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CHAPTER 1

The sword once belonged to Kovat the Slayer
and though both his ancestors and his son Tarvik used it, it's the
shadow of Kovat's deeds that darken the blade. I know that because
Kovat was called The Slayer. Nice guys don't get called The
Slayer.

I mean, he wasn't slaying vampires or anything
like that. Not that I asked for details, but I'd heard enough to
know he hacked his way past anyone who got in his way and didn't
stop to ask, “Are you a good person or a bad person?”

I had opened Tar's closet to spread a handful
of lavender sprays on the shelf before putting away the pile of his
folded wool sweaters to be stored until next winter. My
fashion-plate boyfriend adores sweaters, has a half-dozen pricey
ones. A handy obsession, really, because when his birthday rolls
around in August gift shopping will be easy.

I'd forgotten about the sword. It leaned
against the back wall, a wide, heavy, double-edged blade with an
ornamental hilt that is etched and trimmed with gold. Yeah, well,
beauty is as beauty does, my grandmother used to say, and the sword
might look great but it had done terrible things.

My thoughts were turning morbid and who needs
morbid on an April afternoon? Hey, when the sun shines in Seattle
that's reason enough to take a break. Another hour and it would be
suppertime.

I closed the closet door and hoped the
lavender would sweeten the sword while protecting the woolens.
While I brushed lint from my tee shirt and jeans, I hopped around
and balanced first on one foot then the other, sliding into
sandals. Hurrying out into the sunshine, my purse strap slung over
my shoulder, I headed down the sidewalk toward the Mudflat
Neighborhood Center, my second place of employment.

I had the afternoon off but I figured I'd look
in and see if my guy was ready to walk home. He works there as a
painter and also as a sub wherever he's needed, from kitchen to day
nursery. By now he was probably out back on the soccer field,
kicking his way past the other guys.

Gloom met me halfway down the street in the
form of my least-favorite Mudflat council member.

“Hiya, Calus,” I said and tried to hurry past
him.

He could have nodded or even pretended
pleasantness and said hello. Instead the jerk blocked the way, his
expression grim, his eyebrows a straight line above his scowl. He
is large and dark-haired, gray around the edges, body getting thick
in the midsection, all acceptable, but he is also mean-tempered.
And who needs that?

“Is that outsider still at your
house?”

“My cat? An outsider? You may be right. It's a
failure as a house cat.”

“You know who I mean, Carmody.”

Of course I knew but why make it easy for him?
I have a couple of newcomers living with me. In Mudflat anyone who
isn't actually born into one of the old families is considered an
outsider.

“If you are referring to my friend, Nance, I'd
guess she's at the grocery store burning holes in my credit card.
If you mean her cousin, I can tell you absolutely that he is not at
home painting my living room even though that is where he should
be.” I should have stopped there but when people annoy me, I talk
too much. I added, “Maybe he's out slaying more beasts and saving
more of our neighbors. Ya think?”

“I know the story,” Calus said.
“Why does anyone believe it?”

He had to be joking. Everyone knew that last
winter neighbors had disappeared. When we found them they were all
in a kind of trance state. Their captor was a magic beast that
nobody could identify but it had killed a couple of them and was
ready to start on the rest. So we did what we had to do and how
hard is that to figure out?

“They believe it because they saw
it.”

“The kidnap victims were drugged or tricked or
ill. They say that themselves. And when they regained consciousness
they saw some sort of dead animal lying on the ground. The outsider
was standing by it, holding his sword, covered in cuts and bruises
and blood, injuries that might result from a bad fall down a
hillside overgrown with brambles. And you and your friends claimed
this animal was magic and that the outsider killed it and saved
those people.”

I annoy kind of easily. Shouldn't have egged
him on. “And your point is?”

“Very clever but no one doubts that you are
clever, Carmody. You thought up quite a trick to insure that your
outsider friend is now considered some sort of hero.”

“How smart of me.” I smiled pleasantly at
Calus. “I put a whole bunch of victims to sleep, clouded their
minds, and made them imagine that a dead sheep was a winged beast
twice as tall as a man. Wow, I must have more magic than I
thought.”

In Mudflat nobody ever has too much magic.
Inherited magic is actually in short supply. It's genetic and shows
up here and there the way other traits do, occasionally skipping
generations. Lord knows it skipped Calus.

“I don't know how you worked your
trick. All I know is that it is a trick. Conveniently someone
removed this dead animal and so there is nothing to
examine.”

“And you think I can make a corpse
disappear?”

“Of course not,” he growled. “Someone else
did.”

“Ah. And the woman who stabbed me and left me
for dead and then fell to her own death from the roof of the
Center? Do you have an explanation for that? Was she my
imagination, also? Oh right, her corpse disappeared,
too.”

He took a step closer, tried to do that glower
thing, eyes narrowed, face hard. He wasn't very good at it. I work
with teenagers every day at the Center. I've seen every variety of
glare.

“There was a dead body, yes. And a cover-up
because the Mudflat council doesn't want Seattle law enforcement
involved. As for you being stabbed, I don't know. You had an
injury. But we have only your word on how you received
it.”

I couldn't help it and I was so sorry because
I knew that my friend and boss at the Center would be disappointed
by my behavior. Madeline puts lots of value on self-control. But
there I was. Beyond control. Hey, maybe I'd been sniffing too much
lavender.

I tried to hide my smile behind my hands and
then I made the mistake of looking at his face, mottled purple with
fury.

And it hit me that he was one of those odd
people who believes that all the problems of the world are caused
by conspiracies. Lord, he probably even believes that every attack
on the U.S. is caused by our own government to make voters accept
huge military budgets.

