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      “I don’t like you or your kind, but I know magic is real. Turn me away, and I’ll have a news crew down here faster than you can magic your way out of here, brujo. All I want is for you to identify this weapon…and its owner.”

      I’ve lived in Los Angeles long enough to know what brujo means. Who does he think he is? The muscular guy reaches into his black backpack and pulls out a leather roll. With trembling hands, he unfurls it, revealing an eleven-inch astra blade. The hairs on my arms stand on end in response to the low hum of magic emanating from the Damascus steel. That shit can cut you five times over before you even realize you’ve been struck—and, it’s expensive.

      I catch a glimpse of the shimmering geometric symbols engraved on the black handle. If he had asked nicely, I would’ve told him that the symbols are a clue as to who made or carried the blade. In any case, whoever it is, I sure as hell don’t want to track him down.

      I rest my hands on the counter top, careful not to touch the astra blade. I look the guy up and down, reaching out with my magical senses and reading his aura. Ocean blue, which means normal human. He doesn’t possess a lick of magic. He isn’t a wizard. So, where did he get this weapon, and why is he keen on finding its owner?

      “Listen, amigo,” I say, waving my right hand toward the goods and wares behind me. “Willy’s Whimsies sells a bunch of New Age books, crystals, holy tap water…crap like that. We don’t deal with weapons. I don’t know who this belongs to.”

      Truth is, Willy, the owner, sells a lot more than that, but this man in front of me doesn’t have to know that, nor should he.

      Blade Guy narrows his brown eyes at me. His nose flares as he exhales an exasperated breath. He runs a hand over his short beard. “Listen, my name is Salvador Barraza, and I found this after the coroner hauled away my brother’s body.”

      I was ready to deliver a smartass remark before he said that, but I hesitate. I didn’t expect him to share something like that. A tight knot forms in my stomach at the mention of his brother. I know how he feels, because I lost my parents and my little sister Annie in a fire when I was only five. The pain in his eyes reveals the hunger for truth, for closure, and justice.

      “Man, I’m sorry about your brother. You can’t take this to the police?” I bite my lip. Part of me wants to tell him something, to at least point him in the right direction. But if I admit to him that he is right and wizards really do exist, Willy would roast my ass. Hell, the Cloaked Council would join in and help her.

      Salvador jabs a finger at the blade still lying on the counter top. “And what would I tell them? That this thing heats up on its own without even touching fire? That the symbols on it light up and affect my thoughts? It matches the wounds on my brother’s body, but they claim to have never found a weapon. It’s a cover up. They know the way my brother died was abnormal, that there were things that defied scientific explanation—and I don’t have an answer as to how this is possible. And though I served in the Marines, this blade scares the hell out of me and sets me on edge.”

      “Thank you for your service,” I say in a low voice.

      “You can keep your thanks. I know you’re one of them, and I know you can tell me whose blade this is.”

      I shrug, then scoot the blade toward him. A stabbing pain forms right between my eyebrows, and I know it’s the tainted magic coming from the weapon. “Sorry, but I can’t help you.”

      Salvador leans in. “Can’t, or won’t?”

      “Can’t.”

      “Bastard,” he says in a low breath as he begins re-wrapping the astra blade.

      “Not the first time I’ve been called that, but my name is Jack.”

      “Yeah, it fits you, jackass.” He reaches into his backpack again.

      “Hey, I was nice enough to let you bring your bag up here.” I point toward the sign hanging on the opposite wall near the entrance. After a few thefts from some Goth-wannabe high schoolers, we implemented a Leave Your Backpack or Large Bag in the Bin policy. “I said I can’t help, okay?”

      In one smooth motion, Salvador uncorks a small, indigo blue bottle and splashes its contents into my face. At first my body freezes—is it acid? Bleach? An unmentionable body fluid? As the liquid trickles down my face and I inhale the distinct scent of jasmine, I let out a groan and curse. This asshole just hit me with truth serum.

      Emboldened, he asks, “Are you a wizard?”

      “Yes, and a reckless one, I might add.” My eyes widen and I place my calloused hands over my mouth, pressing down tightly.

      “I knew it! Who killed my brother?”

      Now this question, I’ll gladly answer. “I don’t know, you psycho! Where did you even get that truth serum from?”

      “Who are you?” he asks.

      “Jack Crowley.”

      Salvador’s eyes bulge. His shoulders tense as he speaks in a hushed voice. “Crowley…I’ve heard of you. Wayward Wizard.”

