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      The Dad Wagon rumbled over a rough patch of highway. Her tires grumbled in protest, but my trusty chariot showed no signs of stopping. I flipped the visor down to block the setting sun, inadvertently getting a look at myself in the mirror on the other side.

      I need to shave.

      Patchy bits of uneven beard had grown in over the preceding weeks. A frustrating mixture of brown and grey, they complimented the wrinkles around my eyes.

      I could have shoved quarters in those wrinkles.

      I tried to ignore the road-weary visual and focus on that black ribbon of asphalt that stretched to the distant horizon before it vanished in the blinding light of a red sun.

      Red sky at night, sailor's delight.

      Growing up in Florida I'd heard that statement no less than a million times, yet it never ceased to confuse me. If a red sky meant rain, which it always seemed to, wouldn't rain suck on the water even more than it did on the land, especially at night?

      I filed that thought away for the next sailor I met, then pulled a sweaty paper cup out of the center console. Watered down soda swirled around the bottom and I tossed it back, hoping it might taste better than it looked.

      It didn’t.

      I put the offending cup down and wiped my lips on my sleeve.

      "You look like a hobo," I said to no one in particular. I'd picked up that habit a few weeks ago, and while I wasn't particularly proud of it, it did mean I got to have at least a few conversations that didn't involve the House.

      My name is Eugene Law. At least I think it is. I haven't introduced myself to anything or anyone in a long time. I'm a Magician. Wait, is that right? It’s hard to remember. There was a part about rabbits and hats and stuff, but it’s all very foggy now.

      I flipped the radio on and cringed at the blast of static.

      "I don’t know that song.”

      The Mazda agreed, the dashboard lighting up its friendly 'check engine now' light in response.

      "I know, right. What would you say to some Classic Rock?"

      The car hummed as if in thought along the darkening road.

      "Tom Petty is a national treasure. I don't care what your opinion is."

      The Dad Wagon rumbled and I held my breath. Whatever had gotten her in a tizzy, she passed it without sending me into a ditch. The Mazda was forever one wrong move away from complete ruin, and I was convinced she wanted to take me down with her.

      "Okay, okay. I get it. You’re tired of Petty. Fine. We can take a break, but I swear if you make me play something with banjo in it I’ll skip the next oil change."

      That was a hollow threat—I’d missed the last two oil changes, but I hadn't told the car that yet.

      I rubbed at the spot on the glass where the troublesome sticker had been.

      It was better for both of us if we didn't remember.

      The Eagles popped on and we mutually decided that would work—for now. Together with no one, I belted out the ode to a particular hotel in California, at least until it started to hit a little too close to home.

      I turned the radio off and squinted at the last rays of a setting sun. "It just gets repetitive from here on out."

      The engine’s temperature gauge shot up, then dropped back down again.

      "I'm glad you agree."

      Dark trees smothered in kudzu pressed in around us as we rolled down the empty highway. "Hey, what do you say we open it up? You know, for old time’s sake?"

      The Dad Wagon hesitated, the engine rumbling with uncertainty.

      "Oh, you can do it. I swear you're just as bad as Porter."

      No sooner had the words come out of my mouth than I wanted to pull them back in. Once open, that Pandora's Box of pain was near impossible to close again without a lot of alcohol.

      The Dad Wagon's 'check engine soon' light flashed off and on again.

      "I don't want to talk about her."

      That was a lie, but I didn't want to show the car any weakness, otherwise she'd be liable to push for premium gas.

      "Damn it." I banged in my hand on the steering wheel. "Now you've got me thinking about her. That shit's not fair."

      Neither is life.

      The Mazda's tires rolled over the rumble strip along the side of the road and I found myself pulling her back, using a dirty sleeve to wipe the tear from my eye.

      "This is your fault."

      Like a good therapist, the car listened and held her comments for the end.

      "It's so hard. I knew it was going to be hard, but I didn't know it would be this hard."

      A grainy Porter smiled in my head. It was yet another scene from the ceaseless stock footage reel I'd been forced to watch hundreds of times. Seeing them again and again didn't mean they hurt less. If anything, they stung more because now I could see them fading.

      You're forgetting her.

      I tried to shake that thought away and focus on just one of the memories. Like a prospector panning for gold, I washed the mental grime for a particularly valuable still frame.

      "Did I ever tell you about that time when I snuck up on her in the shower and she punched me in the face?"

      The Dad Wagon rumbled.

      "Yeah, but it's a good story. So I'm going to tell it again. I don't care how many times you've heard it."

      I adjusted my back, then added a few more discarded food wrappers to their preferred location on the passenger seat.

      The Mazda shuddered.

      "Oh, don't give me that. Listen, if you aren't interested in my stories anymore then I suggest you get some of your own, and before you ask, no, the story about getting new tires is completely played out. Yes, I know you like them. I like them too, but you know what else I like? Having money in my wallet."

      Flashing lights in the rearview mirror made it hard to see so I angled the glass away.

      "My shoes?! Will you listen to her." I leaned over to direct my attention to the vaguely human-shaped pile of trash on the opposite seat. "Car thinks she knows everything." I pointed to the dash. "I'll have you know in some societies having ketchup on your laces is considered a sign of good fortune."

      Red and blue lights flickered in the side-view mirror and I blocked it with my hand.

      "No, I don't know what societies, but some. Oh, just because I can't name them doesn't mean they don't exist."

      We drifted onto the rumble strip again, and this time the stack of wrappers shifted, more than half of them ending up on the floor. "Now you're taking her side? You, the one who put the ketchup there in the first place? I swear, if I didn't know better, I'd think the two of you had joined forces against me."

      Whoop! Whoop!

      I pulled the Mazda back onto the road and drifted a bit too far, her wheels bouncing over the lane divider.

      "Yeah, yeah. I know. I'm working on it. If perhaps you could keep it on the road that would be—"

      Whoop! Whoop!

      "Would you stop that racket it's hard to..." I trailed off as my sanity came floating back to the surface.

      "Shit! Highway patrol." I checked my speed, and was equal parts horrified and oddly proud. "I didn't think you could go that fast."

      The Dad Wagon's dash dimmed in embarrassment.

      "Yeah, well, it's going to get us a ticket." I pulled my foot off the gas and let the Mazda's engine spin down slowly while keeping my eyes out for a spot I could successfully pull over into and actually get back out of. The Dad Wagon, much like its driver, was not great at overcoming inertia.

      Whoop! Whoop!

      "Yeah, yeah. I'm pulling over. See?"

      I found an extra wide patch of shoulder and coasted the Dad Wagon to a stop.

      "You two keep cool." I gave a stern eye to the pile of discarded burger wrappers and the Dad Wagon's floor. "I don't want any trouble."

      I fished the registration out of the glovebox, then fumbled for my largely empty wallet. For a second, I paused to remark at just how much better I looked in that driver's license picture.

      You know you're going downhill when you’re looking up at your DMV photo.

      "Hands on the steering wheel where I can see them."

      Sigh.

      "Yes, sir."
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      "Are you intoxicated, sir?"

      I think that was the second or third time the young officer had asked me that question. My answer hadn't changed, so why was he still asking it?

      "No. Sadly, it might make my life easier."

      "I'm going to need you to step out of the car."

      Sigh.

      I unhooked my seat belt and pushed the door open. "Got it. Walk the line, eh? Great song, by the way."

      Officer Chuckles frowned, then delivered a very nice field sobriety test, which I passed with flying colors.

      "Great. So. I'll take my ticket and be on my way."

      Click!

      Handcuffs? That's odd.

      "I'm afraid you won't be going anywhere."

      I tried to turn around and get a better look at him, but the young man proved to be a good bit stronger than I anticipated. "You may not know this, but I work for the House. That doesn't mean a damn thing to you I imagine, but when they show up, they’re gonna be pissed."

      "Uh huh."

      Officer Chuckles was living up to my nickname for him.

      "I'm serious. Listen, I don't want you to get hurt. The House is a cosmic force; it's basically the beginning of all things. It's wildly unpredictable and infinite."

      The policeman guided me toward his squad car. "That's nice, sir"

      "Damn it, you aren't listening to me. I don't want you to get hurt."

      "I sincerely hope you aren't threatening me with physical violence, sir."

      "That's exactly what I'm doing, but not from me. The House is going to figure out you've locked up his favorite play thing and he's not going to—"

      The young man sighed and yanked open the rear door. A smallish man sat inside, his hands bound in cuffs as well, but an irritating smile on his round face. "Hey, Gene."

      The House!

      I'd know that voice anywhere. It typically came disguised in far more elegant forms, but the voice was always distinct. The House had an accent to its words that was unique and completely maddening.

      "Run," I cried, trying to turn around. "He's here. You have him in your car. You've got to—"

      The surprisingly unpleasant young man put a hand on my head and shoved me in the back seat alongside the pudgy little House.

      "That works, Mark," the House said, turning around to get comfortable while the young officer leaned his back against the door.

      "I should have known."

      The House nodded. "Yeah, you really should have. You're getting slow, Gene."

      "I'm tired."

      The stubby little man wrinkled his nose. "And you stink."

      "I haven't had enough money for a motel in a while."

      The House rolled its eyes. "Ugh. So many little details. There's a big bag of drugs in the trunk. I'm betting this one won't miss the cash in the bottom."

      "Drug money?"

      The House shrugged. "Would you prefer to stink?"

      "No."

      "It's settled then." The House banged on the glass with his head and Mark left his sentry spot to open the trunk. "Oh, there are a couple other things in the bag. I'm going to need you to take care of them."

      "And if I say no?"

      The little man's face curled into a tight frown. "Gene, why do you do this?"

      "I think you know why."

      "I do. Still, this is normally the part where I give you the line about your family, and how they are safe, and that you wouldn't want them to be hurt."

      The handcuffs dug into my wrists. I wanted nothing more than to strangle that little man where he sat. "And then I threaten you."

      The House tried to stifle a giggle but did a really lousy job at it. "That part is so cute. I get a laugh out of it every time, but how about we skip the dance this time."

      "Fine. What is it you want?"

      The House tilted his head. He almost looked surprised at my response. "Something's wrong with you, Gene."

      "I haven't had a decent night's sleep in a week."

      The House frowned. "No, that's not it."

      Of course it isn't. "What is it then?"

      "Hmm..." He leaned in close and took a deep breath, wrinkling his nose a second time in the process. "When is the last time you touched someone?"

      "What?!"

      The House nodded his head slowly, as if confirming his own suspicions. "I mean, don't you monkeys get all touchy and stuff? You haven't had another one of you around in a while and it's making you crazy."

      "I have no idea what you are talking about," I said, secretly contemplating head-butting the little bastard.

      "This from the guy who was carrying on a conversation with his car—"

      "The Dad Wagon and I have a relationship that goes back—"

      "And the pile of fast food wrappers on the second seat?"

      My shoulders drooped. "Okay, Fast Foodie is a little over the top, but don't screw with the Mazda."

      The House shook his head. "I could help you with this…"

      "I fail to see—" My words caught in my chest as the House shifted into my wife. One moment, he was a round little man, and in the next, a spitting image of Porter. To top it off, he'd chosen college-age Porter—the monster had taste.

      "How's this Gene?" Not-Porter said, sliding her wrists out of the restraints effortlessly.

      "I..." My heart beat a mile a minute. Even though every part of me knew it wasn't her, the irrational recesses of my brain said otherwise.

      Not-Porter looped her hands around my neck and climbed onto my lap.

      "Hey, hey," she whispered, the House's tone gone from her voice. "Someone's happy to see me."

      "I..."

      "What is it, Gene?" my formerly young wife asked, the smell of her perfume making it almost impossible to think. "Not enough?" She unzipped a thin jacket; the same kind she used to wear in school, except this Porter had nothing underneath it. "Maybe this is better."

      The few remaining rational brain cells in my head screamed at me to stop, all while the lizard half roared far more adult-rated things at me like a hungry dinosaur.

      "Gene..." She whispered. "What do you want?"

      "I want..."

      "Yes?" Porter's soft lips tickled at my neck.

      "I want..."

      "Tell me, Gene. Tell me what you want. I can be anything. You every wish fulfilled."

      "I want my fucking life back," I cried, bringing my knee up and pushing the House away.

      Porter dropped back into her seat and suddenly she was no longer my wife. She was the fat little man again, a second chin and flabby crossed arms ruining the visual instantly.

      "Whatever, Gene. You had an opportunity few mortals will ever have and you missed it."

      "I'll live."

      The House frowned. "Yes, you will, as long as I allow it. Don't forget that, Eugene Law. You exist because I say so."

      I pulled my wrists around my side, then moved my fingers like the mouth of tiny puppets. "Señor Pepe says he appreciates it."

      Click!

      The door behind me opened and the House's strong man yanked me out by the Señor Pepes.

      "Ugh!" I hit the dirt a good bit harder than I expected. "Hey, what was that—"

      The young man dropped a monstrously heavy duffel bag in my lap. The blue canvas bag knocked the air clean out of my lungs.

      "That," the House said, climbing out of the car, "was for turning down Porter."

      "That wasn't my wife."

      The chubby little man slapped his forehead. "If the parts are in the right place, who the hell cares?"

      "I do."

      The House took a seat on the running board. "I know you do, and I know you don't understand it now, but part of that caring is what makes you special. In fact, it's a good part of the reason why I chose you and not some other primate."

      "I'm touched."

      The House shook his head and gestured to the officer. Strong hands pulled me off the ground.

      "Gene, I wasn't kidding. You need human contact. You need a partner. Someone to work with before you go crazy."

      "Pass."

      The House shrugged his shoulders. "I don't take requests."

      "And I don't do partners."

      The tiny man stared at me for a moment and I wondered if I'd gone too far. The House may want me, but the moment he didn't I was as good as dead—or worse.

      "Fine. I'll figure something out." The House closed the door behind him, then shifted into a German Shepherd, complete with a police dog's vest. "Well, Mike, are you ready to go?"

      The young man secured his dog in the front seat, then closed the door.

      I held up my hands. "What about the cuffs?"

      The House simply panted behind the rolled-up glass. Officer Mike climbed into the patrol car and revved its engine.

      "Damn it! You haven't even told me what you want me to do."

      The canine wagged his tail and accepted a few rough pets from Mike before barking at me.

      "Son of a—"

      That was about all I got out before the House and his ride kicked up gravel and tore off into the coming night.

