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Prologue

Ten years out of college, Bop Lewis still kept in 
pretty good shape. She worked out in the gym down in the basement of her office 
building at lunchtime, and then grabbed a green smoothie at her desk. She’d even 
set up a stationary bike in the small living room of her condo so she could ride 
while she watched cable or played video games.

But Bop’s greatest joy was running, and she tried to get in 
at least a couple of miles every evening to shake off the stress of her 
programming job. She searched for months before she found a condo complex that 
backed up to the canal system. The place was a little pricier than she could 
actually afford, but to Bop, it was worth every penny to be able just to step 
out her door and go.

The Valley of the Sun is honeycombed with nearly 200 miles of 
canals. The waterways have been there for almost a thousand years, built by the 
ancient Hohokam. White settlers rebuilt the canals, and the city of Phoenix and 
its suburbs grew up beside their cottonwood-shaded banks.

A half-century ago, the Salt River Project graded and 
straightened the canals. They lined the channels with concrete and laid down 
wide dirt access roads on their banks. Now, every morning and evening, joggers 
and bikers hit the beautifully maintained canal trails.

The weather had turned cold tonight— at least for Scottsdale. 
It was early March, and just before sundown the temperature hovered around 45 
degrees. Still, Bop Lewis wasn’t complaining; her sister back in Minneapolis was 
still shoveling snow.

Bop glanced at the 1950s atomic wall clock — the real deal, 
not a replica — above her restored vintage refrigerator. She had plenty of time 
to get a run in before it got too dark. She pulled out a chair at the kitchen 
table and laced up her running shoes.

The air was crisp as Bop stepped out on the canal bank. The 
chill had kept most of the casual runners at home, but Bop joined the regulars 
who were already out on the path. They established a polite distance between 
themselves, each in his or her own head space.

Bop had been a little bit off all day, but she knew that a 
good run would help her shake it off. She decided to leave her sweats on while 
she warmed up — it was chilly out here in the open. She pulled her hoodie up 
over her strawberry-blonde hair.

Bop walked along the dirt path, letting her muscles slowly 
warm. She allowed her breathing to drop into an easy pattern, anticipating the 
runner’s high to come.

Bop watched the shallow ripples in the green water. The water 
level in the canal was right up to the top of the bank tonight; there had been 
rain all week up in the mountains. She was startled when a big carp broke the 
surface right in front of her and scuttled across the water toward the far bank, 
twenty feet away.

She hadn’t slept very well last night, and she’d been groggy 
all day at work. That jerk Herve on the other coding team was making a move; Bop 
had to figure out how to counter. Bop was pretty good at office politics, but 
she hated the distraction. It kind of made her feel dirty. All she wanted to do 
was write her code and be left alone. Maybe she should go upstairs in the 
morning and talk to Maggie about it. Even on her Maggie’s days, she was more of 
a grown-up than Bop would ever be. Maggie would know what to do.

Bop forced herself to calm down, forced her breathing to 
regulate. As she did, the problems of the work day started to fall away. If she 
could just get into the run and let it all go, everything would be okay. Her 
muscles were loosening up now, and she dropped the hoodie back. The chill felt 
good, bringing her wide awake.

A pair of runners were coming up fast behind her. She’d seen 
them out here pretty much every evening: that redheaded chick in the tiny 
Spandex halter top and bike shorts, her long ponytail swinging through the back 
of her rhinestoned pink ball cap. She always ran with that musclebound guy about 
two decades too old for her. Bop wondered how long the guy would be able to keep 
up with the redhead — and not just on the track. She grinned to herself as the 
mismatched couple flashed past her.

Bop stepped up her pace, feeling her muscles begin to go 
fluid. She heard more footsteps behind her and she moved all the way to the 
right. She focused on her footing, her running shoe falling only inches from the 
concrete canal bank. Bop had been on the swim team in high school, but she still 
didn’t want to fall into the fast-moving water.

She never saw it coming. One minute, Bop was building her 
stride, catching the groove. The next minute, she was airborne.

The other runner hit her hard and low, catching Bop with a 
body block just under her shoulder blade. At that same moment, Bop felt 
invisible hands grip her heart and squeeze. She doubled over with the pain. 
Already off balance from the hit, Bop toppled over sideways into the water.

She never saw the person who had hit her. Bop got only a 
blurry impression of somebody small and thin, wearing an anonymous hoodie and 
sweats just like everybody else on the trail.

The last thing that Bop Lewis saw before she drowned was her 
assailant trotting into the sunset as if nothing had happened.


Chapter One

The night this whole thing started, I left my Beemer in the 
parking lot at exactly 9 p.m. and headed for work, right on time. I’m Maggie 
Flournoy, and I’m a witch.

No, not the pointy-hat stereotype; I very seldom wear black 
unless it’s a cocktail dress. I’m a former college physics professor — physics — 
but for the past few years I’ve run Pentacle Pawn in Scottsdale, Arizona.

Scottsdale is a resort city in a beautiful desert setting. My 
shop is in the Old Town district that caters to tourists rich enough to fly in 
on their private jets for a few days or a few months, flying back out to 
Montréal or Monaco or their safari resort in Kenya before the Arizona summer 
turns nasty. The building exteriors in Old Town look like a Hollywood movie set 
from the 1930s, but inside you’ll find gourmet restaurants and designer goods 
from all over the world at prices that would stop your heart.

I own the building that houses Pentacle Pawn. Few people 
understand that it’s actually two separate businesses: the upscale retail shop 
in front that operates during normal business hours; and my specialty shop down 
the alley, by evening appointment only, that caters to the magical community.

During the day, the curious and the clients throng the 
street-front operation. My manager, Bronwyn, is my oldest friend. She isn’t a 
witch, but she is a gemologist and an expert on luxury goods. It really is a 
pawn shop, but you won’t find any dusty old stereos or cheap Chinese-made 
guitars in there. We specialize in unusual and exotic collectibles.

Bronwyn can tell the difference at a glance between a diamond 
and a cubic zirconia, and that also goes for furniture, vintage fashion 
accessories, rare baseball cards and artwork of all kinds and eras. Salvador 
Dali is one of the most counterfeited artists in history, but the sculpture and 
two paintings we currently have on display in the front shop are absolutely 
genuine, acquired from the original collector along with signed photographs of 
Dali presenting the work to his patron.

The other half of the operation — the one down the alley — 
also offers the unusual and exotic, but the value of the merchandise is not 
necessarily measured in cash. The clients of the alley shop bring family 
heirlooms and modern custom pieces ranging from a tiny seashell to the 
fossilized skull of an extinct ancestor of the whale. Each object is treasured 
by its owner as a vessel for magic.

My witchy clients reach the shop by walking down the 
cobblestone alley to what appears to be an oak door. It’s really three layers, 
with a half-inch thick sheet of solid silver sandwiched between two massive oak 
planks. The door is bound in wrought iron, and the oak is overlaid on both sides 
by a beautiful pierced iron lattice depicting the Tree of Life, its roots 
entwining a pentacle.

As soon as I opened the car door that night, I could hear a 
gong ringing in the alley. I recognized the sound, and I picked up my pace.

This was going to be fun.

Two scruffy teenage boys were trying to kick their way into 
the alley shop. They were dressed goth, in black T-shirts and jeans and black 
leather jackets adorned with cheap skull jewelry. Their hair was dirty and 
spiked. The tall one wore a nose ring; the short one had a studded black leather 
dog collar. Both wore blood-red lipstick.

I stood at the mouth of the alley and watched the kids try to 
break into my shop.

This happened once in a while. The boys probably thought they 
were breaking into the storage area for the retail shop up front. They were in 
for a surprise.

The door to the Pentacle Pawn alley shop has no handle and no 
visible locks. Auras are as individual as thumbprints, and the door incantation 
will admit only those people who have my permission to enter. Anybody else is 
taking their life in their hands if they touch that door.

The goth boys were doing just that. The tall one had a big 
screwdriver and a hammer, and he was banging on the door hinges, trying to 
dislodge the pins. He wasn’t making any headway; the magic that protects the 
door kept him from even making a dent in the wrought iron fittings.

The boys had no chance of getting in, but if they kept at it, 
the door was going to retaliate. This wasn’t going to be pretty.

In one sense, the boys were lucky. The door incantation is 
fully capable of killing anyone who tries to attack it with magic, but it could 
sense that these two were harmless.

I couldn’t say the same for the door. Good luck, guys.

I stood at the edge of the parking lot, watching. I knew 
exactly what was going to happen, and I suppose that I could have stopped it. 
But these two needed to be taught a lesson, and it was about to be delivered.

The tall kid hit the hinge one more time. The door hit back.

There was no warning and no flash. One second, 
both boys were bent over their task. The next, they were propelled backward 
across the alley and smashed into the brick wall of the building next door. The 
hammer and screwdriver hung in the air for a beat before they fell to the 
cobblestones.

The kids took off running before the hammer hit the ground.

I waited for them to clear the alley and run out into Old 
Town. It would serve them right if one of Scottsdale’s finest got curious about 
where they were headed in such a hurry.

♦

My workday begins when Bronwyn’s ends. As the sun goes down, 
Old Town fills with the rich and the famous. After flexing their platinum cards 
for fancy dinners with fancy friends, a few of those folks find their way down 
the alley to the oak door with a Tree of Life beautifully worked into its 
wrought iron binding.

As those goth boys discovered, there is no doorknob. If you 
have an appointment, the door to the alley shop will admit you. Otherwise, you 
cool your heels on the cobblestones until you get the message.

My assistant Lissa was already inside. Lissa is the daughter 
of an old friend of my family who has turned out to be not much of a friend, at 
all. But my issues with her mother have nothing to do with Lissa — except that 
Lissa is deeply embarrassed that her mother has tried to use her as a pawn.

Lissa left home the day she turned 18, but she didn’t get 
very far. Her mother Penelope drove her crazy, dropping by every evening to see 
how she was doing and bringing her lunch to wherever she happened to be working. 
Lissa realized she had less privacy then she’d had back in her own bedroom, so 
she surrendered.

Lissa was smart enough to know that it would never work for 
her to live under the same roof as her mother again, so she compromised. 
Penelope’s property was enormous, so Lissa staked her claim to the pool house at 
the back of the estate. It was perfect: she could come and go by a private 
driveway, and Penelope grudgingly agreed to let her change the locks. Lissa’s 
concession was to agree to come to the main house for dinner at least twice a 
week, on Sunday and another evening of Penelope’s choosing.

The standoff held for quite a while. Penelope never quite 
accepted that Lissa was an adult, but even the distance afforded by the short 
walk from the pool house to the mansion helped Lissa feel more independent. I 
know that Lissa was relieved that her mother has spent most of her time in the 
last few years traveling all over the world. In fact, I don’t think Lissa knew 
where her mother was half the time, but I could always tell when Penelope was in 
town: Lissa would get quiet and tense.

It all escalated when Penelope tried to kill me earlier this 
year, for reasons we still don’t fully understand. Lissa says she has made a 
clean break with her mother, and I’m taking her word for it. We’re all still 
trying to get our heads around what happened.

Lissa has come a long way, both as a budding witch and as a 
human being. She is a valuable employee, and after some pretty dramatic ups and 
downs earlier this year, I’m pleased that I now can call her a trusted friend.

♦

It had been a long week, and I was hoping tonight would be 
quiet. We had only three appointments on the books, and I was confident that 
Lissa could easily handle two of them; they were simple pawn transactions, and 
she was perfectly capable of filling out the forms. Mine was a bit more 
complicated: a man was picking up a brooch that had been pawned years before for 
safekeeping by his mother, a noted witch of my mother’s generation. His mother 
had passed away earlier in the month, and in the process of closing out her 
estate, he had discovered the pawn ticket. Still, the transaction shouldn’t take 
long. Maybe, I hoped, I could get time later to take care of some of my 
never-ending paperwork.

♦

Jacob Carroll was in his mid-thirties, a skinny little man 
wearing ratty jeans and an old World Cup T-shirt. His profession was spending 
the trust fund left to him by his late grandparents as quickly as possible, and 
I assumed that his mother’s estate was only likely to fuel his bad behavior. He 
was a flamboyant professional gambler who occasionally pawned his gold cufflinks 
with me to keep them out of the hands of suspicious casino bosses who wanted to 
examine them more closely. Jacob didn’t want the casinos to discover the chips 
of ancient oracle bones he had tucked behind each cufflink’s gold crest.

I greeted Jacob as cordially as I could, hiding my personal 
revulsion behind a businesslike smile. We got through the pleasantries as 
quickly as possible, and I retrieved his mother’s brooch from my vault. I 
noticed his eyes sparkle as bright as the sapphires and antique rose-cut 
diamonds that framed the trilobite scarab in the brooch. The smart money said 
that his mother’s beloved jewelry would be converted to cold hard cash within 
the week. None of my business, of course, and I held my smile while he signed 
off on the paperwork.

We offer a courtesy ride to all of our clients, but Jacob 
declined. “I have a friend waiting for me across the street,” he said, flashing 
me a wicked little smile.

Whether it was a woman or a new mark, I hoped 
his friend knew enough to keep a close eye on Jacob’s hands.



Chapter Two







Just after ten, the front door admitted a courier from our 
sister shop on the Seine. The messenger was a tiny woman dressed head to toe in 
black leather. She had spiky black hair and piercing eyes. I didn’t think much 
could rattle her, but she seemed to be pretty happy to be rid of her parcel.

The messenger carefully placed a large old-fashioned suitcase 
on the counter and thrust out a particleboard clipboard to me. I took a single 
dollar bill from the cash register and slid it under the clip. As soon as I 
signed her clipboard, she handed me a manila folder and was gone.

The hardshell trombone case dated from the 
1920s or even earlier. The shape of the brass horn bell inside was molded into 
the top of the lid. The case’s leather covering was in excellent condition, and 
its brass corner fittings and latches were intact. The stitched leather handle 
was badly worn, nearly frayed off of its brass mounting, but that was to be 
expected after more than a century of use. The brass lock plate was engraved 
with the word Ajax.

I opened the antique case and found that it had been 
reconfigured inside. Its crushed red velvet cushions now caressed the sinuous 
curves of an enormous cow horn drinking vessel. The massive horn swept up in a 
gentle S-curve. Its six-inch mouth and its tip were encased in elaborately 
embossed silver fittings. Another silver fitting encircled the horn at its 
midpoint, and attached to this was a brass ring big enough to fit a man’s middle 
finger.

The horn was elegant and primal at the same time. Its power 
took my breath away.

The pawn form from the Paris shop listed this 
item as a Viking drinking horn, 10th century. The owner had acquired it in Ukraine, but the provenance was sketchy. 
All that could be sorted out easily enough. What really concerned me was that 
space on the form where the owner was required to list the powers of the object 
was blank. Did that mean he didn’t know, or just that he wasn’t telling me?

I’d had situations like this before, and they’d made me wary. 
Magical objects can be very dangerous. That dollar bill I paid when I signed the 
courier’s clipboard technically gave me ownership of the object while it was in 
my care, but that doesn’t always mean that I get full control. A magical object 
is like a used car: you never know what crazy stuff the previous owner has done 
to it. There could be layers of spells, incantations, and charms on it, and 
there’s no way to know how competent the witch was who worked that magic. The 
thing could quite literally blow up in my face.

The drinking horn had been pawned for safekeeping years ago 
to my distant cousins in France. I was supposed to hold it as collateral for a 
New York business deal, which was why the Paris shop had shipped it to me.

It wasn’t like them to allow sloppy paperwork. I checked my 
watch. The time difference was in my favor: Paris was open for business.

“Amélie?” I asked when my eldest cousin answered the phone. 
We’ve never met face-to-face, but we are the fourth generation to run our 
respective businesses, and I know her well.

“Maggie! Hello!” Amélie was a morning person, always cheerful 
to the point of being annoying. “Did your package arrive safely?”

I assured her that the shipment was just fine. “It’s just a 
problem with the form,” I assured her. “There’s no information about its 
powers.”

I heard her snicker. “That’s because it has none.”

“I don’t get it.”

“The owner is...” she paused, searching for a tactful answer, 
“...developing his talents. He purchased this piece through a regular 
antiquities auction — maybe ten years ago? — as a way to begin. The drinking 
horn is a blank slate.”

“So it’s never had any magic assigned to it?”

“Gabrielle says not.” Gabrielle was Amélie’s ancient 
great-grandmother and the head of the family in France. I was inclined to take 
her word for it. “We kept it here under a house ward so it wouldn’t pick up any 
bad habits from the other objects until the owner was ready for it. Why? Is it 
acting up?”

“No, everything’s fine,” I assured her again. “It’s just, 
better safe than sorry, you know? By the way: do you happen to know if the owner 
is planning to have me ship the horn back to you when he finishes his deal?”

“Sorry, I have no idea. Monsieur Swensen’s New York number is 
on the file. You might want to give him a call?”

I certainly would. Gabrielle’s opinion notwithstanding, 
having a magical object with unknown powers in my basement made me decidedly 
nervous.

I dialed the owner’s stateside contact number, but it rang to 
voicemail. I left him a terse but polite message: “Mr. Swensen, this is Maggie 
Flournoy at Pentacle Pawn Scottsdale. I’ve received your package, but the 
paperwork is incomplete. Please call me at your earliest convenience, and no 
later than midnight tomorrow night.” I tried to sound friendly when I added my 
usual tagline. “I hope to hear from you soon!”

♦

I’d asked my friends Barry and Mark to join me for a late 
supper at the shop. I always enjoy listening to them bounce off of each other’s 
personalities, but this night I also had an ulterior motive: I wanted them to be 
there the first time I took the Viking horn out of its case. I guaranteed their 
appearance by ordering Italian take-out from their favorite restaurant around 
the corner.

Barry and Mark hang out together a lot — probably because 
they have absolutely nothing in common. Mark Corcoran is my closest friend. We 
met when we were both teaching college in New Orleans. I was a newly-minted 
physics professor; Mark was supposed to be teaching undergraduate English, but 
he spent most of his time traveling around the world, joyously ferreting out 
obscure books in ancient libraries.

The university pink-slipped both of us at about the same 
time. I scraped together enough money to set up Pentacle Pawn Scottsdale. Mark 
writes steamy romance novels that pay for his house on the beach in Malibu.

Barry is, well, Barry. He’s a little bantam rooster from 
South Texas who will take on guys three times his size for a noble cause. Truth 
is: Barry Alexander doesn’t need a cause; he’s always up for a good fight. He 
wears a pink feather in the band of his Stetson, just to see if somebody will 
make a crack about it. You get the picture.

By the time Barry and Mark arrived, I had our dinner sent out 
on the big oak table that I use to sign contracts with clients. We hadn’t been 
together for a few months, so we caught up while we munched.

Mark had been traveling in Europe, researching his latest 
best-selling billionaire romance series. This one was set on the Italian coast, 
and I realized that each city where his steamy stories took place not only 
contained a lovely yacht harbor; each one also boasted a medieval monastery or 
library. Mark was using his business travel to indulge his passion for ancient 
manuscripts.

Barry had been on the road for months, too, but he was taking 
a week off from the rodeo circuit to heal up a little after a particularly nasty 
(and short) ride on a massive Brahma bull. He was stiff, sore, and broke.

“So,” Mark asked him, “how much longer are you going to try 
to keep this up?” 

Barry shrugged. “Rodeo is all I know to do. I guess I’ll do 
it till I can’t do it no more.” 

Mark and I were both concerned. Barry had to be on the wrong 
side of forty by now, in a profession dominated by 20-year-olds. No way was this 
going to have a happy ending.

“And what then?” I asked.

Barry shrugged again and pushed his fork around in his pasta. 
“I have a little money put back from the good years. It’s not enough to retire 
on, but last winter I bought a little place up in Wyoming out of a bank 
foreclosure sale. The house is more like a shack, but it’s on a nice piece of 
land. I figure I can build it up some, maybe even get off the circuit and go 
work it one of these days.”

Mark and I were astonished. This was the closest to a plan we 
had ever heard from Barry.

“Good for you!” Mark shouted. He clapped Barry so hard on the 
back that the little cowboy pitched forward in his chair.

Barry grinned shyly under his massive hat. “It isn’t much, 
but it’s mine. You’re welcome, both of you — you come visit anytime.”

We had plowed through the pasta while we talked, so Mark 
cleared the table while I retrieved our desserts from the apartment sized 
refrigerator in the break room.

“Get started, guys — I’ll be right back,” I told them. I sat 
in the Eames chair in front of my desk, recited a short incantation in my head 
and popped into the basement.

Just as my building is divided into the normal retail 
operation in the front and my specialty shop for magical objects in the rear, 
so, too, is the basement divided by a solid concrete block wall that splits the 
space into front and back. There is no way to get to the back half of the 
basement from the front; from either side, there’s nothing to give you a clue 
that the other half exists.

Bronwyn has a staircase to take her down into the front 
basement storage area. She keeps a huge safe down there, and only she and I know 
the combination. The safe is built into the massive wall that I had installed 
when I bought the building.

Getting downstairs from the alley shop is a bit trickier: 
there are no stairs. The Eames chair at my desk — and the one that exactly 
matches it down in the basement — serve as a sort of elevator. Say the magic 
words, and you disappear from one chair and appear in the other.

I picked up the leather case that held the Viking horn and 
popped back upstairs.

I’m not sure what the boys expected, but it wasn’t a trombone 
case. Mark pushed back from his take-out tiramisu and came to look over my 
shoulder.

I unsnapped the latches and opened the case. The beautiful 
Viking drinking horn gleamed in the lamplight. I ran my thumb along the silver 
ring that protected the edge of the horn’s mouth. It was chased with magical 
symbols.

“This could be a powerful finder,” I said, turning to Mark. 
“What do you guys think?”

Barry isn’t afraid of much of anything in the ordinary world, 
but he stayed right where he was. He’d been around magical objects enough to 
know that things are seldom what they seem to be at first glance. And, unlike 
Mark’s confident hand, Barry’s own magic skills were a little erratic. He 
concentrated on his dessert.

Mark squinted at the horn and nodded. He looked concerned. 
“Is it stable?” 

“That’s what I need to find out,” I said. “Want to help me?”

♦

Magical objects come in two flavors: finders and binders. The 
finders retain the memory of the plant or animal from which the object was made, 
and can be used to summon the creature itself. Some witches keep amulets 
containing mementos of their childhood cats — a tuft of fur, perhaps, braided in 
the way Victorians kept souvenirs of their lost loved ones’ hair — and they call 
on their former familiars for comfort in times of stress. But finders aren’t 
always benign. We’d recently had a nasty encounter in our basement vault with a 
maliciously materialized tiger, and I wasn’t anxious to repeat the experience.

Binders are more subtle; they carry the aura of the creature, 
and the owner of the object can concentrate and redirect that power. Binders are 
more directly dangerous, but all magical objects demand respect.

Only the rightful owner can invoke the magic of either a 
finder or a binder, but objects sometimes retain fragments of old spells, and I 
need to magically cleanse them before they are safe to handle. The dollar bill 
that I had given to the courier firmly placed the horn in my possession, but I 
would spend a little time with it later that evening just to be sure that it 
understood the rules.

Mark slid his middle finger through the brass ring and held 
the horn up as if he was drinking from it. “Good balance,” he said to himself. 
“It’s functional. So, what’s the story?”

“The owner claims it’s Viking.”

Mark shook his head. “Doesn’t look right. The horn itself 
might be that old, but the silver fittings are later, I think. Is it for sale?”

“No, it’s just here as collateral on a real estate 
transaction,” I said. “We’re supposed to store it until the deal goes through.”

Mark pulled the sheaf of paperwork out of the manila 
envelope. He looked thoughtful. “All this seems a little vague,” he said, 
flipping through the papers. “You may want to delve a little deeper.”

My antenna went up. “Is there a problem?”

“This item may be... mislabeled,” Mark said.

“It’s a Texas Longhorn,” Barry said smugly. As a rodeo 
cowboy, he considered himself an expert.

I thought I saw a small smile on Mark’s usually stern face. 
“Have you ever seen Longhorn with a curve like that?”

I glanced at Barry. He didn’t answer. If it wasn’t a 
Longhorn, then what the heck was this? He looked a little pale.

“Besides,” Mark said, “these fittings are European, and 
they’re old — really old. And, if I’m correct, that’s an auroch horn,” Mark 
said. “Alive, this guy was 2,000 pounds, almost seven feet tall at the shoulder. 
This is the biggest one I’ve ever seen.”

Barry whistled.

“Be happy that they’ve been extinct for 400 years,” Mark 
said. “They were ancestors of your modern European cattle, but they weren’t 
domesticated. They ran wild in same-sex herds. You’d be working out in the 
middle of your field, and this guy and a herd of his brother bulls would charge 
out of the forest right at you. They’d chase you off and eat your crops right 
down to the dirt.”