My laughter exploded around my hands and
filled my lungs and bent me double until I collapsed on the ground
and sat in the middle of the sidewalk. Okay, dignity has never been
one of my strong qualities.

From somewhere above me Avery Calus kept
shouting. “Claire Carmody, you listen to me! When that poor woman's
relatives, wherever they are, learn that you were on the roof with
her when she fell, they will demand justice. At that time I will
see to it that we publicly hear a complete explanation and I do
think your lies will be uncovered!”

I looked up at him, my eyes full of tears
because that's how hard I was laughing.

Calus looked past me and clamped his mouth
shut. To my surprise he turned abruptly away, leaving me sitting on
the sidewalk.

“My Claire, have you been telling lies again?”
said the soft voice of my favorite person.

I wiped away tears and gulped back giggles. I
hadn't heard him approach but there he was, dropping down beside
me. He knelt and tilted his head to watch me, his yellow hair
falling across his forehead, his blue eyes twinkling. Dressed in
his usual jeans and blue tank top, his strong arms bare, his
laughing face a bit flushed, he looked like he'd just jogged off
the soccer field.

“Let me ask you this,” I said, then burst into
hysterical laughter and could not speak.

He stood up, pulled me to my feet and slid his
arms around me. Tarvik is very good at using any excuse at all for
hugging. We are the same height but while I am thin and dark, he is
solid muscle and as warm and golden as a sunbeam. He's shorter than
most of the men in the neighborhood. From experience they all know
he is also stronger than they are. Plus, he's as sure-footed as a
goat and as quick as a cat.

“Ask me anything at all,” he whispered against
my ear. “Ask me how much I love you, ask me for a kiss, ask me to
marry you today.”

I sniffed and gasped and must have been
totally unappealing, with tears running down my face. But that's
Tarvik. For some reason he likes to kiss me no matter how
disgusting I am and around the kissing he managed to brush back my
long hair and wipe my face dry with the palms of his warm hands and
still hold me. Sometimes I could swear he has a couple of extra
hands.

When he finally held me away so that he could
look into my face, he said, “Did I hear Calus call you a liar and
do I need to go beat him up?”

“Depends on whether you agree with him. Tell
me this, my hero, did you fall down a hillside of thorn bushes and
then blame your injuries on some poor dead animal? And did I stab
myself with my dinner knife?”

“I might be that clumsy but not you. Your
table manners are better than that.”

“I thought so, too.” I caught his elbow. “Come
along, boyfriend.”

“Happy to follow you anywhere. Are you going
to tell me why you were laughing at Calus?”

“I'm getting a stitch in my side from
laughing. I can't repeat this story more than once. Let's go home
and find Jimmy and Nance.”

He slid his arm around my waist, nudged my
shoulder with his chin, and said softly, “Or better, maybe they
won't be there and I'll have you to myself?”

 



CHAPTER 2

 


Have I mentioned that Tar and I are kind of
past the hand-holding stage? I haven't actually said I will marry
him. I haven't actually got my head to accept the fact that he is
here to stay. Everyday I wake up and think, ‘This has to be a
dream.’

Here I am, same old Claire Carmody,
twenty-three and partially employed and my love life up to now has
been a trail of disasters. I've had such rotten luck with guys that
I have a hard time believing Tar is for real.

Because the thing is, Tarvik is sweet and
cheerful and easy to look at and on top of all that, he thinks I am
perfect. My hair never stays combed, my clothes have split seams,
I'm always late, I can't cook or do anything domestic and everyone
from councilor Calus to my boss at my temp job at the bank would
pay for the moving van if I'd leave town.

And Tar says I am perfect. I am not, nowhere
near, so when is he going to figure that out?

Every morning I expect to wake up in an empty
bed. I tell him that and he laughs and says, “Only if you kick me
out.” And then he goes all serious and wraps himself around me and
whispers, “You won't, will you? You are half my soul, girl. I can't
live without you.”

Our housemate, Nance, thinks that's
disgusting, not disgusting that I have a man in my bed but
disgusting that it is her cousin Tarvik. Still, she's grown up a
lot since she followed me home and moved into the back bedroom. For
one thing, she's better about keeping her opinions to herself. And
for another, she is employed.

Usually she is home in time to start supper.
Like Tarvik, she loves to cook.

Tar and I did our jog home, circled the house,
then raced each other up the back stairs and across the deck to the
kitchen door. He did a whole lot of jogging in place so that I
could keep up with him, then sprinted up the steps, turned, and
waited for me to dash into his arms.

While he laughed and held me up, I fell
against him and gasped for breath. We stumbled into the kitchen
together.

I shouted, “Nance?”

Nobody answered. Stepping into the front room,
I called again. From there I could see her open bedroom door and
knew she wasn't home yet.

“Ah ha, so I do get you to myself,” Tarvik
teased, and that's when the phone rang.

“Might be the temp agency with a job for me,”
I said. “I better answer but hold the thought.”

He held more than the thought. Swinging me up,
his arms behind my back and under my knees, he carried me over to
the phone. I leaned out and grabbed it and tried to keep my voice
steady while he nuzzled my neck.

Didn't even get a chance to say more than
hello.

“Claire,” Nance sobbed, “I need you! I don't
know what to do!”

Seeing my face go solemn, Tarvik set me
down.

“Nance, where are you? What's wrong?” Nance is
a pretty little blonde sixteen-year-old who barely comes up to my
shoulder. I had this sudden image of her kidnapped and locked in
somebody's basement.

“It's Mr. Zerkle. I'm at his house,” she
whimpered.

Nance spends mornings at the Neighborhood
Center with a tutor who is teaching her to read and write.
Afternoons she works at a nail salon, one of those walk-in places
that offers quick manicures that include a kajillion choices of
polish. The pay is okay plus Nance does house calls.