      Bastard.
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      "Yeah, don't get me started." I rubbed at the sore spots on my wrists as the Dad Wagon took care of zipping down the black ribbon of highway. "A dog. He turned into a dog."

      The Mazda's air conditioning sputtered.

      "I know. Trust me. I know."

      The radio display flickered slightly, a loose wire the most likely culprit, but I didn't have the foggiest clue how to fix it.

      "If it's all the same to you, I'd rather pass on music."

      The Dad Wagon hummed along the highway in what seemed like quiet introspection.

      "And before you ask," I pointed to the oversized duffel bag in the passenger seat, "I have no idea what that is all about."

      The Mazda hit a couple of reflectors and the thumping sound that followed gave the impression of an old woman clicking her tongue.

      "Okay, that's not entirely true. There's a giant pile of cash in there."

      The car didn't respond.

      "I know, right? I mean, there was also a lot of what I'm guessing was drugs, but I left those in a ditch on the side of the road."

      Having lost his spot on the passenger seat—Fast Foodie, my impromptu wrapper friend—glared at me from the floor mats.

      "Oh, don't give me that. Of course I destroyed them. I'm a Magician, damn it. Why have nigh-limitless cosmic powers if you can't use them to destroy some illegal drugs?"

      A stack of oddly torn protein bar wrappers that formed the refuse man's face frowned.

      "Yeah, yeah. You're a little high and mighty for a stack of old wrappers that’s one rest station stop away from becoming part of the circle of life."

      The Dad Wagon bounced off a highway reflector and Fast Foodie's frown turned upside down.

      "That's more like it, but try not to go so over the top. Have a little dignity."

      The air conditioning let out a long sigh, and I followed suit.

      "Yeah, it's been a night. Still, we have cash, you guys. Greenbacks, clams, shells." I rattled off a few more euphemisms for the big stacks of highly illegal money in the duffel bag before settling into a wide and stupid grin. "You know what that means?"

      They didn't, as neither the car nor its discarded wrapping passenger had an answer for me.

      "You guys are killing me." I let up on the accelerator the moment the first reflective blue sign shot past. "What do we need more than anything?"

      Again, there was no answer from the car, and Fast Foodie still had that stupid grin.

      "We need a real meal, a nice tune-up, and like twenty-six hours of sleep."

      I pulled the Dad Wagon off the highway and onto the narrow off-ramp. Her tires hummed with a happy note and I couldn't help but join her when the shining lights of highway Mecca greeted us.

      I couldn't believe our luck. Yet there we were in the parking lot of a roadside waffle establishment that had an attached garage and a modest motel.

      In that moment, I would not have been surprised if angels had come down from the sky and blown their trumpets at our arrival.

      I put the Dad Wagon in park and turned off the engine. She sighed in a tired yet oddly satisfied way, and even Fast Foodie had to grudgingly admit this was karma.

      "Okay, you two." I flipped down the visor to get a look at myself in the mirror. It wasn't great, but I didn't look like a murder hobo—at least not yet anyway. I popped the visor back up and grabbed the monstrous bag of cash, then thought better of it.

      Do not carry around a monster bag of cash.

      This seemed like very sound advice, but then I remembered I had no direct experience with monster bags of cash. This circular reasoning rolled around a few more times before I settled on popping the trunk and leaving the money bag in there.

      I positioned the duffel in the mess that had accumulated in the overburdened trunk, then checking for wandering eyes, unzipped it and slid out a few hundreds. In my giddiness to get them out of the bag, I almost missed what was underneath them.

      A key?

      Years ago, I'd used one of those airport lockers—the kind with the single use key that only came out when you put the right amount of coins in them.

      This was exactly that sort of key.

      I picked it up, and the large orange chain attached to it, and immediately wished I hadn't.

      Magick!

      Whatever it was, that locker key was infused with a very unhealthy dose of cosmic power—enough to make me drop it and blow on my fingers.

      That had to be what the House was so keen on having me deal with.

      I pushed the money over top of the offending key and zipped the bag back up.

      That's a task for later. It's waffle time.

      I closed the trunk, again making sure no one was watching me. This proved rather easy as there was no one else in the lot. I patted the Mazda's hood.

      "I'll be back. We will so be doing a tune-up. Scout's honor. You and Fast Foodie hang out for a few while I tank up." I took a few more steps toward the waffle restaurant's door before turning around to offer a last bit of sage advice. "Do not go anywhere."

      I thought about using some Magick to make sure that didn't happen, but then thought better of it. Every time I touched my power as of late I felt the House's corrupting influence on it. Like reaching through day-old dishwater in the sink. There were unmentionable things floating on that nasty film, things I was more than happy to not stick my fingers in.

      I gave the Dad Wagon one last look before pulling open the restaurant door and gliding in on the aroma of freshly made breakfast foods.
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        * * *

      

      The first thing that struck me—after the smell of sizzling golden batter—was the cleanliness. Having stopped at more than a handful of the state's roadside dining wonders, this one put the rest to shame. There were no streaks of mud on the floor and not a single overflowing ashtray on the table. To top it off, the tables even appeared to have been wiped down.

      A lone tear appeared in my eye. I quickly brushed it away.

      The restaurant was empty except for the woman behind the counter. She had her back to me, but judging by the handful of grays in her dirty blond hair, I guessed we were from roughly the same generation. I took a seat at the counter, barely able to contain my excitement at the thought of food that didn't come wrapped in some future part of Fast Foodie.

      "Hey!"

      Ease up, Gene. It's just waffles.

      "Hey, yourself," she said, without turning around. "You're early. I don't have the money."

      "Excuse me?"

      The woman found my reflection in the mirror and frowned before yanking the coffee pot out of the machine. She wore a dark grey workshirt with ‘Mazie’ embroidered across it in flowing script. A white tank top peeked out beneath the shirt, while jeans, a red bandana, and a pair of snake tattoos on her wrists completed the coffee-slinger's outfit.

      She pulled a paper cup off the shelf and filled it with black coffee.

      "So, I think I'm going to have—"

      Unlike the waitresses I remembered from past trips to restaurants, Mazie didn't appear interested in doing the mundane things like taking my order, asking me how I was, or even smiling.

      "You're going to take this coffee and get the hell out of here before they show up." She popped a plastic lid on the cup and unceremoniously plopped it in front of me.

      "Uh. Could I maybe get a few road waffles, too?"

      "No. They aren't ready yet."

      My eyes drifted to the steaming waffle irons and their golden brown contents just behind her. "They look ready to me."

      "So you're a waffle expert, eh?"

      I opened my mouth to respond then closed it when a pair of large black SUVs pulled into the lot, blocking the Dad Wagon in its spot.

      Shit.

      Mazie frowned again. "Shit."

      I didn't know who our visitors were, but the look on the waitress’s face told me they weren't friendly.

      Five large men climbed out of the cars.

      "Shit, shit, shit." Mazie pointed to what I assumed was the bathroom. "There's a side exit. Go outside until you hear their cars leave."

      I popped the top off the coffee cup and blew on the near-boiling liquid. "Nope."

      "I'm not gonna tell you twice. Those are dangerous men."

      I let the coffee swirl around in its cup while the Magick in my chest did the same thing.

      "So am I."
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      Mazie shook her head. "No. You don't understand. Those guys, they—"

      She didn't get to finish her words before the leather-clad posse entered the restaurant. I caught the distinct hint of cheap aftershave floating on an undercurrent of aggression. It was a heady combination, but there was a worse one: pissed off and hungry Magician.

      "Mazie, Mazie…" The largest of the newcomers leaned on the counter while one of his colleagues locked the door behind them. "What did we say about bringing other people?"

      The waitress shook her head. "I didn't bring any other people. This guy's just here to fix the fryer."

      "Is that right? What's wrong with the fryer, Mazie?"

      The big man slid between the barstools with an ease I didn't expect given his size. There was more grace in those powerful legs than I would have guessed at first glance.

      Move as smooth as you want, you can't out tough Magick, moron.

      The big man drummed his fingers against the counter while the rest of his crew fanned out across the diner. Had I been a normal person this might have bothered me, but ever since I'd started working for the House, I'd left normal in the dust.

      And your sanity...

      The power was intoxicating, but like day drinking it had a downside. There wasn't an aspirin in the world big enough to deal with that hangover.

      The power came with a price and that price was my soul.

      This wasn't some demon bargain—that would have been trivial in comparison. This was far more insidious. This was corruption refined.

      The House wanted me to use that power. It banked on that, in fact. It knew each time I did, I'd get just a little more inured to it, a little more likely to return to the well.

      Like you're doing now?

      I wanted to push that thought away, but it wasn't entirely untrue. The House's Magick could make short work of two-bit criminals, even ones as lethal-looking as these.

      Mazie opened her mouth to respond, but I did it for her.

      "Nope. There's nothing wrong with the fryer." I put on my best Clint Eastwood look as well, giving them the whole steely-eyed stare. All I needed was a nice poncho and a little less bushy beard.

      The big man nodded and turned so he could take in both me and the rest of the empty waffle place.

      "I didn't think so."

      "I can get the money, Jim. You just need to give me a little more time." There was a surprising amount of confidence in Mazie’s voice given the situation.

      Jim frowned and ran a meaty hand over his chin. "Uh huh. Isn't that what you said last month?"

      Mazie slapped a towel over her shoulder. "And I meant it, but I haven't gotten much work at the shop, and nobody's been staying at the motel. I suppose I have you to thank for that."

      Big Jim slid a rather large gun out of the back of his jeans and placed it on the counter. People with guns always think they can pull them out like they've drawn the high card.

      Those same people don't understand Magick.

      "Hands up slow, Mazie, really slow, unless you want the last visual you have to be my face before we color that mirror with your brain stem."

      I hadn't noticed it before, but the waitress's hand was on something shiny below the counter.

      "I don't want any troub—"

      "Slowly, Mazie, slowly."

      The waitress brought her hand up and the gun it was connected to.

      "Oh, kiddo, that wasn't smart. I thought you were smart." Big Jim snatched the tiny silver pistol out of her hand. "You've disappointed me."

      I popped the lid off my coffee. "Don't worry about it, buddy. I'd say you're still the biggest idiot in the room."

      The big man shoved Mazie's gun in his pocket and pointed his monster weapon my way. "Is that so?"

      "Ignore him, Jim. He's some vagrant off the street. Just take what's in the register and go."

      The big man slid his finger against the trigger. "Is that so? You some sort of crazy person?"

      "Nope."

      Mazie glared at me, but I ignored her. She didn't know it, but I had years of experience with Porter that gave me a natural advantage when it came to womanly disapproval. You could say it was one of my more impressive skills. No one did, mind you, but they could have.

      "Ignore him, Jim. Just take what's in the register and go."

      The big man waved his gun in my face. "No. I've got a better idea. How about you give me what's in your wallet and I'll save the bullet for another day."

      "Ha!" I practically spit the hot coffee across the counter. "My wallet. That's funny. I haven't had money in my wallet in…" I glanced at my wrist, only to remember I'd pawned the watch months ago. "Well, a long damn time. You are a comedian, Jim. I love it, but now I think it's time for you and the murder posse to leave."

      It was an old trick that worked with a large number of demons, but I wasn't sure how it would play out on human predators. I expected roughly the same results. The idea was to disarm them with a show of strength. I didn’t have to do anything impressive: just show I meant business and that there were easier targets somewhere else—anywhere else.

      Jim grabbed my shoulder and turned me to face him, almost costing me my free coffee in the process.

      "How about I just shoot you and take it off your corpse?"

      Go for broke.

      "Wow, corpse. That's a crossword caliber bit of vocabulary. Someone got a Word-of-the-Day calendar for Christmas, didn't they? You want to hear another fancy word? Ledo!"

      I pulled the Magick up and out of my chest like a deep sea trawler fishing for bottom-dwellers. I hated this man and everything he represented. These were the worst humanity had to offer, and I felt pretty confident a nice split lip would send him packing. It also might serve as ample warning to the rest of Team Asshat.

      Magick surged out of my body. Juiced up by the House's cosmical power source, I was high-octane and ready to rumble.

      At least that was what I thought.

      The Magick took shape, forming around my command and ready to knock Big Jim into little Jimmy, except that wasn't what happened.

      The cosmic power... shifted.

      There was no better way to describe it. What I should have done is knock the large man into next Tuesday, or barring that, at least into the far wall.

      Neither of those things happened.

      Like jamming something into the end of a hose, the Magick shot across the counter and into the elaborate assortment of waffle cooking machines and coffee makers, all of which were not built for the stress and promptly exploded.

      The shock on my face must have been impressive, but it didn't stop the big man from pulling me off my stool and pressing the business end of his gun against my confused face. "You think that's funny? Come into my diner and set up some sort of booby trap for me?"

      "I..."

      "Let him go, Jim!" Mazie reached for the big man. "He didn't set any traps. You've been taking so much money from the diner things were bound to break at some point. That's why you've got to leave me with something."

      Jim pressed the gun deeper into my cheek while I scrambled to figure out just what happened. Was I losing my touch? Possibly, but I could still feel the Magick swirling around inside me, angry, tense, and frustrated. It wanted to beat this big man into a pulp, but it didn't know how.

      "Empty the register, boys." Jim dragged me toward the door, then stopped and fished a set of keys out of his pocket, tossing them on the table for his guys. An orange plastic locker key shined in the overhead light.

      It looked just like the one in the trunk of my car, except this one didn't exude Magick; if anything, it oozed the exact opposite.

      Jim used his gun to direct me toward the parking lot. "That your piece of shit Mazda?"

      I had a few witty retorts planned, but couldn't get out much more than ‘yeah’ with a gun barrel pressed against my cheek.

      "Is there anyone else in there?"

      "Do I look like a guy with friends?" I asked, deep down rather proud of myself for finding a way to be a jerk even in the face of near certain death.

      "Check the car—"

      No sooner had the words come out of Jim's mouth then the Dad Wagon rumbled to life.

      Oh, hell.
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      Jim swung the gun around and pointed it at the Mazda. I seized that opportunity to punch him in the gut, or at least I tried to. It wasn't the finest action-movie-quality gut punch, but it should have worked, instead I made it only halfway through the swing before I lost anything that resembled power or coordination.

      Ugh!

      I’d been rung out like the dishrag on Mazie’s shoulder. I couldn't pull the air back into my lungs fast enough.