I had a sudden image of an auroch loose downstairs in my 
vault. A bull in a china shop, indeed. Mark was right — I needed to find out 
more about the drinking horn.

“So it’s a caveman Longhorn,” Barry said, grinning.

“Actually, you’re not far off. These are the animals you see 
in Paleolithic cave paintings,” Mark said almost reverently.

“So, how old is this, really?” I asked Mark.

“Late Anglo-Saxon, maybe? There are horns like this in the 
British Museum from the Sutton Hoo ship burial in Suffolk, but it could be a lot 
later.” He glanced at me. “May I?”

I nodded, and Mark lifted the drinking horn from its case. 
“The very last auroch that ever lived died in the early 1600s in a royal forest 
preserve in Eastern Europe.” He hefted the drinking horn. “If this is really 
auroch, you have something extraordinary here.”

Barry rolled his eyes at Mark. “How do you know all this 
stuff?” 

“I read,” Mark said, shooting Barry the look that had 
terrified a generation of freshmen.

Barry ignored the barb. “So, is it dangerous?” he asked.

Mark passed his hands over the horn. “I’m not getting 
anything at all.” He turned to me. “You?”

“Nothing. The story is that this belongs to someone who is 
just beginning to develop his powers, and he wanted an object that he could try 
to put his own mark on.”

I noticed that Barry wasn’t saying much, so I turned to him. 
“What do you think?”

He reached out cautiously and ran his fingers along the 
exposed surface of the horn, being careful not to touch the silver fittings. 
“It’s warm,” Barry said, “but that’s all I’m getting.” The look on his face said 
there was something more, but he wasn’t ready to share.

Mark placed his own fingers on the horn and shook his head. 
“I’m not even getting that much. I think you’re good to go.”

Neither Mark nor Barry could see what I saw: the horn was 
glowing. Not the whole thing — the silver fittings looked perfectly normal, but 
the air around the horn itself had started to glow in all the colors of the 
rainbow, like sunlight streaming through a prism.

It had started to glow as soon as Barry passed his hands over 
it.

I’ve been able to see auras ever since I was a little girl, 
and my aunt Daisy has helped me understand what the colors mean. Mark’s aura is 
always precisely the same: a deep gold that indicates his love of learning and 
intellectual curiosity. Daisy tells me that my own aura is dark red, passionate 
and grounded to the earth.

The horn’s rainbow display was the same as I had seen in very 
young children. It indicated a young soul. Those who believe in reincarnation 
say the rainbow aura indicates the soul’s first trip to the earth. Barry had 
one, too.

I closed the case and took it back downstairs while the guys 
polished off their desserts and cleared the dishes. I still wasn’t confident 
that the horn had no enchantments, but at least it seemed stable enough to spend 
the night down in the vault while I figured it out. At least, I hoped so.

♦

Mark had picked up a bottle of excellent Scotch somewhere in 
his travels, so it was nearly 3 a.m. when the boys headed home.

It was time for me to have a chat with the Viking horn.

The horn’s rainbow aura meant that it was inexperienced. It 
also meant that it could be volatile. Barry’s multicolor glow changed with his 
moods, and I had to assume that it was the same for the horn. I needed to be 
careful with this one.

When I work with a new object, it’s a little like taking a 
dog to obedience school for the first time. There’s just no way to tell how it 
will respond. Some objects are immediately compliant, and it only takes a couple 
of sessions before I’m in complete control. Others take a lot more work.

I took the drinking horn from its case and placed it on my 
desk. It lay still, glowing softly. I didn’t want to spook it, so I moved 
slowly, cupping my hands on either side of the mouth, holding my fingers six 
inches away without actually touching the piece. Its aura diminished a little 
both in size and luminosity. That was a good sign. The drinking horn was open to 
training.

The next step was to get the leash on it. This part did not 
involve an incantation. It was simply a force of will: me, applying my power, my 
control, to the drinking horn. Sometimes this works, sometimes not. If it 
doesn’t, the results can be spectacular. Think of a missile leaving the pad or a 
pitbull snapping its rope.

Here goes nothing, I thought as I gripped my hands around the 
open end of the drinking horn.

I was surprised. I expected the horn to feel like old wood. 
Instead, the surface was smooth and a bit oily, like my thumbnail. Was I feeling 
the warmth that Barry had felt, or was it just my own hand reflected back to me? 
I wasn’t sure, but I understood that this was not some dead thing. The auroch 
horn had never been trained, but it was clearly aware — and it was powerful.

I needed to get a ward on it, right now. A ward is a special 
piece of magic, sort of a supernatural fence or container. A ward can keep 
things in, or it can keep things out.

There are many ways to create a ward, from simple spells to 
elaborate drawings and sigils. I have a quick, all-purpose spell that I like to 
use for new objects in the vault. It’s part of the larger incantation that 
shields the vault in the way that a concrete casing keeps radioactive gases from 
escaping from a nuclear reactor. I suspect Scottsdale’s city fathers would not 
be pleased if all the energy contained in Pentacle Pawn’s vault happened to be 
released at one time. It’s like I told Amélie: better safe than sorry.

My little spell doesn’t directly affect the object. It’s more 
like wrapping it in a protective blanket. The spell sounds like the first verse 
of a children’s nursery rhyme. That’s intentional. If I ever have to use it when 
I’m out in the world, anybody who is eavesdropping might think I’m a bit strange 
for singing a children’s song to myself, but they won’t suspect that I’m, well, 
a witch.

I kept my voice low as I cradled the horn like a baby and 
sang to it.


Gently come and gently keep

To your cradle, off to sleep

Moon and stars with you abide

Safely stayed ‘til morningtide


The horn seemed to enjoy the lullaby. The purple bands in its 
aura deepened to a deep plum color. That was a good sign. It meant that the horn 
was aware of me but not afraid. If it had been frightened of me, I’d have seen 
the bright orange glow of a flame — and, if I persisted, the flame itself.

The drinking horn was tolerating me as well as could be 
expected. I quickly finished the ward as I stroked the horn along its length, 
murmuring words of praise. The horn’s aura faded back to a soft rainbow glow.

Enough for today. I snapped the brass latches shut, stowed 
the case in a wire cage with a good lock, and popped upstairs. The horn would be 
safe enough in the vault for now — or, to be more precise, we would be safe from 
whatever the horn had in mind.


Chapter Three

Jerry the Uber Guy came in at the end of the evening. Ever 
since I started Pentacle Pawn, Jerry has picked up my alley shop clients at the 
airport, their mansions or their exclusive hotels. He’s guaranteed to get the 
call because of a small spell that I’d added to the code of his rideshare app, 
and I pay the fares.

My clients have built up a relationship over time with Jerry 
and trust him implicitly. We urge discretion, for obvious reasons. One movie 
star you’d recognize was just drunk enough late one night to let the paparazzi 
trail him into the alley and get a shot of him leaning hazily against my door, 
mumbling to himself. He was just asking the door to let him in, but the photos 
in the tabloids the next day were as good as mugshots. The door spanked him in 
the butt as it admitted him. It doesn’t care for publicity.

But most of the alley shop clientele prefer to stay out of 
the limelight. They guard their privacy like the reclusive billionaires that 
some of them are. They slip into town by private jet or first-class ticket, and 
they summon an Uber instead of a limousine. Limo drivers talk; Jerry the Uber 
Guy never does.

Jerry stopped by at the end of the evening, but he seemed 
subdued. He lingered, fidgeting, at the end of the counter while I finished 
helping a client. When I turned and greeted him, I saw him startle a little. 
Jerry was the most confident, outgoing person I knew. Something was off.

“Do you have a minute? I need to talk to you,” he finally 
managed to stammer out.

“Would you like to go around the corner and get a cup of 
coffee?” I asked, aware that he was keeping his voice low so that Lissa would 
not overhear.

He blushed, but he nodded.

I left Lissa to tend the shop, and we slipped out. Jerry was 
silent while I ordered each of us a hazelnut cappuccino with all the trimmings. 
He was clearly uncomfortable, and not hearing his usual steady stream of chatter 
was making me a little jumpy, too.

I watched as he stirred two more packets of raw sugar into 
his coffee before I couldn’t stand it any longer. “Are you okay?” I asked as 
gently as I could.

His reaction was the last thing I expected: he looked up at 
me and grinned.

“What on earth is going on, Jerry?”

“I’ve got some big news.”

I knew that he had to say it at his own pace, but the 
suspense was killing me. It took all my willpower to wait him out, and when he 
finally did start talking, he went so fast I nearly missed the headline.

“So, I always buy lottery tickets every week — I know, I 
know, it’s a tax on people who can’t do the math— but it’s fun, and as long as I 
don’t get carried away, it’s pretty harmless, right? Well, this week I didn’t 
even check my tickets because I was so busy, but then last night I finally got 
around to looking at them and... well, I won.”

“Won what?”

“The whole thing. The lottery.”

“The lottery?” Yes, I know it was redundant, but I was still 
playing catch-up here.

“The lottery,” Jerry almost shouted, banging his hand down on 
the table. “Three million, two hundred thousand and change.”

I looked at him, dumbfounded. “And change,” was all I could 
say.

Jerry leaned back in his chair, closed his eyes and sighed. 
“I still can’t believe it.” 

I was having a little trouble with it myself. “Wow.”

Jerry laughed and nodded. “Yeah. It took me a while to wrap 
my head around it, too. But I took it to the lottery agency this morning and 
it’s true. Three-point-two. I’m rich.”

The whole thing took my breath away. “You certainly are.” 

“Of course, I don’t get the whole amount,” Jerry was saying, 
lacing his fingers behind his head. “There’s taxes and stuff. I went to a 
lawyer, and he says that when the dust settles, I’ll maybe end up with half. But 
that’s still more than a million and a half.” 

Hmmm. “Jerry, are you sure about this lawyer?”

“I’m sure. I think you know him; he’s one of your customers. 
Mr. Dobbins?” Enoch Dobbins was a senior partner in a major corporate law firm 
downtown. He was also a passable wizard with a fondness for spells involving 
ivory dice. I would never advise playing craps with him, but otherwise, Enoch 
Dobbins is a straight shooter.

“It was like getting hit by lightning,” Jerry said. “I 
figured I needed some good advice before I did anything. I’ve picked Mr. Dobbins 
up a few times for you, so I thought he might remember me. He did, and he was 
nice enough to talk me through it. He says he can get it set up so I never have 
to touch the winnings, just draw an allowance from this special account. He says 
I’ll never have to work again if I don’t get too carried away.”

I could see the relief that this win had brought to Jerry. 
He’d been driving rideshare since before I opened Pentacle Pawn. He always 
seemed to be available and on the road. He had told me once that he didn’t have 
an apartment, just rented a room from a friend because he was pretty much in his 
car all the time anyway. I was happy for him.

But, I realized, not quite so happy for myself. The magical 
community is very particular about who they trust, and Jerry had built a steady 
clientele among my customers.

I hadn’t been listening to what Jerry was saying, and I just 
caught the tail end of the next sentence: “...it used to belong to some rock 
star.”

“I’m sorry — what?”

“Mr. Dobbins said that, as soon as we get the money into the 
account, I can draw out enough to buy myself a motor home. I’ve done enough 
driving for other people — it’s time I get to do a little for myself. One of his 
other clients is a musician who is selling his old tour bus, and Mr. Dobbins 
says he can get me a good deal on it. I’m thinking I want to go see a little bit 
of the country.”

He was like a little kid on the best Christmas morning ever.


“Good for you! Where will you go first?” 

Jerry had clearly given this some thought in the short time 
since his big win. “Maybe Los Angeles — I’ve never been. You gotta see the 
Hollywood sign at least once in your life, right? If I take Route 66 north from 
there, I can follow the good weather all the way up to Chicago, then out to New 
York and down the East Coast. Maybe next winter I’ll be in the Florida Keys. Who 
knows?” 

“So how soon does all this happen?”

“Mr. Dobbins says the lottery people should pay the money 
into my account by the end of the week. I’ll probably be gone pretty soon after 
that. Not much to keep me here.”

Not much except his friends and clients, who would miss him 
dearly. I was going to have to start building a relationship with another 
rideshare driver — and fast.

♦

My husband John met me at the door when I got home that 
night. Well, make that morning — I don’t close up the alley shop until sunrise. 
“We had some excitement around here last evening,” he said as I dropped my purse 
and keys on the little table next to the front door. “There were fire trucks and 
an ambulance out on the canal road. The cops went through the whole building and 
asked everybody a lot of questions. I heard them talking to the guy across the 
hall — they were saying that somebody drowned.”

My pal Bop lived on the ground floor of our building. She ran 
on the canal path.

John dropped his eyes.”I’m so sorry, sweetie…”

Don’t say it don’t say it don’t say it don’t say it don’t 
say it… 

“The cops said it was Bop.”

I sank down onto the couch, and John sat quietly beside me 
while I cried myself out. He didn’t have any answers, at least the ones I 
wanted. Mostly, I wanted my friend back.

After a while I got up, numb, and wandered into the kitchen 
to fix my breakfast. John doesn’t need breakfast. He’s dead, murdered a year ago 
in New Orleans. Six months ago he showed up here, and he’s been hanging out in 
my condo and underfoot ever since.

Don’t get me wrong: I love John — but he was starting to 
vegetate. We needed a better plan before we began to get on each other’s nerves.

“So, what are you going to do today?” I asked him. Change the 
subject, let it go, find the normal. But there was nothing normal about any of 
this, and I didn’t know how to get my mind around it.

“Maybe I’ll just go for a run,” I said. Bop and I often ran 
together on the canal in the early mornings when I was coming in from work and 
she was getting ready to go out.

John sighed. “Are you sure that’s a good idea?”

“Why?”

John studied his hands. “Some of the questions the cops were 
asking…” I looked up at him in alarm. “What questions?”

“Bop was an experienced runner. The canal road was not very 
crowded when it happened, so they’re discounting the idea of an accidental 
collision, and they don’t think she just fell in.”

“So that means?”

“That means,” John said, “that you need to be careful if 
you’re going out there alone. Honestly, I’d rather you not run on the canal 
right now, at least until the cops figure out what really happened to Bop. 
Please?”

I wrapped my arms around my torso and turtled up. I needed a 
hug.

♦

“It looks like I’ll have a house guest for a while,” I said 
to my Daisy when I met her for brunch later that morning.

It was a gorgeous Arizona day, warm and dry. Daisy hired a 
couple of big guys last fall to install six huge concrete planters on her tiny 
patio, and now her herb garden was thriving. Three round pots each held a dwarf 
citrus tree, underplanted with fragrant mint: a Meyer lemon with peppermints, a 
blood orange with spearmint, and a kumquat with orange mint. Beautiful upright 
rosemary was thriving in a planter by itself. A silvery sage was taking over 
another pot. The last container held a rosebush, just now leafing out, carpeted 
in chamomile.

“Fetch me some mint,” Daisy requested as she brought out a 
steaming china teapot. She carefully placed the teapot on its matching trivet in 
the middle of the patio table. She gave me a wink, sharing our mutual delight 
that the teapot was in use again. The delicate rose-covered tea service had 
belonged to Daisy’s mother, my maternal grandmother Marie-Eglise, and had been a 
regular fixture at tea time back home in the French Quarter.

I reached behind me and broke off a sprig of peppermint, 
setting loose a burst of fragrance. I used the back of my teaspoon to gently 
bruise the mint leaves, releasing the oils. The delicious perfume scented the 
air.

Daisy was busy under the rosebush, harvesting a handful of 
chamomile flowers: tiny single-row whites daisies with lemon-yellow button 
centers. She let the blossoms fall from her fingers into the teapot, dropped the 
mint on top, and snugged the lid. She slipped the teapot into its matching 
quilted cosy.

“So tell me about your house guest,” Daisy asked as she 
swirled the teapot a couple of times to saturate the herbs, then set it back on 
the trivet.

“John’s back.” 

Daisy looked up abruptly. She studied me, trying to read my 
face. “Is that good news or bad news?” 

I wasn’t sure how to answer her. I thought about it for a 
moment. “Good news,” I finally said.

“But?” She let it hang in the air.

“Well, of course, it’s not the same. We’re adjusting.” 

“He’s not yet — corporeal?” I noticed her raised eyebrow.

“Well, no, not exactly. He’s still figuring it out.” I took a 
breath. “We’re still figuring it out.” 

Daisy came around the table and gave me a hug. 
“Every marriage requires adjustments, mon trésor.”

My treasure. Daisy had called me that since I was a little 
girl. She was more mother to me than my own mother Hazel, and her simple 
acceptance of John’s return meant a lot. I reached across the table and took her 
hand. She gave mine a gentle squeeze before she reached for the tea.

I’ve never cared much for chamomile — I’ve always thought the 
dried flowers brought an alfalfa aftertaste that I found unpleasant. But, it 
turns out, fresh chamomile flowers are something entirely different. The tea 
Daisy made from them had sweet notes of apples and honey.

“Unexpected,” Daisy said. I wasn’t sure if she was talking 
about John or the chamomile.

“But nice,” I answered, meaning both.

Daisy raised her teacup. “To pleasant surprises,” she 
toasted.

♦

I don’t believe in coincidences, so I figured it was just the 
universe doing its thing when the first call I got when I arrived at the shop 
that evening was from one of my favorite former students.

Stella studied physics with me back in my professor days, on 
her way to becoming an astronomer. In an impossibly tight professional market, 
she’d managed to land work on a grant project at a big Arizona telescope. She 
was over the moon, to indulge in a pun, but it didn’t last. A regime change in 
Washington canceled the grant and stranded Stella 1,500 miles from home.

When she called me, she was networking. By that time, the 
universities had spewed out the next crop of bright-eyed baby astronomers, eager 
for any crummy entry-level job they could nail down.

“So where are you living now?”

Stella sighed. “I’m staying with my second cousin near ASU 
for a little while, just until I get my feet under me again, but I have to find 
something soon. Her twins are only three, and their apartment is pretty crowded. 
Her husband has been hinting about wanting their couch back.”

I felt a little bit guilty about taking advantage of her 
situation, but not enough to keep me from asking. “I think I know of a temporary 
gig, if you’re interested.”

She brightened right up. “What kind of gig?” But she didn’t 
give me time to answer. “Never mind — as long as it’s not illegal, I’m in. 
They’ll understand that it’s only temporary, right? I mean, just until I get 
another grant.”

“That’s up to you. Do you have a car?”

I could almost hear her shaking her head in frustration. “I 
bought a brand-new Prius five months ago. I picked it up the week before we 
found out that our money had evaporated. Now I’m stuck with the payments.”

I made my move. “Have you ever thought about driving 
rideshare?” I told her about my deal with Jerry the Uber Guy, and how his job 
was now up for grabs.

“So I’d mostly be dealing with your clients? People you 
know?” I explained how we vet our clients, how they only come to us by 
appointment and referral.

“Let me think about it,” she said, but I could hear young 
children screaming in the background and a man’s voice trying to calm them down. 
I didn’t figure she’d have to think about it for very long.

♦

I was delighted when Barry called and asked to drop by the 
shop again before he left town. The door admitted him soon after I opened at 9 
p.m.

“Have you been drinking?” I asked him. I could smell the 
alcohol on him.

He shook his head so hard that his hat rocked. “No, ma’am.”


My nose was telling me otherwise, so I gave him my best 
schoolmarm look.

He looked down at his boots. “I only had a couple of beers. 
You can’t have barbecue without beer, right? Besides, beer’s not really 
drinking.”

I supposed that in his world, he was probably right, so I let 
it go.

“So, when are you pulling out?”

He perked up, relieved that I had changed the subject.

“Late tomorrow. I need to start working my way north again.”

Anybody else, I might’ve given them a farewell hug, but Barry 
wasn’t the huggable type. It took everything he had to give me a shy kiss on the 
cheek.

I thought he’d be headed out the door at that point, but he 
lingered. I waited for him to spit it out. He finally looked at me from under 
the brim of his hat and asked: “Could I ask you a favor?”

“Anything — you know that.”

“Could you teach me a little?”

I understood what he was asking. Everyone in our circle of 
friends has magical abilities. My Aunt Daisy has her herbal healing. Mark can 
draw spells and incantations from the written page and speak and understand the 
most arcane languages. But Barry was just Barry, and it vexed him mightily.

He had been born into an ancient Spanish lineage that had 
been ranching in South Texas since before the territory was ceded over by Mexico 
in 1848. The women in his family were all seers or fortunetellers, and as he 
grew up, they ruled his life with an iron hand, anticipating his every thought 
before he knew it himself. As a result, he had shut down his emotional life and 
gone deep inside. He took any latent magical abilities he had with him.

I knew all this because Barry had confided in Mark, one of 
many revelations during a week-long whiskey bender early in their friendship. 
Mark believed — and Barry believed it, too — that Barry’s only real talent was 
for violence.

But Barry was getting older now, and it was no longer 
guaranteed that he would always come out the winner. He couldn’t ask his family, 
so he was asking me for help.

“So, what is it that you want to learn?” I asked, hoping he 
wasn’t just looking for a spell or two to put his bar opponents on the floor.

His answer surprised me. “The other night…”

I got it. “When you and Mark were here looking at the 
drinking horn.” 

He nodded sheepishly. “Yes, ma’am.”

“You felt something when you put your hands over it.” 

Barry’s eyes widened. “Yes, ma’am.”

“And you want to understand what that was.”

Barry sighed in relief. “Yes, ma’am.”

The drinking horn had responded to Barry, and he to it. I 
needed to find out if this was a generalized talent or specific to that one 
magical object.

Barry’s approach to magic was full-on bull-in-a-china-shop. 
He wanted to learn how to do all the hocus-pocus he’d seen in the movies. 

I explained to him that it doesn’t really work that way. We 
needed to identify his real abilities and build on that.

I retrieved a small velvet bag from the bottom of my desk, 
and Barry and I sat at the table. I poured out the three items in the bag: an 
acorn, a fossilized shark tooth, a small blue robin’s egg. I had Barry hold each 
one for a moment, then place them on the table in front of him.

“Choose,” I said.

Barry reached without hesitation for the acorn. Of land, sea 
and air, Barry had chosen the land. The auras confirmed it: there had been no 
reaction to the tooth or the egg, but the acorn took on a slight glow in the 
palm of his hand.

“What do you carry in your pockets?” I asked, taking the 
acorn from him and putting all three objects back in the bag.

He gave me a puzzled look. “My pockets?”

“Yes,” I said, giving him what I hoped was a reassuring 
smile. “Turn them out on the table, please.”

He stood up and did as he was told, and from his ragged jeans 
emerged a battered leather wallet, a handful of loose change, a plastic guitar 
pick, and an old Zippo lighter.

“That’s not all of it,” I told him.

Barry patted his back pockets and pulled out a small folding 
knife with horn handle grips. “I forgot it was in there,” he said with a grin. 
“I’ve had it so long, it’s sort of like a part of me.”

The knife was exactly what I had been looking for. “Tell me 
about it. Where did you get it?” 

Barry got comfortable in his chair again, his fingers 
absently caressing the old knife. “My dad had it made for me, the summer I 
turned 18. The night before my birthday, a bunch of my friends took me out in 
the mountains and we camped out. We were up most of the night, drinking beer and 
carrying on — you know, the stuff 18-year-olds do — but we all fell asleep just 
before sunrise. The next morning I was the first one awake, and right in the 
middle of the campground there was this huge elk antler, just laying there on 
the ground.” 

“One of your buddies, horsing around?”

“Naw. They swore they didn’t. They were just as freaked out 
as I was. We wasn’t even hunting or anything like that. We was just out there to 
have a good time. So, here’s this big antler, maybe three feet from where I’d 
been sleeping. That bull elk must have walked right past the campfire, right 
through our camp.”

I knew that wasn’t the whole story. “So you brought the 
antler home.”

“Yeah, I did. All the guys wanted it, but I said it was my 
birthday. When I got it home, my dad had this knife made up for me. I’ve carried 
it ever since.”

“Barry, I want you to do something for me,” I said. “Put your 
knife on the table, and then run your hands above it. You know: like you did 
with the drinking horn.”

Barry looked puzzled, but he did what I asked. As his hands 
cupped over the knife, his aura strengthened — and the horn grips on the knife 
glowed back in response.

The air sizzled with blue energy. Barry snatched his hands 
away and stuck them in his pockets. “That’s never happened before!” he gasped. 
It was the first time he’d ever seen an aura.

“You’ve never focused on it that way before. Up until now, 
that knife has just been a tool for working and whittling, right?”

Barry nodded.

“I think we may have figured out your talent. The women in 
your family — they can see things, right?” I wasn’t going to tell Barry that 
Mark had already told me so.

“My grandmother and her grandmother, a long way back,” Barry 
confirmed.

