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      Hilario’s favorite pizza place was full of dead people.

      Freshly dead. Their spirits still wandered in and out from what remained of the old, red brick, two-story shop. Confusion and anger twisted their ghostly faces.

      It must have been one heck of a fire. The stench of smoke was thick in the air.

      He sat in his white van, parked at the curb about half a block down from the smoking wreckage of the Stung Sparrow. Fire engines and police cars blocked the rest of the street. Red and blue lights flashed. Painting the narrow canyon of old red brick buildings in blood and ice. Buildings that huddled shoulder to shoulder, holding each other up. Their tall, narrow windows looked down blankly at the sorrow below.

      Water sluiced along the gutters. Looking too, too much like ichorous blood.

      He didn’t want to get any closer anyway.

      Thin streamers of smoke still rose from the remains of the restaurant. Firefighters sprayed water on the collapsed roof and the walls of the brick buildings on either side. Grim faced police officers stood behind yellow barricades. Kept back the curious and the fire junkies.

      A young woman in a red dress collapsed to her knees, hunching over a form covered with a white sheet. Her sobs rose into the night. Echoed off the brick canyon of old downtown. The ghost of a young man in a leather jacket kneeled beside her, gesturing and shouting.

      She couldn’t hear him.

      Hilario flicked his gaze away from them before the young man’s words started echoing in his head. He said a brief incantation to focus his spirit shields. For all the good it would do.

      This would have been a good night to line his wig with aluminum foil.

      Lingering smoke hazed the air. The smell of it clenched  Hilario's throat and sent his blubber-encased heart into a tap dance of terror.

      It was a stench of roasted foam upholstery and cloth and charred pizza. And…barbecue.

      When people burned…their flesh smelled almost, but not quite, like pork. Most people wouldn’t know the difference.

      Unfortunately, he did.

      His empty stomach, the cause of him being on this particular street at this particularly bad time, twisted and threatened to launch hot, acidy bile up his throat.

      He forced it back down. Food-type things went into his tremendous gullet through his mouth. They didn't come back that direction.

      He clenched his white-gloved fingers around the steering wheel. He was still in uniform, just off a bad party. The orange and white striped puffy suit that covered his 500-pound frame was soiled from the drunken boyfriend's antics. Fortunately, the flying cake had missed his fuzzy purple wig. That would have taken forever to clean out.

      But he’d had to run out to the van for his emergency makeup kit. Cake had smeared his greasepaint. Had almost left bare skin exposed.

      Bare skin was bad.

      And the mother’s drunk boyfriend had almost made Hilario do something bad.

      But he contained himself. Barely.

      He had recovered and got back to making the kids happy. Which made him more than happy. The children’s joyous laughter charged his depleted reserves of light energy. What he took from them was just the merest sip of what they produced.

      It would be bad to waste it on petty revenge. Especially on a moron like that lady’s creep boyfriend.

      He’d collected his check and exited. Even though the embarrassed woman had kindly invited him to stay for the barbecue.

      Barbecue.

      Now he wished he had.

      He wouldn't have had to see the still-smoking remains of the Stung Sparrow.

      And maybe Larry Sparrow’s ghost wouldn’t have seen him.

      Larry Sparrow came running out of the smoking ruin of his restaurant. Tall and thin, with long, black hair tied behind his head, Larry ran around in circles, his hands pressed to the sides of his smoking skull. He shouted and wailed. He still wore his white chef's outfit with the fancy double-breasted button-up coat.

      Spotless, like always.

      In all his years of knowing Larry and watching him make his wonderful pies, Hilario had never figured out how the man wasn't covered from head to toe in tomato sauce. Chef Larry made pizza with an exuberance and zest that made a tornado look like a summer breeze.

      At least he used to.

      Before he could stop himself, a jolt of sorrow went through Hilario for all the pizza Larry Sparrow would never make.

      Followed instantly by a stab of guilt for weighing the value of his friend’s life with pizza.

      Though, it had been really good pizza. The best in the whole city of New Bedlam, in fact.

      But, even worse, the spike of strong emotion from Hilario was like a beacon for the spirit of Larry Sparrow.

      Larry spun around. Jerked to a stop facing Hilario.

      “Oh barnacle poop,” Hilario said.

      He fumbled with the ignition key. Stupid! Why had he turned the engine off?

      Too late.

      Larry appeared in the passenger seat. A faint blue glow surrounded his translucent form.

      “Hilario!” Larry shouted, “Hilario my-a big-a friend! Why-a am I a dead-a!”

      Hilario hung his head. He would have beat it against the steering wheel, but his tremendous belly had put a stop to that ability a long, long time ago.

      It wasn’t easy being a massively obese magic clown from the Unseen Realms.
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      Hilario’s van was special.

      It was a 1966 Ford Econoline Club Wagon, white in color. At one time in its life, the van had been a mild-mannered delivery truck for a rural egg farm down in the Brokken Valley, southeast of New Bedlam. The van claimed to still have dark mud from the old farm stuck beneath its fenders.

      Fortunately, the van didn't talk very much. That was one reason why Hilario kept it around. He didn't like objects that complained or bragged too much. He got too much chatter from everyday objects as it was. Every lamppost, screwdriver, and dinner plate wanted to relate its (incredibly boring) life story.

      Or, even worse, the objects would make up wild stories about their adventures. Dinner plates that spun baloney tales of serving thick, juicy steaks to Albert Einstein or some such important person back in the day. When, really, the best they’d ever managed was holding the contents of an Alpo can while the family dog horked it down.

      But the van…it endured in stoic silence. Hilario admired that in a vehicle. Especially one that had to haul around a five-hundred-pound guy dressed in a clown suit.

      Complaining about how much its shocks and struts hurt when Hilario climbed inside was how his last vehicle got fired.

      The other reason  Hilario kept the van around was the work his lost friend Ted Denton had done on it. Ted had been a machinist who worked and lived down on the south side of town, and who had a magic touch with machines. Perhaps literally. Hilario had never been able to figure that one out for sure. He had never been able to sense any powers of the Unseen Realms in the man. But then sometimes these things worked on levels he couldn’t touch. Even with all of his, um, experiences.

      Ted had fixed the van up with a heavy-duty suspension that balanced out the otherwise awkward van. He'd seamlessly stretched the driver's side door to accommodate a person of girth, and replaced the seat with a much, much stronger one that swiveled.

      He’d also done other things such as extend the steering wheel and put it on a gimbal that allowed it to swing up to ease Hilario’s entry and exit from the vehicle.

      There were other goodies, such as hidden compartments for objects that Hilario didn’t wish to have lying about. And the privacy screen and compact makeup station for when he needed to change in and out of his uniform. As well as altering the gas and brake pedals so they could be safely operated with his big, floppy clown shoes on.

      Normally Hilario left the house suited up and in full makeup. His armor. But having the option to change in the van was helpful. Though incredibly awkward.