      Big Jim's men seized that opportunity and advanced on me quickly. Any Magick I might have wanted to whip up was completely overshadowed by the sudden lack of oxygen and fine motor control.

      Vroom!

      Huh?

      The Dad Wagon's engine roared and she lunged forward, banging her wheels against the narrow stretch of sidewalk in front of the doors.

      What the hell is going on?

      Strong hands grabbed my arms and slammed me against the closest table. It just happened to be the same table that held Big Jim's locker key.

      The key!

      It wasn't Magick that swirled inside that tiny sliver of metal. Magick was chaotic, but it was also potential—a limitless wave of possibilities that crashed in on itself only to rise up again. Magick was confusing, complicated, and beautiful, but whatever was in that key was anything but. The power casually pouring out over the table and me was rigidly unyielding. It squeezed the potential from the air like a bad prom date. The closer I got to it, the more it hurt, and the more it tore apart what made me who I was.

      It crushed my Magick and my will.

      Jim’s goon squad was nice enough to pull me off the Magick killing key so that I could get a good look down the barrel of his gun.

      Yep, nice and clean.

      The shakedown artist didn't waste time with conversation. He pulled the trigger.

      What happened next could be best described as a confusing blur of motion, events, and remarkably loud breaking glass.

      The Dad Wagon came first. With a resounding thump, the parking brake popped off and she shot forward like a kid on Christmas day. The old car's frontend made short work on the waffle diner's all-glass entry, sending an explosion of sharp fragments across the previously immaculate dining area.

      "What the—"

      Big Jim didn't get to finish his statement before a formerly immaculate table rammed into his hamstrings and pitched the mobster's hands into the air.

      Boom!

      Falling forward, Jim’s weapon took out a chunk of ceiling tile, but mercifully missed my face completely.

      All of this was great in that I didn't die, but with that stupid key so close, I would have far preferred death. The Dad Wagon disagreed and lunged forward again, knocking more tables out of the way, and sending Jim's men scrambling. I was free, but couldn't manage to do much more than a slump against the glass covered floor.

      Being this close to the key was like standing in front of an flash freezer on high. I wanted to move, to get out of there, but the confining power filling the diner made that all but impossible.

      "Hey!" Mazie grabbed my hand. "Get up."

      "Huh?"

      The coffee-slinger yanked me to my feet with a lot more strength than I possessed at present. I preferred to think that was because I was only a few feet away from Magickal kryptonite, and not because I was getting soft, but it was a toss-up.

      "Your driver ruined my restaurant!"

      "I don't have a dri—"

      Boom!

      One of Big Jim's men must have rediscovered his footing and his weapon.

      "Get down!" Mazie pushed me back down only seconds after she'd pulled me up.

      The locker key had tumbled onto the floor, and in her infinite wisdom, Mazie has pushed me right back down against it. "Ugh!"

      "Do you have a gun?"

      I tried to process her words through the key’s mid-numbing haze. "I'm a Magician."

      "What the hell does that even mean?"

      Boom!

      Mazie pulled a table down, putting a barrier between us and the shooter, and also kicking away the orange key in the process.

      "It means," I tried to push a little air back into my lungs, "that I don't need a gun."

      "Of all the guys in the world that could walk in my diner, I get the one that's afraid of guns."

      "I'm not afra—"

      Boom!

      I yelped like a schoolgirl and ducked. This did very little to inspire Mazie or provide any evidence to support my argument.

      "Right." The tough woman shook her head, then appeared to spot something in the broken glass and busted pieces of chair. "My gun!"

      She made a play for the tiny firearm and exposed herself to the shooter in the process.

      Damn it!

      I reached for my Magick, but hesitated. The House's malevolence swelled in my chest, but there was something else.

      The key was still here, and I had no idea what it would do.

      Keep it simple, Gene.

      Right, the simpler the Magick, the easier it should be to overcome whatever it was that damn thing was doing.

      That's good, ‘cause simple is about all you can manage right about now.

      I was neck deep in pruning that decision tree when Big Jim emerged from the rubble, his monstrous gun pointed at a scrambling Mazie.

      Now or never…

      I focused on the walls and the electrical cords running through them. Unlike the rest of the place, they didn't feel quite as well put together. It would have been a shame if they overloaded, threw some sparks, and set off that fryer.

      "Ignitus!"

      Whoosh!

      It was one of those rare instances when the Magick and I saw eye-to-eye. A healthy grease fire erupted behind the counter. Big Jim turned away at the rush of heat, which bought Mazie enough time to grab her gun.

      Sadly, she didn’t fire it. Instead, she stared dumbfounded at the flames.

      I guessed it had something to do with seeing her formerly perfect diner on fire.

      Nice plan, moron.

      While I wasted time berating myself, the Dad Wagon seized the opportunity and surged forward.

      Vroom!

      The Mazda rammed into Big Jim and set all of us in motion.

      "Come on!" I scrambled over to Mazie and pulled her off the floor. "We've got to get out of here."

      "No! My restaurant—"

      "Is about to become a case study on the inherent danger of cooking oil fires. I really don't want to see you become a part of the permanent record."

      The Dad Wagon's doors popped open.

      I couldn't say I expected the Knight Rider treatment, but when your car decides to take on a life of its own and save your bacon from gun-toting mobsters and a raging grease fire you don't turn up your nose, you just accept it.

      "Get in." I pointed at the open passenger door.

      Mazie raked wrappers off the seat and climbed inside.

      "Fast Foodie!"

      Mazie frowned. "Huh?"

      There was no time to mourn my trash heap friend. Big Jim was back on his feet.

      "Never mind." I threw myself over the waitress and climbed awkwardly into the driver’s seat.

      Mazie slammed the door, then ducked below the dash. "Who the hell was driving this thing?"

      "Sorry." I threw the Dad Wagon in reverse. "Dad Wagon, this is Mazie. Mazie, this is the Dad Wagon."

      Boom!

      Big Jim's gun sent a bullet into the hood.

      Mazie grabbed my arm. "Get us out of here!"

      "I'm trying!"

      I gunned the engine, but the Dad Wagon was already way ahead of me. She shot backward over the broken glass and bits of furniture, then bounced onto and back off the sidewalk.

      Boom! Boom!

      More bullets tore through the car, and I reached for my Magick. I figured I had to be far enough away from that damn key to try something more impressive.

      I didn't get the chance to test my theory.

      The Dad Wagon pulled hard to the left and gunned it. The Mazda shot through the lot and passed the parked SUVs that had tried to box her in.

      "Hold on!"

      Mazie popped her head up only to pull it right back down again when she found the gas pumps.

      "Look out!"

      The Dad Wagon clipped a pump and sent a fountain of unleaded into the air. Of course it caught fire, because why not?

      We hit the street hard, then swerved toward the on-ramp. The Dad Wagon was on a mission and had no interest in listening to me. All I could do was hang on and pretend to turn the wheel.

      Mazie wasn’t paying attention. She clung to the seat back and watched her diner burn.
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      No sooner had we hit the highway then Mazie turned around and pounded on the dash. "Let me out."

      The Dad Wagon revved its engine, the car pushing seventy on that black ribbon of asphalt.

      "Uh…" I tapped the brakes and frowned when I realized they did nothing. "I don't think the car wants us to stop right now."

      "Listen, whoever the hell you are, I want to get out of this car right the hell now." Mazie sat up and pointed her shiny gun at my head. "What part of that don't you understand?"

      "I'd love to help you out, but the car isn't interested in stopping."

      "Take your foot off the gas!"

      I pulled up both my feet. "My foot isn't on the gas!"

      Mazie hazarded a glance at my feet. "What the fu—"

      The Dad Wagon waited for her to lean forward just enough before hitting the brakes. The non-seatbelt-wearing Mazie slammed into the dash, her head banging against the plastic hard enough to make a very unpleasant thump and most certainly leave a mark.

      The shiny gun tumbled into my lap and I immediately scooped it up.

      "Son of a bitch!" The woman rubbed at a welt building on her forehead.

      I made a mental note to get the car an oil change as soon as humanly possible, then shoved Mazie's gun in my pocket.

      "Are you okay?"

      "Am I okay? What the hell kind of question is that? My diner is on fire. Do you understand those words? Fire! Here's something I bet you didn't know. That place doubles as my house. So not only have I lost my business, I've lost my house too."

      "I..."

      Angry tears formed in the corners of her eyes. "Why the hell couldn't you have just walked out the side door like I’d asked? Shit, why did you even stop at my diner to begin with?"

      "I wanted waffles?"

      Smooth, Gene, really smooth.

      "That's great. That's just great."

      Something in the tone of her voice told me it wasn't.

      "Next exit I'll get the car to stop and we'll let you out."

      "And what then?" Mazie stared out the side window as the distant sound of sirens reached our ears. "Huh? What then? I've lost everything."

      "You don't have insurance or something?"

      "You think someone getting the shakedown from street thugs has insurance?"

      Ouch.

      "I'm sure there's something we can do," I said, the words coming out before I could stop and think them through.

      "Oh yeah?" The frustration in Mazie’s eyes brought with them an industrial-sized helping of Porter memories. It was all I could do to not get pulled under by that crushing wave of sadness. "Who the hell are you anyway? Some sort of CIA or FBI guy? Undercover agent or something?"

      "I told you, I'm a—"

      "Oh, hell no. Magicians don't make shit. I dated a rodeo clown; they make bank in comparison to Magicians. He said as much."

      "Rodeo clown?"

      Mazie frowned. "Don't change the subject. You aren't a Magician."

      Sigh.

      "Okay, you got me. I used to work in construction."

      Mazie rolled her eyes. "With those hands? Dear God, I've met twelve-year-olds with more calluses from working in the yard than you've probably ever had in your life. Sure, you're a dirty mess who doesn't appear to believe in showering, but construction? Ha!"

      I frowned at my fingers. "If you must know, I worked in the office."

      "Right, and that's how you got Kit here?" She pointed at the dash.

      "I told you, I'm a Magician."

      Mazie pulled open the glove box and yanked out my registration.

      "Eugene?!"

      "Huh?"

      The tattooed woman threw her hands in the air. "I've been saved by a secret agent whose undercover name is Eugene."

      "What's wrong with my name?"

      Mazie shook her head. "It's just not what I imagined a secret government agent would use as a name."

      "But it's my nam—"

      "I figured Dirk, or Clint, or Steel or something."

      "Steel? Who the hell names their kid Steel?"

      "Secret agents," Mazie said with a tone of authority.

      "I said I'm not a secret agent."

      Mazie shook her head and continued to pull papers out of my glovebox. "Sounds like exactly what a secret agent would say. There's got to be a controller, or radio in here or something."

      "What are you doing?"

      The former diner owner ran her fingers along the inside of the now empty box. "I'm looking for a controller or something. I want to know who is driving this damn car. I'm betting if I can disable it, then I can get you to let me the hell out."

      "I told you I'm not a secret agent and no one is controlling this car. Wait, that came out wrong. I mean, the car is fine, it's just really advanced and..."

      Think, Gene.

      "Ah hell. I'm a Magician. I wield the cosmic powers of the universe. It's a terrible job with lousy pay. So bad in fact, that my new boss is basically an infinite asshole."

      Mazie stopped fidgeting and stared at me. "So you aren't a secret agent?"

      "Nope."

      The tattooed woman nodded. "I see."

      "You understand now?"

      Mazie shoved most of the papers back into my glove box, but kept something in her lap. "I do."

      "Really?"

      I was surprised. Typically, it took the few people I told about Magick a lot longer to get it.

      "Yeah. I totally get it. What I want to know is if you murdered these people, or if they are out there somewhere looking for their lost crazy person?"

      "What?"

      Mazie held up a photo I'd completely forgotten I had. It was Porter, Cathy, and Kris. Of course, I'd been the one behind the camera, but that didn't mean I didn't remember taking the picture. We'd been at one of the state parks. Porter had wanted a family outing, and I'd grudgingly rounded up the kiddos for a mosquito-laden trip deep into the cypress-swamp wilderness. At the time, I must have argued with her no less than half the drive out and spent the other half convinced I was going to get eaten alive.

      I would have given anything to go back to that moment and slapped the idiot behind the camera senseless. The forced smile on my wife's face spoke volumes. She'd only been trying to give us a nice family weekend, some memories that weren't the back of the kid's heads playing video games or watching TV, and her husband had been anything but supportive.

      And now he wasn't her husband anymore.

      Cathy and Kris laughed in the faded photo. If I recalled correctly, I'd made a joke. It wasn't a particularly good one, but the kids laughed anyway.

      I blinked back at the hot tears stinging my eyes.

      "Oh, shit." Mazie pulled the photo back. "I didn't know. Listen, I'm sure you'll be fine. Just let me off at the next exit and we'll go our separate ways. Maybe leave me some forwarding information so when I have a new diner I can tell you where it is so you never go there."

      Bright headlights appeared in the rear-view mirror, the same kind of lamps you'd find on large black SUVs.

      "It's them."

      Mazie popped up to turn around, then flinched. "Ouch."

      Red blood stained the seat where she'd been sitting.

      What the hell?

      She pulled up her shirt to reveal a bright red patch of angry flesh.

      "Are you okay?"

      Mazie pressed a hand against her side. "I'm bleeding all over your magic car, so no, I'm really not okay."

      "Shit."

      Mazie nodded, her face a little more pale than it had been moments ago. "Yeah, that about sums it up."

      The SUVs inched closer, their headlights filling the Mazda with a white and angry glow.

      "Can you go any faster?"

      "Look, it's an old car, and I—"

      The Dad Wagon's engine let out a full-throated protest and kicked itself into high gear.

      For a few seconds we made ground on them, but the big vehicles were apparently far younger, and better maintained as they didn’t stay back for long.

      "Can't you do something? Call your secret agent people. Set up a satellite strike or something?"

      "I told you." I took my hands off the steering wheel and turned around in the seat. "I'm not a secret agent. I'm a Magician."

      "Well, balloon animals aren't going to do shit against Jim and his guys. Give me the gun."

      "You're bleeding."

      Mazie nodded. "Yeah, from my side, not my hand. You don't need your side to fire a gun. It's really simple: you just point at what you want to shoot, then pull the trigger. Even a kid's party magic guy can do that."

      I pulled her gun out of my pocket. "I'm not that kind of Magician."

      Mazie grabbed the gun and tried to roll the window down. "Hey, Magic Man, it won't let me open the window."

      I pressed the child lock button and her window immediately started dropping.

