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      The sun baked down on Chris’s already tanned skin. The dry heat over the dusty terrain offered no protection. Not that it mattered to him. He was used to high temperatures.

      His wavy red hair had grown long and covered his neck. It blew in the gentle breeze. Sweat collected underneath his growing beard. His appearance had changed dramatically since he’d left Erie. As had he.

      Chris wasn’t sure exactly where he was. Somewhere in the Pacific Northwest was all he knew. It had been two years since his life had crumbled. Just as long as his bliss had lasted.

      Two years had taken him from Erie to the Pacific Ocean, and now he was working his way back to the East Coast. Two years and he still hadn’t found the sorcerer who killed his daughter; who tore apart his marriage. He vowed to search everywhere for “Q,” as Chris knew him. Q hadn’t been the one who ordered the attack, but he was the murderer. Both he and whoever put the mark on Chris’s daughter were hard to track.

      The night before, Chris had been at a bar in Mountain Home, Idaho, where several magical customers were regulars. They were known throughout the area—not that there were a lot of people in the area. Chris had been meeting with a wizard who had allegedly last seen Q a few months ago. A stretch, but the best thing Chris had at the moment. A lot could happen in “a few months.”

      “No one has seen Q,” the old man, Jerry, had said the night before. Despite the heat, he’d worn a denim jacket and long pants and boots. He’d had a black bandana on his head to collect his sweat. Chris was used to these types of guys. The ones who acted rough around the edges but had never been on the opposite end of a punch.

      Jerry had taken a sip of his beer and wiped his mouth with the back of his hand. He leaned in close to Chris, who tried not to turn his face when the smell of beer came wafting from Jerry’s breath. “It’s like she damn near fell off the face of the earth. Used to hang out down by the highway stop and prey on stupid folk.”

      “Yeah?” Chris took a sip of his own drink. So Q was a woman. That was a useful piece of information. But not the reason he was there.

      Jerry let out a throaty laugh, still too close for Chris’s comfort. “Used to tell little kids that she’d grant their wishes. Parents started to think she was a pervert. Or some kind of sadistic kidnapper who would be the focus of a 20/20 special in the future. I’m sure the cops were called. So she hightailed it out of there.”

      “Was that the last place you saw her?”

      Jerry leaned back and reached for his drink. “I never said that.”

      Chris let out a huff of air. Jerry was wasting his time, probably hoping to get another free drink out of him. “So what are you saying? What can you tell me about where Q might be now?”

      “What’s the rush, kiddo? Chasing trouble is just plain stupid.”

      Kiddo.

      The word had tested Chris’s patience more than Jerry already was. Nothing made him feel more discredited than being referred to as a kid. That was part of the reason he grew the beard. That, and it protected his face from the sun.

      Chris rubbed his beard absently. “Okay. It’s obvious Q isn’t here anymore, so I’ll tell you what: I’ll buy your next two drinks if you tell me where Q is heading.”

      Jerry flashed a yellow smile. “Since when did you become my date?”

      Chris stood and grabbed him by the lapels. “I’m not messing around here! Tell me where the hell she went!”

      Jerry’s eyes widened. Besides the overhead country music playing, the bar was silent and Chris could feel the number of people staring. He briefly closed his eyes, letting out a sigh, and let Jerry go. He sunk back into his seat.

      Fixing his shirt, Jerry nodded. “Okay. Yeah. Um…last I knew, Q had moved on from kids and was heading east. Said she needed to take a break from the West Coast for now.”

      East.

      Chris hoped she was heading toward Miami, or even New York City. As long as she stayed away from Erie. He couldn’t return home. Nor did he want that bitch anywhere near his family again. What was left of them, at least.

      Chris nodded and stood as he pulled a couple of bills out of his pocket and set them on the bar. Jerry had told him all he knew, and frankly, the talk of children was getting to him. If Sophia had never been killed, would Holly have stayed with him? How many kids would they have by now? What would his little girl look like if she had never died?