      His 500-pound bulk did not maneuver well in tight places.

      If the van had any complaints about Ted’s modifications or Hilario’s weight, it kept them to itself. As it should.

      And it always started when Hilario turned the key.

      He hoped that wherever Ted was, assuming he was still alive, he was still making magic with machines.

      He also fervently hoped the van never broke down. Because who in the doodlely poop was he going to get to fix it?

      And now, how was he going to get the ghost of his other friend, Larry Sparrow, out of it?

      Larry put his ghostly hands to his head and let out a tremendous wail of pure soul cracking agony. Not physical pain. Larry was, unfortunately, unencumbered by a physical body anymore.

      But spiritual pain…

      “Hilario! How-a could-a this-a happen to-a me?” Larry Sparrow shouted, “And how-a come-a you-a can see-a me-a?”

      Hilario closed his eyes. Counted to five. Breathed in and out. Practiced a little calming exercise his Coven boss had taught him for dealing with frantic, freshly cleaved spirits. He made his clenched fingers relax their death grip on the wheel.

      He opened his eyes. Glanced down at the ignition key. Maybe if he just drove off, Larry’s spirit would fade away. Most spirits stayed where their bodies died. At least until the Black Angels came to collect them.

      Truly agitated spirits wouldn’t go, of course. The old unfinished business thing. Or maybe they were just afraid of the Black Angels. Who, he had to admit, were pretty terrifying. They certainly didn’t fit the modern image of heavenly angels come to take the dead off to paradise.

      Then again, most people had no clue what really happened after death.

      Unlike Hilario.

      He reached for the ignition key. Glanced outside the windshield as he did.

      And his heart nearly stopped in a jolt of sheer terror.

      The Black Angels were already there. But so soon?

      Spiky black shapes moved through the crowd of still living humans. Spindly and tall, the beings carefully avoided touching the living–though he could see a couple humans shudder as the creatures passed by. Most living creatures wouldn’t see them. But occasionally the Black Angels could be felt if they passed close enough.

      The Black Angels, featureless silhouettes that seemed to be made of shards of broken glass, moved with slow grace toward the smoking ruin of the Stung Sparrow. Where the freshly dead still lingered. The spirits' faces were still blank with shock. They drifted in and around the living. Some tried to get the living's attention. Others just stood. Staring in wide-eyed shock at the scene before them.

      None of them had noticed the Black Angels yet. The spirits weren’t quite attuned to the plane of the Unseen Realms. The Black Angels would be shadows at the corners of their vision.

      "Why are they here so soon?" Hilario mumbled to himself. Something tickled at his memory. Something about fire. But the bowel-loosening horror of the Black Angels drowned it out.

      Larry snapped his insubstantial head around.

      “Holy crap! What the hell are those things!” he said.

      If Hilario hadn’t been so terrified, he would have been amused to hear Larry drop his fake accent.

      However…

      “Shut up!” Hilario hissed, “You’ll draw their attention. Don’t even look at them.”

      What was he saying? Didn’t he want Larry out of the van?

      Yeah, but he didn’t need the Black Angels sniffing around him. They never forgot. And never forgave.

      Which meant he was still on their poopy list.

      “What are they–Oh my god!” Larry shouted. The dead idiot was completely ignoring the whole don’t look thing.

      Hilario bent down and twisted the ignition key. The van’s engine r-r-r-roared to life. Okay, coughed to life. But it started. One less thing to twist his guts at the moment.

      He didn’t need to look at what the Black Angels were doing.

      Been there. Seen it. Peed his pants over it the first time he saw it.

      The Black Angels would be drifting up to the freshly cleaved spirits. And Hilario heard the screams start. The sounds didn’t reach his ears. They came through the Unseen Realms and echoed inside his mind.

      The spirit would suddenly see the Black Angels. A terrifying being of darkness and sharp, glittering angles. Towering over them.

      Then a spiky black arm, faceted like a crystal, would dart out and spear the spirit.

      The spirit would scream (as Hilario was hearing now). And then the Black Angel would swirl around the spirit and they would disappear. Shrinking down in a black vortex before popping out of existence.

      Going to places Hilario didn’t want to think about.

      He glanced over at Larry. Who was staring at the scene with his eyes wide and mouth hanging open.

      “Stop looking at them!” he shouted, “That attracts their attention.”

      Hilario risked a glance.

      “Oh booger doodles,” he said.

      One of the shadowy beings was drifting their way.

      Hilario shifted the van into reverse and stomped the gas. The van lurched backward. He spun the wheel around. The van's suspension groaned. Two wheels left the ground. For a sickening moment, it felt like they were going to tip over.

      Then the van righted itself. Hilario shoved the selector into drive and punched the gas.

      It would have been nice if the van had leaped like a gazelle and sped away.

      But that wasn’t the type of vehicle he had. The engine rattled and the gears whined as it pulled away at a stately pace.

      He should have had Ted put a bigger engine in the thing.

      Larry turned around to look behind them.

      Hilario risked a tiny use of abilities. The privacy curtains zipped closed, blocking the view.

      Larry turned back. His eyes were so wide, they were like cartoon ping pong balls, ready to fall out of his ghostly skull.

      “What’s going on!” he said, “What are those things! And why am I dead?”

      Hilario sighed. He had some questions of his own. The main one of which was: What am I doing?
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      Hilario’s day job was to entertain children. He considered this both a service and atonement for things he had done in his other life.

      Plus it was a source of light energy. Pure, good energy untainted by the bad things.

      Children were the main source of light energy. They were natural generators of it. And he had the ability to take that energy, amplify and feed it back to them in such a way that they released an even stronger and purer form of light energy.

      When he went to entertain children at birthday parties, he would start with the usual clown routine. Before long they would be laughing and their joyous energy would fill the air. He would absorb it, then send it back. Filling their minds with visions of flying over chocolate mountains and candy cane forests.

      Their joyous energy would turn his five hundred pounds into fluff and cotton candy. He would leap and pirouette as if he weighed nothing. And the children would shriek laughter. He would skim off just a sip of this pure light energy and store it away in his reserves.

      Protection against the darkness in his own heart.

      A wall against the press of dark energy all around him.

      The world generated a lot more dark energy than it did light.

      Any idiot could turn on the evening news and see that.

      But what most of the world wasn't aware of was the Unseen Realms that ran like a dark current under the normal world. The Unseen Realms was where the magic lived. And the monsters. It was where so-called psychic powers came from. A few normals were able to scratch the surface of those powers. But for the most part, the Unseen Realms belonged to the old races.

      Even now, Hilario could speak the ancient incantations and slip over to the Unseen Realms. The brick canyons of old downtown would turn into someplace even older. And darker. A place full of sharp edges and sulfurous smells.

      At least in the bad places of the Unseen Realms.