      "Nice work, Eugene. I can’t wait to see your next trick."

      Gah!

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            7

          

          
            Stupid Fast

          

        

      

    

    
      Mazie leaned against the open window and fired. Muzzle flash filled the car and lit up the darkened street, but the SUVs kept coming.

      "Shoot the tires," I said, trying to help the Dad Wagon from hitting the guardrails like a Mazda-sized pinball.

      "Do you have any idea how hard that is?" Mazie grimaced and pressed a bloody hand to her side. "I'll tell you. It's practically impossible."

      The warm glow of an overhead streetlight bathed her face and revealed just how much color she'd lost. I might know nothing about medicine, but I knew blood worked better on the inside than on the seats.

      Boom!

      Tires squealed behind us, but not for long. Big Jim and his crew continued to gain ground on the Dad Wagon.

      The Mazda...

      I can't say I was against this newly discovered personality in my favorite vehicle—I'd been a big fan of Knight Rider as a kid—but it didn't make any sense. I hadn’t done anything to the Mazda to make it behave like this.

      Was it the House?

      I was half-way through thinking out that possibility, when one of Jim's SUVs rammed into the Dad Wagon's quarter-panel.

      "Hang on!"

      I pulled hard to keep us from spinning, but the Mazda had other ideas. She ripped the wheel right out of my hand and turned into the fishtail.

      Shit!

      I grabbed Mazie by the back of her jeans to keep that spitfire and her gun from ending up on the shoulder.

      "What the hell, Eugene!"

      "It's not me. It’s the car!"

      The Mazda leveled out and shot ahead, leaving me with the back of my hand inside the butt of Mazie’s jeans.

      Mazie looked down at my hand. "Really?"

      "Uh, right."

      "You can take your hand out of my pants, Eugene."

      "Right. It’s good that you’re safe." I pulled my hand out, my face red enough to match her pale skin.

      The radio popped on and belted out bits and pieces of AM radio and commercials. "Works like Magic!"

      Mazie hesitated. "Did you turn that on?"

      "No, but I'm going to show you what I mean when I say I'm a Magician."

      "Great, we're running low on balloon animals."

      I pushed the waffle-slinger's comments aside and closed my eyes. The Magick was there, like it had always been, and like I’d always hoped it would be, but there was something else. The House's influence tainted that power like a film of algae on a placid lake. I had to reach through the vile covering to get to the cosmic power beneath, but to do that would mean taking a step closer to what the House wanted me to be.

      I didn’t know what that was, but with the House it couldn’t have been good.

      Bullets hit the side view mirror and knocked me out of my concentration.

      The radio skipped a beat and crackled into a commercial about sports creme. "Do you have pain in your joints?"

      "That was just a mirror."

      "Joint pain may be an indicator of more significant problems."

      Mazie braced herself against the window. "How are those balloon animals coming, Eugene? Maybe I could get you to do my niece's birthday party? She's got a thing for ponies and..."

      The former waffle girl’s head drooped, her gun landing in the dark seat.

      "Mazie?"

      Painted eyelids fluttered while the radio flipped to yet another station.

      "Donate blood today!"

      "Damn it." I grabbed the wheel and slammed a hand on the dash. "We've had our differences, but you and I have been through a ton. I'm going to figure out what the hell is going on, but in the meantime, I need you to push like hell. We've gotta put some distance between us and them."

      The Dad Wagon's radio rumbled into static.

      "Are you listening to me?"

      "Don't forget to take advantage of our oil change special this weekend only at—"

      "Deal! I'll spring for high-mileage. How's that? Just redline it, baby. Redline it like you've been bought by some high schooler racing to get to his girlfriend's house while her parents are away."

      The radio stopped.

      "I know. It's oddly specific, but also stupid fast. That's what we need right now, stupid fast. Can you do stupid fast?"

      The radio snapped back on. "Excessive speed is the leading cause of..."

      "You got it. That's what we want, excessive speed."

      Boom!

      The Dad Wagon's passenger mirror shattered, razor sharp glass missing Mazie's face by mere inches.

      "Don’t trade your car in for anything less than—"

      I yanked the seat release and laid Mazie down. Most of the color had left her lips. What little there was had come from her makeup and even that looked decidedly pale.

      "Come on down to—"

      "I get it. Would you stop? I need to concentrate." I popped my belt off and pushed my own seat back. "Just let me focus. I've got a plan."

      I do?

      The car got quiet, the radio drifting in and out of sporadic bursts of static and snippets of unintelligible noise.

      I needed the Magick, but I didn't need the dangers it represented. To dip into the House's power now would only drag me further down, but the alternative was worse.

      Mazie lay in the passenger seat, her tired eyes closed.

      "You're going to miss the balloon animals." I dipped my mental fingers in the toxic sheen that covered the Magick inside me. "But maybe that’s for the best."

      The radio popped back on and the Dad Wagon set the volume at max. "Repent and avoid the fires of Hell!"

      That’s it!

      It was time for Big Jim to get a taste of the House's power.

      "Warp factor nine."

      The Mazda's engine wailed.

      Hell…

      I hadn't opened a Hellgate since Cathy, and even as I mustered the strength, a creeping doubt filled my chest. It was my fault I'd lost her. It was my fault I’d had to sacrifice them all to get her back.

      The Hellgate had been my undoing.

      The House's vile power boiled in my veins.

      Or maybe it had just shown me who I really was.

      "Infernus!" I shouted, pouring the anger and frustration that had built up over the past few months into my Magick, and into the House’s power. There was so much to be angry about. My life was in free fall, and there was an idiot in one of the cars behind us that appeared hell-bent on making it worse.

      "Too bad you can't see this," I said to the unconscious Mazie. "If you did, you might think twice about having me at your niece's birthday."

      Bright red light cut the night and poured from a fiery opening that shimmered to life above the Dad Wagon's trunk. Small at first, it swelled, pulling the House's power like a hungry calf at its mother's teat.

      Boom! Boom!

      Bullets vanished inside the swirling ball of fiery colors, their passing creating the perfect opportunity for something else to come out.

      "I hope you guys put on bug spray!"

      Hell Fleas by the hundreds swarmed out of the gate. Like hot embers from a roaring fire, they filled the air with glowing sparks and settled on the SUVs behind us.

      "Repent, you sinners!" the radio shouted.

      "Damn straight we won't. How are we doing on excessive speed?"

      The Dad Wagon pushed the engine to its max and we pulled away from our Hell Flea-covered pursuers.

      "Take that you pieces of shit. I hope they eat you alive and hollow out your..."

      My words faded as the fiery Hell Fleas hit their hood. Those nasty insects should have melted their way through the metal in seconds, but that wasn't what happened.

      "What the hell?"

      What the hell indeed. Like love bugs slapping the windshield on a cross state trip, the Hell Fleas winked out harmlessly as they hit the hood.

      I dug into the House's power, pulling deeper than I should have and willed it into the portal. More Hell Fleas erupted like a tiny meteor shower against the black metal only to fizzle away on impact.

      "I don't get it. How is he—"

      The Dad Wagon swerved and I had to brace myself against the seat. I'd only taken my concentration away from the portal for a second, but a second was all it took. Hell Fleas slipped in through the edges of the door and bit into the skin of my fingers.

      "Son of a bitch!"

      The fiery circle flickered and burped out another thick swarm of hungry insects.

      I slapped at the painful burns on my hands and tried to keep the noxious bugs off of Mazie.

      The SUVs edged closer.

      "What happened to drunk speed?"

      The Dad Wagon's 'Check Engine' light popped on.

      Now?!
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      "Are you kidding me?"

      The Dad Wagon didn't appear to be the kidding kind. Its engine hesitated.  "Don’t break down alone, call..."

      "Oh, hell no." I slapped at a particularly hungry swarm of Hell Fleas. "We do not break down together. That is not an option."

      "Broke? Homeless?" The car's radio asked.

      "No, not that either. We've got to think of some—"

      Boom!

      The back window exploded, showering us with glass and cutting off my response.

      "Shit!"

      "Your car gets a new windshield and you get a box of—" The radio shouted before descending into static.

      As bad as the bullets were, full exposure to Hell Fleas was much worse.

      I reached for the House's Magick, and extended it toward the gate. "Finis!"

      The gate shrunk, but didn't close. Something was keeping it open, like a cosmic foot in the door.

      "Son of a bitch!"

      Boom!

      Another bullet ripped past and embedded itself in the dash. We lost the radio for a second, only to have it pop back on more garbled than before.

      "The end is nigh, brothers and sisters."

      "Damn it. Would you stop with the melodrama? Why the hell won't this gate close?"

      The left and right blinkers popped on and off.

      "Right, you're just a car. A stupidly awesome car that somehow Magickally came to life in the last... Magick!"

      The Mazda's hazards popped on.

      "The gate is still open because something else is powering it, and I'm betting it's the same thing giving you such a winning personality."

      An SUV pushed against the trunk. The Mazda revved her engine, but she didn't have enough juice to keep him off for long.

      Boom!

      The driver side window shattered and we skipped onto the shoulder.

      "Crap! Keep it on the road. I've got an idea."

      The car pulled back onto the highway, but not without knocking me into the backseat in the process. Hell Fleas swarmed over my arms and neck. Like self-propelled cigarette burns they scorched the hair on my arms and left bright red marks on my neck.

      "Could you please keep it on the ro—"

      The Dad Wagon swerved again, and a bullet that would have added a new hole to my head, instead shattered a window.

      "Never mind. Keep doing what you're doing."

      I brushed away Hell Fleas by the dozen and reached for the back seat release.

      Get to the trunk.

      My fingers found the release and I pulled.

      The duffel.

      The House's navy blue bag lay on its side. Our insane driving had shifted most of the junk in the car on top of it.

      That's just great.

      I reached for the bag, but lost my balance when one of Big Jim's SUVs rammed into our rear end.

      "For once I just want something to go easy. Is that too much to ask? Just one damn time I'd like to not be shot at, attacked by Hell Fleas, or something else equally terrible."

      "They had to scrape him off the pavement with a—" the radio spat out in garbled staccato newscast.

      "That paints a cheery visual. Thanks."

      An SUV rammed our rear-end again, but this time I was ready for it and smiled when the bag slid into my hand. "Hot damn."

      An angry swarm of Hell Fleas bit down on my outstretched fingers.

      "Enjoy it, you little bastards. You're about to run out of buffet."

      Boom!

      A bullet shattered one of my remaining windows and sent more Hell Fleas swarming into the cab.

      "I am so over this." I pulled the bag to my chest and ripped the zipper open. Loose bills shot out in the whipping wind, but I ignored them, even as they burned up in the cloud of hungry Hell Fleas.

      It's gotta be in here.

      Bang!

      That was the engine.

      I knew that sound anywhere. The Dad Wagon and I had a tenuous relationship when it came to maintenance. Still, I'd tried to take care of the engine: mainly because of Rob—the single greatest mechanic to ever live—but also because I knew what happened if I didn't.

      The hood dipped and with it went my hopes.

      "The leading cause of death among white men in their—" the radio said, its voice a static-filled mess.

      "Nope. Nobody's getting buried today. I ain't got time for that and neither do you." I dug my hand into the bag and pushed aside thick wads of rubber-banded cash. While tempting, they weren't what I was looking for. There was something much more important in the bottom of that bag.

      A tiny flash of orange caught the glow from a particularly hungry Hell Flea. I crushed the burning bastard against my wrist, then wrapped my fingers around the key.

      Magick! Glorious Magick.

      There was power in that key. It was like Wild Magick, but different, carefree and unconstrained, but strangely yearning. A longing swelled in the tiny sliver of metal, a desire to be free.

      I mentally pushed all that aside and crushed another biting Hell Flea against my arm. The portal wasn't closing, because this stupid key was keeping it open. I let my vision blur and tried to pick up the tendrils of this new Magick.

      Sure enough, it was exactly what I thought.

      The key's power had woven itself through the Dad Wagon like the roots of a great oak. Spindly arms of cosmic power twisted between the seats and into the car's steel body. I pulled at the edges, but to take it out completely would most certainly put an end to my self-aware wheels. What about the Hellgate?

      The fiery portal hovering above the trunk had found a way to siphon off more than enough of the key's power to stay open and to keep me covered in Hell Fleas. I could unravel this, but I needed time.

      The Dad Wagon dipped again, the engine fighting to keep us in motion.

      "Can you buy me a few more seconds?"

      The radio crackled. "Timeshares are available up and down the Treasure Coast…"

      "Works for me." I closed my eyes and tried to ignore the hungry Hell Fleas. The key's power was immense, but if I could just get a handle on it, then I could detach it from the Hellgate.

      Gossamer threads of Magick drifted like the feathery edges of Ariadne's Thread, except unlike that soul cord, this was pure Magick.

      Boom!

      Another explosion of glass pulled me away from the complex weaving.

      The windshield was gone.

      "Hang on, you glorious car!"

      The Mazda didn't respond. It was too busy trying to keep the SUVs from boxing it in. While in the passenger seat, Mazie slowly turned gray against the sparkling glass.

      There wasn't enough time to undo this mess—not before we became Hell Flea chow or worse, ended up on the business end of Big Jim's radiator.

      Shit. Come on, Gene. Think!

      Power raced up the lines and into the swirling Hellgate. Watching the Magick flow brought back memories of rewiring our first kitchen. Electricity could be a right bitch if you gave it a path to the ground, especially if that path rolled through you.

      I wrapped a mental hand around the tenuous threads.

      No, you can't take that much Magick.

      I hated to admit it, but I was right. There was no way I was going to test just how much cosmic power my ticker could take. The human body wasn't meant to hold as much as I was walking around with. I wasn't about to see just how much further I could push that.

      But the car...

      The Dad Wagon's engine thumped in unpleasant frustration.

      Could the car take it? Could the Mazda take the Magick?

      There was only one way to find out.

      I swatted at a particularly aggressive patch of Hell Fleas. "Hey, I've got an idea, but I don't think you're going to like it."

      The dome light popped on.

      "Yeah, so I'm going to reverse the flow of Magick. Basically, I'm going to drain the Hellgate and send all of it into the same key that's turned you into my favorite childhood dream car."

      The hazards flashed on and off.

      "Yes, it's wildly dangerous and stupid."

      The hood dipped and I almost lost my grip on the key.

      "It's now or never. What's it gonna be, girl?"

