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Michael Jasper







Magic: It can show up in the strangest places...




An old man sleeping in a cardboard box in snowy Chicago holds the secret of sorcery in his head. Thanks to the damage done to him by using magic decades ago, he doesn't realize it. Most days he can’t even remember his own name.




But when two teens try to jump him in an alley, the magic Words come back to him at last, and he “infects” the kids with magic. And soon Chicago has a wild epidemic of magic on its hands...




An earlier, but still self-contained version of the novel A Sudden Outbreak of Magic, but with a slightly altered cast of characters and plotlines. Consider it the “alternate-world” version of the story.











The Last Sorcerer


Under a gray-brown Chicago sky, stirring slightly between a brick wall and the sidewalk, sat a worn cardboard box. Expensive leather shoes, bright heels, and heavy boots detoured around the box, while horns honked, brakes squealed, and cars roared past on the narrow city streets. A harsh word from the driver of a speeding truck added to the clamor as it roared past the box. The owners of the shoes, heels, and boots hurried past with their heads down, oblivious to the box and the noise. To them it was just another snowy day in May.

Suddenly, with blinding speed, the cardboard box unfolded itself in an explosive and very wet sneeze, and a figure in second-hand clothes spilled onto the sidewalk. The figure wobbled slightly, shaking his head with a flurry of dirty white hair. A blue flannel shirt hung over his husky body, while threadbare khaki pants held together with patches covered his bony legs. A toe stuck out of one ruined brown boot, as if testing the snowy air. Archie the bum was awake.

The old man rubbed his nose with the back of his hand and pulled a shapeless red hunting hat onto his head. As he carefully folded his cardboard home in half, then in half again, a low grumbling emanated from his throat, but no words were formed. Pedestrians gave Archie a wide berth, their gaze falling on him for a split second before moving quickly away. 

Steadfastly ignoring the people around him, Archie dug into a worn canvas pouch looped over his shoulder and pulled out a thick black magic marker. Muttering even louder as he scratched a large X on his flattened cardboard home, he leaned the box against the brick wall. A slight green glow covered the cardboard, too faint to be seen on first glance. Had the hurrying pedestrians stopped for a moment to look at the wedge of cardboard, they would have noticed that the melted snow and dirt flung up by passing cars and pedestrians bounced off the cardboard face, keeping its surface dry.

Pulling the flaps of his hunting hat over his unruly hair, Archie trudged off down the crowded sidewalk. Walkers detoured around him automatically. Heading north, he crossed Madison and Washington streets without breaking stride, timing his steps with the lights and traffic, never once stopping. 

Once he was within sight of the black glass rectangle of the Daley Center, its windows fogged over with cold and condensation, Archie turned into an alley. He sniffed the low stench hanging over the alley, then continued walking into the shadows cast by the skyscrapers. An economy-sized Glad bag appeared from the pouch at his side. A quick flick of his wrist snapped it open on his way to the first Dumpster.

The unnatural silence of the alley was a contrast to the bustle of the early morning city streets. Archie’s mind drifted off as he examined the garbage in front of him, grabbing aluminum for scrap metal and dropping them into his garbage bag. Without memories to distract him, he went to a place in his mind where strange words echoed. The words in his head that cold and wet winter morning were formless and vague. The language wasn’t English, but he liked the way the words made his scalp tingle with warmth. 

A stray word slipped from his mind to his vocal chords and tried to escape out his mouth. His gravelly voice, thick from lack of use, garbled it into a sound like a phlegmy, throat-clearing grunt: “Haqtinz.”

Small green forks of lightning flashed out of his fingertips and latched onto the sides of the Dumpster. The Dumpster crashed into a wall, turning a sizzling green as electricity covered it. With nowhere else to go, the electricity still pouring out of Archie’s fingers surged back towards the old man and threw him across the alley. He landed on his rear end fifteen feet away, breathless and hatless.

After a stunned half-minute of paralysis, Archie shook his shaggy head and looked up. The green light that was now fading from the Dumpster left a sense of familiarity in his reeling head, as if a memory was trying to dislodge itself. He scratched his hair with a shaking hand and began looking for his hat.

Footsteps slowly advanced up the silent alley. On his hands and knees, Archie didn’t look up, hoping the sympathetic strangers would go away and leave him alone. The steps came closer and stopped. Two pairs of black, high-topped sneakers stood a foot away from him. 

“What’ve we got here?” asked a biting voice that had a decidedly unsympathetic tone to it. “What you got in the bag, Santa?”