      And those were the places that still wanted him back. Even though he’d paid his way out. Even though he had thrown himself at the mercy of the coven and pledged allegiance to them.

      Renounced the bad places. And the Dark Lords.

      He still had a lot to atone for, though.

      And the seldom seen masters of the Coven–his bosses, never made it clear just how he was supposed to atone.

      He had to make his own rules for his new life: Don’t do bad things. Try to do good things.

      He knew exactly what bad things were. It was the good deeds that were a little murky sometimes.

      Like what was he supposed to do with the ghost of Larry Sparrow? The guy couldn’t haunt his van forever. Well, he could. But would be uncomfortable for them both.

      The van rumbled and swayed down the narrow street. Exhaust leaked around the engine hump beside the seat. Hilario rolled the window down a little more. Larry didn’t have to worry about carbon monoxide poisoning, but he still did.

      He glanced in the rearview. Which was stupid. Black angels weren’t going reflect in normal world mirrors.

      “What-a were-a those things?” Larry said.

      Hilario gave him a sour look. “Knock off the accent, Larry,” he said, “Everyone knows you’re not Italian.”

      “Hilario, my big-a friend-a, why you say such-a thing?” Larry said. Larry gave him a big-eyed innocent look.

      Hilario sighed. “You’re Native American, though I have no idea which tribe,” he said, “And no actual Italian talks like-a that-a. So knock-a it-a off-a.”

      Larry slumped down. Tears shimmered at the corners of his translucent eyes.

      “My whole life’s been a lie,” he said.

      "So what?" Hilario said, "Everyone's lives are lies, too."

      “What do you mean?” Larry said.

      Hilario's white-gloved fingers clenched the steering wheel. He turned the van to the freeway on-ramp. Pressed the gas pedal to the floor. The engine rattled and strained up the incline, slowly accelerating. Traffic was light this time of night. He merged into the stream of headlights and taillights with relative ease.

      “Where are we going?” Larry said.

      An excellent question. But one that didn’t have an answer yet. He glanced over at Larry. The ghost huddled on the seat, emitting a soft, blue glow.

      “What happened at the restaurant?” Hilario asked.

      Larry jerked upright. Slapped his hands to his head.

      "My restaurant! Oh, my sweet Stung Sparrow!" Larry cried, "Where will the hungry people go now!"

      Hilario’s stomach rumbled in sympathy. He had been looking forward to a loaded Sparrow pie. His stomach growled in agreement. The piece of cake he’d had at the party was long since digested.

      He told his stomach to shut up. He had plenty of reserves packed around him. Skipping a meal wasn’t the end of the world.

      Larry rocked back and forth. "Oh, my crew! Where are they going to work now?"

      Hilario bit his lip. Now probably wasn’t the time to point out to Larry that most of his kitchen crew and wait staff were likely as dead as he was. Hilario had recognized at least a couple of the wait staff wandering about in ghostly attire.

      “Larry, what happened?” Hilario said, “What started the fire?”

      Larry turned to him, his face drawn with shock.

      “Fire? There was a fire?” he said.

      The van was rolling along at top speed now. Fifty-six miles an hour. The body shook and rattled. Hilario rolled the window back up. The blast was threatening to tear his fluffy purple wig off.

      “Yes. Fire. Didn’t you notice?” Hilario said.

      Larry stared out the windshield. His lips trembled.

      “I-I-I don’t remember,” he said, “I was in the kitchen. I was spinning dough in the air. It was beautiful. Then…then…I remember orange flowers.”

      “Orange flowers?”

      “They were everywhere,” Larry said, “Opening up. Yellow and orange blossoming all around me. My pie…it was in the air. It turned black. Then it was gone. Yellow and orange blossoms everywhere.”

      Hilario shivered. Whatever happened, it must have been quick.

      “It’s not fair,” Larry said, “I was finally happy. Rachel was–” He snapped his fingers and sat up. “That bitch! It must have been her!”

      Larry’s face twisted with rage. Hilario shivered at the sight of it. Larry was the happiest, nicest person he’d ever met. The man never got angry. Much less became enraged.

      "What is it?" Hilario's mouth said before his brain could stop it. Stupid. That opened doors that were better left closed. Opened him up to getting involved. Opened him up to trying to fix whatever Larry’s problem was.

      “Rachel,” Larry said, “She must have done it. She must have burned down my Stung Sparrow.”

      “Why would your ex-wife burn down the Sparrow?” Hilario said.

      He was involved anyway. Getting Larry out of the van was going to involve finding the guy some kind of closure. Might as well get going on it.

      Larry’s eyes went wide again. His mouth opened in a horrified O. “She murdered me,” he said, “That horrible bitch.”

      “Let’s not jump to conclusions,” Hilario said, “That doesn’t sound like Rachel. And you shouldn’t use that word to describe any woman.”

      “She’s evil,” Larry said, “Ever since the divorce…Even before, she’s become a different person.”

      Hilario shifted in the seat. Traffic zipped by on the left. One low-riding Honda honked its horn. There was probably a middle finger involved, but it was too dark for him to see. He needed to get off the freeway soon. The van didn't like going fast. It wouldn't complain, but the engine would labor and the speed would start dropping. Despite having the accelerator pressed to the floor.

      He tapped his fingers on the wheel. Personal questions were a black hole that he didn’t wish to dive into. It was better to keep things on a superficial level. Talk about food. Or what was on TV. He spent a lot of time watching TV these days.

      He knew about the divorce, of course. Everyone who was a regular at the Stung Sparrow knew. But he never asked about the details.

      Never thought he might need to know.

      He cleared his throat.

      “So, um, Larry,” he said, “Why did you guys get divorced?”

      Larry slumped down again. He looked like a little kid who lost his puppy.

      “She changed,” he said, “She turned into someone I didn’t know.”

      Or she got tired of him. Or got bored. Marriages seemed to break down because one half of the partnership wasn’t holding their end up in some way. Sometimes it was something obvious, like cheating or not helping with the housework. Other times it was more subtle. Like not saying thank you enough. Being underappreciated by a spouse was at the root of a lot of divorces.

      Not that he was any kind of relationship expert. There weren’t many women who would get the hots for a massively obese guy who dressed like a clown and had supernatural powers. Plus a dark past that kept trying to pull him back into it.

      “Changed how?” Hilario said.

      "We used to be so happy," Larry said, a faraway look in his eyes.

      “Yeah, that’s usually how it starts,” Hilario said, “Why don’t you skip ahead to where it went wrong?”

      Larry hung his head. If he’d had blood in his veins, his cheeks probably would have been red.

      “She found out I was…I was punching some dough on the side,” he said.

      “You were having an affair?”

      His head came up. “No, no, no, I would never do that,” he said, “I was making pizza for someone else.” He covered his face with his hands. “In someone else’s kitchen! Oh, my sweet Rachel! How could I have done that to you!”

