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      When I stepped off the elevator and started toward my office, Esther stuck her head through the wall.

      “Hey, Jonathan,” she said. “There’s a Sheba waiting for you.”

      “I hate it when you do that,” I said, almost dropping my newspaper.

      “Do what?” she asked, all innocent.

      “That,” I said, pointing at her head and neck protruding from the wall.

      She gave me a grin. “You’re just jealous.”

      I swatted at her with the Denver Post. She popped her head back through the wall and into my office. I sighed and entered Shade Investigations.

      Esther sat on my desk, running a hand through her short, sleek hair. She kicked her legs through my potential client. Esther wore her standard short, shapeless flapper dress. Not that she had a choice. After you die, you’re pretty much stuck with whatever you were wearing at the time. That will make you think twice if some clown asks you to try on a tutu.

      “She called you earlier,” Esther said. Although both her hands were empty, she maintained a posture as if she were smoking a cigarette with one of those long holders.

      I ignored Esther because my potential client wouldn’t be able to see or hear her. I died three years ago, and when I was brought back to life, one side effect was being able to see ghosts. It took incredible discipline not to react to someone who keeps talking to you, but I’ve been cultivating that skill. After all, it’s bad for business when you enter a room talking to nothing. The client can’t see anything, so who are you talking to? Could be a six-foot invisible rabbit, could be the ghost of Christmas Past, or more likely, you’re crazy as a shit-house rat.

      The client in question was female and had long, auburn hair that spilled down her back.

      “May I help you?” I asked.

      The woman turned at the sound of my voice, and I instantly recognized her. Naomi Miller, the only woman for whom I’d ever dropped to one knee and opened up a Tiffany’s box to reveal a diamond ring. Of course, she was also the only woman to ever reject my proposal. She even went so far as to walk out of my life, never to return . . . well, until today. That was ancient history, but my brain sure kept that a secret from my heart. I felt like someone had gone all ninja on me and punched through my chest, dug his claws into my left ventricle, and yanked my heart right out of my body.

      “Hello, Jonathan,” she said.

      I forgot how to breathe for a moment. She was more beautiful than I remembered. It was all I could do to regain my composure. “Naomi,” I said. I tried to make it sound indifferent, but the look on Esther’s face told me I’d missed the mark.

      “I want to hire you,” Naomi said.

      I needed to sit down. Of course, when people show up at my office, it’s generally safe to assume they’re looking to hire me, but for a split second, I hoped she was really there to say the past five years were miserable without me and she wanted to get back together. She didn’t look particularly miserable. She appeared a bit troubled, perhaps, but that’s normal when you’re hiring a private investigator. I walked around my desk and sat down in my high-backed, leather chair. I tossed the newspaper on the desk beside my laptop. Then I took a deep breath because I realized I hadn’t inhaled since she’d turned around.

      “Really,” I said.

      She gave me her hurt puppy-dog look. “I know we didn’t part on the best of terms, but I need your help.”

      I laughed. “Is that how you’d put it?”

      “You and this Jane were an item?” Esther asked, pointing at Naomi.

      I tried not to react to Esther, and you’d think that three years of practice would create enough muscle memory that I could manage it, but evidently something showed on my face.

      Naomi stood up. “This was a mistake,” she said. “I should go.”

      “You haven’t even told me your problem.”

      Esther rolled her eyes. “You don’t need to hear her problem. You still have the Johnson case to finish up.”

      Naomi looked at me. “You don’t seem too interested in anything I have to say.”

      “No reason to be interested,” Esther said. “She rubs me wrong.”

      I held up a finger. “Hang on a few seconds, and I promise to give you my undivided attention.”

      “Don’t do it,” Esther said when I got up and walked toward the filing cabinet.

      I reached up and took down an old Underwood typewriter.

      “I’ll be good,” Esther said. “I promise!”

      Esther followed me as I carried the battered typewriter out of the office and down the hall. I placed it at the edge of the stairs.

      “Sorry, Esther,” I said. “You’re distracting me.”

      “Don’t be a wet blanket.”

      “I’ll be back for you in a few.”

      “This isn’t fair!” Esther tried to follow me back to the office. She made it fifteen feet before she reached the end of her invisible leash and was jerked back a step.

      She was bound to the typewriter, and whenever I needed some privacy, such as now, I simply had to move it far enough away.

      Esther stood there, fuming, but I knew that once I walked away, she’d just sit down and wait. What else could she do? As I entered the office, I heard her grumble, “Fucker.”

      I closed the office door behind myself. Naomi waited by the desk.

      “Sorry,” I said.

      “What was that all about?”

      “Nothing.” I opened a small refrigerator and pulled out a couple of bottles of Gatorade. “Thirsty?”

      Naomi shook her head, so I returned one of the bottles to the fridge. I opened my bottle and took a drink. Naomi sat down so I leaned against the desk beside her chair.

      “So what brings you back to my gin joint?”

      She hesitated, as if making sure I was actually listening this time. Then she took a breath and just spit it out. “My mother was murdered last night.”

      She teared up. I reached for a tissue from the box on my desk. She reached for one at the same time, and our fingers touched. Our hands lingered perhaps a moment too long. I found myself wanting to hold her, tell her everything would be all right. But now I could feel the gulf created by five years apart, so I pulled back.

      “I’m sorry,” I said. “Do the police have a suspect?”

      “They arrested my father.”

      “Already? They must have had solid evidence.”

      “They do. A bunch of witnesses and a store video recording.”

      “What happened?”

      “You haven’t watched any TV since last night, have you?”

      “No. I was about to read the paper.”

      “It probably made the front page.”

      I grabbed the Post and opened it up. Sure enough, just below the fold was a story about the murder. I read it. According to multiple witnesses, Kathleen Miller, 55, entered a Safeway store at 6:00 p.m., grabbed a grocery cart, and started into the lobby. Her husband, David Miller, 57, entered the store behind her. An argument ensued that culminated with David driving a sword through Kathleen’s heart. A security guard tackled David and, with the help of a customer, held him until the police arrived. Store security cameras captured the entire event.

      “Sounds like an open-and-shut case of murder to me,” I said, lowering the paper.

      “I don’t believe it.”

      “Were you there?”

      “No.”

      “Let me get this straight.” I raised a finger. “They have a tape of your father killing your mother.” I raised another finger. “They have witnesses.” A third finger. “He was caught on scene. And you think he’s innocent?”

      “It’s a DVD, not a tape.”

      “And that changes things?”

      “No, but he wouldn’t kill her.”

      I shook my head. “So you think the witnesses are lying and the DVD is fake?”

      “I just think someone should look into it, and the police never will.”

      “Doesn’t sound like there’s anything to look into.”

