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The tattooed biker on the front porch said,
“Is this where I could find – uh – Antryg Windrose?” He checked a
scrap of paper in his palm. And – probably interpreting the look of
profound wariness on Joanna Sheraton’s face behind the screen door
– he added, “Jim Hasseloff says he’s a wizard. My name’s Nicky
Crane.”

Jim Hasseloff was the manager of Enyart’s Bar
on Ventura Boulevard, where Joanna’s partner – lover, friend,
room-mate and lunatic – tended bar on weekends; hearing his name
reassured her. With a second look at Crane’s face, as she opened
the door and stepped back. He looked sober, and despite the club
colors on the back of his jacket (The Hog Riders – nobody she’d
ever heard of) there was no coarseness in the way he held himself
as he stepped across the threshold.

She said, “Excuse me,” and crossed back
through the cavernous shadows of the parlor to call up the stairs,
“Antryg?”

He’d have heard the door open, and came
clattering down the stairs from his workshop in what had been the
dilapidated bungalow’s “sleeping porch”, like a six-foot three-inch
phasmid in spectacles. The early July morning was warming up,
though the western reaches of the San Fernando Valley wouldn’t get
brutal for another week. In jeans, rhinestone earrings, and a
thrift-store t-shirt (which advertised a long-defunct sandwich shop
in Santa Cruz) he looked, as he usually did, like an over-age
hippie who’d done one too many hits of Captain Sunshine in the
sixties.

“There’s a fellow here named Nick Crane,”
reported Joanna. “Jim sent him. He’s looking for a wizard.”

Antryg held out his hand to their guest with
his daft, toothy grin. His fingers were crooked, broken by the
witchfinders in his own universe. His voice was fathomless velvet,
like the darkness beyond the stars. “Delighted to meet you,” he
said. “And do you need a wizard?”

“Yeah.” Crane’s voice stumbled a little on
the word. “My – my girlfriend disappeared.” Something in his brown
eyes changed, as he struggled again with some terrible shock. “I
mean, like, disappeared disappeared. I mean, she was
standing there, twenty feet away from me, and this… this light –
this darkness—” He tried to shape with his hands what he’d seen
“–this sort of hole in the air opened. She tried to run away from
it and I ran towards her, but these shadows came out of it, grabbed
her—” He was watching Antryg’s face as he spoke, watching for the
derisive disbelief he’d almost certainly seen (Joanna reflected)
when he’d told this tale to the police…

Watching with wary desperation. You’ve got
to believe me…

And behind the wariness, frantic grief and
terror.

“And was this,” inquired Antryg softly, “at
about three-thirty in the morning this past Wednesday, June 29th,
1988?”

Crane’s eyes flared: first shock, then
suspicion, and fury.

“How the fuck do you know that?”

“It’s my job,” returned Antryg, rather
grimly. “I felt the Void open at that time – and I’ve been rather
hoping someone would turn up and tell me about it.”

Joanna thought, Ah…

For nearly a week, she had been aware that
Antryg’s habitual scanning of what she thought of as the ‘weirdness
boards’ – computer message-boards where users shared the
inexplicable or the purportedly supernatural – had redoubled. Twice
she had found him absorbed in the elaborate cats-cradles in which
he could sometimes read signs invisible to ordinary eyes, and knew
he’d taken to staying up late, or waking long before dawn, to spend
hours laying out Tarot spreads or sitting, listening, among the
vast design of pin-wheels and broken bottles he’d made among the
weeds and avocado-trees of the back yard.

Watching.

Searching.

And because magic did not exist in this
universe – only the deep stirrings in the darkness of his mind –
finding nothing.

For nearly a week she, too, had been
expecting something like this.

She shivered in spite of herself.

Into Antryg’s silence, Crane asked, “You
really a wizard?”

Few people, Joanna knew, pictured mages
walking around in jeans, rubber flip-flops, and shirts that had
Hungry Harry’s Tower of Chow printed across the front.

“If I was the sort of person who’d lie about
it,” explained Antryg apologetically, moving a cat and gesturing
him to a seat on the dilapidated couch, “you couldn’t prove me
wrong, you know. I mean, magic doesn’t work in this universe, so I
can’t really do anything. What were you doing when this
occurred Wednesday night? Or Thursday morning, if one wanted to be
technical about it. Where were you?”

“Lytle Creek.” In the face of a factual
question, the young man’s scratchy voice regained some of its
confidence. “It’s in the mountains, about ten miles north of San
Bernardino, in the Angeles National Forest. She – We…” He
hesitated, not certain how to go on.