      The ghost sobbed and wailed. He slapped his face over and over, shouting Stupid, stupid, stupid with each slap.

      Hilario sighed. And he thought he had issues with food.

      The Blackwater Avenue exit was coming up.

      Of course! Some part of his brain had been thinking. He’d just take Larry to the Sapphire Witch. She’d take care of this.

      Some way or another.

      He flipped on the turn signal and eased the van down the exit ramp. The van's brakes groaned but the vehicle slowed. Ted had switched out the van's original brakes for heavy-duty disc brakes. Something Hilario was eternally grateful for.

      “Where are we going?” Larry said.

      “To see a friend of mine,” Hilario said, “She might be able to help you.”

      Though friend was a bit of a stretch. The Sapphire Witch was more of an acquaintance who might or might not kill him someday. His prescient vision was pretty spotty. Once in a while it worked, but it really wasn't one of his skills. Though he had a strong image of the Sapphire Witch wielding a wicked-looking ax at someone who looked a lot like him.

      As long as he was polite, things should be okay. Right?
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      The Sapphire Witch lived in an abandoned tenement building that overlooked the Black River. The reason the building was abandoned was because the Sapphire Witch had driven everyone else out of it. Including the owners.

      The owners had been blithering idiots to build on that spot anyway.

      The Black River got its name from the ancient black basalt rocks that lined its banks and its bed. The river originated in the mountains that loomed behind New Bedlam and ran through the city until it emptied its dark waters into Korbahn Bay and the ocean. The source of its waters came from the glaciers that ground down the sides of the Seven Sisters mountains. Which themselves were all that remained of the crater of an ancient volcano.

      At least, that’s what the normal world thought.

      The truth was another tale from the Unseen Realms. One that Hilario preferred not to think about.

      So much to atone for…

      The five-story tenement was built in a gothic style that should have been ridiculous, set as it was among glass-sided modern condos. But instead, it looked like a rotten tooth set among the bland smile of the normal world.

      This particular tenement sat on one of the thin spots between the normal world and the Unseen Realms. How normals had managed to build it there, he had no idea. Most often, normal humans unconsciously avoided the places where the barriers between the normal world and the Unseen Realms were thin. Undeveloped lots in cities. Patches of perfectly good farmland that never got tilled. Roads that curved around places for no good reason.

      Those were the spots people avoided. Even if they didn’t know why.

      He suspected the tenement got built with a little help from the Unseen Realms. Or perhaps the thin spot developed later. Or was created there.

      It was definitely adjacent to the dark places of the Unseen Realms. A blister on the normal world’s skin. Waiting to pop.

      And the Sapphire Witch sat at the top of it. Riding an unseen wave. Surfing the darkness.

      Did he really want to go see her?

      He glanced over at Larry. The man’s eyes were bugging out again.

      “Why-a are-a we-a here-a?” Larry said.

      Hilario clenched his fingers on the steering wheel. Trying to slap a ghost would be stupid. Even though Hilario did have the means to affect spirits. It wouldn’t be very nice.

      Old habits were hard to break. He was putting a lot of effort into breaking them.

      “Lose the accent, okay, Larry?” He said, “And this is where my, um, friend lives. She can help you find closure. Help you move on.”

      Larry gave him a bewildered look. “Move on? To where? Tell me, friend Hilario, you could see those…things. You know what they are. You can see ghosts. And even before I was murdered, I knew there was a touch of something…otherworldly about you. Friend, Hilario, please tell me, is there a heaven?”

      That sort of question really sucked.

      Hilario thought of the dark places he had been. And some of the terrible things he’d done. Would he ever get to go to the good places? The places of light? He’d heard legends of what was there. But his bosses in the Coven wouldn’t tell him anything.

      Just keep doing what you’re doing, Hilario. You might get there someday.

      “I don’t know, Larry,” he said, “I really don’t. I’ve been to the bad places. I’ve been told, by semi-reliable sources, that the places of light exist, in some form. But I’ve never been there.”

      Larry trembled. Ran his hands down his ghostly face. “Where do those things take the souls they capture?”

      Another uncomfortable question. Especially for a ghost he was trying to get rid of.

      “You could call it purgatory, I guess,” Hilario said.

      “I’m not Catholic,” Larry said, “My…my people don’t believe in purgatory.”

      “And who are your people?”

      Larry looked away. Changed the subject. “The lady who lives here…she is your friend you say? She can keep those…things away? I don’t want to go with them.”

      Hilario sighed. His greasepaint makeup was getting hot. Had been hot for hours. It was going to melt off soon. His bald scalp twitched and itched under the fluffy purple wig. His empty belly rumbled. Dank air from the Black River drifted through the two inches of open window beside him. It stank of dead fish.

      He just wanted to go home, take off his uniform and watch TV. Watch it while plowing through two or three pepperoni and sausage pizzas from his big chest freezer. Wash it down with a half gallon of butter brickle ice cream.

      Since he wasn’t getting any pizza from the Stung Sparrow tonight.

      And immediately guilt twisted his bowels.

      Larry was having a lot worse night than he was. His friend had literally lost everything. Including his life. And Hilario had taken him away from the Black Angels. They would have taken him to the place in-between. Which wasn’t as bad as the dark places.

      Kinda sorta.

      At least the in-between place had exits. If you could find them.

      Exits to other layers of the Unseen Realms. Which may or may not be better than the place you left.

      Usually not.

      “Hilario? What were those things?” Larry said.

      “They’re called Black Angels,” Hilario said, “And they’re not as bad as they look.”

      “They were stabbing my friends, my customers,” Larry said, “Disappearing with them.”

      “Yeah, well, they’re not angels like you think of.”

      “My beliefs don’t encompass angels,” Larry said.

      Hilario turned a sharp eye to Larry Sparrow. He’d taken Larry more or less at face value over the years. A Native American trying to pass as the Italian owner of a pizzeria. Larry had an almost magical touch with food. Though Hilario had never detected an ounce of threads energy in the man. But then how deeply had he looked?

      Larry didn’t seem to have knowledge of the Unseen Realms and its complicated layers.

      Unless he was connected to it in a different way.

      “Larry, what do your people believe in?”

      Larry stared off to the dark waters running a short distance away.

      “We believe in the earth, and the sky and the stars,” he said, “And in the harmony among them. We don’t believe in hell.”

      “But you believe in heaven?”

      Larry nodded. “We believe in a place where there is no more pain. Where no one will go hungry. Where you will find your loved ones and be happy with them again.”

      In other words, heaven. A nice concept. Though somewhat improbable. From what Hilario had heard, the best anyone could hope for was a release from bondage.

      “Right, well, sorry to burst your bubble, but hell exists, in a fashion,” Hilario said, “Though human spirits don’t usually end up there.”

      But some did.

      “That does not fill me with happiness to hear, friend Hilario,” Larry said. He slumped further down. Then suddenly sat up, a bright smile creasing his ghostly features. “But that means Rachel is going to hell, right? Murderers go to hell, don’t they?”

