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			Chapter 1

			Rain fell from the heavens on that lukewarm February night like the tears of God. It would take more than mere tears to cleanse this vile city. Nothing short of a biblical flood would suffice.

			Tacoma, the cesspool of Seattle, where all of her rejected degenerates come to congregate. It is a place where pot shops are more plentiful than weeds in a neglected flower garden. It is a place where crack heads are able to get their fix with seeming impunity. It is a place where methamphetamine lab explosions are more commonplace than traffic accidents.

			As I gazed outside the window to the ground floor parking lot, observing the ravenous fools arriving to get an injection of greasy bread with tomato sauce and cheese, I began to reflect. Here I was, a self-retired cop working as a private investigator on the second floor of an unremarkable grey building on Sixth Avenue, sandwiched between a pizza place and a nail salon, flanked by a retirement center’s home office and some programming place. 

			Business had been slow lately. It suited me just fine, for the most part. I was getting tired of the women who complained about their husband’s infidelity and needed me to catch them in the act. It was sleazy work, but one that paid the bills, as meager as that payment tended to be. Yet, for the last week or two, I had been bereft of clients.

			Locals call Tacoma the “City of Destiny.” The funny thing about destiny is that it works in many ways. It seemed that night, though, that my fate was to try and show an eight-year-old a magic trick, as I had been temporarily assigned the role of babysitter. 

			“Sorry,” I said to the young man sitting in a seat in front of my desk as I returned to my swivel chair behind it. “I guess I didn’t hear anything after all.”

			“Oh, okay,” the boy said with a quizzical look on his face.

			“Let’s continue the trick.” I put my right index and middle finger to my forehead and closed my eyes. “I’m getting a strange feeling from the ether. The next card I’m going to pull is going to be your card. Was this your card?” I drew an eight of clubs and showed it to the boy.

			The little brown boy in the Seahawks gear sitting in front of me stared at the card for a moment. “No, that wasn’t my card.”

			“It wasn’t. You’re kidding.”

			“Nope, it was the four of hearts.”

			“Really? Dammit, what did I do wrong this time?”

			“You said a bad word! You said the ‘D’ word!”

			“All right, all right. I’m sorry, I didn’t mean to cuss. Still, I’m not sure what I did wrong.” I muttered to myself as I went over the trick again, gesticulating with my right hand while my left hand held the deck of cards. “Hey Darren, each time you pointed at the pile. You’re sure you pointed at the correct one, right?”

			“What kind of fool do you take me for? Of course, I pointed at the right one.”

			“Let’s try that trick again.” I collected the cards.

			“That one. That one. That one.” The boy pointed at each pile after I dealt the cards during each phase of the trick. I was about to reveal his card once again when suddenly I had an epiphany.

			Oh my God, I said to myself. I’m supposed to make sure the pile he points to is always the middle pile. That’s what I’ve been doing wrong. “Hey, Darren?”

			“You want to try the trick again?” The boy sighed.

			“This time it’ll work, I swear,” I said as reassuringly as possible. The boy simply nodded. 

			This time, when I got to the finale, after having gone through the rigmarole of acting as if I had “received a message from the ether,” though in a much less bold and more rushed manner than I had when I had tried the trick the first time, and dealt the eleventh card in front of him, the card was the one he chose.

			“It was the six of spades, correct?” I asked.

			“Yep,” the boy exhaled as he cheered unenthusiastically. “Hooray, Uncle Pete.”

			“Sorry about that, little man,” I said with a heavy sigh. “I thought I knew this trick back and front. I didn’t think it’d give me so much trouble.”

			“Can I play my video game now?”

			“Yeah, go ahead.” 

			The boy gleefully pulled out his Nintendo 3DS. As he played, I was left with little else to do, so I combined the twenty-one cards I had used for the magic trick with the other thirty-one I had placed to the side.

			“Another exciting Friday night,” I muttered to myself. 

			After gathering the cards in one hand, I rolled over to my filing cabinets and moved past the one that held my infidelity, due diligence, and miscellaneous cases, and tried to open the albatross that had been hanging around my neck for the past twenty years, a filing cabinet simply labeled “Erin Ross.” I stared at the cabinet’s contents, leafed through a couple of folders, sighed deeply, put the folders away, and closed the cabinet. I moved back to my desk and began playing a game of solitaire. It was going to be yet another quiet evening.

			I was gathering the cards on my desk angrily after a failed third game of solitaire when I heard a knock on the door. “Come in, the door’s open,” I growled through clenched teeth as I began dealing for my fourth game. A tall man wearing thick, black-rimmed glasses, a white dress shirt with a red and black striped tie, and black pants entered the room. 

			“Oh, hey Carter,” I said to the man. Carter Palmer was a programmer who worked in the same building as I did, and was one of my closest friends.

			“Hey, Peter, how’s it going?” the man asked.

			Darren’s face lit up as he looked up from his video game, and his eyes set upon the tall figure. “Dad!” he exclaimed as he leaped out of his seat and moved swiftly towards his father.

			“Hey, little buddy!” the man said as he lifted his son from the floor, eliciting a few giggles from the boy. “I hope you didn’t give Uncle Peter any trouble.”

			“I didn’t give him no trouble, Dad,” the boy replied.

			“You didn’t give him ‘any’ trouble, you mean,” Carter corrected.

			“I didn’t give him ‘any’ trouble, Dad.” 

			“Is that true, Peter?”

			“Other than being a harsh critic to my impromptu magic show,” I said, eyes glued to my game as I waved my fingers slightly with my elbows resting on the table, “He was perfectly well-behaved, as usual. Sheryl’s coming back tonight, isn’t she?”

			“Yeah, she’ll be arriving here in a couple of hours or so, which means I’ll probably be headed to the airport after grabbing a bite to eat downstairs with this little guy. Unless you think you can wait until Mommy gets back before eating. How hungry are you, little man?”

			“Pretty hungry,” Darren said. “But, I can wait until Mommy gets back before eating.”