      “Oh, come on. You, of all people, know that things aren’t always what they seem.”

      “So?”

      “That’s why I came to you.”

      “I’m sorry, Naomi. I can’t help you.”

      “You’re the only one who can help me. Please don’t turn me away.”

      I closed my eyes. “What do you want me to do?”

      “I want you to prove that my father is innocent.”

      “Naomi,” I said, “I know you want to believe he’s a good man, but trust me when I tell you that you shouldn’t hire me for this.”

      “I have money.”

      “I know.”

      “I’ll pay double your standard rate.”

      “No.”

      “Triple.”

      “This isn’t a haggling session. It’s a waste of time.”

      “You have friends on the police force. Will you at least take a look at the DVD?”

      “I’d rather be buried naked in a pit of fire ants.”

      “Please?”

      “What good will it do?”

      “I’m hoping you’ll see evidence of magic.”

      I know what you’re thinking. You’re thinking my ex-girlfriend is a total loon. Actually she’s a low-level wizard from a long line of wizards. Her father is well respected in the magical community. Well, he was well respected. I doubted many people would hold him in high regard now.

      I didn’t say anything. Naomi stood and moved closer to me. She placed a hand on my arm. “Will you look?” she asked and met my gaze. “For me?”

      Naomi’s touch brought back too many memories—most of them good. Still, I didn’t want to watch Kathy’s murder. She was a nice woman and had always been kind to me even after the breakup. I stared into Naomi’s eyes and opened my mouth to say no.

      “I’ll look at the recording,” I said. Somehow that didn’t sound like “no” to me.

      Naomi hugged me. “Thank you so much.”

      “And I’ll charge you my normal rate. I expect this to be over by noon, but you’ll be charged for a full day.”

      “You can charge me for a week.”

      “A day will be fine.”

      Naomi released me and tilted her head up to smile at me. “I knew I could count on you.”

      I smiled back at her, and one part of me thought things could work out. The other part of me was screaming that no good could come from this. David was obviously guilty, and proving that, which was a foregone conclusion in my mind, would not win Naomi back. It would drive her away forever. What can I tell you? My heart has selective hearing.
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      Naomi and I stepped into the hall. I could see Esther sitting on the stairs, drumming her translucent fingers on the cold tile floor. Naomi walked with me to the elevator.

      “Go home,” I said. “I’ll call you as soon as I have something.”

      “I want to go with you.”

      I wanted to be with her, of course, but I shook my head. “Do you really want to watch a DVD of your father killing your mother?”

      It was hard to argue with that sort of logic, so she didn’t try. “None of this feels real to me,” she said. “I can’t believe Mom is gone. I just feel numb.”

      My parents both died when I was sixteen. I spent the first year pretty much in shock, with each holiday slamming home the emptiness, so I knew exactly how she felt. I also knew that there was nothing anyone could say or do to make any of the pain go away. Some things you simply have to carry with you. I didn’t try to say anything. Instead, I pulled her into my arms and held her.

      I could feel her trembling as she held on to me. My heart broke for her.

      The elevator arrived. I kissed her on the forehead then brushed her tears away. “I’ll call you as soon as I know anything.”

      She nodded and stepped onto the elevator. She pulled a tissue out of her purse as the doors closed.

      I stared at the steel doors for a moment then turned and walked down the hall to Esther.

      “You ready to go back to the office?”

      Esther refused to look at me. She turned her head to stare at the wall, her nose in the air.

      “Oh, come on, Esther. If you don’t talk to me, who can you talk to?”

      “Kelly.”

      Kelly was my partner, but she spent most of her time teaching martial arts at her dojo on Colfax.

      “I’m sorry. Okay?”

      “You’re still carrying a torch for Naomi,” Esther said, finally deciding to turn toward me.

      I shrugged. “Always have, always will.”

      “Don’t let her make a sap out of you.”

      “Too late.”

      I picked up the typewriter and started back toward the office. At first, Esther didn’t bother to get up, but as soon as I was fifteen feet away, she slid along the floor behind me.

      “Hey!” she said and I stopped.

      She got up, brushed imaginary dirt from her dress, and gave me a rude look as if I’d affronted her.

      “Have I assaulted your dignity?” I asked.

      She made a face and strutted past me.
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        * * *

      

      Patrick O’Malley answered my call on the third ring. He was a homicide detective with the Denver police, and when I told him I wanted information about David Miller, he tried to push me off by saying it wasn’t his case. Of course, nobody was actually on the case, so he couldn’t get rid of me that easily.

      “Stick a fork in him; he’s done,” O’Malley said.

      After some back-and-forth, he agreed to get me a look at the DVD. It cost me only a cheeseburger and some fries.

      After making a few calls, I picked O’Malley up at his house and we hit a drive-through on the way to the District 3 substation on University. While the Millers lived in Castle Pines out in Douglas County, the murder had taken place in Denver.

      “You knew the victim, didn’t you?” O’Malley asked as he wolfed down the burger.

      “I used to date her daughter.”

      O’Malley jammed the rest of the burger into his mouth. Around the mouthful, he said, “Naomi, right?” Small pieces of the burger flew from his mouth as he spoke.

      “Dude, you’re getting shit on my windshield.”

      He brushed off the windshield and wiped his hand across the dashboard for good measure. “You should have held on to her, Jonathan. She was a looker.”

      “You have mustard on your chin.”
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        * * *

      

      When we reached the station, O’Malley led me to an office. “They have Miller on suicide watch.”

      A detective exited the office as we approached. “What’s up, O’Malley?”

      “Your weight, Tanner.”

      “Damn blood pressure too,” Tanner said. “Don’t forget, poker night on Friday.”

      “Easy money,” O’Malley said and ushered me into the office. He pointed to a computer then said, “Miller hasn’t lawyered up yet. I’m gonna go grab a cup of joe. Back in a few. Don’t do anything I wouldn’t.”

      O’Malley was telling me that if David Miller had obtained legal counsel, there was no way I’d be able to see the DVD without his lawyer’s permission. I wasn’t really supposed to see it, but the DVD just happened to be in the computer. A quick click of the mouse, and the image loaded. I leaned over to watch.

      The picture was in color, but it was a bit grainy. The camera was positioned above the entrance to the store, so it showed the lobby and the first check stand from a high angle. The store was busy. Customers entered and left. Tanner had queued the recording so I didn’t have to watch long before Kathy pushed her cart into frame.

      She was with a man, but I couldn’t see his face.

      A moment later, David Miller entered the frame and grabbed Kathy by the shoulder. Miller wore a long, tan trench coat, even though it was June.

      David and Kathy spoke agitatedly for a moment as customers filed past. The man with Kathy started out by looking around, as if embarrassed by the scene, but when David shoved Kathy against the cart, the man caught her and kept her from falling. The cart rolled out of frame as David pulled the sword from his coat. It looked like a Japanese katana.