      Hilario groaned. He wanted to slap his hands to his face. But that would have smeared his greasepaint armor. Might have even exposed bare skin. And bare skin could be touched.

      “It’s complicated,” Hilario said, “It depends on the circumstance.”

      “But she murdered me and my restaurant,” Larry said, “So many lives. So much pizza.”

      Hilario’s shoulders twitched. He’d been through a lot of strangeness in his long, long life, but even this was getting surreal.

      “We don’t know for sure what she–or anyone did,” Hilario said, “That’s why we’re here. The Sapphire Witch can–”

      “She’s a witch?” Larry said. He ducked his head down to look up at the gothic tenement. He had a strange expression on his face. Longing? Fear?

      “It’s not what you think,” Hilario said, “She doesn’t ride broomsticks or have a cauldron or anything like that.”

      “Then why do you call her a witch? Do you think she is not a nice person?”

      “Depends on how you talk you her,” Hilario said, “Just be polite. Okay?”

      “You’re sure she can help us?” Larry asked, “What if she…doesn’t like me? Us.”

      Hilario studied Larry’s face. There was something there. Something Larry was holding back.

      “She has more connections than I do in the Unseen Realms,” Hilario said, “And a lot more power.”

      Larry closed his eyes and let out a long sigh. He gave a curt nod. “Very well,” he said, “Perhaps it will be okay to see her. Just one thing.”

      “What?”

      “How do I get out of your van?”
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      The Sapphire Witch lived at the very top of the five-story tenement building.

      Hilario stood in front of the crumbling brick steps and craned his neck back. The gray stone facade was covered with all kinds of stupid Victorian gingerbread decorations. And not tastefully done. No, it was like some fanboy of gothic architecture had ejaculated all over the outside of the building. It was layer on layer on layer of curlicues and swoops and fish scales that made absolutely no sense whatsoever.

      It was like the bad taste fairy had dropped by and beat the place with a stick.

      Maybe she had. It did kind of look like Helga’s work.

      No doubt the neighbors hated it with a fearful passion.

      Fearful because of the building’s single resident.

      He sighed and turned his attention to the steps. Seagulls squawked along the stinking river behind him. Being a person of impressive girth, stairs in general were the bane of his existence. Every step was an invitation to a heart attack. And the higher the step, the more likely the possibility of coronary catastrophe.

      He had spent a lot of time and effort building the walls of blubber around his heart. There were times he regretted it. Times when he thought of telling himself that he would cut out all the junk food. Eat carrots and grilled chicken. Exercise more.

      But he quickly slapped that inner voice upside its spindly little head and stuffed it back in its whole wheat, fat free box.

      Butter Brickle ice cream and bacon cheeseburgers and all manner of fried food eased the ache in his soul. Briefly, but it was better than nothing.

      It was worth it.

      But it did make going up five flights of floors problematic. And potentially deadly.

      Normally, he would have had to risk it if he wanted help from the Sapphire Witch. He would have used up some of his precious energy reserves to lighten his body and bounce up the stairs like the saddest Macy’s Day Parade balloon ever. But this time he had a good excuse.

      His problem was stuck in the van.

      He’d tried a couple simple spells to pry Larry out. But the ghost just shimmered and snapped back into the passenger seat.

      Which sent Larry into wails of despair. Moaning that he would be trapped forever in a–no offense, friend Hilario–piece of poop automotive reject from the sixties.

      Sometimes it was really hard for Hilario to keep the promise to himself not to do bad things.

      So now he had to somehow convince the Sapphire Witch to come down off her ridiculous gothic tower and crowbar a ghost out of an ancient Ford Econoline van.

      Hopefully without destroying the van and banishing Larry into the dark reaches of the Unseen Realms.

      All of which called for humility. Which was something he had found greater appreciation for the longer he managed to stay out of the bad places. Graciously asking for and receiving help was a skill that called for a purity of intent that would feel unnatural for those who came from the places he did.

      But, as his boss in the Coven had once told him, perhaps his ability to embrace gratitude and humility with an honest heart was one reason he had escaped.

      Whether that was true or not, he had no idea. He would simply keep plugging along, trying to do the right thing in bad situations.

      Like this one.

      Slowly, he pulled his white gloves off. The chill river air made his bare skin tingle. That and the proximity to the Unseen Realms.

      He clasped his hands together. Bent his head. Said a simple incantation to open a sliver of his mind to the Unseen Realms. Just a little bit. Enough to get the Sapphire Witch’s attention.

      And not enough to intrude into her privacy. That would be bad.

      He announced his presence with the equivalent of a psychic knock on the door. A light tap.

      For his humility and discretion, he was rewarded with a mind-rending roar of flaming rage.

      WHAT! WHO DARES TO DISTURB ME!

      The seagulls along the shore erupted into flight. Flapping away in a thunderous beating of wings and high-pitched squeals.

      The ground shuddered under his feet. Behind him, the van’s springs creaked as it rocked.

      Oh, good. She was in a mood.

      He imagined himself mouse-sized, shivering in terror and supplication. Projected that image toward the Sapphire Witch’s domain.

      It is I, Hilario. I come seeking your assistance o’ beautiful and mighty one.

      The air went still. The gentle wash of water against the shore stopped. Even the dust motes dancing in the air seemed to freeze in place. The only thing he could hear was the massive thump of his own heart. For once he wished it would stop.

      Oh. It’s you. Why didn’t you ring the doorbell?

      Because the doorbell was at the top of those crumbling brick stairs and falling through places was a very real risk for someone of his size.

      He kept his hands clasped and head bent. Humble was the word. And if humble didn’t do it, then he would have to use some precious reserves to get the doodlely poop out of there and to heck with Larry the freshly minted ghost.

      Dear lady, I have a friend who is in need of your mighty skills. And…he's kind of stuck in my van. Could you possibly grant me a boon and help us? Down here?

      The air crackled with electricity. Sparks ran over the brick steps and the metal railings. Hilario yelped and jumped back. Bright blue bolts shot out from the points of the iron gate covering the front door.

      He stumbled and went down on his well-padded butt. Years of getting chased and thrown by nasty things had taught him how to safely fall and roll. He was back up on one knee quicker than a man of his size should have been. He held his hands ready for casting, an incantation on his lips.

      Which he quickly swallowed.

      The Sapphire Witch stood at the top of the steps. Sparks crackled down her black coat and popped off the ends of her fingers.

      She made her way down the steps. Each movement was languid, fluid. Smooth and precise in the way a lion stalked its quivering prey. Her black leather coat reached down to mid-thigh. Beneath the open front was a shirt of some dark blue shimmery material that circled close to her throat. Loose, black pants dove into black leather boots that came halfway up her calves. Shiny brass buttons adorned the coat and boots. A pair of brass-rimmed, blue-tinted goggles covered her eyes. Her ebony hair flowed down past her shoulders in an impressive mane, standing in stark contrast to her pale skin and bright red lips.