			Carter chuckled. “I suppose we’ll be headed directly to the airport then. Thanks again for looking after Darren this week. Sheryl and I really appreciate this.”

			“It’s no problem, it’s what friends are for,” I said as I tossed the cards in frustration.

			“School begins again on Monday, so Sheryl will be able to take care of him again in the early afternoon. We won’t need you to babysit for the rest of the school year.”

			“That’s good. I mean, I am a private investigator, not a babysitter, right?” I asked.

			Carter chuckled in response. “I hear you, buddy. Don’t worry, this shouldn’t happen again.”

			“You misunderstood me, Carter, I was legitimately asking. I haven’t had a client in so long I’m starting to forget.”

			“You’ve just hit a rough patch. I’m sure things will turn around for you soon.”

			“It’s been almost two weeks, man. Two weeks. I haven’t had a dry spell like that in years. The jobs I was getting were hardly pleasant, but they did pay the bills.”

			“Speaking of which, are you sure you don’t want me to pay you for looking after Carter this week?” Carter reached for his wallet.

			“Stop it. You’re a good friend of mine. I’m sure you’d do the same for me if the roles were reversed. Besides, I’m not at the point where I have to choose between food and rent. Not yet, at least.” I stood up and took a long, reflective look out the window. “I don’t know, Carter, I think I’m just getting a bit burned out by this job.”

			“Maybe you just feel that way because of the lack of clients you had lately,” Carter suggested to me.

			“Nah, I don’t think that’s it. Even when business was booming—or at least, when business was booming for a guy like me—it wasn’t the kind of work I was enjoying. This job’s just too slimy at times, you know? Most of the work I was getting was infidelity cases, and believe me, those aren’t any fun at all. And that’s if I get lucky and the client is relatively sane, you know? I tell you, Carter, I get some crazies, man. I mean, like some serious crazies. One guy came in here telling me that Ron Howard was trying to steal his thoughts or something—it was surreal.”

			Carter let out a slight laugh before regaining his composure and apologizing.

			“Don’t worry about it, Carter. It is funny.” I let out a deep sigh. “I could live with all of that if I just thought I was making progress. If I had a lead, a clue, a hint, anything, it’d all be worth it. Instead, in spite of all these years invested in finding out the truth, I am still where I was at the beginning.”

			“Maybe it’s time to move on with your life. Find a new career. Make a new life.” 

			“You know just as well as I do, I’m not going to quit.” I sighed wistfully and stared out the window. “Not as long as I am still unsure of what happened to her.”

			“I know, Pete, but it was such a long time ago.”

			“Nearing the twentieth anniversary.”

			“And you were still just a child then. After so many years and without many clues, do you still think you can solve this case?”

			“I do. I have to. I just can’t give up. Especially when I was so close before.”

			Carter paused for a moment. “Are you sure it wasn’t just a strange coincidence?”

			I hesitated before saying, “I was sure at one point. I like to think I feel the same way now.”

			“Excuse me.” 

			An unfamiliar feminine voice wafted from my doorway. Three heads turned immediately to the source. At the doorway was a pale, raven-haired woman who wore heavy black eye shadow and had thin purple lips. She wore a tight black T-shirt with a light red and white guitar in the middle, with the words “Rock Angel” written on the front. The right knee of her blue jeans had a small hole in it, and small black boots covered her feet. A black purse dangled from her left shoulder.

			“Yes,” I said. “May I help you? If you’re looking for the nail salon, it’s on the floor above us.”

			“Is this the office of Peter Cunningham?” 

			“Ah, yes, it is. I’m sorry. I just didn’t expect to get a client. I mean, I didn’t expect to get a client so late into the evening.”

			“I can come back,” the young woman said. “It seems like you already have an appointment with someone?”

			“Oh no, I was just headed out,” Carter said. “I need to get going in order to pick up my wife on time, anyway. Let’s get going, Darren.” The boy placed the cards in his hand on my desk and stood next to his father. “Say goodbye to Uncle Pete.”

			“Goodbye, Uncle Pete.”

			“Thanks again for all of your help, Peter.”

			“No problem at all. See you later, Carter, and you too, Darren.” I returned their waves as the two of them departed.

			“Family of yours?” the woman asked.

			“Not quite. Carter’s just a really good friend of mine, though he may as well be family at this point.”

			“Oh, I was just a little confused because the little boy called you ‘Uncle.’”

			“Ah, right. He calls me ‘Uncle’ because Carter didn’t want his son calling me Peter, so he bestowed upon me the title ‘Uncle.’”

			“I see. That makes sense.”

			“Please,” I said, gesturing and moving towards the chair in front of my desk. “Take a seat, Ms.…?” I grabbed the brown swivel chair and turned it towards the woman.

			“Abigail,” the woman said, smiling as she sat in the chair. “Thank you very much. My name is Abigail Mitchell.”

			“Abigail,” I said with a nod as I sat in the black chair behind my desk. “What brings a woman like you to a place like this, anyway?”

			“It’s a little difficult to explain,” she said, tilting her head coyly. “You look like the skeptical type. I’m not sure you’ll believe my story.”

			“I’m sure it’s nothing that strange. In fact, let me guess. You’re looking for your missing sister, who is with a man named Archer. Or maybe your millionaire husband has gone missing flying from Tacoma to LA? Or perhaps you want me to surveil your husband, who is a chief engineer for the Tacoma Department of Water and Power?”

			“No, nothing like that, though I must commend your taste in movies, even if you did take a few liberties with the cities. I don’t think any of those took place in Tacoma.”

			“So, what is it? Is it a cheating boyfriend or husband? A due diligence case, perhaps?”

			“I’m afraid it’s nothing so mundane. Would you mind if I smoked? Smoking helps me relax and allows my mind to focus.” She reached into her purse.

			Unable to hide the disgruntled look on my face, I responded, “Actually, I do mind. I’m not a big fan of secondhand smoke. Besides, I’m sure the building has some sort of policy against smoking.”

