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Chapter One

The strange man ran up the drive of the trailer park and hurled a rock straight at Tyler Moby’s face. 

“Catch!”

The movement caught Tyler’s attention rather than the command. His hand flicked up in reflex, nimbly catching the stone projectile before it hit his face. Luckily, he’d already put his beer down on the ground—he would have fumbled trying to grab it with his left.

The man stared with an intensity that didn’t seem warranted, given their short acquaintance. “Tyler Moby?”

When Tyler nodded, the man threw his head back, clapping his hands together. “It’s yours now! It’s all yours.”

The stranger turned and ran back toward the trailer park entrance. Tyler leaned forward to watch the quick exit, the legs of his canvas director’s chair sinking further into the swampy ground. “What the hell was that about?”

Wilma—the trailer park’s landlady—emerged from her office and leaned against the door as the man hightailed it past her. She had one eye closed against smoke from a cigarette dangling from the corner of her mouth.

Tyler looked at the object in his hand. The stone flashed with a bright light. He supposed it was a reflection of the string of fairy lights that an ex-girlfriend made him hang up by the barbecue for ‘atmosphere.’ Other than that, it was dull gray. Worthless, probably, but Tyler liked the way it sat in his hand. Warm.

“Friend of yours?” Gary asked and sniffed. His voice held notes of passive-aggressiveness, tinged with a hint of hops. Tyler thought Gary could count all his friends on one hand while leaving three fingers and a thumb free for other duties. The man was sullen and abrasive on his best day. 

If Tyler had stumped up the additional five bucks per week that it took to get a trailer in the “VIP” row, then he wouldn’t have befriended Gary, either. Instead, a scarcity of funds meant their homes sat side by side like fat bugs soaking up the sun. It would take more effort to avoid Gary than it was to be friends with him, so that was how it was.

“Don’t know him,” Tyler replied, tucking the stone into his front pocket. It didn’t want to go in, slipping past the gap in the denim on the first two tries. When it was in place, his hand missed the contact, yearned to hold its glassy smoothness again.

“What’ve you been up to that men are handing out presents?”

“Nothing. Not that I know of.” 

“I don’t want you to invite people round just to throw stuff,” Wilma called out. “It’s bad for business. You get a chip on a trailer siding, and I have to discount it on the spot.”

Tyler rolled his eyes and shook his head, but Gary waved and shouted out, “It won’t happen again.” Gary held onto the firm belief that if a man got kicked out of Wilma’s trailer park, he had nowhere left to go but the street.

“Maybe he mistook me for someone else.” Tyler stretched out his legs to catch more of the sun. “I got one of those faces.”

“Dangerous business, throwing stones. Like them kids who drop bricks off the overpass.”

Tyler gave a grunt to let Gary know that he was listening, and promptly stopped. He’d heard the lecture about the overpass before. Given neither of them had kids nor cars, the matter shouldn’t have been so important.

The stone pulsed. Tyler laughed out loud in surprise, then stopped when Gary cast a suspicious look his way. He shook his head until his friend turned back to the grill, rotating the meat with a metal spatula.

“How’re those steaks doing?” 

“They’d do better with a fresh beer,” Gary replied, tipping the bottle in his hand up to catch the dregs in his mouth. He thrust it out toward Tyler, who stood to grab it. His own still had a mouthful or two left, but he poured it out onto the ground. It had sat too long in the sun. “Grab the salad while you’re at it.”

The salad was potato. Wilma had made it for him special, or so she said. Tyler had seen the empty bulk containers from the supermarket in her trash, but his momma had raised him better than to point them out. He took the salad with the same grin he accepted beer, sex, and weed. 

No gift horses were getting their mouths examined. Not when Tyler was around.

“What’s that ruckus?” Gary asked, pointing a knife at a cloud of dust barreling toward them down the main street of the trailer park. “Motorcycles, you reckon?”

If they were, then Wilma would soon stick a giant fork into their wheels. For a woman running a trailer park, she didn’t half object to noise. Tyler had taken to tiptoeing past her office, just in case. He didn’t need a penalty slapped on his rent. Buying and selling spare parts wasn’t as lucrative as it had once been. Once the state legalized the baggies of weed he tucked inside, his custom dropped away overnight.

A bullet whistled past Tyler’s ear, striking the siding of the trailer and forming a neat, black hole. 

“Hey,” Tyler said, turning. Another bullet whizzed by him, striking the door on his other side. 

“Get the fuck down,” Gary called out, diving behind the shelter of the grill. “Get out of sight.”

Another bullet hole appeared in Tyler’s eye line while a clump of dirt exploded at his feet. 

“Get down!”

Tyler turned and held his hand up as he saw the man with the gun. The barrel was aimed straight at his head. The world tipped into slow motion. Tyler’s terrified eyes observed each detail. 

The bullet carved a path through the air, spinning on a slight axis. It struck Tyler’s hand and passed through, wedging in the metal of the trailer. The quick pain burned up his wrist, pulsing along his arm. His feet tangled, making him stagger to the side. A lucky escape. Another bullet landed just where his head had been.

“Get down!” Gary yelled again. 

Tyler dropped to his knees. He wasn’t following instructions, his legs just collapsed.

“Give it to me!” the gunman yelled out. Tyler didn’t need to be told twice nor have it explained what ‘it’ was. He reached awkwardly into his jean’s pocket with his uninjured hand and fumbled the stone out, almost dropping it into the dirt. 

“Throw it across,” the gunman continued. Tyler noticed that others were joining him, shoring up his flanks on either side. Five in total. Another gunshot rang out.

Gary threw the spatula he’d been holding into the air. One of the flanking men shot at it. The bullet ricocheted off the metal slide, hit the corner of the trailer and ricocheted again, ending up embedded in the shooter’s shoulder. Blood pulsed out in a neat red circle. 

In the time it took the gunman to open his mouth and scream, Tyler transferred the stone to his injured hand—his pitching hand. Instantly, the pain faded. Light glowed out, a bright and shining pink. It spiked into the wound and lit Tyler up like a neon sign.

“Throw it here, now!” the leader demanded. Tyler obeyed him, chucking the stone as hard as he could. It stayed stuck in his palm, affixed to his wound with its bright, pink rays. 

“I’ll shoot you!” The barrel moved, leveling with Tyler’s gaze.

Sick dread filled his body as Tyler tried again to throw the stone. It stayed in place. A pink ray of light loosened from his glowing hand. It struck the ground and seared it black. A shot rang out, the chief gunman firing straight at Tyler’s bright palm. The bullet hit the stone dead-center. It split apart into tiny shards of metal that went streaking back the way they’d come.

Crimson blood oozed out of fresh cuts on the gunman’s face. He advanced, his air of menace increased by the dripping injuries. 

Tyler yelled in frustration, flapping his hand about, trying to shake the stone loose. It clung harder, strapping rays of light around his wrist for added grip. He batted it with his good hand, but couldn’t wedge it free. 

As the gunman advanced, Tyler tried once more to fling the stone at him, throwing only pink glows of light. They bounced off the ground and spun up into the man’s face, separating into two streams to hit the companions still lined up to either side. 

The leader raised the gun again, pointing at Tyler’s stomach this time. 

“Stop!” Tyler yelled out in terror. “Just stop!”

The men froze in place. The bullet that had exited the gun an instant before hung briefly in the air then dropped harmlessly to the ground.


Chapter Two

Tyler jumped to his feet and ran to the shelter of the concrete grill beside Gary. After a few deep breaths with no bullets fired, he stuck his head around the corner to peek.

The men were in precisely the same place they had been. Like statues, except these were men no sculptor worth their merit would ever take the time to carve from stone. 

“What happened?” Gary said from beside him. His face turned up to Tyler, white except where the glow from the stone turned him orange and pink. “Did they go away?”

Tyler shrugged and duck-walked around the edge of the grill, his eyes firmly fixed on the motionless group. He grabbed the barbecue fork off the side plate and advanced toward them slowly, prongs in front. 

The men stared fixedly at where Tyler had been a minute before. The light breeze that ruffled through his tangled hair didn’t touch them. Their hair didn’t wave, their clothes didn’t flap.

Having his fill of staring at them, Tyler poked at the leader with the fork. The tines dug into the man’s flesh, but he didn’t move, didn’t even flinch. Feeling on surer ground, Tyler used the instrument to batter the gun out of the man’s hand. It fell safely to the ground, and he bent, eyes still fixed on the man, to pick it up.

With a proper weapon in his hand, Tyler felt a bit more chill. He poked the fork into the man’s face, just below the eye. Even though the prongs were pushed into the skin far enough to draw blood, there was no reaction. 

“It’s okay to come out now, Gary. They’re not going to hurt anyone.”

When his friend reached his side, Tyler handed him the gun. He then went to each man, in turn, plucking the weapons from their hands and feeling their bodies for any other hidden treasures. Two had flick-knives in their boots. One had an ankle holster with a spare revolver. 

He turned to see Gary on his knees, tying their shoelaces together. He shrugged, shamefaced. “In case they come back to life.”

Wilma walked over and leaned against the grill. She finished up the cigarette she had on the go, crushing its lit end beneath her boot, then lit another. 

“Can’t have this sort of bother going on,” she said, blowing smoke in Tyler’s face. He narrowed his eyes and breathed it in. He’d quit a few years back out of necessity when funds got too tight, and there wasn’t an hour went by when he didn’t miss it. 

Wilma turned from the group of men to examine the side of the trailer. 

“Bad for business, having shoot-ups in the park.” She pointed her cigarette toward the pock-marked siding. “I count two hundred dollars’ worth of malicious damage, right there.”

Tyler walked over to the trailer, pressing the stone up against the injured metal. Nothing happened except he felt a bit ridiculous. 

The stone had healed his hand. Tyler felt the last bits of his flesh knitting together in what had been a gaping wound. The bones were once again uncracked, the tendons flexing like nothing had happened. Didn’t work the same on metal, though. Obviously.

“Dude, what the hell are you up to?” Wilma called out. “You want them fixed, I’ll give you the number of a repairman you can call. You’ll have to pay him up front—he’s used to this crowd.”

“Give me a minute.” Tyler flicked his long blond fringe out of his eyes as he turned to face her. “I’m still recovering from being shot at, if you don’t mind. The trailer can wait.”

The wound in his hand was now a dull tingle. As Tyler’s heart rate settled down to an approximation of normal, he leaned back against the trailer wall. When the light became too bright, he closed his eyes, grateful to still be alive to feel the sun on his face.

“What the hell is this that you’re burning?” Tyler opened his eyes as Wilma poked a derisive finger at the pieces of prime rib that were now fit for nobody’s dinner. “Even my dog wouldn’t eat that.”

“You don’t have a dog,” Gary said, looking forlornly down at the ruination of his gorgeous chunks of meat. “We still have the potato salad, I suppose.”

“My potato salad,” Wilma said with a glare straight at Tyler. “That I freely gave up, even though it didn’t even earn me an invite to your party.”

“Oh, shit, Wilma. Sorry, I didn’t think. When you said you didn’t need it…” Tyler trailed off, pushing his fingers through his hair and looking around. His frown deepened. “What the hell just happened?”

Wilma walked over and clapped him on the shoulder. “What happened is you just wracked yourself up a repair bill and a warning. I can’t have my tenants inviting hooligans around and spoiling the atmosphere of the park.”

“It wasn’t my fault.”

“He knew your name,” Gary said. His willingness to blame Tyler highlighting another reason why he didn’t have any friends. “It was hardly coincidence that he came looking for you. What’s the deal with the rock, anyway?”

“What rock?” Wilma’s eyes lit up briefly before Tyler waved his hand in front of her face and extinguished the flame back into smoke. 

“This.” He flexed his fingers and tapped at the stone lodged in his palm. “I can’t get it off me.”

Wilma stretched out one finger, flinching in anticipation of a reaction. She made contact with the stone, but nothing happened.

“Whatever.” Wilma sniffed and withdrew her hand. “Repairs are due with your rent at the end of the week, if you don’t organize them before.”

She pushed herself away from the trailer and stamped her second cigarette to death under her heel. “You owe me for a carton of potato salad, as well.”

“I need a drink,” Tyler said, wrenching open the trailer door. He stared in horror at the fridge inside, amber liquid leaking from a hole in its side all over the floor.

“That fridge is another hundred and fifty,” Wilma said, leaning over his shoulder to peek. “Bad luck.” She clapped him on the back.

“I could shout you one down at the tavern if you can score us a lift,” Gary said. “I could demolish one of their prime ribs right now.”

“What do you say, Wilma?” Tyler asked, batting his lashes. The park manager was the only person he knew with wheels. “Gary’ll shout you a meal to make up for your missing potato salad.”

“And I’m driving, am I?”

“You’re the only one with a license,” Tyler pointed out. “But you’re still good for two drinks before you hit the limit.” He eyed up Wilma’s ample frame. “Maybe three.”

She coughed a few times then spat something unmentionable near Tyler’s feet. “Fine.” Wilma headed back for the office. “Get a move on,” she called over her shoulder. “If you’re not in the car when I start her up, you’re not coming.”

Pausing for one second to poke the frozen men with his finger, Tyler hurried after her, Gary in tow. After recent events, neither of them wanted to stay as sober as they were.

# # #

“You said you were paying.” 

The three of them, Wilma, Tyler, and Gary, stood beside an ATM on the main drag of town. Although Gary had done his best to curl his shoulder over to hide the screen, it was evident that his account was running on empty.

“What about you, Tyler?” Wilma turned to him with an arched eyebrow. “Flush at the moment, are you?”

Tyler leaned on the side of the ATM. “I wish I could get cash out of this thing,” he began. But my balance is less than zero would have been his next words except that a blinding light shot out of the stone, hitting the money machine, and whipped the remainder of that thought away.

“What the fuck?” Gary had stepped back as the light flash enveloped him, but now he edged forward again. Where the balance had shown a moment before as zero dollars and zero cents, it now displayed ten thousand. Gary hit the quick cash button and then one hundred. The machine thought for a second, then spat out his card and the money in rapid succession.

“How did you do that?” Gary asked, staring at Tyler with wide-eyed wonder. 

“More to the point, can you do it again?” Wilma asked, shoving Gary aside to put her own card into the machine.

“I wish I could get cash out,” Tyler repeated. Nothing. Wilma gave him a look of disgust as she pulled her card free. 

“To be fair,” Gary said. “You already had a balance in there. Maybe it needs to be at zero for it to work.”

Wilma took a step back and considered the two men. “If this is a scam, you can both knock it off.” She turned back to her car. “I’m not getting all the money out of my account just so you can roll me and steal it.”

“We’d never do that,” Tyler protested, Gary adding his support perhaps a second later than he should.

“Doesn’t matter anyhow,” Wilma said, pulling back out into the road. “Drinks and food are on you tonight, Gary. And there’s crying out of it because we both know damn well, you’ve got the money.”

The Doo Duck Inn was the tavern closest to the trailer park. The pun that shone in green neon above the breeze-block structure might have attracted some custom if it had been built in the seventies. Back when the patrons were stoned enough to appreciate a good pun. With the town hard hit by the credit crunch and half the occupants out of work or waiting to be old enough to get on the unemployment line, it seemed their previous humor had left along with the good times. 

“Order me up a beer, mate,” Tyler said, slapping Gary on the shoulder. “I’m just off to make some room.”

The bathroom reflected the poor aim of drunk men, the floor swimming with a mix of piss from the urinals and water from the sinks. Tyler slipped into a bathroom stall and locked it. He didn’t need some well-oiled patron to take exception to his glowy pink hand. 

Once seated, Tyler examined his hand carefully. The blue light overhead—a turn-off for anybody wanting to find a vein or a quick shag—cast an other-worldly glow on an other-worldly sight.

The stone had wrapped so many loops of light around his hand and wrist, that it was embedded in his palm. Tyler slipped a fingernail as deep under the edge as he could, but it didn’t make a difference. He’d need something a lot stronger and far pointier to get the damn thing out. 

Still, if it wasn’t for the pink glow, the thing could come in handy. No way to know for sure that it had topped up Gary’s bank account, but the coincidence of it gave Tyler pause. 

“What are you?” he whispered. The stone glowed brighter momentarily, as though listening, then faded back to its previous state.

His business finished, Tyler flushed the toilet and opened the door, peering around to ensure the room was empty before he ventured out. He ran the stone-encrusted hand under the tap, washing off the blood from his former bullet wound. No other trace of it was visible, even allowing that the stone sat where the injury had occurred. 

When he glanced at himself in the mirror, Tyler saw a cut on his forehead. The slash could have happened at any time during the gunfight, he hadn’t noticed. 

Placing his stoned hand on the gash, Tyler stared at his reflection. “Heal me,” he said, and the stone glowed, the lights pulsating through pink to orange to purple to green. When it resumed its normal state, he pulled his hand away. The cut on his forehead was gone without even the tiniest trace of scarring. The few pimples that had nestled beside his nostrils had also disappeared. 

“I’m fucking magic,” Tyler whispered. A grin spread across his face like his parents were circus clowns and their genes were showing. “I can do anything.”

# # #

“But you’ve always served meals,” Gary was protesting as Tyler emerged from the bathroom. “That’s the point of being an inn, init?”

“We still serve meals,” the barman said, weariness in his voice already, though the evening had barely started. Gary could do that to a person, just being near him wore Tyler out.

“Chips or nuts aren’t a meal, mate.”

“There’s nachos and wedges, too, if you prefer.”

“I don’t give a damn what we’re eating,” Wilma interjected. “Just make sure it’s hot, and it’s here soon.”

“We should go somewhere else,” Gary grumbled under his breath.

“Fuck off, then,” Wilma said. “But I’m not driving you, and you’re leaving the cash behind.”

Gary slipped onto a stool at the bar with ill grace and pulled a pint close to him. “Whatever. I’ll have the chicken wings then since it’s the only thing that comes close to meat.”

He turned as Tyler took a seat next to him. “What’ll you have?”

“Just the beer, thanks,” Tyler said, sliding the brew closer. “Maybe a whiskey chaser, if you’re feeling generous.”

“It’s not good to drink on an empty stomach,” the bartender said. 

“True, that. Add a bowl of wedges to the order for my friend.” Gary smiled and slid another note across the counter. The bartender picked it up and cocked his eyebrow. It took a few moments for Gary to pick up on the subtle hints but then he slid a few more across.

“How long’s it been since you’ve shouted a round then?” Wilma asked. “Back in the eighties, judging by your price assumptions.”

“Everything seems too expensive lately,” Gary grumbled. “Once I get done paying the trailer rent, there’s nothing left.”

“Well, hopefully, old magic hands will see you right there.” Wilma threw an exaggerated wink Tyler’s way. 

“Maybe. To having money in Gary’s bank account!” Tyler said, raising his glass. 

“Here, here,” Gary said, swigging down the remainder of his pint.

Tyler held the glass up to his lips, feeling the cold froth that signaled something better to come. It didn’t. He tried to sip, but nothing entered his mouth but air. He tipped the glass further up and got more of the same. 

Even when he upended it, confident that any moment cold liquid bitter with hops would pour into his mouth, nothing happened. Tyler put the glass down on the counter with a confused snarl of disappointment. 

Completely empty, yet he hadn’t drunk one drop.


Chapter Three

Gary turned and looked at the empty glass. “Whoa. Steady on, dude.” He clapped Tyler on the shoulder and pushed the shot of whiskey down the line.

“Did you see that?” Tyler asked, dumbfounded. He wiped his hand over his top lip where the foam still caressed it. When he tried to lick that from his fingers, it turned into steam and floated away. 

“Another beer for me and my mate,” Gary ordered. 

Wilma waved her hand in front of Gary’s face. “What about me?”

“Girls can’t drink as fast as boys, Wilma. It’s a scientific fact.”

Wilma fixed her eyes fast on Gary’s face and downed the rest of her glass in one. She slammed it down on the counter, licking her lips with satisfaction. 

“Make that three, Mr. Bartender,” she said. “And I’ll have a whiskey to follow up this next one and all.”

A worried frown crossed Gary’s face as he handed over the necessaries. Tyler clinked his glass to Wilma’s and tipped up the shot. Instead of warm whiskey, hot fire seared his upper lip.

“Fuck’s sake,” he yelled, throwing the shot glass onto the floor.

“Hey,” the bartender called out. “That gets added to your tab.”

“Did you see that?” Tyler asked, pointing to his throbbing lip. “The damn whiskey caught on fire.”

“This’ll put it out,” Gary said as he pushed another pint down the counter. “Drink it up. I wanna get out of here and go back to that ATM. It’d be good to know that one withdrawal wasn’t a fluke.”

“What’s that?” the bartender asked as he came back. “You know of a faulty machine?”

“It’s not the machine that’s faulty,” Wilma said, pointing at Tyler. “It’s him.”

Tyler brought the next glass of beer up to his lips and despair washed over him as the same thing happened as before. 

“What the hell’s going on?” Gary stared at him aghast, catching the action when he was halfway down the glass. “Why are you doing that? Waste of fine beer that is.”

“I’m not doing nothing,” Tyler insisted. He pressed his fingers up to his dry lips, the scorching from the whiskey already healed over. “It must be the stone.”

“Ha. That’s a good one. If you’re not going to drink it then…” Gary leaned over and helped himself to the shot glass. 

“One more,” Tyler said to the bartender. A hole was opening up in his gut, crawling with desperation. “Give me one more beer. I want to have another try.”

He put the glass down halfway through this time, slamming it, so the remaining beer slopped up the side of the mug. His eyes misted while each cell in his body yelled out in indignation that their cravings hadn’t been satisfied. 

“No more beersies for you!” Gary reached over and slid the glass into the treasure trove in front of him. “Just a waste. Worse than buying for a woman.”

Wilma greeted that statement with a long, fragrant burp in Gary’s face. Her breath smelled like she’d been chewing on pickled onions for the last month.

“I’m going outside,” Tyler said. “I need some fresh air.”

“We’ll be here waiting. Don’t you worry, mate.”

Tyler staggered across the pub and slammed hard into the fire escape release for the back door. The three concrete steps down to the rear parking lot caught him out, and he fell, ass over tit, smacking hard onto the ground. He rolled over onto his back and cracked the hand with the stone in it against the concrete. “Damn thing. Get out of there!”

It dropped loose and bounced on the ground twice before settling, its pale luminescence fading from pink to white. 

“Nothing but trouble,” Tyler whispered. “I need to get rid of you.”

He picked the stone up with only his fingertips, terrified that it would lodge back into his palm if he gave it half a chance. Tyler spun in a circle, working out his options. He could put it in the dumpster, throw it away, a thought that filled him with sadness. Another means to an end would be to flush it—provided it didn’t overflow the toilet, he’d never see it again. 

Tyler watched the subtle play of colors across the stone’s surface. Sure, it stopped him from his favorite pastime, but that didn’t mean he should show such disrespect. 

Beyond the row of trucks and cars—more vehicles than there were patrons inside—Tyler saw a field with a sharp drop down to a pond. That would do nicely. What stone didn’t secretly want to be exploring the bottom of a body of water? Drawing up his arm and leg in a pitch stance remembered from high school days, Tyler threw the stone out over the pond.

With its glow, the stone was simple to trace as it traveled through the darkness. Tyler’s gaze followed the trajectory, feeling satisfaction at how far it managed to fly just with that one pitch into the night. Then, Tyler frowned. Rather than heading in a straight line, the stone curved. As he looked on, puzzled, it tightened its bend into a semi-circle and started to head back at him.

How the hell could a stone boomerang? 

Tyler had tried the activity once with a stick built for purpose and never managed to do the damn thing right. He pulled his hands into fists, tensing as he willed the stone’s trajectory to reverse and keep heading away. When it grew so near that there wasn’t another option, Tyler turned and tried to run.

“Catch it, you fool! It’s headed straight at your head!”

At the command, Tyler turned and saw the stone so close to his face that he had to reach his hand up to stop the collision. The rock socked back into his palm, fitting neatly into the slot it had so recently vacated.

“Damn it!” Tyler shook his hand, hoping that the stone would fall out onto the ground again. A hand clutched at his shoulder.

“What the hell are you doing?”

Tyler looked up into a stranger’s face and felt a shot of pure hatred run through him. If this fool, standing there gawping, hadn’t called out the warning then the stone might have hit him. What it wouldn’t have done, however, was lodge straight back into his hand.

“Get away from me.” The words could just as easily have been meant for the stone as the man, but it was the man that backed away.

“Whatever,” he said, flapping his hand in dismissal. “Just trying to help but you keep being an asshole if that suits you better.”

The man walked to a car that beeped in greeting, unlocking its doors. With one last middle-finger raise, the man reversed out of the parking lot and sped away.

A metal handrail was mounted on the right-hand side of the steps down. Tyler walked over and smashed his hand against the curve on the corner. He did it again. Once more for good luck. Although the stone struck sparks off the metal, it stayed. 

He needed a knife.

“Whatcha doing?” Wilma called out, staggering out through the exit door. For someone who was meant to be driving them home, she wasn’t exercising a lot of care. “Don’t hit the stone man. It’s sweet.”

“It’s not sweet,” Tyler said, swinging a roundhouse slap against the railing one more time. “The stupid thing is stopping me from drinking.”

“Thass not cool,” Wilma said, pointing her finger at his hand as though she was giving it a lecture. “A man’s got to be able to drink to forget his troubles. Otherwise, what’s the fun of getting into trouble in the first place?”

“Damn straight, he does. Do you have a knife?”

Expecting the reply to be no, Tyler watched his landlady with new respect as she leaned forward and plucked one out of the side of her boot. 

“Daddy tole me to always bring a knife, ‘cause you just never know what sickos are out there.”

“Well, thank your daddy from me, the next time you see him.” Tyler started to force the edge of the knife between his palm and the stone.

“I hope I won’t be where he’s at for a very long time indeed.” Wilma hung her head back, staring up at the sky.

“Oh, I’m sorry. I didn’t realize your dad had passed on.”

“He ain’t. They got him for armed robbery, though. Twenty years and no one even died!”

Tyler stared at her with a puzzled frown, unsure what the correct response was. “That sucks?” 

“Sure does.” Wilma turned and tottered back up the steps. “It sucks the big one.” 

She had her hand on the door when it exploded outward, Gary running full tilt.

“What are you doing?” he cried out in terror. He slammed into Tyler, the knife digging into his palm and blood spurting out in a gruesome pink spray. “Don’t cut the money stone!” he continued, oblivious to the harm he’d just caused. Gary’s hands groped for the knife and tried to pry it away.

“Get off, Gary. You’re hurting me.”

“I’ll hurt you a lot more if you throw away our payday.”

“You want it,” Tyler said, thrusting his hand—already healing—in Gary’s face. “You take it. I just hope you’re ready to swear off drinking because that’s what it’s demanding of me.”

Gary looked torn, his face working through a flurry of emotions. In the end, he backed up a step, holding his hands up in the air. 

“I just think we should maybe hit up the bank a few times more before you do whatever it is you seem set on doing. No use being able to drink again if we’re all flat broke.”

“The man has a good point,” Wilma said. She was rubbing her face where the door had hit it. “I’ve had to chase you two losers up for the rent one time too many. It’d be good for business if I didn’t have to do that again.”

“But it’s—” Tyler waved the knife back toward the bar, trying to sum up the horrendousness of not being able to drink in a single motion. His shoulders slumped after a second in defeat. 

“Fine. Finish up your drinks here, then, and we’ll go and tap some ATMs. Then”—he pointed the knife toward each of their faces—“I’m digging this evil thing out of my hand and throwing it away.”

“Cool, cool.” Gary gave Tyler a reassuring shoulder hug as he mounted the steps back to the bar. “Oh, look. Food’s arrived.”

They moved to a table, Tyler slumping in his chair while he shoveled wedges into his face as fast as they would go. When one of the other patrons gave him a funny look, he thrust his hand into his jacket pocket. The last thing he needed at the moment was more trouble.

“Another round,” Gary announced, slamming his empty beer glass down on the table.

“Whoop-whoop,” Wilma said, raising her hands into the air like she just didn’t care. “Sugar Daddy in da house.”

“Come on, guys. Time to go.”

Tyler stood and moved toward the door. When he turned to look back at Gary and Wilma, they were clinking their glasses together, not making the slightest effort to move.

“You promised,” he said, slinking back.

“May as well use up the tab I put on the bar,” Gary said. “That’s just sensible.”

“Besides, you’re now our sober driver,” Wilma said. “So, I intend to get smashed.”

Tyler slumped in his chair, eating the leftover food. At least he could get that into his mouth. “Do you think a straw would work?”

“May as well give it a go. Garcon?” Gary snapped his fingers as though the hundred he’d laid down on the bar an hour ago had been a cool ten grand. The bartender looked up, raised his eyebrows, then went back to serving the other patrons. 

“Don’t worry.” Tyler stood up and stretched out his back. His head started to throb in time with his heartbeat, causing a rush of discomfort with every thump of his pulse. “I’ll get it.”

“Beer and a straw, please.”

“What are you? Some kind of weirdo?”

The query came from a man sitting two stools down. Given that he wore a baseball cap turned around like the nineties had never moved on, Tyler didn’t think he should be pointing the finger. 

He ignored him, waiting until the bartender put the beer down and then trying to suck it up through the straw, careful not to touch the glass with any part of his body. As soon as the beer got close to his mouth, it disappeared. Not evaporating, not turning into ice or steam. Just gone.

Tyler rested his forehead against the countertop and tried very hard not to cry.