      I can’t help but smirk. “So, my reputation precedes me…”

      But obviously not in a good way. He pulls out a silver knife—perfect for killing werewolves, but just as deadly against handsome wizards.

      I quickly move backward just as he makes a horizontal strike toward my chest. I don’t like the idea of being pinned between the counter and the display wall behind me, so I grab an open satchel near the cash register and toss its contents toward his face. Let him see how he likes getting face-spelled.

      The harmless dash of faerie dust bursts into sparkling orange particles, some of them flying up his nose as he inhales. It distracts Salvador enough to allow me to dash to the right and come around the counter. As he swats his free hand through the air to disperse the orange cloud, I swing my hand downward toward his knife hand, knocking the weapon from his grasp and sending it clattering to the floor.

      Salvador coughs. He stares at me for a moment before letting out a chuckle. I was trying to save that faerie dust for later. “Jack…” He lets out a hearty laugh. “I don’t know what that was, but I’m not leaving until I get answers.”

      I kick the silver knife out of reach. “Okay, the dust will wear off soon. How about you go for a walk or something, so I won’t have to call the police?”

      Salvador lurches forward, swinging a haphazard right hook at me. His shoulders shake with laughter again. I sidestep his attack and shove him toward the front door. I seriously want to smash my fist into his face, but he’s the equivalent of being drunk, thanks to the faerie dust, and he clearly hasn’t learned to grieve properly.

      “You’ll call the police? No, I will. I’ll tell them about you.” He spins around and grips my throat with both hands, cackling like the Joker. Now I know how Batman feels.

      I grab his wrists and pull downward, trying to save my windpipe from getting crushed. I pull him toward me and pivot, using both my body weight and his to force him back. He loses balance and tumbles backward, finally letting go of me and flailing his arms in an attempt to brace for his fall. He crashes into a shelf filled with New Age spell books. I cringe as everything comes tumbling down to the floor. Willy won’t be happy about that. I’d better get him out of here, now.

      Good old Sal jumps to his feet, a grin on his face as he rushes toward me. I tap into my elemental magic, and the dense presence of nitrogen and oxygen flow across my hands. I increase the density of air in front of me to form an invisible wall. Salvador slams into it, making a low thud. He stands there, stunned. I then reach for the air in his lungs, yanking it out and toward me.

      That sobers him up quickly.

      He reaches for his throat, eyes widened in shock and fear, and he gasps for breath. I don’t want to hurt the guy, just scare the hell out of him and make him leave the shop.

      “Get out of here,” I tell him in a dangerous voice, hoping this time he’d have enough sense to back down and retreat. Elemental magic is just my secondary skill—he really doesn’t want to get acquainted with my first.

      I relinquish the magical hold I have on the air in the room. Salvador nearly falls to his knees as he doubles over, inhaling and exhaling deep breaths. He steps around me, scoops up his black backpack, and stumbles out the front door.

      I sigh and give a quick massage to my neck where Super Soldier had a death grip just minutes before. My heart pounds in my chest and my hands shake with a mix of adrenaline and magic. The anger within me recedes, and I remind myself that the guy just wanted to find his brother’s killer. I pause, then look over toward the counter—he left the astra blade. Great. I hope he doesn’t try to return for it. Next time, Willy’s going to have to deal with the man. She’ll give him a run for his money.

      Speak of the devil, the front door opens and she steps in. I breathe in the scent of her floral perfume as I watch her eyes, lined heavily with black eyeliner, narrow at me. Her snow-white hair is pulled back into a bun, and she grips her large designer purse in her hands as she surveys the damage. She shakes her head as her gaze settles back on me.

      “Care to explain what happened?” Her tone is calm, and she has the quintessential grandmotherly look going on. But anyone would be a fool to underestimate Wilhelmina Carter.

      “Willy,” I say, rushing toward the knocked down bookshelf and standing it upright. “This guy just came in…”

      She raises an eyebrow. “Cute guy with a beard and the body of a model? Oooh, he looks like a feisty one. Just my type.”

      Ew. Not a mental image I want to entertain.

      “Yeah. That guy. He came here asking questions about magic. And he knew about me.”

      Willy extends her right hand, with its painted-red nails. The air around us vibrate as a white glow emanates from her hand. The books on the floor slide toward the upright shelf and rises into the air, setting themselves into place. She snaps her finger, and broken baubles and spilled faerie dust are swept away by an invisible force.

      Willy heaves a sigh as she approaches the counter and sets her tote next to the register. She immediately goes for the wrapped astra blade and unfolds the leather roll. “What in the gods’ names did he bring into my shop?”