Mudflat has a few rich old wrecks who can't
see their own nails to trim them. They're happy to pay big tips to
a cute little teenager who minds her manners and dimples when she
smiles.

“Are you hurt? What's happened?”

“No, I-no, Claire! Mr. Zerkle! He's
dead!”

I stared at the phone, trying to think what to
say. Dead? Had a stroke while she was trimming his
nails?

“What happened?”

“I don't know! He's not breathing and I tried
to find a pulse and I think he's dead!”

Julian Zerkle was an old mage, and when it
comes to Mudflat mages there are a few of them who passed one
hundred more than fifty years ago. Nobody outside of Mudflat knows
about their advanced age because Mudflat is good at covering up
anything that can draw attention.

But I knew. Zerkle was one of the old men
whose sight was dimming and his hands were unsteady and no one
really expected him to live forever. Or even more than a few
additional years. All that could be done for him now fell into a
list of services he could afford. Like most mages he treasured his
privacy but he tolerated a live-in housekeeper and enjoyed regular
visits from a massage therapist, a barber, and Nance.

Once a week he paid her double her fee in
cash.

“Nance, where is his housekeeper?”

“I don't know. The door was unlocked and I
came in and found him on the floor! Claire, help!”

Tarvik watched me, his eyebrows raised in
question, but he didn't say anything.

“Ten minutes,” I said. “We'll be there in ten
minutes. You go outside and wait on the porch.”

We dashed to the garage and my beater. After
sliding behind the wheel and jamming the keys in the ignition, I
dug my cell phone out of my shoulder bag and flipped it open. I had
the Mudflat doctor's phone number on my directory since a few
months back when I'd had an injury that required follow-up
appointments. I punched in Doc's number before handing the phone to
Tar who can't read the directory and isn't too good with
numbers.

“Tell Doc that Nance thinks Mr.
Zerkle is dead and we're on our way.”

I drove because Tarvik can't drive.

He is handsome and sweet and loving and
hardworking and perfect exactly as he is. Unfortunately, we don't
live in a perfect world. So there are a few skills he still has to
acquire.

Fortunately, talking isn't one of them. He is
very good at talking and had no trouble explaining the
situation.

He snapped my cell phone closed. “The doctor
is in his car and he says he will meet us there. What can the
doctor do for a dead man?”

“Maybe Nance is wrong.” Hey, I wasn't going to
count the old man out until we knew for sure.

Mr. Zerkle's house was only a few blocks away,
easy jogging distance if there wasn't an emergency. Like now. It
was a big old gray stucco house set back on the lot and hidden
behind a thick hedge of laurel.

I parked behind the doctor's car and Tar and I
ran through the narrow gateway break in the hedge. Nance came
running down the porch stairs, rubbing her nose and weeping, so we
stopped to calm her down.

“Why is Mr. Zerkle by himself?” Tarvik asked
her.

“The housekeeper does that sometimes. She goes
to do the grocery shopping when she knows I'm coming over. That way
he's alone only for a few minutes. He was always so nice to me!”
Nance wailed.

I left Tarvik on the porch to try to calm down
his cousin and I hurried inside.

As soon as I stepped through the open doorway
I felt a chill, like a window left open and causing a draft.
Glancing around I didn't see any sign of a draft, no moving
curtains, nothing like that. The air seemed to be moving toward me
as though wind wanted to go from inside to outside. It felt colder
in the house than it had out on the porch. Nothing I could make
sense of so I forgot about it and went to find Doc and Mr.
Zerkle.

The doctor knelt on the floor in the musty
parlor. The old man lay sprawled on his back, a velvet bathrobe
belted loosely over his shirt and dark slacks. His wrinkled face
was turned slightly to the side, his eyes half closed. His thin
wrists and hands stuck out from the sleeves of his robe. His ankles
were bare between the slacks and well-worn leather
slippers.

There was no point asking if he was dead.
Until that moment I'd hoped Nance was mistaken. But no, one glance
and I knew she was right. One glance was more than I wanted and so
I looked away. A step or two behind him was his rocking chair and a
small side table. The lamp had been knocked off and lay on the
floor along with a scattered newspaper and a pair of
eyeglasses.

Doc looked up and past me and said, “Sorry,
Sergei. He's gone.”

I swung around and realized Sergei Brown was
standing near the wall, so quiet that I hadn't noticed him. Sergei
is a strange little man who usually manages to imitate invisibility
but everyone knows who he is and where he lives. He is one of
Mudflat's true mages. There was a time when he frightened me. Okay,
so he still does a little. The rumor is he dabbles in dark magic,
not such a good hobby. But we've worked together in the past and I
pretty much trust him. Most the time.

Sergei stood with his hands balled in the
pockets of his old cardigan and peered down through metal-rimmed
glasses at Doc. “I know he is dead. Can you tell me the
cause?”

He knew? That's another rumor, that the old
mages are kind of attached, sort of mind-linked. Could be. Sergei
once mind-linked Nance and Jimmy and Tarvik and me. It helped us
through a dangerous patch. But then it wore off. I can't hear Nance
or Jimmy's thoughts at all anymore. Occasionally, I can still hear
Tarvik in my head.

The doctor did a bit of mumbling before he
said, “It looks like a heart attack. We'll get him to the hospital
and run some tests.”

Sergei said, “No. His heart stopped for no
reason.”

The doctor waited. Like me, he is Mudflat
born. No point asking a question of a mage. They're alike in that
they speak when they are ready and not before.

Sergei said, “There is nothing you can find
with a test.”

Doc started to argue. “Sergei, we can't know
for sure.”

“I know for sure,” Sergei said, and that's
when pain hit me.