“Would you like some tea?” asked Antryg. “Or
coffee? It’s a bit early in the day for beer.”

“Coffee’d be good.” Crane sounded a little
uncertain about it. It’s Friday, thought Joanna, taking a
second, longer look at the haggard unshaven face. Has this guy
eaten or slept since he saw somebody he cared about disappear right
in front of his eyes?

Antryg started to rise, and Joanna offered,
“We’ve got some cold pizza in the fridge. Have you had
breakfast?”

He stammered, hesitated (He hasn’t…),
then said, “You sure?”

Joanna fetched it. But on her way back for
the coffee (and tea, for Antryg) she paused at the foot of the
stairs, then climbed swiftly to the workroom, and stood for a
moment looking in.

Monday he’d begun sticking fragments of paper
to the two walls in the corner, scribbled with notes in felt-tip
pen in the elaborate, curliqueued script of the Empire of Ferryth.
By Tuesday he’d started rigging lines of kitchen string – or in
some cases red yarn – between them. He’d found an old portable
chalkboard in the attic and lugged it down Wednesday night. More
notes, more string, more connections – if that’s what the yarn was
supposed to mean. She noticed that he was now tying things like
jingle-bells and “gods-eyes” – the sort of thing hippies had used
to make twenty years ago – to some of the places where the strings
crossed.

Last night she’d asked him, “What is
that?”

And he’d replied, not sarcastic or evasive
but worried: “I haven’t the slightest idea.”

When she came back into the living-room,
Crane was saying, “The cops thought I was crazy. Or that I was
stoned, which I wasn’t. Neither of us were. Sharona…” He hesitated
again, or maybe simply couldn’t get past the sound of her name.
“Thing is, Sharona was doing a cleanse. I mean, like, a magic
cleanse.” Again the glance, expecting disbelief if not derision.
“Her ex called her last week, trying to borrow money, and they
ended up having a fight. She said she’d been dreaming about him and
wanted to, like, purge her mind of his spirit. She’s kind of a
Wiccan,” he added, looking uncertainly from Antryg to Joanna.

“A cleanse is a perfectly reasonable thing to
do under the circumstances,” agreed Antryg. “Thank you, Joanna—”
taking the coffee. “And one doesn’t need to be mageborn – or be in
a universe where magic works – to derive benefit from it.”

“I’d have mailed him a dead lizard, myself,”
remarked Joanna, reflecting upon an ex of her own. She settled
cross-legged on the end of the couch.

“Yeah, well, the police didn’t look at it
that way.” Nicky Crane was silent for a moment. Then a slight
tremor passed through him: weariness, anger, the echoes of shock.
“And her mom’s filed a missing person report. She was never my
biggest fan. By the end of the week the SBPD is gonna be on my
doorstep asking what really happened, and I swear to God, that’s
what really happened.” The flesh around his eyes tightened a little
with his concentration, sun-burned, and threaded with amazing
patterns of white squint-lines, from riding into the wind.

“She’d made like this little campfire about
thirty feet up the hill from the creek bed, and came back to where
we were camped to get her stuff: sage and tobacco and rock-salt,
and some other herbs I think. I was back with the bike.” With
meticulous care he sugared his coffee, mixed cream into it, set it
on the side-table with his untouched pizza on a folded paper-towel,
and, clearly, promptly forgot about it. “I’m not really into that,
you know, Wiccan stuff. But I know it’s really important to her.
And I knew how upset she’d been getting into it with Carson again –
you look up the word ‘dick-head’ in the dictionary, and that’s his
picture beside the article.”

For a moment he gazed into space again,
trying to call it back. And sick with the recollection.

“So she gets her stuff, and starts to walk
back up the slope in the moonlight, and then this – and then this…”
His hands spread apart, as if they would encompass a sphere that
grew from the size of a basketball to about twice that of a very
large beach-ball. Moving, as if they would mould from the air
between them something which could neither be described nor even
completely pictured.

“It was darkness,” he said quietly. “Only –
only moving. Like it was alive. There was like… colors in it… and
light that wasn’t really light. And kind of… fizzing. Like the air
in it was full of molecules of something. But dark, dark like
you’re in a cave, dark. And it grew, til it was higher than her
head. Sharona backed up, and started to turn to run back up the
hill, but… This sounds stupid, but I don’t really remember what I
saw. I think I saw things coming out of that darkness, people
maybe? I know she ran, and something surrounded her, grabbed her. I
think she screamed but I don’t… it’s not clear in my mind. I can’t
see that part. I swear to God I wasn’t drunk or stoned or anything.
I don’t remember if I
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