      The radio popped on and off.

      "I need an answer."

      Static washed over me as Big Jim's black SUVs banged against the side of the car.

      "That's it. I can't wait. Hang on."

      I reached into the threads and twisted the Magick with my fingers. It was a simple directional shift, but I wasn't ready for the blast of Hellfire that raced down the line.

      The Dad Wagon's radio ramped up to full volume with what sounded like the beeps of the emergency broadcast system. Magick rolled through the car like a rewiring project gone awry. Above me, the Hellgate winked shut, its fiery power filling the Mazda's engine with a supernatural octane.

      I tumbled back into the seat, my fingers wrapped around the key, while the stars in the night sky stretched out like white lines.
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      The Dad Wagon practically limped the last hundred yards or so to the rest stop, the engine burned out on Hellfire and the rest of the car a sulking mess of broken glass and static.

      "This'll do." I urged the Mazda to make the remaining few feet before opening the door and practically falling onto the pavement.

      The car whined to a very unpleasant sounding stop, then nestled up against the curb alongside a couple darkened fuel pumps.

      This place looks empty.

      The entire rest stop gave me the impression it was decidedly not open for business. Dominated by a single large building of completely dark glass and steel, it didn't scream "come inside and get your supplies."

      It basically said "Leave now, and take your beater car with you."

      We weren't going anywhere.

      I gently lifted Mazie out of the passenger seat. I wasn't great at medical stuff, but it was pretty easy to tell she was still alive by the fact that her eyelids were moving.

      "Ugh." She tried to adjust to the dim light. "Did I miss the magic show?"

      "Yes."

      "Damn." She leaned her head against my chest. "I wanted a balloon sword."

      I turned toward the glass entry doors and hadn't gone a few feet before the Mazda honked.

      "Huh?"

      The trunk popped open.

      The key…

      "I can't take the key out. If I do... well, if I do, you won't still be you."

      The brake lights turned on and flooded the lot in a sea of red.

      "Listen, I have to get her inside. She's—"

      The Dad Wagon pumped the brakes rapidly flashing red light over the ground.

      "I said she needs medical attention."

      Red lights flashed faster.

      "Damn it would you—first aid kit!"

      The Mazda practically sighed as it sunk into the pavement.

      "Yeah, yeah. You try doing this. It's not nearly as easy as it looks."

      The car didn't respond.

      I found the first aid kit in the trunk pinned beneath a tire iron.

      It took a few attempts to pick it up without losing my grip on Mazie in the process, but in the end, I got it, and her, to the closed glass doors.

      Faint emergency lights cast their uneven glow over the large interior. Over the last five years or so, Florida highway rest stops had taken to looking like tiny malls: cavernous interiors with high ceilings and bright colors, surrounded by a small army of wildly overpriced stores hawking everything from snow globes and cigars, to the ever-popular orange juice.

      As a state, we were nothing if not consistently on brand.

      I reached the door and dug for my Magick, but the automatic glass slid open effortlessly.

      That immediately sent the short hairs on the back of my neck to attention, but the ashen look on Mazie's face was far more important.

      I carried her past tables and shuttered shops until I found an open spot on the soft rubber floor of a kid's play area.

      She grunted as I laid her down.

      Well, that's a good sign.

      "Eugene," Mazie said, her eyes unfocused. "You're a really shitty Magician."

      "I know."

      She put a hand on my cheek. "But you sure are cute."

      I took that hand off and put it on her chest. "Thanks. Now listen, I don't know what the hell I'm doing with this stuff." I held up the white plastic box. "But I'm going to keep using shit in here until something works."

      Mazie put her head back against the colorful rubber, a giant alligator design on the floor appearing to swallow her whole.

      "That's nice. Do you have vodka?"

      "I do not."

      Mazie's eyes rolled around unpleasantly in her head. "You should consider adding that to your show—for the moms."

      "Right. I'm going to get on that as soon as I get you to stop bleeding."

      I gently lifted the waffle-slinger's shirt and cringed. Dark blood caked a deep gash in her side.

      She tried to push my hands away, but failed in her half-hearted attempt. "Hey now, normally the guy buys me dinner first."

      "Mazie, this looks bad. I may have to use Magick."

      "Great. Are you going to saw me in half?"

      "No. The bullet appears to have beat me to it."

      "Damn. Oh well. You do what you have to do, but no card tricks—I hate card tricks."

      I ripped the first aid kit open and dumped its contents on the spongy rubber floor. "Everyone hates card tricks."

      Mazie smiled, then her eyes rolled back in her head.

      "Mazie?"

      The waitress didn't budge.

      Shit! What do you expect, she's lost a lot of blood.

      There was Magick for that, dark and twisted Magick that I really shouldn't be touching. With the House's power behind me, there was no telling what my first mentor's sigil would do.

      I pushed the pulsing Viburna out of my head and dug through the contents of the box. Gauze, tape, Band-Aids: this was for helping kids with skinned knees and wasn't going to do a damn thing for Mazie.

      "What did you expect?"

      The voice echoed across the empty rest stop, the sound of it confirming my suspicions at the oddly opening door.

      The House.

      "I expected you had some sort of plan for this."

      The same chubby man in glasses waddled out of the restroom, wiping his hands on his shirt and letting the door close behind him.

      "I very much do have a plan, thank you."

      "Did it involve her getting shot?"

      The House pushed up wiry, narrow glasses. "Who?"

      "Oh, don't play with me. This has your name all over it. You shoved one the Keys of Coronado in that duffel bag."

      The House took a tentative step onto the rubbery floor, his penny loafer shaky on the Jello-like surface. "You figured out the keys?"

      "Yes. It took me a bit, but I figured them out."

      "Well, you are a monkey, that only makes sense."

      "Whatever." I brushed off the eternal being's insult. "We'll go over that after you fix Mazie."

      "Pardon me?" The House tilted its stubby head. "I do what now?"

      "She's lost a lot of blood."

      The heavy-set little man looked confused. "And?"

      "And she needs that blood."

      "Then she shouldn't have lost it. Honestly, Gene, what do you expect me to do?"

      I got up and stomped toward the aggravating little man, much easier said than done on the comically bouncy surface.

      "I expect," I said, catching myself to keep from falling over.

      "Yes?"

      "I expect you to fix her."

      "Uh huh." The House nodded. "I can’t do that."

      "And why not?"

      The House shook its puffy face. "Because someone needs to be able to hold the second key."

      Shit.

      "Finally starting to put it together, eh?"

      The second key.

      I grabbed the House's button-down shirt and pulled him toward me. "You can fix this."

      "I can."

      "Do it!"

      The House placed a stubby little hand on mine, his fingers like steel ingots. "If I did, it would infuse her with Magick and then how would she hold the second key."

      "Why does she need to be able to hold—you want to unmake the keys!"

      The little man ripped my hand off but didn't let go. "I’d prefer to only unmake the second one, but if you have to end both then so be it."

      "I’m not unmaking Coronado's Keys. That’s suicide."

      The House squeezed harder, my finger bones sliding painfully in that vise-like grip. "No, suicide is deciding not to do what I tell you to do."

      "I..."

      The House leaned in further. "Please, just save my daughter. I'll accept your deal, just save my daughter."

      I cringed.

      "Does that ring any bells?"

      It did, as much as I hated to admit it.

      "Is your daughter safe?"

      My shoulders slumped. "She is."

      "I'm sorry." The House pulled me toward his tiny ears, "I didn't hear you. You'll need to say that again. This body has lousy hearing. "

      "My daughter is safe."

      The little man grinned. "Of course she is, because I willed it so. See, Gene? It's good to have friends in high places—very good."

      I opened my mouth to speak but the House man pushed me away and turned his attention to Mazie. "Still, we need someone else to hold Coronado's second key. That can’t be you, and it most certainly can’t be me."

      "We need her."

      "Yes." The House paused as if working through his options.

      "What are you going to do?"

      He licked his finger and held it up as if he were testing the air. "Well, I can’t use Magick on her. Not directly. We need her to be able to hold the second key. She’s got to stay normal."

      "I’m not a doctor."

      The House nodded. "Neither am I. How about we get a few?"

      "Huh?"

      Magick erupted out of the tiny man as if he'd flipped a switch on the sun. There was a flash and a pop, and we were suddenly surrounded by scrubbed-in surgeons and elaborate medical equipment.

      "What the—"

      "Shh," the House said, guiding me away from the fast-moving professionals. "They’ve got work to do, and it’s best we don’t watch—confuses the process. You and I need to discuss how you unmake the Keys of Coronado without getting your face melted off in the process."
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      In my shock, I'd almost forgotten about the damn keys.

      The stubby man led me off the rubberized floor. "So, Gene. Tell me, what do they teach about Coronado's Keys."

      I tried to shake off his question and keep an eye on Mazie, but the House was persistent. "I’m not..."

      "The keys, Gene."

      "Right. What’s to say? There’s almost nothing written about the second key. The first, sure."

      "Leave it to Magicians to only document the Magick key," the House said, shaking his chubby head.

      "Can you blame us? The second key is pure Stasis. That’s anti-Magick."

      Stasis...

      I found it hard to believe I’d gotten that close to pure anti-Magick and was still walking around. The House’s power was even more impressive than I'd imagined. That was a terrifying thought.

      The tiny man took off his glasses and cleaned them on his shirt. "Yes, yes. Anti-Magick. Stasis. Whatever it is you monkeys call it. It’s not natural. It’s not part of the true universe. It’s a construct. It’s not real."

      "It hurts like it’s real."

      The House frowned. "And that’s why I need you to get rid of it."

      "You do realize getting those two keys in the same place is supposed to—"

      The House pushed his newly cleaned glasses back on his face. "Before you get started. That’s an old wives’ tale. The Keys of Coronado can most assuredly exist at the same place at the same time. In fact, that’s exactly what I’m going to have you do."

      "Isn’t that supposed to create a massive explosion?"

      The little man stopped. "Yes. I think that’s right. Still, we’ve got a plan for that."

      "Right." I keep an eye on the physician team working Mazie, their actions like men in a hazy dream. "No one has seen or talked about Coronado's Keys in a hundred years, and they just happen to show up now? What is going on?"

      The House pursed his lips. "All part of the grand plan, Gene. I don't have time to explain it all to you, but trust me when I say I've got a handle on it."

      "Of course you do, and that includes using Mazie."

      "The keys can't be held by just anyone."

      He was right. They couldn't be. The Twin Keys of Coronado were like those two Koi fish that chased each other in cheap motel paintings. They represented two halves of the same coin. The first key was chaos, cosmic power, and Magick. The second key was order, function, and Stasis.

      "Big Jim has the second key, doesn't he?"

      The House nodded, even as Mazie began to stir. "He does."

      "That asshole is holding—"

      "That asshole is holding Stasis on a cosmic scale. Yes."

      Shit.

      The second of Coronado's Keys was the real scary one, especially for Magickally-inclined people like me.

      "You gave Big Jim the second key?"

      The House frowned. "I didn't give him anything. The keys surfaced and when they did that guy happened to be the first one to get his hands on one."

      "But the key of cosmic order?"

      The House threw his stubby hands in the air. "Yes."

      "But that key is pure Sta—"

      The House stomped past me like an angry toddler. "I know what that key is. I am eternal, remember?"

      Pure Stasis...

      "How can he even hold it? What is Big Jim?"

      "He's got the key. That's what he is. You don't need to understand more than that."

      "Wrong. I need to know what I'm dealing with."

      "You’ll be fine."

      "How do you know th—"

      The House spun around to press a finger against my chest. "Because I am. How’s that? Is that good enough for you? I am and because of me, you are. I do not lose—ever."

      "But Stasis..."

      The tiny man took his finger off me and pointed to the slowly waking Mazie. "You've got yourself someone who can hold the key; that should be enough."

      "And what am I supposed to do then? I'm not killing anyone."

      "Of course you aren't—at least not yet—but you will."

      "What's that supposed to mean?"

      The House waddled past a shuttered liquor store. "Exactly what I said. You're almost where I need you to be, but not quite there."

      "There for what?"

      The House shuffled his feet around the next corner. "Gene, I can't show you the final card—not yet anyway."

      "Afraid I might change my mind?"

      The stubby little man laughed. "Hardly. You may think you are doing this against your will, but I know who you are, deep down inside."

      "A guy that wants to tear you limb from limb?"

      The House shook his fat head. "Those are just words—hurtful words, but words. No, you aren't that kind of wolf."

      I felt my fingers clench and I had to force myself to open them again. "Oh yeah, what kind of wolf am I?"

      The House paused in front of a long row of tiny metal lockers.

      "The fatherly kind."

      "You took my family away from me."

      The House started counting off lockers one by one. "Let's not rehash the same thing again. A deal is a deal. Your family is safe and I'm keeping them that way while you are gaining valuable experience and staying employed."

      He paused in his count, then pointed to the closest locker.

      "What is it?"

      "That's where you are going to have to insert the keys."

      Two tiny keyholes shined in the dim lights. Stacked one on top of the other, the two silver discs practically sparkled beneath the glow of the emergency lights.

      "You're kidding."

      The House shook his head. "Nope."

      "You want me to get both keys and stick them in that locker?"

      "Yep."

      "Let’s table the fact that you won't even tell me what Big Jim is, or how the hell he's carrying the second key. How the hell am I supposed to get the two of them that close together?"

      The House let out a long sigh. "You'll find a way."

      "Like hell I will. The keys are basically cosmic magnets on an infinite scale."

      The House nodded.

      "So you want me to get the two items that are basically opposites together—" I pointed at the locker— "and stick them no more than an inch apart?"

      "That about sums it up."

      "This is insanity."

      "No, insanity is what you'll have if you don't wrap this up quickly."

      "What?"

      The House frowned. "That's the thing with Coronado's stupid keys. They represent a parado: they exist, but shouldn't. That bastard was a real asshole, but don't worry, he's not with us anymore."

      "I don't care about Coronado."

      "Good, because I'd question my decision to hire you if you did."

      "What's going to happen to me when I get those keys close together?"

      The House put a hand on my shoulder. "Gene, you're like those animals, the bears, you know?"

      "The bears?"

      "Yeah, they have them in zoos and they don't mate, even though the survival of their species depends on it."

      "Are you talking about pandas?"

      The House paused for a moment, staring past me at something moving in the dark. "That's it! Yes, pandas."

      "I am not a panda."

