

      It was enough to make me want to go lock my front door.

      When I limited my search to Tuscaloosa, there weren’t as many results, but there were still more than I expected. One dead in an apartment invasion. Two home invasion suspects appeared in court. Another article about those two helpfully said they brought everything but a bazooka with them. A few turned into hostage situations. One had an invader held at gunpoint by the homeowner until the police arrived. Fortunately, the homeowner wasn’t shot, which can happen all too often.

      Searching for severed limbs, mutilation, and violence still didn’t turn up anything useful. One article was about MS-13 gang members attacking a family with machetes. Another featured a man who tried to fight back and got his fingers chopped off for his trouble, and they still took his wife’s jewelry after doing unspeakable things to her in front of him. Trying to limit the victims to large males didn’t help as most of the articles didn’t mention the size of the victims, so I went back and scrolled, but found nothing useful. Home invasions happened to men and women, couples and families.

      Expanding to nationwide only gave more and more examples. I’ve battled a variety of monsters, but human beings are by far the worst. The level of depravity and violence people can unleash is unparalleled.

      As that thought bounced around in my head, I did get up to lock my door.

      I limited the next search to football players, and got mostly burglaries, which are different from home invasions because the home owner isn’t there during a regular burglary.

      There were multiple burglaries attributed to a ring who hit professional football players’ homes during games when they knew they’d be away.

      I found a few articles about Sean Taylor, who played for the Washington Redskins (before they changed the team’s name, of course). Poor guy tried to face off with four men and got shot for his trouble. He died during surgery without ever having awakened. Seven years later, they caught the killer.

      Fascinating stuff, but not particularly helpful.

      On a whim, I did a search for Lina’s sister, Barbara Newton, and found an article in the Orlando Sentinel about her. Turns out she’d murdered her husband, who’d been cheating on her, and the police found her at the dinner table with her dead husband seated across from her. She had his heart on a plate, and was eating it while she told his corpse all about the ways he’d driven her to her current course of action and that he should at least apologize even though he was no longer among the living.

      She’d been tried and while she claimed not to recall any of her actions, she was found guilty, of course. The state committed her to a mental facility for treatment, and she’d been there since 2015.

      In case Lina could get that pass, I made a note not to play “I Don’t Remember Loving You” by John Conlee around her. And if I had the urge to say, “eat your heart out,” I’d bite my tongue.

      Insane people who can wield magic, while not a direct threat to my well-being, are better off handled with kid gloves or better yet, left alone in a locked room where they can’t hurt anyone.

      I gave the invasion crew some more thought, then placed a call to Blake Ravenwood at Dragon Gate Industries.

      A secretary informed me he was out of the office this month.

      “The whole month?” I asked.

      “Perhaps longer.”

      “He and Amanda already had their honeymoon,” I said.

      “I’m not at liberty to discuss his whereabouts.”

      “Is Amanda there?”

      “No, sir.”

      “Fine. Who’s in charge right now?”

      “Mr. Hardy.”

      I didn’t know Mr. Hardy. “Connect me to him then.”

      “Please hold.”

      A few moments later, a gruff voice with a vaguely Australian accent said, “This is Hardy. What can I do you for?”

      “Mr. Hardy,” I said. “My name is Jonathan Shade and⁠—“

      “I’ve heard of ya.”

      “Okay, cool. Can you tell me if anyone at DGI might know about a home invasion crew going around the southern states severing limbs?”

      “Somehow, I don’t think you’re talking about a gardening crew. As in, these aren’t tree limbs, but human limbs.”

      “Correct.”

      “What fresh hell is going on in this country of yours, mate?”

      “Something crazier every day,” I said.

      “Can’t help you with your question, but if something like that is happening, I hope they stay far away from here.”

      “Before you go, what’s going on over at DGI?”

      “Not sure I understand your question there, mate.”

      “Seems like every time I call, there’s almost nobody there, and when I do get through to someone, it’s not anyone I know.”

      “Been like this since I got here a week ago. Figured this was normal. Hope your motley crew meets an end.”

      “I happen to like Motley Crue,” I said.

      Silence.

      Then he said, “I think I missed something here, mate.”

      “Never mind,” I said. Maybe Lina was right, and my pop culture references were too far out of date these days. I made a note to find a way to mention Drake in conversation somehow.

      My sister in New York hated hearing from me, so I gave her a call next. When she came on the line, she said, “Make it quick, little bother, I have things to do.”

      “You meant little brother, right?”

      “No. I meant little bother,” she said, “because you bug the shit out of me.”

      “Do you know which musical artist is named after a dragon?”

      “I’d guess Imagine Dragons,” she said. “And you’re wasting my time.”

      “You were supposed to answer Drake.”

      “A drake is a male duck, Jonathan.”

      So much for updating my references. “Or a wingless dragon.”

      “Goodbye,” she said.

      “Wait. Don’t hang up.”