“What those women were doing was tapping into what their 
clients already knew, and putting it into terms that the client could 
understand. It’s a different kind of communication. You have it, too, but what 
you can communicate with is land animals.”

“You mean Dr. Doolittle stuff? My mother used to read me that 
when I was little.” Barry looked skeptical.

I laughed. “Sorry, no. You’re not suddenly going to be fluent 
in animal languages, if that’s what you’re thinking. This is on a much deeper 
level. It’s more like you see what they’re seeing, feel what they’re feeling.”

Barry thought about that. “Like when I used to work stock 
with my dad? One time we were way out the middle of nowhere, and out of the 
clear blue sky comes this big lightning bolt. Split the tree right in half that 
we’d been under just a minute before — except that I’d had a bad feeling about 
it and went out to check the horses just before it hit.”

I nodded. “The horses knew the lightning was coming; they 
could feel the changes in the atmosphere. You picked it up from them. They saved 
you.” I looked him in the eye to see if he was believing me. He was working on 
it.

“It can go the other way, too,” I said. “Have you ever ridden 
a bull that you knew was out to kill you?”

Barry grinned. “Every Sunday.” He got serious. “But there was 
this one time, up in Colorado. There was this little bitty rodeo, and they’d got 
their bucking stock from some fly-by-night operation. All the bulls were mean, 
but there was this one named Rosebud. The minute I got up top, I knew somebody’d 
treated him awful in his younger days. He hated all humans, and he was looking 
for some payback.”

“What did you do?”

“I walked away. Good thing, too. An hour later, the state 
inspectors came and shut the show down.”

“What happened to Rosebud?”

“Last I heard, the animal welfare people had him along with 
all the rest of the stock. I’ve always wanted to believe that he got put out to 
pasture someplace. Maybe in his old age, old Rosebud got to find some peace.”

I couldn’t help but think that Barry was talking about 
himself, too.

Barry fingered his pocket knife. “So you don’t think it was 
an accident that bull elk dropped his antler next to my sleeping bag, do you?”

I didn’t say anything, just let him work it out. He thought 
about it for a few minutes, touching the elk horn handle with a faraway look on 
his face.

“So, what do I do now?” he finally whispered.

♦

I think, at first, John saw himself as being on vacation. 
After all, that’s what people in Scottsdale do. It’s the land of the snowbirds, 
of Cactus League Baseball and endless golf. The people who come to Arizona to 
play or retire enjoy themselves without a care in the world. Those of us who 
work for a living are pretty much invisible to them.

But John wasn’t cut out to be a gentleman of leisure. After 
six months, he was bored. Then again, he couldn’t exactly go out and get himself 
a job, either, in his current condition. Being a ghost wasn’t very good for his 
resume.

John had been a sportswriter in his former life. These days, 
he spends his time sprawled on my sofa, endlessly flipping through the channels, 
watching the game. And with ESPN, there is always a game.

But during his life, he’d worked a brutal schedule, always 
traveling, always on deadline. He was obsessed with sports statistics and an 
expert researcher. He had been very, very good at what he did. Which gave me an 
idea.

“John, could you help me with something?”

He rubbed his eyes and swung his legs onto the floor. “Sure, 
sweetie. What do you need?” 

“John, what are your plans for the day?” I asked again.

He shrugged his shoulders.

“That’s what I figured,” I said. I sat down next to him. 
“Honey, you know this isn’t healthy.” 

He made a face. “I’m dead, remember?”

“You’re a couch potato. That’s not good, dead or alive. 
Besides, I need some help with the shop,” I said.

He made an awful face.

John used to think magic was cool, but being dead has made 
him cautious about being around magical people. To be fair, I guess he has a 
right to be flinchy. He’d been murdered with a spell on the front door of our 
house in New Orleans. Getting zapped like that would spook anybody, no pun 
intended.

“No, no, I just meant I have some work that you could do 
around here. It would really help me out.”

He was suspicious, but he was willing to listen. “Go on.”

“You know that every item I take in at the shop has to be 
researched,” I said, not pausing to give him a chance to interrupt. “It takes a 
lot of time. Lissa and I are pretty busy since the snowbirds came back, and it 
would help me a lot if you might be willing to do some of the research.” I 
paused for effect. “It’s pretty easy.”

He was interested, but he still wasn’t entirely buying in. 
“So what exactly would I have to do?”

Gotcha.

“It’s mostly just looking stuff up on the web.” I let that 
sink in.”I already have the links on the computer in the living room.”

John was fully awake now.” You mean to tell me that you can 
research magical objects out on the web, just like that?”

Well, no. The sites where I was going to be sending John 
don’t show up in Google. They aren’t on the dark web, either. The magical 
community has its own web, accessed by using the proper incantations instead of 
passwords. I wasn’t sure that John was ready to hear that part.

“There are a few specialized databases that we use,” I 
fudged. “Like I said, it’s pretty easy. With your experience, you’ll get the 
hang of it in no time.”

John had already proven that he was able to manipulate electronic devices. He scared the bejeebers out of me the night that he figured out how to work the remote control for the big screen. One minute I was sound asleep; the next I had Big Ten basketball on at full volume in the living room. But his poltergeist skills were still pretty random: remote control, yes, coffee cup, no. And people: absolutely not. It made him nuts.

He was pretty good with the computer as long as I left it on for him — the power switch still gave him trouble — but he hadn’t been online in days; he’d grown bored with surfing the Web. But if he was willing to take on my research, we’d be getting him off the couch — and I really could use the help. Everybody wins.

I watched him consider the idea. He glanced over the couch, 
where the remote control awaited him. I figured that even a sports nut like John 
had to overdose eventually. I was right.

“I guess I could give it a try,” John said with a sheepish 
grin.

“Great!” I said, and I meant it. “I’ll bring your first 
project home for you tonight.”


Chapter Four

I opened the shop late on the night Jerry left so I could 
throw him a going-away party at the barbecue joint down the street. I invited 
Lissa and her boyfriend Orion, Mark, Daisy, Barry, and of course, Stella, but 
word gets out fast in the magical community, and our little party for eight soon 
included more than fifty people. Jerry’s loyal clientele wanted to say goodbye 
and wish him well.

The band swung into a credible cover of “All My Exes Live in 
Texas,” and the dance floor was literally swirling with magic as the witches and 
wizards two-stepped.

Jerry and Stella went off in the corner to talk shop. I 
couldn’t hear what was being said, but Stella looked like she might still be a 
little worried about what she was getting herself into. Jerry was reassuring 
her, getting her to laugh. By the middle of the next song, she was more relaxed. 
She was going to be all right.

The beer was flowing, and we had reached that point that 
comes in every party where the jokes are stupid but everybody laughs anyway.

Jerry was holding court in the center of the bar, reminiscing 
about some of the wild rides our mutual patrons had given him. “...When I first 
started, I didn’t quite understand what Maggie was getting me into. Then I 
picked up this little old lady who had something in her hand she didn’t want me 
to see. It looked like an egg. You know, some people are kind of odd...” he 
glanced around at his magical audience “... present company excepted, of 
course...” he said, and his crowd laughed. “I didn’t think much of it until she 
lost control of it in the back seat. Then I was looking at a full grown bald 
eagle in my rearview mirror.”

The crowd was still chuckling when I headed back to our table 
with another basket of fried okra. I overheard Stella and Lissa getting 
acquainted by the bar.

“So, does your dad live here in town, too?” Stella asked.

Lissa gave her a rueful little smile. “I have no idea. He 
left when I was small.”

Stella blushed. “Oh, I’m so sorry — I had no idea.”

Lissa put her hand on Stella’s arm. “Don’t worry. It’s okay. 
I never really knew him. Really, I’m doing just fine.”

Lissa’s family is complicated. All I knew about her father 
was the gossip, that Alex was a prominent investment banker in the ’80s, and he 
made and lost several fortunes in penny stocks. Alex and Penelope spent the 
money as fast as they got it. When the bubble finally burst, Alex cashed out and 
split. Lissa and Penelope were left to fend for themselves.

Penelope may have been gullible as far as Alex was concerned, 
but she was no fool. It turned out that she had secretly stashed back a little, 
every time Alex brought home a payday. If he’d known, that money would have 
vanished, too, but there was so much money flowing so fast that he never caught 
on. After Alex fled, Penelope used the cash to grubstake herself. Alex was 
clever, but Penelope was genuinely gifted with money. She thrived on her own.

Unfortunately for Lissa, with Penelope’s independence came 
those control issues that she and her daughter had been dealing with ever since. 
Lissa was right; she was doing just fine, but it was more a tribute to her own 
resilience than to her mother’s support. I was happy to see Lissa spending time 
with Stella. My former student would be a good influence on her.

Back at the table, Mark and Barry were deep in a spirited 
intellectual argument.

“No way!” Barry shouted, banging his hand on the table.

Yes, way!” 
Mark shouted back, getting up in Barry’s face.

“Boys!” I said in my best teacher voice as I got between 
them. “What’s going on?”

Barry looked away first.

“This young man,” Mark said disdainfully, nodding at Barry, 
“believes that one acquires magic only by growing up properly in the craft. I’ve 
been trying to explain to him that it’s about nature and nurture. One can be 
born with talent, or one can acquire it. It’s not an either/or.”

So, I thought, Barry is still obsessing over his limited 
powers. I sat down between them. “Barry, these things can’t be forced. One of 
these days, I promise you, you’re going to be in the right place at the right 
time, and your magic is just going to rise up and smack you in the face. You 
just have to be patient and keep your eyes and your heart open.”

Barry looked doubtful.

“Meanwhile,” Mark said, pouring Barry a mug from the pitcher 
and raising his own glass, “there’s beer.”

I left them to it. People were starting to gather their 
belongings, so I headed for the door to say goodbye. Jerry noticed and came to 
stand beside me.

“So, how do you like your motor home?” I asked him.

“I slept there last night for the first time. That thing is 
loaded — it even has one of those pod coffee makers built right in. I’m still 
figuring out what all the gadgets do, but it’s pretty easy to drive. It’s going 
to be a great trip.”

“When do you leave?”

“I’m pulling out in the morning.” He gave me an awkward hug. 
“Thank you for everything.”

I hugged him back. No, thank you. We’re going to miss you 
around here.”

Stella saw us near the door and joined us. She hugged Jerry 
and clung to his shoulders for a moment, not wanting to let him go. Jerry gave 
her a big hug back and told her she was going to be great.

She nodded and smiled up at him. “I had a great teacher,” she 
said. She gave him a quick kiss on the cheek as she finally headed out.

“She’ll get the hang of it,” Jerry reassured me. “She’s been 
fine, the last couple of days, and the clients seem to like her. Just take give 
her some time to get comfortable with it. Rideshare is a lot to absorb, and then 
add your very special clients on top of that, well…”

I laughed. He was right; it was going to take Stella some 
time to settle in, but she was going to be okay.

A small crowd had built up near the door, waiting for Jerry 
and Stella to finish their moment. People moved through, shaking Jerry’s hand or 
giving him a quick hug or kiss. I think Jerry was genuinely touched by all the 
lovely things that people said to him: how — even though their relationships, 
most of the time, spanned only the fleeting minutes they spent in his car on the 
way to somewhere else — that they would miss him.

Daisy was the last to leave. She didn’t say 
much when she came up to say her farewell to Jerry. My aunt hates to lose the 
people in her life, even if it’s for something as happy as winning the lottery. 
She motioned for six-foot-three Jerry to bend down to her and gently kissed him 
on the cheek. She quietly murmured in his ear: “Bonne chance, mon petit. Bonne chance.”

♦

When I came home that morning, the condo was immaculate. John 
had somehow managed to start the dishwasher, and he’d even dusted the place. 
Neat trick, since his hand still went right through anything he tried to pick 
up. He was even wearing a new T-shirt I’d bought him the Christmas before he was 
killed. One of these days, I was going to remember to ask him where he kept his 
wardrobe, but today we had work to do.

I put the trombone case on the dining room table and, as I 
opened it, John appeared behind me. “That’s beautiful,” he said.

“That’s your first research project, if you’re willing to 
take it on.” “Sure! What do you need?”

According 
to the owner, this is an authentic Viking drinking horn. Mark says it’s all 
wrong. He thinks it’s maybe Renaissance European. I need some proof, one way or 
the other.”

“So, how do I do this?”

“Start with Google. Cow horn is pretty fragile, and there 
aren’t very many of these that have survived, even from the later periods. Do an 
image search and see if you find something like it, maybe in a museum collection 
somewhere. Ideally, what we’re trying to do is trace the ownership as far back 
as we can go. That’ll tell us more about who made it and why.”

“So, you’re trying to establish provenance?”

I shook my head.”No, we’re trying to establish the origins of 
whatever magic controls this thing. It has layers of magic patina. I can’t undo 
it until I know how it got there.”

John reached out as if he wanted to touch the elegant 
drinking horn, then drew his hand back. It was one of John’s great frustrations 
that he couldn’t touch physical objects — yet — but he was determined to figure 
it out.

“I’ll see what I can do.”

We skipped breakfast and spent the morning measuring and 
photographing the drinking horn and its case. John wanted to get started right 
away, so I left him to it. I drove the drinking horn back to the shop and 
secured it in the vault. That thing made me nervous.

On the way back home, I picked up a fast-food breakfast 
sandwich. Salt, sugar, fat: the basic food groups, right? John doesn’t eat, so I 
wolfed it down on the way home.

By the time I made it back to the condo, I was exhausted and 
frazzled with a junk food high. John was engrossed in the computer, so I blew 
him a kiss and wandered off to bed.

I was just falling asleep when I felt a weight on the other 
side of the mattress. John slid in next to me.

One of our great frustrations is that not only can John not 
touch physical objects, we can’t touch each other. Our hands go right through. 
It’s creepy, but we accidentally found a workaround. It turns out, when John 
gets into bed, his body displaces space in under the blankets, just like when he 
was alive. He can wrap himself in the covers and snuggle up next to me, and it 
almost feels like he’s really there.

It was only a shadow of John, I knew, but when he spooned up 
next to me, with the blanket between us, and whispered goodnight in my ear, I 
felt his presence. I drifted off to sleep in my husband’s arms.

♦

Barry came back to Pentacle Pawn the next night for more 
lessons. I let Lissa tend the shop while we popped down to the vault together. 
The trombone case was right where I had left it, in a wire cage with both 
padlock and magical wards to keep it there.

I sent Barry back up to the break room to bring down a gallon 
bottle of distilled water. We always keep a jug on hand — not for drinking, 
because I don’t like what all those plastic bottles are doing to the planet — 
but for use in our work. If you want a drink, there’s a filtered tap on the 
fridge.

While Barry fetched the water, I brought the trombone case 
out and put it in the center of a small table I keep downstairs.

We sat on either side of the table with the horn between us. 
I poured a bit of the water into the small black bowl that I use to focus my 
concentration and stared into the center of it, much in the way the 
fortuneteller would use a crystal ball. I tried to pick up on the horn, but I 
got nothing.

I asked Barry to put his hands over the horn without touching 
it. “You said the other night that it felt warm. You still feel that?”

Barry nodded. “A little more now, I think. Does that mean 
something?” 

“It means that the horn is responding to you.” I didn’t tell 
him that both of their auras were glowing with a bright light.

“That’s good, right?” He wasn’t going to admit that he was 
scared.

“That’s very good. It means that you might be able to 
establish control over it. Large magical animals can be very tricky. If we can 
make this work, you might be able to help me keep this thing out of mischief 
until its owner comes to get it. I don’t suppose you’d be willing to stick 
around a little longer?”

The grin on Barry’s face told me that he was all in.

♦

After Barry left, I popped down to the vault to log in a set 
of pretty little abalone earrings — not particularly valuable except to their 
owner, a nice little old lady who had inherited them from her grandmother. She 
was overly fond of absinthe cordials, and she relied on the charm on the abalone 
to help calm her protesting liver.

I secured the earrings in a drawer, but just as I sat in the 
Eames chair, I heard a loud bang. A small puff of smoke appeared from one of the 
wire cages on the other side of the room.

I didn’t have to check the log book to know where the trouble 
was coming from. I heard the trombone case’s brass latches snap open.

I wasn’t sure what condition the horn was in, and I wasn’t 
taking any chances. I placed a quick protection ward around myself, a sort of 
magical suit of armor, just in case, before I walked as softly as I could to the 
other side of the vault.

Inside the wire cage, the lid of the trombone case stood 
open. The horn’s aura was purple and petulant. It was sulking. I was 
disappointed — it had been so well behaved when Barry and I had worked with it 
the night before.

Barry. The horn had formed an attachment to the little 
cowboy. This was not a happy development for either of them. The horn needed to 
go back to its owner as soon as possible, whether his business deal was 
concluded or not. Barry needed to get back on the rodeo circuit before the horn 
got him into something he wasn’t ready to deal with.

Most of all, I needed to get that horn out of my vault.

My first call was to Barry. He was excited by the idea of 
carrying the trombone case on a private flight to New York.

My second call was to Swensen. I told him to send his jet.

♦

John was so excited when I got home, he didn’t even wait for 
me to take off my shoes.

“I found it!” he shouted as I opened the door.

“Found what?” I said as I dropped my keys on the side table.

“The horn. I think I’ve pinned it down.”

I’m not sure who was more thrilled: John or me. Being a ghost 
is no fun if you have to spend all your time alone, and he was stuck in our 
condo all day. He’d been bored out of his skull.

John disappeared, then immediately materialized next to my 
computer and stood there, arms folded across his chest, impatiently waiting with 
a silly grin on his face. I dropped my purse on the couch as I went by and slid 
into my desk chair.

John took up his place behind me, just as he had when he was 
alive, but now he was moving the cursor with his mind. A Google image search 
appeared on the screen. “See this one in the upper left corner?” John said, his 
words tumbling out in a rush. “See the silver braces? The inscription is very 
similar to the one on yours.”

He was peering over my shoulder as the cursor flew around the 
screen. It was like sitting in a meeting and having somebody run the PowerPoint 
with a clicker.

I squinted at the monitor, and John expanded the image so I 
could get a better look. He was right: the style of the ornate script around the 
mouth of the horn was nearly identical.

“Any idea what language that is?” I asked.

John puffed out his chest. He’d solved it.” Vernacular 
Latin.” He flashed me that beautiful grin.

The script looked almost Cyrillic, but under all those 
curlicues, I made out a few Latin words. “I guess so,” I said, “but I’ve never 
seen Latin like that.”

“You’re used to seeing high church Latin. Government scribes 
wrote this. You see it a lot in business documents from the time.”

“Which is?”

Poland, 17th century.”

I felt my heart skip a beat. “It’s the auroch,” I whispered 
in awe. This was the horn that Mark had mentioned. It was almost an exact match 
to the one in the basement.

John did something with the computer, and the screen 
displayed a magazine article about efforts by modern scientists to restore the 
gene pool of Ice Age animals. At the top of the page was the image of the same 
drinking horn.

“I think that word is in the caption somewhere,” John was 
saying.

He was right. The article explained that, back in the day, 
the Emperor of Poland was a bit of a conservationist, and he kept an exclusive 
forest preserve where his rare animals could roam free. It was on that preserve, 
in 1611, that the last auroch died. The emperor had felt the loss deeply, and he 
commissioned the drinking horn to commemorate the end of the majestic animal’s 
line.

My mind reeled. Mark was right — this was no ordinary cow 
horn we were dealing with. It was a primitive, wild animal. There was an auroch 
in my vault.

♦

I called Mark, and he dropped by my condo the next morning. 
He brought cannolis and Daisy.

Mark studied the image of the auroch horn in the Polish 
museum while I pigged out. “That’s not similar,” he said in awe. “It’s a mirror 
image. This is the other half of the pair.”

I enlarged the image on the computer screen and compared it 
to the horn on my desk. The coloring and striations matched. These two horns had 
come from the same animal.

Mark quickly scanned John’s report. “This is a nice piece of 
work. Did you do the research?” 

I wasn’t ready for Mark to find out that my husband was back 
just yet. I love Mark like a brother, but he has a tendency to fret and I just 
didn’t want to hear it.

“No,” I said, shaking my head. “I have a freelancer now. A 
sort of ghostwriter.” 

I saw Daisy wince.

“Excellent job,” Mark said, flipping through the pages. “Keep 
him.” 

“Oh, I will,” I said, pointedly not making eye contact with 
my aunt. 

John was standing behind her. He winked at me.

After Mark left, I settled on the couch next to Daisy. John 
snuggled in on the other side of me.

“Well, that was certainly interesting,” Daisy said.

“Mark had no idea,” I said.

John was smirking.

“Can you see him?” I asked Daisy.

Of 
course I can,” she giggled. Daisy leaned across me and blew John a kiss. “How 
are you, mon cher?”

He blew one back. “Still dead, but otherwise I’m doing fine.”


“Well,” Daisy deadpanned, “we all make the best of it, don’t 
we?”


Chapter Five

It turns out that Stella, now dubbed Queen of Rideshare by 
one of her clients, is really good with people. She has a perky personality, and 
she’s cute in a farm-girl sort of way with great big eyes and a long brown 
ponytail. The customers adore her, and they trust her just as they had trusted 
Jerry. She says the tips are great.

One of her first customers was Jacob, back again with an 
insulated shopping bag, the foil-lined kind you buy at the grocery store to 
bring ice cream home in Arizona before it melts down to soup. He unzipped the 
bag and pulled out a package wrapped in a brown paper, tied up with jute twine.

Jacob carefully placed the package on the counter. I noticed 
a small mesh bag filled with dried herbs, knotted into the tie. Someone had 
taken care that the contents were secured.

Out of the corner of my eye, I saw my cat 
Frank hop up on the end of the counter. His eyes narrowed and his tail twitched. 
He was wondering the same thing I was: was the packaging meant to protect the 
contents — or protect the recipient from whatever lay inside?

“This belonged to my late mother,” Jacob said. “She inherited 
it from her mother. I remember the day this arrived in the mail. She wanted to 
get rid of it right then and there, but Papa said it was probably a valuable art 
piece, so she wrapped it back up and shoved it way into the back of the china 
cabinet. It’s been there ever since.”

All this was starting to make sense. Jacob’s grandmother, 
like his mother, had been a witch, renowned in our community for her talent with 
small personal spells.

“Do you want me to open it?” Jacob asked.

“Give me a second.” I ran my open hands around the package, 
scanning about six inches above the surface for any lingering spells or wards. 
“I think it’s okay — go ahead.”

“Do you have scissors?” Jacob asked.

I shook my head. “Don’t cut it. If there’s a hidden 
protective spell, that could trigger it. Just work the twine off of the 
corners.”

Jacob gingerly tugged the twine away and ran his thumb under 
the brittle cellophane tape to release the paper bag. He lifted out a small 
porcelain teapot with a shiny black glaze. Jacob placed it on the counter and 
stepped back.

It was an unusual shape for a teapot: a tall rectangle 
instead of a globe, with a triangular spout set high on one corner and a flat, 
square lid. The black Bakelite handle and lid knob had gleaming chrome fittings.

“It looks Deco,” I said. I liked it a lot.

Jacob nodded. “It’s by a California art potter from the 
1930s. She was pretty famous in her day.”

“May I?” I asked.

Jacob nodded, and I picked the teapot up and, 
securing the lid between my fingers, flipped the piece over to look for maker’s 
marks. I found two stylized initials, designed to mimic Japanese characters but 
clearly were the letters DF and the numbers 1/1 
and 329.

“One of one. So this is a custom piece?”

Jacob smiled. “The artist was a friend of my grandmother’s. 
That 329 is her customer number.”

“And how did your grandmother use it?”

“Orange Pekoe, mostly.” He caught my eye and blushed. “Oh, I 
see what you mean.” He bent down to get eye level with the teapot. I noticed he 
didn’t pick it up to examine it. “That glaze is pretty reflective. I suppose she 
could have used it in her work as some kind of mirror, maybe? I’m only guessing, 
of course. I never saw her do it.”

“Did you know her well?”

He shook his head. “I only met my grandmother once. I was 
pretty little when she died, and I don’t remember much. She and my mother didn’t 
get along.”

“So,” I asked, switching gears, “what would you like to do 
with it today?”

“I’m hoping you can find a new home for it. I’m not very 
comfortable with it; for once, I actually agree with my mother — I think it’s 
kind of creepy. Can you help?”

I lifted the object again. I didn’t detect any lingering 
magic on it, but something whispered to me in the back of my mind. There was 
more going on here than brewing tea, but it didn’t necessarily feel malignant. 
It might be fun to figure it out.

I started the paperwork and asked Jacob for his 
identification. The general public may not know that the alley shop exists, but 
we still do the paperwork for the police. I file everything through Bronwyn’s 
computer system at the end of each shift.

Jacob patted his back pockets and then his front. “I’m so 
sorry,” he said. “I must’ve forgotten my wallet. May I bring it back to you?