“I asked you if you were some kind of weirdo?”

“Hey,” Gary called out from the table. The chair legs squeaked on the wooden floorboards as he stood up. “Leave my friend alone.”

“Not until he answers my question.”

The stupid bravado of a drunk man attaching importance to trivia. Tyler wished he were in the same position, starting some idiotic fight because his brain cells were sloshing around on an ocean of beer.

He looked up and met the man’s gaze. A hard task, given how the fellow’s eyes wandered around the room, not quite focusing. “Yeah,” Tyler said. “I’m some kind of weirdo. What’s it to you?”

“Just like I thought,” the man settled for, handing out a sneer and turning back to his drink. “A couple of pansies out on the town.”

“You should watch yourself, mate,” Gary said, leaning closer to the guy. “My friend here has magic. You keep pushing, and it won’t end well for you.”

For a moment, the man’s face was stunned, then he broke into a burst of uproarious laughter.

“Magic, is he?” He stood up on his wobbly legs again, poking a finger into Gary’s chest. “What magic acts does he perform then, apart from the one with the disappearing beer?”

“Hey, I don’t want no trouble in here,” the bartender said, flapping a tea towel at them. “If you want to fight, take it outside.”

“I don’t want to fight,” Tyler said. Gary looped his arm around his shoulders, though, and started pulling him toward the rear exit. 

“Let go,” Tyler muttered, pulling free. “What do you think you’re doing? This is stupid.”

“I want you to throw a pile of magic as this loser the same as you did the gunmen back at the park.”

At the word gunmen, the man who’d previously been up for it flinched. “No fair having weapons,” he said. “I’m only interested in a fair fight.”

“There’s two of us,” Tyler pointed out. “We’ll just whip your ass in a few seconds and then go back to the bar.”

“One at a time, like real men!”

“See? He’s up for it,” Gary said. “That’s a threat right there.”

The drunk man stood in the parking lot, his hands raised in a boxing stance. The wobble in his eyes suggested he still wasn’t tracking.

“Let’s just go back in and leave him out here,” Tyler said. He shoulder-bumped past Gary but was pulled back, his friend putting a pincer grip on his neck.

“Come on. Show this troublemaker the magic. I want to see what it can do!”

Tyler pulled his glowing hand from his pocket. His opponent’s face crumpled into confusion, and he lowered his hands. 

“What the fuck is that? A gay ray?”

“I told you,” Gary said, giggling in a high-pitched squeal. “You’re gonna get what’s coming to you.”

“I don’t even know how to work it yet,” Tyler whispered, furious. “For all I know, when I try to knock him out, I’ll just end up making him bigger or stronger or something.”

“Do it. Do it. Do it.”

Gary’s chant was added to by Wilma, who’d just joined them at the back door. 

“Do it. Do it. Do it.”

Tyler shrugged and whipped his magic stone hand toward the waiting opponent. A flame of pink shot out, striking the concrete at the man’s feet with a hiss. 

“There,” Gary said, triumphant. “I told you.”

“What the hell was that?” The drunk man scraped his toe over the concrete where the ray had hit. “A pink light show? Is that all you’ve got?”

“Yep.” Tyler turned to go back inside.

Gary gripped hold of the magic hand, squeezing it tightly. “Do something else. Grant a wish or place a curse or do something!”

“Yeah. Turn me into a frog or a warthog, why don’t you?” The man chuckled, his high-pitched voice scratching fingernails down Tyler’s nerves. “Show me your magic powers, magic dude.”

Gary leaned over and pointed Tyler’s hand at the man. “Don’t do those, do something good and rotten. I wish I were a warthog, just sitting around eating and rolling in the mud all day.” 

Tyler stared at Gary, watching him transform before his eyes. His mouth elongated out into a snout, bristles poking out from the bottom half of his face, while the top half went bald. 

His friend didn’t seem to notice, still holding onto Tyler’s hand he continued, “It’s got to be something far worse than a frog, too. Try making him into a sewer rat or a snake with no venom.”

Tusks sprouted on either side of Gary’s snout, curling upward like he was the villain in a silent movie and they were his mustache. 

“What the fuck?” The drunken man swayed on his feet, eyes fixed on Gary, his mouth dropping open. “How the hell did you do that, man?”

“Do what?” Gary let go of Tyler’s hand and stepped away. He looked down at his hands, the fingers clumping together into trotters. 

“Stop!” Tyler yelled out in distress. 

Gary’s transformation stopped, but so did he, standing motionless as the moon disappeared behind a cloud.


Chapter Four

“Hey, it was just a joke, right?” The man who wanted to fight him a moment before now backed away. His hands were up again, but this time palms out toward Tyler, warding him off. Once he got three steps back, he turned and ran around the side of the building. His internal compass had him cut the corner too closely, smacking off the edge of the breeze-blocks and howling in pain.

“I think you killed him,” Wilma said, poking her fingers at Gary’s eyes. He didn’t flinch. “How do you start him up again?”

“If I start him up again, he’ll just change fully into the hog, won’t he?”

Wilma put her face closer to Gary’s, her nose almost touching the tip of his snout.

Suddenly, she turned and grabbed hold of Tyler’s hand. 

“I wish I were young and skinny,” she yelled before he could shake her off.

As he watched, mouth dropping open at the change, Wilma’s body thinned down, the wrinkles fell away from her face. From her forty-ish state she dropped down solidly into her thirties, then her twenties, her clothes hung loose and baggy off her skinny bones. “This is incredible,” she yelled in excitement, twirling in a circle with her arms flying out to either side. “I must look so pretty.”

Her voice changed, became higher. Late teens now, and her height suddenly altered. Five feet six became five feet five, four, three. Wilma shrank and turned younger still. 

“What’s happening?” she called out, this time with the shrill note of fear. She put her hands up to her face, feeling the sharp new contours and highly elastic flesh. 

Wilma put her hands to her chest where an ample bosom had shrunk into flatness. She pulled away the loose waistband of her jeans to peek down her pants. 

“How old am I?”

Tyler looked from Wilma to Gary and back again in horror. 

“Maybe ten?”

Her face contorted and the young girl reached out for Tyler’s hand again, a determined expression on her face.

“No,” he shouted, easily pulling free of her. “No more wishes.”

“I can’t stay like this,” she trilled, her voice reaching notes that pierced and prodded at Tyler’s eardrums. The headache that had begun to form earlier thumped and pounded on his skull. 

“You”—he poked at Gary’s chest— “can you hear me?”

No response. Gary was frozen solid, just like the men back at camp. 

“Start,” Tyler commanded. “But don’t change anymore.”

A reassuring glow of light pulsed out of his hand and Gary began to move again, stepping back and staring at his half-changed hands with a look of horror on his face.

“Take it back,” Gary said. “Make me the way I was before.”

Wilma jumped up to grab hold of Tyler’s arm, shouting, “No! Do me first. Do the wish properly, this time.”

Tyler shook her off quickly, the young girl not the match in strength that the grown-up Wilma would have been. He whipped a beam of light toward the warthog. “I wish Gary looked like a human again.”

Nothing happened. Gary’s face still looked like it needed a trough for feeding. As Tyler tried, again and again, he resolutely stayed a warthog while Wilma remained a ten-year-old girl.

# # #

“I’m fine to drive,” Wilma insisted.

Giving upon changing anybody back to anything remotely like they should be, Tyler had suggested they bugger off back home to the trailer park. 

“First of all, you won’t be able to reach the pedals,” Tyler said, shaking his head that he needed to explain this at all. “Second, the moment a cop sees you driving, he’s busting us and then we’ll never get home.”

“Fine, let’s stay at the tavern then.” Wilma crossed her arms and pouted. 

“I can’t drink, and you and”—Tyler flicked his hand at Gary, momentarily lost for words—“he won’t be let inside in the first place. Why don’t you just try to be reasonable for an hour and then we can discuss all this from the comfort of the trailer park?”

“Fine,” Wilma said, stamping her foot. “But I’m not having that”—she also waved at what used to be Gary—“traveling up in the front seat.”

“That’s an excellent point.” Tyler turned to Gary, raising his voice and talking slowly. “Can you lie down in the back seat, mate? Just for the ride home?”

“I’m not fucking deaf,” Gary growled back. He put his half-hands, half-trotters on his hips in an aggressive stance. “You’re ashamed of me. I always knew it.”

Tyler pinched the bridge of his nose between finger and thumb. “I’m not ashamed of you, Gary. I just think it would be best for the time being that people didn’t see too much of you.”

“I’m not some dirty secret. I’m a grown man with feelings.”

“Oh, so many feelings,” Wilma echoed with delight, twiddling her fingers and dancing in a circle with delight. “Poor Gary the warthog. Nobody understands.”

“Stop it! Both of you get in the car. I’m driving. I’ve got enough on my plate without needing to hear the two of you going at it!”

Gary and Wilma stared at him, wide-eyed for a second, then both of them burst out laughing, Wilma clutching Gary when it seemed she would fall over from the effort.

“Going at it?” she managed to cry out when the bout began to pass. She wiped the tears from her eyes and shook her head, giggling again briefly. “You think Gary and I are ‘going at it’? That’s disgusting—pedophilia and bestiality all rolled into one.”

“Ha. Ha.” Tyler pointed at the vehicle and pressed the button, so the doors unlocked with a beep. “Now, get in before someone sees you.”

Wilma jumped into the front passenger seat while Gary got into the back. He slouched down, a concession to Tyler’s request without the indignity of actually laying down out of view.

“You better not crash this baby,” Wilma warned. 

“A half hour ago you made me the designated driver because you wanted to get smashed,” Tyler said. “Do you want to lay off the running commentary?”

“Considering that Gary and I are the ones who you’ve transformed into circus freaks, I think you should be in a better mood.” Wilma glared at him.

“I didn’t…” Tyler stumbled to a halt, losing the energy to continue the fight. “I can drive, you know. Your car will survive just fine.”

He pulled out into the flow of traffic and had just settled into the ride when flashing lights came up behind him. 

“Damn it, Gary. If that’s because of you, then you need to learn to obey instructions.”

“It’ll be because you’re a shitty driver,” Gary shot back as Tyler pulled them over to the side of the road.

The cop car pulled up behind them, the officer in the front seat writing in his notebook before he got out of the car. 

“Do you have the registration?” Tyler asked as he wound done the window. “Either way, he’s going to ping me for no license.”

“You should have let me drive, then,” Wilma said, opening the glove box and pulling out some papers. 

“Evening, officer,” Tyler called out as the man approached. Gary pulled back into the shadows, but still, there was a hesitation in the officer’s steps before he came up level with the front door. 

A bright flashlight shone on Tyler’s face, making him blink. “Do you know how fast you were going, sir?”

Wilma smashed her fist into the back of Tyler’s shoulder. “I told you, you shouldn’t drive.”

Tyler shrugged her off. “No, sir. I thought I was within the speed limit.”

“Well within the speed limit. You were going ten under. I’m going to ask you to step out of the vehicle.”

The officer turned and shone the torch into Gary’s face. He emitted a snort, then put his trotter up in front of his face to shield his eyes. 

Tyler tried to think of some excuse for the appearance of his friend, but nothing came to mind. 

“This your daughter, sir?”

Wilma snickered and leaned across Tyler. “Yeah, he’s my daddy,” she said with a pout. “He takes gooooood care of me.”

The flashlight turned to her face, and she retreated, blinking against the intense light.

“I’m going to ask you to step out of the vehicle, sir. I’ll need you to open the door from the outside. Put your hands out through the window and lift the handle that way.”

Tyler stretched his hands outside. He tried to shelter the pink glow with his other hand, but in the dark night sky, it was a failed effort.

Suddenly, the cop grabbed hold of Tyler’s hand and twisted it, so he shrieked at the pain.

“What the…?”

The cop pulled a machete out from the back of his belt and raised it up in the air.

“No,” Tyler yelled. A second later pain shot up his arm. Agony. The machete stuck halfway into the meat of his arm. He could feel where it lodged into the shrieking bone.

Tyler tried to jerk back, but he felt his arm tearing apart, leaving his hand in the officer’s grip.

The policeman yanked at the machete, but it was wedged into the bone. He worked it back and forward while the pain built up in Tyler’s arm to the point where he thought that he must faint.

Finally, the officer got the blade free and lifted it up in the air again for another hack. Blood spurted up in a pulsing river. Wilma lunged across his lap. 

Tyler stared into the face of the officer for a second. He mouthed “Please,” then the keen edge of the machete headed down for another blow. 


Chapter Five

There was a pop of noise in the car, and the blade dropped out of the man’s hand. A small hole appeared in his forehead.

“Get the fuck away from my friend,” Wilma yelled, then squealed in triumph as the officer collapsed forward, his face catching on the edge of the window.

Tyler pulled his arm back, cradling it in his lap. The policeman’s chin kept him suspended for a second longer, his dead eyes fixed on Tyler with an accusing stare. Then gravity exerted its pull again, and he tumbled down onto the road.

“Got the fucker,” Wilma crowed, putting the gun back into the glove-box and closing it with a satisfying snap. She jumped out of the car and ran around the front, giving another crow of victory when she saw the dead body prostrate beside the vehicle.

“Quick,” Gary said. “We need to get out of here. We’ll have a billion cops on our tail in a second.”

“He wasn’t a cop.” Wilma dug at the man’s hand with the toe of her too-large shoe. “Cops don’t try to hack off people’s arms on the side of the road.”

She stuck her head in through Tyler’s window. “We need to get rid of this body, though. We can’t just leave him lying out here in the street.”
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Gary and Tyler manhandled the body into the backseat while Wilma hurried back to the patrol car to turn off the lights. She insisted that she could drive her own car—or if not that the fake-cop’s vehicle—but finally it was settled with Tyler at her wheel and Gary in the police car.

“Just find a dim alley somewhere, and leave it there,” Tyler instructed. “Then give us a text to let us know where to pick you up.”

“And where are you putting him?” Gary jerked his head toward the dead guy in the back seat, his ears flapping. 

“There’s a dumpster behind the K-mart with his name on it,” Wilma said. Her lack of pity seemed atrociously unfeeling until Tyler looked down at the still-healing scars on his arm. 

“I bet those men back at the trailer park woke up and called him in,” Wilma said. “Otherwise, you’ve got something new to worry about.”

“How about we focus on dumping the dead guy first and then everything else later?”

“A thank you wouldn’t go astray,” Wilma muttered. 

“Thank you for saving my arm,” Tyler said. He traced out the healing scab and shivered. “Now, let’s find a nice empty dumpster to fill up.”

It had been a hard-enough job maneuvering the body into the backseat with two men—or partial men. Trying to carry the dead weight with a weak man and an even weaker little girl was a task that seemed never-ending. 

“What if we roll it up in the rug, and drag it?” Tyler suggested after what felt like hours of struggling. Wilma shot him a look that said the use of her car was bad enough, stealing a rug would be the end of him.

“Grab his arm, then,” Tyler said. “I think we’ve managed to prove that we can’t carry him. Dragging him might work, even without bundling him up.”

They made more progress, but Tyler’s back was soon screaming. When he looked up to see how far they’d come, the car was only a few yards away. 

“You should have parked closer.”

“You told me I wasn’t allowed to,” Tyler reminded Wilma. “You said that if I scratched up your paint-job, I was a dead man.”

“Well, you shouldn’t be such a bad driver, and then I wouldn’t have to worry.”

They heaved in tandem again, the blessing of the hard work that neither of them could speak while doing it. Tyler judged the distance once more. Another two yards, tops.

“Can’t you use your magic hand to help out?”

“I don’t know. I don’t know how it works.” Tyler’s rapidly clearing head was leading him into a state of sobriety that he hadn’t visited for a long time. It made him testy. Having a dead fake-cop to dispose of on top of that really felt like the last straw.

“Give it a go. Send out one of those pink beams and make it all go boom!”

“Fine,” Tyler said. “Stand back then. And if it doesn’t work then I don’t want you ribbing on me, okay?”

Wilma put her hand up to her mouth and actioned a zip begin drawn across, then took a few giant steps backward.

Tyler flung his magic hand toward the corpse. “Dispose of the body,” he commanded, cutting through the thin night air with his voice.

Wilma gave him a shove between his shoulder blades. “How about whispering, since we’re trying not to be found? Unless you think the stone is deaf?”

“Sorry,” Tyler said. He stepped forward to look at the dead man again and saw absolutely no change. He was about to pick up an arm and recommence dragging when the pile of cardboard boxes beside the dumpster began to move.

“What the hell is that?” Wilma asked, tugging on his arm so Tyler back away another step. “Is someone there?”

A tiny shape ran across from the dumpster and stepped up on top of the body. As it turned its head, sniffing the breeze, Tyler recognized the unsettling form of a giant rat.

Others soon flocked to join it. Running up over the corpse’s chest, and legs, and arms. When one scurried across to sit on the man’s face, Tyler turned away, nausea churning in his stomach.

“Well, I’m not touching it now,” Wilma said in a shrill voice edging toward hysteria. She backed up with her palms out toward him. “I may not have high standards, but rats are where I join the line.”

“But we can’t just leave him sitting on the ground,” Tyler protested. “Someone will find him as soon as they open tomorrow. We want him hidden, not just lying about.”

“I can’t—” Wilma held a hand up to her face, then turned and ran a few yards away, jumping on top of an empty drum at the edge of the parking lot. She tucked her legs up beneath her and ducked her head down between her legs. As Tyler drew near, she hummed to herself, the tone rising from a low vibration into a shriek of pure terror. 

“Don’t let them near me!”

Tyler looked back at the body. The seething mass of tails and teeth coated the dead man like a wriggling blanket. Even though rats didn’t usually scare him, the pure force of numbers turned them into a horrific sight.

The corpse had entirely disappeared beneath their furry bodies. Just as it seemed that every rodent in the city had joined the party, another would scurry into the mix. 

“It’s okay,” Tyler said, though it clearly wasn’t. He touched Wilma on the arm, and she screamed, clasping her hands together in a shield over her head. 

Tyler positioned himself between Wilma and the body. He reached out and touched the back of her hand gently, keeping it there when she tried to throw him off.

“Don’t worry. I’m not going to let the rats near you. Let’s just get in the car, and we can drive far away.”

Wilma peered up at his face, and Tyler gulped in sympathy. The fear had turned her face into a mask, horror writ large in every childish feature. Her eyes were so large that he grew scared they’d pop right out of her head.

“I can’t walk to the car,” Wilma managed between heaves of her chest. “I—”

She ducked her head down, pulling her hand free of his with short, frantic motions. “No. no. no.” 

Tyler leaned forward. “Look, I know exactly how you feel. Trust me. I’m going to get you to the car safely, and we can get the hell out of here.”

“You. Don’t. Know. How. I. Feel.”

“You remember last week when I screamed at the hose lying outside your office?”

Wilma’s eyes tried to look past the edges of Tyler’s body, and he stepped closer, ensuring her view of the rats was blocked. 

“I thought it was a grass snake. Even when I knew it wasn’t, I didn’t walk that way to your office all week in case I saw it that way again.” Tyler shuddered. It was an automatic gesture at the thought of snakes, not something he needed to fake for Wilma’s benefit. 

Perhaps that truth shone through. After a moment’s hesitation, Wilma stretched up her arms to wrap them around Tyler’s neck. He pulled her close against his torso, letting her cross her legs around her waist, safely above the ground. She curved her head into his neck, hiding her face from the sight on the ground behind him.

Tyler walked her to the car as fast as he could manage. While she kept her eyes screwed up, he fumbled with the door and then bent into the front seat until he thought it was safe to say, “You can now let go.”

Wilma dropped into the seat, stretching toward the driver’s side as she sought to put more distance between her and the corpse outside. Tyler shut the door and walked around the vehicle, risking a glance back to satisfy himself that the rats were still too busy to turn his way. 

Tearing cloth and ripping flesh added to the lower notes of mastication. As their food supply dwindled away, the rats began to disperse.

There was nothing left where they’d been. No skin, no bones, no clothes, no flesh. If Tyler hadn’t been looking straight at the spot where he’d last seen the dead cop, he wouldn’t have believed a body had been sitting there.

Within a minute, he pulled out of the parking lot and back into the safety of the road. 

“Ugh,” Wilma said, her eyes still closed, wiping her mouth with the back of her hand. “I think I can happily live without ever seeing something like that again.”

“They did a good job, though, didn’t they?”

Wilma rewarded Tyler’s comment with a smack on his arm. “Time to retrace our steps. Let’s find out where Gary’s at.”

[image: ]

They drove away from where the corpse had been. When Gary’s text came through with a loud and happy series of beeps, Wilma gave a small scream and jumped, then smacked Tyler when he smiled. 

“Hey,” he said. “I wasn’t the one who decided to shoot him. Don’t go blaming me for this mess.”

“Would you rather be dead now and have that freak holding your arm?”

“Nope.” Tyler grinned. “Not at all.”

He drove them to the meeting point with Gary and found him locked in a stare with a homeless man. 

“I tried not to be seen,” Gary said, pointing to the fellow in the alley in case Tyler was blind.

“Don’t worry about it,” Wilma said, opening the back door for Gary to climb inside. “What’s he going to tell someone? That last night he saw a warthog drive a police car into the alley? I’m sure that’ll go down really well.”

“You get rid of the body, okay?” 

Wilma’s face screwed up like she was about to expel the entirety of her stomach contents.

“Yeah. The dead guy’s well out of sight,” Tyler said. “Now, I’m just looking forward to getting back home.”

He drove them there quickly, on edge the whole time in case another cop attempted to pull them over. Tyler wasn’t sure what he’d do if that happened, but drive straight for them seemed to be high on the list of great ideas.

The gunmen from earlier were still standing like odd statues in the barbecue area. Some of the other tenants had helpfully decorated them with strings of fairy lights. When Tyler got close to the leader, he could also admire the penis drawn with magic marker on his forehead. 

“You can’t just leave them out here,” Wilma complained. “If new tenants see this lot when they first come in, I’ll never rent the empty slots. Get them out of sight before you go to bed, or I’ll nail your tenancy agreement to your door in the morning.”

“Yes, ma’am.” Gary gave a salute, and the little girl offered him a flip of the bird in return. 

“I’m serious,” she called over her shoulder as she walked back to the office. “You’re both eyesores enough without that lot clogging up the place.”

“We could put them in the bins,” Gary suggested.

Tyler’s back gave a painful twinge, reminding him that he’d once thought the same about the cop. 

“Maybe one of them, if we’re both working at full steam. I don’t think we’ll be able to pile up all five.”

“Make them light, then,” Gary said. He pointed at Tyler’s finger and then waved his hand in the air. “Do your thing and command them to become as light as feathers. Then we can move them no problem.”

Tyler wished that Gary had been the one with him and they’d left Wilma to hide the police car. He held his hand out in a commanding pose, and shouted, “Be as light as feathers.”

Again, the stone sent out a brilliant glow. When it faded, Gary walked over and picked up one of the men, tucking him under his arm. He escorted him to the dumpster, then came back for another.

“Brilliant idea. Thanks, Gary.”

“Not a problem. I’m not just a pretty face.”

As Tyler stared at him, wondering if a witty retort would be appropriate given their current levels of exhaustion, Gary’s snout bent down, and his mouth opened in a huge yawn. “I need to get some rest. See you tomorrow.”

“Yeah. See you. Let’s hope it’s less exciting than today.”

“Just keep a low profile, mate.” Gary opened his trailer door. “If you keep your head down for a couple of days, I’m sure everything will be just fine.”


Chapter Six

A loud banging on the side of his trailer woke Tyler the next morning. 

“Mr. Moby? We’d like to talk to you!”

Tyler couldn’t think of anyone who would want to talk to him at that moment. Certainly no one that he’d be the slightest bit interested in hearing. He ignored the pounding for the time being. For a weekday morning, his mind and body felt remarkably refreshed. After a quick glance at his watch, he knew why.

Nine hours of uninterrupted sleep.

That never happened. Always, at some point during the night, he’d wake up and go over every single thing he’d ever done wrong in his life. If not that, then he’d at least wake to take a pee. Usually, his nights would end with a few beers to send him off to twinky land. Although Tyler had trained his bladder to industrial strength over the years, he still couldn’t hold it forever.

The pounding on his trailer door recommenced. “We know you’re in there. You have to come out sometime. May as well be now.”

“Or you can fuck off,” Tyler whispered under his breath. He got out of bed but only to set the coffee on the stove while he stared at his magic hand.

In the bright light of day—not to mention the clear-headedness of an alcohol-free night—the stone looked rather beautiful. A myriad of colors roamed its surface, creating patterns then dispersing, only to form again. The clear ropes of light that held it fast to his skin were pale yellow shot through with streaks of dark gold. The pink glow, so visible the night before, was muted in the sunlight.

Pretty but also a nuisance.

Tyler took a butter knife out of the drawer and tried to cut through one of the light straps holding it in place. They bent beneath the force, then accepted the blade into them. What they didn’t do was cut through. He wriggled the flat edge of the blade underneath the stone’s side and tried to lever it up. There was a tiny bit of give, then it stopped short. Increasing the pressure, Tyler only stopped when he realized the blade was bending so far that it would soon snap.

He took it away and held the knife up in front of his face. It now had a sharp tilt to the side, increasing in angle toward the tip. He tossed it into the small sink where it joined his dishes from the last three days.

“Mr. Moby, if you come out and talk to us right now, we might be able to head off the police from coming to arrest you. They have footage of last night, you know. They’ll be very interested in what that has to show.”

Tyler stood bolt upright, his back an iron bar. We shot a cop!

If they had footage of that, then he was going behind bars, and no one would ever let him out. Tyler had one hand on the trailer door when sense came knocking.

Who the hell wants to interview you if they’ve got footage of you shooting a cop? 

Nobody, that’s who. Any news station worth their salt would just run it. On a twenty-four-hour loop, if needed.

Tyler reached behind him for the freshly brewed cup of coffee and sipped it as he tried to think through the matter again.

What else had he been up to last night?

“Hey. You can’t stand around here, banging on trailer doors. This is a private establishment, and some of my tenants work nights. I’ll have to ask you to leave.”

Tyler leaned his head closer to the door, all the better to hear the new confrontation. Nobody ever wanted to get on the wrong side of Wilma. Not even a person who wasn’t reliant on her for their home.

“And who are you?”

Tyler stifled a laugh against his forearm at the change in tone. It was the same voice he’d heard a thousand times before. The tone used when speaking down to a child.

Wilma was the wrong child to use that voice on.

“I’m looking after this trailer park at the moment, and you can get the fuck off this private property. If I have to go back to my office because you’re still here, it’ll be to call the cops.”

“We were invited onto the property,” a man said. “One of the tenants issued us an invitation.”

But Wilma couldn’t be phased that easily. “Not to bother somebody else, they didn’t. Now fuck off.”

“Or what?” the first lady asked sweetly. “Are you going to run and tell your mom or dad? Ooh, so scary.”

Considering that the last person to mess with them had ended up with a hole in their head, courtesy of Wilma, Tyler decided it was time to put a stop to it. Whatever ‘it’ was.

“I’m Tyler Moby,” he announced calmly as he opened the trailer door. “Who the hell are you?”

“Tyler! My name is Angela Merrick. I’m with channel eleven news.”

She held out a hand, and Tyler looked at it, keeping one of his own on the door and the other tucked into his jeans pocket.

Angela gave an awkward laugh and stepped back, wiping her fingers against her blazer as though they had touched something nasty. 

“What d’you want?”

“We have footage on file of you and a friend at an ATM down Main Street last night. I have to say—the bank isn’t feeling very happy.”

The bank may not be happy, but that condition didn’t extend to Angela Merrick. Her grin stretched as far as it could go. 

After a short pause, Tyler shrugged. “I don’t know what you’re talking about. Sure, my friend went to an ATM last night to get out money. So, what?”

“So, his account has a ten-thousand-dollar error in its balance this morning. The manager of that branch is in a state of high distress.”

“What footage do you have?” Tyler moved down one step, keeping the last in reserve so that he maintained a good half foot in height over everybody. Now that the door wasn’t blocking his way, he saw that a cameraman and a sound operator with a boom mike were hiding around the corner. 

“I can show it to you if you’d like,” Angela said. “But first, we’ll need a short statement.”

Tyler shrugged. “I don’t have anything to say. I’m baffled as to why you’re here. You woke me up hours early just to tell me that my friend’s got money in the bank?”

“That you put there.” Angela stepped forward a pace, showing off the fortune she must have spent in teeth whitening. “You seemed to go all alakazam!”—she waved her hand above her head—“then suddenly your friend has a heap of money in his account.”

“Sounds like a banking error to me,” Wilma said from behind them. Tyler hadn’t seen her up to that point because he’d been looking above her head. “Do you want these people to stay on your property, or should I throw them out?”

“Time for you to go,” Tyler said to Angela. “Any invitation you had on offer is rescinded. Get off my property.”

“We just need a quick word of corroboration,” Angela said, planting her feet in a firm stance. “Once we have that for our story, we’ll be on our way.”

“Fine,” Tyler said. “Is this the camera I’m meant to look at?”

He pointed to the cameraman, who mounted it on his shoulder and nodded. “Go ahead.”

“Last night,” Tyler said. “Me and my friends went to an ATM and pulled out money. Then we went to a bar to grab a few beers and a meal, then headed home to bed.” He laughed and mimed an explosion in front of his body. “That’s some breaking news, right there!”

“That’s the stone,” Angela said, her pleasant demeanor dropping like a whore’s robe. “Get him.”