I felt it like a stitch in the side only it
wasn't in my side, it was in my chest. A muscle spasm, I thought.
And then the muscle did such a hard cramping I almost
screamed.

Pain radiated down my arm. Oh yeah, isn't that
what happens with heart attacks? But hey, I am twenty-three and so
healthy it's boring. And I've certainly never had any heart
problems.

The room did a slow spin around me.

I stumbled toward the table and put my hand on
it to steady myself. For a minute my vision faded to a blur and
then to total dark. I could feel my legs shaking. Doc and Sergei
continued arguing, not noticing me. Their voices seemed far away,
as though they were in another room.

The pain flared and my knees started to
buckle. I tried to say something to Doc but my voice stuck in my
throat. In another few seconds I was going to have to decide
whether to pass out from fear or from agony.

And then I guessed what had to be
happening.

A few months ago I had a run-in with a
sorcerer who was about as mean as it gets because she threw a
dagger at me. I've lived all my life in Seattle, not an unusually
violent city, really. It has its crime rate, like any city, but
daggers aren't popular with muggers, not like switchblades, and
sorcerers are pretty much unheard of. I've made my share of enemies
including one who occasionally shoots a handgun near me to scare
me. But I'd never had anyone attack me with a dagger until the
sorcerer sent her dagger spinning through the air at me and hit the
target.

By now I'd put the whole thing behind me. The
sorcerer was dead and the nightmare was over. Thing is, that dagger
hit me just below my left collarbone and made a nasty hole that
took quite a while to heal.

So that's what was going on. The blade had
sliced through flesh and muscle. I must have done something to pull
on that healed muscle and caused it to cramp.

As soon as I had that thought the pain
lessened and my vision cleared.

Doc put his hand on my elbow. “Claire, are you
all right?”

I could feel a line of sweat across my
forehead. Probably I looked sick.

But there was a dead man on the floor and his
mage friend staring down at him with grief so clear on his face, a
muscle spasm didn't amount to much.

“Sorry, a little faint. I'm fine
now.”

He gestured toward Sergei. “Yes. This is very
upsetting. Why don't you go outside and get some fresh air? There's
no reason for you or your friends to wait around.”

Obviously he figured I was the kind of wimp
who passed out at the sight of a dead body. Maybe I am, but that
wasn't my current problem.

The pain faded to a dull throb, nothing I
wanted to put up with. Right now I needed something stronger than
aspirin. We could stop by the drugstore on the way home.

Stepping out on the porch, I took a deep
breath. Yeah, the air inside was kind of musty. Household mold,
probably. Hadn't much noticed it until clean air, smelling of
spring blossoms, filled me. And just like that, no pain. Maybe Doc
was right. Maybe it was nerves.

There wasn't anything I could do to help
Julian Zerkle and there wasn't any reason to mention the muscle
spasm to Nance or Tarvik. Tarvik took the whole stabbing thing way
too hard. For a laid-back guy he did have a problem with
nightmares. Not that he ever said so but sometimes in the middle of
the night I'd hear him cry out. His words ran together and I
couldn't understand him except to know he was having a bad
dream.

The funeral home's hearse passed us going the
other way, toward Zerkle's house. Nothing ambulance about it, no
sirens or flashing lights, because there was no hurry. But it was
long and black and had curtained windows and nobody would mistake
it for the kind of stretch limos people rent for wedding
parties.

Out of nowhere and around the next couple of
corners swung motorcycles, five of them in all. They kind of caught
up with each other and came down the street in a roar. Should have
been lightning flashes in the sky because those bikes sounded like
thunder.

When they reached us they slowed down,
screeched to stops. There's that swing-the-cycle-sideways thing
that makes the tires squeal. Of course each of those guys slapped
down a booted foot and leaned on it to support body and bike. They
were big guys in jeans and jackets and helmets hiding their
faces.

I didn't like that. I sort of like to see
who's stopping near me.

Then they pulled off their helmets. Big guys
with flushed faces and thinning hair and wide grins.

“Hey, sword dude,” one called to
Tarvik.

“Hey, sweetheart,” a couple of them aimed at
Nance.

And there was the usual, “Hey,
Carmody!”

“Hey, guys,” I said back, because yep, I knew
them. They weren't black-leather-and chains dudes, the kind Rock
Decko used to hang around with. They were plaid-flannel-shirt guys
who pulled secondhand brown leather bomber jackets over those
shirts. The rips and worn spots on their clothing came from hard
work, probably construction, or maybe they worked at the
docks.

Rock band fans called that the grunge look, as
though worn clothes were some designer's idea of a great costume.
Around Seattle we know the look is a combination of physical labor,
poverty, and weather.

These were the guys who had given us rides
back to our car last winter on a narrow national forest trail. I
didn't remember their names but I remembered them, nice guys who in
some way were connected to Sergei Brown.

“You guys the escorts for the hearse?” I
asked.

“Oh crap, is that where we're headed?” one of
them said. “Always dead bodies. So who's dead?”

“Julian Zerkle,” I said.

No reason not to tell them. They were
obviously going that direction because Sergei had sent for
them.

They waved and took off.

On the way home I repeated Sergei Brown's
comments to Tarvik and Nance. “Whatever happened, Sergei must have
had a vision or a sign that told him Mr. Zerkle was dying. Maybe he
even got a thought.”

“Then what did Mr. Zerkle die of? If Sergei
felt him die he ought to know what happened,” Nance
wailed.

Nance and Tarvik look enough alike that people
mistake them for siblings rather than cousins. They have similar
coloring, the same stubborn hardness in the jawline, and often
their facial expressions match. His hair is a shade darker than
hers, a yellow blond, and his face is harder, more square. Nance's
face is round and dimpled. She has pale freckles everywhere. Tarvik
has a rather endearing line of freckles that run across his high
cheekbones and his elegant nose, as well as a scattering of
freckles on his shoulders.