I had in front of me a magical object with a vibe I couldn’t 
identify, and a client with no proper identification. He’d happily produced it 
when he picked up his mother’s brooch, so he knew I was going to require it. It 
was almost like he didn’t want his name officially associated with the teapot.

“Mr. Carroll, I’m afraid I won’t be able to help you this 
evening. Stella’s probably not too far away. Let her take you back to your hotel 
and pick up your wallet. Meanwhile, I’ll get the pawn declaration ready for you 
to sign when you get back.”

He took it with grace. I offered to pay the rideshare back to 
his hotel, but he declined, saying it was his mistake and he should pay his own 
way. He used his own phone to call Stella to pick him up.

Jacob waved over his shoulder as he stepped into the alley, 
the insulated shopping bag dangling from the fingers of his other hand. I didn’t 
know it then, but it was the last I would see of him. I wish I could say the 
same about that teapot.

♦

Stella was back in less than an hour. The door recognizes her 
as a staff member, just as it did Jerry, and she can come and go as she pleases. 
This time, she didn’t look very pleased.

“Hey, Stella!” Lissa said.

“Hey, Lissa,” Stella said without much enthusiasm. She set 
Jacob’s shopping bag on the counter. “Mr. Carroll left this in my car when he 
got out. He said he just be gone a few minutes, but I sat there for nearly half 
an hour. When I finally went in and asked for him at the desk, the hotel said he 
had checked out this afternoon.”

“He’s gone?” Lissa asked.

I got up from my desk and walked over to them.

“Who’s gone?”

“Jacob Carroll,” Stella said. She pulled out her phone and 
checked her rideshare app. “He didn’t rate me, and there’s no tip. He’s out of 
here.”

I glanced inside the shopping bag. The black teapot was still 
nested in its brown paper wrapping.

“I didn’t know what to do with it,” Stella said, “so I 
brought it back. I’m supposed to turn lost objects in, but I don’t think he’s 
coming back for it.” She raised her eyes to me. “I was afraid it might be 
dangerous.”

Fair enough; this wasn’t her problem, but she might have 
picked up information I could use to sort it out.

“Did you get anything from him when he was in the car?” I 
asked.

Along with being a talented astronomer and rideshare queen, 
Stella could read people’s thoughts as easily as if she was watching a TV 
sitcom.

In our former lives as professor and student, I’d recognized 
that Stella had some unusual talents that reach beyond her academic career. It 
was uncanny how she knew what people were thinking. 

Over time, she’d opened up a little. She’d been able to read 
people’s thoughts since she was a child. It was involuntary, and sometimes she 
out found things she’d rather not know. She tried to avoid strangers; the 
flotsam and jetsam of their lives were unsettling.

There are some limitations: she can’t talk to ghosts, and she 
doesn’t tell fortunes. She gets her insights in real time, subjects know. On the 
other hand, it’s tough for anybody to lie to her, since she knows what they’re 
genuinely thinking even as they are spinning her their tall tale.

“It was kind of weird, actually. On the way over here, with 
him in the back, he was very closed off. For a little while, I thought he was 
asleep, but I think now that he might have been trying to block me.”

I wasn’t surprised. I’d felt it, too; there was something 
about all this that Jacob didn’t want me to know. That’s why I’d declined to 
take in the teapot, but I was stuck with it now, at least until we could locate 
him.

I thanked Stella and offered to buy her supper for her 
trouble. She and Lissa popped out to grab barbecue down the street on my credit 
card while I sorted out the teapot.

I placed a small protection ward around my desk and sat the 
teapot in the middle. It looked harmless enough, and another quick manual 
examination confirmed that it was clean. But I didn’t trust it.

I keep a penlight and a small dentist’s mirror in my desk 
drawer for just such occasions. I pointed the light inside the jar and 
maneuvered the mirror so that I could inspect the interior walls. My hunch was 
right: there were a few lines of writing incised into the clay in the same 
stylized lettering I’d seen on the bottom of the pot.

The teapot was a custom piece, so I had to assume that 
Jacob’s grandmother had ordered whatever message had been inscribed inside. I 
also had to take into consideration the teapot itself. This was no flowery 
little tea set trifle; the severely modern form of the black teapot indicated 
that it was meant for serious business. Whatever was going on here, this piece 
was not built for the small personal spells for which Jacob’s grandmother was 
known.

I realized that I had another problem. Because I had not been 
able to do paperwork with Jacob, I’d never given him that dollar bill to 
transfer the ownership of the teapot to Pentacle Pawn. I had in my possession a 
live grenade, and Jacob had the pin.

I retrieved the paper bag and taped the teapot back into it 
as best I could. Jacob’s mother had been right: this thing was dangerous. I 
spread the twine out on my desk, placed the package in the center of it and 
worked the string up over the package’s shoulders until the herb ball rested 
back in its place on top. To whatever wards Jacob’s mother had placed on the 
package, I added one of my own before I took the teapot downstairs and stored it 
in a lead-lined bin in my vault for safekeeping.

Finding Jacob Carroll just became a priority.

♦

It had been another weird night, and I couldn’t wait to get 
home to John. My last appointment left around four so I let Lissa go home early. 
Twenty minutes later, I tucked my Ferragamo pumps back into my desk drawer, slid 
into my Vans, and I was out the door myself.

Sunrise was still a couple of hours away, and the alley was 
dark. We’ve never put security lighting out there because we don’t want to draw 
attention to our door. Most of our clients use flashlights or a bit of magic 
illumination so they don’t trip on the cobblestones. But, after being in 
business here for several years, I could navigate the alley just fine in the 
pre-dawn light.

The temperature had been well over 100 the day before, and 
the walls and pavement still held their heat. I threw my coat over my arm and 
turned right, toward the parking lot where my Beemer waited for me. I had only 
taken a couple of steps when I sensed someone behind me.

Two figures in jeans and hoodies slouched against the wall at 
the sidewalk end of the alley. They were silhouetted in the streetlights in 
front of Bronwyn’s shop. It looked like the goth kids were back to make another 
try at the alley door.

“Hey!” I shouted. They looked up at me, but their faces were 
still in shadow. “Didn’t get enough the first time?”

The taller figure raised his arm and pointed at me. A shot 
whizzed past my ear.

“Door! Alarm!” I yelled as I dove back inside. The door 
slammed behind me.

“Well, that was fun,” Frank said. I hadn’t noticed him slink 
up next to my elbow. He winced. “Can’t you do something about that noise?”

The alarm on my alley door does not sound like a car alarm. 
It wails like the gates of hell itself have opened. Even at that hour, someone 
in the bars or hotels in the neighborhood would call the cops.

Just as all calls to Uber for the alley shop are magically 
routed to Stella, all calls to the police department regarding that address go 
to my cousin Jim, a Scottsdale detective. He works nights, and the door admitted 
him seven minutes later.

I was still shaking, cross-legged on the floor, when Jim got 
there. Frank had crawled up into my lap. He had informed me that it was for my 
own protection, and he permitted me to stroke his fur because I might be in 
shock. He pretended that he didn’t like it.

“I thought it was just the goth kids again,” I said to Jim 
through chattering teeth.

“What goth kids?”

I filled him in. “I never mentioned it because they didn’t 
get in, and the door took care of it. That’s why I was so surprised to see them 
out there. Usually, all it takes is one encounter with the door to make the 
point.”

“And you think this was them, again?”

I shook my head. “They were just teenagers looking to get a 
little trouble. I can’t imagine them carrying a gun.” I shivered again. “These 
guys weren’t burglars. They were waiting for me.”

Jim sighed. “I’m guessing it would be pointless to ask you 
whether you’ve made any enemies lately?” He was aware of the nature of my 
clientele, and coming from a witchy family himself, he knew how volatile our 
lifestyle could be.

I thought about it. “Sorry, nobody stands out.”

He shook his head in frustration. “Okay, let’s look at the 
video.”

There’s a security camera above the alley door, but it’s 
usually not turned on — my clientele would not appreciate having their comings 
and goings recorded. But once the alarm is tripped, the camera captures the 
180-degree view of whatever is going on in the alley for the next 30 minutes.

The video confirmed what I remembered: two forms leaning 
against the wall at the mouth of the alley. They were a few feet back from the 
sidewalk, and the camera had caught them only as shadows. The light silhouetted 
the taller one as he stepped into a shooting stance and raised his arm. The 
muzzle flash flared a few frames to white as he fired at me.

I glanced over at Jim while he watched the footage. His jaw 
was locked. “It doesn’t look like you ever had a chance to see their faces,” he 
said. He was right; the video showed only shadows and blurs. He scowled. 
“There’s not much to work with here.”

“So, are they coming back?” I asked.

Jim considered the question. “If this was a normal business, 
and you were a normal person, I would say no. I’d tell you not to be out on the 
streets alone at night. But considering the circumstances, my best advice is to 
keep your eyes open. If you can, get one of your friends to escort you back and 
forth to work, and maybe keep watch while you come down that alley. At least do 
that much. Agreed?”

I gave him what I hoped was a compliant smile. I could get 
Stella to Uber me back and forth, and I certainly could make an effort to be 
more aware of my surroundings. I’d turn on the camera and keep the app open in 
the corner of my desk computer so I could keep an eye out for Lissa and our 
clients as they came and went.

The one thing I could not do was tell John. When I got home, 
I told him that I was having some trouble with the Beemer, and that Stella would 
be driving me for the rest of the week until I had time to take it into the 
shop.

He was always pretty good with cars, and I could tell it was 
killing him — pardon the expression — to look down from the balcony and know he 
couldn’t just go out to the parking lot and fix it.

“Just let it go,” I finally pleaded, and to my great relief, 
he did. With any luck, that would be the end of it — but I doubted it. Whatever 
was going on, it wasn’t over.


Chapter Six

The next night, Lissa ducked out for a few hours: Orion had 
planned a special dinner for them at one of the swanky restaurants in Old Town. 
I was happy for the time alone.

Tonight, I was starting my search for Jacob Carroll.

Jacob hadn’t required a referral to Pentacle Pawn because he 
and his late mother were longtime clients, but now I needed to know more.

I called Enoch Dobbins, the lawyer who was handling Jerry’s 
lottery wins and did occasional legal work for my shop. Enoch had been around 
town a long time, way before the Indian casinos became everybody’s Saturday 
night, and he loved roulette and craps. I figured that Enoch quite literally 
knew where the bodies were buried.

It was after 10 p.m., but when I called his home number, 
Enoch picked up on the first ring.

“I was wondering when you’d call,” Enoch said in his 
cigar-graveled baritone. “I hear it’s been busy over there.”

Magical communities are like small towns, and gossip travels 
fast. And, despite its status as an international resort, Scottsdale is a small 
town. Enoch Dobbins is a leader of both, and secrets are his stock in trade.

“A bit busier than I’d like,” I admitted. “What can you tell 
me about Jacob Carroll?”

I heard him chuckle. “Ah, Jacob. What’s he been up to now?”

“I’m not really sure. I ended up with some property that 
belongs to him, and I need to return it as soon as possible. I was hoping that 
you might know how to contact him.”

Enoch took a moment to consider. He was weighing our relative 
value to him, Jacob’s and mine. He must’ve decided that I was the better 
long-term prospect.

“That boy sure is a handful,” Enoch said. “His poor 
mama...well, she did her best with him, I suppose, but since she passed, he’s 
been bound and determined to run through her money like it was water.”

“Then you administer his trust?”

“Can’t confirm or deny,” Enoch said. I heard him take a long 
draw on his cigar. “Ask another question.”

I thought about it. “I’m trying to figure out why he would be 
in such a big hurry to pick up a valuable brooch that his mother had left with 
me, and the very next day he turns around and wants to leave one of his 
grandmother’s heirlooms. I thought he was cashing out.”

Enoch snorted. “That, I can answer. He’s into some serious 
people for some serious money. That’s why he wanted to cash in his mother’s 
jewelry. That heirloom he wanted to leave with you — was it witchy, or just a 
collectible?”

“I don’t do collectibles. Something is going on with that 
teapot; I’m just not quite sure yet what.” I told him about how Jacob had 
abandoned the teapot in Stella’s car.

Enoch was thoughtful. “That doesn’t sound like he was hiding 
it from his creditors. More likely, he wanted to keep it away from somebody who 
knew what it could do.” He took another drag on the cigar. “I’ll be happy to 
make some calls.”

♦

Bronwyn left a phone message as she left for the day that a 
Mrs. Phoebe Sandringham had stopped by at lunchtime to say hello. The name 
didn’t ring a bell, but Mrs. Sandringham said she was a friend of my mother 
Hazel’s and mentioned how lovely Daisy’s garden was at the New Orleans shop.

It was entirely possible that Mrs. Sandringham was exactly 
who she claimed to be, but by the time I got Bronwyn’s message, my mother would 
have been asleep for hours. Lissa had apparently picked up the message and 
spoken with my mother, because she had penciled Mrs. Sandringham in for the 
following night. I was overdue to give Hazel a call anyway, so I promised myself 
I’d check in with my mother in the morning.

But, just before midnight, the door admitted a small, thin, 
elderly woman with caramel skin and purple hair. Sorry to barge in early, she 
apologized, but she was only in town for a few days. She was playing tourist, 
and nobody in “our set” visited Arizona without stopping by Pentacle Pawn. In 
the magical community, it would be like skipping the Grand Canyon, she said in 
an accent that revealed her youth in the Indian subcontinent.

I was flattered, if a bit mystified. I was positive that we 
had never met, but there was something about her that was so familiar.

I made Mrs. Sandringham some tea and showed her around the 
shop. As we spoke, I studied her. We chatted about my recent renovation — the 
cover story I’d put out to explain being closed for three weeks after Penelope 
had sacked the place in her quest for a blue amber amulet and its spellbook — 
and Mrs. Sandringham gushed over the museum-quality antiques that had replaced 
my smashed cabinets and counters. A little gesture here, a turn of a phrase 
there: it was killing me that I couldn’t place her.

Lissa came in just as we were finishing our tea. I introduced 
her to Mrs. Sandringham and thanked her for setting up the appointment. Lissa 
started to say something, but Mrs. Sandringham set aside her teacup and rose 
from the settee.

“I’ve had such a lovely visit — thank you both!” she gushed 
as she sashayed toward the door. “I’ll be sure to let your mother know what a 
lovely evening I had visiting with you.”

And with that, she was out the door.

“I wish I could remember when I met her,” I said to Lissa. 
“She seems so familiar, but I just can’t put my finger on it. What did my mother 
tell you about her?”

Lissa blushed. “She wasn’t supposed to come until tomorrow, 
so I was going to give New Orleans a call in the morning. I didn’t want to take 
a chance on waking your mother.”

Smart girl. My mother is a force of nature, and not one that 
you want to awaken with the phone ringing in the middle of the night.

“No harm done. I’m sure it’s fine, but I’ll call Hazel in the 
morning, just to be sure.” Lisa wasn’t making eye contact, but she was drawing 
circles in the nonexistent dust on the countertop with her index finger. She was 
working up the courage to tell me something. It wasn’t what I expected.

“And?” I left the question hanging in the air.

“And,” she said, “I’m moving in with Orion. He asked me 
tonight.” “Wow,” was all I could manage to say.

“Oh, it’s not like that,” she said quickly, wiping the rest 
of the nonexistent dust away with the palm of her hand.

It was exactly like that. Orion is one of the most beautiful 
men on the planet. Lissa is a vibrant, if a little naive, young woman. I was 
happy for them both.

♦

Stella stopped by just after Lissa got back, and they gushed 
girl talk about Lissa’s big news. I envied them a little for the newness of it 
all, that first time in a real relationship when every emotion is in sharp 
relief. When I thought about it, my own personal life was new, too, but in a 
very different way. I loved John, but we were in uncharted territory.

Stella eventually dropped by my desk where I was slogging 
through the month’s worth of paperwork. “I just wanted to make sure everything 
was okay,” she said.

I looked up at her from the phone bill on my screen. “Why 
wouldn’t it be?”

“It’s just that... that Mrs. Sandringham? She was a little, 
well, odd.”

In 
what way?” Odd would be an accurate description for at least half of my clientele.

“She was doing that same thing that Mr. Carroll did. It was 
like she was trying to block me from reading her thoughts.”

Stella had my attention. “Is that usual?”

Stella shook her head. “Most people don’t even know that I’m 
hearing them, and I try not to pry. But sometimes, it’s like people are trying 
to intentionally generate static. It gives me a headache, but it doesn’t happen 
very often. That’s why I thought I ought to say something. It’s a weird 
coincidence to have two of them so close together.”

I’ve said it before: I don’t believe in coincidences. I made 
a mental note to call my mother about Phoebe Sandringham.

♦

Lissa was down in the vault doing inventory when my cell 
rang.

“I think I know who your shooter was,” Jim said.

I felt my pulse jump. “Who?”

“Have you done business with one Jacob Carroll?”

That little rat.

I explained to Jim about the brooch and the teapot, and that 
I had Enoch Dobbins on the lookout for Jacob.

“We heard some chatter from one of our informants that there 
was a big contract out on a businesswoman here in town. Our snitch says that 
Jacob picked up that contract to get out from under some gambling debts.”

Somebody put a contract out on my life? My heart caught in my 
throat. “Who?” I finally whispered. “Who wants me dead?”

“The snitch didn’t know. All he could tell us was that Jacob 
had tried and missed. Now he’s gone underground. He’ll turn up, one way or the 
other, but his odds aren’t very good. Maybe we’ll find them, but maybe it’ll be 
the guys who hold his paper, or whoever put out the contract.”

I felt totally helpless. “So what do I do now?”

“Keep your head down, cousin.” 

♦

One of the first things I teach my interns is to always be 
aware of their surroundings. It’s good advice for anybody walking around in the 
world, but when you deal with magical objects for a living, it’s a matter of 
life and death.

I sent Lissa home an hour before sunrise. She was still giddy 
about her plans with Orion, so at first she didn’t notice the dapper man 
standing just outside the alley door. He wore an old-fashioned fedora pulled low 
over his eyes.

“Hello, pumpkin,” Alex said.

That voice came from Lissa’s distant past, from her oldest 
dreams. She spun on her heel, instantly awake.

“Daddy?”

Alex had pictured this moment for more than two decades, but 
now that it was here, he didn’t know what to expect. Would she run from him, or 
run into his arms? He stood silent and still, afraid to spook her.

Lissa, too, was frozen in place. “Daddy,” she finally said. 
Her voice was flat, and Alex couldn’t figure out whether she was happy or sad to 
see him. They both stood their ground.

Lissa couldn’t sort out her own feelings. This was the man 
who had abandoned her. But here he was, back from the dead. She was angry and 
over-the-moon joyous in the same breath. He was going to have to make the first 
move.

As if he could read her thoughts, Alex took a tentative step 
forward.

“What are you doing here?” she asked.

“I came to see you.”

“No,” Lissa said, more insistent, “I mean: why are you here? 
You just show up, after all this time?”

“It’s complicated.”

You think?” Lissa couldn’t help herself; she scowled at him. She was breaking in 
half. Grown-up Lissa couldn’t stand to be near him, the pain of his abandonment 
too much to bear. But the child inside her, the Lissa who had been left behind 
all those years ago, saw her father and longed for him.

Alex looked down at the ground and shuffled his feet. “I 
don’t want anything from you, Lissa. I just wanted to see you, just this one 
time.”

This 
one time?” Lissa’s heard her voice rise, as if it was coming from some other 
girl. “This one time? So, you’re leaving again now?”

“This was a mistake.”

Alex turned and walked out of the alley without looking back.


Chapter Seven

I got a text from Swensen’s private pilot that the banker’s 
jet had arrived to pick up the drinking horn. Barry was still staying at his 
cheap motel out by the fairgrounds, so I called Stella to bring him back to 
Pentacle Pawn, and then take him and the trombone case to the plane.

“You be careful how you handle that thing,” I cautioned 
Barry. “You don’t want to accidentally materialize a full-grown bull while 
you’re in the air.”

“No, ma’am,” Barry said. For once, he almost sounded 
obedient.

“And keep that dollar bill close by,” I reminded him. “It’s 
the only thing that gives you control over the horn.”

“I got this,” Barry said, thumbing the bill pinned behind the 
pink feather on his hat. He squared his old Stetson on his head.

“I hope so,” I said. “Give me a call when you get there.”

What I know about what happened next comes from Stella. Her 
hands still shake when she tells the story.

It’s only a few miles from Pentacle Pawn to the airport, but 
the trip was going to take longer than usual that day. This was Scottsdale’s 
annual Western Week, and the tourists and snowbirds were out in force. Old Town 
was filled with fake cowboys of all ages, wearing custom boots and brand-new 
hats with flashy silver and turquoise bands.

Driving through the crowd, Barry thought the teenage girls in 
short shorts and cowboy boots looked just fine.

“Good thing you’re not on a schedule,” Stella said.

“That plane don’t go ’til I get there,” Barry said. “Just 
take it nice and easy — safety first.”

The street they were traveling was two blocks west of the 
parade route, but the crowds here were dense as people made their way over to 
stake out their seats at the curb. Traffic was a mess and the restaurants were 
hopping. Stella inched her way along, avoiding snowbirds carrying lawn chairs 
and beer coolers toward the parade route.

In the backseat, Barry kept his hand through the worn handle 
of the trombone case. He checked the brass latches every couple of minutes. So 
far, the case hadn’t even twitched, but Barry was on high alert. The happy chaos 
of the crowd outside the windows of Stella’s Uber had Barry on sensory overload.

Stella was only a block shy of the parade’s 
staging area when a portly old guy in a Chicago Cubs ball cap, cargo shorts, and 
white tube socks stepped right out in front of her. Stella slammed on the brakes 
and laid on the horn.

Barry’s hand was resting on the top of the trombone case, and 
he felt the drinking horn shift inside.

The portly man slammed his hand down on the hood of Stella’s 
car, then flipped her an obscene gesture before he scrambled up onto the far 
boardwalk and disappeared into the crowd.

From inside the trombone case came a low moaning note. The 
color drained from Barry’s face.

“What was that?” Stella shouted over her shoulder.

The latches on the trombone case had flipped open.

“Whoa, partner,” Barry cooed to the case. From inside came 
another low rumble.

Barry’s blood went cold. He’d heard that sound before. He had 
spent a good part of his adult life traveling around the Southwest as a 
professional bull rider, and he knew the frustrated moan of a bull waiting to 
explode out of the chute.

Oh, shoot.

Barry snapped the brass latches closed, but he knew they 
wouldn’t hold for long. He grabbed the case and bailed out.

Next to him was a loading zone, blocked off with orange 
cones. Barry gingerly put the trombone case on the ground in the center of the 
open space and took a step back. He desperately tried to remember the calming 
spell I had taught him. It was right on the tip of his tongue — but he ran out 
of time.

The transformation happened in the blink of an eye. One 
moment there was an old trombone case flipped open on the ground; the next, a 
full grown auroch stood in the loading zone.

“Hello, Ajax,” Barry said softly.

The bull snorted once and lowered his head. He looked around 
warily, holding his head to the side, his left eye fixed on Barry. Barry looked 
away.

Normally, an oversize bull snorting in a parking space might 
draw some attention, even in Scottsdale. Today, it was just one more four-footed 
critter in a town preparing for a major Western parade. The crowd simply parted 
to make room for him.

“Cow!” yelled a delighted toddler, pointing at the steaming 
bull.

“Big freaking cow,” her daddy mumbled under his breath as he dragged the little girl 
along by the hand, her tiny pink cowboy boots barely scuffing the pavement.

Barry heard wild whistling and applause behind him. Two 
blocks over, the parade was starting.

“Call Maggie,” he shouted to Stella, who by now was out of 
the car, staring in wonder at the bull.

“On it,” Stella yelled back. Stella was standing in the open 
driver’s door, keeping her 3,000-pound Prius between herself and that 
2,000-pound auroch.

Stella said something into the phone, then looked up at 
Barry. “Maggie says she can’t get to you with the parade going on.”

Barry figured his only chance to come out of this alive was 
to get that bull back to Maggie. And if that meant taking the beast right 
through the middle of town, well, that’s where they were going.

Walk or ride? Barry didn’t care for either option. This 
animal was enormously powerful, and Barry figured it could hit 35 miles an hour 
at a dead run. On the ground, he was no match for it — it would be like trying 
to lead an SUV around on a rope. If he tried to walk the auroch back to Pentacle 
Pawn and something spooked the animal, Barry would get stomped, dragged, or 
worse.

He’d be riding back, then. The idea made Barry grin. He’d 
come out of the chute on many a bucking bull, and he knew the drill. But this 
time, he didn’t just have to stay aboard; he needed to be able to steer. And for 
that, he had to put a halter on this thing.