      Before he had a chance to leave, Jerry grabbed his arm and said, “Hey, listen: you be careful asking around about people like this. Word spreads pretty quickly. Even here in the middle of nowhere. Hell, especially in the middle of nowhere. Now, my lips are sealed, but not everybody’s will be.”

      Chris turned to leave, but Jerry squeezed his arm harder. “Why don’t you just forget about whatever mission you’re on and go home?”

      Now Chris leaned in too close for Jerry’s comfort.

      “I can never go home.”

      After that, Chris had stayed the night at a roach motel in town. As long as it had air-conditioning, it was a luxury. The next morning, he set out east along the railroad tracks toward the next town, hoping to find some trace of Q. He knew it was a long shot. Whoever she was, she knew what she was doing. She knew not to leave any tracks behind. If she did, it was likely because she knew Chris was following her and she wanted to be tracked.

      But nothing had turned up yet. The only things he knew about her were magical: a sorcerer with a persuasion specialty. He didn’t know what she looked like or even her real name. Everyone who had claimed to have seen her had contradicting opinions on what she looked like. Maybe she was a shapeshifter too?

      It didn’t matter. He was bound and determined to find her, and he would go down swinging if it came to it. She had taken everything from him, and he intended to do the same to her. If she knew he was following her, he’d just have to be more careful.

      Chris approached a little hamlet as the sun began to set. From what he could guess from the last time he looked at a map, this was Hammett. His stomach ached with hunger. He hadn’t eaten anything since dinner the night before. Life on the road sometimes meant skipping meals. Lots of them. When he could, he would eat big meals to compensate. But sometimes he would go days living off of convenience store lunch snacks. His energy reflected it, too.

      Hammett offered nothing in the way of restaurants—Chris would’ve killed for a warm meal. So he settled on prepackaged sandwiches and bottled water from the trading post on Main Street.

      Once his cash had run out, Chris had become pretty good at stealing things. He rarely used magic to assist him. That was an unfair advantage. What he was doing was still unfair, but he was desperate. Luckily, there was only one clerk at the trading post. He slipped a few snacks into his bag and then paid for the bottled water so he didn’t raise suspicion.

      He used to use credit cards—he had several under various aliases—but he stopped after one card was denied. He had been nearly caught by the police, but he’d managed to get away. Luckily, the card that had been flagged was for Howard Stars. If Chris ever decided to settle down anywhere, credit card fraud would be the end of him. He couldn’t take that chance. He needed to keep his options open.

      He wandered through town looking for a place to stay. Although a sign right outside of the trading post advertised a motel “with a TV,” the place had apparently been closed for a long time. Instead, he continued wandering, looking for an abandoned house or store that he could bunk in for the night.

      It was difficult in a town like this to find anywhere to stay. Some places looked abandoned but were simply unkempt. Eventually, he came across a trailer that apparently belonged to a trucker who was currently on the road. The yard mostly consisted of a long wraparound driveway that made parking a truck easier. The house itself was likely smaller than the trailer the trucker usually pulled.

      It didn’t take long for Chris to find the key and let himself in. Most people hid a spare in the same usual spots: under the welcome mat, in a piece of decoration, or on a ledge above the door. This one had been inside the gutter, which threatened to rip free of the house at any minute.

      As soon as Chris stepped in, he was hit with the strong smell of mildew. Somewhere, there was a leak from the last time it had rained. Apparently, not since the trucker had last been home.

      After opening a window, Chris took a look around. It wasn’t the worst place he had stayed—certainly better than the night before—but each night he was still reminded of the life he used to lead. Lying down in a comfortable bed after a long day of work next to a beautiful wife while their daughter slept in the next room.

      Taking a deep breath, Chris stomped those thoughts out. That wasn’t his life anymore and it was never going to be again.

      He took a seat on the couch and tested how comfortable it would be to sleep on. The cushions were plump, but when he leaned back he felt moisture. He found the leak. The frame that held the window above the couch
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