      I approach with a sheepish expression, thankful that Willy doesn’t take me to task for the mess in the shop. “His name’s Salvador Barraza. He said it was used to kill his brother, and he’s been trying to hunt down the owner.”

      Willy examines the blade, barely touching it and letting it sit on the leather wrapping. Her gaze halts at the geometric symbols on the handle: two diamond shapes, positioned vertically, intersecting at the tips, and with a simple dot at the top, bottom, left, and right. A glint of recognition flashes in her eyes.

      “But I saw his aura, Jack. He’s human. Why would a wizard want to kill a human, and with an astra blade? Or, was his brother a wizard?”

      I shrug, wondering why she doesn’t care to share whose symbol that is. “He said the police never saw it, or they refused to acknowledge it.”

      “Hmph. Some detectives would do something like that. The Cloaked Council doles out some nice perks to humans who cover for them…for us all, I guess.” She reaches into her purse and pulls out a cigarette. A crackle of red-orange sparks along the tip of my index finger, and I light it for her. “Thanks, hun. You said his name was Barraza?”

      “Yeah, and let’s not forget the fact that he’s heard of me. He recognized me as Wayward Wizard and then tried to shank me with a silver knife.”

      She lets out a chuckle. I begin wondering if she accidentally inhaled a bit of faerie dust. “Sweetie, if I heard of you without having known you, I’d want to kill you too.”

      “Thanks, Willy.”

      She leans forward and grabs the remote to the flat screen TV mounted on the wall to the far left. She turns it on to Channel 5 News. “Barraza…there was a reporter on this channel with that name. Ramón Barraza. Died about a month ago, something about a home invasion robbery gone bad. He looks just like his brother. I wonder why they covered it up.”

      “Shit,” I say, absentmindedly viewing the TV screen. An attractive female news reporter holds up her mic as a homeless guy with exaggerated gestures swears up and down that he saw a centaur galloping down Hill Street. The ticker at the bottom of the screen mentions some missing persons and odd sightings. “Something’s going on, Willy.”

      “You bet your ass it is.”

      I gesture toward the astra blade. “Whose is it?”

      Her steel gray eyes regard me with caution. “Go ahead and take the rest of the day off. I’ll take care of the shop.”

      I’m put off a bit, because Willy is never one to hold back. She enjoys being straightforward and blunt with people. “You know who owns the blade, don’t you?”

      “Just go, Son. I’ll take care of it.”

      I clamp my mouth shut. The only times she ever calls me “son” are when I’m in deep trouble with her, or if she expects me to obey without question. And I do, mostly, because she’s the closest thing I have to a mother. No one else bothered to take five-year-old me in after that fire killed my family.

      I frown. “Are you going to help Barraza?”

      She carefully wraps the astra blade in the leather roll. “I’ll ask a few friends, maybe poke my head around the Cloaked Council. They’d want to know about this, if they don’t already.”

      “I can stay, if you want.”

      She shakes her head. “Go. Grab a drink or something. Relax.”

      I’m ready to object, but then I remember that there is one place I can visit to grab a whiskey and find out how a human who isn’t even supposed to know magic exists got hold of an enchanted truth serum. There’s only one unscrupulous moron bold enough to sell black market magical items to normal people.

      “Okay. I’ll see you tomorrow, Willy.”

      “Bye, hun. Going home?”

      I shrug. “I think I’ll go for a drink at The Ruined Oak.”

      Jamie Chamberlain, local alchemist and hustler, you’ve got some explaining to do.
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      The drive from Willy’s shop in Pasadena down to The Ruined Oak in downtown L.A. took only twenty minutes. A miracle. I park my Corolla in the adjacent lot and head toward the building entrance. On the outside, it looks like one of the historical buildings and starting to show its wear. Inside though, a swanky modern reception area with black leather furniture and marble floors greet me. There are several wizards, some I recognize, standing around chatting, probably on their way out.

      I wave in greeting toward Poppy, who sits at the front desk. The petite woman adjusts her thick-rimmed glasses and smile. Her two Enforcers—Darryl and Miki—stand guard by the doorway leading to the stairwell that will take me down to the “dungeon” area that had been converted to a bar and club for my kind.

      I halt just before passing the threshold, allowing the Enforcers to read my aura and to check for forbidden items. Darryl—the tall, dark, and deadly one—gives me a piercing gaze as he tries to detect anything he can arrest me for. Miki, on the other hand, pats me down. I don’t fuss about it, though. At least the lean Korean Enforcer doesn’t seem to hate me as much. After waiting a few seconds and receiving a curt nod from Darryl, I push the double doors open and head down the stone stairwell to the dungeon.