Too late, Tyler realized that he’d pulled his hand out of his pocket. The cameraman clicked over something on his equipment and Tyler was looking down the barrel of a gun, rather than a lens. Deja vu washed over him, sweeping his composure away. “Son of a bitch.”

While the three of them stared at Tyler, Wilma pulled a gun from the back of her jeans and fired a shot at Angela’s feet. The crew turned as one to survey the new threat.

“I don’t know who sent you, but it’s time to head back empty-handed.” Wilma leveled the gun at Angela’s midriff, aiming for a sure hit rather than the kill.

“Get her, Mike,” Angela yelled at the boom operator. The man swung the stick around, knocking Wilma on the back of the neck and toppling her tiny frame to the ground.

Anger rose in a red cloud of fury around Tyler, buzzing through his head like a swarm of wasps. A warning erupted out of his throat. “DON’T MAKE ME HURT YOU!!!”

Tyler held his hand out, the stone glowing with a light brightly visible even in the morning sun’s intense rays. He crouched, lowering his center of gravity, looking at each of the attacker's faces in turn. 

“Who the hell sent you? How did you know I was here?”

Angela folded her arms and sneered while the cameraman kept his gun trained on Tyler’s face. 

“Answer me, dammit,” Tyler shouted. He jolted his hand, so a bolt of light shot out from the stone and hit the fake news crew until they glowed pink. “Tell me who sent you. Tell the truth!”

“Alejandro sent us.” The crew spoke in unison, faces contorting as they struggled to hold back their words and failed. 

“Who is he? How did he know where to find me?”

“He’s your uncle,” Angela said, the others following suit a split second later, like a bebop trio jamming on the same line. “He looked up your address in your credit record.”

“I don’t have an uncle.”

Tyler straightened up to his full height again, his arm weakening until he lowered it to his side. A rising sense of puzzlement swamped him until the ground underneath his body started to feel unsteady. Nothing was solid. Everything he’d ever trusted was up for grabs.

“I don’t have any family.”

“Hey, dude,” the cameraman said. “I don’t know what to tell you. It is what it is. Now, give us the stone, and we’ll go. You don’t want to hold onto that thing, it’s nothing but trouble.”

For all that he’d tried to pry the damned thing out of his hand a few minutes ago, Tyler felt a burning desire to keep it close. Because he liked its power? Or just because these people were scum who would hit a small girl just because she pulled a large gun on them?

“You can go. I’m not giving you anything.” Tyler waved his hands at them in a shooing gesture, and they backed away, all in step like soldiers on reverse parade. 

“If we don’t bring the stone back to Alejandro, he’ll kill us,” Angela said. The expression on her face was pleading, even as her feet obeyed his command and withdrew.

“Sucks to be you,” Tyler said. He walked over to help Wilma up from the ground. She was still stunned from the blow, enough so that she let him lift up the hair on the back of her neck to examine it for damage. By the time he escorted her back to the office, the fake news crew was back in their van, speeding away.
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“If this is what’s happening after a day, then it’s probably better you get rid of the damn thing at the next opportunity.”

Wilma held an ice pack to her neck where the sound operator had struck her with the fat end of the boom mike. A large bruise was blossoming into a rainbow of color where the pole had hit the hardest. Tyler’s stomach knotted with guilt every time he caught its shadow from the corner of his eye.

“I’m not giving this power to anybody without knowing they’ll use it for good,” Tyler said. Noble visions ran through his head, then disappeared as he looked at his fridge, full of beers he couldn’t drink. “Or at least, save the harm until they’re out of view.”

“They must have some kind of tracking device on the stone itself,” Gary said. “Them finding out you had it and then tracing you here doesn’t make sense, otherwise.” 

Gary’s skin was bright red in the spaces where the rough hairs didn’t cover too thickly. It looked like he’d tried to scrub himself clean of his new outer layer that morning. Tyler felt a mixture of shame and bile rushing up his throat, and he hung his head forward for a second, swallowing rapidly.

When he recovered, he looked Gary in the eye. “First things, first. I need to work out how to get you and Wilma back to normal. Second, I need to figure out how to use this damn thing and where it should go.”

“Sounds like one and the same thing to me,” Wilma said. She’d been relatively quiet since being hit. As though the boom mike had knocked out her usual spark along with driving her to her knees. “Any ideas on how to do that?”

“We could look for more information on the gunmen from yesterday,” Tyler suggested. He paused, frowning down at the stone in his hand. “It’s the only link that we have. Pity I froze them solid.”

“You froze Gary solid last night, too.”

Gary expression changed to shock as he checked from Wilma to Tyler and back again. “I don’t remember that.”

“It was after you started changing,” Tyler said. “I didn’t know what else to do but Wilma’s right. When I told you to start up again, you were right as rain.”

“As right as a warthog,” Wilma said and snickered. Perhaps that spark was lighting up again. “Where did you put those buggers?”

“In the dumpster behind the barbecue.” Tyler scratched the back of his neck and stood up. “I’ll go fetch them.”

“By yourself, Superman?”

“Yeah.” Tyler blushed at the memory of their shared trouble the night before. “Gary came up with a cool solution to the problem that we had.”

He walked out of the trailer as Gary explained his stroke of genius while Wilma glowered. When he turned the edge of Gary’s site, Tyler increased his walk to a run. A cloud of dust followed along behind a truck, speeding up as it exited the property. A rubbish truck. Tyler waved his arms as he sprinted behind it, screaming at the men to stop. 

A man hanging off the back gave him a friendly wave as it accelerated out of the gate and onto the main road. Tyler clapped his hands to the top of his head and stared open-mouthed in disbelief. How often did the damn thing get cleared? Once a month, if that. What the hell were the odds?

Tyler turned and jogged over to the dumpster in case the truck hadn’t managed to do the job it was hired for. His brilliant stroke of luck continued. The empty bin greeted him with a vacant smile. All the men, gone. The only trace they’d ever been there was a belt buckle caught in a rusty pocket under the edge of the lid. He rushed back to his trailer, anxiety propelling him to ever-higher speed.

“Where does the rubbish company empty its stuff out?” Tyler asked, bursting back into his trailer. 

Wilma stared at him with a frown while Gary used the pause in their conversation to take advantage and swig from his beer. When he put the bottle back down on the table, he contributed, “Eh?”

“The trash company. The one that empties the dumpster. Where does it go to after this?”

It was Wilma that caught on first. “Oh, shit.” She stood up, peering at the fading calendar on Tyler’s wall. Apart from the naked lady looking over her shoulder, the rest of it was useless. The year along the bottom read 2008. “It’s the fourth, is it?”

“Oh, no. What am I going to do now?” Tyler’s legs gave out under him, and he collapsed onto the kitchen chair. 

Gary leaned across to give him a reassuring pat. “Don’t worry, dude. I’m sure that any moment, you’ll have another group intent on assaulting you and stealing the stone. You can just ask them.”

“No,” Tyler said. “I need to get the ones who’ve visited already. They came straight on the heels of the guy who threw the stone to me. If anyone is going to know how and why this happened to me, it’s them.”

“Fair point.” Wilma stood up and walked out the door. “I’ll go give their head office a ring,” she called back over her shoulder. 

Tyler and Gary stared at each other across the table for a moment, then they both got to their feet. 

“No way some head office goon is handing out information to someone who sounds like a ten-year-old girl.” Gary popped his empty bottle into Tyler’s trash.

“Please, put it outside,” Tyler said. “I don’t mind you making sure it doesn’t go to waste, but I don’t want to smell it the rest of the day.”

“Fair point.” Gary hooked it back out and clapped Tyler on his shoulder. “On the bright side, your luck can only go up now, right?”

Tyler swallowed hard, unsure of how he felt about accepting motivation from a human warthog.

It turned out the rubbish went to a landfill, and what it did there was rot. Tyler could smell the fulsome odor a good five miles out from their destination, and that was with the wind going the right way.

“What if they’ve found them already?” Gary asked in the back seat. His attempt at bucking up Tyler’s mood appeared to have sapped all his own. Nothing but worry.

“If they’ve found the bodies already, they’re probably still wondering what the hell they are.” To hear the straightforward words of Wilma coming out the ten-year-old girl’s mouth still freaked Tyler out. More than Gary, he wanted to reverse the effects of what he’d done to her. Or rather, what she’d asked for.

“They won’t have found them,” Tyler said with far more assurance than was coursing through his veins. “They’ll just dump it out in one load and drive the truck away. It’s not like they have any reason to sort through it.”

“Five bodies, though.” If Gary kept making such good points, he’d convince Tyler to turn the car around. “Hard to miss five bodies.”

“They missed them when they picked them up, didn’t they?” Wilma’s logic struck again. Tyler wished that both of them would just shut up.

“Stay in the car,” he ordered when they drew level with the gate and office. The dump was meant to be a public facility, but Tyler had no desire to pay just to be told that he had the wrong place. Instead of screaming as the truck departed, he could have used that time to take down the plate number. Without that, the owners of the company could only guess the tip to which they’d gone.

“Hey.” Tyler waved to the girl seated behind the window. 

She was chewing gum. Given the overwhelming stench that probably gave her pummeled senses something else to focus on. The girl waved back and gestured back to his car. 

“Eh?” Tyler held his hand up to his ear. 

The girl rolled her eyes and then shoved up the window, bending down to shout through the gap. “You need to weigh your car on the scales over there”—she pointed to a large platform with a ticket machine parked next to it—“then take the ticket. On your route out, it weighs you again and charges you for the difference.”

“We’re not dropping off rubbish,” Tyler said. “We need to find something that was taken out of our dumpster back at the trailer park. The owner of the rubbish company said his guys probably dumped it out here.”

“You what?”

Tyler ran through his story again, summarizing to get to the point quicker. “Our dumpster was emptied by mistake. The guys brought the rubbish here.”

“I don’t—” She frowned and stopped speaking. After a moment she gave a shrug. “What?”

“We want to sort through the garbage you’ve got in there. We don’t want to drop anything off.”

The girl shook her head, spitting the gum into a tissue and twisting the top to seal it in before tossing it into a small rubbish bin on her desk. She pulled out another strip, peeling off the foil while keeping her eyes glued to Tyler.

“You want entry to the dump, you have to go on the weighing machine. If you’re not dumping anything, then it won’t charge you nothing on the way out.”

She tossed Tyler a final look to emphasize that she thought he was learning challenged, then slammed down the window. When Tyler waved again, she gave him the finger. On both hands.

“Rude girl,” Wilma said as he got back in the car. “I think I like her.”

“She doesn’t seem to care that we want to take garbage out.”

“Why would she?” Gary asked. “The more we take out, the more of the new stuff they can fit in.”

The machine spat out a ticket and Tyler placed it in the drinks holder. As he drove further around the winding road, piles of rubbish heaped higher on either side. 

At the central area for dumping, there was a vast expanse of concrete surrounding a large pit. Along the edge of the lot, opposite the hole, were walls segmenting different reusables. Bricks, rocks, wood, and sawdust stacked high in their separate rooms. 

Trucks were backed up to the pit, and as they watched, one lifted its back up on slow hydraulics and opened the back door. The load fell down into the hole, landing with a thump that vibrated up through the car like a mini earthquake. While the truck got itself together and drove away, a giant digger flattened out the new load down in the pit.

“Well, if it’s down in there. we’re fucked.”

“Thanks, Wilma,” Gary said. “If you see anything else obvious lying about, feel free to point it out.”

“Will do, honeybunch.”

Tyler got out of the car and walked over to inspect the pit more closely. Down in the hole were a vibrant mixture of household and business waste—the green stuff dumped in a different area around the back. 

“Sir, you’re not allowed to be on foot in this area,” a man called, revving his truck, so the engine hummed like a caged tiger. “Just back your car up to the edge.”

When Tyler cast him a worried look, the man misinterpreted it. 

“Don’t worry,” he reassured Tyler. “There’s steel bars to stop you driving off the edge.”

“We need to find some rubbish from a dumpster,” Tyler said, walking over, so he didn’t need to shout. “We’re from down at the trailer park, and something got collected this morning which we’d put into the trash on a lark. If I can’t get it back, there’ll be hell to pay.”

“Rodney’s Rubbish Removals? Are they the ones?”

Tyler looked back over at his car. “Hey, Wilma. Rodney’s Rubbish Removals?” She gave him a thumbs-up, and he turned back to the truck driver. “You know them?”

The man pointed at the signage on the side of his vehicle. It took Tyler a second, then he nodded. “You picked up from our trailer park today?”

“Yep. Sure did.” Then, when Tyler’s face broke into a wide smile, he added, “But I can’t have you sorting through the trash I’ve got on board without some sort of consent.”

Tyler frowned. “What do you mean? It’s trash, isn’t it? What permission do I need?”

“If the owners chucked out something valuable and you pick it out, and they call later, that’ll look really bad for me.”

“I’ve got the owner here,” Tyler said. He hooked his thumb over his shoulder, then bit his bottom lip. “I’ve got the owner’s daughter here, I mean. She’s the one who owns the stuff that we threw in the dumpster for a prank. It’s just some polystyrene statues. She needs them for school.” Tyler leaned forward, closer. “It seemed like an excellent idea once we’d had a few, but now we’ve been chasing after them all morning. It would sure be great if you could help us out.”

The man looked back over to Wilma’s car, where she sat in her natural expression of repose, her lip pouting out in a giant sulk. “The owner’s daughter, you say?”

“Yeah. Do you know Wilma senior? Her kid looks just like her, don’t you think?”

“Guess so.” The man continued to study the vehicle like it was an employment exam paper, then finally gave a shrug. 

“I suppose, it’s no skin off my nose. I can always say that I dumped it out and whatever happens after that, ain’t my business.”

“Phew.” Tyler gave an exaggerated sigh, wiping the imaginary sweat from his brow. “You’ve done me a solid there, man.”

The driver laughed and shook his head. “Believe me. You won’t think that when you’re done.”

# # #

If the stink from the open garbage pit was bad, the stench that floated out when Tyler jumped into the back of the rubbish truck was worse. The smell was so thick that it crept up inside his nostrils, pushing for a way in. He clamped his nose but then had to breathe through his mouth—a hard task when he was trying not to retch. 

Gary walked over, fielding curious stares with his usual aplomb—he growled and showed his teeth if anybody got too fixated. “Hand ‘em down to me when you’re done,” he called up. Tyler gave him the thumbs up, saw a piece of sodden tissue clinging to his hand, and shook it off with a squeal better suited to Wilma.

“I told you,” the driver said with satisfaction. He gave Gary the hairy eyeball, then pulled out a cigarette. 

Tyler had given them up years before but suddenly wished he could have one. Surrounding his head in a cloud of tar-laden smoke would suit him just fine right now.

Instead, he dug his hands deeper into the pile, searching for the familiar shape of a shoulder, head, or leg. 

He found them near the rear of the truck, underneath a mess of waste—from a restaurant judging from the moldy packaging. Tyler closed his eyes as though that would stop the noxious odor assaulting his nostrils, and stuck his hand down deep. 

The slime that greeted him oozed between his fingers and slicked all the hairs of his arm back like they were living in a disco movie. Once again, his fingertips touched up against something human-shaped. Tyler stretched his fingers wide, hearing a slurp as the refuse moved to accommodate him. He slid his hand around a limb and pulled hard. Up came one of the gunmen, Tyler’s hand gripping his wrist. 

Tyler gave the figure a brief brush-off, then looked over the side of the truck. “You ready?”

Gary nodded and held up his arms, his mouth screwing up in distaste as the trash-soaked body landed in them. While he trotted back to the car, Wilma waiting at the open boot, Tyler went in again.

The stink, which seemed to have retreated briefly through familiarity, resurged at full-strength as Tyler’s fingers burst through the edge of a plastic bag. Now the smell didn’t just attack his nostrils, he could feel it worming into his mouth, filling the space there before venturing further down his throat. 

Just don’t breathe at all, his brain suggested. A great idea. 

The next figure to emerge came up foot first. While waiting for Gary to jog back, Tyler leaned against the edge of the truck, his forehead coated in sweat.

“Two down,” Gary said with good cheer, while the rubbish truck driver grinned at Tyler’s discomfort. 

The job done, Tyler clambered down to the ground and tried not to think of a shower. They still had the drive back to the trailer park to face before he could reasonably look forward to that. 

“Glad I could help,” the driver said as Tyler nodded to him. One occasion when to stick out his hand for a shake would have been ruder than to withhold. 

“Roll the windows down,” Wilma said, holding her nose as Tyler got into the driver’s seat. “And to think I was worried that I hadn’t time to shower this morning.”

Gary laughed in the back seat, something hitting his funny bone hard. “I look like something that rolls in shit,” he said between giggles. “And you smell like it.”

If Tyler had been in a cartoon, stinky lines would have been emanating out from him in all directions. In the close confines of the vehicle, even with all the windows rolled down, it made his eyes water.

“I’m amazed they all fit in the boot,” he remarked. “I thought for sure we’d have to make two trips.”

“Good god,” Wilma said. She’d held her nose for so hard so long that red marks stained out onto her cheeks. “I don’t think I’d survive that torture.”

“They fit okay,” Gary said, not letting himself be drawn on any details. 

When Tyler parked the car right beside the hose outside the office, he understood why. 

If the people had been alive, well, and conscious, there’s no way that Gary could have done with them what he had. They were stuffed nose to asshole, limbs bent at impossible angles. The last one had been turned double, then had his legs smooshed up against the roof of the trunk. When Tyler pressed the button to pop it open, they came out like a jumping jack, giving him such a fright that he stepped back, hand to his pounding chest.

“Gary, you hose them down,” Wilma commanded, opening the passenger side door. “Tyler, go have a shower and burn your clothes. If I smell anything like that again, you’re getting kicked out.”

She pulled up the car seat cover that Tyler had now infested with stink and looked forlornly at the leopard skin print. 

“These were my favorites.”

Tyler opened his mouth to say he’d buy her a new pair, then closed it again. Unless he got the chance to try out the trick with the ATM again, that was a debt he couldn’t pay.

Regrouping later inside Wilma’s office, the three of them stared at the five gunmen, laid out on the floor. The room was snug to begin with, a partition of the house where she lived. With all of them crammed inside, claustrophobia crawled up Tyler’s insides from his stomach, tightening the muscles of his chest.

“We need to wake them up, but they’ll likely go nutso if we do.” Tyler ran his hand through his hair, looking to Wilma and Gary for help.

“They don’t have their guns on them, anymore,” Gary pointed out. “So, I reckon we can keep them under control.”

“How?” Wilma said, then cackled. “You planning on subduing five grown men with your awesome powers of piggery?”

“We could tie them up,” Tyler suggested. “That could keep them still long enough. Do you have any rope?”

“Why would I need rope?” Wilma shook her head. “There’s a hose out back that runs close on ten yards. You could try that.”

Gary shot down that suggestion. “Nah. You wouldn’t be able to tie it off. We need something nimble and flexible.”

“Do you have any box ties?” Tyler asked. When Wilma shook her head, he tried, “Masking tape?” Another shake. “Clingfilm?” When she shook her head again, his frustration bubbled up. “How do you not have Clingfilm?” 

“I’m not one to leave leftovers, okay? So, sue me. What have you two got, since you’re so appalled at my lack of tying up equipment?”

Gary stared at the men on the floor, then at his distorted hands. “I’ve got a coffin that might work.”

“What?” Tyler and Wilma burst out in unison.

“It was on special,” Gary said, as though that explained everything. He shrugged. “I thought, I’m gonna need it someday, so may as well get it for a good price.”

“That’s great if we want to bury one of them,” Wilma said. “But not much use here.”

“It could be,” Gary insisted. “It’s one of them fancy caskets, with the top that flips up for viewing. We could stick one of them in there, and question him. No chance for escape.”

Although his brain was still reeling at the object, Tyler nodded. “That could work. Whereabouts is it?”

“In my trailer.” Gary stood up and opened up the door. “I use it as the base for my bed.”

“Sicko.” Wilma stared after him, shaking her head. “Remind me to check people out more thoroughly before I rent to them.”

“Yeah.” Tyler snorted. “Like you care. I’ll go give him a hand.”

“Sure, leave me alone with five gunmen,” Wilma called after him. Tyler wasn’t entirely sure what her point was—of all of them, he’d back her to win that fight.

Picking the leader for the honor, they packed away the others into the boot of Wilma’s car again—a more comfortable fit with one missing. 

“Are you sure about this?” Tyler asked as they manhandled the leader into the coffin. “After all, nobody wants to be buried in a used casket, do they?”

“Don’t want to be buried at all,” Gary said. “Besides, at least this way I get the use out of it on this side of the grave. It would be a pity if I shelled out that money just to have it sit, gathering dust, till after I was dead.”

Three people and a coffin wasn’t a much better fit for Wilma’s office, but when Tyler cast his glance at the door to her neighboring house, he got such a glare that he didn’t bother to ask. With the side panel screws holding the bottom half of the lid down firmly, Tyler opened the top and stood up. The leader would have looked at peace and ready for a funeral if it wasn’t for the determined expression of anger on his face.

“Ready?”

“Just get on with it,” Wilma said. “I’m bored already.”

“Why don’t you go and watch the cartoons then, love?” Gary said. “Leave the questioning to the grownups.”

“I am a grownup, you warthog piece of trash,” Wilma said, stamping her feet. Even Tyler had to smile at the incongruity of the statement. She looked like any other child, throwing a tantrum because her parents didn’t want to let her play.

“Here goes,” Tyler said. He held the magic stone hand over the top of the coffin. “Start.”

The man in the coffin gave a roar, then fell silent as his expression transformed into one of puzzled horror. 

“What the fuck have you done to me?” he demanded. “Where are my friends?”

“They’re in the boot of my car,” Tyler said. “Waiting to go to the dump. If you want to save their lives, I’ll need you to answer a few questions.”

“I don’t give a shit about their lives. Let me out of here.”

His eyes absorbed the full distress of the cage he was held in. The man began to thump and twist, yelling in fear and anger.

“Keep the noise down,” Wilma snapped at him. She looked at Tyler. “Can you get him to shut up?”

“That would shorten the questioning, wouldn’t it?” Gary interjected, rolling his eyes. “A bit stupid to demand he tell us everything if you’ve already made it so he can’t talk.”

Wilma leaned over and flipped the top of the coffin lid shut. The muffled roars continued unabated. She leaned over, lifted the cover, and shouted inside, “If you don’t quiet down, we’re pissing off down to the pub for a few hours.” It only took a few moments after she dropped the lid back down for the screams to lower into whimpers.

Still, Wilma counted down a full five minutes on her watch before she reopened the coffin lid. “Going to behave?”

“Fuck you, kid. You’ll rot in hell for this.”

She closed the lid again.

Tyler looked at his two friends, feeling a jump of anxiety in his stomach. “Do you think maybe we shouldn’t do this? It feels pretty close to some kind of torture to me.”

Wilma nodded at his hand. It took a second for Tyler to realize she was gesturing at the gunshot wound he’d endured the day before rather than the stone now embedded there. 

“Who started torturing whom first?” she asked and Tyler’s shoulders slumped as he agreed.

It didn’t take another round of punishment to have a pliable gunman on their hands. Tyler took the lead, sitting right by the man and staring him in the eyes. 

“Who sent you after me?”

“Nobody sent me,” the man said. “I’m the rightful owner of that stone. I came to claim what was mine, that’s all.”

“Who the hell are you anyway?” Gary interjected. “And who are all your goon mates?”

“We’re the keepers of the realm. Those goon mates as you call them are knights of the realm. We’ve taken this role, passed down from father to son, for one reason only. To protect the stone.”

“Doing a bang-up job there, mate,” Gary said before settling back down into his seat. “Still didn’t catch a name in amongst that twaddle.”

“My name is Julius Moby. My father was the protector of the magic stone for forty years. On his deathbed, he was about to pass it to me when a thieving fiend stole it away. Since then, I’ve been trying to claim it back.”

“You’re a relative of mine?” Tyler asked, frowning.

“Of course. Only those from the magical lineage of Moby can ever hold the stone.”

“Wait up.” Wilma held up her hand. “That means the douchebag who first chucked it at you was also a relative.” She glared at Tyler as though he’d done something wrong. “How many relatives do you have?”

After a moment, Tyler realized the reason behind the disgusted look. There’d been a few occasions lately when he’d had to trot out the hard-done-by story to cover up the lateness of his rent. Chief among the story elements were him being alone and orphaned in a cruel world that didn’t appreciate his specialized talents. Drinking beer and talking bullshit being chief among them.

“I don’t have any close relatives,” he said. “Not that I know of, anyway.”

Julius snorted, and Tyler gave him the evil eye. For a man trapped in a coffin, he laid on the judgment a bit thick. 

“I’m your cousin, once removed. You’re from the Attica line, aren’t you?”

“The what?” Tyler frowned down at the man who sighed. 

“The Attica line. Grab a family tree one day, why don’t you? Your daddy would have been Attica Moby, brother to Wallace, Alejandro, and Toby.”

“Toby Moby,” Gary snickered. Wilma joined in with glee.

“I don’t know who any of those people are.” Tyler tucked his fringe back in behind his ear as he leaned forward over the coffin. “My dad was called Phil, and he left us when I was eight. My mom never told me about any other family.”

“That’s your daddy’s middle name. No surprise there that he didn’t want to use the one he was christened with. Anyway, congratulations.” Julius blew him a kiss. “Pleased to meet you, cousin.”

“Who was the jackass who chucked the stone at Tyler, then?” Wilma nodded over to Gary. “Did you get a good look at him?”

“That was Billy. He’s a bit like the black sheep of the family. There’s no way he should ever have come into possession of the magic stone. He’s a liar and a thief.” Julius paused for a second. “Still, he’s better than our cousin in the military, Eli. Whatever you do, never let the stone fall into his hands.”

“Why? What’s so much worse about Eli?”

“Apart from the name, obviously,” Wilma added, having far too much fun.

“He thought that if he started off as a Private in the army, he’d soon be eligible to be placed in command of nuclear weapons. As a kid, he blew up every damn thing he came across with fireworks or improvised explosives. I don’t know how he managed to weasel out of a record, but no charges ever stuck.”

“Another loser then.” Tyler shrugged. “Good to know.”

“He likes to make things go boom! God help us all if he ever got his hands on the stone. You don’t need a presidential order when you’re controlling magic.”

“Sounds like your lot are all operating on the same level,” Gary said, crossing his arms. “What’s so great about you, then?”

“I’m trained in handling the stone,” Julius said. He sniffed and tipped up his chin. If standing, it might have indicated a certain degree of pompousness. All that happened when he was lying flat was the roomful of people could now look straight up his nose.

“You tried to kill me,” Tyler said. “You shot straight through the middle of my hand.”

“Just a flesh wound. It would take a hell of a lot more than that to kill you.”

Wilma got a startled look on her face and fished out her mobile phone. She took a quick snap of Julius, then settled back, looking intently at the small screen.

“If you’re meant to have the stone,” Tyler said, “why don’t you? What are you doing running through the middle of a trailer park in chase of someone you’ve never met?”

“Because I was born into a family of nincompoops. Not a single strand of our DNA has a modicum of sense in it, except the stuff that landed up in me.” Julius shook his head, his face downcast. “For years before I was due to inherit, I tried to instruct the other members of our family to keep their place. They were too thick to even know what to do with the stone once they got hold of it. That thing contains all the magic in the known universe, and they were using it to win at cards!”

“Ooh, gambling,” Wilma said, cocking an eyebrow in interest as she looked at Tyler. “Shall we hit up a club when we’re done here?”

“I’m up for it,” Gary said.

Wilma narrowed her eyes at him. “Pity I didn’t invite you then.”

Tyler ignored the both of them. “That guy Billy who gave the stone to me, he didn’t show any interest in holding onto it. Why would he gift it to a stranger if you’re the one who should inherit the damn thing?”

“Here’s why.” Wilma turned her phone around. “Julius has been a very naughty boy.”

“Those are all lies,” Julius protested. “Evil rubbish spread by all the lesser idiots in the family. Don’t be fooled!”

Tyler peered closer at the screen. “Stealing. Robbery. Murder.” He looked back at Julius. “Looks like you’ve got a warrant out on you for a few things.”

“They’re just fake news and damned lies.”

“What?” Wilma leaned over the casket. “All of them?” 

While Julius was emphatically shouting yes, she reached over and pulled a chain from around his neck.

“The Osiris Diamond,” she said. “Stolen from the National History Museum four years ago. A guard was killed in the shootout when the thieves were caught, trying to leave.”

Julius pouted in response, shooting Wilma a look that promised misery and death. “Well, okay. I did get caught up with a bad crowd for a few years. They’re long gone.”

“Yeah,” Wilma said. “According to the article, there are pieces of them spread all over the state.”

“Now, I understand this could look bad—”

Julius stopped talking as Wilma leaned across him again to roughly pull open his shirt. A button popped free, catching Tyler on the corner of his eyebrow as he leaned forward to look at the tattoo that she’d exposed.

“Nah. That’s just not on, mate.”

Even Gary, who held a high tolerance for wrongdoing, shook his head. “Fucking Nazis.”

The swastika tattooed on Julius's chest stretched from one nipple to the other. From the slight pinkish cast to the bottom of the design, it had been performed recently.

“Okay. I went off the rails a bit when the stone got passed down to the wrong son.” Julius shrugged as much as he could in the confined space. “I admit, I took a few bad turns along the way, but if you just return the stone to me, I promise that I’ll straighten up and fly right.”