I said, “Yeah, Sergei should know if it was a
heart attack or a stroke. Sure wasn't illness because he would know
that.”

“Do you think somebody killed him?”

“You mean, did somebody attack him? Like a
burglar? No, Doc would have seen that. Had to be natural causes,
Nance.” I said it but I didn't quite believe it.

I remembered the overturned table and the lamp
and papers on the floor. Mr. Zerkle must have had some warning,
pain or something, and tried to get up to call for help. If he
stumbled out of his chair and grabbed at the table for support,
that would explain the furniture. But why would he do that unless
he felt a pain strong enough to frighten him?

If the mages were mind-linked wouldn't Sergei
have felt any pain, no matter how brief? He said that all he'd felt
was Mr. Zerkle's heart stop beating. Felt it from blocks
away.

Of course Julian Zerkle could have heard Nance
coming up the walk and got up to let her in the door. If that was
what happened, perhaps he simply collapsed with no warning and
bumped against the table.

“Nance, when did Sergei Brown
arrive?”

“After I phoned you. I went out on the porch
like you said to do and he came rushing up the walk and past me
into the house.”

Mr. Zerkle was at least one hundred and fifty
years old. That's why Sergei Brown wouldn't allow Doc to send the
body to a hospital where an autopsy might uncover signs of his age.
And Doc knew that. His protest was nothing more than a nod to his
training and his license to practice medicine. We all do that, make
a weak attempt to put the law before Mudflat custom. That way we
don't have to do the guilt-trip thing.

Mudflat is a winding neighborhood where
boundaries are known only by its residents. The rest of Seattle
thinks Mudflat streets are part of other neighborhoods. That's
because Mudflat is where old magic lingers. You've got to believe
in magic to recognize it.

I knew as well as anyone what would happen
next. The Mudflat mortician would take care of the body. One of
Mudflat's computer whizzes would take care of government records
and legal stuff. There'd be a wake, maybe, or a service at the
mortuary. And then they'd take Julian Zerkle in his coffin to the
cemetery.

The only surprise came a few days later when
Mr. Zerkle's estate went to a great nephew who found out that the
house was all there was.

Not that I worried about it. I was still kind
of hung up on what those motorcycle guys said.

When I asked if they were escorts for the
hearse, they'd said, “Always dead bodies. So who's
dead?”

How often did Sergei send for them and how
often did it involve dead bodies?

 



CHAPTER 3

 


When we heard about the Zerkle estate
containing nothing more than his house, Jimmy said, “That's weird.
There should have been money in the safe.”

Jimmy and I are related through our mothers,
same as Nance and Tarvik. Unlike my housemates, Jimmy and I don't
look much alike. We both are a bit on the thin side but that's it,
I hope. I have dark brown hair and gray eyes and Tarvik says I am
beautiful, but hey, he loves me. You can take that as meaning
average pretty.

Jimmy has black hair and a
face like a weasel, all pointy and sharp, plus he has a whole lot
of character flaws. For starters, he has a cigarette permanently
attached to his lower lip. So I have a few laws that Jimmy calls
“Claire's laws.” The first one is no
smoking in Claire's house.

Because Nance lives with Tarvik and me at my
house, Jimmy camps out on our doorstep and joins us for supper
almost every night. There's a big old wood picnic table with
benches in my kitchen and that's as formal as we get. It's a small
house, kitchen, living room, two bedrooms, one bath, and then
there's a rented apartment in the daylight basement.

With all the Mudflat gossip about Mr. Zerkle's
death, the four of us had lots to talk about over supper for the
rest of the week. All Mudflat knows the Zerkle house has a safe
built into the wall. A lot of the old houses do. It was locked at
the time of his death, no sign of anyone breaking in.

“Mr. Zerkle opened the safe a couple of times
when I was there,” Nance said. “He took money out to pay
me.”

“What all was in the safe? Do you
know?”

She shrugged. “I didn't look. His safe did not
concern me.”

“Musta seen something, cupcake,” Jimmy
said.

She did her dimpled smile. For some reason I
can't figure, Nance seems fond of Jimmy. And he is besotted with
the girl. However, Jimmy is twenty-three, my age, and Nance is
sixteen and I've laid down strict rules about the size of the
pieces I will tear him into if he so much as thinks about hitting
on the teenager.

Nance said, “I saw a couple of boxes in the
safe, the size Claire uses to store her shoes.”

She coulda said shoe boxes but the thing is,
Nance knows shoes fit in those boxes but she doesn't know the boxes
are made to hold shoes. That's because she can't read. Actually,
she can, she reads at about first grade level now, simple words,
not names of companies. I hadn't realized how hard it is to learn
to read if you don't get started when you're a kid.

We have reading tutors at the Center. Mostly
they work with adults who've been to grade school and then dropped
out. They know what reading is, just never mastered it. Nance and
Tarvik popped into my life from another world where there is no
written language.

It was a pizza-and-salad night. For a while,
we all concentrated on eating. She who hesitates can reach out and
find the last piece of pizza gone.

At that point we returned to talk. I leaned
against Tarvik beside me on the bench so that our bare arms
touched.

“No boxes there now,” Jimmy said. “When they
got the safe open there wasn't anything at all, no boxes, no
papers, nothing.”

“What about the housekeeper? What did she
say?”

My cousin hangs out with guys who live
somewhere between petty theft and grand larceny. Whatever happens
in Mudflat, they hear it about ten seconds later.

“Same thing. She knew Nance would be at the
house in the next twenty minutes so she headed out to the grocery
and left the front door unlocked for Nance. Mr. Z was snoozing in
his chair, according to her. Alive. Snoring.”