      He lunged forward, slashing down, then up. Blood splattered the floor and sprayed in all directions as David hacked and slashed.

      It was far worse than the paper had indicated and, although I knew it was coming, it hurt to watch. David kept hacking at her as she fell to the floor. He slipped in the blood, trying to slash at Kathy’s unknown companion when the man tried to intervene. The man tried to jump back, but he also slipped in the blood and hit the ground.

      David resumed hacking away at his wife. Chunks of flesh littered the floor.

      I wanted to turn away but couldn’t.

      The blade sliced into Kathy’s face, and though I’ve seen worse, I flinched. While I was inured to violence, it’s always different when you see it happen to someone you know. It’s more immediate and it hits deep emotional levels you don’t expect. At least, that’s how it was for me. Memories of the kind things Kathy had done for me flashed in my mind, and seeing her get slashed apart almost made it feel like the blade was slicing into me too. In a sense, I suppose it was.

      It seemed like an eternity passed before the security guard, a large, Black man, rushed in and tackled David.

      The man with Kathy scrambled over to help hold David down. He was clearly yelling, and when he turned his face toward the camera, I recognized him. His name was Al Davidson, and he worked with David and Kathy. He was another wizard.

      David fought for a moment, but the guard and Al managed to keep him pinned down. Then David looked over at his dead wife and the growing pool of blood on the fresh, white floor, and he suddenly stopped struggling. He stared for a moment as if he couldn’t believe what he saw, then he tried to move toward her, but Al and the guard prevented it. David clutched Al tightly and buried his face in Al’s sleeve for a few seconds then looked back at Kathy.

      It was hard to tell from the camera angle, but it appeared that David was crying.

      I clicked the mouse to stop the image. Then I noticed I was seated. I didn’t remember sitting down. I sat there in silence for a time then shook my head.

      O’Malley stepped back into the room. “Ready to rock and roll?”

      I remained seated, just staring at the frozen image on the computer screen.

      “You okay?”

      When I spoke, my voice was practically a whisper. “Can I see David?”

      “You just saw that he did it, Jonathan. No ifs, ands, or buts about it.”

      “I need to know why.”

      “We’re just in the habit of catching bad guys. We don’t worry too much about the why when we nab one with his pants down and his pecker in his hand.”

      “Can you set it up?”

      O’Malley shrugged. “I can make a call, but that’s mostly up to Miller. He doesn’t want to see you, there’s nothing I can do about it.”

      “Make the call.”

      “It’s gonna cost you.”

      “I just bought you lunch. You can’t still be hungry.”

      He waved off my comment. “You still working with that dyke?”

      “Kelly isn’t a lesbian.”

      O’Malley puffed out his chest. “Shit, man. She turned me down for a date, so she’s gotta be a rug muncher. I’m a lovable kinda guy.”

      “Let me guess, you want me to put in a good word for you?”

      “Fuck no. I’m not in middle school. What I want is for you to bring her to my Fourth of July barbecue. You do that, I’ll set up a visitation pass for you.”

      “Kelly hates socializing so I can’t make any promises, but I will invite her. Cool?”

      “That’s all I’m asking. She’s one damn fine-looking woman.” He opened the door and gave me a wink. “You’re on for two o’clock at the P.A.D.F.”
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      I had a few hours to kill, so I figured I might as well track down the security guard. I called the Safeway and spoke to an assistant manager to determine that the guard was not on duty and was actually employed by a service. I had the guard’s name, thanks to O’Malley, so I called the service and found that he was working another grocery store that afternoon. The store was over on East Colfax in Aurora. It was not the nicest of neighborhoods. Most of the storefronts had bars on the windows.

      The guard wasn’t at the front of the store, so I approached the customer service desk.

      An elderly, Asian woman had a good portion of the counter blocked off as she stood there, scratching lottery tickets. She had a big stack of losers, but that didn’t seem to deter her. She kept scratching away and would mutter, “Damn,” as she finished each ticket. Every now and then, she said, “Yes!”

      A portly man stood behind the counter, selling various Lotto and Powerball tickets and money orders and such. Most of the people in line seemed to be looking for refunds, and most of them did not have receipts. I waited my turn and eventually reached the front of the line.

      “Damn,” said the Asian woman and added several more tickets to her pile of losers. There had to be at least a hundred of them.

      “Can I help you?” the portly man asked me.

      “I’m looking for Eugene. He’s with Arlo Security.”

      “He’s upstairs in the office with a couple of shoplifters.”

      “Damn,” said the Asian woman. “These are no good. You need to sell winners.”

      The portly man grinned at her. “I’m trying, Anita.”

      “You not try hard enough.”

      “You’re doing better today than yesterday.”

      “Excuse me,” Anita said, pushing her way in front of me and sliding five winning tickets across the counter. “Five more, plus another twenty.” She slapped a twenty-dollar bill on the counter.

      “Can I just go up?” I asked.

      “Last door on the left,” he said, pointing up the stairs beside the counter.

      I nodded and went upstairs. Behind me, I heard someone grumbling about Anita cutting in line.

      The upstairs level held the break room, which had windows to watch customers shopping. A hallway led down to the restrooms and the store manager’s office. Inside the office, Eugene towered over two kids wearing baggy clothes with the pants down around their knees. They thought they looked cool that way, and law enforcement loved this style because people with their pants around their knees can’t run fast. Of course, sometimes the pants dropped low due to the weight of weapons, but ya pays yer money and takes yer chances.

      “Let us go, man,” one of the kids said.

      “Shut up,” Eugene said. “You’re lucky I only called your parents.”

      “Rather you call the cops, man. My old man’s gonna whoop me good.”

      “Should have thought of that before you pocketed those pregnancy tests.”

      “They’s for my sister, man.”

      “Five of them?”

      “She gets lots of action.”

      Eugene turned toward me. “Manager’s in the back room.”

      “I’m here to see you, actually.”

      “I’m kinda busy.”

      “It’ll just take a minute. It’s about the murder yesterday at the Downing Safeway.”

      “You’re not a cop.”

      “Private investigator,” I said and showed him my license.

      He shook his head. “I made my statement with the cops. I got nothing to say to you.”

      “I just want to know if you noticed anything strange about the murder.”

      “Some asshole swinging a samurai sword ain’t strange enough for you?”

      “Shit, man, that was you?” one of the kids said. “Fuckin’ A. I saw something about that on the news last night.”

      “I’ve been dodging reporters all day,” Eugene said but seemed pleased that his street cred had gone up a notch with the kids.

      “Did you hear Miller say anything before, during, or after the murder?”