			“It’s just one cigarette. I’ll be done with it before your building manager notices. Nobody’s even in the building right now besides us. And if you’re worried about secondhand smoke, don’t worry, these are slim cigarettes. They are far less likely to cause cancer than the regular kind.”

			“What? Since when?”

			“Since I made it up a moment ago,” the girl said with a modest grin. “I’m sorry, Peter, but I really do need a cigarette to calm myself. Believe me. I think you’ll understand when you hear my story.” She snapped her right hand, and a small flame was produced from her index finger and her thumb.

			“Neat trick,” I said in response. 

			“Magic,” she said with a smile. She lit her cigarette with her hand.

			“How silly of me—of course, it’s magic.”

			She took a quick puff. “Thank you very much. I think I’m ready to tell my story now. Would you like to hear it, or does my smoking bother you too much?”

			“I suppose I can table any talks about your tobacco dependency for a later date. Right now, I’m just curious what kind of crazy story you might have in store for me. It had better be a good one, though. I once had a guy come in here claiming he was a pastel pony, and that the Illuminati was after him because they wanted to turn him into glitter glue.”

			“A pastel pony, huh?” she said with her voice trailing off as she finished the sentence. “Okay, well, it might not be that bizarre in comparison, but it’s still pretty wild.”

			“I’m dying in anticipation. Please, Abigail, just tell me.”

			“Here goes nothing,” she said, then paused dramatically. “Burning at the stake may have been the end for Joan of Arc, but for me, it was only the beginning.” She took another puff of her cigarette and exhaled, which caused me to use my hand as a makeshift fan.

			Silence filled the room. After a brief pause, I responded. “You’re by far the best looking burnt corpse I’ve ever seen.”

			“You sure know how to flatter a girl,” she said with a wry smile.

			“You were really burned at the stake?”

			“Well,” she said, taking another hit of her cigarette and giving me a crooked half smile, “I might have exaggerated my story a bit. Obviously, they weren’t able to finish the job. They were very close, though. I felt the fire at my feet. The raging inferno was about to encompass me. It was a frightening thing.”

			“Oh, my God! So somebody really did try to burn you at the stake?”

			“Yes, though I admit I did tell you that in the most dramatic way possible. I have quite a flair for the dramatic, especially when I am nervous.”

			“Okay, well, this is a pretty serious thing, then,” I said, leaning towards the woman. “Though I must admit I’m a bit confused. Why would somebody want to burn you at the stake?”

			“Are you asking for a potential motive?”

			“I mean, that would be good to know, but I’m asking more about why specifically burning at the stake? It seems like a very cumbersome method to murder somebody. A pistol, a knife, a blunt object—hell, even a pointed stick—would be a much easier and more effective manner of killing someone.” 

			“This is where an already complicated story becomes—well, rather nebulous,” Abigail said with a heavy sigh and a drag of her cigarette. “Tell me, Petey—”

			“I’m sorry. I hate to interrupt, but please don’t call me Petey. Peter is my name, please call me that.” Only one person was ever allowed to call me Petey.

			“I apologize,” she said as she leaned forward and used my desk as an oversized ashtray, an action that elicited an involuntary frown and grunt from me. “Yes, Peter.” She said this exaggerating both syllables with a slight giggle. “Allow me to try and answer all of your questions by first asking you, do you believe in witches?”

			“Where exactly are you going with this?”

			“Simply put, I am a witch.” 

			“While I can appreciate the self-deprecation and the implied self-awareness that goes along with it, I’d hardly think that’d be enough of a reason to want to burn someone.”

			“I’m not sure I know what you mean.”

			“Wait, you said witch, right?”

			“Yeah. What did you think I said?”

			“Well, it certainly wasn’t the word witch. Wait, do you really believe you are a witch?”

			“Yes, I’m definitely a witch.”

			I gave what must have been a perplexed look as I gazed into her eyes, seeking a hint of irony, humor, or any sort of indication that the statement was meant to be sardonic in any way. I found nothing but earnestness in her eyes.

			“Uh huh, sure you are. And I’m a werewolf, and it’s getting late, so you probably want to get out of here before I turn.” All this for a practical joke.

			“Clever. I knew you wouldn’t believe me. You’re the type that’s too cynical for his own good. That’s why I was so hesitant to tell you about this. Might I remind you that there are more things in Heaven and Earth than what is dreamt of in your philosophy?”

			“Yes, but seeing is believing. The only witches I know of are in fairy tales and badly written supernatural stories. Wait a second—you aren’t talking about being a storybook witch, are you? You’re talking about one of those modern witches that do holistic medicine, mixing twigs and berries together to find ‘cures’ or some bullshit like that. Or maybe you’re the type that believes Wicca is ‘empowering.’ What a joke.”

			“I am not here to debate the merits of modern witchcraft, though I suppose in a certain way I would consider myself one of those too. And I would again ask you to open your mind and not be so judgmental. For the sake of this conversation, though, I will say that I am closer to what you would call, albeit in a derisive and condescending manner, a ‘fairy tale’ witch than a modern practitioner, although it’s much more complicated than that.”

			“Are you now? Amazing. Stop wasting my time, please, and get out of my office.”

			“I know you are very busy,” she said as she looked around the empty office in a smug manner. “But I implore you, you must listen. Perhaps a demonstration would convince you. My father really doesn’t like it when I use magic outside the coven, and to be honest, I can’t really blame him. It’s gotten me in trouble before, albeit a long time ago. Still, considering the circumstances, I think he’d understand. Also, must you pace around the room? It’s very distracting and, might I add, unprofessional.”

			“Unprofessional?” I shouted, pausing my nervous pacing for a minute, a little surprised that I had unwittingly gotten out of my seat. I muttered to myself. “Unprofessional. She comes in here, giving me a cock and bull story about being a witch, and then calls me unprofessional. So what if I pace? It’s just a nervous habit. Why doesn’t she just leave already?”

			“I apologize. It was not my place to criticize, no matter how accurate my assessment might have been. Still, would you mind simply humoring me and allow me to do a demonstration?”