“And what about the safe?”

“Same thing again. Shoe boxes. She says that's
where he kept his money. That's how he paid her and everybody else.
She kept a couple hundred in a kitchen drawer for groceries and
stuff and when that ran out he'd give her more cash. And he had a
checking account with a small balance. But there's nothing else
anywhere. I guess the nephew about tore the house apart from cellar
to attic. The boxes and the cash are gone.”

Except that Nance found the body, I don't
suppose we'd have given any thought to Julian Zerkle's death. It's
not as though I knew him personally. So when the rumors hit a dead
end, I forgot about it. Hey, I've got enough problems of my
own.

The list includes two crazy brothers stalking
me for things I didn't do, a teenage girl who's somehow become my
responsibility, a skudzy cousin who needs constant watching, a
boyfriend who thinks fighting is fun and doesn't understand that a
sword is no protection against a gun, and a bank manager who wants
me permanently on unemployment. And that list is just for
starters.

The next morning was my turn for grocery
shopping, a surprise sunny morning in rain city, which should have
been some sort of good omen. The reason it was my morning was that
Tarvik has a full-time job at the Center and Nance has morning
classes. And for the last few days I'd had mornings free because
the bank manager had decided he could do without me.

Not to worry. He did that regularly. When the
computer-entry work fell behind, I was the only temp who could
catch them up. What with poor management and all, the bank is big
on using temps because it cuts benefit costs.

So off I headed in sneakers and jeans and
sweatshirt, my purse slung over my shoulder and the grocery list
clutched in my hand.

Believe me, I never figured the grocery run to
add another disaster.

There are places where I might expect to see
police cars angled in at curbs, lights flashing, like in front of a
bank or a jewelry store. Kind of didn't expect to have to duck
around them to go into the grocery, though.

It's a chain store, automatic doors and glass
windows all along the front, parking lot on both sides, takes up
half a block. Before noon the lot is usually less than half full.
The majority of customers loading grocery bags into their cars at
that time of day are parents pushing carts with a kid or two on
board. That's as exciting as it gets.

This morning there were at least a half-dozen
cop cars out front but no ambulance. That's a good sign, I figured,
because it meant they weren't there for some shopper who'd passed
out or got run over in the parking lot.

There were swirling lights and crackles of
radio noise and guys in blue running in and out the doors.
Obviously there wasn't a hold up or shoot out in progress or they
would have blocked customers from entering.

I entered.

The only thing that hit me was the air
conditioning cranked up too high. The store wasn't particularly
busy. In fact, the checkout lanes were empty and that was partly
because shoppers were standing around staring at all the police
activity.

The show was kind of slow compared to TV cop
shows where people are running in all directions.

Here the cops stood around talking on cell
phones or slowly walking back and forth between the front doors and
the row of checkout counters. They kind of glanced in all
directions as though they were looking for something.

Like everyone else, I asked a clerk at one of
the front checkout stands, “What's up?”

“The CoinCounter got robbed.”

The coin-counting machine is inside the store
and near the entrance. It is solid, made of metal, about five feet
tall, and looks as heavy as a safe. It's built with a sliding ledge
on which customers can empty their piggy banks or whatever. The
coins go rattling down the slide and get sorted and counted on
their way to the machine's storage area.

Then the machine prints out a receipt for the
value of the coins minus the service fee and the receipts are used
like cash at the store.

For an odd moment I imagined the coin machine
with its levers raised and its many little lights blinking
fearfully while an armed robber reached down through the chute and
yanked out coins.

“It was robbed today?”

“Who knows?” she said. “The armored car man
did a pick up today and discovered the cash missing.”

“Must have been a big haul to attract six cop
cars,” I said. “How many pennies does that baby hold?”

“I guess this isn't the only place. Coin
machines all around the area have been hit.”

Fascinating but not getting my groceries
collected. I pushed a cart down an aisle with one hand while
holding a list in the other. Because I'd written the list, it was
in my handwriting and easy to read. That didn't mean I knew where
all the stuff was. Nance had dictated so there were items on it
that would take some hunting down.

In my live-alone days my grocery shopping was
pretty much confined to the freezer aisle and the deli. Now I have
roommates with that cook-from-scratch gene and for the first time
in my life I am buying stuff like baking powder and cardamom. That
requires slow walks down long aisles hunting for stuff which is
what I was doing when I saw Rock Decko crouched by a shelf studying
labels.

An ex-boyfriend from my stupid teen years,
that's Rock. For that I could forgive and forget because hey, I was
one of those teens who switched boyfriends every few months. Sure,
I still run into them regularly and most of them probably don't
remember we ever dated. Or if they do, no doubt they look at me and
think, what did I ever see in her? I know that because that's what
I usually think, what did I ever see in him? And we do the “Hi,
how's the family?” greeting and go our separate ways.

Hasn't been like that with Rock. Seven years
later with nothing more than a nod in passing, and all of a sudden
last winter he started causing me some serious trouble. Deadly
trouble. We'd kind of settled that, I hoped, but still, he wasn't
my favorite person to meet.

That gave me a choice. Turn around and head
the other way, which would be smart, or follow my curiosity into
disaster. I stopped right behind him.

He heard me. I knew that from the way his
shoulders twitched in his black leather jacket. That's Rock's idea
of cool, head to toe black. I've never seen him wear any other
color unless you count chains. In his teen years he was into
chains, you know the look, looped through the shoulder tabs on his
jacket and hanging off his belt.

Thanks for small blessings, he seems to have
outgrown that.

He didn't turn to see who was standing at his
back, odd in itself, because he's the type who is always defensive.
Except when he's being offensive. Instead, he reached forward and
pulled a can off a shelf.

