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            ABOUT THAT TIME THE GOLEM STOLE THE SHOW

          

        

      

    

    
      Rick Mazzetti, despite his job as a detective in the Exceptional Crimes Unit of the Los Angeles Police Department, was normally a very peaceful golem. He disliked violence, believed in following the rules, and would never knowingly break a law.

      But he’s now under arrest for murder, mass hypnosis, and sufficient petty larceny that in the aggregate it constituted grand theft. Rick swore he was innocent, and now it was up to Ava Storm, Scry Witch and part-time consultant to the ECU to find out whether Rick was a master criminal or just another victim of a vast magical conspiracy.
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            NEVER GO TO THE MOVIES ALONE

          

        

      

    

    
      I am not usually prone to waxing philosophical, but this Monday morning, I was waxing wantonly. Weighty and earth-shattering issues swirled within my mind, causing me to reconsider my entire lifestyle. Dating. Marriage, Divorce. These issues all collided with each other like icebergs into the Titanic.

      We put more thought into what movie to watch than who to marry. We decide on our mate the way we decide on dinner, the whims of something tasty rather than something healthy.

      And then, when we do realize the folly of using guts instead of our brains to chose a mate and finally have the sense to wake up and get out of the disastrous marriage, we discover that we couldn’t just get rid of the scumbag we divorced. If we were lucky, we got that ex out of our life.

      Sometimes we aren’t so lucky and our ex keeps hanging around.

      Like my ex does now.

      Liam Wilcox had been a gorgeous guitarist and singer with a local LA pop group. I had caught his eye and before I knew what was happening, we were married. Over time, however, I discovered two disturbing facts of life. First, Liam needed me to provide a stable income so he could pursue his artistic endeavors. And second, Liam’s roving eye still led him into the beds of many a groupie.

      When those groupies began to be my fellow witches, the humility hit too close to home. I divorced that philanderer’s ass, erasing him from my life.

      So why was my ex now hiding under my desk in the Exceptional Crimes Unit of the Los Angeles Police Department?

      A year after I divorced Liam, he had run afoul of one of the Supes he had dated, and she put a spell on him that turned him into a scraggy orange tabby cat. Becoming a feline hadn’t improved his disposition but had magically combined the worst elements of homo sapiens and felis catus into one obnoxious creature. I couldn’t leave Liam in my apartment. He would tear up my furniture, knock any moveable object off any shelf it was on, and deliberately not use his cat box. I was forced to take him with me.

      My Aunt Oleander (not really my aunt, but one of my mother’s friends) had sent me a stack of papers, pages, and items that she claimed my mother Zeta had entrusted to her.

      “Give them to Ava when she’s old enough to take care of them. That’s what Zeta told me.”

      I tried not to reveal my annoyance. I was under the impression that I was old enough years earlier. But then I just realized that Aunt Oleander had just forgotten to give me the items.

      In addition to about a dozen or so spells, the stack of items included the page of our family grimoire that listed all of the witches who had taken possession of the book. Why had it been removed from the grimoire? Oleander didn’t know.

      “Sometimes knowing who preceded you can be dangerous,” she said. “There’s a lot of power in family, you know.”

      That didn’t make sense to me, but what do I know? Oleander had four or five decades more experience than I did. I was just an average, run-of-the-mill scry witch. I put the list of names and the assorted spells into my grimoire and kept my thoughts to myself.

      That had been a couple of days ago. Right now I was being pestered by an obnoxious cat! He doesn’t know it, but I’m looking for a deep well that I can toss him into.

      Regrettably, deep wells are hard to find in Los Angeles.

      I was contemplating alternatives when my phone rang. “Ava Storm,” I said, trying to push Liam away with my foot. The little demon tried to scratch me, but I was expecting that. I sneered my contempt for his inept effort.

      “Hey, Storm, I think I might have a case for you,” said Detective Braxton Wilcox. “I’ve already cleared you working on it with Captain Porter.”

      I had to swallow before I spoke. That’s the reaction Braxton has on me.

      Yes, you’re right. Braxton was related to my Ex. Of course, he was the exact opposite of Liam. Well maybe with the exception of their looks. Liam hadn’t been hard on the eyes. However, looking at Braxton was like gazing into Paradise.

      “Cleared what, Detective?” I finally managed.

      “It’s…it’s complicated, Storm. It’s best if you just see what we are dealing with. I’m texting you the address.”

      I tried to race past Captain Porter’s office without him seeing me, but it’s pretty difficult to get past a werewolf without him smelling you coming. “You off to see your boyfriend, Ava?” he chortled from his desk.

      “He’s not my boyfriend,” I snapped. What had Braxton said to him?