“Yeah. What’s in the bag?” a high-pitched voice added. “Maybe we should give Santa a hand. Or maybe we should give him a fist.”

Archie raised his head in time to meet a bundle of bony knuckles rushing straight at his face. The blow hit home, mashing his nose and knocking his head back. He ended up on his rear end again. 

Although he couldn’t remember the specifics, Archie had been beaten before, and he vaguely sensed that it had gotten worse in the past year or two. Everyone in the city seemed angry about something. All he could remember was to relax and let them get it over with. He rolled into a ball and pulled his knees up to his chest. Somewhere, in the haze of his pain, Archie returned to the place in his mind where the green words floated. With each kick, the words became clearer and clearer, as if rushing toward him from a great distance. He could see three words with perfect comprehension, running through him with a sudden thrill. The kicks subsided for a second as the boys stopped to catch their breath, and Archie was able to roll to his feet.

To his left stood a short black boy in white jeans and a too-thin jacket, with a black Raiders hat perched sideways on his head. Next to him was a skinny white boy wearing severely torn jeans and a Bulls windbreaker, with a black bandanna covering his hair. Both boys backed off a step as Archie rose to his feet. 

The pain in the old man’s body dropped away like dead weight. Archie inhaled and spoke. “Dohol Elem Kazqu!”

Both boys were instantly lifted off the ground and flung into the slimy bricks of the alley wall. They hit the wall with a dull thump, followed by the hiss of air escaping from their lungs. But instead of crashing into the garbage below them, they were held high above a full Dumpster. The green air crackled once again with electricity. Archie stood with his right hand in the air, two fingers pointing at the boys. He made a quick cutting gesture with his other hand.

“Oskam,” he murmured, and a parade of pocket change, dollar bills, knives, and wallets marched out of the suspended boys’ pockets. The items dropped obediently into Archie’s pouch.

“Hey!” the white boy cried out in his high-frequency voice. “You can’t rob us, man! We’re gonna be Hoods, so don’t screw with us!”

Eyes wide, the black boy stared at Archie and whispered, “Shut up, man. Shut up. He ain’t from here. Look at him.”

Archie’s eyes glowed with an unnatural light that covered the two helpless boys, and his hair stood out like a pincushion. He looked up at the boys as if he hadn’t noticed them before. Reaching down to pick up his hat from under a garbage can lid, he listened to the sound of change in his pouch. He couldn’t remember getting such a big handout lately. With his hat back on his head, Archie strolled out of the alley, the jingling of his pouch almost covering the twin thumps of two boys landing in a Dumpster behind him.


* * * * *


Detective Joshua Atticks stared at the flashing light on his computer screen and told himself he didn’t need a cigarette. His fingers pulled at his lip while he began to pace the cluttered confines of his office, the drone of the city below the two windows adding to his agitation. If only the sun would come out, he thought. The winters had been growing longer and longer, stretching from mid-September to late May, to the point where summer only lasted three months these days. The rest of the year was made up of chilly, gray days. Having lived in the Midwest all his life, Josh could handle the cold. But the lack of sun chipped away at his spirits to the point where he needed nicotine just to get through a day.

His eyes kept coming back to the blinking red light on the monitor. Chewing his fingernails was much better than a smoke. Right.

The sign on the door next to him read, in peeling black letters, “Atticks and Emerson, Private Investigators.” But it was more than cheating husbands and petty larceny that captured the attention of Josh and his partner. Any private dick with a camera and the right connections could follow unfaithful spouses and hunt for fingerprints. Josh Atticks and his partner Tim Emerson found that there was more excitement in cases that strayed off the beaten path. They stuck their hands into anything that looked even vaguely weird, mystical, or abnormal. That wimp Mulder on “The X-Files” had nothing on Atticks and Emerson.

The blip on Josh’s computer screen was definitely abnormal. Tim had picked up the computer system during on of his many forays into the hidden occult shops that seemed to appear and disappear throughout the city at random intervals. A toothless old con artist had sold the “Mystical Ebb and Flow Tracking System” to Tim for one hundred and fifty dollars. Josh had taken one look at the hodgepodge of stray wires coming out of the low-res monitor and the TRS-80 keyboard and stuck it in a corner. He forgot about it after screaming at Tim for wasting money they didn’t have. He didn’t realize that Tim had plugged it in and left it on ever since.

Josh ran a hand through his thinning, dark blonde hair, making it stick out at wild angles, and fumbled for a pack of cigarettes that wasn’t in his shirt pocket
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