Dog food.

“You have a dog now?” I said, overwhelmed with
pity for the creature because I wouldn't wish Rock Decko on anybody
and especially not a pet.

He spun around on his heels and bumped into my
grocery cart. Staring up at me, those copper eyes narrowed. He has
dark hair and olive skin, good looking on the outside and rotten on
the inside.

“Claire? What are you doing?”

“Buying cat food. Do you have a
dog?”

“Why would I have a dog?” Still squatting in
front of the shelves, he kept his voice low and leaned to one side
to glance past my blue-jeaned legs and down the aisle.

“Why would you buy dog food if you don't have
a dog?”

He stared at the can in his hand as though he
couldn't remember how it got there and then he replaced it on the
shelf. “I'm looking for something else.”

“In the pet food aisle?”

He stood up slowly and kept his head bent,
brushing nonexistent dust from the knees of his black jeans.
Wouldn't have surprised me if Rock turned up his jacket collar and
pulled a cap from his pocket. He had that kind of attitude going,
eyes tracking from side to side without turning his head. Something
had him in a sweat.

“Wrong aisle,” he said but stood motionless in
the pet food aisle.

Taking a guess, and not such a wild one
because, hey, I knew the creep, I said, “Six police cars out front
and I bet not a one of the boys in blue is shopping for dog
food.”

Straight-faced, he said, “What do I
care?”

Too bad he couldn't keep those eyes as quiet
as the rest of his face. They twitched sideways and then back,
nervous as hell.

“Can't believe you're shoplifting in the pet
food aisle.” I was trying to be funny, kind of break the tension,
because no, I did not think he was shoplifting pet food.

Instead of laughing, he glared. Okay, I knew
he'd rob anybody blind, given a chance, but shoplift groceries? He
would consider that amateur stuff and the Decko brothers are all
hot air and high hopes to be big shots.

And then he turned really weird, touched my
shoulder lightly, said, “Nice seeing you again, Claire,” and took
off down the aisle and out of sight around the shelves.

He didn't make a crack or a threat about the
fact that the last time we'd met I'd socked his already broken
nose.

 



CHAPTER 4

 


The murder of Mr. Zerkle didn't get beyond the
Mudflat rumor loop. No signs on the body, only Sergei's certainty
that Mr. Zerkle's heart hadn't stopped all by itself. They buried
the ancient mage in the Mudflat corner of a large public cemetery.
The neighborhood has an undertaker and a Center and a small
business district but the kind of acreage required for cemeteries
is sort of beyond reach in a large city.

So Mudflat has its own corner where the wealth
of a few major financial success guys has tied up space that
includes a couple of mausoleums as well as burial sites that have
small stone markers with family names and enough lawn around them
to take care of a couple more generations.

A tall granite marker with the Zerkle name was
surrounded by graves with those small flat markers. There was room
for more. Julian was the last Zerkle in Mudflat. The nephew lived
in another state. There was a small inheritance here. When the
other plots were full, the nephew could always sell a few Zerkle
plots to some other Mudflat family.

I stood next to Nance on an overcast day and
watched the casket lowered into the ground.

“Mr. Zerkle was very kind to me,” she had told
me after his death. “I would like to be there when he is
buried.”

“I guess there will be a service someplace. We
could ask where.”

She had shaken her head and said no. All she
wanted was to be at the burial.

So there stood puzzled me and sniffling Nance,
listening to Sergei mumble a few words about his friend.

We were the last to leave. Nance insisted.
Standing on the slope in a soft wind and listening to the trees
rustle above us, we waited until all the mourners had walked away
across the grass and the gravel paths to their cars.

The cemetery crew looked at us but didn't say
anything. Patience is part of their job, I guess.

“Give us five minutes,” I said.

A man in a dark suit nodded and waved at the
crew. I suppose they figured we were grandchildren or something.
Nance stepped up to the edge of the hole and raised her
arms.

I should have guessed, right?

The girl had been trained to be a
templekeeper. I took the girl out of the temple but you know how
that line goes.

She began a long chant. “Kind and generous
Daughter of the Sun, I have never forgotten you, and I know you
will not forget me. Mr. Zerkle was a good man and very kind to
me.”

Her voice droned on, asking the daughter to
take poor old Zerkle to that warm and sun-drenched pastoral land of
the gods beyond the gate of death. It's a long complicated belief,
but hey, aren't they all?

That dark-suited man looked a little
fidgety.

“Hurry it up, Nance,” I whispered.

He had that look on his face of someone who
just discovered a witch coven dancing around the graves. Still,
there weren't any religious restrictions in the cemetery so I
supposed that as long as a coven kept their clothes on, he wouldn't
object.

Nance began to circle the hole while waving
her arms and doing her singsong voice. The man sidled up to
me.

“Is she all right?” he asked.

I must have looked slightly more sane. Okay,
I'd worn my bank work clothes, pumps, dark skirt, white blouse,
rain jacket. Jeans just didn't seem quite right, not that I had a
whole lot of experience at funerals.

“She's pretty upset about his death. She's
doing an old family blessing. Shouldn't take another
minute.”

He shook his head. “No, no, I don't mean to
hurry her. It's just, I do have a work crew waiting. But if you
need more time-”

Walking over to her, I caught Nance's elbow.
“Come on, honey, Grandpa's fine, and you can come back and visit
him.”

I said it loudly so that they could all hear
me. Hey, I was leading away a pretty little blonde who scrubbed at
her red and tear-filled eyes with her fists. By then they should
have all been bursting into tears.