			I grunted. I didn’t know where this prank was leading, and my patience was beginning to wear pretty thin. “If I let you do your demonstration, will you leave my office? I really don’t want to throw you out physically.” I may have my flaws, but I like to think, at my core, I am a gentleman.

			“I will leave if my demonstration fails to convince you, yes, but I have no doubt that it will.” She took out a cigarette and placed it to her lips.

			“I thought you said you were only going to have one cigarette,” I admonished, staring daggers at the woman from behind my desk, no longer pacing.

			“Cigarettes calm me down,” she said through clenched lips. “One more couldn’t hurt. I ask that you now simply observe, and please, save your applause until the end.” She once again snapped her right hand and produced the small flame from before.

			“That trick again,” I said, flopping into my chair. “It’s impressive—I wish I could do that. I used to be very interested in magic as a kid. You ever do the Great Indian Rope Trick? Kills the audience, let me tell you. At least it did when a friend of mine did it successfully. The neighborhood kids loved her. They didn’t love it so much when I tried it, but then again, I wasn’t nearly as good as she was. I probably would have burned my hand right off. I could have practiced, though. It takes ten thousand hours to become an expert, right? I would have gladly done that.

			“Forgive me, I was reminiscing for a bit. Now I’m a private investigator instead of a magician for reasons I don’t care to discuss with you. You have to admit, though, things worked out for me. At the very least, I was able to fulfill my potential.” I began spinning around in my chair with my arms extended. “I mean, my dilapidated office is enough proof of that. The second floor over a pizza place is the perfect location for a private investigator.” Grabbing the desk, I stopped my spinning and began leaning towards my visitor. “So how did you do it? Flint on your hand? I bet you painted the flint a flesh color. Let me take a—”

			“You can be very loquacious, Petey, have you noticed that? Besides, I believe I instructed you to hold your applause until the end. I have not even started yet. Now hush, I will let you know when I have finished.”

			“Okay,” I said, looking smug as I leaned back in my chair and rested my feet on the desk. “I’m on the edge of my seat in anticipation. Please, go ahead.”

			Abigail closed her eyes and began a low chant, in a language that was completely indecipherable to me, and executed some odd hand movements. A strange sensation overcame me as I began to feel something akin to being on a roller coaster ride. I was stunned as my feet began to hover above my desk.

			Slowly, it dawned on me that I was feeling as if I were being lifted by an incredibly strong force. I looked down in a near panic as I realized I was floating in the air. I reached down and moved my hand underneath the wheels of my chair just to confirm it.

			“It can’t be,” I said in utter bewilderment. “It just can’t be.” I gazed at Abigail. She continued to chant as she began to glow in a faint blue luminescent light. For what seemed like minutes, even hours, I stared at her, my mouth agape, words completely lost to me.

			Without warning, my chair suddenly crashed into terra firma and awoke me from my trance. Both the chair and I tumbled over when we landed.

			Abigail apologized immediately. “I am so sorry about that! Levitation is an exhausting spell. Well, technically, it’s telekinesis, but you get the idea, and it is very tiring. I am literally lifting you up with my mind, and it is hardly my best spell. To be really good at it, you really need to be a specialist. I specialize in healing spells and sensing people in a room. Regardless, I should have put you down far sooner than I did. Are you all right?” 

			Other than the pain in my rear end, which was sore but didn’t feel bruised, I was quite all right, if not a more than a little bit shocked at that moment. I peered over my desk, my ass still on the ground, and noticed that the woman was no longer glowing. I answered her question by nodding softly.

			“I’m glad you are all right. Now, do you believe me?” Abigail began to giggle.

			Slowly, I lifted myself off the ground. “I…I believe you are one helluva a magician.”

			“Still aren’t convinced I’m a witch, though.”

			My hands began hovering over the chair’s armrests and around the rest of the piece of furniture. “No wires. Did Carter help you out with this trick?”

			She shook her head, no. “It was only me, and it wasn’t a mere trick. It was magic. I think I can prove it. Check underneath your shirt, on your left side, by your armpit.”

			“Why would I do that?”

			“Just humor me.”

			I rolled up the sleeve of my dress shirt and bunched it up until my left armpit was exposed.

			“What the hell is that?” I screamed as I saw, underneath my armpit, what appeared to be a burn mark of a pentagram. Hesitantly I touched it. I felt nothing.

			“Unfortunately, it’s the residual effect of having a spell performed against you. Don’t worry; it’ll disappear within a week.”

			“Isn’t that the sign of Satan?”

			“Obviously not! Although Christians may believe such signs are the mark of the one you deem the devil, the truth is our gods and witchcraft, in general, have been demonized to the point our holy symbols are believed to be evil. The pentagram is nothing more than a symbol representing the Earth, Air, Fire, Water, and Spirit—no more, no less. Hardly the only example. Our horned god Cernunnos is not a devil as you Christians believe.”

			Loathe as I was to admit it even to myself, my skepticism was beginning to break down. I had spent most of my youth studying the art of illusion. Levitation was a fairly common trick, but it was never performed quite like this, with only one person in the audience, without wires, without a plant. This somehow seemed legitimate. 

			“I’m still not sure if you are a witch, and that was actually magic,” I said as I sat down, my breath returning to me, “But I am a lot more intrigued than I was a few minutes ago.”

			“That’s good, I suppose.”

			“I still have many questions to ask. This story is very confusing.” 

			“I would be surprised if it was otherwise. Please, ask away.” 

			“Have you tried talking to the police?”

			“Do you really think I would have had better luck telling my story to the police? As insane as they are, I’m sure the stories you’ve heard pale in comparison to ones told to an officer.”

			“I know from experience that you’re correct.”

			“Oh, so you were a cop at one point?”

			“Yes, but it feels like a lifetime ago.”

			“So you understand, then. Besides, there’s a segment of our society that does not trust the police or, for that matter, society at large. The history between us witches and the rest of the world is, shall we say, a checkered one. I’m afraid that even asking an outsider like you is potentially a scandalous matter, so to include the police would be much more controversial, to say the very least. I can hide a single private investigator from the rest of the coven. I cannot hide the police.”