Barry made eye contact over his shoulder with Stella. “Got 
any rope?” “I keep my rock climbing gear in the trunk. Will that work?” “That’ll 
work.”

Stella popped the trunk. Inside was a big telescope, a 
laptop, and a bunch of sports junk: a baseball bat, a couple of loose golf 
clubs, and a rock climber’s gear bag. She pulled out a braided rope in each 
hand. “Dynamic or static?”

“What the heck are you talking about? I just need a rope.”

Ajax widened his stance and snorted again. He was starting to 
take in his surroundings, and he did not like what he saw. He tossed his head 
and glared at the diminutive bull rider. No way was Barry making eye contact 
with that thing.

“Any time...” Barry urged Stella.

Stella held up the two coils of rope.

“Dynamic is stretchy; static isn’t.”

“Static,” Barry said, keeping his voice low. He glanced over 
at Stella again. “Give me the bat, too.”

Stella handed over the bat, handle first, and Barry took it. 
If the auroch came at him, he was going to swat that big ugly nose into the 
bleachers.

The bull pawed at the asphalt. Ajax turned sideways to Barry 
in a primal display of mass and power, but all Barry’s mind took in were those 
three-foot horns.

In the macho world of pro rodeo, Barry had been a vocal 
holdout against giving up his cowboy hat for protective gear. Right now, though, 
he would have given anything for football pads and a crash helmet. And maybe a 
shoulder-mounted missile.

The climbing rope was new, still in its packaging. Barry 
pulled his pocket knife out and cut a few lengths. He tied a couple of quick 
knots, looping up a makeshift halter. The bull watched him with wary interest.

“You got some kind of clips or rings I can use?” he asked 
Stella.

Stella fished out a pair of bright blue aluminum carabiners. 
“Will these work?” Barry nodded. “Toss ‘em here.” He clipped the carabiners to 
either side of the halter at the mouth. He cut two more long lengths of rope and 
tied one to each carabiner for reins. Now all he had to do was to get the halter 
on the bull and get himself up top.

The bull was making a chuffing sound like a locomotive.

Barry had spent most of his life around bulls with attitude, 
and he’d learned a few things. Grazing animals have eyes that evolved to look 
down at the ground. Coming at him from above — or from the blind spot near the 
back haunches — was a sure way to light this guy’s fuse.

Barry also knew that cattle — modern cattle, at least — have 
better hearing and a better sense of smell than humans. He could use that.

“What tunes you got?” he asked Stella.

Stella looked confused. “You want music?”

“No 
— but he does. We play music in the milking barns to calm the cows down. Maybe 
we can mellow him out a little.”

Stella dove inside the car, and a couple of 
beats later, Stella’s overbuilt sound system blasted out the opening strains of 
Andy Williams singing Moon 
River. Stella’s head emerged from the driver seat.

“That okay?” Stella asked, glancing at the bull.

Barry grinned. “Seriously?”

Stella shrugged. “Hey, it’s a classic.”

But it was working. Ajax raised his head slightly and 
twitched his tail. Barry could feel the raw power coming off him, but at least 
the auroch had stopped snorting.

“Turn it up! All the way!” Barry shouted. The auroch’s 
breathing was a little more regular now. Barry felt his own heart rate start to 
go down a little, too.

The crowd, on the other hand, wasn’t digging the vibe. They 
moved off quickly toward the parade route, leaving only a few stragglers 
shuffling across the street with their lawn chairs and beer coolers.

Ajax was fully focused on Stella’s car, no longer feeding off 
the chaotic energy of the crowd. It was now or never.

“Gimme the putter,” Barry said to Stella. He swapped the 
baseball bat for the golf club from the trunk and turned back to the bull.

“How you doing, partner?” Barry crooned, keeping his voice 
low and his words slow.

The auroch was curious. He watched cautiously as Barry eased 
the head of the putter up between the bull’s shoulders and gently scratched.

Ajax twitched his muscles, but he liked the sensation. Barry 
stood as still as he could, gently scratching, taking his time.

Barry was hoping — praying, actually, to whatever gods that 
might be listening — that some previous owner had worked with Ajax enough that 
the auroch would recognize the halter and respect the man who wielded it. If 
not, today was going to have a very abrupt and messy ending.

Barry held the halter out low so the bull could sniff it. 
Stella having a brand-new rope in her trunk had been a stroke of luck. Cattle 
sometimes freak out over the smell of even a little blood, but this rope smelled 
only of nylon.

Ajax’s nostrils flared, but he didn’t pull away. The sweat 
from Barry’s hands — and his palms had been plenty sweaty while he knotted up 
the halter — gave the animal his scent. He felt the auroch studying him. It was 
Barry’s move.

Barry slid the head of the putter through the halter and used 
it to guide the rope over the bull’s nose and drop it behind his ears, all the 
while talking a steady stream to the enormous animal. It was more words than 
Barry had used up in a year.

Eventually, Ajax stopped flicking his tail, and his ears 
relaxed. While the auroch focused on the halter, Barry moved his other hand 
under the bull’s chin and scratched.

“That’s a good boy,” Barry coaxed as if the enormous bull was 
a lap dog.

It was working. The auroch was his to command. Barry knew 
that Maggie’s dollar bill in his hatband gave him full control over the auroch’s 
spell. He just hoped that Ajax knew it, too.

The auroch was so tall — and Barry was so short — that Barry 
had to use the hood of the Prius as a step stool to climb aboard. He waited for 
the explosion.

It never came. Ajax rocked a little from side to side, 
adjusting to the unusual weight on his back. Barry reached down and scratched 
him behind the shoulder blade. Barry and the auroch both let out a sigh.

“Okay, partner, let’s go.”

♦

Because Ajax was a manifestation of magic rather than a real 
beast, Barry didn’t need to guide him with his legs or reins — all he had to do 
was think about where he needed to go, and Ajax went. At least, that was the 
theory. Barry hoped it worked in practice.

Barry pictured the alley in front of Pentacle Pawn’s door. He 
felt Ajax shift his weight underneath him. The great bull started walking. 
People on the sidewalk applauded as they headed down the street. As far as the 
crowd was concerned, Ajax was just part of the show.

Barry had ridden a lot of monster bulls in the rodeo, but 
this was different. Ajax wasn’t bulky like the Brahmas; his mass was bred for 
power and speed. This felt more like riding a draft horse. Barry realized his 
own muscles were clenched, on guard against any sudden moves.

Barry realized that it was probably his own darned fault that 
the auroch had materialized. He had been startled when that jerk pounded on 
Stella’s hood. He’d triggered the spell himself. Barry would have to keep 
control of his emotions while Ajax was out of the trombone case. His fingers 
went to the dollar bill pinned in his hat. He was in control of the spell, and 
he’d better start acting like it.

The last time Ajax had been materialized was in medieval 
Europe, but the great auroch was coping pretty well with all the cars and the 
confusion. Barry began to believe that they might just get back to Pentacle Pawn 
in one piece.

That was the moment a fire truck pulled into 
the intersection ahead of them and blocked the road. Barry felt Ajax tense 
underneath him, spooked by the strobing lights.

Please, please don’t hit the siren, Barry prayed.

They couldn’t go forward. Barry started running alternate 
routes in his mind, but before he could make a decision, Ajax grabbed one and 
went with it. The auroch wheeled on his rear legs and turned left.

There was no going back now. They were joining the parade.

Two streets ahead, a local high school band was rocking a 
Beyonce medley as they marched down the parade route. Ajax seemed drawn by the 
music. As Barry and Ajax approached the corner, parade watchers scrambled to 
make way for them.

Right behind the band was an equestrian unit: three guys on 
beautifully matched chestnut quarter horses — and a beefy cowboy sitting high in 
the saddle on a majestic Brahma bull.

This was not good.

The Brahma knew that Barry was there — no doubt about it. He 
was a mature bull, confident of his powers. He shook his head and snorted. The 
Brahma’s rider whipped his head around.

But Ajax wasn’t a domesticated bull. He was a feral creature, 
and other animals could sense it. Mark had told Barry that aurochs once ran in 
marauding herds. Ajax would be the alpha in any herd alive today.

Apparently, the Brahma thought so, too. Ajax drew up next to 
him, hunched his shoulders, lowered his head, and gave the Brahma the stink eye.

The Brahma refused to look in Ajax’s direction. He just 
adjusted his path to put himself in the far traffic lane, opening a distance of 
20 feet between himself and the auroch.

Ajax was satisfied. His head came up and Barry felt the huge 
animal’s muscles relax underneath him. Dominance established, the auroch and the 
Brahma trotted along side by side.

Barry tipped his hat to the other bull rider, 
a muscular middle-aged man in a denim jacket decorated with silver studs and 
well-worn jeans. His black Stetson had a high crown, and the sides of the broad 
brim curled up like wings. They exchanged glances at each other’s trophy belt 
buckles, the mark of a rodeo pro. The other rider touched two fingers to the 
brim of his hat. No further conversation was necessary.

The high 
school band switched to a march and the pace picked up. Ajax was a herd animal, 
and his herd was moving south on Scottsdale Road. The crowd cheered as the 
Brahma and the auroch headed down the parade route.

♦

Stella had made it back ahead of them, and she, Mark and I 
were waiting in the alley when Barry turned the corner. One minute it’s just the 
three of us, standing on the cobblestones in the quiet alley. The next minute, 
the far end of the alley is completely filled with a small man astride a very 
big bull.

Stella had her phone out, and she snapped a picture. I mean, 
you have to, right? She promised to text me a copy.

Barry was taking his time, not rushing the auroch as they 
sauntered down the narrow alley. The reins lay slack across Barry’s knees. He 
pulled up right in front of me, the giant bull’s nose even with my face.

All I could do was shake my head. Barry threw a leg over and 
slid to the ground.

“Have a nice ride?” Mark asked.

“Boy, howdy,” Barry said. “Ajax, here, is smooth as a rocking 
chair.” “Ajax?”

Stella held up the trombone case and pointed 
out the brass plate. Ajax.

“I thought that was the original owner’s name,” I said.

Barry shrugged.

“Ajax,” Mark intoned, sliding into his professorial voice. 
“Hero of the Trojan war, son of Telamon. A giant, they say, almost as strong and 
brave as Achilles.” Mark assessed the bull. “Good name for him.”

The auroch flicked his ears at Mark.

I took the trombone case from Stella’s hands and placed it on 
the ground in front of the bull. Barry looked stricken.

“You’re not gonna make him get back in that thing, are you?” 
he asked. He patted Ajax’s flank. “I just thought…”

“He doesn’t belong to us, Barry,” I said. “You were supposed 
to be delivering that case to New York, not riding Ajax down the middle of 
Scottsdale Road.”

“So you’re really going to put him back in the case?” Barry 
scratched Ajax’s muzzle as he pulled off the makeshift halter. “Sorry, partner,” 
he murmured in the huge bull’s ear.

I put out my hand. Barry unpinned the dollar bill from his 
hatband and handed it to me. He backed away to the far wall of the alley as I 
began my incantation over the trombone case. As fast as it had begun, Ajax’s 
freedom ended in a small puff of breeze.

Mark snapped the case closed. Barry was crestfallen.

“You want a ride back to your motel?” Stella asked him.

“Nah,” Barry replied. “I’m gonna go get drunk.”

He pulled his cowboy hat down over his eyes, shoved his hands 
in his pockets and put his head down. I heard his boot heels clicking on the 
cobblestones as he walked down the alley alone.

♦

Barry was pretty shaken up by his afternoon, but he was also 
exhilarated. I figured the auroch felt the same. He’d come back into the world 
and found himself in the middle of a strange, modern city surrounded by a rowdy 
crowd. He was way, way out of his comfort zone. But then again, so was Barry. 
They had a lot in common.

It was going to take a lot of beer to get Barry to calm down, 
and it would take a lot of kind words and a firm hand to get the auroch under 
control again.

Barry had proven this afternoon that the auroch, at least in 
its materialized state, could be managed by an experienced handler even if he 
wasn’t a skilled witch. Somebody had spent some time teaching the bull some 
manners, but in its resting form as a drinking horn, it seemed to be less 
well-trained.

The horn wasn’t twitchy or vibrating, like a lot of untrained 
objects are, but it had developed a weird purple aura that made me uneasy. The 
object felt sentient. That was never good. It meant that the horn was capable of 
acting on its own, outside the control of its owner.

I needed a quiet place to work, and there is no place quieter 
than my vault. I keep a small table and a single chair in the vault for moments 
like these. I left Lissa to tend the store while I picked up the trombone case 
and popped downstairs.

The over-stimulation of the auroch was palpable, even from 
outside the case. As I reached for the brass latches, the lid of the trombone 
case popped open on its own — never a good sign. Inside, the drinking horn 
glowed like a hot coal.

I went back to basics. I started with the calming spell, 
singing my lullaby to the drinking horn. I put myself on a loop, crooning the 
song over and over in a low voice until I saw the bright violet aura begin to 
fade to blood red.

The horn appeared to be calm enough that I could pick it up. 
I reached out with both hands, cupping them six inches away from the silver-clad 
mouth of the drinking horn. Blue sparks crackled inside the funnel of the horn, 
and I whipped my hands back. I was going to need to deliver the magical 
equivalent of a Xanax.

There is a longer incantation that can be applied to 
situations like this, but I use it only rarely. I don’t like the side effects. 
If I used that at all, I had to get this one just right. If I didn’t give it 
enough juice, all I would do is annoy the auroch — not a great idea at this 
point. If I did too much, I ran the risk of killing its magic forever.

I began very slowly, enunciating each word precisely as I had 
learned it from grandmother Marie-Eglise’s spellbook. My normal speaking voice 
has vanilla American diction, tinged with a little of the Bourbon Street of my 
youth. But when I do a serious incantation, I fall back into my grandmother’s 
voice, heavily accented with French.

I spoke the words carefully. The future of Ajax and his 
little buddy Barry both depended on it.


Chapter Eight

Barry, Ajax, the Brahma and his rider were the color photo on 
the front page of the Phoenix newspaper the next morning. The auroch’s owner 
called me the minute I hit the shop that night.

Mark was sitting in the Eames chair when the call came in, so 
he heard my side of the conversation.

“Yes, that was Ajax,” I said into my cell.

I listen to the angry voice on the other end until he ran out 
of steam. I saw Mark grin.

“Yes, I understand, but your locking spell was invalid. The 
object was in transit…”

More yelling on the other end.

“I’m sorry you feel that way. We take every precaution to 
secure the objects in our care but we’re not responsible for the bad behavior 
of...”

Another stream of colorful language.

“No, there’s no damage to the object. And, even though you 
haven’t bothered to ask, no one was hurt.” This guy was starting to get under my 
skin. “If my courier had not been expert at handling animals such as your 
auroch, this could have been a tragic…”

He hung up on me.

“Well, that went well,” Mark said.

I sighed. “He has a right to be upset, but part of this is 
his own fault for not properly training that horn. I’m not sure he has the 
skills to own something that powerful.”

“So, now what?”

“I’ll give him some time to calm down. Maybe when he thinks 
about it, he’ll decide that owning that horn is more trouble than it’s worth.”

At that moment, the door admitted Barry. He looked none the 
worse for wear, but I was pretty sure he’d spent the night exploring 
Scottsdale’s legendary drinking establishments.

“Morning,” he said quietly.

It was after 10 p.m., but nobody pointed that out.

“How are you doing?” I asked him.

Barry just shrugged. “Is he still here?” he asked.

I nodded to my desk, where the trombone case lay.

Barry walked over and put his hand on top of the case. “Is he 
okay?”

“He’s fine,” I said. “I put another confining spell on the 
drinking horn last night, just to be sure.”

Barry looked wistful. “This here’s the finest bull I ever 
rode.”

I’d never known Barry to care much about magical objects, but 
clearly, he and Ajax had bonded.

“Maybe we can work something out,” Barry said hopefully. “My 
place up in Wyoming — I could take him there. My cows would love him.” He patted 
the top of the trombone case. “I’ll bail you out as soon as I can, partner.”

Mark raised his eyebrows. “Barry, this is not like adopting a 
puppy,” he cautioned. “Ajax requires high-level magic to control him. If he gets 
loose again and somebody gets hurt…”

Barry looked indignant. “I just rode him in a parade, right 
through the middle of town.” He affectionately patted the trombone case. 
“Everybody’s fine. This guy’s a real crowd pleaser.: Barry looked up hopefully. 
“I mean, you said that the parade wants him back next year. It would be a shame 
to disappoint the kids.”

“Let me see what I can work out,” I said. “No promises.”

♦

Mark, Barry and I had worked with Jim to make Pentacle Pawn 
more secure, but in the end, all of our planning didn’t matter. When Penelope 
came for me, I was alone.

Lissa and Orion had been busy all day, moving her belongings 
from her mother’s pool house to his townhouse. Lissa had promised to make it 
into work before midnight, but we had no appointments scheduled for the evening 
so when she called in, I told her to take her time.

I sat in the Eames chair and popped downstairs to retrieve 
the drinking horn. I could take advantage of the quiet to give it another 
obedience lesson

I had just stood up from the duplicate chair downstairs when 
I heard a noise in the showroom above me. A woman’s laugh echoed around the 
vault.

It was Penelope.

I dropped back into the Eames chair and quickly mumbled the 
upstairs incantation. Nothing happened. Maybe I’d said it too fast, I thought. I 
recited the incantation once more, carefully enunciating each word.

I was still in the vault.

I heard a loud crash above my head. My heart sank when I 
realized what Penelope had done.

This was my own fault. I’d been meticulous in crafting the 
door incantation, making sure that it wouldn’t admit people and objects that 
might do me harm. It had never occurred to me to tell the door to keep an eye on 
objects that were going back out.

That’s precisely what happened. The first thing Penelope did 
when she broke in was to grab the Eames chair that sat in front of my desk 
upstairs. She held it up over her head by its skinny aluminum legs and crashed 
it down on the floor. The molded plywood seat, half a century old, shattered.

With the upstairs chair destroyed, I had no 
landing place to get out of the vault. The Eames chairs were a pair, tuned to 
each other’s vibes. I was stuck.

It was just a smashed-up old chair, nothing 
very special. But to me, down in the vault, it was everything. The Eames chair 
was my only portal out.

But Penelope had miscalculated. If I couldn’t go up, Penelope 
couldn’t come down. I was trapped, but I was safe, at least for the moment.

At least I could call for help. My life revolves around 
magic, but I’m smart enough to know that I should always have real-world backup 
systems. When I was setting up Pentacle Pawn, I’d had a phone installed in the 
vault. Nothing magical about it: just a plain old AT&T landline wired to the 
vintage pink Princess phone on the wall. I winced when I paid that bill every 
month, but tonight it was worth every penny. I called Mark.

While I waited for rescue, the destruction above my head 
continued. Was Penelope looking for something up there? Or was this just about 
revenge? I had no way to know.

For the next half hour, I listened, helpless, to Pentacle 
Pawn being destroyed. I could hear Penelope’s footsteps on the floor above me 
she moved around the room, so I had a pretty good idea of what was going on up 
there. There’d be a pause as if she was deciding what to do next. Then, staring 
up at the low ceiling of the vault, I’d follow her steps across the room to her 
next target. I held my breath as I waited for the crash. I could tell by the 
size of the impact whether she had tossed an expensive vase or turned over an 
irreplaceable piece of vintage furniture. It felt like the attack went on above 
my head for hours.

Helplessly listening to the destruction of my shop was 
terrible, but it was even worse when the room above me went silent. I hadn’t 
heard Penelope walk to the door. So, where was she? I pictured her standing in 
the middle of my showroom, arms crossed over her chest and a smirk on her face, 
admiring her handiwork.

I waited for her to move around again, but the sound never 
came. What was going on up there? Was it safe to go back upstairs?

♦

Almost an hour later, I heard footsteps over my head again. 
The Princess phone rang.

“Devil’s Island,” I answered.

I heard Mark laugh through the phone. “How are you doing down 
there?”

“Just hanging out. Everything okay up there?”

I heard Mark’s sigh. “Penelope’s gone, but not forgotten. 
She’s done quite a remodel up here. I’m not sure you’re going to like the new 
layout.”

I was pretty sure he was right. “I heard the sound effects, 
so I’ve got a pretty good idea what it looks like. Is Lissa okay?” I’d been 
worried that Lissa had come into work and walked right into the carnage.

“She’s fine. I talked to her a few minutes ago. They’re still 
moving furniture. They got distracted so they were late getting done — which 
probably saved their lives.”

Let’s hear it for young love. I breathed a sigh of relief.

“I tried to pop upstairs a while ago,” I told Mark. “The 
Eames chair is gone, right?”

“Out in the alley in a few dozen pieces, I’m afraid,” Mark 
said. “I don’t suppose you could work the spell if I brought one of those pieces 
in and put it back in front of your desk?”

I sighed. “Nope, doesn’t work that way. It takes two matched 
objects.”

I could almost hear Mark thinking. “So, nothing in, nothing 
out,” he finally said.

“Right. Including me.”

“Does that mean we have to bore a hole in the floor to get 
you out?” The floor to the shop — which was also the ceiling to the vault — was 
concrete supported with steel beams. I’d outsmarted myself again. I explained 
the problem to Mark.

I glanced over at the concrete wall that separated my 
basement from Bronwyn’s. The wall had been completely rebuilt last year after 
Penelope’s first attack. The new construction included a vertical wall of sheet 
steel between the two runs of concrete blocks except where Bronwyn’s safe was 
set into the wall. To put that safe in her basement had required dismantling 
half of her floor, a crew of six guys and a crane. Moving the safe was not an 
option.

I explained it all to Mark.

“I’m not sure where that leaves us,” he said.

I looked around the vault, hoping a solution would suggest 
itself. All I saw were boxes, crates, and cages containing unique objects, none 
of which had a mate upstairs in the free world.

Except one. My gaze fell on the trombone case.

“What’s Clayton up to these days?” I asked Mark.

♦

Clayton Coyote is a shaman. He’s pretty vague about his 
ancestry, but he’s led us to believe that his origins are in the Four Corners 
region where the borders of Utah, Colorado, New Mexico and Arizona meet.

Four Corners is home to the Navajo, Hopi, Ute, and Zuni, 
along with several small pueblos and independent Native American communities, so 
that didn’t narrow it down much. Once, out drinking with Barry, Clayton let slip 
that he’d gotten into some trouble as a kid and gotten himself expelled from his 
mother’s clan. His father was long gone, so he was on his own.

Many northern Arizona tribes are matriarchal cultures, so 
getting expelled from his mother’s clan was a big deal. At 13, Clayton was 
packed off to live with his father’s second cousin in Flagstaff. She was a 
potter and her husband was a painter; Clayton was soon immersed in the arts 
counterculture of the 1960s and ’70s. He dropped his birth name, won himself an 
art scholarship at the university and never went back.

Now, nearly 70, Clayton is renowned as a Native American 
silversmith and artist who paints compelling Grand Canyon landscapes in 
watercolors and oils.

Europeans have a fascination with American Indians, and 
Clayton has taken full advantage. He lives in the European Union most of the 
year. He likes working in Germany best, because of the Germans’ fascination with 
the American West, especially the movie version. Clayton is a frequent celebrity 
at Wild West reenactment weekends where everybody dresses up as cowboys or 
Indians. Clayton shows up in a buckskin jacket and an impressive (and 
counterfeit) Lakota feathered warbonnet, a getup that has nothing to do with his 
own culture but gains him free drinks all weekend.

The one thing that’s genuine about Clayton is his talent. His 
artwork hangs in the best museums, and he is celebrated at artsy banquets in the 
most expensive houses. This is crucial because Clayton Coyote is an 
international jewel thief. He’s an honored guest hiding in plain sight, 
unsuspected when the jewelry goes missing.

Mark tracked him down to a venerable château in the old 
Alsace-Lorraine on the German/French border, where he was the house guest of a 
wealthy industrialist who claims family ties to the House of Romanov. Mark’s 
call woke Clayton from a sound sleep, even though it was nearly noon in Europe.

“We have a job for you,” Mark said without preamble.

Clayton was instantly awake. “What does she need?”

“Call me back on a secure line,” Mark responded.

“This line is secure. I have it scrubbed every 24 hours.” Of 
course he did — in Clayton’s line of work, there was no such thing as too 
cautious.

“We are looking to borrow an artifact from a Polish museum. 
It’s a matter of some urgency.”

“And what is this artifact?”

“A Renaissance drinking horn,” Mark said.

“Is it enchanted?” Clayton asked.

“No, this one is not enchanted, at least as far as I know,” 
Mark said. “Just necessary.”

“No problem,” Clayton said. He knew not to ask too many 
questions. “There’s a nice one downstairs on display in the banquet hall. I can 
pick it up and be on a plane tonight.”