“Close the lid,” Gary said, and Wilma eagerly leaped forward to do his bidding. When Julius began to holler, she muffled his screams further by sitting on top.


Chapter Seven

Tyler turned the music up to block out the sounds of Julius yelling. A great plan, but one that left them shouting at each other to be heard. They could have walked outside, but it didn’t seem safe to have the gunman alone inside the office. Given what they’d learned about him, even trapped inside the casket, it seemed too much of a risk.

“Well, first up. We need to find out how to turn Gary back into a human and you into your old self.”

Tyler had decided that a list would be beneficial. Aside from surprising and upsetting, most of the information they’d gleaned from Julius so far had been of little use.

“You need to know how the flamey bit works,” Wilma suggested. At the blank looks that followed she snarled, “You know! When he does the”—she threw her hand out as though casting a fishing line far out into the ocean—“and then… boom! The light all goes everywhere.”

“Yeah,” Gary said, frowning. “What she said.”

“I need to know where it’s meant to go and who it’s meant to belong to more,” Tyler said. “I don’t plan on holding onto this thing”—he shook his hand—“any longer than necessary.”

“But don’t get rid of it until after we go gambling,” Wilma said. 

“Or until we’ve hit the ATM again. Or perhaps struck at the pokies—they have a neat set in that little bar down on fifteenth street.”

“I can’t drink!” Tyler stared at the two of them as though they’d grown new heads. In Gary’s case, it wasn’t far from the truth. “I need to get this thing out of my hands and into the palms of whoever’s meant to control it. My only pleasures in life are sitting down and having a beer. Reducing that to just sitting down isn’t the path to happiness.”

“You can hold off a few days, though, can’t you?” Gary stared. Tyler couldn’t read his expression, perhaps it was intensity or sadness. All it looked like was little piggy eyes above a big piggy snout. To look at that for too long would turn him mad, so he turned away.

“Gambling would only take a few hours if you can rake it in,” Wilma pointed out. “The casino probably wouldn’t allow you any more than that once they figured out something was up.”

“I’m not going gambling! I’m going to return the stone and then get back to my life as normal. If you want to return to your normal selves, I suggest you get on board.”

“Whatever,” Wilma muttered. 

“So, after getting you two back to normal, the most important thing is to find out where this thing belongs. Once we work out a plan to return it, then we can move onto anything else you like.”

“He’s not going to tell you that.”

Tyler turned to Gary, exasperated. “Why not?”

Wilma started answering before Gary could open his mouth. “He’s right. That guy back in my office isn’t about to spill the beans on where the magic thingy should go. He wants it for himself.”

“Maybe I can compel him?”

“Sure,” Wilma agreed “It would probably be best to try that out on a croupier first.”

When Tyler shot her a mean gaze, she blew him a kiss. “Joking. You will need to do something, though. Otherwise, he’ll just lie through his teeth.”

“Well, I’ll try with the stone, but it wouldn’t hurt to have another obvious means of persuasion. Got something sharp handy?”

Wilma skipped across the office and pulled a fancy letter opener from her drawer. “Sharp enough?” Its blade glistened in the sunlight like a vampire’s fangs that desperately needed to be fed blood.

“That’ll do nicely,” Tyler said. “Ready?

Gary nodded while Wilma said, “Yeah, ready.”

Tyler opened the coffin lid again. 

If looks could kill, then Tyler would have choked to death in a second. Julius glared at the three of them from eyes bug-eyed with fury and with fear. “Let me out of here,” he demanded. “This is no way to treat your family.”

“Answer my questions, and we’ll let you go.” Tyler looked down at Julius with his eyebrows raised, nodding when the man tilted his head in agreement. “Good. First up, how do I change these two back the way they were?”

Julius stared from the warthog to the ten-year-old girl and back again. “Were you two the ones prancing around yesterday?” They nodded and he pursed his lips. “How the hell did you get in such a state? Did you do this to them, man?” He turned back to Tyler with a look of admiration. “That’s just cruel.”

“No, I bloody didn’t. The two of them managed to wish themselves into that state.”

“Wish yourselves back again,” Julius said, giving them his narrow-boxed shrug again. “Easy.”

“We’ve tried that already,” Tyler said, his lips thinning. “If it were that easy, smart ass, then we wouldn’t need you at all.”

Julius chewed his bottom lip and looked up as though thinking. “Well,” he said after a long pause. “If you let me out of this box, I could probably try a few different things.”

“You’re not going anywhere,” Gary said. “Either tell us how from in there, or we’ll just shut the lid and throw you away.”

Julius’s eyes widened. He recovered quickly, pasting on a wide grin, but the look had been too obvious to miss. Tyler pressed his advantage home.

“There’s only one way out of that box, and that’s through giving us relevant information. You can do that voluntarily, or you can wait while we try to compel you.” Tyler paused for a long moment, then added, “It might hurt a bit.”

Hearing her cue, Wilma flashed the letter opener in front of his eyes, giving Julius a second to view its sharp edge, then tracing it lightly over his collarbone. A thin red line appeared in its wake, blossoming into crimson drops.

Julius flinched and tried to draw away, but his movements were too restricted. “I already told you,” he said with panic in his voice. “You just do the opposite of what you did to get them in that state.”

“And I already told you that we tried that,” Tyler yelled down at him. “Wrong answer. Must. Try. Harder.”

Wilma flashed the letter opener at Julius again in a way that made Tyler feel grateful that she was on his side. 

“It’s how it works,” Julius shouted so hard that drops of spittle went flying out of his mouth. “You hold the stone, and you wish for something. It’s as simple as anything could be.”

Figuring they were getting nowhere, Tyler moved on. “How do I get it to do the other things? There must be more to it than wishes.”

“There are wishes, commands, and objectives,” Julius said. His eyes were fixed on the letter-opener blade that Wilma held. “If you want a wish granted then you grab hold of the stone and say, ‘I wish for whatever,’ and it’ll happen. If you order that something happen, like saying ‘flip that truck’ or ‘kill that horse’ it’ll do that, too. If you tell it a goal you want to achieve, it’ll lead you on a long chase that eventually gets you where you want to go.”

“So, let’s try a command then.” Tyler rocked back on his heels then held out the hand with the stone over Julius. “Tell me the truth.”

The stone glowed brighter and sent out a beam of pink light, bathing Julius in its warmth. 

“Now, let’s go over this again,” Tyler said. “How do I get these two”—he pointed to Gary and Wilma—“back to the way they were?”

Julius started to sob with fear, his eyes still fixated on the sharp blade. “I don’t know what else to tell you, man. You wish for the reversal to happen and it should happen. It’s always been that way.”

“Why do you have a swastika on your chest?” Wilma asked. 

“I joined the Aryan Brotherhood because I’d run out of people to use as backups when I went on runs to try to recover the stone. Once you’ve gone through villains, killers, and thieves, that’s the only bottom there is left to go.”

Gary took a turn. “How did you know to be at the trailer park yesterday?” 

“I knew that Billy was trying to pass the stone on. I’m attuned to it on a base level, so I always know what’s up.” 

Julius licked his lips, eyes flicking from Gary to the letter opener in Wilma’s hand, then back to Gary. 

“He’d already tried and failed to give it back to other members of the family who’d had it in their possession before. The easiest time to get hold of the stone is at the point of changeover—the new owner doesn’t know its power, and sometimes you can just snatch it straight out of their grasp.”

“If he actively wanted to pass the stone on, then why didn’t he just give it to you?” Tyler stared down at Julius, still not confident that the command, to tell the truth, was working.

“Everyone in the family is in league against me. They’ve made up stories about how dreadful I am when half of them are far worse.” He locked his gaze with Tyler. “I’d be a good and respectful owner of the stone. Sure, I’d use it for my own advancement and to kill anybody who stepped in my way, but so would anybody. I’m not the worst of our kin. Not by a long shot.”

“Is the stone meant to be yours?”

Julius began to struggle, twisting and writhing as though he was being shocked. “No,” came out through clenched lips, clearly against his will. “It’s not mine. It’s never been promised to me.”

“So, it has been promised to someone?”

Julius bit down on his lips so hard they began to bleed. Foam spurted out of his nose and mouth while he jerked, trying in desperation to keep the words from spilling out. Wilma waved her weapon in front of him again. Although his eyes expanded in fear, the expression was almost lost as he began to convulse. 

“Shit,” Gary said mildly, giving Julius a poke on the shoulder. “That looks serious.”

“Who does it belong to?” Tyler shouted, gripping the coffin either side of Julius’s head. “Where are they?”

“On the road to Vegas,” Julius sputtered before his eyes rolled up into his head. The base of the coffin jerked as his feet hammered against it. Finally, his entire body strained upward at an impossible angle. His chest compressed against the break in the casket lid, scoring a thick line through the tattoo in his flesh.

“Should we call an ambulance?” Tyler asked. He rubbed the back of his neck, anxiously looking to Wilma as the most grown-up of the three of them. “He looks in a bad way.”

With a final huff of blood-soaked foam from his mouth, Julius went still and limp. His eyes were closed. He was unconscious.

Gary leaned over for a closer inspection, giving Julius a test poke to ensure that he was out cold. “Not bad for a first try, Tyler. But I think you’ll need to work on your technique.”


Chapter Eight

“He said Vegas, and unless you know of one other than Las, then that’s where I’m heading.” Wilma pointed at Gary to pick up the end of the coffin as she jammed open the office door with her hip. “It’s obvious that you need to get that thing on to the person who should be caring for it.”

“Yeah. Would you be so keen on moving right now if the last word Julius had spoken was North Dakota?”

“Hey,” Wilma dropped her coffin end long enough to slap Tyler on his shoulder. “I don’t make up the rules, bud. I just follow them where they lead.”

“You know they don’t let children into casinos, right?” 

Wilma offered Tyler such a scowl that he looked down at the floor. “I know that there’re ways around everything. Besides, wasn’t that your top priority? Getting us changed back?”

“Yeah. And Julius didn’t know the answer.”

“Maybe you broke it,” Gary said. 

“Well,” Tyler responded, “in that case, you’re both out of luck.”

Although the gunman was still as light as a feather, the coffin made up for the missing weight. The tendons on Gary’s warthog neck stood out in sharp relief as he manhandled his end through the door. 

“Or maybe there’s a set number of times you can wish for things in a single day. The ATM was one, I was two, and Wilma was three. Stands to reason, doesn't it?”

“None of this stands to reason,” Tyler muttered, “it’s fucking magic.”

“Yeah,” Gary said, looking over his should with a grin that spread from ear to ear. “It’s fucking magic.”

“I need someone to get the car door.” Wilma’s shrill voice commanded instant attention, and Tyler ran out of the office to help her. With one hand in the middle of the coffin to support the weight, they maneuvered the casket into the back seat. For a moment, it even looked like it would fit. 

“Damn it!” Gary said. “Should we just empty him out of it?” 

Tyler shook his head. “I’m not driving anywhere with Julius in the back seat unless he’s well-secured.”

“Command it, then.” Wilma’s voice was so reasonable that it took Tyler a moment to catch up. 

“Eh?”

“You commanded him to be as light as a feather, and he was. Command him and the coffin to shrink.”

“Hey,” Gary said, holding his hands up. “That’s my burial casket, remember? I don’t want you shrinking it down so that when it comes to my turn to use it, I don’t fit.”

“Don’t you worry,” Wilma said, patting his shoulder. “When it comes time, we’ll just bend you up in weird shapes until every bit of you is squeezed in.”

Gary failed to look reassured at that prospect. 

“I’ll command it to grow once we’ve done whatever we need to,” Tyler said. “Unless I manage to break that bit of the stone as well.”

Wilma barked out a harsh laugh. “The guy was talking shit. There’s no way a magic stone can be broken, even someone of such questionable intelligence as you should know that.”

“I told you, it’ll be the three wishes concept.” When Wilma raised an eyebrow, Gary ran through his explanation again.

She gave a shrug. “Could be it. That stuff about the three wishes has to come from somewhere.”

“If that’s the case, it will work today, won’t it?” Tyler asked.

Wilma and Gary looked at each other, then Gary stretched his hand out to touch Tyler’s magic stone. “Go on, then.”

“I wish that Gary looked like a normal man again.” Tyler waved his spare hand in a swirling motion, just in case the instruction needed an extra bit of pizzazz. After a moment, Gary withdrew and shook his head. 

Tyler felt the strange guilt flood over him again. “We can try again tomorrow.”

“Maybe it’s confused,” Wilma suggested. 

Gary looked at her with a frown. “How’d you mean?”  

“Well, you didn’t really look much like a normal man to start with. Perhaps the stone can’t work out what you want it to do.”

Gary stepped back, cupping his hand as though it were the object thing wounded rather than his pride. “You try it, then.” He jerked his head at Tyler’s hand. “Go on, girly. See if it can tell that you’re meant to be an adult woman.”

Wilma extended her hand with caution, as though stretching it out toward the fires of hell. An expression of relief cascaded down her features when she touched the stone and nothing happened.

“I wish that I looked the same as I did two days ago,” Wilma intoned. There was a lot of solemnity behind her voice but not much enthusiasm. Tyler remembered her grabbing hold of him the other night. Even in Wilma’s drunken state, the excitement had been so intense it seemed to shine from her like a star.

“Confused again, I guess.” Gary turned back to the casket crammed into the back seat of the car. “Okay. Size down my final resting place, if you must. I just want to get a move on.”

 The commands worked where the wishes wouldn’t, and soon there was room for both the warthog and the coffin in the rear of the car. As Tyler got behind the wheel, he looked over his shoulder at the side of Gary’s trailer. The line of bullet holes told a story that a week before he wouldn’t have believed. He looked down at his hand and saw another incredible sight. 

The world appeared to be a very different place full of stranger things than Tyler had been led to believe. “Okay.” He shook himself. “Let’s go.”

Wilma drummed her hands on the dashboard. “Road trip!”

[image: ]

After six hours of driving into the desert, Tyler pulled the car over to the side of the road. They’d reached a small town comprised of a gas station and a motel. With night about to fall, it would have to do. Certainly, the lack of any other patrons in sight fitted well with their plans. 

Following a quick vote, something Tyler realized too slow he’d probably always lose, he was elected to be the one to go into reception and book a room for the night. Wilma handed over her credit card, the only one who owned such a thing.

Inside the reception area, the desk was unmanned but the door through to the rooms beyond was positioned wide open. When Tyler craned his neck to look inside, he saw a woman dressed in white blouse and slacks standing by a small side-table crowded with bottles of pills and a glass of water. 

He cleared his throat before he dinged the bell, giving her a split-second warning. Still, she jumped, raising a hand up to her neatly styled hair—the dark strands drawn back into a tight bun. 

A minute later, the room secured, Tyler reversed the car as close to the motel room door as he could get. A quick transition and they’d have Julius tucked into their room before anybody thought to look.

“Did he survive?” Wilma asked as Gary and Tyler brought the coffin inside. “If he’s a goner then I don’t want him going back into my car. Check on the guys in the trunk while you’re at it.”

Gary went out to do so. To forestall any questions about his odd appearance, he’d wrapped a large silk scarf around his head. Now he looked like the ugliest Muslim woman in the village. Tyler’s suggestion had been to play up the sympathy card. “Say you’re suffering from what the Elephant Man had. See if anybody asks another question when they think it’s a disease.”

Gary stared into the open trunk so long that Tyler was sure something disastrous had happened. He was about to go outside and check when Gary slammed the lid back down. As soon as he entered the room again, Tyler could tell why. His friend’s eyes were red-rimmed. He’d been crying, not checking.

“I want to try something else,” Tyler said. “Before we awaken our sleeping beauty.”

“What’s that?” Gary stood back from him, eyeing him up warily. 

“I want to test out commanding you back to normality. Stand still while I give it a try.”

Gary stood still, head hanging like he’d been caught out doing something shameful. Wilma sat quietly on the bed, her keen eyes fixed on the floor show.

“I command you return to your previous human form,” Tyler shouted and cast his stone-hand toward Gary. No flashes of light erupted, there was no increase in the pink glow. 

“Good one.” Wilma hopped off the bed and trotted over to the coffin. “Shall we get back to it, then? We’ll owe money for room and gas tomorrow, and if they try the card I left with reception, they’ll have a nasty discovery.”

“Sure.” Gary looked downcast, not jumping forward to help as he usually would. “Open him up.”

“Why don’t you have a seat, precious, since you seem under the weather? Better still, why not go over to the gas station and forage us out a few snacks?”

“No. Gary should stay.” 

But Gary had already stood and made his way to the door. “I don’t need to see any more of this. May as well go do something useful.”

When the door slammed behind him, Wilma stared out the window at his dejected figure, slumping toward the gas station. “He’s a ray of sunshine this evening.”

“The sooner we can work out how to change him back, the better.”

Tyler unscrewed the top of the coffin lid and swung it open. At some point during the lengthy incarceration of the car trip, Julius had vomited inside the casket. The red velvet cushioning was smeared with stomach acid dotted with the inevitable pieces of carrot and corn. 

“Pe-ew,” Wilma said, holding her nose. “The construction on that thing must be solid. I couldn’t smell a thing when the top was shut.”

“Crack open a window, would you?” Tyler bent over and slapped Julius lightly on the face. The stink of vomit increased until he felt close to throwing up himself.

“Hey, Julius. Wake up.”

The stone in his hand did its glowy thing, and Julius’s eyes flickered open. He stared out at Tyler and Wilma, his face creasing with concern.

“Why are you both bigger?”

Wilma cackled with laughter. “We’re not bigger. You’ve just been reduced to fun-size.”

“What’s that horrendous smell?”

“That’s you.” Tyler walked through to the bathroom, returning a moment later with a wet washcloth. He wiped the worst of the muck off Julius’s face, having to scrub where it had dried to a thick film.

“Gary is not going to be happy with what you’ve done to his coffin,” Wilma observed. “It’s the only thing of value that he owns, and you’ve kind of wrecked it.”

“Boo hoo,” Julius returned, struggling against the cramped confines. “Can’t you figure out something other than this contraption anyhow? You are holding onto the most powerful object in the whole universe.”

“Maybe we will,” Tyler said. “If the instruction manual starts giving us useful information.” He poked Julius in the shoulder. “How about it, son?”

“I’ve told you useful information already,” Julius said, then frowned. “Haven’t I?”

“Take a peek at my friend and then say how useful you think you’ve been so far.” Tyler cocked his thumb in Wilma’s direction. “She look like you’ve been helpful?”

“It’s not on me if you’ve broken the damn thing,” Julius spat out. He wriggled his shoulders again, struggling like a worm caught on a concrete path in the sun. “I don’t have a cure for stupid.”

“Show a bit of respect,” Wilma told him, leaning over the casket. “Or we’ll shut the lid again, and this time, we won’t bother to open it back up.”

“You were telling us where the stone belonged,” Tyler prompted. “Do you want to continue on with that tale?”

“No. I want to get out of the box. How much did you shrink me by, anyway?”

“Just enough to fit you into the car.” Tyler looked over at Wilma who shrugged. “Maybe a foot or two. Nothing much.”

“A foot or two!” Julius cast a glance down at pelvic height and struggled again. “Let me out! You’re not fit to be running that thing.” He quietened for a moment, a look of cunning sliding onto his face. “Give it to me, let me take your burden.”

Tyler’s hand throbbed with a sudden warmth. When he looked down, the stone was unraveling its binds. Relaxation ran through all of his muscles, and he sat down on the bed. It felt good to sit down, comfortable to rest. There was a slam as Wilma flipped the coffin lid shut. “What the hell are you playing at?”

Tyler shook his head, startled out of the sudden trance-like state that had befallen him. “I don’t know. What happened?”

The stone fell onto the floor, free of Tyler for the first time in two days.

Wilma bent over and picked it up, then screamed as a shower of brilliant blue sparks erupted. The stone dropped back down to the floor.

Tyler looked at his hand. The bullet hole that Julius had shot in it had healed so thoroughly that no trace of a scar remained. He flexed his hand. Without the stone, it was lighter, freer. Moving with caution, Tyler poked his toe at the rock where it sat on the carpet. It moved along a few inches. He didn’t want to pick it up. If it latched on again, he might never be rid of it.

“Are there tongs or something around the room?” Tyler started looking through the bedside cabinets, hoping for a miracle.

“Try this,” Wilma handed across the used washcloth. “See if you can pick it up.”

Tyler grabbed the stone from the floor, every muscle in his body tensed in case the rock tried to reattach itself, but it didn’t. He put it down on the bed beside him. 

“How the hell did he do that?”

Wilma flipped open the coffin lid. “Is there an actual instruction manual for this thing?”

Julius opened his eyes wide, and he clamped his lips together so hard that the scabs from earlier in the day popped open and started to bleed. “There’s mmm in the mmm of mmmm.” 

“Order him to speak clearly, will you?” Wilma said, excited. 

“Speak clearly,” Tyler commanded. He peered at Julius with a hopeful expression, but from the clenched lips, it was apparent it hadn’t worked.

“Pick up the stone and do it.”

Tyler felt a sudden rush of desire for a beer in one hand and a hamburger in the other. His favorite meal. The only reason he bothered to get up some mornings, even on those days he couldn’t afford the burger as well. 

“I don’t want to.”

Wilma rolled her eyes. “I don’t want to be a girl. Sometimes we have to do things we don’t want to chase a greater good.”

It was a fair point. Tyler inched his hand closer, hovering over the stone, then his fingers danced away. He kicked the side of the coffin again. “Just tell us.”

This time, the string of unintelligible noises obscured every word.

“He’s not going to come around,” Wilma said, exasperated. “Just pick up the stone and command him. If we can get a book on that thing”—she nodded at the stone—“then we might actually get somewhere.”

“I thought all you wanted was to go to Vegas,” Tyler grumbled. “And we’re already doing that.”

“Man up and grab the damned stone, you baby.”

In a second, Tyler snatched up the rock and turned to Julius. “Talk clearly,” he commanded again. This time the stone sent out a glow and Julius opened his lips.

“There’s a book of all the old knowledge,” he said, writhing like a prawn on the barbecue. “It has everything that the stone ever has or ever could do written in it.”

“Where is it?”

Julius tried so hard to stop from speaking that his teeth bit half through his bottom lip. Blood flowed in a stream down his chin. His white teeth were stained with crimson. 

“It’s in a special place in the desert. Off the beaten track.” 

Wilma looked out at the parking lot of the motel, their vehicle the only one taking up space. “I think we’re there already.”

Julius began to convulse again, and Tyler leaned over to press down on his shoulders. “Don’t do that.”

The stone glowed again, and the arch of Julius’s back collapsed, so he lay flat in the coffin once more. 

“There’s a place in the desert,” Tyler prompted. “You gotta be a bit more specific, man.”

“It’s protected by an old knight of magic. To access the book, you have to perform three trials. If you fail, then you’re not worthy—you’ll never gain mastery of the stone. No one has passed the test in our generation, probably a lot longer than that. Many have tried. All have failed.”

“What are the trials?”

Julius shook his head. “I told you, nobody’s passed them, so I don’t know what all of them are.” 

He tried to press his chewed lips together, but the words bubbled forth. “I only experienced the first one. The whole thing was like waking up in a dream, except it doesn’t feel like it’s make believe or a hallucination—everything was real. It all made perfect sense until I failed. Then I came back to my senses in the desert and all I got was a kick on my ass as I walked away.”

“How about crib notes?” Wilma gave Julius a poke. “That’ll do us. We’re not really into hefty tomes.”

Julius cackled with mad laughter. “Good luck. It’s been so long since anyone read the book that no one remembers what the stone can do.” He glared at Tyler. “Or not do when the wrong fool gets ahold of it.”

The door to the room opened. Wilma slammed down the coffin lid while Tyler leaped to his feet, arms stretched out in front of him. 

Gary stood in the doorway, his arms full of snacks. “Hey, what’s up?”

“How the fuck did you get all those?” Wilma stared at him with her mouth open. “You better not have been using up my credit.”

“Nah. The ATM at the gas station gave me out some more cash. I think it likes me.”

Tyler dropped his arms down to his side. He stared at the stone, realizing that at some point it had bound itself close to his hand again. 

“What’d he say?” Gary asked, tipping his head at the coffin. 

Tyler was just about to answer when a desperate scream came from outside.


Chapter Nine

They burst out of the room. Gary first since he was closest, Tyler and Wilma hot on his trail. A woman stood near their car, pointing her finger at the open trunk. The four men crammed inside looked uncomfortably like they were dead. 

“Nice job closing the trunk, Gary.” 

“I did.” Gary turned to them, pleading on his face. “You saw me.”

“It’s got a knack to it,” Wilma said. “You have to wait for a double clunk to know it’s all the way secured.”

“Ma’am?” Tyler walked closer to the woman. He recognized her from the front desk, though back then her eyes hadn’t been nearly as wide. “Excuse me, Ma’am?”

She turned to look at him, her mouth slack and her eyes wide. Her throat worked, swallowing rapidly, but she didn’t speak, just pointing at the trunk instead.

“It’s not what you think it is, Ma’am.” Tyler took another step toward her, and the scream erupted from her mouth again. “They’re just mannequins, that’s all.”

He stepped sideways so he could reach into the trunk without getting any closer to the receptionist. “Look here. I can lift them up with one hand.” He demonstrated, wishing that he’d thought to wear gloves as the muck from the tip truck coated his hands again. 

“See,” Wilma said, jerking her head toward Tyler, “there’s nothing to be worried about. Just a couple of old polystyrene figures. The scariest thing about them is how much they smell.”

The woman continued to back away from them, her hands out in front of her waist to ward them off. 

“Nothing at all going on here, lady,” Gary said. Given that his scarf had slipped, his entry into the conversation was a misjudged mistake. 

“You have a snout,” the woman said, her words first hesitant, then stumbling out one on top of the other. “I can’t rent my rooms out to people who have snouts!”

“It’s a medical condition,” Gary said. Since the hurt expression on his face was genuine, it went some way toward convincing the motel owner that she was in the wrong. 

“A medical condition?”

“Yeah,” Wilma said. “Like the Elephant Man but with Warthogs instead.” She frowned. “Didn’t your mother ever teach you it’s not nice to point out people’s deformities? It’s especially not nice to treat them different just because of it.”

Instead of fear, the owner’s face suddenly flooded with shame. Her cheeks glowed bright red, even in the pall of yellow light cast by the parking lot lanterns. 

“If you kick us out of your motel just because my friend is a bit ugly, then don’t think that shit won’t be spread across social media by the time we hit the road.” Wilma had her phone out of her pocket in demonstration. “Would you like a crowd outside your door protesting while all your potential customers drive by?”

The woman’s face now turned white, the blood draining out of it like someone turned on a tap.

“I don’t—” She swallowed, her throat working overtime on the simple motion. “I’m not like that. Of course, you’re welcome to stay. I won’t… I don’t…”

“We’re glad to hear it, sweetheart.” Gary stepped forward, holding out his hand to shake. “No hard feelings. I know that sometimes it takes sensitive folk a little while to come to grips with my appearance.”

The motel owner stared at his hand as though it was a giant spider. She gradually forced her own out, gave a brief touch to his fingertips, then snatched her arm back to her side.

“You should use the shower,” she said. As Gary’s face crumpled into anger, the woman swallowed hard again, shaking her head. “No, I mean for those.” 

She pointed at the man that Tyler was still holding in one hand. “To get them clean, put them in the shower. The polystyrene is fine with getting wet, and it takes only a minute to dry anything out here.”

Tyler nodded. “That’s a great suggestion, darling. I’ll get right on it.”

He turned and walked back into the cabin, hoping that the woman couldn’t see the coffin through the open doorway. 
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“Quick. Stack them up and let’s get out of here.”

It was nice that Wilma was good at giving orders since her small stature meant she wasn’t much help with manual work. 

Tyler and Gary had maneuvered the coffin into the shower earlier and were now trying to wedge all of the other gunmen in. 

“Get that foot,” Tyler said, jerking his head down as much as he was able given that he cradled a six-foot killer for hire in his arms. 

“We don’t need to fit them in snugly,” Wilma complained. “By the time they work out what’s going on, we’ll be hightailing it out of the parking lot.”

“First off,” Tyler said, stopping between words to pant, “we need to ensure they won’t turn on and run straight out after us. If we can wedge this shower stall door closed, that would help out a lot.”

“There’s a wedge for the main door.” Wilma walked away and brought it back a minute later. “I don’t know how that’ll work in there.”

“Ready?” Tyler looked at Gary with his eyebrows raised. He got a nod in return. “Push it closed on three. One. Two. Three.”

Tyler shoved the last man into the stall and reached for the door, Gary and him leaning on it with their full weight. For a bunch of fellows who were light as feathers, the gunmen had proven surprisingly tricky to position. After a minute of exerting their full force, the shower door finally clicked into place.

“Phew,” Gary said, stepping away. “I thought they’d never fit.”

Tyler took a step back. The shower door snicked open again, and the men inside began to fall out.

“Dammit. This ain’t going to work.” Gary kicked at one of the collapsing men, who snapped back upright before gravity intervened, landing him full-length on the floor.

“Plan B, then.”

Wilma put her hands on her hips at Tyler’s words. “And what’s Plan B?”

“Lock the bathroom door, slip out the window, peek inside long enough to ensure everybody inside is operational again, then get the fuck out of here.”

Gary and Tyler looked expectantly at Wilma. “What? Why me?”