			“I suppose that makes some sense. Why come to me, though? I hate to say it, but I get most of my clients due to my cheap price and willingness to take seedy cases. So why me?”

			“Don’t you feel like you are capable of better?”

			“Don’t we all? Why didn’t you try Stein and Murphy?”

			“Stein and Murphy? I’m not familiar with those names.”

			“Joe Stein and Leo Murphy? You’re really not familiar with those names? They’re only the best…um, uh…the private investigators with the best reputations in the entire state. Even a cursory search on the Internet would have led you to them.”

			“To be perfectly honest, Petey—”

			“Peter.”

			“Sorry. Peter. I’m not sure why I call you Petey. Perhaps it was because of a young boy I once knew. To be perfectly honest, you’re the only detective I’ve visited. I saw your advertisement, ‘Peter Cunningham, Private Investigator Extraordinaire,’ and I simply liked the name. Something about it was very pleasant to me, very nostalgic.” She cleared her throat and looked to the side for a second, as if lost in thought momentarily.

			“Wait, the same advertisement that says, ‘Wife or husband cheating on you? Boyfriend or girlfriend screwing around? Call Peter Cunningham, P.I.’? That ad?”

			“Yes.” 

			Her frank, nonchalant manner stunned me. I got up from my seat, my perplexed gaze never leaving the face of the mysterious woman sitting in front of me.

			“You keep staring at me,” she giggled. “Am I that odd to you? I suppose I would be, considering that I must be the first witch you’ve ever seen—”

			“Still not convinced,” I said, interrupting the woman as I began approaching her slowly. “At least not entirely. That’s not it.”

			“Perhaps it is my captivating beauty that has bewitched your heart.”

			“Or maybe you just put a spell on me,” I grumpily retorted, my hands reaching down towards her armrests. “There’s something familiar about you, but I can’t quite place my finger on it. And nothing about this makes any sense to me.” Sighing deeply with a small smile creeping onto my face, my grip loosened from the chair, and I returned to my seat. “Well, at least it’s a more interesting story than I’ve heard in a while.”

			“Does that mean you’ll take the case?” Abigail asked excitedly.

			“Not quite,” I said. “But I am definitely thinking about it.” I reached into my top desk drawer, which contained only two items: my notebook and a pen. I pulled them both out and plopped the notebook on my desk. “Let’s start from the beginning. When did this assault occur?”

			“It occurred about a week ago. Petey—”

			“Peter.”

			“Yes, of course. Peter. Are you familiar with a witch’s chanting circle?”

			“Not really.”

			“Of course not, why would you be? As you can probably surmise, a chanting circle is pretty much what it sounds like. A group of witches hold hands and chant around a pentagram. We always dance around to the right—it is imperative to note that it is always to the right.” She rolled her eyes.

			“Why is that so important?”

			“I have no idea. I just remember when I was being taught to be a chant leader, I was told to always say, ‘Deosil!’ ‘Deosil!’ ‘Deosil!’ That’s Gaelic for ‘right.’ It’s tradition. Who am I to question tradition?”

			“Might I ask what the chanting circle is for?”

			“In the past, it was believed to increase the power of witches, specifically the spells they cast. I’m sure some of the witches in our coven still believe that, but I’ve been doing and leading the chants for a number of years now, and I have not noticed any power increase, nor has anyone else I know. It helps create unity within the coven, though, so it’s a good custom. An important one too. It actually went dormant for a long while.”

			“Why’s that?”

			“Something happened a few years ago. Something really bad.” Abigail let out a sigh. “I don’t blame our priest and priestess for their reluctance, but I couldn’t just let the circle die. It is a much too important part of our culture. Somehow I managed to convince them, and for the first few months, it looked like everything was going to be all right. We began meeting in Titlow. We originally were in Point Defiance. Somebody allegedly caught us, so we moved to Wright Park. Some witches have suggested we move the circle outside the city, but it’s our tradition to do it in Tacoma.

			“A good chanting circle needs a drum to keep the beat. In our case, it’s a bodhrán, a type of Irish drum. But in reality, any drum would do, as long as it provides a steady beat. A sort of ‘tom-tom-tom’ is required. One of our witches, a woman who goes by the name Dicana, forgot the drum—hardly the first time. Nor is she the only one who is cursed with the malady of forgetfulness, as unfortunately, it seems to be an epidemic within my chanting circle.

			“Anyway, frustrated with Dicana, I angrily volunteered to retrieve the drum from our home. As I headed to my vehicle, it suddenly went dark, and I felt a sensation of being carried. It took me a second to comprehend that a burlap sack had been placed over my head, and I had been apprehended by a couple of brutes. I struggled to get myself free.” Abigail placed her arms to her side and mimicked attempting to escape from her bonds. “But unfortunately, the sack had been tied pretty tightly, and I couldn’t free myself. I felt them tying me to a wooden fixture, which I naturally assumed was a stake. I heard what I would soon learn was a blowtorch being lit, and soon I felt the fire beneath my feet. At this point, I dare say I might have panicked just a little bit.

			“Luckily for me, though, my captors didn’t take me too far away from the rest of the circle, who were wondering where I was and began exploring. The women heard my cries for help and came to the rescue. The two men were long gone by the time they arrived. After putting out the fire with a spell, they freed me from my bonds. I owe them a lot. They saved my life.” 

			I scratched my head slightly. “Why didn’t you cast a spell to protect yourself?”

			“It’s a little difficult to cast spells when you are ambushed,” she said, giggling slightly. “Besides, one thing you must understand is that casting spells effectively is a complicated procedure. It takes a calm mind, a bit of time, and the proper hand motions.” She began pantomiming a bit with her hands before resuming. “And knowing where the receiver of the spell is located. Now, witches do have the ability to sense a person’s location, but doing this is much easier when his or her feet are on the ground. Obviously, I knew where my captors were located, but my mind wasn’t quite in the right place to cast a spell, and my hands weren’t quite able to move properly.”