      Well, Mr. Clown, she said, the words echoing in his mind. Why are you disturbing me?

      Her lips never moved.

      He looked up at her. She was tall. Though her face was almost gaunt, and her frame seemed thin and willowy, he knew her body possessed a terrifying wiry strength. Something he had found out from unpleasant personal experience.

      Humble and polite were the most recommended tacts to take with her.

      The lenses of her goggles emitted a soft blue glow. He’d never seen the eyes behind them. And prayed he never did.

      Why had he thought asking her for help was a good idea?

      The Sapphire Witch raised her right hand. Each of the long, delicate fingers had at least three rings on it. Gold and silver in twisting filigree. Diamonds and sapphires twinkled on them.

      Woe to the mugger who tried to steal them from her.

      Speak, clown, before my amusement wanes, She said.

      He bowed his head. “Thank you for an audience, dear lady,” he said, “My friend has been freshly cleaved from his body and his spirit has become stuck in my vehicle. Might you favor us with help in extricating him and helping him move on to a better plane?”

      The Sapphire Witch’s sturdy brows descended in a frown.

      Where is his body? She said, Is it in the vehicle?

      Hilario almost slapped himself in the forehead–but sudden movements around the Sapphire Witch were a bad idea.

      Stupid! The body. And fire. Why hadn’t he thought of that?

      His hands trembled. Coming here was a mistake.

      He was getting too soft here in the normal world. In all kinds of ways.

      “Dear lady, his body was destroyed in a fire,” he said. He fixed his eyes on her soft black boots.

      An unpleasant silence stretched out. A spot between his shoulder blades twitched. He didn't turn to see who might be watching him. With luck, it would only be Larry.

      Finally, the Sapphire Witch spoke again.

      You are aware of the problem, are you not? she said.

      He closed his eyes. Steeled himself for a blow.

      “I have only just now remembered, dear lady,” he said, “I had forgotten the rites for those who have died by flame.”

      The Black Angels were there, weren’t they?

      “Yes, dear lady,” he said, “I should not have been puzzled by their presence. It was foolish of me. I was overcome with fear and did not think.”

      The Sapphire Witch stretched out an arm. Her fingers came close to Hilario's face. Almost brushing his greasepaint coated skin.

      Ah, you are still the clown, she said, amusing us all.

      He clenched his teeth. Keep his head down.

      There were dark energies he could still call upon. Engines of evil that would still do his bidding.

      All he had to do was open himself up.

      “Please forgive me, dear lady,” he said, “The normal world–”

      Will never be your world, clown, she said, why do you persist in staying here?

      Because it was better to be disdained for a brief lifetime in the confusing world of the normals than to spend eternity serving darkness.

      But that wasn’t the sort of back talk one gave to a being as powerful and unpredictable as her.

      “I ask forgiveness for bothering you, dear lady,” he said.

      You certainly are a magnet for trouble, aren’t you, silly clown?

      She didn’t know the half of it. Or maybe she did. What did she do in her little tower at the edge of the water? Watch the city? Or was she a sentinel for what might creep up from where the river met the ocean in Korbahn Bay?

      It did seem strange to have one of the gem witches living in the normal world.

      Though, truth be told, the city had been getting stranger and stranger in the last few years.

      A chill ran over him.

      “Dear lady,” he said, “Is something going to happen in the city?”

      Something is always going to happen. Something happened this night. Something will happen another night. That is the way of things.

      “Would there be something specific, dear lady?” he said, “Something in the way the Unseen Realms has intruded upon the human world? Perhaps commingling with normals in ways that have been forbidden?”

      Lightning crackled around the Sapphire Witch’s hands. Bright blue bolts shot from her fingers.

      Slammed the ground around Hilario’s floppy red clown feet. Every hair on his body stood at attention. His skin crawled. The scent of ozone tickled his nostrils.

      He stood very, very, very still.

      He made ready to unlock his reserves of light energy. It wouldn’t be anywhere near enough to defeat the Sapphire Witch. But it might be enough for him to make an escape.

      But probably not. She could simply slip into the Unseen Realms and call up an army to go after him.

      He couldn’t even call for help from the Coven. His bosses had made it clear long ago that he was on his own. His penance for his past life. They had implied there might be a day when he had fully atoned for the things he had done.

      But they hadn’t told him how. Or when.

      Which left him only a single option for dealing with angry witches.

      He dropped to his knees. His abused joints screamed, but he bit back the pain. He hunched his shoulders and bowed his head.

      “Mercy, please, dear lady,” he said, “I did not mean offense.”

      Before he could say another word a force grabbed him. Lifted his rotund body from the ground.

      He yelped as he accelerated across the parking lot. Pavement flew under him. Left him with a view of lighting crackling around the Sapphire Witch.

      Then he slammed through the open door of his van. He barely jerked his floppy clown shoes in before the door crashed shut.

      The van lurched forward. The body creaked and groaned.

      The next instant they were airborne.

      Air whistled past the open window.

      The lights of the city spread out before the windshield. The van zipped over them at tremendous speed.

      He grabbed the steering wheel. Tried to analyze the energies holding the van.

      And received a psychic slap that sent his mind reeling.

      The city lights got bigger. Resolved from streaks to dots to lit windows and streetlights. He scrambled for the seat belt. Dragged it over his tremendous belly. Clicked it home.

      Put his hands back on the steering wheel. The energies still held the van. At least she hadn’t just thrown him.

      Where were they coming down?

      The van nosed toward an open patch of ground. A park?

      No. The ground was dotted with gray rectangles.

      Oh, pigeon poop.

      The van crashed down on a narrow paved path in the cemetery. The springs and shocks groaned and creaked. For a stomach-churning moment, it felt like the van would tip over.

      Then it righted itself. It rolled up to a squat brick building that Hilario knew was near the center of the cemetery. Surrounded by cherry trees, the little building was windowless. Only a round brick chimney gave any clue what it might be.

      The van creaked to a stop at the roll-up door at the end of the building.

      The door where they rolled the gurney through. Into the crematorium where flame would consume the body. Leaving only bits of charred bone.

      How was that for a message?

      Hilario let out a shuddering breath. His heart pounded so hard it felt like his long-expected heart attack would show up any moment.

      He wasn’t going to get off that easy, though.

      “Friend Hilario,” Larry said, “What happened? What did she say?”

      Hilario turned to the ghostly apparition in the van’s passenger seat. Larry’s face was twisted with worry.

      “That didn’t quite go as I expected,” Hilario said.
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      Hilario concentrated on the iron gate. On the lock at the center of it.

      Weak lamps along the street outside cast a yellow glow on the brick wall that surrounded the cemetery. And the stupid gate. Why did people lock up cemeteries at night? The residents weren’t going anywhere.