“You’re the smallest,” Gary said. “I wouldn’t be able to squeeze out that thing”—he pointed to the bathroom window—“if my life depended on it.” When Wilma opened her mouth to mount another protest, Gary added, “And Tyler’s going to be the one driving. That just leaves you.”

Wilma pouted, rolling her eyes. Gary gave her a pat on top of her head.

“Lucky thing you asked to be so young and slim, isn’t it?”

“Touch me again with those trotters, and I’ll cut them off and roast them up for dinner.”

Gary stuck his hands behind his back and stepped away.

“Do you think you’ll be okay to do it?” Tyler raised his eyebrows at Wilma. “Only, if we need to think of a Plan C, we could be here half the night.”

“I don’t understand why we can’t spend the night, anyway,” Wilma grumbled. “It’s going on my credit card, I may as well get the benefit.”

“We can’t stay because the old girl in the office won’t accept our feeble excuses forever. By the time she starts to think it through, I want us to be long gone.”

“She didn’t look like the type to think anything through,” Wilma argued. “Otherwise, would she be stuck in such a fine facility in the middle of nowhere?”

“Not really in a position to question other people’s life choices, are you?” Gary spoke the words then backed all the way out of the bathroom, heading for the front door.”

Wilma offered him a snarl to send him on his way.

“Go on, then.” She pushed roughly at Tyler to send him stumbling on Gary’s trail. “Get out and get the car engine running. I’ll deal with this lot and then jump out the window like bloody superwoman.”

“Thanks, Wilma. You’re really great for doing this.” Tyler settled for a wave just before she slammed the door in his face. “Once I see you’re out the window, I’ll give the command to turn them back to normal. Just check to see they’re moving, then run to the car.”

Wilma tore the door open again. “I may look young, but please remember that I’m a forty-year-old woman who's more than capable of understanding simple instructions. I do run a goddamn trailer park for a living, remember?”

Tyler put his hands up and backed away. “Of course, you do. I was just making sure we were on the same page. I’ll leave you to it.”

He got out of the cabin and into the car. Gary was already lying down on the backseat, the windows open to air out the noxious smells they’d accumulated in the past few days.

After starting the car up, Tyler eased it past the edge of the motel room, until he had a clear view of the window. It took a few minutes, long enough to wonder if something had gone wrong, then Wilma’s slender leg popped out of the gap. 

“Looks like we’re right on cue.” 

Gary sat up in the back seat for a moment to have a quick look, then settled down again. “Tell you what, I’ll be happy when you pay me back for that coffin. Sooner rather than later, would be good.”

“Few other things on my bucket list first, mate.”

Wilma tumbled down to the ground, falling to one knee. She stood up slowly, turning to give Tyler the thumbs up. 

“Grow back to normal size, go back to your normal weight, and START!”

Wilma stared blankly in front of her for a few seconds, then gave a jump and began running for the car. 

“Go! Go!” she yelled as she tumbled into the front seat. Tyler gunned the engine, and the wheels spun for a second, then caught on the gravel and took off across the parking lot.

“Hey!” The owner came zooming out of her office, flagging them down with one hand. “Hey. You can’t just leave in the middle of the night.”

She was close enough to slam her hand flat on the side of the car, then they were out of the driveway and back on the road. Tyler looked in his rearview mirror, long enough to see the gunmen turn the corner, sprinting in chase.

“What about the lady?” Gary said suddenly. “Aren’t we leaving her in a precarious position?”

Damn it! Tyler put his foot on the brakes, bringing the car to a step. “Yeah, you’re right.” 

He hung out the window, pointing his hand back at the motel and trying to ignore the men pounding along the pavement toward him. 

“This woman shall be protected from these men. Nothing anybody does will hurt her.”

The pink zap lit up the night sky, then Tyler put his foot down, and the car sped forward again.

“Hoo doggy,” Gary said. “Wasn’t that a turnout for the books? I feel like one of them old school rebels. Bonnie and Clyde.”

“I’ll be Clyde,” Wilma quipped back at him, revitalized into her earlier state of cheerfulness. “You be Bonnie.”

Gary slapped her hand in a high five long before his brow furrowed, clearly working out the order wasn’t quite what he’d hoped.
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“You got GPS stuff on that thing?” Tyler asked, jerking his head at Wilma’s smartphone, recharging on the dash. 

“If we’ve got a signal, then yep.” She pulled it toward her and unlocked the home screen. “We’re good to go. What were the coordinates again?”

Gary sat up, pulling the notebook that Tyler had entrusted to him out of his jeans pocket. “Let’s see.”

After the shock of the motel owner’s discovery, they’d retreated back inside and gone at Julius once again. It took a while, and the man’s lips were pretty much bitten through by the end, but he gave up the position for the vital book in the end. One command later, Tyler turned him off, and they decided on the shower.

“It’s still about half a day’s drive, by the looks of it. We have to backtrack and then work our way forward again.” Wilma cocked an eye at Tyler. “You going to last out that long?”

The adrenaline rush from fleeing the motel had long departed, leaving him shaky and close to exhaustion. Tyler shook his head. 

“Truth be told, I’m about ready to fall asleep right here and now.” He jerked his head at the phone again. “That thing tell us where we could find a place to spend the night?”

“According to this, we’re sleeping in the car. There’s nothing between the motel we left and our destination. Looks like the knight knew the proper meaning of off the beaten track.”

“I need to pull over soon. Anyone else fancy a spot of driving? We could take turns.”

Gary had to be woken up to respond in the negative, and Wilma’s eyelids were drooping closed. 

“Just find a shelter, so the sun doesn’t hit us too hard.” Instructions issued, Wilma rested her head against the window and promptly fell asleep.

Soon, Gary’s snores reverberating through the car told Tyler that he’d joined her. 

“Someplace with shelter,” Tyler muttered to himself, peering along the headlamp lit road in front of him. The roadside lights had stopped an hour beforehand, proving that they had finally ventured into an area where the populace came close to nil.

After driving onward for another ten minutes, Tyler came to the conclusion that a desert isn’t known for an abundance of shelter. The featureless expanse to his right side was mirrored on the left. 

Another five minutes and Tyler had such trouble keeping his eyes opened that he gave up on the search. He pulled the car to the side of the road and turned off the engine.

Despite the fresh night air, Tyler wound his window down. Since Wilma was right, the sun tomorrow would be a killer, he didn’t want them to be too badly off.

“If I wake up early, I’ll drive us to shelter then,” he whispered in a promise. 

Tyler looked down at the stone in his hand and thought of the brief moments that he’d been free of it. He flexed his fingers, curling them into a fist and then opening them flat again. They’d grown so used to accommodating the object embedded in his palm that they barely registered it was there.

He shifted around in his seat and leaned his head against the edge of the hard door. When he closed his eyes, the ache to be free of the stone pulled at him, dragging him back to wakefulness. Tyler opened his eyes again, staring out into the pitch-black night. 

The hollow feeling in his stomach was an insatiable hunger, demanding to be fed.   I want a damn beer, his mind screamed at full volume. I want a drink, and I want a toke of weed. 

Power might be attractive to some people, but it didn’t feature high on the list of priorities that Tyler sought. A comfortable life, friends, and a cold beer in his hand. That was the order his wants ran, and the stone had done nothing but upset it. 

Sighing, Tyler put the car into drive and pulled back out onto the road again. Sleep be damned. If he wanted to get rid of this thing sooner rather than later, then it was about time he pulled his finger out and made an effort.

[image: ]

A rumbling under the wheels jerked Tyler awake. The car was still going forty, it was just the road that had disappeared.

“Whassup?” Gary asked in back, sitting up in his seat with the puzzlement of sleep clouding his face. 

Tyler looked over to his left and saw the shoulder of the highway. He backed off on the accelerator and steered the car back onto the tarmac.

Wilma cracked one eyelid open. “I thought you were going to sleep.”

“I got my second wind,” Tyler said just before a gigantic yawn pried his jaws apart. Gary chortled. “Looks like it abandoned you again.” He leaned on the seat back to peer over Tyler’s shoulder at the dashboard clock. “Do you want me to take over for a while? You can take a turn to sleep in the back.”

“If anybody is taking over the driving, it’s me,” Wilma protested. 

“Not unless you’re strapping breeze-blocks to your feet, you’re not.”

“Don’t worry,” Tyler interjected, raising his hand. “I’m awake now. Who could sleep with the racket you two have going on?”

“Don’t be silly, dude. Get out. I’m switching.”

Tyler thought about putting up a fight but didn’t have the energy. Wilma had already given in too—her arms were folded across her chest, and she stared resolutely out the window.

“Thanks,” Tyler said, giving Gary a high five. “Wake me up when we get there or if you need a change.”

“Will do.”

Tyler lay down in the back seat with gratitude. The rug covering it smelled odd—the musty smell of Gary’s warthog state tangled with a hint of rotting garbage. Gary had gotten off lightly compared to him, but that was one stench determined to have its say.

Tyler fell asleep to the sound of Wilma and Gary bickering and woke, hours later, to the same. 

“If you’re not able to handle a clutch, then you shouldn’t have offered to drive.”

The bunny hops of the vehicle jolted Tyler even further awake. 

“I don’t know why you couldn’t just go for an automatic. Are you determined to make everything in life complicated?”

“Hey,” Tyler said, sitting up and rubbing his eyes. Pieces of grit were lodged in them that felt like he’d been asleep for days. “Are we there yet?”

“We would be if Gary knew more about how to drive than he learned from the bumper cars when he was little. Jesus!”

She grabbed the dashboard as another series of jumps rocked the car. 

“Pull over,” Wilma ordered, sticking her finger into Gary’s face. “Now that Tyler’s awake, he can take over. We might actually get there in one piece.”

Tyler slid in behind the wheel again. “How far do we still have to go?”

“Not sure exactly.” Wilma shrugged and wiggled the phone free of the car charger, showing him the screen. “The bars disappeared a few miles back. If my first estimate is spot on, then we should be getting close in the next half hour or so.” She glared back over her shoulder. “Unless Gary’s awesome driving skills put us further behind than that.”

“I drive better than any other warthog you know.”

“Hard to argue with that.” Tyler planted his foot and let the car gain some speed. “Keep an eye out for…”

He trailed off, unable to think of what they might see. An old knight protecting a book—what the hell did that look like in actuality?

“Just keep an eye out.”

He drove for another five miles, eyes spending more time on the horizon out each side of the car than they did on the road. Then he saw it. He slammed his foot on the brakes and navigated the vehicle over to the hard shoulder.

“What is it, mate?”

Tyler pointed but couldn’t believe that Gary didn’t see the exact spot. Beside him, Wilma was fussing, too. 

“It’s right there,” Tyler said, frustration clouding his voice as he waved his hand across the glorious scene. 

Pink neon lit up the sky, giving the sunlight a good run for its money. In letters that must have been forty yards high, the sign read: The Trials.

“There’s nothing there,” Wilma and Gary said in unison. 

Tyler looked down at the stone in his hand, bathed in the reflection from the huge sign. An arrow at the side pointed down at a doorway, standing in the middle of the desert. 

The whole thing was like waking up in a dream, except you don’t realize it’s make believe or a hallucination—everything seems real.

He walked across, took a deep breath, turned the handle and pushed it open.

 


Chapter Ten 
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Sunlight streamed in through the window, creating a montage of shifting patterns on Tyler’s eyelids—yellows, greens, and reds. He cracked open a lid and felt an instant rush of nausea at the flood of light. Instead of committing to that venture, he rolled over onto his stomach and buried his head deep into the pillows. 

“You okay?” a female voice inquired from under the blankets. 

“Yeah,” Tyler answered. “Go back to sleep.”

Although the owner of the voice immediately followed his suggestion, evidenced by her gentle snore, for some reason, Tyler couldn’t achieve the same ambition. After a few minutes of pretending to doze, he gave up the effort and sat up, blinking in the morning glare.

What the fuck? Where am I?

Although Tyler could have sworn he should be in his trailer, he appeared to be in somebody’s house instead. He shifted aside the blankets long enough to get a glimpse at tousles blond curls, then let them drop back into place. While running a hand over his face to wipe the sleep away, a few memories from the night before pierced into Tyler’s brain.

He'd been out drinking. Nothing special with that, it was what he ended up doing every night when his life was on track. The pulse of blood through his head was accompanied by a squeezing sensation—the familiar early morning hangover. It didn’t seem too bad at the moment, but Tyler wasn’t a novice. He knew that in a couple of hours he’d barely be able to move his head.

Unless he chased it off with a little hair of the dog.

Swinging his legs off the side of the bed, Tyler sat for a while on its edge. The thump in his temples and the unusual warmth in his nose and cheeks made nausea rise.

He swallowed hard, and his stomach decided to let him win this round of the battle. Unless he could grab himself another beer, or even a chaser of whiskey, then he’d lose the next leg of the fight for sure.

“Up you get,” Tyler whispered. The words did nothing to promote movement, leaving him sitting precisely in the same place. With a small groan, he clenched his teeth and forced the muscles of his legs to stand. The action felt alien—like he was instructing somebody else’s body.  

The stone hummed in his pocket, demanding attention. Tyler pulled it free and looked at it with a fond smile. The little object had caused him so much trouble, but now, he would finally be free of it. The blond still lying in bed was a relative—not so close that what they’d done the night before was something to be ashamed of, but not so distant that the stone wouldn’t recognize her as being from the family line.

“Grab hold of a family tree, why don’t you?” Tyler whispered under his breath. Who had said that to him? Julius. The guy in the coffin all those many months ago. Good advice, no matter who gave it to him. Once Tyler had his family tree locked down, finding someone to take on the burden of the stone had been a far more accessible prospect. 

When he followed Candy to the bar the night before, he intended to make the exchange and get out of there. With the stone no longer embedded, as eager for the transfer as Tyler was himself, he’d happily consumed the first drink in far too long. 

Like night followed day, spirits followed beer. At some point during the evening, Tyler had realized that the target he was offloading the stone onto was rather pretty. By midnight, she was beautiful. By one o’clock, he couldn’t tear his eyes away.

Tyler tossed the stone up into the air and caught it again. Just the freedom to do that was a miracle after the long months of living with it as part of his flesh. His original plan had been to talk with Candy while making the transfer. 

Tyler wanted her to be prepared, unlike his own unfortunate reception. Armed with the knowledge of how to make the stone work for her, Candy would be able to make a much better show of it than Tyler had. Forewarned about the forces of evil that would chase her, she could harness the stone into a protective layer between her and the impending hordes.

Yup. That had been the plan.

Now, looking around the cramped cabin that reminded Tyler of his own trailer, he couldn’t envisage that happening. First, he’d have to wake her and get enough coffee down her throat to make sure she understood every word. Given the state of his own head, Tyler couldn’t imagine that Candy would be faring much better. 

Just the thought of all the talking required made Tyler’s throat hurt. There’d be the first-time round explanations where Candy would stare at him quizzically. Then, on prompting, the second recital when he would emphasize all the important stuff again. 

Demonstrations would be needed, and as Tyler wasn’t touching the stone again in that way, Candy would have to be talked into providing them for herself. By that time, it would be nearing afternoon, and the low thump in Tyler’s head would be entering its crescendo.

A glut of bile worked up his throat, and Tyler bent forward, waiting to see if that was the end of it or the beginning. After a minute, his stomach settled, and he stood up, responding to a pressing need to leave.

He lay the stone down near Candy’s head, by one stray clump of blond hair. She’d roll over onto it soon enough. Would pick it up to see what it was, and then it would commit itself to her hand. 

It wasn’t as though I have a raging horde of gunmen on my trail. Not like when the stone was tossed so casually to me.

The scene set itself in Tyler’s head for a moment. The seat out by the grill, waiting for Gary to finish up their steaks so they could eat. Even now, thinking back, his shoulders relaxed at the memory. The wonderful feeling of knowing that food was on the way, and he had a fridge stocked full of beer. 

Every cell in Tyler’s body strained for that to be the way again. He picked the stone up and placed it into Candy’s hand, waiting for the glow to show him it had become fixed.

“Mommy?”

Fear shot a spike of adrenaline into Tyler’s heart. He turned with the awkward movements of the long-term drunk, staggering one step to the side as he waited for his eyes to catch up to what was in front of him.

A small boy. Nothing to be frightened of. The child rubbed his eyes with tiny fists, wiping the night full of sleep away.

“Who are you?” The boy’s voice was full of curiosity but no fear. Perhaps strange men in his home weren’t a novelty. Either that or the boy had a lot more chutzpah than Tyler had possessed at that same age.

“My name’s Tyler. What’s yours?”

“Andy.” The boy rubbed his eyes again, then reached behind him for a stuffed toy. Somewhere between a monkey and a bear, the boy hugged it to him and snuggled into its matted fur. Judging by the wear and tear, Tyler guessed whatever creature, it was well-loved. 

“Can you make my breakfast?”

The old surge of bile made a brief reappearance, and Tyler smiled grimly while he fought it back down. Phew. Tyler one, hangover zero. 

“What do you usually have for breakfast?” Please god, not a cooked meal. I can’t handle the smell of bacon and eggs this early!

“Cereal. It’s in the box with the pirate on it.”

The boy pointed at a cabinet mounted above the sink. Tyler opened it cautiously in case it wanted to rain dry food choices down upon his head. To his relief, everything inside was stable and stacked in neat rows. “This one?” Tyler held up a blue box, and the boy nodded.

“Milk?”

“No. I don’t like it when its slimy.”

Fair enough. Tyler didn’t think he could handle that at the moment, either. He poured the dry cereal into a bowl that he took from the next cupboard along. Andy was tall enough to reach the cutlery drawer on his own and had his spoon clutch ready in his fist by the time Tyler placed the bowl in front of him.

“You need to put it away, too,” Andy said, pointing. Tyler nodded and popped the box back on the high shelf. “Aren’t you going to have any?”

“I had a huge meal last night,” Tyler said, rubbing his stomach gently. Yeah, at least a dozen beers and then the shot glasses, where you really lost count. “Don’t you have school today?” 

Tyler looked at Andy, trying to judge his age. He didn’t hang around kids enough to be accurate. Somewhere before puberty and after toddlerhood was the best he could manage. 

“I don’t go to school on Saturdays.”

“It’s Saturday?” Tyler looked at his watch as though that would help him. The old-style face showed the time, and that was it. Thanks to the trendiness of the designer, it didn’t even come with the benefit of numbers. 

Andy gave him a look that Tyler would have thought was judgmental if it came on an adult face. He turned to look out the window, seeing the mist clouds burning off the dew from the night before. It was going to be a scorcher.

“What do you do on Saturdays, then?”

“I eat breakfast, and then I play out on the swings.” Andy pointed in the opposite direction to where Tyler was facing, necessitating a movement that didn’t agree with his head at all. 

“Brian said that he did a full loop on them last summer,” Andy said. 

Tyler gave a grin at the childish assumption that he would just know all about Brian.

“I’m going to try to do that, too. Yesterday, I got pretty close.”

“Yeah? You be careful on those things.” The ground underneath the swings was black tarmac. Apparently, the memo requesting they switch the landing pad for careless children from “deathtrap” to “survivable” hadn’t reached the head office. 

“When Mommy wakes up, she’ll have money for the meter, and then I can watch TV for the rest of the day.”

Tyler nodded. He had fought enough with his electricity meter to know what the kid was talking about. 

“That sounds like fun.” 

Vegging out in front of a TV while his hangover progressed through the rainbow of pain it had in store, sounded relaxing. Soon as you’re home. Give Candy a head’s up about the stone, then you can be on your way.

But there was no way, Tyler could do that now. Not with the little tyke sitting opposite him across the table. 

“Catch!”

The scene suddenly popped up into Tyler’s mind. The casual toss that landed the stone in his lap and his neighborhood in a sudden load of trouble. Yeah, they’d got through it okay. Tyler had fallen on a command that worked in the nick of time to save them from crisis. Just the one shot through his hand and Gary’s grazed knees from diving behind the cinderblock grill. 

While Tyler watched Andy plow through the bowl of cereal, he thought of the cold sweat that had popped out on his forehead after it was over. He’d come close to dying. His friends could easily have taken a stray bullet if they’d stepped in the way. 

Shit!

Candy gave a low groan, the first signal of waking up in Tyler’s experience. He stood up and moved quickly to the bed, plucking the stone out of the loose cup of her hand, where he’d left it.

Instantly, the yellow light looped around his hand, lassoing him and then pulling tight. 

Welcome back. Tyler stared with open hatred down at his hand.

[image: ]

And then he was standing in the desert, being pushed through a door. Tyler blinked in the intense sunlight, shielding his eyes with his hand as he processed the reassuring sight of Wilma and Gary. 

“Where the hell have you been?” Wilma asked, spitting her chewing gum into the sand. “It’s been hours.”

“I… I don’t really know.” Tyler staggered a few steps forward on legs made of jelly. “There was a woman and her little boy.”

“Yeah. Sounds fun.” Wilma’s voice was all new kinds of testy. “Do you have the book? Can we go now? I need to get into air conditioning within the next hour, or I’m gonna die.”

A shower of pink sparks rained down on Tyler. He gave a yelp and ran forward, flicking his hand up the back of his neck in case they were as hot as they looked. When he turned, Tyler saw a new neon sign had replaced the door he’d just stepped through. 

“Congratulations!” it read. “You’ve successfully completed trial number one.”

“I passed,” Tyler said, eyes widening in surprise. “I don’t…”

He thought of the sad expression in Andy’s eyes, sitting at a table and talking to a stranger while his mom slept off the excesses of the night before. 

It didn’t feel like a victory.

A new door exploded into being. Tyler raised his eyebrows and looked back at Wilma and Gary—get a load of this—but neither of them reacted. Whatever the trials were, they’d been put together solely for him.

“I’ve completed the first trial,” he said. Wilma gave an exaggerated groan and stamped her foot in the dust. 

“How many more of these things are there?” she asked, probably knowing quite well. 

“Two more.” Tyler headed toward the second door and took a deep breath as he put his hand on the knob and opened it up. “Wish me luck!”

“Wish you’d get a bloody move on, more like.”

Wilma’s disgusted tone escorted Tyler through the door and into an abyss of darkness.


Chapter Eleven
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When the beam of sunshine hit Tyler’s face, he tried to move to a different location and fall back to sleep. Each way he turned, a part of another person’s anatomy greeted him. Gary’s foot moved far closer to Tyler’s face than he’d ever wanted, and he shoved up and back, desperate to move out of foot-stink range.

“What’s happening? Is it time to get up?”

Tyler guessed from the high feminine tones that Wilma was in the pile of duvets and sheeting somewhere. He didn’t want to look too closely, though. Instead, he pushed his covers aside and stepped off the bedding, down onto the trailer floor.

Duck low. That was the first commandment to trailer park living these days. Tyler bent double instinctively, thanking his stars that it had been a month or more since his last drink. Attempting that move with a skull throbbing like a dying tooth would have been agony. Even now, his back protested the angle, sighing with relief when he made it to the double-walled secure spot opposite the bathroom. The only place Tyler could stand up full-length.

How long had they been living like this now?

Too long, the obvious answer to that one but the actual count of days had grown hazy. When each hour passed precisely like the one before, counting them ceased to be a pastime that brought any relief or joy. 

The row of bullet holes in the trailer siding above the reinforced metal scraps let enough daylight in that Tyler could see what he was doing. Just as well, without them, he would be reliant on the windows. The thick plasterboard covering them made that an exercise in futility. 

Daylight robbery. Tyler couldn’t remember where he’d heard it, but that was what they called it when the rich boarded up their windows, so they wouldn’t have to pay the window tax. 

Probably bullshit. Everything that Tyler found interesting in his education growing up always turned out to be a fabrication of some kind. Still, that was how they lived now. Robbing themselves of daylight in the hope they’d stay alive. 

He glared at the stone in his hand. Stupid, useless thing. Once upon a time, Tyler had stared at himself in a bathroom mirror and pronounced the image he saw magic. Now, the stone was just a stone. It did nothing for nobody. All it brought to their door was a steady stream of fanatics who thought it still held power. 

Tyler would throw it at their feet and let them own the power of discovering it was bullshit, but the damned stone wouldn’t grant him the option. Intent on staying glued in its current resting place, Tyler had tried a dozen separate ways to pry it out—all to no avail.

A plink sounded on the wall behind the toilet. The extent of Tyler’s flinching was to crease up the corner of one eye. Humdrum stuff, being shot at in the morning. Who wasn’t used to that by now?

“Do you get the coffee on yet?”

Tyler turned and saw Wilma’s head poking out from beneath the blankets. Although the adult requests coming from the child’s body still freaked him out when he thought about it, Tyler thought so infrequently these days that it barely troubled him at all.

“It’ll be a few minutes. Do we have any leftovers from last night?”

“You’re the one standing in front of the fridge.” Wilma’s exasperation was the first thing to get turned on every morning. “Why don’t you open the damned door and check.”

“Stop fighting.” Gary cracked one eye open, glared at the two of them, then closed it and commenced snoring a moment later. 

Tyler’s glance inside the fridge showed him that the Chinese they’d feasted on last night had been eaten up, every noodle. The quick look also shriveled up his stomach, so he was no longer hungry. He closed the door. Somebody should really do something about the hygiene standards of the refrigerator. At this late stage, it would mean killing entire colonies of strange life forms. Someone should do it. Tyler hoped it wouldn’t be him.

Footsteps crunched on the gravel outside the trailer, and Tyler paused, one hand on the coffee pot—stealing its warmth—one on the knife always ready by the sink. He glanced over at Wilma with wide eyes. She flipped the covers up over her head and disappeared. 

Nobody walked freely through the trailer park. In the past few weeks, it had descended into a war zone with few survivors hiding out amongst the wreckage of what had once been many homes.

Bullets—yes. Footsteps—no.

The knock on the door of the trailer catapulted Tyler’s nervous system into high-octane alert. This wasn’t the orange zone or the yellow zone, adrenaline tipped him straight into the red. 

“What the fuck?” That was the extent of Gary’s useful contribution to the situation before he fell back to sleep again.

Knocking again. A smack as someone outside clapped hands together for warmth. 

Tyler dropped down, and duck walked over to the front siding. He placed an eye up to a bullet hole, his brain screaming at him that he was an idiot, this was just what they wanted, and the next bullet hole would be in him. 

Nobody outside was shooting, though.

A well-dressed woman stood by the door, blowing into her clasped mitten-clad hands to heat them up. She had a clipboard under her arm, and as Tyler watched, she pulled it out and walked to the front of the trailer to check the site tag, probably not for the first time. 

With a nod that suggested she was satisfied, the woman crunched back on the gravel driveway to once again knock on Tyler’s door.

“Is anybody home?”

Tyler pulled his eye away from the hole in time to see Gary with a finger to his lips. No kidding!

Who in their right mind would walk up to his door, ignoring the devastation all around? Even the bullet holes, including the one fresh that morning, hadn’t diverted this strange woman from her plan. 

Either the woman was a stickler for her job description at the expense of her safety, or she was yet another elaborate plan to compel the stone from its current resting place.

“I can hear you in there, you know,” the woman called out. “I’d appreciate if you could answer the door. It’s freezing out here.”

Given that the trailer now resembled a colander, it was freezing inside, too. Information that Tyler wasn’t about to offer up free of charge.

Gary pulled the covers back, seeming surprised to see Wilma cowering next to him, though she slept there every night. Once her office had been firebombed, it seemed the safest of their limited options. Not ideal—even a fully-grown woman living with two men would have been uncomfortable. But, welcome to the new normal. Shit got shittier, and everyone just had to move with the times.

“Mr. Moby?” The knocking on the door again.

A line of goosebumps rose on the back of Tyler’s neck. The woman knew his name. That wasn’t a good sign. 

“Mr. Moby, I know you’re in there. I can see you moving through the bullet holes. Open up. If I have to come back here with the police, it won’t end well for you.”

Gary sliced his thumb across his throat when Tyler took a step toward the doorway. Tyler stopped, shrugging instead. Well? What am I supposed to do?

“Mr. Moby. We have good reason to believe that you’re illegally restraining a young girl in your trailer.” 

Well, that didn’t sound good. 

“If you don’t open this door immediately, then I will phone the police and the first time you get to offer up a defense will be when you’re already behind bars. Is that what you want?”

Well, lady. Now you come to mention it, none of this is what I want.

Gary continued to shake his head, and Wilma popped up above the covers, her face drawn with worry. 

“Who the hell would report me?” she mouthed to Tyler. He shrugged again. There were so many miscreants after them by this stage, he’d entirely lost count.

“I can’t stand out here all day, Mr. Moby. If you don’t come out here now, I’m phoning the police. They’ll want to protect the girl as much as possible, so they’ll use tear gas to subdue everyone in the trailer. Have you experienced that before? It stings like a bastard. The only way to lessen the pain is to wash it off. If the police arrest you, that will be happening about three days from now.” The woman paused for a moment, then hammered on the door again. “What’ll it be?”

“For fuck's sake.” Tyler crossed over and opened the door a sliver. “Who the hell sent you?”

The woman snapped open a leather holder. “I’m from Child Protective Services. We have received a report that you’re holding a ten-year-old girl against her will who is no relation to you. Is that correct?”

“No,” Tyler shouted. “Well, yes, but not the way you say.”

“Open the door and step fully outside, Mr. Moby. I’ll need to investigate your living conditions.”

Tyler tried to look in all directions at once. “I can’t come out there. Someone will start shooting at me in a few seconds.”