      Now that the kids were paying attention, Eugene was more willing to talk. “I didn’t see anything beforehand because I was dealing with a shoplifter.” He glanced over at the kids as if to tell them he dealt with them all the time. “When I saw the guy with a sword, I tackled the son of a bitch. Some other guy helped me hold him down. The guy struggled and he was pretty strong, but when he looked over at the dead lady, he stopped trying to fight and just tried to get to her. I didn’t know if he wanted to hack her up some more or what. For all I know, he wanted to eat her.”

      The kids grimaced at the thought.

      Eugene looked at me. “I guess it did get a bit strange then because he started crying. He seemed shocked that he’d gone all berserker. He didn’t fight at all from that point on. He said, ‘Oh, God, no,’ a few times. We held him until the cops came, they took our statements, checked the security recording, and carted the psycho off to jail.”

      “When he started crying, did he seem remorseful as well as surprised and shocked?”

      “I hope so but I don’t know.”

      I thanked him for his time, gave him a business card in case he thought of anything else, and took off.
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        * * *

      

      The Pre-Arraignment Detention Facility is in downtown Denver. They process more than sixty thousand prisoners a year. Normally they house two prisoners per cell, but David Miller had one to himself. I don’t know if that was because he was a murderer or because he was on suicide watch.

      I met with him in the visitors’ area. We had a privacy booth and were separated by Plexiglas. I picked up the phone, and once he sat down, David did the same. We had ten minutes. After that our conversation would end whether we were finished or not.

      “You here to gloat?” David asked.

      I kept my voice even, though I wanted to reach through the Plexiglas and strangle the son of a bitch. “Actually your daughter believes you’re innocent, and she hired me to prove it.”

      “You believe her?”

      I shook my head. “I saw the security recording.”

      He gave me a disapproving look. “But you’re still taking her money.”

      “Bills to pay.”

      “After watching the video, you’ve determined that I’m guilty, so why are you here?”

      “Because I want to know what the hell is wrong with you. How could you hack her up like that?”

      David winced at my words. “I’m already deemed unworthy, so I see no point in answering.”

      He was referring to a meeting from five years before, but I knew he was actually sidestepping because my question had hurt him. “You’re not answering for me,” I said. “You’re answering for your daughter, and the way I see it, she’s the only person in the whole world willing to entertain even the possibility that you’re innocent in spite of clear-cut evidence to the contrary.”

      He looked away and lowered the phone for a moment. When he looked back at me, his eyes were brimming, but he fought back the tears. He raised the receiver. “You won’t believe me. And when you present it to her, I know you’ll slant it so that she doesn’t believe me either.”

      “I won’t need to slant anything.”

      He considered that then shrugged. “The honest answer is that I don’t remember. One moment, I was working in my office at DGI, and the next thing I knew, I found myself pinned down a few yards away from Kathy. Oh my god, the blood.”

      He took a moment to collect himself then continued speaking. “She was dead,” he said. “But I couldn’t reach her. All I wanted was to hold her and try to force the blood back into her tattered body, try to heal the wounds, but she was too far away and the wounds were too great. But why would I kill her? I love her!”

      “Was she sleeping with Al Davidson?”

      “What?” The question clearly caught him off guard as if he’d never even considered the possibility.

      “The green-eyed monster is a pretty good motive. She was with Al in the store.”

      “They were friends, not lovers. We’ve all been friends for years, but you know that.”

      “Just looking at possibilities.”

      “Look elsewhere. My wife would never sleep around. She has—had morals. She had high standards, and she held herself to them at all times.”

      “I don’t know about that. She married you.”

      David shook his head. “You can say what you want about me, but don’t you dare imply that Kathy wasn’t a good woman.”

      Kathy was one of the best people I knew. People change, though, especially when they’re unhappy. The woman deserved sainthood for living with David for so many years. While I couldn’t imagine her being unfaithful, I’ve been surprised before.

      “Hey, it’s been five years. For all I know, you two were separated or even divorced.”

      “Bullshit. You may not be worthy of the magical community, but you aren’t stupid. You’ve already checked on the marital status.”

      I shrugged. He was right, of course. One constant in my business is that people will lie to you, and that includes clients. Since it had been five years, I had made a few calls to verify certain information, such as marital status and financials, before I went to see the recording. When someone goes out of his way to kill someone, he usually has a motive such as jealousy or money. David and Kathy’s financials were solid.

      “So why did you kill her?”

      “I would never kill my wife.”

      “You already killed her, David. She’s dead. You’re the murderer. I know it. You know it. End of story, roll credits.”

      “I’m innocent. I may not remember everything but I’m innocent.”

      “Come on, David. If you believed you were innocent, you wouldn’t be behind bars. You may not be worthy of humanity in my eyes, but your magic is certainly strong enough that you could unlock your cell with a wave of your hand and walk out of this facility any time you wanted. So don’t give me any shit about not remembering. You remember full well.”

      “So why are you talking to me?”

      “Because I want to know why.”

      “Bullshit.”

      He had me there. When it came right down to it, I didn’t really care why. I was stalling because I hadn’t figured out how to handle things. I wanted another shot with Naomi, and if all I did was prove her father guilty inside of a few hours, she would never talk to me again. So I gave him part of the truth.

      “It’s simple. I haven’t figured out an easy way to let Naomi down. She believes in you, and it will break her heart to discover that you’re a cold-blooded killer.”

      “Jonathan, that night is a blur. I can see Kathy lying there. Blood everywhere. But it’s as if I just woke up from a terrible nightmare only to discover all of it was real.”

      “I hope you don’t plan to lawyer up and go for the ‘irresistible impulse’ defense.”

      Colorado is one of the states that allows the irresistible impulse defense, based on the M’Naghten rule, M’Naghten being the first to get off by reason of insanity in England back in 1843. To top it off, the burden of proof is on the state. After seeing the security feed of David killing Kathy, I wanted him to rot in jail forever. Of course, the jail would never hold him if he actually wanted to leave, but I figured his personal guilt and remorse might keep him locked up.

      “I haven’t decided what I’m going to do,” he said. He stared at me for a moment. “You don’t like me.”

      “Gee, is it that obvious?”

      “But I want you to do me a favor. Really, it’s for Naomi, not for me.”

      He knew just what to say to get to me. I shrugged. “I’m listening.”

      “Please,” he said. “Please don’t let her see me like this.”

      “You can turn down visitors,” I said.

      “Really? If I’d known that, I wouldn’t have seen you.”