      And dungeon is an understatement.

      Once I reach the lower level, I take in the familiar sight of tile floors that mimic natural stone, red velvet carpet, and more black leather furniture. Several open archways to the right lead to the lounge area, and the bar, restrooms and kitchen are to the left. If I were to go straight ahead, I’d make it to the Gateway. To a regular human, it looks like a bricked up former doorway with no use. To us, it leads to our little parallel pocket of wizard world we call Grey Haven. It’s the equivalent of adding on extra rooms to a house, but being the only one who knows where the rooms are and how to access them.

      All wizards can see and access Gateways, but a normal human would just blindly pass them by. A wizard can step through the Gateway and relax, relishing in the knowledge that only wizards convene past the threshold. However, Grey Haven, the piece of land behind this Gateway is small. Many of our Gateways throughout the world shrank or had been destroyed through war, persecution, or sheer abandonment.

      The one here in L.A. serves as the headquarters of the Cloaked Council, because we can’t exactly lease a building as a wizard headquarters among humans. Most important of all, the Gateway also allows access to Grey Haven’s Akashic Academy, where most wizards in this region of the world are educated and trained.

      Tonight, though, isn’t the night for me to go through the Gateway.

      So, I make a left toward the bar. The bald man behind the bar, Roy, winks at me and pulls out a glass. “What’s your poison, Jack?”

      I ignore two wizards sitting on stools, smirking and whispering to each other as they watch me. Like I said, my reputation precedes me, though not always positively.

      Okay, almost never positively.

      “A rum and Coke, Roy.” I slide onto the stool across from the bartender and glance at the fine collection of liquor assembled across a 4-tiered shelf. On the very top row stand clear glass bottles with swirling liquids ranging from neon yellow and blue to unicorn puke.

      The chuckling wizards, one with dirty blond hair and the other with a dark ponytail, scoot over so that they’re next to me. I cringe on the inside.

      “Hey,” says the blond one, his breath reeking of alcohol. “Is it true?”

      Roy hands me my drink and gives me a sympathetic glance. His eyes tell me to just keep it cool. No worries—I have other matters to tend to. But before I tend to them, I want to find out what this bonehead is talking about.

      I take a sip from my drink before facing them.

      “Is what true?” I look the blond guy in the eye.

      “That you killed those three master wizards at the academy,” the one with the ponytail answers in a low voice.

      My stomach ties into knots, but I keep my expression neutral. They don’t have a clue what happened that day. Even if I told them, they wouldn’t believe me. I lean in a little toward them. “If you really think I did it, does it seem like a smart idea to ask me to my face?”

      The anger inside me rises so quickly that I can’t conceal my sneer.

      The blond wizard scoots back and falls off his stool, straight onto his ass. His friend with the ponytail holds up a hand in warning, his magic crackling like blue lightning along his fingertips. “I don’t even know why they let you walk free.” His face contorts in an expression of disgust.

      The blond one finally rises to his feet and points at me. “Told you, that freak is a killer. I heard he murdered his entire family in a fire.”

      Okay. Now I’m gonna be the asshole.

      “Vestis deliquesco…”

      The temperature in the room drops so fast that I can see my breath come out in a visible puff, and a slight frost caresses my face.

      Always happens when True Name magic is used.

      “You son of a bitch!” Blondie yells out as his designer jacket, shirt, pants, and underwear all dissolve into a black-and-white amorphous pool of goo onto the floor. He immediately conceals his tidbits with his hands, his glare all the more comical with his beet red face.

      “Give us our clothes back!” His friend with the ponytail snatches a napkin from the bar to protect his modesty.

      I shrug. “Looks like you guys dropped something.”

      Know the True Name of a thing, and you can control and manipulate it. Same goes for people, which is why I keep my True Name under wraps.

      Roy sighs loudly and gestures toward the two nude wizards. “Can you not liquefy my customers’ clothes? Please?”

      I grunt. Maybe next time those jerks will follow the adage about keeping their damn mouths shut if they don’t have anything nice to say.

      “Vestis restituo,” I say in a low voice before adding in barely a whisper, “Minima.”

      Their liquefied threads quickly rebuild—but on a smaller scale, so they look like they stole their ten-year-old brother’s clothes. I chuckle.