“I’m not able to enter the trailer without backup,” the woman said. She spoke with the finality that came from following a well-trodden rulebook. “If you can’t come out here, then I’ll need to call the police. We’ll be back to square one.”

They’d barely left square one, so the retreat didn’t sound as ominous to Tyler as the woman made it appear. He took one cautious step outside the trailer. A bullet hole appeared in the siding right next to where he stood.

The woman continued to stare at him, unperturbed. “I’ve been doing this for a long time, Mr. Moby. I know that you’re worried and I’m sure that you have the girl’s safety paramount, but believe me—it’ll all go so much easier if you just step outside now.”

“Did you not just see that?” Tyler thought for a moment that he’d stepped into an alternate reality. He pointed to the fresh bullet hole with a shaking hand. “Someone just shot at me. If I come outside, I’ll be dead.”

The woman stared at him for a long moment, then pulled out a notebook and started to write. 

“What’s that? What’re you writing down?” 

Tyler craned his neck out, trying to read the words upside-down. Reading wasn’t his forte though. Even the right-side up, words sometimes caused him trouble.

“I’m making a note that the suspect is being uncooperative.” The woman glanced at her watch and then noted down the time. She snapped her notebook shut. “If I don’t mind standing out here, Mr. Moby, then I can’t imagine it would pose any undue difficulty to you. I’ll ask you one last time.”

Wilma crowded into the doorway. Her move from the bed to the door had been so stealthy that Tyler hadn’t even heard her move.

“What is it?” she asked.

The woman pulled out the leather holder again and opened it to reveal the badge inside. Wilma reached out and grabbed it from her. 

“Mrs. Evans. In charge of child abduction and suspected sex trafficking.” Wilma snapped the holder shut and returned it to Mrs. Evans’ waiting hand. “That’s a lot of dubious information to be putting on a badge.”

“When did CPS start having badges?” Gary asked loudly from the safety of the bed. “Last time I looked, you were a bunch of bloody childminders, not law enforcement.”

“It’s a relatively new arrangement,” Mrs. Evans said. 

She popped the notebook back into her handbag, and Tyler stiffened. He held out the hand with the stone embedded and said, “Why don’t you just hold it there?”

Her eyes flicked to the stone, and a look of greed crowded onto her face.

“Incoming,” Tyler yelled, slamming the door and throwing the bolt. He backed up, almost tripping over Wilma who was still beside him. She dropped down to her hands and knees, crawling back to the bed. Gary was already at work, flipping up the mattress as an extra layer of protection and to reveal the treasure trove of weaponry hidden beneath.

Gary threw a semi-automatic at Tyler, who caught it with one hand while fiddling with the lock on their new back door. Under siege for so long, they’d built easy routes to evacuation through the trailers. Parked close together, they could quickly flee the length of the trailer park without stepping more than a couple of times outside.

“Ready?” Gary asked Wilma, who nodded back to him. He glanced at Tyler, eyebrows raised, and Tyler tipped his head in return. Gary shucked the cartridge into his weapon and turned to the front door of the trailer. “Let’s do this, then. I’ll join you once the first line is down.”

The first line was always just a couple of people. The attackers weren’t stupid. Well, they were, but not as dumb at fighting as they were at figuring out that the stone they sought was useless. 

“Go-go-go!”

Tyler flung open the back hatch and took one running step, opening the next trailer door in the line. From there, he didn’t need to worry. The front and back doors were all propped ajar. Each one backed with reinforcements from the trailers so severely damaged they were scrap. A bullet could cause a dent, but not much else. All along the line, pockmarks told the tale of old battles, fought and won.

Behind them, Gary opened fire. Along with the weapon in his hand, he’d set another on a tripod, with a strip of shells feeding into it on the side. Once the gun in his hand was empty, Tyler knew that he’d flick the automatic on and let it rip while he reloaded and backed up to follow. This was a well-rehearsed and well-practiced line. They could do it in their sleep.

Out the last trailer and Wilma and Tyler ran for the safety of the reinforced concrete bunker that had once been the lavatory block. The sinks inside had shattered long ago, spreading shards of porcelain across the floor. Even with his thick-soled shoes, Tyler could feel the poke and prod as pieces embedded themselves and dug out a new home. If today went according to plan, he’d pick them out later and add them to his trophy shelf.

“Fuck!” Wilma shouted. “They’ve got reinforcements already here!”

Quicker than usual, which meant the attackers were learning. Tyler wondered what the state system that labeled his entire family with learning difficulties would think of that. 

“Do you want to try for the far side?”

Well beyond the ablutions block was another structure. This one an old grain shed, lines with metal, reinforced with concrete. The strength in its empty hull was enormous. Equal to holding twenty tons of grain, it offered the best protection if the siege was going to last more than a few minutes. With the supplies stacked inside, Tyler, Wilma, and Gary could safely stay within its walls for days.

“Fuck me,” Gary said, skidding into the block and falling to his knees. Crimson blossoms immediately appeared on each leg, the porcelain shards biting deep. 

“How many of them are there?” Tyler asked. He could venture his head into the row of breeze-blocks where they were spaced apart to let daylight through and see for himself. The problem being, sunlight wasn’t the only thing the gaps let through.

“I counted ten easy, which probably means double that hiding out along the way. We need to get into the granary if we’re to stand a chance. They've got firepower you wouldn’t believe.”

“Okay.” Tyler had once mulled over decisions, thinking out every angle while spinning in place. Often, the only conclusion he made was not to make one, a choice that came with its own consequences. That Tyler was long dead.

“Let’s go,” he said. “I’ll lead, Wilma middle, Gary—you bring up the rear.”

Where once there’d have been arguments, now there was immediate compliance. Tyler sprinted out first, laying down a hail of fire to keep the attackers pinned to the ground.

“Wilma, stay close,” Tyler barked at her as he accelerated into a sprint. For a man whose only exercise a month before had been lifting a glass up to his mouth, he’d quickly grown into a champion at running away—not to mention, hiding. At that, he was a bloody pro.

Gary cried out behind him a split second before Tyler felt a bullet whistle past his ear. He dropped and looked over his shoulder. Wilma was already down on the ground, checking out the view behind her. She was further back than Tyler would have liked, but where he was the king of sprinting, Wilma could crawl. 

Gary had been hit. The way his body was positioned on the ground, hunched over for protection, it wasn’t serious. Tyler couldn’t see the evidence of where it had landed, but his friend still had mobility to spare. As he looked on, Gary rolled into the scant shelter of a rusting vehicle. The car had been up on blocks so long, they seemed melded to its frame.

Tyler angled his gun just above the height of Wilma and Gary’s head. If any buggers were still standing, they’d soon be clasping at their knees. 

“Wilma, can you make it?”

She yelled back in the affirmative. Now, it was just a matter of laying down enough fire for Gary to get into a better place. If his leg had been hit, they were fucked.

“Gary?”

The warthog was so far away that Tyler could barely hear his shout back. “I’m good.”

Excellent. No more talking, then. None needed. Tyler gave a series of hand signals, ones they’d made up late at night when under siege for the first few days. Ones only they knew what they meant.

Tyler rolled onto his back and laid down fire for a burst, then reloaded while Gary used the lull to sprint forward, hiding out in the shelter of the tree line as best he could. 

Jesus! He was still such a long way away.

Wilma crawled, but even a champion crawler was slow as a snail compared to someone who could get to their feet and run. Tyler motioned for Gary to drop again, then spread another layer of fire across their heads to keep the enemy pinned to the ground.

Tyler turned and wriggled forward. The grain silo was now only a few yards away. He would definitely make it.

Another cry from Gary. He was copping flack today. Tyler turned. His friend had been hauled upright to dangle from a gunman’s arms. 

This wasn’t the usual dumbfuck society shoot-‘em-up. The guy looked like trained militia. What a day for everyone to get so serious.

Wilma. Where was Wilma?

Tyler turned and wriggled another yard closer to the goal. When he turned again, he spotted Wilma. She was fighting off a man and losing badly. Soon, the guy—dressed in camouflage—had her pinned. 

She and Gary were trapped. There was nothing Tyler could do to save them. At best, he rescue himself, or the whole endeavor would be lost.

He rolled onto his stomach again. The grain silo entrance was just a few feet away. A doddle. He could be there, safe, in a few seconds.

Instead, Tyler turned with a road and stood upright. He pointed his gun at the camouflaged dickhead straddling young Wilma and shot him through the head. Aiming at Gary’s attacked was a more delicate business. It took a long time to settle the crosshairs so that he wouldn’t catch his friend in the gunfire. 

Too long.

As bullets punched into his shoulder and across his chest, Tyler held his gaze steady on his friend, letting loose a barrage of bullets that felled the man holding him. Gary sprinted towards Tyler, gathering Wilma up into his arm as he ran. 

Too late.

Tyler dropped to his knees, bleeding from a dozen places. He coaxed the stone out of his hand, ready to pass over to Gary. Who gave a shit about the rules—he was family. The best family that Tyler had ever known.
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With a heavy thump, Tyler landed on the desert floor. Wilma and Gary looked over, expressing little interest in his plight as he struggled to his feet. The same shower of pink sparks erupted again. This time, he was too exhausted to brush them away.

“Congratulations! You’ve successfully completed trial number two.”

“Let me guess,” Wilma shouted out. “We’re still not home free.”

She sounded as put out as if she’d been the one just shot with a hail of gunfire as she fought to free her friends. Tyler gave her a sharp glance. 

“Just an observation,” she said, holding her hands up. “There’s no need to be so pissed.”

“How’d you do, this time?” Gary asked. “You beat the system again?”

“I think so.” Tyler stood, looking at the glowing neon above him. He could still feel the puncture wounds from the gunshots. They burned and tickled his flesh. 

A third door appeared, a giant arrow pointing down to it in case Tyler’s brain had fallen out somewhere along the way.

“It’s all right for you two,” he complained, heading for it. “Just sit there and sun yourselves, why don’t you?”

“Hey, person who isn’t a warthog or a ten-year-old, how about you start showing some gratitude?” Wilma spat into the sand at her feet causing a sizzle of stem to rise into the air. “We’ve all got problems.”

“Yeah, yeah.” Tyler waved his hand at her and opened the door to the third trial. 

This better be an easy one. Tyler desperately wanted to go home.


Chapter Twelve
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Tyler stared up at the grand façade of the Almighty Hotel. It stood in a place of pride place on the strip in Las Vegas, putting the other hotels of repute into the shade. Literally, in some cases. The Almighty Hotel ran so many floors high that it cast a pall across the hotels opposite. During the night that changed into a dance of light as the hotel’s frontage burst into neon in a thousand different shades. 

If ever a hotel stood a chance of being seen from space with the naked eye, the Almighty Hotel was the one. 

It didn’t have parking, though.

“Full up, dude,” the garage attendant said as they cruised next to the booth to get a ticket. 

Wilma elbowed Tyler in the ribs and raised her eyebrows, jerking her head at his hand, then at the attendant. 

“What?”

“Do your magic stuff, dude,” Wilma said in as low a voice as she could manage. It screeched out of the car, catching the walls in such a way that it echoed in an ever-increasing volume while it spun into the cavernous mouth of the parking garage before being swallowed and silenced by the floors spiraling below.

The attendant looked expectantly at Tyler, apparently waiting for the magic stuff to begin.

“Whatever.” Tyler held out his hand and commanded, “There is a parking space available. Let us in.”

The attendant nodded and handed over a ticket. The pink glow now surrounding his head blurred out the edges of his acne, giving him an improved appearance. “Lucky. There’s only one space left.”

The problem inherent in commanding an attendant into thinking a parking space was available, soon came into plain view. There wasn’t. Shrugging, Tyler eventually parked the car right across the walkway from the elevators. It was the only available two yards of concrete that wouldn’t box someone in or cause significant damage to Wilma’s vehicle. Tyler got out of the car and locked the doors, expecting that sooner or later there’d be a full complaint. 

“Crap, this place is swanky,” Wilma said as the elevator came to their button call. “Look at this—full-length mirrors in the lifts.” She stared at one side, pulling faces while Gary gazed at the mirror next to him, his face still. Despite Wilma’s efforts at manipulating her features into a horror show, Gary clearly won.

Tyler pushed the penthouse floor, half-expecting that there’d be a lock on that call button. Instead, the elevator started up at once. 

“I hope whoever is getting the magic stone is nice,” Wilma said. “It’d be a pity to come all this way just to hand it over to a raging asshole.”

“Yeah,” Gary agreed with her for once, “if it wanted an asshole for its master, we could have stayed at home.”

“This is where it’s meant to be,” Tyler reassured them. “Once it’s back with the person it belongs to, you’ll both be returned back to normal, and we can all go home.”

“I don’t want to go back to normal.”

Tyler turned to Wilma in surprise. “You want to stay as a ten-year-old?”

“No.” Wilma shook her head and bit her lip, staring down at the floor. “I want to be like I wished for, just without the age change.”

“I wouldn’t mind being returned to a better state than the one I left,” Gary said. “Life seemed like it would be easier if I looked like Ryan Gosling rather than a seedy drug dealer.”

“You never looked like a drug dealer, Gary.” Tyler turned to him with a smile. “Heavy drug user, maybe. Drug dealers tend to keep more of their teeth.”

His attempt at levity fell flat on the floor and sprawled there for a moment, gasping for air.

“Let’s just get the reversal done first,” Tyler said. “Then you can ask for new wishes to your heart’s content.”

“Do you think there’s a finder’s fee?” Wilma asked. “A nice reward could go a long way to softening my woes.” She paused as they advanced another three floors. “Or paying off what you owe me in damage to your trailer.”

“And for replacing my coffin.”

Tyler nodded while his stomach surged up the back of his throat and tickled his epiglottis. When he swallowed, his spit was thicker than usual, forming a barrier that wanted to gum his lips shut. He could see his heartbeat flashing in his bulging eyes. The elevator came to a stop, dinging in welcome. Tyler swayed on his feet, a wave of dizziness sucking his balance out from under him. Whatever was on the other side of that door would determine not only his fate but the fate of the entire world.

The lift doors opened. 

An entrance hall that could have encompassed Wilma’s office and the first ten rows of trailers with ease stretched out before them. Tyler stepped onto the light gold carpet, remembering to check the soles of his feet a second too late. When he lifted his shoe, a mark comprised of traces of everything he’d stepped in over the last few days soiled the light weave. Without much he could do, he stepped further inside, his shoe prints a trail of breadcrumbs behind him.

“And I thought the ten bucks a week row back at the trailer park was fancy,” Gary said. His voice was low, pure wonder eating up the volume before it could escape his mouth. 

Wilma took the beauty in her stride, walking across the entry hall to pat the back of a silk-covered couch. She sniffed. “I suppose whoever it is, they’re a high-roller. My daddy taught me not to trust gamblers.”

“Your daddy’s in lockup,” Tyler reminded her. “Perhaps he’s not the source of wisdom you should trust.”

Wilma cast him a glance that would have seared through his skin a few days ago. Now, it was a lot thicker, and she’d have to try a great deal harder than that to wound him.

“Anybody home?” 

Tyler strode across the room and opened a double door to expose a dining room behind with one wall made entirely of glass. The breathtaking view was spoiled only by the pinnacles of the hotels further up the strip. The ornate decorations formed a cheap bedazzled blanket atop which the sunset sprawled in all its naked glory.

“Ooh. A drinks cabinet.” Gary pushed past Tyler, running over to the wall as though the bottles were a mirage that might soon disappear. Wilma hovered at Tyler’s shoulder, sniffing again at the opulence in front of them. 

Eventually she caved, walking across to the kitchen. “Wouldn’t mind a decent feed, if they’ve got something,” she said, attacking the fridge.

“Where the hell is everybody?” Gary had already socked back one shot glass of whiskey and had poured himself another. “If this is the place we’re meant to make the handover, to whom exactly are we supposed to hand the stone over to?”

“I don’t know.” Tyler walked to another set of doors, pausing to knock before he opened it wide, exposing an entertainment room. A TV almost the same size as the wall drew his immediate attention. Even turned off, the television emitted a hypnotic aura. On the sofas and chairs arranged in front were a scattered selection of games and machines. Tyler bent down and picked up an old controller, pressing the buttons even though nothing was turned on. It had been ages since he’d held one in his hands. They cost too much for him to own and when there was food and beer to buy, he didn’t want to waste the money on renting. 

“Good lord. Do you think they have poor eyesight or just needed to flash their wealth in our faces a bit more?” Wilma stood in the doorway, a fried chicken breast in her hand. “You can’t even see the damn thing properly. The room would need to be eight times bigger just to see the whole screen.”

Gary also came through the door, misjudging the angle and shoulder-bumping Wilma hard enough to jolt her forward a step.

“Watch it!”

“Sorry.” Gary stared at the immense monitor in front of him, sipping at his whiskey now rather than gulping. Tyler would have given his first-born to join him. With his head swimming at the strangeness of everything around him, gulping down a few shots might help steady his grip on the world.

“Hello?” Wilma called out. The piercing quality of her young voice made it poke further into the rooms than Tyler could manage. “Anybody home?”

She jumped onto one of the overstuffed sofas then continued to bounce up and down. In a gesture of forgiveness, Wilma grabbed hold of Gary and pulled him up, too. They looked like the most inappropriate girl’s sleepover in history.

One door led off to the left, and once again, Tyler knocked and opened it when he received no reply. A master bedroom greeted him this time, a mirror mounted where the ceiling would usually be. 

“How classy,” Wilma said, following in behind Tyler. “Because the first thing a billionaire wants to see upon waking is her naked-ass self. Has this hotel never heard of sleep wrinkles?”

Gary and Tyler looked at her with frowning faces. “Oh, what? You’re saying you don’t wake in the morning with your faces all like this?” 

Wilma pushed her cheeks up so that her face contorted into an alien shape, triggering a snort of laughter from Gary.

“That looks suits you, darling.” 

“Not so well as being a hairy warthog suits you!”

Whatever Gary’s shame at that jibe, he downed it with the last of his whiskey. 

“I’m getting a refill? Anybody want anything?”

“Bring me back another piece of fried chicken,” Wilma said, waving the carcass of her first. “Even cold, this stuff’s the best I ever tasted.”

Tyler paused in front of the door through to the ensuite bathroom. This was the last one on this side of the rooms, though it was possible there were more in the other direction. He hadn’t paid all that much attention when he first got off the elevator. 

“Anybody home?” he asked. This time, when he knocked, he waited a good few minutes and tried again before opening the door. If the savior of the stone was inside, Tyler didn’t want their first meeting to be him seeing them clambering out of the bath.

Again, the room was empty. The tense knot replacing Tyler’s stomach, relaxed slightly, letting the blood flow through. Although he felt a strange sense of loss, there was also a feeling of relief. The stone embedded in his palm had become one with him. To let it go, even to its rightful owner, would be harder than he’d first thought.

As Tyler turned to leave, a hissing sound came from the shower stall in the corner. He pivoted on his heel, facing back into the room.

Water?

Close, but no cigar. There wasn’t the trickle of a showerhead gushing onto the floor of the stall. No steam from hot water rose in the air above the closed, misted pane of glass that formed a door. 

The hissing came again. Louder this time, even Wilma poked her head through to see where the sound came from. 

Tyler sniffed the air for gas, but there wasn’t any scent apart from the ghostly fog of aerosol underarm spray and aftershave permeating the bathroom walls. 

“It’s coming from there,” Wilma said, pointing at the shower. 

“Well, duh.”

Wilma gave him a shove that bordered on unfriendly. “Well, open the damned shower door then, magic man. Let’s see what you’ve got!”

The hiss grew louder still. A slap sounded on the shower door, right down near the bottom. There was a slick flash of movement from the base, and then the sight was gone, disappearing into the miasma of smoked glass. 

Fear slithered in through Tyler’s toes, inching its way up his legs and making his balls climb so far back into his body that his scrotum hung like an empty sack. 

That sound. I know that sound!

The thick spit Tyler had trouble swallowing earlier, dried. His mouth was a desert, his tongue a flower drying into dust with no hope of a reprieve. When he pulled air into his lungs, it was laden with the sand of a thousand rocks pounded into dust by the screaming wind. His teeth ached with the heat, stones sticking up like remnants of a fallen empire. 

The fear screwed Tyler’s anus into a pinprick, throbbing with a charley horse as it contracted tighter than ever before. It played a tune as it danced up the ridges of his spine, landing on his shoulders and hauling on the tendons, so they rose up to crowd his neck. 

Hiss. Thump. Slither.

The stone mounted in his palm throbbed, aching for the release of returning to its rightful home. It matched the craving shuddering through Tyler’s body. He was desperate for a drink to dull his nerves, dampen down his brain, and soak his weary muscles until they returned to flesh from stone.

“What are you waiting for?” Wilma asked from her position, safely behind him. “Just open up the shower door and see what we’re dealing with.”

The rush of irritation at her flippant tone spurred Tyler into action. He stepped forward, placed his hand on the latch, and pulled the door wide. 

A seething mass of snakes fell out. Tangled in each other, they fought and sparred and hissed. As Tyler watched in horror, rooted to the spot like Medusa just turned him to stone, one of the snakes reared back, opened its jaw to an impossible angle, and lunged for another snake, locking its sharp teeth down on the other’s smooth flesh. 

“I don’t think—” Wilma’s thought cut off sharply as a figure started to rise out of the writhing swarm. Tyler withdrew a step, terror flooding his system in a rush when his back hit the wall. 

Trapped! I’m trapped!

But he’d just misjudged the doorway. Wilma grabbed his shoulder and pulled him through. “What the fuck is that thing?”

A snake slithered free of the others and wriggled with speed toward Tyler. He jumped backward, then again when the snake kept pace. One more step in withdrawal and Tyler felt the enormous bed behind his knees. Without a second thought, he lunged backward onto to king-size mattress, squirming into the center. 

Wilma stared at him from the doorway through to the entertainment room, her entire face forming into a question that Tyler couldn’t answer. Too late, he saw that he’d cut off his exit. As more snakes wriggled free of the rising figure, they quickly filled the area between the bed and the door. 

“Can snakes climb?” he called out in horror. Wilma shrugged, and Tyler turned to see one with its head swaying above the level of the bed. He raised the hand with the stone in it up in a warding off gesture. No way was he putting it any closer to that… That… Thing!

“I command you to stay away,” Tyler tried to yell. What came out was a soft whimper, riddled with defeat. “Don’t come near me.”

He locked his arms around his knees, making himself as small as possible. 

“Tyler, do something!”

Wilma’s voice again. Always nagging. Do this, do that, do the other thing. 

“You do something,” he spat out, this time his voice mobilized to produce a yell. “I’m sick of being the one having to perform the heroics all the time. You've got arms and legs, you fight the damn things off!”

Tyler turned back toward the bathroom and screamed. His bladder tightened, impossibly squeezing, then let go. Warmth flooded through his jeans, soaking into the duvet underneath him. Shame colored his cheeks with warm red blood. Tears filled his eyes.

A creature, half-human, half-snake, rose above him, walking out of the bathroom. The snake-woman’s face was broad, a tongue reached out its flicking tip, scenting the air for prey. You soiled yourself. She’ll smell it a mile away.

“Tyler. You have to go over and give her the stone. That’s what the instruction manual said, remember?”

Wilma’s voice sounded like she was yelling at him from another room, another floor. So faint that he didn’t need to pay the tinny words any attention. Good thing, too. With his eyes trying to stay fixed on every snake and his ears tuned for danger, his brain didn’t have the bandwidth to pick up anything else.

“How about this?” 

Now Gary was speaking, his voice sounding a little clearer. Wilma shrieked in protest. The warthog must be doing something stupid again. Tyler would know if he just turned his head to see. He kept his eyes—transfixed—on the snake-woman in front of him. 

“Gary, don’t!”

A line of flame lit up the room, and Tyler’s attention was finally caught. He turned and saw the line of fire from a Molotov cocktail spreading between him and the doorway. 

The snake woman was on the other side. So too was freedom. Tyler curled himself into a smaller ball and hoped that someone would rescue him soon. He wasn’t any good at bearing the world’s magic. Tyler didn’t even have a firm hand on adulting. 

“What do you expect me to do?” he yelled at the snake woman. 

She writhed and twisted her body. As Tyler waited, a snaked wriggled out of her nostril and fell to the floor. 

He retched, despair and fear overwhelming him.

“You mussst give me the ssstone.” 

The horrific creature stretched out her neck—her impossibly long neck—and twisted her head to face Tyler, almost within touching distance. 

“The ssstone belongs to me!”

“Nobody ever mentioned that the rightful owner was a grotesque snake monster,” Tyler shouted. He shook his head in firm denial. “I don’t believe you. If this were true, somebody would have thought to tell me along the way.”

“Tyler!” 

Wilma again. Can’t you shut the hell up, girl? I’ve got bigger troubles on my mind than what you’re feeling every single second of the day!

“The scriptures were written in the book. Didn’t you read the bloody things? You have to press the stone into the snake woman’s belly for the balance of power in the universe to be restored!”

As if Tyler had time for reading! Besides, the book clearly must be fiction, if that was what it said.

While the fire gorged on the alcohol, sending a choking cloud of acrid smoke into the air, the snake woman pulsated. After a few seconds of writhing closer and closer, she presented her stomach. A mass of snakes were coiled there. She seemed pregnant with their tiny bodies. 

That can’t be right! Snakes come from eggs.

However the snakes had gotten into this world, it didn’t matter. There was no way in hell Tyler was sticking his hand into that struggling mess.

He felt a feather-light touch against his right hand and looked down to see a green snake looking up at him through wide, slitted eyes. Tyler flicked his arm out, sending it flying across the room. It struck the wall with force, leaving a bloody stain as its body fell limply to the floor.

“My babies. Don’t hurt my babies.”

The snake-woman twisted and moved at lightning speed to investigate the collapsed form. A split-second later, her face hung in front of Tyler’s again, accusation written in every feature. 

“Give me the stone. Its destiny is with me!”

Tyler held out his hand, having to peel his fingers back from the pink, glowing rock with his opposite fingers. 

“You want it, you take it.”

“That’s not how it works, Tyler.” 

Gary. He’d spent too many hours in the company of whining Wilma, obviously. How come everyone in his entourage was suddenly more versed in what should happen, than Tyler was himself?

“You need to place it in her belly,” Gary recited the instruction as though it was a recipe to broil steaks with on the grill. “Put your hand into the snakes for a few minutes, and then she’ll be able to accept the offering.”

A few minutes!

Tyler shook his head. There was so much NO attached to his emotions that it was hard to express. 

“I’d rather burn to death slowly in this fire than do that!”

Not that the fire offered much in the way of diversion. With the alcohol quickly burned through, it ate its way through a bit of carpet and discovered that it was fire retardant. The flames soon died down and then disappeared. 

“You mussst place the ssstone in alliance with the prophecy!”

Nope. 

Tyler kicked another snake out of his way, gagging, then slid off the side of the bed. He walked back out the door into the entertainment center. Slamming it shut, Tyler ignored his friends and turned and ran for the elevator. 

“What are you doing?” Wilma cried out. “You can’t abandon the journey now. Go back and stick the stone into the snake’s belly!”

SO MUCH NOPE.

Tyler turned his head to one side as the vomit came bolting up his throat to spatter on the floor. The taste was rich and tangy with acid. He’d prefer to scoop it up cold from the floor and eat it than ever go near a snake again.

The lift doors banged open, and Tyler stepped inside, pushing the down button repeatedly. Sweat was pouring from his forehead, streaming down his face as quickly as tears. 

“Tyler!”

The elevator doors closed, and it descended through the levels. As each floor decreased in number, so too did the racing of Tyler’s heart. 

Until the walls of the elevator fell away and left him clinging, screaming to a wire, hanging in the black emptiness of deep space.
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“Dude. Are you okay?”

Tyler opened one eye with caution, his body still tensed against a coming fall. He lay on the ground, his body pressing into the cooling sand. He’d been in the third trial for so long, the sun had fallen out of the sky.

Tyler remembered the last few minutes spent in the penthouse and jumped up to his feet, turning away from Wilma and Gary’s concerned faces. He brushed the sand off his fly. The material there was bunched up from sitting in the same position for far too long, but it was dry. As soon as his fingers registered the fact, he felt the drag of a full bladder.

“I think so,” Tyler ventured. Nothing in his voice matched the words. 

“Where’s the instruction manual?” Wilma asked. Tyler looked at her nonplussed, flushing as he remembered his bitter thoughts about her when faced with his worst fear. 

“The manual?”

Wilma sighed and planted her hands on her hips. “Wasn’t that what you were doing? Isn’t that why Gary and I have desiccated ourselves in the middle of the desert all day?”

A horn started to blare, over and over until Tyler raised his hands to his wounded ears. A final neon-pink sign rose up out of the sand in front of him. 

“Third Trial: FAILED.”

“Well, fuck you then!” Tyler shouted, unable to hear himself between his makeshift earmuffs and the continuing blare of the horn. “Keep your stupid stone!”

He held his glowing hand out in front of him, willing the stone to drop to the sand. It held fast, the yellow lines that looped it securely to his flesh tightening at the confusion of thoughts he sent its way.

The horn stopped as suddenly as it had begun, and the sign blanked out, floating in Tyler’s eyes for a few moments as an afterthought.

The chance for information was gone.

“What happened?” Gary stood next to him, reaching out a tentative hand to lay on top of Tyler’s arm. “Was it bad?”

Tyler began to shake. In the dim light, every movement in the shadows turned into the wriggle of a snake. The blood drained from his face, and if his stomach hadn’t been so empty, he would have another battle on his hands.