      I nodded and hung up the phone. I had nothing more to say to him.
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      Before I talked to Naomi again, I knew I needed to make one more stop. Yes, it was clear that David was guilty. There had been no evidence of magic on the security recording, and David himself obviously knew he was guilty or he wouldn’t be sitting there in jail. That said, I felt I needed to talk to one more person before I faced Naomi to tell her that her father was a raving, psychotic murderer. Somehow that didn’t sound like something that would help me win her heart, especially since she had just lost her mother. My stomach twisted in knots. So I cruised out to the DGI offices where Al Davidson worked.

      DGI stands for Dragon Gate Industries, and it’s supposedly an engineering firm down in the Tech Center, but in reality, it’s home to a bunch of wizards who ply their trade under cover of a normal business.

      A short, Hispanic man named Phil is the guard at DGI. So far as I’ve been able to tell, he doesn’t have any magical abilities, but he’s loyal to a fault. There are real offices in the building where real engineers work for real contractors, but that’s just part of the cover.

      “Hey, Phil,” I said as I entered the building.

      “Mr. Shade,” he said with a nod. I remembered when he used to call me Jonathan, but that was back when I was welcome here. “I didn’t see your name on the guest list.”

      “Check the update, m’man. I have an appointment to see Al Davidson.”

      This was true. I’d called Al on my drive from downtown to the Tech Center. While Al didn’t want to see me, he agreed to give me five minutes out of respect for the Miller family.

      “I’ll have to verify that,” Phil said.

      “By all means.”

      Phil picked up the phone, verified my story, and told me to take the elevator to the thirteenth floor.

      Most buildings don’t have a thirteenth floor. They go from twelve to fourteen. People are so superstitious. In any case, the elevator didn’t show a button for floor thirteen, but I’d been here many times, so I knew the routine. I pressed twelve and fourteen simultaneously. Both buttons lit up. The elevator rose and the doors opened on twelve then closed. They opened again on fourteen then closed. I hit twelve and fourteen simultaneously again, the elevator dropped one level, and the doors slid open on thirteen. The wizards didn’t want to be disturbed and had built in this little trick to prevent anyone from accidentally discovering them.

      DGI didn’t bother with receptionists because if someone found the floor, he probably belonged there. So when I stepped off the elevator, I simply moved down the hall to Al’s office. I’d heard that there was extra security of the magical variety, but I’d never seen anything to prove or disprove that.

      Al’s office was decorated with Star Wars movie posters and action figures. Han Solo stood next to Chewbacca on one shelf, and Princess Leia clad in a gold bikini leaned against a jellylike Jabba the Hut. The figures weren’t in their original packages, so I wondered if Al played with them when no one was looking. Al’s appearance—old, bald, and dressed in a business suit and reading glasses—didn’t fit the image you’d expect from the decor.

      “Pizza delivery for Al Davidson,” I said as I stepped into the office.

      Al had his nose in a book and didn’t look up. He raised a finger and pointed to a chair.

      Wizards. No sense of humor. I sat down to wait.

      A few moments later, he closed the book. It was a heavy, leather tome probably filled with a variety of ancient spells. Then again, for all I knew, it could have been Lady Chatterly’s Lover. He removed his glasses and stared at me. “Jonathan Shade,” he said then glanced at his watch. “You have five minutes.”

      “This won’t take that long. It’s about Kathy.”

      “So you said on the phone. A tragedy, of course.”

      “I know you two were close.”

      “We were well acquainted.” He steepled his hands on the desk. “I’m afraid I don’t understand why you’re here, Mr. Shade.”

      “Why so formal?”

      “Excuse me?”

      “Never mind. I was hired to look into the murder.”

      “Whatever for? David Miller is guilty, and he is imprisoned.”

      “Let’s just say there are those who believe he’s innocent.”

      Al nodded. “His daughter, of course. This must be horrible for her. Have you seen the security video?”

      “I saw it.”

      “So why are you here?”

      “I’m trying to understand why he did it.”

      “You’d have to ask him.”

      “I already did.”

      “So why are you talking to me?”

      “Because you were there,” I said, though he had a valid question. I didn’t really need to talk to him. I just wasn’t ready to go see Naomi. I wanted to help her and find some way to get into her good graces while I was at it, but there wasn’t anything I could do on that front. Time could heal her grief, but it wouldn’t change the facts.

      “Are you planning to bother every shopper who was there?”

      “You were close. When I watched the recording, I noticed that David said something to Kathy before he killed her. Did you hear what he said?”

      “I’m afraid not. But if you saw the recording, you’ve probably also read the police report, so you would already know that. So I ask you again, why are you talking to me about this?”

      “Well, you wizard types are kinda private. It wouldn’t surprise me if you didn’t tell the police everything.”

      He grinned. “I see. But if you think I’d withhold information from the police, why do you think I would share it with you?”

      “Because of my winning personality.”

      He gave me a look that a foul-tempered teacher might throw at the class clown.

      “Seriously,” I said. “Something you might tell me but not the cops is this: Was there anything magical about the murder that wouldn’t show up on the recording?”

      “You’re wasting my time, Mr. Shade.”

      I pulled out my cell phone and checked the time. “By my estimate, I still have two minutes of your time to waste.”

      He sighed. “We’re done here.”

      He started to open the book again, but I stood and placed my hand on the tome, pushing it back to the desk. “Did you notice anything strange about David Miller?”

      “Aside from the fact that he drew a sword and chopped his wife apart in the middle of a crowded grocery store?”

      “Could he have been . . . I don’t know . . . possessed?”

      Al rolled his eyes. “Do you have any idea how much power it would take to control a wizard of David Miller’s stature against his will?”

      “Not a clue.”

      “You’re wasting your time as well as mine, Mr. Shade.”

      “Look, David’s an asshole. No question. But he did love his wife, so this goes against everything about his character. He claims not to remember anything, so I’m just asking if it’s possible that someone else—a stronger wizard perhaps—forced him to kill her. It might not be plausible, but is it possible?”

      “No, it’s not. As you’re a mundane, I’ll explain this simply. Magic, Mr. Shade, is dying. There is simply no way that any wizard, no matter how experienced, could possibly harness enough magic to control another wizard. A mundane, perhaps, but definitely not a wizard. I don’t know why David Miller killed his wife, but I do know that it was not a case of possession or a doppelganger or any other silly notion you may have concocted. He did it and he’ll have to face the consequences of his actions. Are we clear here?”

      “You bet.”

      “Can I be rid of you now?”

      “Just one more question,” I said in my best Columbo.

      Al just glared at me.

      “Why was Mrs. Miller shopping over by D.U. instead of out in Castle Pines?”

      He sighed. “I was the one shopping, Mr. Shade. Kathleen was with me because she wanted to discuss a private matter. That, of course, is none of your business. Now get the hell out of my office, or I’ll forcibly remove you.”