      Well, not usually.

      He shifted his massive bulk on the driver's seat, gloved fingers clenched on the steering wheel. Chill air, scented with grass and earth came through the open window beside him. His stomach rumbled. Protested the unreasonable amount of time since its last meal.

      He told it to knock it off. It wasn’t like he was going to run out of physical energy reserves any time soon.

      “I no-a like-a these places-a,” Larry said.

      “Shut up,” Hilario said, “And stop with the accent.”

      Larry slumped down on the passenger seat in sullen silence. His ghostly presence cast a dim, blue glow in the front of the van.

      Tough. Hilario needed to concentrate. Iron was difficult to manipulate. The metal was the province of another Realm and didn’t like to be bossed around by beings of his lowly status.

      His mind found all the pieces of the locking mechanism. He took his hands off the wheel. Twisted his fingers into positions of casting.

      Pushed at the iron.

      Which ignored him. Not even a: Hey, what’re you doing? Just cold metal silence. It was beneath the gate’s dignity to speak to him, apparently.

      He sighed. Unlocked a sliver of his light energy reserves. Pushed at the lock again. Hard.

      Tumblers clicked. The latch withdrew.

      The gates swung open with a low creak of metal on metal.

      “You’re some kind of wizard,” Larry said.

      Hilario gave him a sharp look. “Don’t call me that,” he said, “You’ll get me killed and your disincorporated heiny sent to the bad places.”

      Larry looked bewildered. “Why?”

      Hilario put the van in gear. Eased his poor, abused steed out into the street.

      “Just don’t, okay?” he said, “Wizards have a very strict system of rank. And almost no sense of humor.”

      Larry shook his head. “I don’t like being dead. I miss my kitchen.”

      Hilario’s stomach growled. Apparently it missed Larry’s kitchen too.

      “Where are we going now?” Larry said.

      “Back to the Sparrow,” Hilario said.

      Larry jerked upright. “Why?” His eyes were wide.

      “Because that’s where your body is,” Hilario said. Without adding: what's left of it.

      “I don’t want to see my body,” Larry said.

      Hilario guided the van through the darkened streets. No taking the freeway this time. The van had suffered enough abuse for one night. Though it still stoically puttered on, the engine rattling and the body creaking. But no complaints.

      “What happened back there?” Larry asked, “With…her? Do you think she saw me? I don’t think she did.”

      “I don’t know. Weren’t you looking?”

      “No, I was hiding in the footwell,” Larry said, “You called her a witch. She seemed more like a god.”

      Hilario cringed. Gave Larry a look that would have made the man’s blood freeze, if he still had any.

      “She’s a Gem Witch,” he said, “Not a god. Don’t ever call a witch a god. It goes to their heads and makes the real gods mad.”

      Larry shrugged. “This is all kinda new to me.”

      “Just don’t say things like that,” Hilario said.

      Larry threw his hands up.

      “How am I supposed to know?” he said, “I’ve never been deceased before.”

      Hilario ground his teeth together. Spirits. Why did he end up spending so much time dealing with the dead? Was it part of his penance? Or was he just spectacularly unlucky?

      Haha. Of course he was unlucky.

      He was still overdrawn with George, the god of Luck. Would be until he could find a replacement for that stupid amulet.

      And it would be just his luck to never find one.

      “What’s going to happen to me, friend Hilario?” Larry asked.

      Hilario sighed. Eased the van onto Diesel Avenue. It would be a straight shot to downtown from there.

      “I screwed up,” Hilario said, “I always seem to screw something up. I forgot about the fire rites.”

      “Fire rites?”

      “Yeah. Fire,” Hilario said, “A person whose life is ended by fire is collected almost immediately by the Black Angels.”

      “Why?”

      Hilario shifted on the seat again. This was the tough part of the conversation. But it wasn’t like Larry could get away, right? For whatever reason his spirit had bonded to the van.

      “Because death by fire is both natural and unnatural,” Hilario said, “It means the spirit must be weighed to see if the fire cleansed it of the body’s…well, let’s call them sins.”

      Larry wobbled on the seat. His eyes were huge.

      “Sins? But, Hilario, my friend, I’ve lived a good life,” he said, “I haven’t sinned.”

      Hilario gave him a look.

      Larry stiffened. “Not any more than anyone else,” he said, “And besides, my people don’t believe in sin.”

      “But I bet they believe in punishing people who break the tribe’s laws, right?”

      “My people believe that justice will come to those who do wrong,” Larry said, “Eventually.”

      Hilario shook his head. “What, are your tribe hippies or something?”

      Larry folded his arms over his chest and turned his head to stare out the window. Hilario blew hot air from his nostrils. Be nice. Give the guy a break, he’s freshly dead.

      “Sorry,” Hilario said, “What your people believe isn’t exactly relevant. When you die, you become part of the Unseen Realms. You have to play by its rules.”

      “What are the Unseen Realms?”

      Hilario rolled his eyes. Like the name wasn’t description enough?

      “The Unseen Realms exists on a plane that’s off-axis to what you know as the normal world,” Hilario said, “For the most part it’s invisible to the normal world. Hence the unseen part. It’s where what you think of magic exists. And gods and monsters.”

      Larry’s head came back around. “You mean all of that is real? Werewolves and wizards and psychic powers?”

      Hilario gave a weary nod. "The Unseen and the normal worlds touch in places. Some normal world people can feel the Unseen Realms. Some of them can channel a little of the Unseen Realms' power. Not much. But enough to do unusual things."

      Larry sat back on the seat. His eyes got a faraway look.

      “Dragons?” he asked.

      “Yeah, dragons.”

      “Mermaids?”

      "Well, sort of," Hilario said, "They don't look like sexy half-naked women half-fish, though."

      “Oh,” Larry said, “How about unicorns? Rachel loves unicorns.”

      “Unicorns, yes, there are unicorns in the Unseen Realms,” Hilario said, “Sort of. Not quite the romanticized version you’re thinking about though.”

      Or not all, really. Hilario shuddered at a memory of a long-ago encounter with a unicorn.

      No, definitely not the sparkly white, rainbow-pooping unicorns humans imagined.

      Larry rubbed his long fingers over his chin. “I bet Rachel would forgive me if I got her a unicorn.”

      “Don’t even go there, Larry,” Hilario said. He gave Larry a quick glance. Tried to frame his question in a casual way. Which, of course, there wasn’t. Important questions seldom had easy deliveries.

      “And what would she need to forgive you for anyway?” he asked.

      Larry hunched down. Turned his face away from Hilario.

      “I told you,” he said, “I used someone else’s kitchen.”

      Hilario tightened his grip on the wheel. Fortunately, the van didn't complain about that. He'd had a Buick once that thought it was a sports car. Every time he clenched the wheel the car would go: Vrooom! Vroom! Let’s race, boss!