			“Do you have any idea who these men were? They knew you were a witch. They set up stakes. They tried to burn you. They were definitely more than mere hikers.”

			“You’d be correct. I didn’t get a good look at them.”

			“Because of the burlap sack.”

			“Yes, indeed. We could probably get a description from the members of my coven, though. At least one of them should have gotten a good look.”

			“Better than nothing, I suppose.”

			“I have something to show you.” Abigail reached into her purse. “One of the men who captured me dropped a coin.” She placed it on my desk.

			“What’s this?” I picked up the coin and examined it closely. Printed on it was a statue of a sleeping man. I had seen the coin before. I was stunned to see it again. 

			“What’s wrong?” Abigail asked. “It looks like you’ve seen a ghost.”

			I slammed my hands on the desk. Abigail jerked backward in surprise. “This coin,” I stuttered as I frantically reached into my shirt and pulled out a coin that was dangling around my neck on a red string, “Is exactly the same as this one.” I took off my necklace and shoved both coins near her face side by side so she could compare the two. 

			“By the Goddess above, you’re wearing the same coin.”

			I stared down at my desk. The only sounds that could be heard were my heavy sighs and Abigail trying to regain her breath. 

			“Okay,” I said, piercing the tense silence between the two of us. “I’ll take the case.”

		

	
		
			Chapter 2

			“Hey Pete, check it out. According to this Sports Illustrated, the Houston Astros will win the World Series in three years.” The tan mustachioed man wearing a blue dress shirt with the sleeves rolled up, a red tie, and black khaki pants said this to me, eyes glued to a center article of his magazine, as he entered my vehicle and handed me a cup holder holding our two Coca-Colas. It was much too hot that day for coffee. I was still part of the Tacoma Police Department then. The man entering my car on the passenger’s side was my partner, Officer Kelly Martinez. It was my fifth year as a detective and his third.

			“You actually purchased a Sports Illustrated?” I asked jokingly as I took out one of the sodas and handed the holder back to my companion after he had sat down. “You know you can find most of that information on the Internet.”

			“You know me. I’m an impulse buyer.”

			“I’ve talked to you about that, haven’t I, Kelly? So they really think the Astros are going to win the World Series in three years?” I placed the soda in the cup holder and started my car.

			“Ah, you criticize me, but you’re interested, right?” 

			“It’s something to talk about besides work,” I said as I began our trip. “I checked the standings this morning. The Astros are currently thirty-six and fifty-four. World Series Champions in three years. That’s quite a bold prediction. They can’t even get the World Series champion correct on any given year. How on earth can they predict who’s going to win it all three years from now?”

			“According to this article, the people they got coming up from Triple-A are really good.”

			“That would be just the Mariners’ luck, wouldn’t it? The Astros enter our division two years ago, and in another three, they’ll be playing championship-caliber baseball. Remember when everyone thought the Mariners would get an extra thirteen to fifteen wins when the Astros joined their division?”

			“And I was nearly one of them, but you set me straight. You warned me things weren’t going to be that easy, and you were right.”

			“I didn’t mean to ruin your excitement. I just didn’t want you to get your hopes up too high.”

			“No, don’t worry about it. I’d rather know right away than to be fooled later on. I’d rather people just be honest with me with their opinions. Clara is constantly beating around the bush. It drives me crazy.”

			“Another fight with Clara? Want to talk about it?”

			“No—not right now, at least. I’d rather talk about this article. Do you think the Astros will be World Series winners in twenty-seventeen?”

			“The prediction seems a little bit too much on the nose. I could see them being contenders by that time. Their farm system does look good. Their management seems intelligent. I think they’ll be in the thick of things in three years. But World Series Champions? Even if you make the playoffs, at that point, it’s mostly luck. It’s what makes predicting a champion from year to year so difficult, much less predicting a champion in three years.”

			“Hey, do you think Sports Illustrated just jinxed the Astros?”

			“We can only hope. SI has made these kinds of predictions in the past, and they’ve never panned out.”

			“The SI Cover jinx. I remember once they predicted a comeback season out of Ryan Leaf, and you know how that story went.”

			“So maybe this is ultimately good news for the Mariners.”

			“It’d be nice to have some good news for a change.” Kelly closed the magazine and squeezed it between his seat and the center console. 

			“Yeah,” I said in response. “Not just for the baseball team, but for us as well.”

			“You haven’t quite been yourself lately. The chief gave us the warrant. Normally you’re a little more pumped up about making an arrest.”

			“Something about all of this is bothering me.”

			“Tell me what’s on your mind.”

			“Everything has just been too convenient for us lately. Haven’t you noticed the same thing?”

			“How do you mean?”

			“With the first five drownings, we couldn’t find any evidence at all on the killer. Not an eyelash, not a fingerprint, nothing whatsoever. It wasn’t until we, out of sheer desperation, ‘leaked’ it to the media that we were heavily invested in this case and would spare no resource in finding the culprit that all of a sudden we were able to find clues all over the place. Now our guy is suddenly leaving his wet work coat at one crime scene? He’s leaving his fingerprints at another one? A witness is finally able to give us a decent description? It all just seems awfully convenient.”

			“Maybe Cullen’s just getting a bit nervous, or maybe he’s trying to get caught. You know how these crazies are. They’re ostentatious. He wants the world to know he’s a murderer.”

			“Even then, a serial killer normally has some sort of pattern. This one doesn’t seem to have one.”

			“What the hell are you talking about? All of his victims have been women, and all of them have been drowned. I think that’s a pretty clear cut pattern to me.”

			“They were drowned differently, though. One was in a public bathroom. Another was in the victim’s house. These murders seem to be taking place all across the city. The state the victim was in before she was killed differed each time. Some were unconscious, some were wide awake, the poor things. The cause of death was the same, but the method was different, and it was always in a completely different location.” 