      While I’d love to see him try that, I figured enough was enough. I didn’t really come here to badger him. He hadn’t told me anything I didn’t already know. I knew magic was dying. That was something David and Kathy always complained about. They wished they’d lived hundreds of years ago, when magic was stronger. I pointed out that indoor plumbing was a nice trade-off for the lack of magic, but they were not amused. Wizards are a tough crowd.
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        * * *

      

      As I left the building, my cell phone rang. The caller ID read O’Malley.

      “Shade’s Morgue,” I answered. “You kill ’em, we chill ’em.”

      “You need to get new material,” O’Malley said.

      I climbed into my Firebird. “This from a man who tells the same lame cop jokes at every party?”

      “Yeah, yeah. Look, I just thought you’d want to know that David Miller killed himself twenty minutes ago.”

      “I thought he was on suicide watch.”

      “Maybe they watched him commit suicide. Someone really wants to off himself, there’s not much anyone can do to stop him. Just thought you’d want to know.”

      “Does Naomi know yet?”

      “Yeah. They made the call to her fifteen minutes ago.”

      “Shit. Thanks, O’Malley.”

      I ended the call and just sat there. It made sense, of course. David was so guilt ridden over the murder that he killed himself. It happens all the time. Be that as it may, I felt terrible about it. What if it was something I said that made him do it? I know I couldn’t be held responsible for his death, but knowing and feeling are two separate things.
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      As I approached the door to Naomi’s house around five o’clock, I felt lost. What do you say when someone’s folks pull the old murder/suicide? “Sorry” just didn’t seem to cut it. So when she opened the door, I didn’t say anything; I simply embraced her. She held me tightly, and for a few seconds, there was nobody in the world but us.

      “Come in,” she said when she let go. She wiped tears from her cheeks. From the smeared mascara and swollen eyes, I could tell she’d been crying a lot. It hurt to see her like that.

      Her house was tastefully decorated with an Oriental flare. We sat on the sofa in her living room beneath two paintings of Chinese symbols. I don’t read Chinese, but I knew they meant peace and tranquility because I’d given them to her when we were a couple. I remember that when she hung them up, she told me that if someone came in and told her they actually read Stupid American that she’d have to get even with me.

      “So I’m guessing you heard about my father,” she said.

      I nodded.

      She looked away and I took her hand in mine. “Did you learn anything today?”

      “Nothing good. I’m sorry.”

      She shook her head. “So he was guilty.”

      “I wish I could tell you something different.”

      The doorbell rang.

      She reached for her purse on the glass coffee table. “I hope you’re hungry. I didn’t feel like cooking, so I ordered some pizza.”

      “I’ll get this,” I said. I stood and headed toward the door, pulling a twenty out of my wallet.

      I opened the door, and a tall man punched me in the face.

      I staggered backward, stunned. The man had long, black hair and dark sunglasses and wore a black leather trench coat. He looked like he’d stepped out of a heavy metal video.

      He didn’t have a pizza.

      Before I could recover, he bolted through the door and punched me again. This time I fell, but my training chimed in, and I tried to kick his feet out from under him. Unfortunately he moved too fast, and I kicked air.

      Naomi threw her hands out toward him, and the air shimmered. As I mentioned, Naomi is a low-level wizard. From the energy blast, I’d say she’d gained some ground in the past half decade. The blast knocked the attacker back a step and gave me time to get to my feet.

      He punched Naomi before she could summon up another blast. She hit the wall hard, cracking the drywall and knocking the paintings askew.

      I raced over and grabbed the man around the neck from behind. He grabbed my hands and pulled them away from himself. The son of a bitch was strong. I drove my knee into his kidney, but he barely reacted. He twisted around, folding my arms over themselves hard and fast. I flipped sideways and crashed through the glass table. The glass hurt a little, but when I landed on my side against the metal table support, that hurt a hell of a lot more. I couldn’t breathe.

      The warrior grabbed Naomi by the throat and lifted her off the floor. “Where are the crystals?” he asked.

      She tried to speak, but all that came out were a few guttural choking noises. He drove her into the wall, further cracking it and knocking one of the pictures down. I don’t know if it was “peace” or “tranquility,” but I don’t suppose that matters much. He relaxed his grip on her throat.

      “Where are they?”

      “I don’t know what you’re talking about,” she said.

      “Don’t lie to me, bitch.” He slapped her across the face.

      I struggled to get up.

      The warrior turned to look at me. “Don’t even think about it,” he said.

      Blood dripped into my eyes as I pushed myself to my feet. My side throbbed. I held my ribs and wondered if they were broken. It hurt to breathe. I didn’t get a chance to throw any one-liners at him about how it’s not nice to hit a woman or anything. As soon as I was up, he dropped Naomi and spun around. He moved so fast, I had a hard time blocking his roundhouse kick. But I did block it.

      Well, the first one.

      The second kick came so fast, I didn’t even see it, and I found myself on the floor again in more pain. I wished I’d worn my shoulder holster. I could have just shot him. But no, my gun was back at the office.

      Naomi moved to blast him again, but he caught her hands and held them apart. Energy danced on her fingertips, but she couldn’t direct it toward him.

      I grabbed a shard of glass from the table, rolled over, and got up.

      He looked back at me. “Not very bright, are you?”

      “I have my moments,” I said, taking up a fighting stance. “Come and get some.”

      “I’m not here for you.”

      I knew he couldn’t let go of Naomi’s arms or she’d be able to blast him again. I also knew he had incredible speed and the only way he could attack me right now was to kick me when I came close enough. I figured I’d catch the kick and slice open his femoral artery. Hey, it was a plan. It wasn’t a practical plan and certainly not a plan I ever got to put into action.

      He didn’t kick me.

      Instead, he threw Naomi at me.

      She hit me like a battering ram, and I crashed backward into the flat-panel television. Mr. Metallica might have thought the energy flowing from her hands would hurt me. It would probably have killed a normal person. While in most respects I am a normal person, I do have one advantage when dealing with wizards: magic doesn’t affect me. It’s the reason I can handle cases such as Naomi’s.

      The warrior grabbed Naomi by the leg and tossed her aside as if she weighed no more than a pillow. She crashed into a silver lamp beside the sofa. I didn’t see her land because by that time, the guy had grabbed me and hurled me through the front window. Magic can’t hurt me, but glass sure can and so can a hard landing.

      I hit the ground in the front yard as the pizza boy walked up the driveway with his red oven bag in one hand.

      “Holy shit!” the pizza boy said. He took a step back.

      About that time, I heard another energy blast, and the warrior flew backward out the window, landing a few yards past me. I couldn’t catch my breath or move, but he rolled right to his feet and reached into his trench coat. He pulled out a sword, a katana like the one David used to kill Kathy.