      It also chattered incessantly about its tires. Kept begging for high-performance ones with sticky treads so it could get some Gees burning off from the stop light.

      Believe it or not, objects had mental health issues, too.

      He’d kind of liked the car, though. It always had a positive attitude.

      Too bad it ended up wrapped around a two-hundred-year-old oak tree. At least it died happy, doing a hundred and ten in the pouring rain.

      Hilario shuddered. Everyone had issues.

      "Larry, this might be important," he said, "We don't want you to have unresolved problems when the Black Angels finally catch up with you."

      Larry was giving him the wide-eyed look of terror again.

      “What do you mean, finally catch up?” he said, “Can’t you hide me from them? You have magical powers. I don’t want to go with them.”

      This was tricky. Hilario drummed his fingers on the wheel. “The Black Angels aren’t the worst things that might find you,” he said, “And they just look scary. They’re not all that bad.”

      Not totally true, but it was just a little fib.

      Okay, maybe a big fib.

      Oh, donkey pucks. Huge fib.

      Hilario held a hand up as Larry opened his mouth.

      “Okay, yeah, they’re not nice. But they’re doing what they were, um, designed for,” he said, “And there’s no getting around them. Eventually. What we want is for you to skip the bad places and go straight to the good places.”

      Assuming the good places actually existed.

      His voice quavering, Larry asked: “How do I do that?”

      Hilario started to tell another fib, then closed his mouth. Lies were the currency of the bad places. He already weighed enough. He didn't need them dragging down his clown pockets, any further.

      “Tell me why you were cooking in someone else’s kitchen,” He said.

      Larry slumped back down on the seat. He seemed to fold in on himself.

      “Whose kitchen were you cooking in?” Hilario asked.

      Larry shook his head. Turned his face away to stare at the night-filled street.

      Hilario ground his teeth together. This whole thing was turning into a bucket of booger nuggets.
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      Hilario eased out of the van. Tried not to make any noise while doing so. Except…When his badonkadonk butt slid off the oversized seat, the van’s springs and shocks creaked with relief. The entire van trembled and shuddered as it readjusted its stance.

      He stood still. Breathed in char-scented air. His eyes darted about. The collapsed remains of the Stung Sparrow still smoldered. Two fire trucks squatted in the street. A dozen firemen in thick, soot-stained coats stood around. Most had their firefighter hats tucked under their arms. A couple sprayed water from hoses at the building.

      Poop on a stick.

      There was no way he was getting in there.

      This was a bad idea.

      “Freeze!”

      Hilario did his best to look like a statue.

      “Hands in the air, fatso! Slow!”

      He couldn’t see the cop–what he assumed was a cop. Whoever it was had a vaguely familiar, deep male voice that reeked of authority.

      Slowly, he raised his hands in the air.

      This was bad. If he used his powers now to smooth over the cop’s mind, make him forget about the weirdo in the clown suit, that might attract the Black Angels.

      They had to be close by, still.

      After all, there were several charred bodies in the wreck of the Stung Sparrow. But they were short at least one spirit. According to the fire rites, the other Realms couldn’t claim the spirits until the Black Angels had taken them to be weighed.

      Even now they would be sniffing the psychic currents. If they hadn't already, they would be matching spirits and bodies. They'd find the body of the missing spirit. Extract its signature from the marrow deep in the blackened bones. Start tasting the borders of the worlds. Track the spirit like bloodhounds from hell.

      Why did it have to be fire?

      Natural causes, even murder, the spirit could be given choices. Sometimes the Black Angels wouldn’t even show up for days–or even decades–after the spirit was cleaved from its body. The spirit often had time to wander and come to peace with the demise of its body.

      But fire…

      Why hadn’t he remembered that?

      “Okay big boy, step away from the van. Get down on your knees. Slow,” the cop said.

      Easier said than done. Especially in big, floppy clown shoes.

      He took two (slow) sidesteps away from the van.

      “Get down, fat boy,” the cop said, “No sudden moves, hear?”

      He heard.

      Hilario eased down into a squat. Dropped down to his knees. Pain shot up his legs. He made a mental note to sew some cushioned kneepads into his uniform.

      “Okay, face down on the ground. Hands behind your head,” the cop said.

      He’d have to do the closest approximation. With his enormous belly in the way, the chances of his face coming in contact with the ground was zero.

      He did his best though. He still hadn’t seen the cop, but he assumed there was a weapon in the cop’s hands. Projectile weapons here in the normal world were quite nasty. Some of the bad places in the Unseen Realms had adopted them as torture devices. He’d heard there was a bit of a black market for normal world weapons in the bad places.

      He got down on his belly and put his hands behind his head. An instant later the cop had his knee pressed against Hilario’s back. Cold metal handcuffs clicked around his wrist. The cop grabbed the arm and yanked it down.

      Hilario’s heart went into overdrive.

      This couldn’t be happening.

      “Officer,” Hilario said, “Why are you–”

      The knee drove deeper into his back. The cop grabbed his other hand and yanked it down. Cuffed it. The cold metal circled his wrists. It found the bare skin between his gloves and the ruffled ends of his sleeves.

      A jolt went through him as the handcuffs’ essence flashed through his mind. Along with a shadowy impression of the person who just held them. Wide shoulders. Thick arms with simian strength. An almost familiar blocky face that he couldn’t quite see. Scents of musky cologne and gun oil. Devotion to duty. Loyalty…

      Got you, you stinking perp! the handcuffs said, Gonna throw you in the pokey. You’re going down. No one escapes the cold steel grasp of justice!

      He should have expected a cop’s handcuffs would be full of attitude. The only other pair of handcuffs he’d ever encountered were fur-lined and had been much more authoritative. Though in an entirely different way.

      “Shut up, fatso,” the cop said, “I saw you peel away in your piece of shit van earlier. Now you’re back. You know what that tells me?”

      “Sir, I–”

      The knee ground against Hilario’s spine. Pushed the air out of his lungs.

      “Means you’re probably the fuckwit who set the fire,” the cop said, “Is that what gets your jollies off, creep? You know how many people died there?”

      Yeah, you’re going to the big house, buster! the handcuffs said, They’re gonna warm up the electric chair for you. Make you sizzle like bacon.

      Hilario’s stomach rumbled at the thought of bacon. Though there was still the faintest hint of barbecued human in the air.

      His stomach decided it wasn’t interested in bacon after all.

      “That place had great pizza,” the cop said, “I fuckin’ loved that place. Larry used to be a friend of mine, too, you bastard.”

      Friend of Larry? Used to be?

      He twisted his head just enough to see the van. There was still a faint blue glow in front. But where was Larry?

      If he could get Larry to show himself…

      “I should shoot you right now,” the cop said, “Save the taxpayers a bunch of money.”

      Yeah! Street justice! the handcuffs said, Put one right between his eyes! Go Dirty Harry on his fat ass!
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