Daughter of the Sun? I knew that the daughter
Nance referred to was an unfortunate camper once lost in their
land. The woman had some prescription drugs with her that cured the
warlord's fever and in appreciation he built her a temple. When the
woman and her partner died seven years later of fever, Nance had
been installed as templekeeper.

I could be wrong. Maybe the woman really was
the sun god's daughter and maybe she would guide Julian Zerkle's
soul to their heaven and who am I to object? I glanced around at
the remaining empty spaces in the Zerkle plot. If Nance could save
the old man from eternal loneliness, that's okay with
me.

We drove back to the Neighborhood
Center.

 



CHAPTER 5

 


Mudflat isn't known as a high crime area. Most
of what happens in the neighborhood never makes the evening news.
The coin machine thefts got talked up because they were going on
all over town.

The TV news crews love six cop cars, lights
spinning, lots of action and color. Makes a great shot, any excuse
to pan away from the talking-head newscasters. The kids at the
Center loved it. When I passed the day nursery I heard one little
four-year-old telling his friend, “Now you gotta be the burglar,
and I getta be the penny box.”

Maybe I'll never get to be a penny box but in
case that activity is requested, I should know how to do it, right?
So I stopped and watched.

The burglar pointed his finger-gun and said,
“Stick 'em up.” The penny box spun his stiff arms in the air and
shouted, “Clink, clink, clink!” And then he leaned over and stuck
out his tongue and made gagging noises.

That demonstration cured me of ever wanting to
be a penny box. After that, I kind of forgot the whole CoinCounter
thing, because more bad stuff happened.

Three days later, the neighborhood was clogged
again with emergency vehicles and camera crews.

Tarvik and Jimmy and Nance and I were just
sitting down to supper in the kitchen when we heard
sirens.

In the city I can stand perfectly still for a
few minutes and concentrate on listening and hear a siren
somewhere. The distant sound blends with so many other street
traffic and overhead plane traffic noises, I tune it out. But this
was close, within a couple blocks. Sirens did their screaming-by
thing and then that slowdown spin of noise and then they kept up
that annoying whine that means the car has stopped but is still
running. One siren would mean a speeder getting pulled
over.

This was several sirens, each with its own
sound level that we all knew. Cop cars, aid car, maybe an
ambulance, but no fire engine. So there wasn't a house fire or even
a traffic accident. A car crash that needs an ambulance also gets a
fire engine.

We looked at each other and said four
different versions of, “Might as well go see.”

We each grabbed a slice of pizza and a beer
can and then we jogged down the street, along with a crowd of
neighbors, until we found the source of the noise. Red and blue
shafts of light shot out between the berm trees. An ambulance
pulled out of somewhere and raced away. Three cop cars remained in
the street. I could see police officers wandering around on the
curved entry to the house across the street.

Out of nowhere came the five guys on
motorcycles again. So maybe it wasn't Sergei sending for them? Did
they listen in to police calls and go looking for
excitement?

That's kind of what we were doing, too. Nice
evening, sirens wailing, who knows, maybe it's the call to a
party?

When the bikes caught up with us they slowed
down, then stopped, and the guys leaned out and shouted, “Hey,
Carmody!”

“Hey, sword dude!”

“Hey, sweetheart!”

“Hey, Jimbo! What's up?”

When we said we didn't know, they waved
so-long and took off in the direction of the flashing
lights.

“Almost like riding a horse,” Tarvik said as
he watched them weave down the street.

In the faint glow from the streetlight I could
see his grin. Is there a guy alive who doesn't secretly yearn for a
motorcycle?

We followed until we reached the commotion and
then we stopped on the other side of the street.

Pressed against a tree and almost invisible
but not quite was a small bent form with a rain jacket hood pulled
up over his head.

I walked over to him on the narrow strip of
grass. “Hi, Sergei.”

He winced and I lowered my voice.

“What's going on?” I asked.

Across the way from us was a gated entrance of
a large house and of course I knew who lived there. The house was
the neighborhood’s closest claim to a mansion. Behind those high
hedges that all mages love was a very impressive old house of
weathered stone and leaded glass windows and ground plantings of
neatly trimmed rose bushes.

“Miss Carmody. Armen Caterhouse is dead. His
cleaning service found him.”

Yup, that would put the neighborhood back in
the news. Mr. Caterhouse owned the Caterhouse drive-ins and was a
philanthropist in places outside Mudflat, big contributor to the
usual city charities that get underwritten by rich
businessmen.

I hadn't known him personally because, hey, we
lived in the same neighborhood but in different worlds. Besides
being superrich, Caterhouse was kind of a recluse. Like Sergei, he
hid in his house. Must be a mage gene.

When I asked his age, Sergei said, “He was in
his eighties.”

Caterhouse was ambulanced to the nearest ER
with no Mudflat interference. The doctors wouldn't have a clue that
a mage like Caterhouse should have lived another sixty years. They
would chalk up his death to age-related causes.

Mudflat soon knew better. Because maybe the
city of Seattle had the body, but Mudflat had the
mansion.

That night, all anyone knew was that the rich
mage was dead.

“Did you see him?”

“Yes, I was in and out before the cleaners
found him. There was nothing I could do for him.”

No point asking why he'd been at the
Caterhouse mansion. He wouldn't tell me. But I knew old Sergei, and
sure as the long lifeline that circled his thumb, he'd had a sign
from Caterhouse.

Not a phone call. If Caterhouse had called for
help or if Sergei had already been there visiting when Caterhouse
collapsed, Sergei would have called the ambulance himself. He would
have stayed with his friend. Instead, he'd gone inside, found the
man dead, and then left. And then he'd waited across the street for
the cleaners. Odd hour for them, but as we all learned later, they
were a crew of four guys who cleaned a couple of the Caterhouse
restaurants and stopped by his home once a week.
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