      “Holy shit,” the pizza boy repeated, doing his best John Belushi.

      The warrior ignored the boy and stepped over me as he stormed back to the house. Another blast of energy sent him reeling over me again, and I looked up to see Naomi jump through the window, hands glowing.

      “You’ve really pissed me off now,” Naomi said and blasted the warrior again. He rolled right to his feet as if he were simply performing a choreographed dance and started toward her again.

      Only now Naomi’s hands weren’t glowing and she looked ready to pass out.

      I lost track of the pizza boy, but I suspect he started toward his car. Meanwhile, the warrior moved to step over me, but now I had my breath back, and I launched a solid kick up into his testicles.

      It only knocked him back a few steps. He looked down at his crotch then over at me as Naomi helped me to my feet.

      “Nice kick,” he said. “I almost felt that one.”

      Almost? We were facing a eunuch? Wonderful.

      He started toward us again, sword in hand.

      “Plan?” Naomi asked.

      “Run,” I said.

      Naomi and I ran toward the driveway. I figured if we could put her car between him and us, we’d have a chance. We bolted around the BMW. I saw the pizza guy trying to start his Ford Escort on the street.

      The warrior leaped over the BMW. So much for that idea.

      The pizza guy pushed open his passenger door. “Get in!” he yelled.

      Naomi and I raced toward the Escort, warrior behind us.

      Naomi jumped into the car. I made a sudden stop, planted, and side-kicked the warrior. It was like trying to kick a freight train, but it did stop him.

      “Go!” I yelled to the pizza guy. “Get her out of here!”

      “Very noble,” said the warrior.

      I faced him, ready to fight as the Escort tore off down the street.

      “But as I said, I’m not here for you.”

      He swatted me aside like an annoying insect and took off running after the car. There was no way he could catch them, of course. I ran toward my car. Every step sent pain stabbing through my ribs, but Naomi was safe and that’s all that mattered.

      I climbed into my car. Then I saw the Escort’s brake lights flare.

      “Just run the stop sign, you moron,” I said.

      A semi truck barreled through the intersection, and the Escort screeched to a halt. I started my car and gunned the engine. The tires barked as I raced toward them in my Firebird. The Escort started to make a left turn, but the warrior leaped onto the roof. I kept racing toward them as I watched him raise the sword and drive it through the roof of the car into the pizza guy’s head.

      The car swerved wildly and bounced up over the curb, plowing through a wooden fence. The warrior flew off the roof, leaving his sword stuck through the car and the pizza guy’s skull, and the car slammed into a tree. Steam hissed out from under the crumpled hood.

      The warrior rose and started toward the Escort. I gunned the engine, bounced over the curb and through the smashed section of fence, and plowed into the warrior. His body flipped up like a rag doll and came down behind me. I did a one-eighty and drove over him again.

      The passenger door swung open, and Naomi staggered out. Blood dripped from her forehead. I bolted from my car and helped her to the passenger side of the Firebird.

      “You’re going to be all right,” I said. “I’ll get you to a hospital.” I glanced at the pizza guy. He was dead.

      I put Naomi into the passenger seat, and as I raced around to the driver’s side, I saw the warrior sit up.

      “You have got to be shitting me,” I said.

      I leaped into the car, threw it into reverse, and stomped on the accelerator. Grass and dirt flew forward as we raced backward and over the warrior a third time. I heard a satisfying thunk as the back of my car smacked into him. I shifted to drive and bounced over the bastard a fourth time for good measure and aimed for the street.

      I heard sirens in the distance.

      When I looked into the rearview mirror, I saw the warrior sit up again, but by then, we were on the road. The Firebird skidded a bit when it hit pavement, but the tires caught and we raced down the street.

      “Well,” I said. “That was fun.”

      “Seems like old times,” Naomi said.

      “Nearest hospital is what, Porter?”

      She shook her head. “I don’t need a hospital. I’m just a bit shaken.”

      I rubbed my aching ribs and thought about the poor pizza guy. There was nothing I could do for him, of course, but he gave his life to try to get Naomi to safety. It felt wrong to just leave him there. I forced myself to consider things I could control. I glanced at Naomi, who stared out the window, holding one hand to her bleeding forehead.

      “So the Terminator back there was after some crystals? Care to tell me about them?”

      “I don’t have them.”

      “That doesn’t help me,” I said.

      “I didn’t hire you to help with this,” Naomi said. “I hired you to prove my father innocent.”

      “Seems to me this is a little bigger than that. You’re going to need help. That was a Sekutar warrior back there.”

      Naomi nodded.

      “So you need my help. Talk to me. Tell me about the crystals.”

      She hesitated.

      “Tell me,” I said.

      “Fine. My father was the custodian of one of three crystals that were supposed to hold part of an ancient sorcerer’s soul, but there isn’t much to tell you now because they were destroyed.”

      “How and when?”

      She shrugged. “I wouldn’t know.”

      “So for all you know, they weren’t destroyed.”

      I stopped at a red light and glanced in the rearview, half expecting to see the warrior.

      “They were destroyed,” Naomi said. “Trust me on that.”

      “In that case, do you know who might want these crystals? If we can nail that down, we might be able to figure out who sicced Captain Indestructible on us.”

      “Most wizards would want them if they knew they existed, but conventional wisdom is that they’re a myth.”

      In my experience, mythology was rarely complete fiction. “Who would know different?”

      “The people above my father at DGI. Al Davidson and Anselma Kaiser.”

      “I know Al. Who’s this Anselma person?”

      “She used to run the Berlin facility. She moved to the States two years ago to take over the Denver branch. She’s more of a figurehead here since Al runs the division for her. She has an office here, but she’s practically retired. My father only met her a few times. I met her once. She’s a royal bitch.”

      The light turned green. “I’ll keep that in mind. Maybe I should set an appointment to talk to her.”

      “Good luck with that. She’s been in Switzerland the last few months.”

      “Cool. Want to go skiing?”

      She just looked at me.
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      Kelly Chan taught at her dojo on East Colfax. When I pulled up and parked, Naomi shook her head.

      “No, Jonathan. I can’t be here.”

      “It’s safe here.”

      “For you.”

      “For you too. Kelly will protect you.”

      “She’d rather see me dead.”

      I couldn’t argue with that point. “What she’d like to do and what she will do are sometimes different things.”

      “Sometimes?”

      I shrugged.

      We got out of the car, and I did a quick walk-around to assess the damage. The front end seemed fine, though the license plate was bent. The back end had a big dent in the bumper, and the fiberglass was cracked. It could have been worse.

      We entered the dojo. A class was in session. Red and blue mats lay on the floor, and full-length mirrors lined the long, back wall so the students could see themselves practicing. This evening’s class consisted of underprivileged youth. Kelly loved working with kids, teaching them discipline and self-defense. It was her way of giving back. The difference here was that the kids weren’t tortured if they screwed up.