			We crossed over the railroad tracks into the heart of downtown Tacoma, towards the seedier part of town just before reaching the mall. I took a right just past the baseball fields and the auto repair shop and began heading towards an old housing area surrounded by a forest.

			“So you don’t think Cullen is the one drowning all these women?”

			“He could be involved, but I don’t think he’s the only one. It seems more like a group effort to me.”

			“Then why are Cullen’s prints the only ones we’ve been able to find at the crime scenes?”

			“Perhaps he’s taking the fall for another person—or persons.”

			“That seems like a stretch to me. Don’t forget he has a history of domestic violence. He definitely has an issue with women.”

			“Have you read the arrest record, though? It sounds a lot like there was a squabble, and things got pretty heated—I won’t deny that. However, the neighbor who heard the two arguing said she mostly heard the woman screaming. The police on the scene noted that Cullen had larger and more prominent wounds than his wife. He was beaten pretty badly. A concussion, multiple lacerations, multiple deep bruises, et cetera. In contrast, she only had a couple of bruises on her hands and elbows.”

			“Just because she knew how to end a fight or was really good at defending herself doesn’t mean she started the fight or deserved to be hit.”

			“True, but I’m just suggesting that there may more than meets the eye. We’ll never know for sure because his wife dropped the charges before the case could go to trial.”

			“It’s the unfortunate cycle of abuse.”

			“Still, it’s our only corroborating piece of evidence that this guy would even have a motive to kill all of these women—that it is some sort of rage issue. He’s only had one arrest for domestic abuse, and the details are, at the very least, murky. You can see why I’m a bit apprehensive about this arrest.”

			“I don’t know, Pete. Normally I’d trust your judgment, but all the evidence points to one man, Cullen Jones. The fact he’s been arrested only once might just mean he’s very good at evading the law. Don’t forget, his wife is currently missing, and he’s provided no explanation as to why.”

			“That definitely doesn’t look good, and I admit that’s pretty strong circumstantial evidence.”

			“I hate to ask, Pete, but you’re still on board with arresting this guy, right?”

			“Of course. If nothing else, the evidence is too strong to ignore. And besides, we can’t police on feelings alone. Maybe I’m getting worked up over nothing. It wouldn’t be the first time.”

			“Actually, it might be, but that’s okay. I forgive you. It shows that you’re human, after all.”

			“Hey, now, let’s not go around starting rumors or anything.”

			We arrived at the house of Cullen Jones. His house, as were all the houses in this neighborhood, was located on top of a small ridge. All of these houses were in desperate need of maintenance or repair.

			We walked up the walkway of the steep hill to the door of the dilapidated bluish-gray house. Its vinyl doorway’s white paint was peeling after years of neglect. I rang the doorbell. No answer. I decided to give the door a hearty knock.

			“Hello? Cullen Jones?” I called out to the man in a forceful voice from just outside the doorway, hoping he’d hear me. “This is Officer Peter Cunningham with the Tacoma Police Department. With me is my partner, Officer Kelly Martinez. It is really important that we talk to you right now. We have a warrant for your arrest.” There was still no answer.

			“Maybe he isn’t home,” Kelly suggested.

			“Maybe. I’m going to check around back and see if he’s in the backyard or something. You wait here in case he answers the door or arrives home.”

			“Okay, no problem. Sounds good to me.” 

			I unhooked my holster and hovered my right hand over the gun as I cautiously approached the tall, rotting wooden fence. I reached over and unhooked the gate and opened it slowly in order to enter the backyard.

			“Cullen, this is the police. If you are here, we’d just like to talk to you.” 

			As the gate opened, I peered through and saw nothing but dead grass and gravel. I paused for a moment and listened to determine to see if there were any signs of human activity or the movement of an animal, such as a dog or any other creature. Hearing nothing but the sound of a songbird, I concluded that the area was clear and entered the backyard. 

			I called out to my partner, waiting at the door. “No signs of him!”

			“Well, that’s just great,” Kelly shouted in response, “Should we just wait for him to arrive, or should we call HQ to see if they know of any other potential whereabouts?”

			I rebuttoned my holster and headed to the front of the house. “There are other places to search. Maybe we can go over there and ask one of our guys to stake out this place in case he returns.”

			“I suppose that makes sense,” Kelly said as I rejoined him after my triumphant journey and return. “At the very least, we should probably call in first just to see— Wait a second. Did you hear that?”

			“No, I didn’t. What are you talking—?” My voice trailed as I heard a faint sound coming from the backyard. “Oh wait, you’re right. I think I hear it too. It’s coming from the backyard. Let me go back there.”

			My pace was a little bit quicker and bolder as I reentered the backyard, and the sound became a little bit louder and clearer. With what could be described as calm haste, I looked around a bit, searching for the sound’s origin. My eyes looked up, and I finally noticed a window slightly ajar near the far corner of the house furthest away from the now open gate. I walked under the window.

			A feminine voice rang through the window. “Please, someone, help me!”

			“Sh-shut up! N-n-no use strug…struggling,” screamed a masculine voice. “I’m…I’m going to get you…you…you witch, you!”

			“Kelly!” I shouted as I sprinted like a rocket out of the backyard and towards the front door, “Our guy is in there, and I think he’s trying to kill someone! We got to get in there now!”

			“Shouldn’t we call for backup?” Kelly protested.

			“There’s no time!” I screamed. “We have to get in there now!”

			“If you say so!” Kelly bellowed in response as he slammed his foot against the door. Immediately after his kick failed, I tried to do the same. We were finally able to breach Cullen’s abode after the third or fourth round of well-placed strikes with our feet.

			“This is the police!” Kelly shouted as he entered the domicile, holding his pistol in front of him with both hands. “Please come out with your hands up!”

			“We don’t want to hurt you,” I said as reassuringly as possible as I followed my partner into the house. “Please, just surrender.” 

			We frantically searched the house. It was small with a really repugnant smell. The living room housed a small television set that had not been turned off and, strangely, the remnants of tree branches, bark, and other plant-like substances were spread all over the sparse amount of furniture he had. In the kitchen, there was what appeared to be swamp water in jars.