      “Roy!” The blond guy calls out, eyeing the bartender as if he’s the arbiter of this spat between us. But the bald man has had enough.

      “You know how crazy Jack is, guys. Just leave him be, I’ll talk to him. Free rounds next time, eh?”

      The ponytail guy rolls his eyes. “Let’s go, Seth.”

      They head for the exit, walking with stiff, awkward steps and adjusting their crotches. It’s not until Seth reaches the stairwell exit that he turns and says, “You better watch your back, Crowley.”

      I flip him off.

      They rush up the stairs, probably afraid I’ll rearrange their clothing again.

      “Roy, can I get another rum and Coke?”

      He’s got his thick arms crossed over his chest and looks like he’s deciding whether or not to punch me. He actually has before.

      “No more of that, Jack. Okay?”

      “Sorry.” I sniff and pull out a wad of cash, pushing it toward him across the bar counter. “You know I didn’t kill my family, right?”

      Roy’s scowl lessens as he pockets the money. He starts mixing me another drink. “I know. But why should you care what a couple of bozos say?”

      “I don’t.” I accept the rum and Coke and down it in two seconds flat.

      “The hell you do.” He snorts as he watches me. “Wish I could do what you just did.”

      I lift an eyebrow. “Yeah?”

      “That’s a badass power. Vestis deliquesco…” He makes an exaggerated flourishing movement with his right hand. Nothing happens.

      “It doesn’t work that way, Roy. Not everyone can do it.”

      “Hmph.” He pours two shots of whiskey and hands one to me. “Sometimes I wish I can magically tell you shut-the-hell-upus, so you’ll stop getting into arguments with people.”

      I smirk in response.

      I like this guy.

      He can repeat what I said all he wants, but you have to be born a True Name wizard to control that power. And, you have to know what language your ability is most effective in. If I had used English, Hebrew, or Greek, it wouldn’t have worked, or maybe just slightly. When I trained at the Akashic Academy, I learned that using Latin names and words for things works best for me. For another True Name wizard, it could be a different language.

      But there aren’t many of us running around in the world.

      Thank the gods.

      I take the whiskey shot and let the burning sensation slide down my throat. I’m ramped up and already playing out in my mind how I’ll confront Jamie.

      “Is Jamie Chamberlain in there?” I nod toward the open archway leading to the lounge area. I glance at the silhouettes of people dancing, sitting, and standing, as well as the god-awful starship LED lights, but I can’t hear a thing. I will, once I cross the threshold.

      Roy finishes his shot of whiskey and leans forward, his elbows on the bar counter. “Don’t tell me you’ve got beef with him too.”

      I make a slight pinching gesture. “Just a little. I think he sold something to a human. Gonna talk to him about it.”

      Roy shakes his head and gestures toward the doorway. “That idiot. He’s going to have Enforcers breathing down our necks.”

      I give him a curt nod and hand him an extra ten-dollar bill. A small way of saying thanks for not kicking me out.

      “Believe me, I know what it’s like having Enforcers breathing down your neck, and it ain’t fun.”

      I turn and slide off my stool. I head toward the archway that opens up to the lounge area. As soon as I cross the threshold, my senses are inundated with the scents of roasted meats and savory sauces, the quick tempo of the music vibrating throughout the lounge, and the flashing dance-club style lighting that reminds me why I usually hang out in the bar area with Roy.

      I avoid the packed dance floor and make my way past the dining tables over to the VIP room where Jamie Chamberlain has set up shop. The large room has a burgundy curtain drawn open and is decorated with weird art pieces along the walls and has a velvet booth and walnut table sitting inside. It looks cozy, and Jamie pays a hefty sum to exclusively use the space.

      Mishka, the owner, would frown on Jamie’s side hustle of selling magical items to humans. There are only two types of normal humans privy to the existence of magic and wizards—the U.S. Department of Metaphysical Affairs, which has an affinity for meddling, spying, and stealing from us, and occultists who’ve run into an unscrupulous wizard and got hooked on obtaining magic.

      I approach and halt just before stepping into the room. The hustling alchemist has an invisible ward extended along the threshold line. The familiar buzz of the ward’s magic runs through me, and of course, I recall slamming right into it the first time I approached without Jamie’s permission. Sometimes he’s a dick.

      The redhead looks up from his seat, his deep-set green eyes staring at me as if I’d just asked to borrow money. Makes me wonder if he knows why I’m here. He heaves a sigh before knocking back a bottle of beer. He waves his right hand, and a slight whoosh passes through me. The protective ward is lowered. I step inside and he raises the invisible shield back up, leaving us in the quiet and comfort of the VIP room, though we can still view the club-goers outside and they can see us.