“Sorry,” Mark said, sounding exasperated, “we need a very 
specific one.” He explained about the horn we’d seen online and where to find 
it.

Clayton whistled. “That’s going to take some doing. How fast 
do you need it?”

“Yesterday. Maggie got herself locked in, down in the vault, 
and…”

Mark could hear Clayton laughing through the phone. “Never 
mind. You can tell me when you see me. I’ll be there tomorrow. Tell Maggie to 
hang in there.”


Chapter Nine

True to his word, Clayton Coyote stepped off a private 
Learjet at the executive terminal of Scottsdale Airport at 9:45 the next 
evening. He was carrying an expensive aluminum briefcase.

Stella picked Clayton up, and minutes later Clayton opened 
the briefcase on my desk upstairs.

Inside was a beautiful drinking horn, the mirror image of the 
one downstairs in the vault.

Barry whistled.

“Won’t they miss it?” Mark asked.

Clayton smiled. “Funny story there — there was 
a bit of commotion at that museum last night. It seems the sprinkler systems 
went off and flooded the main exhibit hall. Nobody can quite figure out how it 
happened. Nothing was damaged, at least not any of the artifacts, but their 
electrical system is shot, so it will be a few days before they can get the 
alarms and the lights back up and running. Meanwhile, the only security they 
have is a few rent-a-cops outside. Nobody is allowed in, not even the curators.”

“That’s a shame,” Mark said, melodramatically shaking his 
head. “I should send them a nice donation to help them get back on their feet.”

Clayton was nodding sagely. “It’s the least we could do.”

♦

It only took a few minutes for the boys to get set up for my 
escape — which was good, because, after a whole day stuck in the vault, I 
really, really needed to pee. When Mark called on the pink Princess phone, I 
already had our drinking horn out and ready to go.

This was no time for fancy incantations. I quickly put a 
small transport spell on our horn, then gave Mark the text of the spell so he 
could do the same on the museum’s horn upstairs. I noticed that the horn in the 
trombone case glowed slightly as Mark connected the two with magic.

Ajax’s two horns had been separated for more than three 
centuries. None of us was sure what might happen when they were reunited, but we 
had no choice. I sat in the remaining Eames chair, holding our drinking horn in 
my lap. Images of a nuclear reaction banged around at the edge of my 
consciousness as I recited the incantation.

For a moment, nothing happened. Then, a small moan came from 
the drinking horn in my lap. No, not a moan — a low trumpet sound.

“What’s going on down there?” Mark asked anxiously through 
the Princess phone. At his end, I could hear the other horn intoning the same 
musical note.

“On my way — I think,” I said. I didn’t quite finish my 
sentence before I found myself standing in the middle of the showroom upstairs. 
Barry was waiting to catch me, and he grabbed my elbow as I staggered forward 
with Ajax’s horn in my arms.

The top of the big table where I’d met with clients and 
enjoyed many delightful meals with my friends was cracked nearly in two, but it 
still stood in the center of the room. On it lay an aluminum briefcase 
containing a drinking horn that was the mirror image the one I held. Their auras 
were identical vibrant rainbows glowing and pulsing in unison.

The horns trumpeted to each other.

Barry took the horn we knew as Ajax and placed it on the 
table. The trumpeting got louder as he turned the two horns until they were 
parallel, the tips of each one curving forward, the mouths facing each other 
about a foot apart on either side of an imaginary skull. I pictured Ajax’s 
fierce eyes in the space between them.

The trumpeting stopped.

“Now what?” I said to Mark.

“Now,” Mark said, “Clayton gets that horn back to the museum 
before they discover that it’s gone.”

Clayton tipped his hat to me and grinned.

♦

I looked around the ruins of my shop. Penelope had been 
thorough. Everything up here had been smashed or overturned. I could only be 
grateful that no one had been hurt.

We’d be closed for a while, that was for sure. But before I 
could start to rebuild Pentacle Pawn, I had more pressing business.

I had to find Penelope. I had to put a stop to her, once and 
for all.

♦

I thanked everyone for their help, but I was overwhelmed. I 
hid in the bathroom until Clayton and Barry headed out. I knew Mark was waiting 
for me, but I couldn’t face him yet.

My first reaction was outrage. Pentacle Pawn was my 
sanctuary. It was a safe place where I was in total control, and that control 
had been taken from me. I’m not a violent person, but if Penelope had been 
standing in front of me at that moment, I could not have been responsible for my 
actions. I didn’t want Mark to see me that way.

That first adrenaline rush quickly past. It was replaced by 
fear, and that chased me out of the bathroom. I needed to be in the presence of 
another human being.

“Where’s Barry?” I asked Mark. I was beginning to feel shaky 
all over.

“He and Stella just dropped Clayton off at the airport. She 
took him over to his truck, and he’s on the way back. Why? Do you need 
something?”

“I need a bodyguard,” I said, barely keeping it together. “Or 
maybe I need a gun. Can I get a gun?”

I grew up in the family business, so I know a great deal 
about magical objects, but I don’t carry a physical weapon. There’s a pretty 
good chance I’d hesitate and it would be taken away from me, thus arming an 
assailant who came into the fight without a weapon of his own.

When I am rational, I understand this. I’d most likely blow 
off my own toe. But at that moment, I was far from rational.

Mark, my oldest pal, put his arm around my shoulder. 
“Maggie,” he said calmly, “you don’t need a gun. But if you would feel better to 
have Barry escort you home, I’ll give him a call.”

I nodded numbly. The violation was beginning to sink in. My 
business — my beautiful shop — was gone, at least for the time being. My 
clients’ valuables were still safe downstairs, but the inventory I’d so 
carefully collected for sale was trashed. It would take me weeks, maybe months, 
to get back to feeling safe.

Safe? Where did that come from? To get back to normal, I 
meant to say. But it was true. I didn’t feel safe, and it would be a long time 
before I felt that way again.

And as quickly as the thought came, it passed. No matter what 
happens to me, I’ve never allowed myself to feel like a victim. I chew on a 
problem until I find some way through it, some action I can take to start moving 
ahead again. Even terrible tragedy — the death of my darling John — forced me to 
finally make the break with New Orleans that brought me to my new life in 
Arizona. And that, in its turn, brought John back to me again.

Thinking about building my business again somehow made me 
feel better. I could take action, if not against Penelope, at least towards 
restoring the order in my life. It was a temporary setback — one that I could do 
something about.

But first, I needed sleep. I needed to spoon up with John and 
make it all go away for a few hours. I was not going to tell him about 
Penelope’s rampage, at least for now. I needed for my condo — my home — to be a 
refuge from this mess.

“Yes,” I said to Mark, leaning my head against his barrel 
chest. “Please call Barry. I need to go home.”

Mark gestured toward the door. “We need to lock up first,” he 
said.

He was right. Penelope could come and go anytime she wanted 
now that the door believed she was Lissa.

I had an idea. I turned the door and gave it a password — 
nothing magical, just a little phrase that would provide us with two-part 
authentication for anybody who wanted to gain entry. Mark grinned when he heard 
me instruct the door to admit no one who didn’t recite the phrase: “Quoth the 
Jabberwock, nevermore.”

I shrugged and tried for a grin. It made as much sense as 
anything else that had happened today.

♦

Barry drove me home. The uniformed doorman at my condo tower 
gave his battered old rodeo pickup a snooty glare, but Barry sat there, idling 
out gray smoke under the grand portico until he was sure I was safely inside the 
lobby.

John was frantic. I was four hours late, and I hadn’t been 
able to call to let him know what had happened because he still hadn’t mastered 
the telephone. Well, he knew how a phone worked, of course — he just hadn’t been 
able to use one since his death. He’d mastered controlling the TV remote with 
his mind, but when he tried it on my cell, I could hear buttons being pushed, 
but his voice didn’t come through. All I heard was static.

John was pacing in the kitchen when I came in. I took an 
extra moment to drop my purse and keys on the hall table, hoping he might calm 
down a little when he saw that I was safe.

Sit,” 
I commanded, and he joined me on the couch. And I caved.

John and I had never had any secrets during 
our marriage, and I couldn’t start now. I quickly explained what had happened. He turned white as a ghost. Well, of course, he was a ghost, but you know what I mean.

I assured him that we had things under control. We’d locked 
Penelope out and secured the store, at least what was left of it. Barry was on 
his way back to help Mark assess the damage, and I’d meet them there late 
tomorrow to begin reconstruction.

“And Penelope? What are you going to do about her?” John 
asked in his husband voice.

“We’re working on it,” I said. It was the best I could offer.

I’d been running on caffeine and adrenaline for hours and it 
had caught up with me. I deflated like a balloon.

John raised an eyebrow. “Bedtime, sweetie,” he whispered.

I struggled to my feet, feeling John’s frustration. He wanted 
to help, but if he tried to physically touch me, his hand would go right 
through. He settled for walking along beside me as I staggered toward the 
bedroom.

“I just need to make one phone call,” I said.

“It can wait,” John said, but I shook it off. “I’ll be right 
there, I promise.” 

John knows a lost cause when he sees one. “Five minutes,” he 
said, sternly tapping an imaginary wristwatch. I grinned at him, and he grinned 
back over his shoulder as he headed for the bedroom.

I fished out my phone and called Lissa. She was horrified at 
what Penelope had done, and I couldn’t blame her. Once again, her mother had 
used her to get to me.

I reassured her as best I could that none of this was her 
fault, and I explained about the new password. I made sure she understood that 
giving her the key to the door proved how much I trusted her. I promised to 
cover her salary for the weeks the shop would be closed for renovation — which, 
as I said it, struck me as still a pretty good cover story — and told her I’d 
give her a call in the morning.

John was awake when I finally came back to bed. I started to 
explain to him about calling Lissa, but he gently shushed me. “Sleep now, talk 
later,” he whispered softly in my ear as he cuddled up, keeping the blankets 
between us so I could feel his body spooning around me. In an instant, I was 
asleep.

♦

Mark called the next day and said he was bringing a present. 
It wasn’t my birthday, and we were still weeks away from reopening Pentacle Pawn 
so it wasn’t a housewarming gift. But I’m up for presents, anytime.

“Close your eyes,” Mark said through the cell phone an hour 
later.

“Where are you?”

“Outside in the alley. Close your eyes,” he insisted.

I did as I was told. When he told me to open them, I saw Mark 
sitting in front of my desk.

I raised up out of my desk chair. Mark was sitting on the 
Eames chair. Not possible, of course — the Eames chair had been destroyed during 
Penelope’s rampage. It must be the one from the vault. What was he up to?

“Why did you bring that upstairs?” I asked. “And, more to the 
point, how?” I’d spent this morning going over the vault inventory. There were 
still hundreds — maybe thousands — of magical items marooned down there. Nobody 
had been down in the vault since I had popped back upstairs holding Ajax’s 
drinking horn.

Mark was grinning like a Cheshire cat. “I didn’t. Your chair 
is still down there.” He stood and gestured with a flourish at the chair upon 
which he had been sitting. “This is your present.”

The lacquer on the plywood was a bit darker, but it was an 
Eames chair, all right, nearly identical to the one that had been destroyed.

“Oh, Mark! Thank you so much! Where on earth did you find 
it?”

He grinned. “In my living room — it came with the Malibu 
house. The previous owner collected mid-century modern.”

I slid into the new Eames chair, restored the incantation and 
popped downstairs. 

The two chairs was not quite dialed in yet, and I felt a bit 
of vertigo before I landed down in the vault. Maybe it was the darker lacquer on 
the new one, but they weren’t precisely synced up. There was still some 
fine-tuning to be done, but it worked. I owed Mark a major pasta pigout.

♦

I still couldn’t figure out how Penelope had gotten past the 
supposedly-unbreakable locking spell on Pentacle Pawn’s iron-bound oak door. It 
was time to take confession.

I pulled a chair up next to the door and, with my appointment 
book on my lap, I recited a short incantation, a sort of rewind on the door 
spell. The door’s rich baritone voice was conversational as it began reciting 
the dates, names and entry and exit times of the people it had admitted.

As the door mentioned a name, I checked each appointment off 
in my book. We worked our way back through that last week’s appointments. I saw 
that Lissa was usually 15 minutes late to arrive, and I was 15 minutes early. It 
showed us leaving at our usual times. So far, so good.

I turned back to the day I’d called Enoch, the day that Mrs. 
Sandringham had dropped in. The door had accurately logged the arrival and 
departure of my other clients throughout the evening, but it had no record of 
Mrs. Phoebe Sandringham. I went over it twice. She wasn’t there.

I involuntarily glanced over at the broken settee. She had 
sat right there, I thought, drinking tea and making small talk with me. Lissa 
had seen her, too, so it wasn’t my imagination. The woman had been right there.

I took the door through the schedule again and got the same 
result. I was mystified. The door had logged Lissa’s arrival and her early 
departure on her way out to her big dinner with Orion. Mrs. Sandringham and I 
had been sitting right over there when Lissa returned, but according to the door 
log, I’d been alone.

I wondered what else the door had gotten wrong, so I kept 
going, trying to reconcile the appointment book with what I knew to be true. And 
this is where it got very confusing.

According to the door, Lissa had come in twice and then 
exited twice.

What on earth?

My memory of that night was that Lissa was still swooning 
over her boyfriend in a restaurant a couple of miles away when Mrs. Sandringham 
unexpectedly dropped in. I knew that Mrs. Sanringham had arrived just before 
midnight, but according to the door, the only person who came in around that 
time was Lissa.

The door log showed that Lissa came in 
again about a half-hour later, which matched my memory of that night. By then, I knew, 
Mrs. Sandringham and I were chatting on the settee. The door believed that Lissa 
had exited a few minutes later, but I remembered her being down in the vault at 
that point, and she didn’t leave the shop until the end of the shift.

There was only one explanation: the door had confused Mrs. 
Sandringham with Lissa.

Something was terribly wrong here. The door identifies people 
by their aura, and an aura is as individual as a fingerprint. This could not 
have happened — but it had.

♦

I’m no expert on auras, but Daisy is. She made it to the shop 
in under 15 minutes.

“Somebody’s been using a masking spell,” Daisy said when she 
compared the appointment book and the door log.

“Penelope,” I said. “But how is that even possible?” I’m a 
pretty powerful witch, but even I couldn’t pull that one off. It’s the 
equivalent of punking a DNA test.

“If I remember correctly, Lissa is an only child?” Daisy 
asked.

I nodded.

Daisy was thoughtful. “Penelope’s child.”

My stomach dropped. “Could she really do that?” I whispered, 
more to myself than to my aunt.

“Oh, absolutely,” Daisy said gravely. “It requires a sample 
of Lissa’s aura, just like you’d need a cell sample if you wanted to clone 
somebody’s DNA.” She thought about what he just said. “Actually, she could do it 
more easily than anybody else. Penelope created Lissa, in a very real sense. As 
her mother, Penelope’s powers have an affinity for Lissa.”

Daisy squinted her eyes. “Does she have access to any of 
Lissa’s things?”

I felt a chill go down my spine. “Lissa used to live in 
Penelope’s pool house.”

“There you have it, then,” Daisy said. “Means, motive, and 
opportunity. This was a scouting mission, a dry run for the attack. But what’s 
the endgame?”


Chapter Ten

I went back to Pentacle Pawn, what was left of it, the next 
morning. Time, tide, and taxes wait for no man, and I still had paperwork to do.

The electricity was still off, but I used the flashlight app 
on my phone to make my way to my smashed-up desk. Everything on my desk top was 
now on the floor, the neat piles tossed and the papers torn up and scattered.

You know, sometimes in the aftermath of disaster, you get a 
flash of insight. Mine came as I was on my hands and knees on the floor, 
rummaging through the ruins of my beautiful shop.

What on earth was I doing? There were people I loved, people 
who loved me, waiting for me out in the world. How much of my life had I wasted 
chasing perfection? Not actually doing a job, mind you, but obsessing about it. 
I remembered all-nighters in college, trying to make a paper that was already an 
A+ just a little bit better. I’d tried to keep perfect books for the shop, when 
all I needed was a clear record.

The paperwork could wait. I threw the crumpled, dirty remains 
of my paperwork into a box and hauled it all back to the condo. John was 
waiting.

We had breakfast — well, I did — and hung out, just enjoying 
the rest of the morning and each other’s company.

“It’s killing you, isn’t it?” he finally said with a smirk.

It was. I could hear the paperwork calling to me.

He grinned at me indulgently. “Baby steps, sweetie,” he said. 
“Nobody expects you to go cold turkey.” He blew me a kiss and headed for the TV.

I’d been working in my home office for about an hour when I 
ran across the neon-pink “While You Were Out” memo from Bronwyn, reminding me 
about her visit with Mrs. Phoebe Sandringham. I crumpled the memo in my fist. As 
it hit the trashcan — a three-pointer — my phone rang.

“I asked around,” Enoch Dobbins said. He was chomping on a 
cigar again. “Jacob Carroll was not a popular man. He was in pretty deep with 
the wrong people.”

“We knew that, but it’s good to have confirmation. Did you 
find out anything about Penelope’s contract?”

I heard Enoch chuckle. “What did you do to piss that woman 
off? She was pretty determined to see you dead. She was offering a quarter of a 
million dollars to make sure.”

“Wow!” was all I could say.

Enoch let me catch my breath. I could hear him puff that 
cigar. “Apparently, our Jacob couldn’t resist.”

“You’ve got to be kidding me! It was Jacob in the alley the 
other night? I wouldn’t have thought he had it in him.”

“Oh, he didn’t,” Enoch said. “He hired a shooter. Jacob was 
the other guy, the spotter.”

“And you know this — how?”

“Because the shooter rolled over on him. He got picked up by 
the gang task force that same night, and he sang like Pavarotti. The cops 
cleared half a dozen cases. Yours was one of them.”

I didn’t know whether to be relieved or not, and I said so to 
Enoch.

“Don’t get comfortable,” he cautioned. “Penelope is still in 
the wind.”

♦

Jim promised me coffee at the deli the next morning. There 
was something he needed to tell me the couldn’t be said over the phone.

He’d already ordered for both of us by the time I got there. 
The buttery kaiser rolls demanded our full attention, and I waited until we had 
munched our way through the prosciutto and Swiss sandwiches, slathered with 
pomegranate jam. When I reached for my second chocolate chunk cookie, Jim 
decided it was time.

“There’s no easy way for me to tell you this,” Jim said, 
staring down into his coffee. “Jacob Carroll is dead.”

I stopped in mid-munch. “When?”

“The coroner thinks it was the same night you were attacked 
in your alley. It’s a good thing you had Stella come pick you up.”

“She’s not a suspect, is she? Stella is…”

Jim shook his head. “Her rideshare logs put her elsewhere for 
the rest of her shift. Thank heavens for GPS.”

I was trying to work through it. “So, what happened? How did 
he die?”

“Heart attack. It was a fluke that we even found him. A troop 
of Boy Scouts stumbled across the body out on the backside of the White Tanks.”

I knew that mountain range: it rises straight up from the 
Valley floor at the far west edge of Phoenix. The deep canyons are accessible 
mostly on foot. That 30,000-acre desert park the perfect place to dump a body.

“No external marks except whatever damage the coyotes did, no 
indication of foul play. His heart stopped, pure and simple.”

This all was beginning to sound horribly familiar. “No 
history of heart trouble, right?” Jim knew where I was going.

Jim took a tentative sip at his steaming coffee. “Nope. Fit 
as a fiddle.”

“Just like that poor woman last year,” I said.

I filled Jim in on my conversation with Enoch Dobbins.

“It doesn’t surprise me,” Jim said. “So, it’s a toss-up who 
got to him first. Maybe the guys he owed money to finally caught up with him. 
Or, maybe, Penelope decided he was a liability after he failed to fulfill her 
contract on you in that alley. Either way, Jacob Carroll was a dead man.”

Jim stirred his coffee. “I’m afraid there’s more. I pulled 
the coroner’s report on your friend Bop. He confirmed that she drowned.”

“That can’t be right,” I argued. “Bop was a strong swimmer, 
and she was an experienced runner. I jcan’t see how she ended up in the water, 
let alone drown.”

Jim shuffled his papers. “We found a witness, a woman who 
runs with her boyfriend out there on the canal. She didn’t know your friend, 
except to nod to, but she agrees with you. She thought maybe Bop had a seizure 
of some kind.”

“But she didn’t have...” I started to argue again.

Jim waved it away. “What if somebody hit your friend with a 
spell as she went into the water, something that could incapacitate her?”

I felt sick. Perfectly healthy people who crossed my path had 
a nasty way of dropping dead when Penelope was around, but I had no idea why.

♦

It was time to go for a run.

John had made me swear that I wouldn’t run on the canal bank 
after the attack on Bop, and I’d stuck by my promise, but I woke up the next 
afternoon angry that I was being held prisoner in my own home. Besides, that 
business with my vault had made it very clear that Penelope could lash out at me 
wherever and whenever she wanted. I may as well get some exercise.

John was snoozing on the couch when I laced up my running 
shoes and eased out the door. I felt guilty not telling him where I was going, 
but I didn’t want to be talked out of it, either. Anyway, all he could do would 
be to sit in the condo and worry, I told myself. The terms of his, er, ghostdom 
apparently confined him to my condo and balcony. It wasn’t as if he could go out 
and run with me, I rationalized.

It wasn’t until I’d jogged downstairs, exited the building on 
the canal side and started stretching out next to the path that I realized how 
very alone I was. Maybe this was a mistake, but I wasn’t about to turn back now.

The sun was still high in the sky and the weather was 
gorgeous as I started out. There were only a few people out on the path. The 
redhead and her musclebound boyfriend jogged past me. I remembered what Jim had 
said; that the woman didn’t believe Bop simply drowned. I gave her a friendly 
smile, and she waved over her shoulder as she jogged past.

Up on the balcony, John was watching. I’d been very quiet as 
I closed the door behind me, but the slight click of the lock still awakened 
him. He knew where I was going, what I was going to do. All he could do was 
watch.

He stood at the balcony rail and scanned the canal road for 
me. He told me later that he spotted me as soon as I stepped onto the path. He 
said he wished he had binoculars, but then, he wouldn’t have been able to lift 
them to his eyes, anyway. He wanted to scream in frustration.

John watched helplessly as I moved away from him, but for the 
first block or so, he thought I was going to be okay. If John had still been 
alive, he would’ve been holding his breath.

He had a grandstand seat when Penelope made her move. John 
said she came out of nowhere, closing the gap between us.

Down on the path, I heard somebody a few paces behind me. 
Runners are very aware of their personal space, and we’re careful not to get too 
close. It’s dangerous — that’s how tangles and falls happen.

I moved a foot closer to the canal, making room for the 
runner behind me to pass. The footsteps came closer, directly behind me, so I 
moved over again. I was running less than a yard from the edge of the water now.

This must have been how it happened for Bop. This is how she 
ended up in the water. I waited for the impact.

Penelope hit me with a solid body blow just under my shoulder 
blade. The force was enough to carry me into the water, just like Bop. When 
Penelope made her move, I was prepared. I had no intention of dying in that 
canal like my friend.

At the moment of impact, I muttered abracadabra. Not very 
original, I know, but I was sure that I could remember it under stress to 
trigger the protective ward I had created around my body after that first attack 
in the alley. Penelope was not going to kill me today. She was not going to stop 
my heart.

I started splashing and screaming as soon as I hit the water. 
A crowd gathered, and passersby organized a human chain to help me climb up the 
steep canal bank.

I heard sirens in the distance.

♦

The EMTs offered to take me to the emergency room to get 
checked out, but I declined. I was fine, and I still had unfinished business.

John was still on the balcony — equal parts furious and 
relieved — when I got home. I wanted to run to him and get lost in his arms, but 
we both knew that wasn’t going to work. I slumped, exhausted, onto the chaise 
lounge.

John came over and sat down beside me. He was grinning.

“You look like a drowned rat,” he snickered. He blew in my 
direction, and my damp hair ruffled a bit in the breeze. I smiled, and he turned 
serious. “I’m glad you’re okay.”

We sat together for a moment, each in their own thoughts.

“Were you out here the whole time?” I asked him.

He confessed that he had watched me from on high — or, more 
accurately, from the balcony — as I baited Penelope. “That was pretty stupid,” 
he said. It wasn’t open to debate.

“It worked. You saw her.”

“She could’ve killed you.”

I tried to smile. “But she didn’t.” I turned 
to him. “John, I need her to know that I’m not afraid of her. Whatever she’s up 
to, she’s not going to win this... whatever this is. The cops got there so fast, 
I was sure they’d get her.” 

I looked at him suspiciously. “How did the cops get there so fast?”

John’s eyes twinkled. “I called them.”

“Did not. You can’t use the phone.”

“But I can use the computer. The county has a new app that 
lets you text 911. I downloaded it to your desktop last week. As soon as I saw 
Penelope come up behind you, I called for the cavalry.”