      The address Braxton gave me was the Rialto Theatre Arts Building on Melrose Avenue in West Hollywood. When I arrived there, accompanied of course by the mangy cat that had forced his way back into my life, the street was filled with dozens of police vehicles. I headed for the entrance, surprised to find that there were several dozen young teenagers, mostly boys, sitting on the ground outside of the theatre, all wearing dazed expressions and dull eyes. That didn't look too good.

      I flashed my badge, told several officers that the cat was with me, and headed inside.

      The theatre’s interior was in a shambles. Seats, normally bolted to the floor, had been pulled up and tossed aside. Even more teenagers were inside, all suffering from something that my scry sense told me was magical shock. There were a dozen teens who had suffered injuries, now being attended to by paramedics.

      I didn’t notice any supernatural healers – witches – in attendance, which I thought odd, since almost all of the victims appeared to have suffered some form of magical attack.

      “Storm! Over here!”

      I saw Detective Wilcox, standing with a group of uniformed officers and a couple of other plain clothes detectives. As I approached the group, I was shocked to see that the LAPD Exceptional Crimes Unit’s own golem officer, Rick Mazzetti, was at the center of the group. He was kneeling, staring at the blank white movie screen thirty feet away, muttering, “I just wanted to see The Iron Golem…I just wanted to see The Iron Golem…”

      “I didn’t know that Rick was going to be here,” I said as I joined Detective Wilcox. “Did you call him too?”

      Braxton shook his head. “He was already here,” he said. He looked down at my feet. “Do you take that damn cat everywhere?” he asked.

      “Liam destroys my car seats if I leave him in the car.”

      “You must really hate my brother to name such an obnoxious cat after him,” said Braxton.

      I looked at the mangy cat. He wasn’t entirely wrong about my feelings towards Liam, though those feelings had nothing to do with the reason I called the cat Liam. Someone gave him that name several decades earlier. I couldn’t very well tell Liam’s brother that the cat was Liam. “Can we focus on the case, Braxton? What is Rick doing here?”

      “Right now, he’s the primary suspect in a murder investigation,” said Braxton.

      I stared at him in disbelief. “Rick wouldn’t kill anybody,” I protested. Then I realized that golems were often uncontrollable. “Who did he kill?”

      “Come with me,” said Braxton. He headed to a side corridor and then through a doorway that led to stairs that led up to the projection booth. I looked around for Liam, but he had wandered off. If I was lucky, some cop would accidentally shoot him. Nah, even I didn’t want that. I had to give Liam time. All he had to do to break the spell cast by the witch was to become a decent, caring, and responsible individual.

      He just needed time. Yeah, probably a lot of time.

      Braxton stepped aside and allowed me to enter the projection room. “His name is Francis Sampson,” droned Braxton, reading notes off his notebook. “It looks like he suffocated…”

      “No,” I interrupted, feeling frightened by what I saw. “I’ve seen this before. He has been cursed with a dark magic spell.”

      “A spell…” repeated Braxton. His tone revealed how little he relished having to deal with the supernatural. Normies – what we Supes called people without any supernatural capabilities -- had a very skewed view of the paranormal universe. Most Normies still hadn’t gotten used to supernatural creatures – witches and warlocks, vampires, werewolves, fairies, and an assortment of other creatures who for centuries had hidden in the shadows –now out in public.

      “Specifically, it is a spell called ‘Naptime.’ This is a dark arts spell that is absolutely prohibited by the Magician’s Guild.” I looked at Braxton. “This is pretty damn serious.” As soon as I said it, I wanted to snatch the words back, I suspect that the detective had already figured that out.

      Braxton stared at the lifeless body. “Naptime, eh? How do we wake him up from this nap?”

      “We don’t. We can’t. Naptime is one of those spells that mimics sleep. Unfortunately, he was dead long before we got here.”

      “There has to be a counterspell,” insisted Braxton.

      “I’m sure there is,” I said. “Unfortunately, I don’t know it. You need a powerful wizard or a sorceress to counter this. More powerful than me.”

      Braxton was quiet for a moment, probably wondering why he didn’t have access to a more powerful sorceress than yours truly. “So by casting this spell, someone wanted him dead. You’re saying this was intentional?”

      I took a deep breath. If someone just wanted to incapacitate the projectionist, there were a lot of other spells that could have been used. “I suppose it could have been an accident. But judging from everything else I’ve seen in this theatre, I’m going with premeditation.”

      “Did you scry him or whatever you do? Is that how you know he died through that spell?”

      “Not exactly,” I replied. I couldn’t tell him that one of my dirty little secrets was discovering a page from a dark wizard’s grimoire
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