      “Then stop wasting my time.”

      “Do you know anything about a home invasion crew traveling around cutting off people’s arms?”

      “What regular humans do to each other, no matter how creative or disgusting doesn’t interest me.”

      “What if they’re not regular humans?”

      “In what way?”

      “Super strong?” I wasn’t sure Leonard was right about that, but it was possible.

      “How strong?”

      “Like maybe they drank Captain America’s super soldier serum.”

      “It’s news to me.”

      “Thanks anyway,” I said. “One more question.”

      Her sigh was exaggerated. “What?”

      “What’s going on at the Denver branch of DGI?”

      “Why would I give a rat’s ass about another branch of the company?”

      “I’m not saying you care. Just asking if you know anything.”

      “Nothing I can share with you,” she said and hung up without even a fuck-you-very-much.

      My doorknob jiggled.

      Then the doorbell rang.

      I got up and peeked through the peephole.

      Vicki stood there holding a pizza box.

      I opened the door. “Hey, you,” I said.

      “Why was the door locked?”

      I didn’t want to admit that my research made me paranoid, so I just asked, “Did you bring lunch?”

      “Thought I’d risk it,” she said, and kissed me. Then she moved past me into the house.

      She set the pizza box on the dining room table.

      I got a couple of plates from a cabinet and placed them on the table. “Smells good,” I said.

      “Canadian bacon and pineapple,” she said.

      “You’re too good to me,” I said.

      She took hold of my shoulder, reached up and wiped her thumb over my top lip. Then she smiled. “Lipstick transfer.”

      “Just call me your old buddy Jack Burton.”

      “Who?”

      “Kurt Russell’s character in Big Trouble in Little China,” I said. I probably sounded a little defensive because none of my references were landing today.

      “I haven’t seen it.”

      “We need to fix that.”

      “Not today. I have a client at three. Napkins?”

      I didn’t have any napkins, so I yanked a couple of paper towels off a roll and returned to the table. I handed one to her. “Do you think my references are out of date?”

      “Are you looking for a job?”

      “Not that kind of reference.”

      She grabbed a piece of pizza and placed it on her plate. “Oh, your movies, shows, and songs?”

      “Yeah,” I said as I grabbed two cans of soda from the refrigerator. A cream soda for me and a Diet Coke for her.

      “When was the movie released?”

      “Mid-80s,” I said.

      “Specific year?”

      “I’d have to look it up, but probably 1986.”

      “So I was a baby when that came out.”

      “I was a kid, but⁠—“

      “You watch too many old movies.”

      I popped open my cream soda. “Here’s lookin’ at you, kid,” I said, and raised it to her.

      “I’d be delighted to be your Ingrid Bergman,” she said, “but only if we get to stay together.”

      “So you get Casablanca, but not Big Trouble in Little China.”

      She grinned. “Casablanca is a classic.”

      “So is Big Trouble.”

      “To you,” she said and held up a slice of pizza for me. “To everyone else, assuming they’ve even heard of it, it’s probably a cult movie.”

      I leaned in to take a bite from the pizza, but she whisked it away from me like Lucy yanking the football away from Charlie Brown.

      “Sorry, old man,” she said. “You’ll have to feed yourself.” Then she laughed.

      I laughed, too.

      Her smile was infectious.

      Vicki looked around. “Where are the cats?” she asked.

      “They’re outside.”

      “That explains why we’re not having to fight them off for our food.”

      “True that.”

      We ate some pizza.

      She looked at me after a few minutes and said, “You seem … off.”

      “I talked to Monica.”

      She nodded. “Ah. That makes sense.”

      “To you.”

      “Your parents weren’t there for you or Janie. Monica had to be the responsible one.”

      “And she blames me for our parents and our sister. I know.”

      “Projection much? You blame yourself,” Vicki said. “I haven’t met Monica, so I don’t know how she feels about it. She might blame herself because she couldn’t do anything about it.”

      “She wasn’t there.”

      “Did you set an appointment?”

      She thought I should get therapy because I’d admitted to her that my parents were alcoholics, and that they died in front of me, and that my younger sister committed suicide and I’d found the body. Never mind all the death and crazy shit I’d experienced since then.

      “You know I haven’t,” I said.

      “I won’t push,” she said, though it was clear she wanted to.

      “Thank you.”

      “I’m just going to say it would help. But it’s your choice.”

      “Are we okay?” I asked.

      She put her slice of pizza down and met my gaze. “I love you, Jonathan. Don’t ever doubt that. And you’ve been good about letting me in, though I know there are still walls up in there.”

      “And you think therapy would help.”

      “I do. But I’m not going anywhere. You’re worth unpacking the unpleasant memories for. After my father was killed, I found therapy useful. I’ll leave it there, but please know I’m here for you no matter what. I’m glad you’re in my life. I just think we’ll have a better shot if you can tear down those
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