I wanted to hug him. “My hero!” I gushed, and he rolled his 
eyes.

I was suddenly 
exhausted; the burden of carrying this whole thing around by myself was too 
much. It was time to come clean with John.

He listened patiently  as I told him about my conversations with Jim and with Enoch Dobbins. He let me 
talk uninterrupted for more than an hour. I told him about getting trapped in 
the vault and how Penelope had trashed the shop. He understood how angry I was, 
how violated and helpless I felt.

I felt his frustration, too. He wanted to hold me and comfort 
me while I buried my head in his shoulder and sobbed it all out, the way I used 
to do back in New Orleans when he was alive. But he wasn’t alive, and he 
couldn’t touch me in any meaningful way. It left a sadness between us as I cried 
into the couch pillow.

Eventually, I got control enough to raise my head. “I just 
don’t understand,” I snuffled. “Why is she doing all this? What’s it all about?”

John sat up a little straighter on his end of the couch. “Do 
you still do that thing with a dollar bill that they did in New Orleans?” he 
asked.

I assumed he was referring to my practice of giving a dollar 
bill to the owner of any magical object that was pawned to “buy” it, and thus 
put its magic under my control.

I nodded. “Why?”

“So does that agreement bind the object to Pentacle Pawn, or 
personally to you?”

“To the shop. What are you getting at?”

John looked grim. “I know why Penelope is trying to kill 
you.” 

“What?”

John settled back into the couch. “Bear with me a minute. 
What happens to the shop if you suddenly die?”

“John!” It was an ugly thought.

He persisted. “What happens?”

“I haven’t thought about it.”

“Think about it. You have no heirs.” He saw me wince, but he 
kept on. “Do you even have a will?”

“Enoch and I talked about it when I did the incorporation 
papers for the shop. I’ve just never gotten around to doing it.” I knew I 
sounded defensive, but John looked almost pleased.

“I figured. So, if you suddenly die, what happens?”

“It would probably be closed for a few days. Lissa knows how 
to contact the family in New Orleans, but they wouldn’t be able to get here 
right away. And then there’d be the funeral to plan... John, this is creepy.”

His face was stoic. “Trust me just a few more minutes — I’m 
going somewhere with this, I promise. While your family makes the arrangements, 
what happens to your clients? What if somebody needs something out of the vault 
right away?”

“Lissa has keys. The door would let her in, just like always, 
and she could use the Eames chair to get whatever they needed.”

Finally, John looked satisfied. “Lissa would 
be in charge. Lissa would be Pentacle Pawn, at least until your family was able to take over.”

“But how does that explain...” And then I saw it.

If Penelope needed powerful magical objects, the best place 
in the world to look for them was in my vault. The Pentacle Pawn shops in Paris 
and New Orleans are operated by extended family, and aunts and uncles and 
cousins are always on the premises. I run the Scottsdale shop alone, aided only 
by Lissa.

Lissa would hold the keys to the candy store — and her mother 
Penelope knew exactly how to get her hands on them. Lissa’s whole childhood had 
been preparation for this moment. She had been conditioned to please Penelope, 
no matter what the cost. Her break from her mother had been painful and fragile, 
and Penelope’s return had opened all the old wounds.

Even with Orion at her side, it would be difficult for Lissa 
to resist Penelope’s demand for access to the vault if I was dead. The extent of 
the looting would be breathtaking.

Penelope would be 
armed for Armageddon if that’s what she chose to do. There was no telling the 
damage she could inflict.

There was one question 
unanswered. “John, why did Jacob kill Bop? She didn’t have anything to do with 
Pentacle Pawn.”

John sighed. “Describe 
Bop to me.”

“What’s that got to do 
with anything?”

“Just humor me.”

I didn’t understand 
why he was asking, but I did as he asked. “About my height and build, 
strawberry-blonde hair...” — I fingered the tips of my own haircut — “... about 
like mine.”

John was nodding, his 
eyes sad.

“He 
wasn’t after Bop. He was after me.”

♦

There was no question 
that it had been Penelope who attacked me on the canal path, and I had to warn 
Lissa. Over John’s protests, I summoned Stella to take me to Orion’s townhouse.

Orion put his arm 
protectively around Lissa as she heard me out. Her fingers were clutched tightly 
around the small amulet at her throat.

I’d purchased the 
baboon tooth suspended from the silver chain from an elderly client who 
couldn’t control its magic. Lissa and I had been working, a little every night, 
to develop her craft. For the first month, she worked with me in the vault, 
trying to gain control over the tooth and prevent the nasty-tempered baboon from 
materializing whenever he felt like it.

It was hard work —there’s nothing like a full-grown baboon 
screaming bloody murder and throwing his own excrement at you to keep your mind 
on your task— and at the end of each shift, we were both exhausted.

Sometimes it went well; others, not so much, but I was proud 
of how Lissa persisted. As her accuracy increased, so did her confidence. She 
gained enough control over the amulet to bring the tooth, and the ring box in 
which it lived, up to the showroom to work on it. A few weeks ago, she put the 
chain around her neck and wore the amulet for the whole day. Now, she was never 
without it. She had made the baboon her protector.

“Are you okay?” I asked gently.

Lissa nodded, choking back tears. “She’s really back,” she 
whispered. “She’s coming for us.” 

Orion put his arm protectively around Lissa. “We’ll be ready 
for her,” he said, his jaw set.


Chapter Eleven

THE CIRCLE

The battle lines were drawn. Penelope was coming for us 
again, and we had to be ready.

My friends and I have a long tradition of gathering in 
fellowship before we engage in combat. There is no Stonehenge in Scottsdale — 
well, it wouldn’t surprise me if there is a full-scale replica on the back lawn 
of one of the mansions up on the hill, but I certainly don’t have access to it — 
so we gather in the mountain preserve. We have privacy and open sky. That’s all 
that matters.

The Scottsdale McDowell Sonoran Preserve is a public park in 
a resort city. The posted signs say that the preserve opens at sunrise and 
closes at sunset, but if you behave yourself, nobody will hassle you if you’re 
up there after dark. The local cops understand the tourism is the town’s 
bread-and-butter, and unless somebody gets hurt, they’re more likely to call a 
cab than a paddy wagon for people who party too hard.

I set aside the work to restore Pentacle Pawn for the night, 
and Stella, Queen of Rideshare, picked up Lissa. We met at the restrooms in the 
parking lot at the foot of the trail. Sounds a little weird, I know, but the 
whole trailhead area had just been upgraded and a famous architect had designed 
the new building, so it was a pretty classy spot. We crossed the footbridge and 
took care of business before we headed up the mountain.

Arizona park preserves are always a shock to snowbirds. 
There’s no grass. Think of the Sonoran Desert as a forest, with tall saguaro 
instead of trees. A light rain earlier in the day had brought the desert to 
life, Lissa and I could smell creosote and desert sage as we started up the 
trail.

This would be Lissa’s first circle. Lissa had been with me a 
while as a clerk, but now, as she trained to develop her own skills, she had 
become a trusted companion. It was time.

She carried a small woven bag over her shoulder. Inside were 
a few items I’d gathered from store inventory to get her started: an antique 
Mason canning jar, filled with olive oil with a wire bail securing the lid; an 
extra pair of socks and a light jacket; and a water bottle. The jar was part of 
the ritual. The clothes and water bottle? Nobody with any sense goes into the 
desert without them, even for a short walk. The desert is beautiful, but it can 
be deadly for the unwary or unprepared.

I slung my pack over my shoulder as we walked side-by-side up 
the easy trail. We didn’t talk. Lissa was almost quivering with anticipation, 
and I was preoccupied with the task ahead of us. We hiked in companionable 
silence up to the saddleback between two low hills.

The trail forks at the top, going east and west along the 
ridge. People think of the desert as a wasteland, but it’s actually a complex 
biological world that’s easily damaged. It’s illegal to leave the trail in the 
preserve, and the fines are enormous if you get caught cutting across country. I 
pulled Lissa aside as we reached the saddleback so that an older couple and 
their grandkids could pass us on their way down the hill.

Once we had the junction to ourselves, I worked a quick spell 
to protect the soil from our footprints. I threw in an extra line to ward off 
snakes, just in case. Hey, it never hurts to cover all your bases.

Lissa’s eyes were wide as I took her arm and guided her 
behind a boulder. In front of us was a goat trail. We followed it over another 
low rise. We were just below the saddleback now, on the far side of the ridge 
that shielded us from the view of anyone up on the main path.

We were in a small natural amphitheater about fifteen feet 
across. Ten trunk-sized boulders were scattered around the clearing in a rough 
circle, and four ancient saguaros marked the cardinal compass points. Anybody 
who stumbled across this place wouldn’t give it a second look, but it had been 
established more than a hundred years ago by a small group of wise women who 
understood the value of a permanent place to gather. My friends and I honored 
what they had handed down to us and cared for it well.

It was February, and the desert was in bloom. It was a little 
early for wildflowers, but here they were: a vast orange and purple carpet of 
poppies and lupines covering the slope in the sheltered valley, meeting the 
blazing sunset at the horizon. It took my breath away.

My friends and I are not a coven — we’re not even all 
witches. Each has his or her own skills and talents. We are a circle of friends, 
and any of us can call the circle together in time of need. As convener this 
time, I settled myself on the big rock at the north point of the circle. If we 
had been on the beach in Malibu, it would’ve been Mark at the north point. In 
New Orleans, it would have been Daisy.

I gestured to Lissa to find a seat. The women arrived first — 
they always do. I’m not sure why that is, but it always makes me smile. Having 
the women I love most in the world join with me in the circle is one of my 
greatest joys.

Stella had promised to pick Daisy up, and they came up the 
trail together. It took Daisy a while to stump up the trail with the claw-foot 
cane she’d bought on the Home Shopping Network. Stella stayed close by Daisy’s 
elbow, wary of a fall but taking care not to crowd the older woman’s dignity by 
hovering. They were our past and our future: Stella’s youth and enthusiasm, 
Daisy’s wisdom and experience. Stella fussed a little over Daisy as she helped 
her get settled on the boulder next to me. She never saw Daisy toss me an amused 
wink.

While the others took their places around the circle, I 
pulled out my canning jar. We’re not allowed to have open flames in the mountain 
preserve, but these work just fine. I unsnapped the wire bail and swung the lid 
open on its hinge. I lit the wick that I’d threaded through a small foil float 
on the surface of the oil. The flame quickly caught, glowing brightly through 
the antique glass.

I’d asked Lissa to meet me at my favorite Italian place for 
lunch, and even though the pasta Primavera was her favorite, she’d been too 
nervous to eat while we talked. It was part interview, part final exam, part 
confession, and we were both in joyful tears by the time I finally invited her 
to join us tonight.

I had forbidden Lissa to tell Orion that she 
might be joining the circle tonight. I didn’t want there to be any 
disappointments if it turned out she wasn’t yet ready. Now I saw that she had 
saved the boulder next to hers just for him. When he saw her there, the 
expression on his beautiful face was as perfect as Michelangelo’s 
David. 
He took her hand as he knelt to place his candle.

Barry arrived last. He tipped his cowboy hat to me, lit his 
candle, and found a place between Stella and Lissa.

We waited quietly in the candle glow for the moon to rise, 
each lost in our own thoughts. It had taken us only minutes to leave 
civilization behind. The lights of the city had spread out at our feet as we 
climbed the main trail. Here, below the ridge, it could have been an hour ago or 
a millennium. I noticed Stella look up.

For a moment, I wished I could be inside her head. What was 
she seeing? As an astronomer, she knew the name and position of every bright 
object in the sky with mathematical precision. But I suspected that what 
resonated in her mind at this moment were the old names, the legends and heroes 
from the beginning of humankind itself, created to make sense of the wonders in 
the heavens. The stars humbled us, reminding us how brief had been our kind’s 
time on earth.

We sat together but separate, each coming to the Circle 
through our belief and practice.

Suddenly, Mark was there. He had called the night before, 
apologizing profusely and saying he had been unavoidably detained in Los Angeles 
and wouldn’t be able to get back in time for the circle. Beginning this task 
without him had seemed impossible. When he stepped around the boulder into the 
circle of candlelight and solemnly nodded to me, my heart sang.

Each of us had brought a talisman to help center ourselves. I 
use a small black bowl made for me by a Navajo friend. Barry had his elk-horn 
knife; Stella, her doorknob; Lissa, the baboon’s tooth; Daisy, her sea turtle 
shell comb; Orion, his extraordinary pearl that, he always said with a wink, had 
come from Atlantis. Each, in turn, placed his or her talisman in the center of 
the circle next to their candle. Mark placed his walking staff across the 
center.

I filled my bowl with clean water from my water bottle and 
looked at a point in the center of the water to clear my mind and focus my 
thoughts.

Each of us placed our talisman in front of our candles, and 
together we spoke a cleansing incantation. Nobody invoked Penelope’s name. There 
were no curses or warding spells. This was not about our enemies; it was about 
the power of our friendship.

Our circle of candles glowed brighter as we poured our energy 
into the spell.

So we bind ourselves in battle; so we bind ourselves in love.


Chapter Twelve

Pentacle Pawn reopened for business the next night. I had 
working electricity and the water and phones were on, but there was still a huge 
mess that would take several weeks to put right. Meanwhile, our clients required 
our attention — and we needed to get back into that daily routine that gave us 
all at least the illusion of safety.

I’d salvaged my desk and the oak table, and Barry cobbled the 
front counter back together. We gathered just after sundown to celebrate. Mark 
brought champagne; Barry brought the beer. Daisy brought a bouquet of fresh sage 
and smudged the place to chase away any lingering evil spirits. I wondered aloud 
if it might work on Penelope, and Daisy rolled her eyes.

“I still don’t 
understand,” Lissa said as we sat around the big table. “Why does my mother want 
the teapot?”

“It’s not about the 
teapot,” Mark said. “It’s a powerful focusing tool, that’s all. She’s up to 
something bigger, and she needs the teapot to pull it off.”

I agreed. "It's just 
like the last time when she tried to get her hands on that blue amber. We never 
did find out what she planned to do with it. We assumed that it was a one-off 
heist, that she wanted the amber and its spellbook for their own sake. After 
all, that was pretty powerful magic, just in itself. But I think Mark is right — 
all of this is part of some bigger scheme. She’ll just keep coming back unless 
we stop her.”

The color drained from 
Lissa’s face. She was remembering the death of her stepbrother, Simon, in our 
vault the last time Phoebe tried to use magic to break in. “You don’t mean kill 
her?”

Daisy patted her hand. 
“No, none of us want it to come to that.”

“But we do have to be 
prepared,” I said. My voice was grim.

“So how do we find out 
what she’s really up to?” Lissa asked, looking around the table at each 
of us.

Daisy spoke up. “We may not need to know. If we can stop her 
from getting the tools she needs, that might be enough.”

I thought about that. Magical objects are the means to an 
end. They have no power of their own; they are simply a way to harness a witch’s 
own powers and abilities, much as you might use a screwdriver to hang a picture 
hook on the wall instead of pounding it in with your fist.

What Penelope was doing was upping her game. The tools she 
had been trying to steal — first, the amber, and now, the teapot — were 
professional-grade. She was into something big.

“Daisy is right,” I finally said. “Whatever Penelope is up 
to, she’ll keep coming back until she gets her hands on something that will do 
the job. That means that our job will be to discourage her. If she can’t get 
what she wants from us, maybe she’ll move on to somebody else.”

Mark looks concerned. “You need to make some calls,” he said 
to me softly.

He was right: I needed to tip off our sister stores in Paris 
and New Orleans in case Penelope decided to come at them instead.

“Absolutely — I’ll let them know. Meanwhile, how are we going 
to keep her out of here?”

We talked through the night.

♦

I do regular maintenance on the magical objects in our care. 
This mostly involves updating the restraining spells that guarantee their good 
behavior while they are on the premises. Sometimes, the owners pay me to do what 
amounts to obedience training.

After Barry’s adventure in the parade, I figured that the 
auroch drinking horn could use a refresher course. I called the owner again and 
asked if he’d like for me to spend a little extra time with his object.

He was still angry.

The client was the direct descendant of a Viking chieftain, 
he said. The drinking horn had been handed down through his family for six 
generations, he said. It was a lie — I knew from my Paris cousins that he bought 
the horn a dozen years ago in Ukraine. He insisted that he was perfectly capable 
of controlling it. I wasn’t so sure.

From what I’d seen, the auroch was way too much for him, and 
I wasn’t going to take the chance that Ajax might escape again on my watch. It 
stayed down in the vault; Barry was not allowed near it. But this couldn’t go on 
indefinitely.

I gave the owner until the end of the week to come and pick 
up the trombone case.

“I’ll have a courier pick it up this evening,” he sniffed.

No way was I going to allow that to happen. After all, Barry 
was an experienced cattleman—and if he couldn’t control the auroch, giving it to 
an unsuspecting courier was a recipe for disaster.

“I’m sorry, but I won’t release the drinking horn to anyone 
but you,” I told Swensen. “I’ll hold it for three days. After that, your 
contract allows me to charge you reasonable daily security fees. In this case, 
your object will require round-the-clock supervision. That comes to more than a 
thousand dollars a day.”

I could hear him sputtering at the other end of the phone 
before he took a deep breath to calm himself.

“I will see you tomorrow evening,” he shouted. My ears were 
still ringing when he hung up on me.

♦

There was no sign of Penelope, but the next evening, we had a 
different kind of drama. The investment banker who owned the auroch drinking 
horn called back to make an appointment to pick up his property.

Actually, his secretary called. I went through my appointment 
book and found a time when no other clients were scheduled after midnight, and 
we found an appointment for him on the next Thursday.

I still wasn’t confident that the owner could control the 
object. The only one I knew for sure could deal with Ajax was Barry, so I called 
him and asked him to be there when the horn was picked up. If Ajax got loose, 
I’d have some backup.

Ajax’s owner was right on time. I’ve never met him before, 
but he looked exactly as I pictured him in my mind: tall, blond, chiseled, close 
to middle age, with the sort of muscles you get in the gym instead of from 
actual work. His custom suit was worth more than my car.

“Mr. Swensen,” I said in greeting, extending my hand.

His handshake was perfunctory as he glanced around the 
wrecked showroom. “What happened here?” he asked. His eyes narrowed. “Are you 
saying my Viking horn did this?”

“No,” I answered, taking his elbow to help him through the 
ruins. “Sorry about the mess — just a little remodeling.” I heard Lissa snicker 
behind me.

Swensen shook his head. “I assume my case is ready to go, Ms. 
Flournoy?”

I gestured to my desk. “Of course. We just need to complete 
the paperwork.”

I sat him in the Eames chair in front of my desk and had him 
sign the pawn redemption forms. There was no banter. We would be happy to be rid 
of each other.

After we had both signed, I pulled the crumpled dollar bill 
that Barry had worn in his hatband from the paperclip on the pawn declaration 
and put it in my pocket. I settled Mr. Swensen onto the sofa while I slid into 
the Eames chair and popped downstairs.

When I returned with the trombone case, Barry was leaning 
against the front counter. They were eyeing each other like it was the O.K. 
Corral.

“So this is the man who nearly lost my auroch?” Swensen 
snarled at me.

Out of the corner of my eye, I saw Barry rock forward on his 
feet and settle his weight into his fighting stance. I put out my hand toward 
him, and he leaned back.

“Mr. Swensen,” I said as calmly as I could, “Barry is the 
only reason that Ajax made it back here in one piece. If he hadn’t been there, I 
don’t even want to think about what could’ve happened.”

Swensen shook his head. “It was his fault that the bull got 
out in the first place.” I wasn’t sure how much longer I’d be able to restrain 
Barry. I needed to get this over with.

I took the dollar bill from my pocket and handed it to 
Swensen. I gestured to the trombone case on my desk. “I think we’re done here,” 
I said to Swensen. “Thank you for your business.”

Swensen took the bill and slipped it into his breast pocket 
behind the handkerchief. He stalked over to the desk and roughly snatched the 
case up by the handle. I watched it rock in his hand.

From inside the case came a low moan.

In one fluid motion, Barry stood next to Swensen. “Whoa 
there, partner,” he crooned. He wasn’t talking to the investment banker.

“Get away from me!” Swensen shouted at Barry as he slammed 
the case back down on the desk. I thought he was going to take a swing at Barry, 
but one look at the little cowboy’s eyes and he thought better of it.

Small puffs of steam were misting out from around the brass 
locks of the trombone case.

Barry gave Swensen a mighty shove. The investment banker 
stumbled over the Eames chair and ended up sprawled on the floor.

Barry ignored him. He turned to the trombone case. He put the 
palms of his hands flat on the top and started mumbling. At first, I thought it 
was an incantation, but I realized that Barry was just talking to his friend 
Ajax.

“Hey there, partner,” Barry murmured in a soothing voice. 
“You remember me, right? It’s okay, Ajax. Everything is under control out here. 
You’re fine. Settle down, partner.”

The moaning stopped, and I thought that maybe there was a 
little less steam around the latches.

Swensen was rising from the floor.

“Don’t,” Barry said to him. There was an authority in his 
voice that I had never heard before.

Swensen lay back down.

Barry turned back to the case. “You don’t want to do this, 
partner,” he said to Ajax. “Settle down. We’ll figure this out.”

I bent over Swensen and retrieved the dollar bill from behind 
his handkerchief. “This item is not safe for transport,” I told him. “It’s a 
public safety issue. I can’t allow you to take it.”

Swensen struggled to his feet. He started to reach for the 
dollar bill, then looked behind me at Barry. I watched Swanson’s eyes as he went 
from anger, to confusion, to resignation.

“We are not done here,” he said to me.

“Yes, we are. You can have your drinking horn back to me when 
you prove that you can transport it safely. Until then, it stays in my vault.”

What was he going to do — call a cop?

That’s exactly what he did.

♦

Just as all calls to Uber for the alley shop address are 
magically routed to Stella, all calls to the police department regarding that 
address go to my cousin Jim, a Scottsdale detective. He showed up half an hour 
later, rumpled and grumpy.

“Do you have any idea what time it is?” He said to me as the 
door admitted him.

I apologized for the call and introduced him to Swensen.

“I want to press charges!” Swensen said without preamble.

I explained the situation.

“So, let me get this straight,” Jim said in his calmest 
voice. “You can’t control this thing...” he gestured at the trombone case, “... 
but you want to take it out onto the streets of my city. That about the size of 
it?”

Swensen nodded hesitantly, not quite sure how he’d lost 
control of the situation.

Jim turned to me. “And you don’t want to let that thing in 
the case out of your shop until it’s been properly trained, right?”

I repeated my public safety argument. Jim nodded and turned 
to Barry. “And so far, you’re the only one who can safely control it, right?”

Barry grinned and nodded.

“So,” Jim said, “Here’s how I see it. The drinking horn is 
not safe for transport. Mr. Swensen: you created this situation by pawning an 
object that hasn’t been properly trained. It goes nowhere until Maggie sorts it 
out. You can pay her the pawn fees and training costs for as long as that takes, 
or you can just let her sell the thing for you. Whatever you decide, the 
drinking horn stays here.”

Swensen looked like he wanted to punch me. Or Jim. Or Barry. 
Or somebody. “I’ve been swindled,” Swensen whined as he turned on me. “You... 
you devious little…”

“Witch?” I tried not to smirk.

Jim stepped between us. Swensen stalked out of the shop 
without saying another word.

Barry shook Jim’s hand so hard that I thought he was going to 
break it.

Me? I owed Jim a hazelnut latte with extra chocolate 
shavings. He’d bought us some time.


Chapter Thirteen

I pulled the teapot out of the vault and brought it upstairs 
to examine it more closely. I keep a small dentist’s mirror in my desk drawer 
for just such moments. I pointed the flashlight inside the jar and maneuvered 
the mirror so that I could inspect the interior walls. My hunch was right: there 
was writing incised into the clay.

Bronwyn, the manager of my street front store, is something 
of an expert on art pottery. I asked her to stop by after work and take a look.

“How on earth did they do that?” I asked.

“You’re assuming that this was thrown on a potter’s wheel, 
but this piece is what we call slabbed. The writing was done with a stylus on a 
flat sheet of wet clay. Then the potter just pinched the edges of the sheet 
together to form the box and smoothed out the seam. Look here.”

Bronwyn held the dentist’s mirror and pointed the penlight at 
the bottom of the pot, pointing up toward the mouth. I could see a faint shadow 
marking a small ridge where the slab had been joined together.

She put the flashlight back at the mouth of the vase and let 
the light fill the inside. “See how translucent this is? She was mixing her own 
clay. This isn’t some red silt that she dug out of the hillside behind her 
house. This is good quality porcelain, and she’s amped up the translucency by 
adding bone ash.”