“I failed,” Tyler said. “We’re not going to get any help.”

“Well,” Wilma said, shifting from foot to foot, “can’t you just have another go?”

The shaking grew worse. Tyler stepped toward the car, hoping to cover the embarrassing physical display of his fear. 

“Tyler? Can’t you try again?”

“No. I think that was a one-shot deal.”

Wilma hesitated, looking to Gary for support. “Could you check?”

Tyler turned to them. Anger built up in a storm inside him. Not at his friends, at himself. He hated his stupidity, his weakness, his fear. Why couldn’t he just have shoved his hand into the creature’s belly? Anybody else would have.

At the thought of the writhing mass of smooth, scaly bodies, Tyler bent double and began to retch. Nothing came up. He had nothing left to give. 

Even when he’d tried his best, Tyler didn’t measure up. He never would.

Wilma ran to his side, rubbing his back and snapping her fingers at Gary who walked to the car and produced a bottle of clean, clear water. Tyler rinsed out his mouth, glad that the darkness of the night hid his tears. A moment later, a hiss in the dark had him wishing the entire world stayed flooded with light, twenty-four seven. 

“So, what happens now?”

Tyler shrugged. He felt like crawling into bed and not coming out again. Sleep for days, that was all he was good for. Couldn’t even have a drink like a man anymore. Well, maybe that was because he wasn’t one.

“Is there really no way for a Mulligan?” Gary asked. “We did travel a long way to get here. Seems a pity to leave, if there’s another option.”

“Unless you can see a giant pink neon sign saying, ‘The Trials’ then you’re out of luck.”

Gary looked over his shoulder as if to check and Tyler laughed. He put his hand up to his nose, pinching the bridge between finger and thumb. 

“This has been one of the strangest days ever,” he said with slow emphasis. “I just want to go somewhere with normal people doing standard things where I don’t need to think about anything.”

“Get in the back,” Gary said, slapping Tyler on the shoulder. “I had a sleep while you were off doing”—he waved the empty water bottle above his head—“whatever. I’ll drive.”

Even Wilma didn’t bother to contradict the decision. She meekly climbed into the passenger seat and looked at Tyler through concerned eyes. 

“Are you going to be okay?”

Tyler nodded as he lay down. There wasn’t quite room enough to stretch his legs out entirely, but anything not crawling with snakes seemed perfect to him. “I’m sure I’ll be fine once I have a rest.”

“Do you have any idea of where to go next?” Wilma poked Tyler in the shoulder when he didn’t respond. “Where to?”

Tyler’s mind rolled through a limited set of options. To Vegas, except he didn’t know who they were looking for or where they’d find them. Not to mention, that if the real owner of the stone turned out to be a snake-beast, then he’d prefer to cut his arm off at the wrist and throw it at her than stick his hand into that writhing mess.

Home sounded good. The safe familiarity of his trailer. Of course, as experience had shown him, the walls were no defense against a man armed with a gun. Reluctantly, Tyler realized that he must carry on forward before he could retreat back.

What had been the first piece of advice that Julius threw out at him? Get hold of a family tree. 

Well, there was only one place he could find one. Not a journey Tyler had ever wanted to make, but beggars couldn’t be choosers. Not when the alternative was a giant snake.

“Come on, Tyler.” Wilma shook his shoulder again, keeping Tyler awake. “Got an address for us?”

Tyler sighed. “I think we need to go visit my dad.”

 


Chapter Thirteen

Tyler struggled awake. His breath came in short pants, sweat slicked back the hair from his brow. Even as his eyes adjusted to the room, tracing the familiar lines of a cheap motel, Tyler slid his hands up and down his legs, his torso, wiping away the slithering bodies of creatures that weren’t there. 

“You okay, dude?” Gary whispered from a foot away. They were sharing one of the double beds, while Wilma slept beside them on the other. 

“Just a bad dream.”

“Snakes, was it?”

Tyler jerked in surprise, making the bedsprings squeak. “Yeah, it was. How’d you know?”

“S’what you’ve always feared, init? The snakes.”

While his mind tried to fathom out if this was yet another test, Tyler swiped his wrist across his forehead, getting rid of the worst of the sweat. “How’d you know that? I never told you.”

Gary gave a small laugh, and even in the darkness, Tyler could see him shake his head. “You didn’t need to tell me, mate. I’ve seen you jump a foot in the air at the sight of a garden hose left off the coil.” He gave Tyler an elbow in the ribs. “Unless you’re deadly scared of tubing, I reckoned it must be snakes.”

A long pause stretched out between them, Tyler marveling at the astuteness of his friend.

“That, and you were crying out, ‘Not the snakes, not the snakes,’ just before you woke up.”

Despite the fact his heart was still hammering fear throughout his body, Tyler joined in with Gary’s giggles. He needed the emotional release and if not a laugh then it would be a scream.

“I guess those trials were bad, then.”

Tyler tried to find the words to describe how the experiences—not just the last one but all of them—made his skin crawl and his soul empty of morality. After a few moments spent gaping like a fish out of water, he gave up and just answered, “Yes.”

“What did you see?” Gary paused, and when Tyler didn’t answer, he added, “When we first pulled up at that particular piece of desert. What was it that told you it was there?”

Tyler started to giggle again, despite himself. “Pink neon signs,” he said. “They stretched higher than a movie screen, straight up into the sky.”

Gary chuckled again, abruptly cutting off when Wilma turned over in the other bed. For a while, the two men held their breath until Wilma’s breathing settled into its previous slow and steady rhythm. As soon as they both thought she was back asleep, they burst into another round of laughter, mostly wheezed out under their breath.

“The whole thing was so weird, it’s hard to describe.” Tyler turned to the window, wanting the comfort of the parking lot lights to reassure him that he was back in the land of normality. Or whatever passed for it in this world nowadays. 

“The trials were like dreams. I’d be plonked down into some completely bizarre storyline and instead of questioning it, or thinking it wasn’t real, my mind just filled in all the blanks.”

When Tyler’s pause stretched out too long for comfort, Gary turned over to face him. “Dreams are good like that. I love it when you start flying or some other good shit, and instead of being filled with wonder, you’re just like—I hope I can make it home in time for tea.”

They burst into giggles again, teenage girls at a slumber party.

“In one of them, I’d been in possession of the stone for ages. So long, I didn’t want to let it go.” Tyler looked down at the soft glow of the stone, running in idle. “We had the book, and everyone seemed to have read it thoroughly except me.”

“You mean, Wilma and me?”

Tyler nodded, and then remembering the darkness, whispered, “Yes.”

Gary snorted. “Then you should have known immediately it was a dream, dude. When’s the last time you saw me reading anything?”

“Wilma kept shouting out what I was meant to do, but I couldn’t force myself to do it. If I had…” Tyler shrugged and let it stand.

Gary reached out a hand. Rather than the usual slap or punch of comradery, he clasped Tyler’s hand, squeezing it tightly before letting it go. “I know you did the best you could,” he said. “So does Wilma. If either of us said any different at the time, it was just our frustrations talking.”

“Thanks.”

Tyler rolled onto his back again, staring at the patterns of the light playing across the ceiling. 

“I still didn’t do the right thing, and that was just a dream.”

“A dream that seemed real but probably showed you horrors worse than reality could provide.”

“Yeah.” Tyler nodded, smiling in the darkness. He could live with that. “Far worse than reality.” A quick shudder ran through his body at the memory of a hissing snake. “If that shit ever becomes real, I’m checking out. I mean it.”

“I wouldn’t worry,” Gary said and yawned. “The monsters under the bed always disappear when you shine a flashlight. That’s what we’re going to bring with us to your dad’s house and to wherever that leads us next. A large flashlight of reality.”

Wilma whispered from the other bed, “And the monsters will all just melt away.”
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As they pulled up outside his dad’s place, Tyler compared the reality to the faded snapshot in his memory. He’d only visited once, a long time ago. In the years after his dad left, Tyler had spent many hours trying to work out where the man could have gone. Long after giving up jumping every time the phone rang, the doorbell went, he’d still paged through thousands of hits on the internet, hoping to find a match.

The day he did so, Tyler wished he hadn’t bothered. The romantic notion that his father couldn’t help but leave them had been replaced with the certainty that it was a choice. An easy decision, too, judging by the fact the man had never gotten in contact. 

Years of searching through every directory in every city and Tyler found him living fourteen blocks away. That they’d never bumped into each other on the street was a miracle.

On that one visit, Tyler had spent more time hovering outside, gathering up the courage to knock, than he had indoors. He and his dad had nothing to say to each other. In the end, Tyler had walked away with no idea why he’d ever wanted to reconnect. The man was a wastrel and a fool. Tyler recognized this because he was used to seeing the signs in the mirror.

“Are you sure he still lives here?” Wilma asked as they walked up the path to the front door. 

Tyler looked at the circulars rotting in the mailbox—the grass on the front lawn so long it had blossomed into flowerheads. “Yeah,” he said, turning to knock. “He still lives here.”

Tyler’s dad got straight into the emotional welcome when he opened the door. “What do you want?” 

It caught Tyler off-guard so much that he stared at the man for a minute, wondering if his father even recognized him after so long. 

“It’s me, Dad,” he said after the pause stretched out to infinity.

“Well, of course, it’s you, Tyler. I do have eyes, you know.”

“Can we come in? I need to talk to you.”

His father looked down at his watch. From where Tyler stood, it had been a while since anybody adjusted the time on it. Whatever his dad read on its face, he sighed and nodded, holding back while ushering them in.

“I don’t have much free time,” he warned, following them through into the front room. “I’ve got my programs starting up in a while.”

“You like the soaps?” Wilma said. She looked desperate to break the tension. In doing so, she earned a scowl. 

“Nope. I’ve got money on the horses. The racing starts in fifteen.”

Tyler sat down on the nearest seat, perching gingerly on the edge. He wasn’t a stickler for hygiene but compared to his dad he was Martha Stewart, complete with doilies. “Do you have a copy of our family tree?” 

“What the fuck use would I have for a family tree?” Tyler’s dad looked at each one of them in turn, working up a good head of steam. “Did you confuse us for the Rockefellers or something? I can tell you who my brothers and sister are, that’s about the extent of it.”

“Start there, then.” Tyler forced himself to lean back and mimic getting comfortable. “Who are my aunts and uncles?”

“What in Christ’s name have you got yourself mixed up in?” his dad demanded, avoiding the question entirely. He looked at the three of them again, this time letting his gaze linger on Gary for a good minute before flicking his eyes to Wilma.

“Fuck me.” Tyler’s dad leaned back in his seat his shoulders slumping and put a hand up, rubbing down his face, so that loose skin cells floated in a small cloud. When he spoke again, his voice was dejected. “You’ve found out about the bloody stone.”

Tyler pulled his hand out of his jacket pocket. “More than found out about it, as it happens.”

The elder man stared at it for a moment as if entranced by the pink glow. Then he looked back up, jerking his head at Gary and Wilma. “And who’re these two? Prisoners? Hostages?”

“They’re my friends, Dad.”

The man looked at the group again, then burst into phlegm-laden laughter. “Bugger me. Remind me not to get on the wrong side of you, if this is how you treat your friends!”

Tyler snapped his fingers, drawing his father’s attention back. “We talked to cousin Julius. He said that I needed to pass the stone onto its rightful owner in Las Vegas. Do you know who he’s talking about?”

“Talking out of his ass, most likely.” His dad sniffed then wiped his nose on the back of his hand. “You think our lot has problems? Their side of the family is a right mess.”

Tyler leaned forward, resting his elbows on his knees. “Why didn’t you ever tell me I had a family? It would have been nice to know I had cousins and stuff when I was growing up.”

“Trust me, son. It wouldn’t.”

At the word son, a thrill ran down Tyler’s back, from his shoulder blades to his tailbone. As soon as it finished, he cursed himself. Stupid boy. As if that casual phrase had ever meant anything to the man.

“You staying?”

His dad leaned forward and flicked on the television. On screen, trainers led the horses around in extended, slow circles to warm them up. 

“I’m staying until you can give me some useful information,” Tyler declared. He leaned back in his seat again and stretched out his legs, crossing them at the ankles. “No matter how long that takes.”

“Shut your hole for the moment, then.” His dad pressed the volume up button until it nearly shook the walls. “I’ve got a lot riding on this one.”

Wilma snuck in next to Tyler, practically curling herself under her arm. Gary, meanwhile, chose to lean against the door jamb. An excellent decision, until the third horse race in a row concluded and Tyler’s dad didn’t seem any closer to paying them attention. Sighing, Gary walked into the room further and plonked himself down on a chair.

“You house trained?” Tyler’s dad asked with a smirk, eyes never leaving the screen.
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“Grab me something, too, while you’re out.” Tyler’s dad eyed them from his chair, a brief respite from his fixation with the small screen. 

Tyler sighed and nodded. “What do you like?”

They’d already decided after a loud discussion ignored by the person whose interest they were trying to gain, to go for something Italian. The thought of filling up his testy stomach with something creamy and loaded with carbs made Tyler feel the first bit of optimism since they’d begun the journey out to Las Vegas. Add some gelato, and he’d be in heaven, even if it didn’t last the trip back.

“Whatever. Just something filling.”

Something filling they could do. Wilma tossed the car keys to Tyler, she still insisted on retaining them up to the minute somebody actually drove the car. As he slid into the seat, the sun began to set on the horizon. It sent a pale glow, similar in color to the magic stone, out across the world.

“Nice man, your pop.” 

Whatever Gary was going to add to his attempt at humor, never got the chance to be heard. A can shattered the passenger-side window and thumped into the footwell. Another did the same in the back seat, landing on Gary before bouncing down onto the floor. A second later, the car filled with noxious gas. 

Tyler’s eyes immediately began to stream tears. He groped for the handle, hitting it and bouncing away the first time because he struck out at it too hard. 

With one wrench of the lever, the door opened, but Tyler wasn’t free of the gas. It pursued him as he stumbled out of the driver’s seat, clung to him in a stinging cloud as he staggered a few steps down the street.

“Help.” The moment Tyler got the words out, he recognized his mistake. He’d had to breathe in to do it, and now his lungs were on fire, a pain rivaling the assault on his eyes. 

He fell on his knees, barely feeling the rough stones on the road beneath him. Had he tottered out so far that he was in the line of traffic? Tyler couldn’t tell. The part of his brain that dealt with pain thought that being hit and thus put out of his misery was a beautiful idea.

He flapped his arms, first to clear the clinging smoke, then in utter panic. Every sense crowded his brain with signals, all of them at full volume, all of them distressed. “Tyler?”

With his head close to fully engaged with just surviving, he couldn’t focus enough to tell whose voice it was. Tyler lay full-length, rolling over and over. Either out into the road and oncoming traffic or into the gutter, he didn’t care.

“Tyler. Head’s up!”

What the hell did that mean? Tyler curled into a ball, sensing another oncoming attack. Whatever came, it couldn’t add any to his pain toll, that was at such a limit that Tyler was surprised to still be conscious.

Then water sprayed him. The stuff of life. Glorious. In an instant, it washed the worst of the cloud away. 

Tyler tried to open his eyes, to thank whatever savior had rescued him from the ever-increasing volume of agony. His eyelids were so swollen shut, he could scarcely move them. A smear of colors was all that he could see.

“Those bastards!”

Tyler recognized that. The strident note of self-pity belonged to his dad. Now able to feel around him and identify the shapes he was touching, Tyler worked out he was on the footpath. Cracking his eyes open again, he saw a blur of movement that could be his father. 

“They come in here, soiling up the neighborhood. All I ever wanted was a peaceful life.”

A kick landed on Tyler’s thigh, hard enough to matter, but not on an equal footing with the pain subsuming him already. He rolled over onto his side, once again curling into a ball.

“You brought those lousy, no-good, scum-sucking devils to my doorstep. After everything I’ve done for you!”

Despite the pain, Tyler began to laugh. It was too ridiculous, the situation too extreme, to be able to resist. 

While he lay on the footpath beside a wafting cloud of teargas, Tyler’s father bemoaned the fate of having to watch it from the safety of his front room.

“Wilma?” Tyler’s thought processes returned to him enough to think about his friends. “Gary?”

“They’re fine.” A pale pink shape appeared in front of Tyler out of the blurry darkness. A hand. He grasped hold and let his dad pull him to his feet.

“Damn it! I hate that confounded stone. It never brings anything but trouble. Now I’ve missed the five-fifty, and I had a hundred bucks riding on that.”

Tyler struggled upright, stretching out his arms to search for his father who no longer seemed keen on helping. “I’m sure you can find out the results later.”

“That’s not the point. The point is I was sat there, looking forward to it, and now I’m out here with a rifle and a hose and half the neighborhood thinking I’m bonkers.”

“Like they didn’t think that before.” Wilma picked her moment with as much care and precision as she ever used. “Your house is a tip, and your yard is a local eyesore. Whatever you think you’ve got going on, you ain’t.”

Tyler used his fingers to pry his eyes open wider. It didn’t really help. More light flooded in, but there was scarce enough of that about with the sun quickly fading from the sky. Everything he could see came through in broad, blurred streaks like an artist had smeared his hand across an oil-painted world in disgust.

“Where’s Gary?”

Wilma gave a mournful laugh. “He’s sniveling down behind the car. Those fuckers got him good. The canister landed right in his lap and started expelling gas straight into his face.”

“Should we take him to the hospital?”

Tyler’s dad pulled on his arm, leading him away from the road where he was mistakenly headed. “Better off taking him to a vet by the looks of it. Since you’ve got the stone, can you explain why both your friends look such a mess?”

Wilma took over for Tyler. Either she’d escaped the fumes more than he had, or she was made of stronger stuff. “It’s broken. Tyler broke it somehow. We tried to find the instruction manual that would explain everything and hopefully fix it up, but he couldn’t make it through the entrance exam.”

Tyler’s dad burst into a spout of maniacal laughter. “You tried to go through the trials?”

Tyler nodded, feeling like the butt of somebody else’s joke. “What’s so bloody funny?”

“You are, son. You are.”

He retook Tyler's arm, this time leading him up the front path and into the house. “The trials haven’t been got through in over a hundred years. I don’t know which bugger designated our family the keepers of the stone, but they may as well have handed it to the devil.”

Once he was settled on the couch, Tyler’s dad brought him ice cubes wrapped in a dampened washcloth. The feel of it against his flaming skin was incredible. 

“Is Wilma looking after Gary?”

“Yeah. She’s bringing the poor bugger in. I think our best bet is to stick him in the shower stall and leave the water running for a good ten minutes. Once we flush out as much of the gas as we can, that’ll let us know if there’s anything more serious to worry about.”

“Done this a lot?” Wilma asked, slowly escorting Gary inside. 

Even through his swollen eyelids and burning eyes, Tyler could see that Gary had taken a real pounding. The skin beneath his sparse hairs glowed red with inflammation, irritated beyond belief. 

“I’m so sorry,” Tyler gasped. Emotion overtook him in a breathless second, whipping his shell of normality away. “Everything is my fault.”

“It’s Alejandro’s, more likely,” his dad said. He led Gary through to the bathroom and soon water was pounding away, steam puffing out into the front room in a cloud. 

When he re-entered the room where Wilma stood, and Tyler sat, he rubbed the back of his neck. “This stunt is a classic trick of your uncle’s. The little shit never bothers to think of something new if he can recycle the same tired ploys again.”

“Did you see them?” Wilma asked. Tyler saw for the first time that her face was creased in a fury. He remembered the smashing window glass before the gas filled the car. That would run her a hefty repair bill, no mistake.

But it appeared that repair bills weren’t top of Wilma’s mind. The shake of fury convulsing through her muscles was present for another reason. 

“I don’t understand why your family is made up of the worst scum in the universe, but if you could get the message out that hunting season is over, that would be really good.”

Taken aback at the boldness from her tiny frame, Tyler’s dad went back to his old standard. He snorted. 

“There’s no calling off the dogs, not once they’ve sniffed out their prey. I’m amazed you made it this far without somebody killing you for that damned rock.”

“Why are you amazed?” Wilma demanded. “We’ve been running blind for days, putting up with crap like that stunt your brother and his kin pulled out there.” She flapped her hand toward the street. “It would be a damn sight more helpful if you told us what you know!”

“Feisty wee thing, aren’t you?”

Tyler had already winced before Wilma slapped his dad across the face.

“Sit down, and tell us everything you know right now. This stupidity has gone on long enough!”

Tyler’s dad bunched his hand into a fist, drawing it back ready to punch. 

“Dad!”

Recovering his composure, the man uncurled his fingers, each one done with visible effort. “I suggest you don’t do that again, little lady. Hot tempers run in this family, don’t you know?”

He withdrew a few steps, sitting heavily in his chair.

“How did you do with the trials?”

Tyler had expected a different sentence to come out of his dad’s mouth. It took a few moments before his brain readjusted and found the right words to fit in a reply.

“I passed the first one,” he admitted. “The test for honor.”

“Really?” His dad’s eyebrows crawled so far up his forehead, they were in danger of disappearing into his hairline. “You passed one of them?”

Wilma opened her mouth to correct the number, but on a warning look from Tyler, she bit down on the words she’d been about to say. 

“I’ll go check on Gary,” she said instead, withdrawing out of the room.

“You picked a weird lot of friends to keep your company, son. Given half the world wants the object embedded in your hand, I’m disappointed you didn’t choose more wisely.”

“Half the world, eh?” Tyler shifted in his chair. The icepack he was alternating on his eyelids had lost the original magic, but it still felt damn good. “Does half the world even know that magic exists? ‘Cause I sure as hell didn’t.”

His dad sighed, wriggling his butt down further into the chair. “That’s your mom’s decision, not mine. I wanted to tell you what was up, but she wasn’t having any of it.”

“Mom knew?”

Tyler stared at his father, mouth agape. Of all the people that he’d thought would be involved in this wretched conspiracy, his dear departed ma hadn’t made the list.

“With all this fandangled rubbish going on around it, of course, she knew. There’s nobody lives in close contact with one of our clan for very long without having the stone or the pursuit of it shoved in their face.”

“I managed twenty-seven years.”

“No, you didn’t.” Tyler’s dad leaned forward, peering at his son with a concerned frown on his face. “I don’t know where your memory’s gone, but you knew a hell of a lot more back when you were young.”

The room shifted, jolting Tyler into bright awareness. The colors on show from the dim bulb overhead, suddenly became saturated, stained beyond endurance. He closed his eyes. Now, colors pulsed through his lids instead—a swirl of gold, blue, and brilliant red.

“I don’t remember,” Tyler said in a weak voice. It would have been strong except that a memory was chinking at the edge of his brain. Images pushing to overthrow his current senses and show themselves, desperate to once again be seen.

“Well, whatever.” His dad leaned back in his chair again, poking at the remote to turn the television back on. Sound blared out from the tinny speakers for a moment until Tyler reached across his father and turned it off. 

“You don’t get away that easy,” he said. “Withholding information at this stage could get my friends and me killed.”

“Telling you anything won’t work out well for me.”

“Who threw the canisters into the car?” Tyler asked, ignoring his father’s words. He could only concentrate on the danger to him at this time, expanding it out to encompass everyone was too big a challenge.

When his father insisted on keeping his mouth shut, Tyler waved his hand in front of the man’s face. 

“I can make you talk if that’s the way you want to play it.”

“Thought it was broken?”

“Only with regards to these two.” Tyler jerked his head at Wilma and the hallway leading to the bathroom. “For everything else, it works just fine. How do you think I got information out of Julius?”

“That weasel. If Julius comes near the stone again, shoot him dead. Better that than letting the slimeball get his hands on it again.”

“What did he do with it?” Wilma asked. “And who took it from him?”

“I lose track. I don’t want anything to do with it, so I try not to know about it at all.” Tyler’s dad offered them both a wide grin. “I figured that way, no one would ever turn up on my doorstep, bothering me for information.”

“But you know something of the stone and its history.” When his father began to shake his head, Tyler leaned forward, insistent. “You do. Outside, you said that the attack was something like Alejandro would try. If you hadn’t seen this kind of thing before, you wouldn’t know that.”

“And you ran straight out of the house with a shotgun, ready to scare them off.” Tyler turned to Wilma with his eyebrows raised. This was the portion of the action he’d missed. “You came screaming out of the house, threatening them. Nobody does that when something takes them by surprise. You were at the car almost by the time we got the doors open.”

He hesitated, looking from Tyler to Wilma, then clearing his throat rather than speaking. 

“Come on, Dad. We’re stuck here for the time being. I can’t drive until I can see and Gary’s in an even worse state. Tell us what you know.”

Tyler’s dad sighed. He opened his mouth, then the shower cut off. Wilma went to investigate then returned with a hand clapped to her eyes. 

“Some things you just can’t unsee,” she muttered, stretching out her other arm to feel for a chair. “Can you go help Gary instead?”

Tyler rose, but his father beat him to it. “You’re all right there, son. I’ll make sure your friend’s okay.”

Five minutes or more passed before the two of them re-entered the room, Gary looking so bedraggled that even Tyler could see the misery on his face. 

“I’ll order in some takeout,” his dad said, wandering through into the kitchen to grab the phone. “If you really want me to go through everything, this will take a while.”


Chapter Fourteen

Tyler’s dad sat back in his chair, crossing hands over his full belly. “The first time I heard about the stone, I was skipping school. When I didn’t feel like learning, I used to get off the bus and just walk back home. It would take two hours, then I’d sneak under the back porch and play there. It became enough of a habit that I’d leave a stock of snacks and comic books down there for entertainment.” He snorted. “They’re probably still down there. When I was kicked out of home, I left in quite a hurry.”

“You were kicked out? Why was that?” Tyler asked. 

“How about you let me tell the story, boy, and you save your questions till the end?”

Wilma poked Tyler in the side of his knee and handed over the Kung-Pow chicken. He gave her a grateful smile in return. At least, he thought he gave it to her, with the world still a blur it was hard to be sure.

“Anyway, I was under there playing, and my father started to yell at somebody. Real yelling, too, not the kind he used on us kids. He was screeching so loudly I thought he’d just about lost his mind.” 

Tyler opened his mouth to ask a question, then snapped it shut again. It would be good to record everything, make notes for querying further, but he couldn’t read it back at the moment, so there wasn’t much point.

“The man paying him a visit didn’t leave. I could hear Daddy getting the rifle down off the wall; he kept it nearby in case of trouble. The locks had a peculiar snappy sound when they released. To this day, if I hear anything similar my butt tightens up to a pinhole.” 

He laughed, but the sound emerged without a lot of joy. 

“The fellow didn’t move an inch, even with a rifle shoved in his face. Just stood there, hands on hips.” Tyler’s dad nodded toward Wilma. “With as much attitude as this little lady.”

‘This little lady,’ immediately had an increase in her attitude. Tyler could sense it without seeing, and held out his hand to squeeze her shoulder in solidarity.

“While I’m under the porch, wondering if there’s about to be a killing, a pink light exploded out. The glow lasted for a second, then faded away, but the imprint of it hung in my eyes.”

Tyler nodded. His eyes had a few imprints of their own at the moment.

“So, I stuck my face up to the wooden slats and peeked through a gap where they didn’t lie flush together. The rifle my daddy must’ve been holding onto a second before was floating in mid-air. I never saw anything like it before, though I’ve witnessed plenty worse than that since. My mind struggled with what the vision—I rubbed my eyes a few times before I could believe it.”

“What happened then?”

Tyler’s dad turned a sour look at Wilma, who stared back as good as she got.

“Well?”

“Well, nothing. That was about all there was. The man had come for money and took it. My father didn’t have any way to stop him.”

“Why…?” Tyler began, then chewed his bottom lip to stop himself speaking further. 

His dad filled in the gap. “Why would he want money or why’d he come to our farm to get it rather than the bank? Your guess is as good as mine. Seems those who have the stone in their power like to use it to make other’s lives a misery. Why go to a hole in the wall for cash when you can steal it out of someone’s pocket under the guise of them handing it over to you voluntarily?”

Tyler’s dad stopped, his hand clenching on the armrest. He began to cough, a sound emanating up from deep inside, fleshy, rough, and wet. 

“Damn smokes,” he said when his breathing came back under control. “I hope you didn’t pick up that dirty habit.”

“Only so long as I could afford them,” Tyler said. “It’s been a long time since I had to give them up.”

“Just as well. Cigarettes will kill you, and not nice and quickly neither.” He pounded on his chest, to loosen up his phlegm judging by the gob he soon spat into a tissue. 

“How the hell did a family who like inflicting misery end up the caretakers of the stone?” 

Wilma’s question was a good one, even if against the rules. It was so pointed that it seemed her query would go unanswered. Finally, Tyler’s dad sighed.

“Our lot wasn't always like this. There’re stories about the olden times when the first woman given the care of the stone was practically a goddess compared to those she lived among. The original knight picked well. Pity they didn’t foresee she and all her daughters after her would have a strong penchant for bad-boys.” 

Tyler’s father turned a wide smile on Wilma, managing to make his eyes twinkle despite their rheumy appearance. When he winked, he could have been Cary Grant in his prime. If Wilma hadn’t been a few years shy of sex appeal, he could have gotten lucky. 

“Guess whose genes were stronger.”

Tyler pressed the melting ice pack to his eyes again. Just as it seemed relief was attainable, the skin flared up in agony once more. “Julius thought there was a lady in Las Vegas who’s the rightful owner of the stone.”