      The House squeezed my shoulder, his strong fingers pinching what muscle I had. "Then prove it to me. Prove to me you don't see everything in black and white."

      "I don't have to prove anything."

      "We’re ready for you, sir," one of the physicians said, his face a passionless mask.

      "Excellent." The House’s hand let go. "Now, Gene. You need to get the keys inserted in that locker."

      "And if I don’t?"

      The chubby man hesitated. "Well, then this man’s life will have been for nothing."

      "Huh?"

      Color drained out of the House’s round face. "She needs blood, you said it yourself. So I’m giving her this body’s supply."

      "Wait! That’s going to kill—"

      The confused man stumbled a few feet away from the lockers, only to collapse in a bloodless heap on the cold floor.

      The surgeons vanished, as did all their medical equipment. Only Mazie remained on the rubber floor. Her color returned and her eyes slowly opened.

      "Eugene?"

      "Yeah. I’m here."

      "I just had the strangest dream."

      Bang! Bang!

      The sound of car doors closing outside pulled Mazie right out of whatever she’d been about to say. "Is that Jim?"

      "I’m thinking it’s not the tooth fairy."

      "Shit," we said in unison.
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      "I suppose I don't have time for you to get me up to speed on what happened?" Mazie asked, staring at the stitched wound in her side.

      "You wouldn't believe me if I did."

      "More secret agent bullshit?"

      "Sort of."

      "Where's my gun?"

      "Crap."

      Mazie appeared to put two and two together from the look on my face. "It's in the car. Where is the car, Eugene?"

      Dark shapes moved beyond the glass. "It's Gene, and the car is outside. You know, where cars normally go."

      "Is that them?"

      "It's not the tourism council," I said, grabbing her arm. "We need a plan."

      Mazie pulled her hand back. "Pardon me, but you are basically the worst planning person I have ever met. I'm thinking we'd be better off if you weren't the one doing the planning."

      "Oh yeah? You got a good idea of how to handle cosmic grade Stasis?"

      "I don't even know what that is, but I can handle Big Jim."

      I shook my head. "I don't think that is Big Jim, not anymore. Listen, there's a whole lot going on here you don't understand. So the best thing you can do is stick with me, do what I say, and shut the hell up."

      Mazie opened her mouth to speak, then closed it again, apparently out of witty retorts.

      "Excellent." I turned back to watch the doors. "The first order of business is to hide, and then we'll double back and get the car. I'll use the first key to get it running again and we'll get out of here. Does that work for you?"

      There was no response.

      "Mazie?"

      "Holy shit!" The waitress shouted, standing over the House's formerly blood-filled body. "What did you do to him?"

      "I didn't do anything to—"

      Boom!

      Glass doors shattered and covered the distant entryway with sparkling shards.

      Big Jim and his men were inside, and so was the Stasis Key.
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      "You don't look so good." Mazie crouched behind a stack of boxed oranges and kept an eye on the front of the store.

      "I'll be fine."

      That was a lie, and not a particularly good one at that.

      If it were possible, the Stasis was worse than before. It was like a thick blanket on a hot day. Cosmic Order pressed in on me and pushed the air out of my lungs. My vision swam and I blinked away the sparkly bits. All of this and Coronado's damn key was only in the building. What would it be like when it was closer, like in Mazie's hand?

      I tried to push that thought away while the waitress scanned the walls of the tiny tourist shop. "You couldn't have picked a different hiding spot?"

      "The gate was unlocked."

      That wasn't entirely true, but I was getting tired trying to explain Magick to the unbeliever.

      Mazie picked up a box of oranges and then set it aside. "Whatever. You got lucky, but I'm starting to question that luck. There's nothing in here but oranges and roadside junk."

      Technically, she was right—there really wasn't much to work with in the tiny store— but it wasn't like I passed up a firearms and ammunition outlet to get us in here. Florida's rest stops are pretty amazing, but they don't come with gun shops.

      Shocking, I know.

      "Can't you call your home base or something?"

      "My home what? I told you I'm not a secret agent."

      Mazie frowned. "And you really aren't much help either. I'm going to guess your phone is in the car too?"

      Sigh.

      "You know something, Eugene." She pulled a large bottle of rum off the shelf. "I'm really starting to think you aren't a secret agent."

      "I told you I'm not a—"

      The distant metal gate clinked in the darkness.

      Mazie slapped a hand over my mouth. "Quiet!"

      "Did you lock it?" I whispered through muffling fingers.

      Mazie glared at me in the exit sign's red glow. "Do I look like a person who knows how to lock a roll down gate?"

      "Yes?"

      The tattooed woman shook her head. "That would be a no. Besides, we weren't supposed to be hiding in here for long; you said you could get the back door open."

      I had said that, but like a lot of things I'd said, it hadn't been very true as of late. Stasis was proving to be a good bit more difficult to overcome than I'd thought.

      "I'm working on that," I whispered, even as the distant metal gate rolled up.

      Mazie grabbed a second bottle of rum off the shelf. "Well, work on it faster. I'd really like to get the hell out of here."

      I closed my eyes and reached out for my Magick, letting my mental fingers slip past the House's corrupting sheen. The power was there, and more than enough of it boiled inside me to level a city block, but it fought back. It didn't want to come out.

      The Magick was scared.

      "Come on, damn it."

      Cosmic power flicked between my fingers like tiny fish. They'd get close, then vanish again before I could get my hands on them. It was maddening.

      "Mazie?" I opened my eyes to find the waitress gone. "Mazie?"

      The sound of heavy boots on the hard floor came with a fresh wave of panic.

      "I can smell you, Magician."

      That was Big Jim. I could tell by the voice, but there was something else running shotgun in the big man. It was calling the shots and had no problems with Stasis.

      Shit.

      Bottles clinked in the dark of the store. Big Jim, or whatever was controlling him, had stopped to admire something on the shelves. "You know, they used to think alcohol was Magick. Did you know that?"

      Stasis squeezed my head like a vise.

      "It's true. They thought it was a gift from the gods—distilled divinely you might say."

      I tried to pull at my Magick, but the constricting power rolling out of Big Jim made that all but impossible.

      "But they know better now, and isn't that what we want? Isn't that what we've always wanted? Tell me, Magician. Don't you want to be free?"

      Big Jim's feet scraped on the hard floor again.

      "I know you're tired. I can hear it in your voice. Magick demands so much. How much have you given, Magician? How much of your soul has it taken?"

      Too much.

      The words sprung to life in my head before I could stop them. I had given too much. Far too much.

      Visions of Porter, Cathy, and Kris laughed and smiled in my memory. We were back at the ice cream parlor again, the moment of sacrifice when I'd given away the only thing that made life worth living.

      Why did I let you go?

      My wife placed a hand on my arm. Her warm fingers tugged at my heart and washed away the stifling Stasis in my chest.

      Big Jim's voice returned and boomed over the watery memory. "Magick demands so much, but what does it offer in return? Is your life better? Has it solved any problems? Or does it only make them worse?"

      Kris and Cathy faded away, their bodies vanishing beneath a swarm of fiery Hell Fleas.

      No!

      "We are not the destroying force it makes us out to be," Jim said, his lone voice now a chorus, a strange and alien chorus. "We build, we grow, we create. You cannot have unbridled Magick. That's chaos: it goes nowhere and destroys lives in the process."

      Large black boots filled my vision. I looked up to find the barrel of Big Jim's gun pointed at me.

      "Stop, please. I have a family."

      The big man reached down and pulled me off the ground with the same effort I would have expended to retrieve a fallen penny.

      "No, you had a family, but you gave it up for this." He pressed the weapon against my chest. "You gave it up for Magick, and what has Magick given up for you?"

      "I don't..."

      The big man leaned closer, the Stasis coming off Coronado's key practically crushing me from the inside.

      "What's that? I can't hear you."

      "Leave the crappy Magician alone!"

      Mazie lunged out of the shadows and hit the big man across the back of his head with the largest bottle of rum I'd seen since my wedding.

      He dropped like a stone and took me with him.

      Air shot out of my lungs as the big man's crushing weight worked me over like a bellows.

      "Shit!" Mazie scrambled to pull Jim off me and get his gun. "Eugene, are you okay?"

      I wanted to answer her, but even with Big Jim no longer on my sternum, I still couldn't breathe. There was basically nothing I could do with a bright orange locker key laying on my chest.

      "Hey! Can you hear me?"

      Mazie's words faded in the crippling pain of pure Cosmic Order.

      "Gene, can you hear me? Earth to Gene? Where'd you go?"

      I knew that voice. I knew it because I loved it, and I never wanted to spend another minute without it.

      "Porter?"
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      "Porter?"

      Her words were like a cool drink of water on a hot day.

      "Who else would it be?" my wife asked, a crumpled napkin in her hand. "Are you okay?"

      "I'm..."

      "Give me that back!" Kris cried.

      I spun around in my chair to find my son grappling for a tiny toy car with his older sister.

      Cathy dangled the vehicle over his head. "You can have it back when you're done with your ice cream."

      Ice cream?

      The paper cup popped in my fingers.

      Porter frowned. "Gene? Are you okay?"

      Kris lunged at his sister but she yanked the car away again. "Mom!"

      My wife glared at her daughter. "Put your brother's car back on the table."

      "But Mom..."

      "Do it."

      Cathy—my Cathy, the daughter I thought I'd lost—placed her brother's toy down, but before he could scoop it back up again, his mother had her fingers on it.

      "Kristopher Law, what did your mother tell you about playing with toys at the table?"

      My youngest son deflated before my eyes. "Not to."

      "We will leave the car here until—"

      Kris frowned. "But Cathy will—"

      "Your sister promises she won't touch the car. Isn't that right, Cathy?"

      My daughter squirmed in her seat, clearly not enjoying this much focused motherly love. "I won't touch your stupid car."

      "Mom, she called it stupid!"

      Porter sighed and turned her attention back to me. "I take it back. Wherever it is you just went, I want to go there too."

      "Huh?"

      She dropped a plastic spoon in her empty cup. "Your daydream, or wherever it was you went. Did they have Margaritas?"

      "Uh..."

      Porter waved her hand in front of my face a few times. "You still here?"

      I was, and there was nowhere else I wanted to be. The three most important people in my life were here, and that was all that mattered.

      "Sorry, yeah. I sort of zoned out there."

      Porter smiled and it took my breath away. The same smile that had been fading in my hazy memory was right there, in living color. I reached a hand across the table and touched her cheek.

      "I missed you."

      My wife tilted her head. "Uh, I haven't gone anywhere. I'm still right here."

      I wanted to say something profound, something that would sum up the cauldron of emotions boiling over in my chest, but all I could muster was a sigh of sheer contentment.

      "I need a napkin," my young son said, interrupting the moment like only a young child could.

      "I got it." Mother and daughter sprung to life and raced to the nearest dispenser.

      My heart froze.

      This was the moment. This was when I lost them. This was the instant I turned around and walked out that door, then vanished from their minds and their lives.

      I gave up the most important thing in my life so that they could have one.

      "It doesn't have to be this way."

      My wife and daughter froze, their bodies reaching for napkins my young son no longer needed.

      Kris left his seat and crawled into the one opposite me.

      "Hello, Mr. Law. May I call you that?"

      "You aren't my son."

      Kris smiled, the dimples in his cherubic face shining up at me. "No. I'm not, but we thought this would be a good way to reach you."

      "You aren't the House either."

      Kris shook his head. "Oh no, nothing that vile and unpredictable."

      "What are you?"

      Kris put his elbows on the table and leaned in. "We are your best way out."

      "Out of what?"

      Kris giggled. "Servitude, old man. You've got yourself so wound up you can't see the chains."

      "I made this choice for them."

      "But you didn't have to."

      I knew it wasn't Kris, not really, but it was still so hard to be angry with my little man.

      "Your sis—Cathy was sucked into Hell. I had to get her out."

      Kris nodded as if he'd heard it all before. "So what did you do? You went back to Magick. The reason for and source of all your problems."

      "She was in Hell, or whatever you want to call it. I would do it all again if it meant saving her."

      Kris sat back in his chair, then turned to face his unmoving mother and sister. "Really? You'd do it all again even if it meant losing them?"

      I gripped the table edge. I wanted to throw it aside and scoop them all up. I wanted to hold them tight and never let go. That was my family, they were as much a part of me as the air I breathed, and arguably more important. "I would." I said, lying to my son and myself. "I would do it an infinite number of times if it meant they'd be safe."

      Kris turned back around in his seat. "But are they safe? What happens when the House finishes what it has in mind for you? What happens then? Do you think it will let you just go home?"

      "I..."

      "You don't know, because you never thought that far ahead. You never considered the possibility you'd end up here, talking to us, and risking your life for a fickle monster."

      "Who are you?"

      "We are your best way out. You do want out, don't you?" Kris's grin returned, mischievous and heart-warming all at the same time. "We can get you out."

      "And what do I have to give up in the process? That's always the deal, always. I give up something important to me, something that makes me who I am, and in return I get fool's gold. Sure, it looks good on the outside, but inside it's anything but. So what is it, what do you want from me?"

      "You're right, Gene. We do want something from you."

      I slammed a hand down on the table. "I figured. What is it? My soul? It's not worth shit anymore, take it. My heart? You might as well rip it out. I don't need it, at least not anymore. I am tired, broken, and spent. I don't want any of this anymore. I just want to know my family is safe. That's all I care about. So tell me, what do you want?"

      "We want you to be happy."

      His response caught me completely off guard. "What?"

      "We want you to love your family and live a good life. We want you to be happy."

      Something felt wrong. Deals weren't this way. When powerful things come knocking it wasn't to offer you a slice of happiness pie. It was to punch you in the gut and laugh as you tried to get air back in your lungs.

      "I don't believe you."

      "Don't you want to be with them again?" my son asked, looking at his mother and sister. "Don't you want to be with me?"

      I knew they weren't Kris's words, but they stung just the same.

      "You know I want to."

      "Then quit. Give it all up. All of it. Let us take care of the rest."

      I closed my eyes and tried to push away his tempting words, but I couldn't. My son was right. I just wanted to be with them again, nothing else mattered. Not Coronado's Keys, not the House, none of it. I just wanted to go home.

      I just wanted my life to be mine again.

      "And if I accept?"

      A sparkle appeared in Kris's eye. "Yes?"

      "If I accept, what happens to Mazie?"

      My youngest son waved off my concerns with his tiny fingers. "Don't worry about her. She's just another cog in the great machine."