      Jamie nods toward an untouched bottle of beer, and I shake my head as I ease onto the plush chair across from him. The thick walnut table between us is strewn with empty bottles and a cluster of candles in the middle. He finally breaks into a grin, though it could easily be all for show. Sure, I buy things off him every now and then, like the faerie dust, but more often than not, I’m policing him. I figure I ought to do it before the Enforcers step in, then he’ll really regret it.

      “Jack,” he leans forward and extends his hand. “Good to see you, bro.”

      I want to tell him that bro is too strong of a word to use with me. Still, I clasp his hand and give it a firm shake, noting the intricate pattern of tattoos traveling from his fingers, up the back of his hand, and all the way up to his biceps. Sometimes alchemists use tattoos to tap into prepared spells, the ink having been laced with certain alchemical ingredients.

      “So,” I say, nodding toward the palm-sized black bag sitting on the table near him. “Business has been good?” It always tickles me watching him pull items that shouldn’t fit in there from the inside of that bottomless black bag.

      He clears his throat. “Yeah, it’s been great. How’s the faerie dust?”

      I clasp my hands together and intertwine my fingers, giving him a pointed look. “Funny you should ask. Had to use it on a human today who tried to stab me with a silver knife.”

      Jamie sucks his teeth. “Damn, and I’m not getting it restocked until next month. Sorry, bro.”

      “Don’t call me bro.” I lay my hands on the table, palms down. “The same human who came after me today, a bearded guy named Salvador Barraza—you sold him truth serum, didn’t you?”

      Jamie’s shoulders raise in a tense shrug. “You don’t happen to know who killed his brother, do you?”

      “No! But now he’s going around trying to find wizards to shank, thanks to you.”

      He raises his hands defensively. “Hey, I figured if he found his brother’s killer, he’d leave us alone. He kept threatening to call the news and shit. That’s bad for business.”

      “How much did he pay you for the serum?”

      Jamie snorts derisively. “C’mon, I’m offended you would ask that! The guy’s brother was murdered. He needed the serum because he wanted straight answers from the investigators.”

      “So, you gave it to him for free?”

      He wriggles his tattooed fingers. “At a slight discount.”

      “That’s it.” I rise from my seat. “I’m telling Mishka what you’re doing. He’ll kick your ass out of this club for sure. Maybe even call the Enforcers.”

      I was going to use this threat as a last resort, but tonight I have little patience.

      For effect, I turn and head back toward the threshold. The ward gives off another whoosh, but instead of lowering and allowing me through, it radiates heat and a crackle of lightning flicks across it. I halt, then turn to face him. His left hand is extended, and one of the tattoos on his arm, the one that looks like a mandala pattern, shimmers with magic.

      “Don’t, Jack,” he says in a low voice. “I was trying to protect our community. He’s just one human, looking for a murderer that we don’t need to be shielding. I didn’t know he’d come after you.”

      “Put your ward down and stop pointing at me,” I demand.

      “Then let’s keep it between us, yeah?”

      I glance at Jamie’s shimmering tattoo and at his bottomless black bag that he could probably shove me into if he wanted. Starting a fight at The Ruined Oak isn’t on my to-do list tonight. “Okay. Fine. Just promise me you’ll stop selling to humans. And don’t talk about me—that guy tried to kill me when he identified me as the Wayward Wizard.”

      The magic swirling around his mandala tattoo fades, and he lowers his hand. “I promise, Jack. Your name won’t escape my lips. And you know I don’t want the Enforcers in my business.”

      “Where were you anyway? How did he get in contact with you?” I know for a fact Sal wouldn’t have been allowed into this establishment. He wouldn’t have made it past Poppy upstairs at that reception desk. She may appear petite and demure, but she’s one hell of an elemental wizard.

      Jamie reaches into his black bag and pulls out an entire case of beer. “Believe it or not, I ran into him on Hill Street. I was looking for that centaur people have been claiming to see.”

      Okay, maybe Jamie’s pulled one too many beers from his bag.

      “Of all people, you ran over there looking for a mythical creature?”

      He cracks open another beer and snorts. “I’m not saying I believe them, but I felt something when I went there. The remnants of magic—a tickling in the back of my throat and a hum of power running through me. Something was there. And whatever it was, I want to catch it and sell it.”

      I wave my hand dismissively. “Well, if Mr. Barraza approaches you again, just do us all a
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