			“Please help me.” A woman’s voice, afraid but strong, was coming from a closed door at the end of the hallway. “We’re in here!”

			“Sh…shut up!” the man screamed as we heard the unmistakable sound of a hand slapping a face. The woman let out a terrible scream, and it sounded as if her head collided with the floor. “Oh my God,” the man said, voice quivering. “I am so, so sorry.”

			“This is the police!” Kelly shouted as we approached the door. “Come out with your hands up! Now!”

			“You better not hurt her, asshole!” I shouted as we hovered right outside the door. For a moment, the only thing that could be heard were the sounds of our breathing and the feminine sobs coming from right inside that door.

			“Should we try kicking the door open again?” Kelly asked in a whisper.

			“No,” I admonished in as low of a whisper as I could muster. “We don’t know where the woman is, and we could hurt her if we do that.”

			“Well, what should we do then? We’re running low on time.”

			“The window’s open. Maybe I can climb in from the backyard.”

			“Are you kidding me? That’ll take far too long.”

			“The psycho could be pointing a gun right behind that door waiting for us to approach it like fools!” I argued.

			“We need to do something! He hasn’t shot at us yet, and if he takes down one of us, the other can take him down. I’ll do it. I volunteer.”

			“He’ll probably kill her if we just bust down the door!”

			“At least it’ll give us a chance! Time’s running out! If we do nothing, she’s as good as dead!”

			“Maybe,” I said, looking towards the door. “Let me try talking to him first.” 

			“Oh, come on, Pete!”

			“Hey, Cullen,” I said towards the door. “We don’t want to hurt you. I promise you things will be much easier if you just come out.” No answer. “Okay,” I sighed. “Let’s do it your way.” 

			Just as I finished that sentence, the door sprang open, and the suddenness of it allowed the perpetrator to push past us.

			“Kelly!” I shouted as I ran after the culprit. “You go in there and take care of the woman!”

			A feminine voice shouted at me from behind. “Be careful! He’s much stronger than he looks!” I silently acknowledged her statement as I ran after the guilty man.

			I was able to track him down fairly rapidly in spite of his head start and in spite of my generally mediocre speed. He was barely on his front lawn when I reached him and was able to grab him from behind. Cullen threw a feeble punch that I was able to dodge with ease, and I apprehended the man with very little resistance. 

			“I confess to everything,” the man said. As I reached for the wrists, I noticed that his hands and the rest of his body were covered in a thin, brown, almost sap-liked substance that was sticky to the touch. My olfactory nerves kicked in, and I noticed there was a most unpleasant smell wafting from the man’s body. As I cuffed the man roughly, I asked, “What the hell are you covered in, and why do you smell so bad?”

			“Um, I slipped in the woods and fell in some sap.”

			“While you were gathering all that wood, I suppose. I don’t think that’s sap either. Why were you gathering all that wood, anyway?”

			“U…uh, firewood. That’s all.”

			“Do you even have a fireplace?”

			“To s…sell, and I had some wood projects, o…okay?”

			“If you say so,” I said, scratching my head.

			“It was me, though. I did it. All of the murders. All of the women. I confess.”

			“That certainly makes the paperwork easier. You have the right to remain silent.” 

			Reciting the Miranda rights to him was a bit of a chore because he kept interrupting me with declarations that he wanted to confess for his crimes after every stanza. 

			“It was me,” the man continued to say even after I concluded my state and federally ordered obligation. “I confess to everything.”

			“Yeah, you keep telling me that. I guess that means you are still willing to talk to me about the charges against you.” 

			The man simply repeated, “I confess to everything.”

			“Look, if you want to confess so badly, can it at least wait until we get you to the interrogation room? We have cameras there, and we have people that can take down your statement.”

			“Okay, I can wait until then. I can confess then. I did it all. I killed all those women. Just me. Nobody else.” 

			I marched him towards the kitchen, then commanded that he sit in one of the chairs, making sure I placed him so he would still be in the view of both me and Kelly from the end of the hallway. I warned him that if he were to move, I wouldn’t hesitate to apprehend him by any means within the legal limits, which might include the use of deadly arms. He nodded in solemn confirmation. He was in no state to argue.

			I then headed back to the room where Cullen had been hiding earlier with the woman. I wanted to see how Kelly and the captive were doing.

			“You’re back. Did you...?” His voice trailed as he looked past me and noticed the man sitting in the chair. “Haha, you caught him, and you were able to capture him alive. Do you think we’ll get a medal for this?” Kelly sniffed the air. “Jesus Christ, what is that smell?”

			“Cullen apparently had a mishap in the woods, and now he’s covered in some foul-smelling sap or something.”

			Kelly was kneeling down next to a woman who was sitting upright, holding her knees up against her chest and hanging her head down, so the bottom of her face was nearly against her knees. She was wearing torn denim shorts and a small, pink tank top. Her eye shadow was smeared down her face and all over her cheeks, and her dark brown hair was wet and tangled. She was young, too, not much older than twenty, I guessed. Some rope and a white cloth were lying next to her, and seeing the rope burns on her wrists and ankles, it was easy to figure out that the woman was tied up before our intervention.

			“Maybe we can wash him off in there,” Kelly said as he pointed at the bathtub behind him with his thumb. “The tub’s full. Pretty easy to figure out what he intended to do with her.”

			“How’s she doing?” I asked, leaning over slightly to peer into her face as best as I could.

			“She hasn’t said much to me, but she seems as all right as anybody can be considering the circumstances. Traumatized, I’m sure, though. She’ll probably have to talk to somebody about all of this.” 

			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
		

	OEBPS/image/Image1450.jpg





OEBPS/image/Image1439.jpg
IYlagic

Once Removed

James Kirst





OEBPS/image/1.png
James Klrst

" R r
f .
E ’ £
3
A g . '*
4 ' ]
| | | @
\

Once Removed






OEBPS/image/Image1430.jpg