      "No she's not. She's a person."

      Kris nodded like he was rushing me to the point. "Yes, yes, a person. She's a person. You are a person. This is all very good and nice, but we need you to accept the offer. Do you accept?"

      Cathy and Porter remained frozen, their faces turned away from me, but the memory of them fresh in my head.

      "I..."

      "We don't have all day, Gene. You need to decide quickly. We need an answer."

      I got up from my seat and pushed the chair in. "So you just need me to accept the deal and you'll give me back my family?"

      "Sure," Kris said, bouncing out of his chair. "We can do that."

      "And Mazie?"

      "A casualty of war." Again, he brushed away my concerns. "It happens, but you'll be back together."

      "Together," I said, letting the word hang expectantly in the air.

      "Yes! You see now. Do you accept?"

      I turned around and scooped Kris's tiny car off the table. It wasn't his normal toy. He'd have known that, if he really knew my son. This was the Dad Wagon. The same car that had been marinating in Coronado's first key for practically a day now.

      This was Magick, and a hell of a lot of it.

      "No," I said, squeezing the car in my fingers. "I don't."

      "We are sorry to hear that."
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      "Eugene!"

      I opened my eyes to find Mazie hovering over me, Coronado's second key in her hand. "Are you okay? You stopped breathing on me, cutie."

      "Better now." I took a full breath for the first time since the key sat on my chest like a resting elephant. "I need you to keep that away from me."

      Mazie stared at the key, then me. She shrugged and shoved pure Stasis in her back pocket. "Sure, whatever. What do we do about him?" She pointed to the rum-covered shakedown artist.

      "Nothing. Without that key he'll go back to being just an asshole."

      "Huh?"

      "It's a long story."

      Mazie shook her head. "Well, we don't have time for it. The rest of Jim's men are here, and I don't have enough rum bottles for all of them."

      I reached for my Magick and smiled when I felt it swim between my fingers like a school of excited fish.

      "Let me worry about them, but first, I need to get to the car."

      Mazie scooped up Jim's gun. "Got it. Let's go!"

      "No!" I practically tumbled over myself to stop her. "No. I need you here. I can't risk the two keys getting that close together."

      "What the hell are you talking about?"

      Dark shapes moved beyond the store's entrance. Jim's men were here.

      "No time to explain. You stay here. I'll be back."

      Mazie checked Jim's gun with a casual grace that reminded me of another woman I'd known, a woman I wanted nothing more than to get back to.

      "Try not to shoot them."

      "Why not?" Mazie asked, a seriousness in her voice.

      "Because I don't think they're human."

      The waitress opened her mouth to speak, but couldn’t get her words out before I slipped down the closest aisle.

      I hadn't gone ten feet before the Stasis swarmed over me again. It wasn't as strong as the key, but was still enough to squeeze the air in my lungs.

      I was right. Jim's men weren't men at all, at least not anymore. There was a symmetry to their gait that felt strangely off, or altogether too perfect. I'd seen the same thing when Adam had gone through his computer animation phase. Sure, the characters looked human enough, but something was too perfect, too clean.

      Real people have mistakes.

      Yeah, just look at yourself. You're about as real as they come.

      I shook that thought off and focused on the Stasis-fueled monsters filling up my only exit.

      They moved like highly organized pack hunters.

      Magick thrummed in my chest, rumbling and ready to go, but I held it in check.

      Hold up...

      These were Stasis beasts, their bodies consumed with anti-Magick. It made no sense to hit them with the cosmic go-juice; they'd just laugh it off.

      Think, Gene!

      The first one slipped under the half-open gate and I had my idea.

      You can do this. You always wanted to be Indiana Jones, remember?

      I did always want to be him, but now, when faced with the prospect of actually having to do the stunt, it really didn't seem remotely as safe as he'd made it look in the movies.

      Just don't get stuck.

      I thanked my brain for those excellent words of encouragement, then counted down until the last one of them was inside the tourist store.

      "Occludo!" I whispered, directing Magick past those power-nullifying monsters and directly at the half-closed gate.

      Rumble...

      The interlinked chains got into motion a good bit faster than I expected, which meant I had to hurry.

      Shit!

      I cursed at the road cuisine that weighed me down as I made my wild dash for the exit.

      Big Jim's men caught my movement, but they were too late.

      "Ugh!" I hit the deck a damn good bit harder than I imagined Indiana Jones had. I wasn't in quite the same shape either. Wriggling under the closing gate proved to be a much slower and far less graceful feat than I'd hoped.

      Boom!

      The aluminum crashed into the ground and as it did, I pumped as much Magick as I could into the winding mechanism. The overhead box whined and burped out sparks before letting out a final puff of smoke to signal the end of its natural life.

      Big Jim's men pulled on the metal, but even fueled with anti-Magick, they'd have a hard time getting that open, at least before I'd put all of this behind me.

      I stumbled out the broken glass doors and into the humid evening air.

      There she was.

      The Dad Wagon sat exactly where I'd left her, except now she was restored and looking far better than she ever had in the preceding months.

      "Ha! The hell with oil changes. We're just doing Magick key treatments from here on out."

      The car flashed its headlights on and off.

      "Glad we agree." I ran around to the driver side and pulled the door open. "Now, we need to get the hell out of here, and fast."

      I jammed my key into the ignition and turned the engine over.

      The radio immediately popped on and flooded the cab with sound. "Wait until you hear this…"

      "No can do, buddy." I fought the car out of park. "That's Stasis and a hell of a lot of it."

      "Leave no man behind. That’s the motto of—" the car said between bouts of static.

      "No. It doesn't matter now. I've seen it. We can go back. They showed me. With enough Magick, we can do it. We can go back to that moment."

      The car's hazard lights popped on.

      "No, don't you get it? I'm telling you I can get back to her, to them. Porter, Cathy, Kris, all of them. I can be a dad again. I can put all of this behind me."

      Windshield washer fluid sprayed the glass.

      "I know. I know. It's crazy, and it's something the House would never let me do, but I don't need him: the key is in your trunk. That's Coronado's first key. There's enough Magick in there to do it. I know there is. We can go back."

      The parking brake light popped on.

      "I don't have time to argue with you. If I get back to them none of this will happen, none of it. Mazie will still be at her diner, Big Jim will still be an asshole, and I'll still be with my family."

      "A baby cheetah abandoned will struggle to…" the car piped in what appeared to be a nature show.

      "Stop! Don't you understand? This is my one chance. I don't care what happens to her. Is that what you want me to say? Fine. I'll say it. I do not care what happens to Mazie. I only care about my family. There, is that better? Does that put your stupid conscience to rest?"

      The car's engine hesitated.

      "If you won't do it. I'll go without you. Nothing is going to stop me getting back to them. You hear me? Nothing!"

      The radio descended into judgmental static and I threw my hands in the air.

      "Fine. If that's the way you want it, then that's the way it's going to be. Open the trunk."

      The car refused.

      "Whatever, who needs you." I yanked the release lever.

      Thump!

      "I'd think about your decision. I can always get a new car." I slammed the door behind me and pulled open the trunk.

      There you are.

      Coronado's first key glowed softly beneath a vast array of Magickal thread-like roots. It was impossible to separate the sliver of metal from the car it lay in, not without destroying the Mazda's soul in the process.

      I just want to go home.

      Visions of Porter, Cathy, and Kris smiled in my mind. I could almost taste the ice cream and feel the cool air conditioning on my face. I'd give anything to go back to them—anything.

      I placed a hand on the key and let the glorious Magick trapped inside it flood my body. Cheerful music pumped out of cheap speakers and gently washed over me. I closed my eyes and I could see them, each of them. They were there, waiting for me, smiling.

      I could go home.

      Home...

      The word swelled in my head like a great balloon.

      Balloon?

      Balloon animals drifted behind my family, bright pink and twisted in wondrous shapes.

      No! I just want to go home.

      The pink animals floated past, blown by an unseen breeze, and left me staring at myself in the Dad Wagon's rear view mirror.

      A dark and dangerous Eugene Law stared back at me.

      I just want to go home.

      I repeated this in my head, but it wasn't enough to pull my eyes away from the evil thing staring back at me.

      As much as I wanted to, deep down I knew I couldn't. I wasn't their father or her husband anymore. I worked for the House now.

      I was a monster.
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      I slammed the trunk shut and climbed back into the driver seat. The Dad Wagon's dash glowed like an expectant puppy.

      I took a deep breath and let it out.

      Static played through the radio as if waiting to hear what it knew was coming.

      "Fine. You're right. We can't go back, but we can stop them."

      The Dad Wagon's engine roared.

      "Yeah, don't get too excited. There are even odds we don't survive this."

      "Survival is equal parts determination and crazy," pumped out the Dad Wagon's speakers.

      "I’ll be determined, you be crazy!" I shouted back, ramming the shifter into drive and releasing the parking brake. "Come on, girl. We've got a date with destiny, and I'm not talking about the stripper from Micanopy!"

      The Dad Wagon ripped past the darkened gas pumps and tore through the lot getting up to speed.

      "Wait, hold on. Let's not get too—"

      Too late. The Magick-fueled Mazda hit the rest stop doors with the same glass and metal shearing power it had used on Mazie's diner.

      "That works!"

      Tires squealed on the slick floor, but the car let me take the wheel. I'd thought about using my Magick, but I'd already ruined the gate motor. There was only one way into that tourist shop.

      I rammed the gas pedal down.

      "Hang on, I know what I'm doing."

      The hazards flashed on and off.

      "Now's not the time to question my judgment. You had all the time in the world to do that before."

      The radio popped into Flight of the Valkyries and I banged on the dash.

      "I didn't know you had it in you. Ready to get our girl?"

      The engine roared in response.

      "Right, let's show her what real Magick looks like."

      Boom!

      The Dad Wagon ripped through the gate like it was tissue paper and scattered Big Jim's men. A gun-toting Mazie appeared from behind one of the shelves, shattered rum bottles at her feet. "Eugene?"

      I pushed open the passenger door. "You know any other idiots with secret agent cars?"

      The waffle-slinger shoved the gun in her pocket and made a break for the car. She hadn't gone ten feet before it happened.

      The keys!

      Coronado was a crazy bastard. Most Magicians from his era were, but he knew what he was doing. Those keys were separate for a reason—a reason I was just about to experience in living color.

      "Stop!"

      Mazie slowed but the rest of the world kept moving. Rum bottles floated off shelves like children's balloons, stretching and twisting into impossible shapes.

      Mazie took a step back, her eyes wide. "What the hell?"

      "It's the keys! They can't be this close together."

      The Dad Wagon shuddered, its proud body crumpling under the pressure of unbridled Stasis.

      Shit!

      I ripped off my seat belt and clambered out of the car. I hadn't made it more than a few feet before the ground began to swim beneath me. Stasis and Magick pushed back and forth against each other like two petulant toddlers fighting for the same toy.

      "Eugene!"

      Mazie held up her hands and screamed. The skin on her fingers crystallized, while the tattoos on her arms came to life. Snakes slithered across her skin, leaving thick and cord-like trails in the hardening flesh.

      I reached for my Magick. I pushed through the House's sheen, past the darkness of my own reflection, and pulled up as much as my feeble hands could carry.

      The House's power rolled through me, but it was only just enough. I struggled to breathe in the bubble of cosmic power.

      The trunk popped open.

      "No!" I screamed at the car. "I take that key out and you die."

      "The mother bird must let the baby bird out of the nest…" the Dad Wagon's radio said.

      "There's got to be another—"

      "Help me!" Mazie dropped to her knees, the combination of Stasis and Magick tearing her body apart from the inside.

      I found Coronado's first key in the trunk exactly where I'd left it. There was Magick in that key, but more than that, there was a sibling.

      The keys knew each other; at some infinite level, they each knew the other's tactics, their feints, jabs, and lunges.

      The Dad Wagon rumbled.

      It's just a car.

      That wasn't true, at least not anymore. The Dad Wagon had been with me all this time. She'd drive into hell if I asked her. We were together in a way I couldn't put into words.

      "Eugene!"

      I put my fingers around the tiny key, while all around me the near invisible tendrils of Magick stretched to the edges of the Mazda and beyond.

      I took a deep breath, then closed my hand around it. "I'm sorry."

      The Dad Wagon honked once, and I looked up to see myself in the rear view mirror. Yeah, I still looked like I'd been ridden hard and put away wet, but I no longer looked like a monster.

      I was a dad, and this was my wagon.

      Crack!

      Pulling the key out of the trunk ripped away the gossamer threads of Magick that held the Mazda together. She collapsed beneath me, but I didn't have time to focus on that. I had a waitress to save.

      "Mazie! Take my hand!"

      Crystalline fingers reached for mine, while tattooed snakes swam beneath her flesh. "I can't..."

      I grabbed her hand and let the Magick of Coronado's key swell. There was no stopping it now. It had found its greatest nemesis and closest friend. They were together, and they had catching up to do.

      Ice-like crystals flaked off Mazie's fingers, while the snakes beneath her skin clamored to escape. "What the fu—"

      "Yeah, like I said, I don't do balloon animals."

      Mazie's opposite hand found Coronado's second key. "It burns!"

      "Yeah, it's going to. It's time to end this."

      "Huh?"

      "Come on." I dragged her past the Dad Wagon's ruined remains and into the center of the rest stop.

      "Eugene, stop!"

      "We don't have time. We've got to get these keys into the locker before—"

      "Alligator!"

      "Huh?"

      I spun around just in time to avoid the jaws of rubbery floor gators rising up out of the kid's play area. "Crap!"

      I dodged one set of angry teeth only to run headlong into another.

      The gator jaws snapped at my foot, but Mazie was faster. She let go of my hand and pounced on that reptile. Coronado's second key glowed in her fingers and the alligator shattered beneath the power of pure Stasis.

      "How did you—"

      The waitress smiled. "No idea, but shit balls that was fun."

      More gators swam up out of the rubber, while giant cranes took to the air. The entire play area had become a Magickal wonderland of teeth, beaks, and claws.

      "Hang on," I said, coming to a stop. "Let me think."

      "You think too much, cutie. Sometimes you just have to do." Mazie tightened her fingers around the key and swung at the first gator to rise up and meet her.

      "Hold on, you can't get too far ahead of me!"

      Mazie ripped a blue heron out of the air and swung it like she was trying out for the Olympic hammer toss. "Then try not going so slow."