      Kelly saw us come in. She had one of her students take over the class and pointed me to her office. She did not look pleased to see us. Kelly stood five foot four in her current barefoot state and wore a black gi and pants on her slender frame. She entered the office behind us and closed the door.

      “You got your ass kicked,” she said. “Again.” She frowned. “You’re making me look bad.”

      “You should see the other guy. Not a scratch on him.”

      “One man did this to you?” She shook her head. “You’re a disgrace.” She glanced over at Naomi then gave me a hard stare. “And who said you could bring that bitch into my dojo?”

      I stepped between Kelly and Naomi. “Calm down, Kelly.”

      “I’m always calm, Jonathan. Get that whore out of here.”

      “I’m sorry,” Naomi said. “We should go.”

      “Don’t apologize,” I said. “Kelly sees it as a sign of weakness.”

      “True colors are hard to hide,” Kelly said.

      “Naomi, could you give us a minute? Just wait at the entrance, but don’t leave the dojo.”

      She nodded and left us alone in the office. I watched her through the window as she sat down in the waiting area and picked up an issue of Black Belt Magazine.

      Kelly gave me a disappointed look. “Tell me you didn’t hook up with her again.”

      “It’s not like that,” I said. “She’s a client.”

      “Whatever she’s paying is not enough.”

      “There’s—”

      “Who kicked your ass?”

      I took a deep breath. “A Sekutar.”

      “Impossible.”

      “I’m glad you think I could hold my own against a Sekutar, but⁠—”

      “They’re all dead, Jonathan. Well, all but me.”

      “That’s what I thought too, but look at me.”

      She looked me up and down, frowning the entire time. “What happened?”

      I filled her in on the day’s events.

      “So you ran over him four times and he still got up?”

      I nodded.

      So did she. “So there are more Sekutar.”

      “At least one and he’s one tough bastard.”

      “There may be more.”

      “Could be. Look, I need you to watch over Naomi.”

      “Hell no.”

      “Show a little sympathy. She lost both her parents in the past twenty-four hours, and now someone’s trying to kill her.”

      “If the Sekutar was sent to kill her, she’d be dead. Someone wants those crystals, and they think she has them.”

      “Must be a wizard. A strong one.”

      Kelly nodded. There was no way a Sekutar would align him- or herself with anything less than a powerful wizard. Kelly siding with me was an exception, but that’s a different story for another time.

      I eased myself into a chair and winced.

      Kelly raised an eyebrow.

      “Ribs,” I said.

      She walked over and pushed on them. It hurt like hell. “Don’t be a baby. They aren’t broken.”

      “They hurt like a son of a bitch.”

      “Just bruised. Want me to tape them up for you?”

      I shook my head. “I just want you to take care of Naomi until I get back.”

      “Where are you going?”

      “The office. I need to pick up my gun.”

      “Like that will do you any good.”

      “Might slow him down a bit.”

      “Might just make him mad. You’re better off with a sword.”

      “Oh yeah, that will be inconspicuous.”

      “Nobody will mess with you.”

      “Except the cops.”

      She shrugged. “So after you get your little toy, what’s your plan?”

      “The usual. Kick a few hornets’ nests, see what flies out.”

      “You don’t think Al is involved?”

      “Oh, I know he’s involved, but I can’t see him sending a Sekutar after Naomi or after some crystals. He’s an old friend of the family and wouldn’t need to recruit anyone. He could just go get them himself without the extra fuss.”

      “And the murder/suicide?”

      “I suppose it could be unrelated, but that seems unlikely, so it has to tie in somehow.”

      “I should go with you when you start kicking the nests.”

      I cocked a thumb toward Naomi in the waiting room. “What about her?”

      Kelly looked over at Naomi. “She’s not too bright. She’s on her cell phone.”

      “Shit.”

      I started to get up, but Kelly motioned for me to stay put. She opened the office door. “Naomi, hang up the phone.”

      “I’m just trying to get someone to help Jonathan,” she said.

      “He doesn’t need your help.”

      “He needs a healer.”

      “He needs more training. Don’t bring any of your wizard friends over here. Any of them could be in league with whoever sent the Sekutar.”

      “I’m not stupid, Kelly. I’m calling a healer friend of mine who is not associated with DGI at all. And she’s available to help Jonathan tonight.”

      “I don’t trust you wizards.”

      Naomi approached the door. “You probably don’t trust anyone.”

      “I trust Jonathan.”

      “In spite of what happened to you, not all wizards are evil.”

      “I don’t care.”

      I pushed myself to my feet. The effort sent shards of pain shooting through my ribs. Even breathing hurt. “That’s enough, you two.”

      “Lina can help you tonight, Jonathan. You remember her, right?”

      I nodded and looked at Kelly. “Lina’s cool.” I turned to Naomi. “But she won’t be able to do me any good.”

      “She won’t be trying to hurt you,” Naomi said. “So maybe she can help.”

      “It doesn’t work like that.” I knew from experience that direct magic in any form simply doesn’t affect me. I wished there were exceptions, but I didn’t make the rules.

      “Can we at least let her try?”

      I looked at the cut on Naomi’s forehead and thought about how her back must be hurting from being slammed into the wall and the residual pain she might feel from the car crash now that the adrenaline was fading away and figured she could use the healing. “All right,” I said. “I’d love to be proven wrong.”

      “I’m going with you,” Kelly said.

      “Bring some beer, and we’ll have a party.”

      “Let me bring my sword,” Kelly said. “Then we’ll have a party.”
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      Lina lived in Five Points, an area near downtown the city was trying to develop into a nice neighborhood the way they’d done with LoDo, but for now it remained one of the bad parts of town. Gang members constantly tagged buildings, and shootings were common. It wasn’t the best place for a family to take an evening stroll.

      Kelly parked her black SUV at the curb half a block from Lina’s house. It was the closest space she could find. We all climbed out of the vehicle, and Kelly set the alarm.

      “If some gangbanger jacks with my truck, I’ll break some skulls.”

      “I’ll protect it,” Naomi said and faced the vehicle. She moved her hands out to the sides then nodded. “That should do it.”

      The truck didn’t look any different, but that was the point. The protection spell would keep people away. They wouldn’t know why they were passing up the opportunity to steal the truck, but they’d go after an easier target. If they did try to mess with it, they’d find that they couldn’t touch it. Every once in a while, magic does have practical uses.

      As we approached the house, Lina stepped onto the porch to meet us. She was a large, Black woman with a jovial face. She absolutely loved life and expected everyone to be happy around her. Her positive emotions were contagious, and it was hard to be down when you
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