She saw that she’d lost me. “It’s real bone, heated to a high 
temperature and ground to a powder. That’s why they call it bone china. It’s a 
high-end professional process.”

So, Penelope had found her pro tool, after all.

Bronwyn was wondering aloud what sort of animal’s bones had 
been used to get the extraordinary translucency, but I wasn’t paying attention. 
This vessel had been created to use in magic, maybe dark magic. I did not doubt 
that the writing inside it was a spell. So Bronwyn had asked the wrong question.

It wasn’t what bones were used. It’s was whose.

♦

I needed to summon the bones.

I sent Bronwyn on her way with many thanks. I didn’t want her 
anywhere near this thing when I unwrapped its magic.

I began by fetching the simple black pottery bowl that I used 
at the Circle. It is very special to me; it was a gift from a Navajo friend who 
was widowed at about the same time that John died. We didn’t know each other 
very long before she moved to San Francisco to be with her adult kids, but our 
friendship went deep.

The day I drove her to the airport, I gave her a 
linen handkerchief embroidered in silk sewing thread by my maternal grandmother 
to remember me by. She gave me the little black bowl.

Her grandmother had coiled the little bowl, only about the 
size of half a grapefruit, out of clay dug from a hillside near their home up 
near Four Corners. If you get it under a bright light, you can see a fine 
network of dark brown lines on the surface of the glossy black glaze. My 
friend’s grandmother had wandered in the foothills where the wild horses grazed 
and found long strands of the hair from their tails and manes, caught in the 
creosote bushes. She would pull her pottery from the kiln while it was still 
scorching hot and drape strands of the horsehair on the hot surface. The 
patterns that the singed hair left behind on the surface of the black bowl 
contained traces of the horses’ courage and grace.

I placed the bowl on my desk next to the teapot: two black 
objects, similar in shape and form, but the exact opposite of their intent. I 
went to the back to get a cup of water to fill my bowl.

When I got back, Frank was perched on my desk, gazing 
intently at the two objects. He raised an eyebrow at me.

“You’re not really thinking about trying to activate 
that thing?” he said to me. He sniffed the teapot and hissed.

“Actually, that’s precisely what I’m going to do. You can 
watch if you want.” I gave him a pleasant smile.

Frank leaped from my desk. I saw his tail twitch as he slunk 
into his bed under the front counter. “I think I’ll watch from here,” he 
muttered.

I poured the water into my bowl and focused in the center, 
just as a fortuneteller might gaze into a crystal ball. What I needed was a 
spell within a spell, a way of peeking into the incantation inside the teapot 
without actually triggering it.

I started slow, placing a ward on the teapot itself to keep 
whatever was contained in there from getting out of hand. I prefaced the next 
step with a few lines of verse that ordered the teapot’s incised incantation to 
reveal its true nature. I could hear Frank mumbling to himself under the counter 
as I took a deep breath and began to whisper the teapot’s spell. Fingers 
crossed.

The teapot had no aura, but rainbow steam began to pour out 
of its spout. It smelled like old books and conjuring herbs. Whatever was in 
there had been around a long time.

I came to the line in my incantation that required the force 
in the teapot to name itself. The steam hesitated for a beat, and then in one 
giant puff, the teapot whistled a name and was silent.

There was something in my vault that Penelope wanted, and it 
wasn’t that bloody teapot. It was Albertus Magnus.

Saint Albert the Great was an early German Dominican friar 
and philosopher. He became a bishop and was later canonized as a Catholic saint, 
but he’s also remembered as one of the greatest scholars of the Middle Ages. 
Albertus was a skilled alchemist and magician — which means, in modern terms, 
that he was probably a wizard. Penelope was trying to recruit the varsity team 
to help her with her problem.

But how did he get in the teapot?

I didn’t need magic to figure that out — I just used Google. 
His skeleton lies in a Roman sarcophagus in a church in Cologne. I was pretty 
sure that the skeleton was probably missing a toe or two. When this was all 
over, I’d have to arrange for Clayton to pick up the teapot and help St. Albert 
pull himself together again.

♦

Penelope wanted that teapot. We wanted to stop Penelope. The 
teapot was going to make dandy bait.

Albertus Magnus and his teapot weren’t the answer to this 
mess, but I had it, and Penelope wanted it. It was just a matter of time before 
she came for it.

Frank came out from under the counter just long enough to 
give the teapot another sniff, cast me an evil eye, and stalk off to his food 
bowl in the break room. He didn’t have to say a word to let me know that he 
thought that this was a really bad idea.

♦

Fifteen minutes later, Stella dropped me off in a dead-end 
parking lot in Papago Park.

The evening was quiet, but this was a park in the middle of 
the city. There was a soft rumble of traffic from the freeway a half-mile away, 
and the drone of jets landing and departing from Sky Harbor just over the hill 
was a constant.

An enormous red sandstone butte loomed above me, silhouetted 
in the sunset. The trail that led away from the deserted parking lot wasn’t used 
much even in the daytime; most of the hikers and bikers were over on the other 
side of the butte, near the zoo and botanical garden. I walked a few hundred 
yards on the smooth gravel path to the edge of a small, green lake.

Penelope probably had eyes everywhere — in fact, I was 
counting on it. I could feel her presence as I placed the teapot on the picnic 
table beside the water, its cover beside it on the worn planks.

And then she was there.

“You came alone?” Penelope asked with a smirk.

“I thought it was time we had a private chat,” I said, trying 
to keep my lip from quivering.

Penelope nodded. “So you’re here to make a deal?”

“No deal. You walk away.”

“And why would I do that?” Penelope laughed. She sounded like 
a crow.

“Because you’ve done enough damage. Because your daughter 
doesn’t deserve this.” I looked her right in the eye. “Because enough is 
enough.”

She took a step closer to the table. She wasn’t buying it. 
And that’s what I was counting on.

I’d been careful to position myself so that Penelope had a 
clear path to the teapot. As she reached out to pick it up, I mumbled the last 
line of my incantation.

Two of the park’s neighbors called in reports that night of 
kids playing with fireworks in the park. What they actually heard was the bang 
of my incantation as it swept Penelope off her feet. Sulfur burned my nose and 
my ears rang as Penelope disappeared in a puff of yellowish smoke.

The smoke became a funnel cloud just Penelope’s height. 
Inside it, Penelope shrieked her fury.

I raised my arms and the funnel cloud swirled faster. I 
picked up the teapot.

The whirling smoke compressed into a coil and threw itself 
into the pot, nearly wrenching it from my hands. I grabbed the lid from the 
table and slammed it in place.

Penelope’s screams fell silent.

As fast as I could mumble it, I completed the incantation and 
sealed the pot. The lid locked down tight; a green glow plugged the spout.

Penelope had gotten her wish: she was up close and personal 
with Albertus Magnus at last.

I heard a noise behind me and saw a man standing in a 
clearing on the other side of the small lake. He wore an old-fashioned fedora 
pulled down over his eyes. He looked familiar, but I couldn’t place him. He held 
his hands out in front of him.

I watched in horror as smoke poured out again from the teapot 
spout. It drifted across the lake and formed a glowing ball in his cupped hands.

The man closed his hands together and then opened them again 
to show me: a magician’s trick. The ball of energy — Penelope — was gone.

♦

The fire department searched the park where Penelope had 
disappeared, looking for the kids with the fireworks. I had searched, too, but 
the man was gone. There was no sign of Penelope.

Only one engine had been called to the park, and it was a 
good thing, because most of the fire department was occupied elsewhere. They had 
been called to Penelope’s estate up on the hill. By the time they arrived, the 
main house was a total loss.

Orion and I stood beside Lissa as she watched the tile roof 
collapse inside the adobe walls of her childhood home. All in one day, her 
mother had tried to kill her — again — and then disappeared quite literally in a 
puff of smoke. Now the house that Lissa had grown up in was gone. She was so 
shell-shocked that she couldn’t even cry.


Chapter Fourteen

I hadn’t heard a word from the investment banker about Ajax 
for weeks, but I wasn’t surprised when I got an envelope from his business 
address. It contained a photocopy of the pawn receipt for the auroch drinking 
horn. Across the bottom, he had scrawled two words in capital letters: SELL IT. 
He’d signed and dated it below the handwritten note.

A cover sheet on his business letterhead confirmed that he 
wanted to rid himself of the drinking horn. The only condition was that I could 
not sell it to Barry.

Daisy and I sat on her patio, puzzling it out. The northern 
part of the country was still in the grip of winter, but Daisy’s Arizona garden 
in March was bursting with springtime. I reached behind me and plucked a sprig 
of fresh orange mint and dropped it into my lemonade.

“Barry’s really got his heart set on owning that auroch,” I 
told her, “but I don’t see how I can make it happen for him.”

Daisy shook her head. “That Swensen needs to get over 
himself. He can’t use the horn, so he doesn’t want the one man who can 
appreciate it to have it.” She brightened. “Maybe you could use a straw buyer.” 
Daisy batted her eyelids innocently at me and grinned. “If you sell it to me, 
you have no control over whether I turn right around and sell it to someone else 
the next day. You’ve met the terms of your agreement.”

It was a simple and elegant solution. I raised my lemonade to 
Daisy, and we clinked glasses. “To devious witches,” I toasted.

♦

A week later, Lissa got a call on her cell phone while she 
was at work. She knew that her phone was supposed to be stowed in her purse in 
the back room, so she turned away from me while she quickly got rid of her 
caller. Something was said that kept her on the line. I only heard Lissa’s end 
of the conversation, but whatever she heard had clearly rocked her.

After the call ended, Lissa refilled her water bottle and 
stowed her phone in the break room before she came to sit on the couch in the 
showroom. I went back to my paperwork, trying to give her some space to deal 
with whatever had just happened.

After a few moments, Lissa turned to me and said: “I just 
can’t believe it.”

“Believe what?” I asked, sitting next to her on the new 
couch.

“That was my mother’s lawyer,” Lissa said. “Rebecca Dunning.”

I knew Rebecca well; she had handled a few things for 
Pentacle Pawn when Enoch had a conflict. The magical community is very small, 
more like a small town, and everybody knows everybody’s business.

“Rebecca says that while my mother was in town, she put the 
estate in my name,” Lissa said in awe. “The money is there, too. Apparently, my 
mother put everything into a trust for me.”

I could see that she was thinking about the fire. The 
beautiful mansion was gone, but the property was still worth a fortune. The pool 
house was intact, and except for some singed junipers around the mansion’s 
foundation, the landscaping was untouched. Developers would be falling all over 
themselves to make a bid. They wouldn’t even have to tear down the old house to 
make room to build their even gaudier McMansion.

“Why would she do that?” Lissa asked. “After everything she’s 
done to us, why would she do that for me?”

“Because she loves you, in spite of herself?” I ventured.

Lissa thought about that. “I’m not sure that my mother is 
capable of loving anybody, I mean really loving them. She wants what she wants, 
and heaven help anybody who gets in her way. But maybe this is her way of making 
amends. Money is how Penelope keeps score.”

She was right. Penelope was never going to be the mother that 
Lissa wanted or needed, but maybe this gesture would help start to heal the 
wounds. I didn’t share with her what I thought was the real reason — that, had 
Penelope been able to kill me, the money would have been powerful leverage to 
force Lissa to allow her mother access to the vault of Pentacle Pawn.

“Did my mother start the fire?”

I shook my head. “I don’t think so. I think it was somebody 
destroying her base of operations. They were trying to keep Penelope from coming 
back here ever again.”

Lissa looked shocked. “Who would do that?” She was 
remembering the circle, examining the faces of her friends to discover her 
mother’s secret enemy. She thought of her father Alex, sad and strong, 
determined to make amends.

“Are you okay?” I asked her.

Lissa smiled. “Yeah, I am. And maybe I can do some good with 
the money.” She brightened as another idea hit her. “Hey, I’m rich!” Her smile 
turned mischievous. “And, by the way: I quit!”

♦

Alex was waiting for her in the alley outside. Lissa wasn’t 
much surprised to see him. “It was you, wasn’t it?”

Alex gave her a sad smile.

“You burned down our house,” Lissa said. It wasn’t a 
question.

“It was the only way I could protect you.”

Lissa laughed in his face. “Protect me? By leaving me 
homeless?” Alex shook his head. “You’re not homeless. You and that boy Orion — I 
want you to have a real chance. You’ll never have that as long as your mother is 
in your life.” “That’s not yours to decide.” Lissa’s body was shaking with 
anger. “You left. You have no right to mess with my life.” “But I’m the one who 
created this problem in the first place. Yes, I left. I’m not going to explain 
myself to you, and I’m not going to ask for your forgiveness. But you know how 
Penelope is. She is eaten up by jealousy. She’ll never rest until she feels 
vindicated.” Lissa shook her head. “Jealous of what?”

“Maggie. You.”

“What? Why?”

“You’ve made a life for yourself. You and Maggie and her 
friends — you’re a family. You think Penelope’s going to put up with that?”

Lissa was silent.

“I want you to understand something, daughter,” Alex said. 
“It tore my heart out to leave you, and it hurts every moment that I’m back. But 
we can’t go back and fix it; we can only go forward. Penelope has been ill for a 
long, long time. I tried to get her help, more than once, but she refused. I 
even managed to get her into therapy once, but she said the medications took 
away her personality. She defines herself by those wild highs and lows.”

At least Lissa was listening.

Alex sighed. “What Penelope wants — what she’s always wanted 
— is me. It’s not love; it’s obsession. She held onto my life so tight that I 
couldn’t breathe. Does that make any sense to you?”

Lissa thought about her childhood: how her mother had 
suffocated her with attention. Penelope had been the ultimate helicopter mother. 
What must it have been like to be her husband?

“So what happens now?” she finally asked.

“So, now we end it. Penelope understands that she can’t have 
me — she can’t step back into my life — so she’s going to make sure that no one 
else can: not you, not anybody. If I’m not with her, I’m alone. Those are the 
rules. That cannot stand.”

“You’re going away again.”

“For now,” Alex said, his voice far away. “She's somewhere 
safe, at least for now. She can't hurt anybody else. But we both know she'll 
find a way out, and then she'll come looking. She’ll always find me; she always 
has. She believes that she just needs better incantations or bigger magic to 
bind me.”

Her mother would always be pitted against her father. It 
broke Lissa’s heart. “It has to end,” she said.

Alex nodded.

“Be well, Daddy,” she said.

“Be well, daughter,” Alex said he stepped into the shadows 
and disappeared.

♦

I mailed Swensen a check for the full value of the auroch 
drinking horn, paid out of Pentacle Pawn’s inventory account. Now that I owned 
it outright, I could find Ajax a home.

Daisy met me for breakfast, and we did the paperwork. She 
wrote the shop a check for the amount I’d paid Swensen for the horn; she left 
with a battered trombone case under her arm and a single crumpled dollar bill in 
her needlepoint bag.

♦

That same morning, Daisy invited Barry to lunch at her condo. 
He was puzzled at the invitation, but he went. When he showed up, he found the 
trombone case sitting in the middle of her patio table.

“Is that Ajax?” he asked, awestruck.

Daisy nodded, trying to keep a straight face.

“What’s he doing here?” Barry asked. Then, embarrassed by his 
forwardness, he backtracked. “Sorry, ma’am. I mean...”

“I bought the horn from Maggie,” Daisy said.

Barry’s eyes fell.

“Take a seat, boy,” Daisy said. “We need to talk.”

They sat at the wrought iron patio table surrounded by herbs 
and roses, and Daisy poured Barry a glass of lemonade. The young cowboy looked 
as if he was about to explode.

“I understand that you are the only person on this planet who 
can properly control my auroch. Is that true?”

Barry didn’t lift his eyes, but he nodded.

“You understand that it takes a powerful witch to own that 
auroch, don’t you?” Barry was nodding along.

“I bought the drinking horn to keep it safe from people like 
Swensen,” Daisy was saying, “but I don’t exactly have room for him here.” She 
gestured around the tiny patio. “Are you interested in taking care of him for 
me?”

Barry’s eyes went wide. He was speechless.

“So, what do you say?” Daisy nudged.

Barry was bobbing his head. He tugged his hat brim down to 
hide his moist eyes.

“I’ll 
assume that means yes,” 
Daisy said, “so here’s how this is going to work. It’s a handshake deal. I’m 
leasing Ajax to you, for as long as you want him.”

Barry looked sad. “Ma’am, I’d love to have him, but I just 
can’t afford…” Daisy plowed on, ignoring Barry’s comment. “I expect you to send 
me a dollar a month. Never miss a month, or our deal is void.”

“I don’t understand,” Barry said, shaking his head.

“Boy, you’re like a tumbleweed. I’m going to anchor you to 
me. From now on, we are family. If you need me, I’ll be there for you. If I need 
you, you’d better come running. Agreed?”

Barry was dumbfounded, but he nodded.

Daisy was trying to look stern. “I’m sorry — I didn’t hear 
you.”

“Yes, ma’am. I agree.”

They shook hands, at first formally — but then Barry caught 
the spirit of it, and he pumped her arm so hard she thought it might separate 
from the socket. They were both grinning.

Daisy poured each of them a little more lemonade, and they 
settled back into their chairs. “So, do you have a dollar in your pocket?” she 
asked.

Barry retrieved an ancient leather wallet from his back 
pocket and fished out a dollar bill. He handed it to Daisy.

She tucked it into her pinafore, then snapped open the 
trombone case. A crumpled dollar bill lay on the velvet lining next to the 
drinking horn.

She handed the bill to Barry. “Don’t lose this,” she said 
firmly. “Think of it as the registration papers for Ajax, just like you have for 
your truck.”

“I’ll guard it with my life,” Barry said solemnly.

Daisy was afraid that might turn out to be true, but she let 
it pass. “So, what will you do now?” she asked gently.

“Ma’am, I’ve been a rodeo bum all my life. I’ve never had a 
proper home, but last year I bought a little place, just a few hundred acres up 
on the Canadian border. It’s God’s country, ma’am. Right now there’s not much on 
the land, just a raggedy old cabin. But there’s buffalo up on the high plateau 
behind us, and the antelope come right down to the house. I’m gonna start 
building up my breeding stock this year. It’s a wild place up there, and I 
figure Ajax will be right at home.”

It was the first time Daisy had ever heard Barry string more 
than two sentences together, and his passion touched her. “You be sure to send 
me some pictures, won’t you?”

“I surely will, ma’am. I surely will.” Barry leaned over and 
softly kissed Daisy’s hand. “Thank you for all you’ve done for me, ma’am.”

“Young man, this is purely a business transaction,” Daisy 
said, but her eyes were moist. “I believe you’re an excellent investment.”

♦

Daisy dropped by Pentacle Pawn on the first day of May, 
saying she needed to do a little shopping.

She picked up a pretty little pine box, tramp art from the 
1920s. The edges were carved in an intricate diamond pattern, probably whittled 
with a pocket knife in the hobo camps beside the railroad tracks while they sat 
around a scrap-wood bonfire. The anonymous artist had carved the image of a 
massive bull into the lid.

“What does it do?” Daisy asked.

“It has a light protective spell,” I told her. “It’s not very 
strong. I don’t expect that the carver owned much of value to put in it. Most of 
these got traded for food or liquor pretty quick.”

“I got a letter from Barry today,” Daisy said. “He should be 
sending one every month. I wanted something nice to keep them in.” Daisy ran her 
fingers across the carved bull. “This is perfect.”

She reached into her needlepoint bag for the envelope. Inside 
was a brand-new dollar bill and a photograph taken with an old-school film 
camera. She handed the picture to me as she opened the tramp art box and dropped 
in the dollar bill, the first of many to come.

The background of the shot was filled with majestic 
snow-covered peaks, but it was springtime where Barry stood in a high mountain 
meadow, up to his knees in grass and wildflowers. Behind Barry, hanging his 
enormous head over the diminutive cowboy’s right shoulder, was Ajax. Barry’s 
right hand was reaching back, scratching the great auroch’s chin under his 
hand-tooled halter.

“You’re right,” I said, hugging my aunt. “It’s perfect.”

– The End –
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Prologue


It was shaping up to be the hottest day of the summer — and in Scottsdale, that was really saying something. With no humidity in the air, the water from the spray misters mounted on the eaves of many buildings evaporated before it reached the pedestrians below. Fistfights broke out over covered parking spaces. Everybody was dashing from house to car, car to work, work to car, questing for that bubble of air conditioning.

Everybody, that is, except the tourists in the resorts at the foot of the mountains. They had come to Arizona for the sun, and they were determined to get what they’d paid for. They slathered on SPF 200 sunscreen from their favorite perfumers ($250 a jar), their faces grim behind designer sunglasses.

Antiquities dealer Pedro Ruiz Gallardo, Pete to his American clients, sheltered behind the linen drapes of his cabana at one of the priciest hotels tucked up beside Camelback Mountain. The cabana was more like a sideless hotel room, one of a dozen permanent structures spaced around the enormous pool in which nobody ever actually swam.

Pete was Spanish, and leaving his beloved Malaga was always painful. The Costa del Sol, with its lovely beach, its ancient cultural and artistic history — well, Picasso was born there, which said it all.

Pete was simmering, and not just from the heat. Oh, he hated Scottsdale in the summer time, all right. To tell the truth, he hated Arizona pretty much any time of the year, but he had to follow his clients: the big-money collectors who patronized the exclusive shops and galleries in Old Town. He had no storefront; his transactions took place in the bars, restaurants, and homes of the rich and famous. His business was all about making the connections, go where they go. Thus, the cabana in July.

But what really had Pete steamed was the presence of the smug middle-aged woman flaunting her tiny bikini on a chase lounge on the opposite side of the pool. He couldn’t quite figure out how she had bested him once again, but the little Egyptian ossuary apparently had slipped through his fingers. The piece was late Middle Kingdom, the bones of a noblewoman or maybe a priestess, and nicely preserved. It was a valuable find, and it was his to be exploited until that woman intercepted it in transit.

He glared across at her, and she wiggled her fingers at him in the tiniest of waves.

Well, there was nothing to be done for it. She had won this round. The cabana boy passed by with a fresh flute of champagne, and Pete burrowed deeper into the lush cushions of the white daybed.

Across the pool, Penelope Silver smiled as she watched her quarry nod off. Get comfortable, Señor, she thought. It’s going to be a long, hot afternoon.

♦

The cabana boys had been beautifully trained to cater to the wishes of their guests. A little more champagne? Certainly. Another pillow for the daybed? Of course. Perhaps a little companionship? I’ll be happy to arrange it — would you prefer male or female today?

It was harder to teach them to anticipate when no service was required. The best of them could tell if a guest wanted to be left alone to snooze, play, or just drink in solitude. Often, the best tips came from guests who had simply been left alone.

Much of the permanent staff fled the heat in May for their off-season jobs in cooler climes. The three attendants on duty this afternoon were second stringers, college kids who had signed on for summer jobs. They quickly learned that the service stand at the end of the bar was the coolest place to hang out.

As the thermometer passed 108, Jason, Ryan, and Asher were regretting their summer career choices.

“I’m gonna learn to tend bar,” Ryan announced. “At least I’ll be out of the sun.”

“Are the tips better?” Asher asked, dabbing another layer of supermarket sunscreen on his nose.

Ryan shrugged. “Dunno, but it’s more like a skilled job, and I’ll always have it to fall back on later. I can’t see being a pool boy when I’m 40.”

“My dad wants me to learn to be a mechanic,” Jason said. It required no comment. Jason, Ryan, and Asher were going to be masters of the universe, and working in a greasy garage didn’t fit in with their plans. They had signed on as cabana boys in hopes of meeting some rich investor or mentor, but so far, all they had done is serve drinks and put suntan lotion on the backs of old ladies.

Jason nodded to the cabana at the far end. “I guess I should go see if he needs something.”

“Looks like he’s asleep,” Asher said.

“Yeah,” Jason said, “he’s been out all afternoon.”

Ryan craned his neck to get a better view. “He’s back in the shade, right? If he gets a sunburn, we’ll…”

Jason shook his head. “He’s fine. He’s just out cold.”

Jason was wrong. Pedro Ruiz Gallardo was dead.
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If you enjoyed The Viking Horn Spell, please tell a friend – or two or three.


I'd also appreciate it if you'd consider leaving a quick review. There’s nothing mystical about book reviewing. All you have to say is whether you liked the book, and why. Honest feedback is important, and I need it from all sorts of readers.


Leaving a review is easy. The Pentacle Pawn series is published exclusively on Amazon, so just go to the book’s page. Under the title, you’ll see the number of reviews that have already been left (for some books, it might invite you to be the first reviewer). Click on that link, and it will take you to the reviews page, where you’ll find a button labeled “Write a customer review.” It’s that simple.


The online book market is huge, and even the most famous writers sometimes get lost in the crowd. You'll be helping me a lot as I start on this new adventure.


– Amanda Hartford
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