      "Gah!"

      With the waffle-slinging strong woman in the lead, we cut a path through the rubber killing field. Mazie wielded pure Stasis like a pro, but I stayed just close enough to keep her from being crushed by its stifling power.

      "The lockers!" I shouted, getting her attention before she could kick aside a rubbery reptile. "Over there. Come on!"

      We fought our way off the spongy floor and down the narrow hall. Lockers rattled as we passed, light pouring out from behind their steel doors.

      "Which one?" she asked.

      I pointed to the only one with two key holes. "That one. We just need to get both keys in that one and it's over."

      "Got it." Mazie found my hand and pulled me forward. There was the power I remembered from the diner.

      Lockers rattled and lights flashed on and off from unseen sources. The keys appeared to be getting an idea of what might be coming, and they weren't on board with the plan.

      Magick ripped steel doors off the walls and sent them flying, only to have them disintegrate as they passed through Mazie's Stasis bubble.

      "I don't think they want us to do this," I said, ducking a spinning piece of steel.

      Mazie nodded and dropped down before the locker door sliced off her head. "Really? What gave you that idea?"

      "Just a hunch."

      Magick and Stasis pushed and pulled around us. It was like trying to hold two magnets together that wanted nothing but to push themselves apart and tear us to bits in the process.

      I squeezed the key in my fingers and rammed it into the lock.

      All around me the Magick roared in anger.

      "Mazie, your key!"

      The waitress didn't respond. A chubby little crystal-covered man held her back.
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      Stasis swelled around them, the suffocating power seizing the opportunity its missing twin represented.

      The man's face contorted in anger. "You cannot stop us. We are the future. We exist everywhere and nowhere. We are the many, and you are the few."

      Mazie tried to break free, but his strong hands clutched her tight. The slithering tattoos in her arms stopped and vanished beneath the creeping glass-like crystals.

      "Let her go!"

      "I will. As soon as she gives me the key."

      Coronado's second key pulsed in Mazie's rapidly freezing fingers.

      The waitress stared at me with wide eyes. "What do I do?"

      I tried to pull the first key back out of the lock, but it wouldn't budge. The Magick was trapped in whatever it was the House had designed.

      "You give us the key," the fat man said, his face like cloudy diamonds.

      "Eugene!"

      I let go of the locker and took a step toward them. "I can't let you have it."

      "Why do you care? What has Magick done for you? We've studied your life, Magician. It has ruined you. The cosmic power has destroyed everything you've ever known."

      "No. It's not like that."

      Mazie struggled to pull away, but the heavy man held her close. "But it is like that. All of it. You are a slave to the Magick. Can't you see that? It tells you where to go, and what to do. Even now, it's here, it is whispering in your heart. It isn't the power of the universe, it is its destruction. Magick will be the end of you, just like it is the end of all things."

      I reached for Mazie but the crushing Stasis forced me to snap my hand back.

      The waitress's legs fused like a fine ice sculpture, while panic laced her words. "Do something!"

      "He can't. He is a creature of Magick. The days of ignorance and fear are ending. Even now his slave master wavers. If he is honest, he can feel it."

      I reached for the Magick that swam in my chest. It was still there, and it was angry. It wanted out in the worst of ways, but there was nowhere to send it. The crystal had made its way past Mazie's waist. The stifling power of cosmic Stasis was too much.

      "Do it, use your Magick. It won't matter."

      "Gene!" Mazie cried, extending her key-clutching hand toward me. "Take the key."

      "He can't." The little man dragged her back. "He can't touch pure Stasis. Don't you understand? He has been using you all along, him and the one he serves."

      Tears welled up in Mazie's eyes. "I don't believe—"

      "That thing is right," I said, not taking my eyes off the second key. "I have been using you. I can't touch that key, not without risking everything."

      "Why?" Mazie's eyes pleaded with me.

      "Because I'm a monster, but I'm also a dad. A dad who just wants to go home to his family. Give him the key."

      "What?!"

      I nodded, holding both of my hands in the air. "Let it go."

      "What about—"

      "It doesn't matter anymore. Give him the key and he'll let you go."

      Mazie's white knuckles trembled in front of me. "I..."

      "Let it go, Mazie. Just let it go."

      Crystalline skin cracked beneath her fingers as Coronado's second key tumbled from her grasp.

      The stubby man snapped it out of the air before it could hit the ground.

      "She gave you the key. Now let her go."

      Mazie hit the ground, her diamond skin pink and fleshy again.

      "Now it's time to put an end to you, Magician." The small man took a step forward. The suffocating halo of Stasis around him squeezed my lungs and crushed the Magick in my chest.

      "Gene!" Mazie reached for me but I kicked her away.

      "Go."

      The waitress vanished from my vision. All I could see was the diamond eyes of pure Stasis, Coronado's key dangling in its perfect fingers.

      "This ends now. You had a chance, Magician; never let it be said otherwise. We gave you an opportunity to choose a different path and you elected not to. This could have been avoided."

      My back pressed up against the rippling lockers. Reality folded like cheap tissue paper, its frayed edges tearing apart in the face of pure Cosmic Order.

      "No, it couldn't," I said, each word coming out like hammer blows against my skull. "I would have missed the car."

      "Huh?"

      The Dad Wagon, with Mazie at the wheel, appeared in the crystalline haze of the little man's face.

      I didn't know how she did it, but she'd gotten that old Mazda to turn over one last time.

      Better late than never.

      The car shattered my stubby captor from the waist down and sent the rest of him flying forward.

      Stasis hit me like a locomotive. It ripped apart the Magick in my chest and sent it spinning. I couldn't breathe and I couldn't see. Everything collapsed down to a single point, a tiny flicker of light reflecting off Coronado's second key.

      I reached for it, my skin flaking away like dust in the wind.

      'You are a creature of Magick.'

      I was, but I also wasn't. I was Eugene Law. I was a father, a husband, and a friend. I wasn't a monster, no matter what the House said, or what it wanted me to do.

      I closed my hand around the key.

      It burned in my fingers, but I didn't dare drop it.

      Stasis squeezed at my head and pushed the sides of my skull together until I thought for sure they might touch.

      Somewhere I heard Mazie's voice, but I couldn't see her; all I could see was the key and the hole it went in.

      I reached for it, but time slowed down around me. The keyhole was there, and next to it, Coronado's first key practically hummed, but I couldn't quite make it.

      Stasis pulled me deeper. Like an anchor, it dragged me into the soul-crushing dark of Magickless oblivion.

      "Not yet, Gene."

      The House!

      It might have been Mazie's hand, but it was the House's voice.

      "Let's show them what Magick really is," she whispered, wrapping her fingers around mine.

      "I just want to go home."

      Mazie's soft whisper echoed in my head even as the key dropped into place. "Maybe you already are…"

      Stasis vanished and air returned to my lungs, only to be ejected again when I hit the ground.

      Why couldn't they have put the lockers over by the rubbery kids’ floor?

      Mazie's face hovered over mine, the flickering glow of the Dad Wagon's busted headlamp shining on her wide smile.

      "Okay, that shit was a hell of a lot more fun than balloon animals."
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      "So what you're saying is I'm not going to remember any of this?" Mazie frowned and gently turned a spoon in her coffee.

      "That's exactly what I'm saying. It's already getting fuzzy I bet."

      Mazie took her spoon out and set it on the table. "Right, like the fact that my diner is burnt to a crisp. I'm totally going to forget that."

      I shrugged and dug a fork into the less-than-perfect eggs I'd ordered. The sun glinted off what remained of the Dad Wagon's shattered windshield. I still wasn't exactly sure how Mazie'd gotten it to start, let alone coax it all the way to this restaurant, but somehow she had.

      "It's a good car," Mazie said, following my eyes and nursing her coffee. "Needs a ton of work, but it's got good steel. Strong bones, you know?"

      I shrugged. "At this point just about all she's got is good steel."

      "Hey, at least you have something. I'm the one without a restaurant."

      I placed a hand on the duffel bag I'd pulled out of the trunk and left on the seat next to me.

      "How much do you think it'll cost to rebuild it?"

      "Well, if you carry the one…" Mazie pursed her lips. "More than I'll ever have."

      "You're pretty handy with cars." I tried to change the subject.

      "Meh. I'm okay. I picked it up from my first husband. He was a colossal dick, but damn did he have a skill at putting engines back together. I guess I picked up a few tricks watching him."

      "How much work do you think it'll be to fix the Dad Wagon?"

      Mazie brought the coffee to her lips, then whistled before blowing across the steaming top. "A lot, but it's doable. She's not completely totaled. Like I said, strong steel."

      I picked up the bag and set it on the table. "Would this be enough?"

      Mazie unzipped the duffel and barely stifled a squeal. "Gene, there's like… Shit, I don't know how much money in here."

      "It's yours. It's the least I could do for ruining your diner and damn near getting you killed."

      Tears welled up in her eyes and I had to quickly take a sip from my own coffee before I followed suit.

      "I don't know what to say."

      "Say you'll fix the car and forgive me for being an ass."

      Mazie zipped the bag shut and placed it in the seat next to her, then practically sprung over the table to plant the messiest coffee kiss on my lips.

      "Whoa! Stop I'm—"

      Mazie smiled and dropped back in her seat. "You're married. I know, and she's one damn lucky woman. I figured if I was going to forget everything anyway, I might as well embarrass you one last time."
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      I'd hung around for a few weeks and slept at the motel up the street. Mercifully, the House stayed away. Whatever occupied that thing's strange mind, it was more than enough to give me a few weeks off before the next big ask.

      Even though I knew it was coming, it didn't make it any easier to watch. Mazie slowly forgot all about the night, and for the most part, me.

      I went from being a friend, to a client, to the guy sitting at the makeshift counter across from her as she did what she could to take care of all the other customers that drifted in and out.

      The restaurant hadn't been a complete loss, but I was pretty sure it had taken a decent chunk of what was in that bag to get her feet back under her, and to get whomever Big Jim worked for to take a hike.

      Things appeared to be quiet now for Mazie, and they'd get a lot quieter once I was back on the road.

      "Check please," I said, getting her attention after she spun the waffle irons a second time.

      "You got it, sugar."

      Sugar.

      She'd never been great with my name, but now even that was gone. Soon I'd be a hazy memory, and then eventually I'd vanish completely. She'd tell her friends or a future lover about the sudden windfall she'd made, and that it was a string of good luck out of a long series of bad.

      I sighed and slid the bill over. "Keep the change."

      "Thanks."

      "Sure thing." I smiled at the snake tattoos on her arms, and the gun I knew she kept tucked under the counter. I smiled at them because the former I'd never forget, and the latter reminded me of Porter.

      Porter...

      There was a lot of my wife in Mazie, or a lot of Mazie in my wife—it was hard to tell anymore.

      I scooped up my keys and slipped out of the diner as the next wave of patrons made their way in.

      The sun broke over the horizon and lit up the Dad Wagon in all its restored glory. I unlocked the door and climbed in, happy to find my butt still fit the nice groove I'd made for it.

      "So, what do you say we open it up with a little highway driving?"

      The Dad Wagon happily rumbled under my fingers. It wasn't a Magickal car, not anymore. Coronado's Keys were gone, neutralized and lost to who knows where. The Mazda wasn't going to answer me, but if I was being honest, that never stopped me from talking to it before.

      I put the car in reverse and slowly backed out of the space, then stopped and pulled a discarded wrapper out of my pocket and set it on the seat next to me.

      The Dad Wagon's brakes squeaked in protest.

      "Oh, don't give me that. You and Fast Foodie were close."

      I made sure the tiny wrapper wasn't going to slide off, then turned on the radio, smiling at the classic rock song that had become my impromptu anthem. I sang along Mr. Petty's rich vocals, then chided the car about our newest passenger. "And I’m not taking any shit from you about New Fast Foodie."

      The Dad Wagon roared and together we hit the highway, the sun rising on an uncertain future.
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      Discarded Arcana is something new, a chance to see other parts of the Weird Florida world and dip your toes in shoes that perhaps you’d never considered.

      This series of novellas is an experiment, even for me. It  has given me a deeper appreciation for the challenges presented by different lives, genders, and ages.

      I couldn’t have written these without the help of all the people who were willing to share their experiences, and help me try to get it “right.”

      I don’t know if that is even possible, but I do know that sometimes it’s just the trying that matters.

      
        
        Martin

        March 2021
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      Thank you for reading Black Ribbon. Books take time to write, but they also take time to read. Your time is valuable, and I very much appreciate you spending it with me.

      If it’s not too much to ask, we authors live on caffeine, panic, and reviews. If you’d be so kind as to leave one for this book, I’d be immensely grateful.

      Feel free to use the following link to go to Amazon and get started.

      Leave a review at Amazon for Black Ribbon.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Martin Shannon’s Weird Florida

          

        

      

    

    
      Tales of Weird Florida - Eugene Law Cycle

      1 - Dead Set

      2 - Gathering Gloom

      3 - Beaten Path

      4 -Bloody Deed

      5 - No Fury

      Discarded Arcana

      1 - Careless Wishes

      2 - Black Ribbon

      Short Stories

      0 - Danderous Delivery (Newsletter Subscribers Only)

      1 - Hook, Line, and Slinker

      2 - Ballroom and Chain

      3 - Bahama Blues

      4 - Plasma Pistols

      5 - Lights Out

      6 - Mourning Paper

      7 - Ignorance and Unleaded

      8 - Black Valentine

      9 - Soulless

      10 - Ten Turns

      11 - Irrigated

      12 - Magician’s Weekend

      13 - Short Stop

      14 - Sleep to Dream Her

      15 - Mesozoic Magick

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Acknowledgments

          

        

        
          
            [image: ]
            [image: ]
          

        

      

    

    
      This story of Weird Florida would not have happened without the help of the following people:

      My wife—thank you for never letting me give up.

      My daughter—thank you for sharing your life with me, and for telling me about all the craziness of growing up in this world, even though you know it’ll end up in my stories.
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      Martin Shannon’s been using his imagination to avoid weeding since he was in short pants. His first series, Tales of Weird Florida, is an homage to the Sunshine State he knows and loves, and spent countless hours riding his bike through as a kid. It’s got mystery, mayhem, and more than a little Magick. He hopes you enjoy the supernatural side of the upside down state, but if not, he’s got a banjo, and he knows how to use it. You can find out more at www.martin-shannon.com.
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