“That old chestnut.” Tyler’s dad sucked his lip in, chewing it thoughtfully for a moment. “I don’t know if she’s the ‘rightful owner’”—he did some air quotes—“but there’s a lady in Vegas who has better command of it than most. I heard she stays at the Almighty Hotel, though whether she’s a performer or owner, I don’t know.”

A chill ran up Tyler’s spine, matching the cold compress against his face for temperature. He shivered. 

“What?” Wilma asked. “You know that place?”

Tyler’s dad excused himself to go to the bathroom, and Tyler lowered his voice to a whisper, leaving Gary and Wilma to lean forward to catch his words.

“It was one of the trials. The last one.” He shivered again, jerking his head toward the corner when he thought he heard a hiss. Nothing but wallpaper, carpet, and cobwebs. 

“I couldn’t do it,” he admitted. “I failed the trial. Even though I knew what I had to do, I couldn’t force myself to do it.”

“That was a dream.” Gary leaned forward and briefly laid his hand on Tyler’s knee. “You said so yourself. You were in a strange place and your mind just filled in the gaps with all the dreadful rubbish it could find.”

“I hope so.” 

Tyler’s dad came back in the room. His face was flushed, as though the effort of taking a piss was akin to running around the block. As he sat down, his hands shook. 

“What’s up?”

“Nothing. Where was I?”

Wilma came to the rescue while Tyler frowned at his father. The man was up to something, it was written all over his scheming face. 

“You were telling us about the woman in Vegas.”

“Right, right. Well, I don’t know the gal’s name or anything, but I’m sure the stone will let you know when you’re growing near. It does this thing”—he snapped his fingers in the air, searching for the word—“glows and hums when it’s near the place it wants to be.”

“How can a stone want anything?” Gary sounded as put out as if someone had insulted him to his face. “That stupid rock is just an inanimate object with a few party tricks. It can’t even fix the mess it made of Wilma and me, how can it know where it’s meant to be?”

Tyler’s dad just shrugged. “Don’t know, don’t care. My advice is, the less you know about these things, the better.” 

He nodded at Tyler. “If you genuinely shut out all the bad memories of when we had that stone in our possession, then more power to you. Better than waking up every morning wondering if the damn thing is going to bring you to an end. Or have you carved up, like your cousin Warren. That poor bugger.”

“What happened to Warren?” 

Tyler’s voice was full of worry. His conscious mind didn’t recognize the name, but something pressed in the back of his brain, insisting on hearing more.

“Some cop pulled him over a few years back. Hacked off his arm to get the stone.”

Tyler and Wilma stared at each other in horror while Gary gasped. 

“What? Knew him, did you?”

A knock came on the door, and Tyler’s dad relaxed. His body stopped shaking, and his face lost the gleam of sweat. “About time you were on your way.”

“What? Did you call us a taxi?” 

His dad burst into laughter, slapping the arm of his chair in hilarity. “No. You got your own wheels, I suggest you make use of them. I don’t want that stone here, I told you. Nothing but trouble.”

“I can’t see well enough to drive!”

His dad stared Tyler straight in his red-rimmed eyes, jerking his head toward the door. “That there is Child Protective Services. I don’t know what’s been going on with you son, but running around with a young lass isn’t any way to be.”

Tyler opened his mouth to retort, explain, scream in frustration but his dad pressed a finger up to his mouth. 

“No. You don’t need to talk, you need to listen. Sneak out the back and drive as best you can, doesn’t need to be far. I’ll keep Wilma here and hand her over.” 

He leaned forward and grabbed Tyler in a vice-like grip on the arm. “It’s best this way, believe me. You don’t want to take advantage of the stone then look back ten years from now to see the disgusting mess you made of your life. Get to Vegas and get rid of it if you must, but don’t continue to defile this little girl.”

“He’s not defiling anyone, you dirty old man!”

“I’m not the one who’s dirty. He is.” Tyler’s dad poked a finger straight into his son’s face. 

“Come on.” Wilma tugged on Tyler’s arm as the knocking came again. “We need to get out the back. I’ve still got the keys.”

“Can we get back into the car?” Tyler looked at Gary, in a much worse state. “What if it just makes everything worse again? I can barely see as it is.”

“So, you operate the pedals, and I’ll steer. There’s nothing wrong with my vision. Well,” Wilma corrected, “not much.”

“No, you don’t.” Tyler’s father reached over and gripped Wilma on the shoulder, near her neck. 

Even with his hazy vision, Tyler could see the look of pain on her face as his dad’s fingers twisted harder than they needed to. He knew that feeling—had experienced that exact same grip growing up. With a yell, he karate chopped his father on the wrist, hard as he could. His father still held firm. Tyler stuck his hand out, stone glowing, ready and waiting for his command.

“Let her go!”

“You fucking useless kid.” Still holding Wilma, his father leaned in close, his breath hot and putrid on Tyler’s face. “No wonder I left you and your mom when I had the chance. Thick as two planks, the lot of you.”

He pointed down at the stone in Tyler’s hand. “I used to be in command of that thing when you were young, you moron. First thing I did was protect myself in case it fell into the wrong hands. The stone won’t work against me.”

“Open the door!” The knocking came again, so hard this time that the door rattled in its frame. “This is Child Protective Services, and I can hear you fighting. I’m authorized to break down this door if I believe that a child is in danger, and I won’t hesitate to do that. Now, open up!”

The voice. Tyler recognized the voice. As he pulled Wilma close, he backed up a step, wondering if she’d still have a fake badge in a leather holder. 

“We’re going, and you’re not going to stop us. Wilma is no more a child than Gary is really a warthog.” Tyler pointed at the door. “You call them off, or I’ll spend the rest of my life making you sorry.”

Instead, Tyler’s dad strode over to the door, grabbed the handle, and threw it open.

“He’s there,” he shouted, pointing to Tyler. “My son, the pervert!”

The CPS woman from the second trial stepped into the room.

  

 


Chapter Fifteen

The CPS woman cast a dirty glance at Tyler, raised an eyebrow at Wilma, then turned to his dad. “There’s no need to shout. I’m not deaf.”

The man looked shamefaced—Tyler wondered how long it had been since a woman dressed him down. Too long, by the looks of things.

“Sir,” the CPS lady addressed Tyler’s father, “is this the girl in danger that you spoke about?”

At her appearance, like she’d stepped straight out of one of his worst nightmares, Tyler's head had started humming. Now he shook it clear. There wasn’t time for fear or confusion. If this woman hauled him away and placed Wilma in a home, then it might take years to sort out the damage.

“I called,” Tyler said. He spoke with a firm voice, so much calmer than his dad that it commanded the woman’s immediate attention. “I would have tried the police, but I was scared he would take my little girl and thought you’d respond quicker.”

She stepped inside the house, looking at the walls, the furniture, the water-stained ceiling. “This is your house?”

“No. I guess it’s his”—Tyler jerked his head at his dad—“but I don’t know for sure. He attacked us in the car. Me and my mate Gary were pepper sprayed or something. This fellow is a crazy man. He dragged my daughter, Wilma”—Tyler patted her shoulder and could have kissed her when she put her hand atop his—“inside this place, and we followed them inside. I thought he was going to kill us! Or worse,” he muttered darkly.

Tyler’s dad stepped forward, the conversation not heading in the direction he’d wanted it to. “Now, wait here—”

The CPS woman held her hand up, silencing the man with that one gesture. 

“Sorry? He pepper sprayed you while you were in your car?” The look the woman cast Tyler’s way was halfway between disbelief and disapproval. 

“We’d pulled over to ask for directions. The damn GPS is playing up, and we should have been at our motel an hour before.” Tyler shrugged. “I should have asked earlier but, you know. Men and asking directions.”

CPS lady pulled out her notepad. Tyler’s heart kicked into a faster beat. He recognized the pattern on the cover from his dream. If the trial had been a dream. 

“Let me get this straight. You pulled over to ask for directions from this gentleman.” Her nose wrinkled up at the use of the word in connection with his dad. “Then he sprayed you and stole your daughter from the car?”

Tyler’s dad tried again to interrupt, his brow furrowed in fury. The CPS woman shook her head at him, “You’ll get your turn, sir.” He withdrew a step, his hands tightening into fists.  

“This man broke the windows,” Tyler said. He pointed out to the side of the road where the shattered glass could clearly be seen. “Front and back. He was like a madman—shouting and making a scene. When we tried to shelter Wilma, he sprayed something into our faces.”

Gary stepped forward. “It hurt like a bugger. I still can’t see properly. Out of nowhere, it was. We were sitting there, deciding on where to go for dinner, then suddenly—POW! My face was burning, and my skin reacted like fire ants were crawling over me.”

 “What did you do next?”

“Came in here after him. There’s no way I’m letting my daughter get taken by a stranger without a fight. I thought he’d block the door or something, but he just opened it up and let us in. We’ve been trying to leave again for the past hour.”

Tyler gave an exaggerated sigh. 

“It’s my fault. I got in a bit of bother when I was younger, and it’s not in my nature to call the cops on anyone. Still, I couldn’t think what else to do. This man”—Tyler jerked his head at his dad—“was just sitting around like nothing had happened. Until we tried to leave, then the shit really hit the fan. He sprayed us with water and threatened to tie us up. When I said I was going to the bathroom, I called CPS instead.”

The woman stepped close to Tyler, assessing Wilma with a practiced eye, then casting her glance over to Gary. Her frown deepened, and she stared, transfixed. Gary tried to smile, but that just made his face curl into an even more bizarre configuration.

“Do you mind?” Tyler’s voice contained just the right amount of righteous anger to have her face him again. “My friend’s very sensitive about his facial deformity. Most people we come across know better than to stare.”

A blush started at the woman’s neckline, creeping up the creped skin of her throat and then spreading its crimson stain across her cheeks. As they blotched in discoloration, Tyler embellished his story some more. While his dad was staring, open-mouthed and speechless with rage, this might be his only chance.

“I’m glad you came so quickly. The past hour’s been like a bizarre nightmare.” Tyler edged toward the front door, staring down his dad. “Would you mind very much if we took off now? I’m worried if we don’t find our way to the motel soon, they’ll pass our reservation to someone else.”

“Only if they misunderstand the meaning of reservation.” The CPS lady looked at Tyler’s dad. “Is any of this bullshit true?”

“It’s not bullshit,” Wilma shrieked. She ran across the room and kicked the CPS lady in the shins. “This man”—she pointed at Tyler’s dad—“he gassed us or maced us or something. If you don’t believe me, then just go outside and check the car.”

“They’re talking nonsense.” After minutes of silence, Tyler’s dad found his voice again. It sounded weak and unsure. “They turned up with the little girl, and I know she’s not his. I called you lot as soon as I got the chance.”

“He is so my daddy,” Wilma shrieked, going into decibels that didn’t often get an airing. “You’re a monster. You busted up my car, and you hurt my dad and his friend. I wish we’d never stopped to ask you anything.”

You and me both, thought Tyler. 

“I can give you the address and phone number for the motel we’re staying at tonight.” Tyler offered the CPS woman a wide smile to accompany his words. “I don’t know what sort of testimony or interviews you’ll need from us, but we’re willing to cooperate in any way we can.”

“You can’t let them go,” Tyler’s dad shouted. “They’re diddling that little girl.”

“Nobody’s diddling me!” Wilma crossed her arms and looked at him with defiance. “You’re a dirty old man if you think my father or his friend had even thought of doing such a thing. They’ve got each other for that!”

Perfect! Tyler made a mental note to slip Wilma something extra with next week’s rent. If they ever got back into a situation where that plan made any sense.

The CPS woman cocked an eyebrow at Gary and Tyler. Not knowing what signals she was looking for, they both just stared back, their faces slack. She read whatever she needed into it, closing her notebook with a slap.

“Let’s see this car, then. I’ll take photos and that address, then you can all be on your way.” She turned to Tyler’s dad. “You, sir, are in a lot of trouble. Even if you didn’t harm this girl, the police would be interested to know how you obtained an illegal weapon.”

With a sullen voice, Tyler’s dad said, “Pepper spray isn’t illegal.” He realized his error a moment too late—the CPS woman’s face lit up. 

“So, you are admitting to spraying these good men with pepper spray?”

Tyler’s dad crossed his arms over his chest. “I’m not admitting to nothing.”

“Then the next visitors coming here will be the police. I hope you’re just as rude to them.” The woman leaned closer to him. “I hear they like it when you fight them during the arrest. Gives them a chance to work out with their fists, if you know what I mean.”

“This is bullshit. I called you. I was concerned for the girl.”

“We don’t take children away from their fathers just because they’re gay,” the CPS woman said. She paused, pursing her lips. “Least, not anymore we don’t.”

She escorted Tyler, Gary, and Wilma to the car. The shattered window glass still covered the seats. Tyler didn’t know where the canister from the front seat had gone, but the tear gas sat plumb in the middle of the back seat. Gary climbed in and lay on top of it before the CPS woman could see.

“Just a mobile number will be fine,” the woman said when Tyler started his charade of not remembering the exact name of the motel. “As long as it’s working, I can get ahold of you.”

“It’s working, all right,” Tyler said, writing down a fake number before settling into the front seat. The night was a blur of smeared streetlights and darkness. He hoped that the woman wouldn’t stand too close when he tried to drive away. 

A moment later the woman stared at him with her eyebrows raised. “Do you want to check the number you gave me again, sir? It appears you might have mixed up a digit.”

“Oh, Dad. You complete ass.” Wilma reached over for the notepad and scribbled a number down. “Try that one, it gets through to me.”

A moment later the cellphone in Wilma’s pocket began ringing, and the woman nodded as she disconnected the call. “Expect a phone call from me or the police later tonight. We’ll want to tee up interviews pretty quickly. You from out of town?”

“Yeah, just headed up to Vegas,” Wilma said. Her eagerness was written large upon her face. “Dad’s going to gamble away our life savings.”

The woman stared down in horror, then Wilma giggled. Soon, they were both wearing smiles. She slapped her hand on the side of the car twice before moving back to the sidewalk. 

“Can we get the fuck out of here?” Wilma asked under her breath. “I’ve been in care once before, and I don’t want to revisit it anytime soon.”

“Can you see?” Tyler asked while Gary rummaged around beneath him to fish out the tear gas canister and throw it out of the car. “Don’t litter!”

“I can see fine,” Wilma said. She popped the SIM card out of her phone, then reached across to grab the edge of the steering wheel. “Now, let’s go!”

They sped away, the back wheels skidding briefly on the road before they gripped hold and the car surged forward. In their wake, a confused CPS officer stared after them, no doubt wondering if she’d made a mistake.
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It took an hour before Wilma’s phone got a signal. She had an unused SIM card in her glove box. Along with the gun she stored in there, it made Tyler wonder if his landlady had other business interests that she kept secret.

“The Almighty Hotel is six streets back from the strip.” Wilma sniffed. “Let’s make a pact that none of us wander around the streets down there alone. The further you get from the main action, the more dangerous it is.”

“For me, I just want to get in and out of there.” Tyler’s sight had started to come back. Either that or the darkness didn’t present him with enough opportunities to see. He could follow the road now without Wilma having to keep hold of the steering wheel. When she’d finally pried her fingers off it, her face had been full of regret.

“I hope that they can get me back to adult-sized,” Wilma said. Tiredness dragged at her voice, pulling it down on the brink of melancholy. “I’m getting pretty sick of being fun-sized.”

“I’m getting pretty sick of being hog-sized.” Gary leaned forward to stick his weirdly shaped head between them. “All I dreamed of last night was looking in the mirror and seeing my old face staring back at me. I was in heaven.”

“Taking that a step too far, Gary.” Wilma turned, a cheeky grin cutting through her somber mood. “Nobody has ever looked at your mug and thought they were in heaven.”

He snorted—an action that a full-man-sized warthog shouldn’t do. Gunk flew in a ball to spatter on the dashboard.

“Ew!”

“That’s what you get for mocking me, little lady.” When it came to picking up on the words that annoyed folk, Gary had a true talent. “Plenty more where that came from.”

But Wilma didn’t let herself be drawn. “Settle down, Gary. No doubt this seedy hotel will be crawling with enemies. Save your mucus for them, okay?”

“Oh, shit!” Tyler banged the steering wheel, then eased the car over onto the soft shoulder. The suburbs with their solid masses of concrete sidewalks had long fallen away behind them. 

“What?” Wilma’s voice ran up the scale straight into panic. She sat bolt upright, leaning forward to peer over the dash.

“Sorry. No, I meant I’m a stupid shit,” Tyler said. 

“No need to announce that, dude,” Gary said with a snigger. “We already know.”

Tyler held the stone out towards his warthog friend. “Heal him.”

The same glow emerged that Tyler had witnessed in a pub bathroom before everything started to go wrong. When he thought having control of magic was great. Fabulous. Right before he discovered that he couldn’t have that and drink, too.

Gary’s reddened skin faded into its previous muddy hue. His eyes stopped bulging, the fluid swelling them drained away. The capillaries shrank back to their usual size. Even in the darkness of the roadside, Tyler immediately saw that he’d returned to normal.

“I tried this ages ago,” he admitted. “Then I forgot all about it.”

 Tyler placed the stone up to his face. “Heal me.” He felt the soothing relief as the dull burn in his skin and eyes fell away.

“I’m sorry, mate. I should’ve remembered and done that straight away.”

Gary rubbed his eyes and slapped his cheeks, his lips curling into a smile of joy. 

“No worries.” He blinked hard once, then again. “It’s amazing. Like nothing happened to me at all.”

“Do you need some?” Tyler asked Wilma, who nodded. Even though she’d come off lightly, her skin was still flushed from its passing acquaintance with the gas. 

“Just as well you didn’t remember,” Wilma said. “Otherwise, our trick with the CPS officer mightn’t have worked out as easy.”

Tyler nodded, but the feeling of stupidity lingered. “I wish I’d won that instruction manual. If this is a powerful gift, it’s completely wasted on me.”

“Seems like more trouble than its worth, even if you got it up and running.” Wilma leaned over to pat Tyler on the back of his hand. “Soon as we’re rid of the thing, I vote that we spend all the money in Gary’s account in celebration.”

“Seconded,” Tyler said at the same time that Gary said, “No!”

“I wonder if commanding pokey machines would work.” Wilma shifted around in her seat. The long hours of driving over the past few days had left them all uncomfortable. “I’ve certainly lost enough money to them.”

Tyler started up the car again, nosing it back onto the road. “You keep thinking of ways we can use it, I’ll keep trying to oblige.”

“Do you think it could swing us a room upgrade at this hotel?” Gary piped up from the back seat. “And a fully stocked minibar for those of us who can still drink.”

“A never-ending bowl of Cheetos,” Wilma said in a dreamy voice. “And not a single calorie among them.”

“A full gas tank,” Tyler mused just as the car jackrabbited to a stop.


Chapter Sixteen

The trio pulled up upside the Almighty Hotel early the next morning. During the night, they’d just stopped at the side of the road and slept as best they could. No taking turns driving. Both Gary and Tyler were too exhausted to consider that. 

The only thing that the Almighty Hotel shared with its mate from the Trials was its name and its lack of parking. The latter wasn’t because its garage was full up. It didn’t have a parking garage at all. 

Sandwiched between a low-class eatery and a peep show, with the peep show winning the cleanliness stakes, the Almighty Hotel stretched up an impressive four stories short. 

Low enough so that some wit had stood on the entrance façade and spray-painted out the word hotel. The replacement ‘mistake’ suited the shabby place better. Maybe that was why no one had bothered to remove it. From the fading paint, the amendment had been in place for quite a long time.

“Circle round again,” Wilma ordered. “This neighborhood is so bad, there’ll be some spot free.” 

Her voice was crammed with worry. Tyler understood that it was for the car rather than him or Gary. What with the beating it had already taken, Wilma’s pride and joy was looking rather rank. Smelled that way, too, thanks to the trip to the rubbish dump, already fading in his memory. 

“Dumb ass,” Tyler announced, pulling over to the curb. 

Wilma turned to him with a frown. “What?”

He held out the stone. “Make this car look like new.”

The pink glow enveloped them, then dissipated as quickly as it had formed. A woman peering out of a nearby window gave a start and disappeared. Otherwise, the streets were thankfully empty due to the time of day. 

“Do you think perhaps you should perform your magic tricks where not everyone can see them?” Wilma asked.

“It’s Vegas, baby.” Tyler stretched out his arms. “They’ll just think we’re Penn and Teller or David Copperfield.” He twiddled his fingers for added effect.

“You remember that we’re in the bad part of town, right?” 

Wilma’s glare made Tyler recheck the streets. “Yeah, it’s not the flashest.”

“But you decided to make the car look the best it’s ever done, just as we’re trying to park it on the side of the street. How about you put a flashing sign on the front, welcoming local car thieves to try their luck?”

“Yeah.” Tyler’s voice was so small that it barely squeaked out of him. “I can reverse it.”

“Look how that’s worked out so far,” Gary called out from the back seat. “I vote you leave it. I love this new car smell.”

“Should I try for a spot closer?”

“Just issue a command that the vehicle can’t be stolen.” Tyler’s eyebrows raised at Gary’s suggestion. The man was blossoming as a warthog. It would almost be a shame to turn him back.

“You okay with that, Wilma?”

She flipped her hand at him. Tyler commanded the stone, and the glow told him it had obeyed. Although there wasn’t any other visible sign to confirm the action, he felt comfortable it had done its thing.

“How are we going to work out who the owner is?” Gary asked. “Since we don’t have a name or occupation.”

“Dad said the stone would tell us.”

“He also said that you were a child molester,” Wilma butted in. “Shouldn’t we work out a plan B?”

“If you can think of something by the time we get there, let me know. Otherwise, we’ll go with Gary’s idea.”

The hotel entrance was shabby chic without the chic. It looked as though it had decided not to care for itself long ago and was now just waiting out the years to complete decay. 

A bored desk clerk looked up as the three of them entered, then went back to staring at his computer screen. No trouble. Wasn’t like he could help out at any rate. Tyler stared down at the stone in his hand, willing it to show him something.

“Well?” Wilma said. “Got a feeling, yet?”

“Give it a moment,” Tyler replied. “I’m sure it has to get used to the place first.”

“Yeah.” She snorted. “Wouldn’t want it to miss out on soaking up all this ambiance.”

“Exactly right.” Tyler was barely listening to Wilma as he pivoted in a slow circle. He felt like one of those old-time listening devices, with his outstretched palm instead of a metal satellite dish. 

“I’ll be at the vending machine if anyone needs me.” Wilma walked away, fiddling in her pockets for some change. 

“Gary? You want something?”

Gary looked like the thing he could do with most was an aspirin or another night’s sleep. He walked over to peruse the selection, scratching behind one floppy ear.

Tyler stretched out his hand further, circling again. This time he faced the palm downward in case he’d been doing it wrong. The image of an instruction manual pulsed deep inside his brain. All that chased it away was the memory of intertwining snakes. 

“Hey, guys!” 

Tyler’s voice was so bright with optimism that even the desk clerk looked up at his call. “There’s something here, I can feel it pulling me.”

Wilma and Gary walked back, staring at Tyler’s outstretched hand and then the spot on the floor. Reaching out one delicate toe, Wilma tapped on the carpet. Apart from releasing a tiny puff of putrid air, nothing happened.

“And what?” she demanded. “Are we meant to burrow down through the floor?”

Tyler strode over to the reception desk. “Excuse me? What’s downstairs?”

“You booked into a room?”

“Maybe. Depends on what’s downstairs.”

Tyler stared at the man, mirroring his insolence until he shrugged and looked back at his monitor. “Downstairs is the basement. If you really want to visit there, I’m sure our janitor, Ralph, can give you a guided tour. Does fuck all else around here.”

Tyler waited for a moment, giving the clerk a chance to explain further. When he didn’t, Tyler slapped his hand down on the desk so hard it made the man jump. 

“Where do we find Ralph?”

The desk clerk frowned and jerked his head at the elevator. “He’s downstairs in the bloody basement. Where else do you think he’d be? Do you want that reservation?”

“What time’s check-in?” Wilma asked. 

“Two o’clock.”

“We’ll let you know after two o’clock, then.” 

He shrugged, already entranced by the magic of the internet again. Tyler pressed the button for the lift. 

“Do you really believe that Ralph, the janitor, is the keeper of the stone?” Wilma clearly didn’t. Her voice was dripping with contempt.

“I don’t know.” Tyler stepped into the elevator when it opened, pressing his hands against the walls in a quick reflex to ensure they were solid and not about to drop off. “Best plan we’ve got at the moment.”

“We could always give up on it,” Wilma said. “Take the stone back to the trailer park and turn it into the most spectacular place you’ve ever seen.”

“Until the daily hail of gunfire turns it back into a dump.” Tyler shivered. The more time that passed since the trials, the more they infiltrated his head.

The elevator doors closed, and the car jerked violently before beginning its downward trek. Despite only having to travel one floor, it took almost a minute before the lift dinged and began to slide open.

“Remind me to become a high roller,” Gary said, sidling out. “I’d rather stay at home than come on holiday to this.”

“That’s because my trailer park is awesome,” Wilma said. “If you’d opted for that dive park down in the southern borough, then you might have a different view.”

That was a scab over an old wound, and Tyler wasn’t man enough to pick it just yet. He stepped out and looked into the shadows. A bulb overhead glowed, but at forty watts it didn’t do much to penetrate the darkness. 

“Hello,” Tyler called out, “anybody down here?”

“There’s a door down the end of the hall,” Wilma said, peering. She gave Tyler a shove between his shoulder blades. “Lead on.”

“Perhaps we should wait until he hears us.” Tyler’s sick feeling in the elevator had turned into a slow creep of dread. If he could hang back for a minute, that sounded good to him. Horror movies had once been the staple of his childhood. Venturing down a dimly lit corridor in the basement brought too many gory endings to mind.

“Man up.” Wilma gave him a shove again. “You don’t expect poor Gary to lead us, do you? You’re the one with all the magic.”

She twiddled her fingers and rolled her eyes. 

“I can go in front if you like,” Gary said, staying exactly where he was. “If you need someone else to lead you into danger, that is.”

“Fine.” Tyler forced himself to walk one step forward, then another. Once his legs got the hang of it again, he took long strides. “Ralph? Are you down here?”

“Who the hell are you?” the voice boomed from behind them. Tyler jumped a foot into the air, his heart racing. When he turned, Wilma and Gary were edging backward, leaving him to face the music again.

“You the janitor?”

Ralph pointed at the name tag sewn onto his dark blue overalls, just above his job description. “Yeah,” he added, perhaps thinking that Tyler couldn’t read.

“The guy upstairs on the front desk said you’d give us a tour of the basement.”

“Eh?” The man’s face twisted into a deep frown.

“The desk clerk.” Tyler pointed at the ceiling. “He said you’d give us a tour of the basement.”

Ralph looked at each of them in turn, his gaze lingering until they all shifted their feet in discomfort. “This some sort of joke?”

Tyler sighed and closed his eyes. A headache thumped in his temple, keeping in beat with his heart. His body that had craved sleep an hour ago, now felt wired, like he’d snorted half a gram of coke.

“I know it’s a bit weird, mate. We just need to have a look around down here. Is that okay?”

“No.” Ralph reached into his back pocket, and Tyler stiffened. When he pulled it out into view, there was a cell phone in his hand. “Just a moment.”

He turned to the side as though that would hide him from view. After pressing a contact button, Ralph held the phone up to his ear.

“Fuck it!” he said after a minute. “The damn thing hardly ever works down here.”

“Who were you calling?” Gary asked. “We don’t want any trouble.”

“I was calling that dickhead on the front desk. I don’t know why he sent you down here, but I bet he’s laughing his ass off. You need to get out of here.” Ralph flicked his hand toward the elevator. “I’ve got to get back to work.”

“Can’t we just look around down here for a bit by ourselves?” Tyler asked. “Check-in isn’t until two o’clock, so we’ve got time to kill.”

“Not my problem. I can’t have guests wandering around down here, it’s out of bounds. If you hurt yourself, it’s me that’s out of a job.”

The stone in Tyler’s hand pulled him, aching to go down, down, down.

“Is there another floor below this one?” As the question left his mouth, the stone thrummed and grew warmer.

“Where did you say you’re from?”

Tyler shrugged. “We didn’t. We’re down here for the week from Los Angeles.”

Ralph frowned and shook his head. “Not what part of the country are you from.” His voice was filled with disgust and a tinge of wariness. “What organization sent you?”

“We’re not from any organization.” In the darkness of the basement corridor, the truth sounded like a lie. Ralph looked at them through narrowed lids, holding his hand out in warning when Gary shifted his weight from one foot to the other.

“You need to leave. I’ve already asked you twice. If you don’t go, I’ll call security to come downstairs and make you leave.”

Wilma stepped forward, making the man withdraw even though he towered over her by at least a foot. “You’re not going to call anybody. As you just said”—she nodded at the cell phone in his hand—“there’s no reception down here. Tell us what you’re hiding, then maybe we’ll leave.”

“I’m not hiding anything. You have no right to come down here and accuse me of things!”

“Come on,” Gary said. “Let’s go. This is silly. We’re obviously upsetting this man, and it’s not like we’re going to strike it rich in the bowels of this hotel. We need to get to the strip and set up some action.”

Tyler and Wilma turned to him in surprise, but he’d already walked halfway back to the lift.

“There you go,” Ralph called out. “Do like your friend says and stop bugging me. And tell the desk clerk that he’s a dick.”

“What are you doing?” Tyler whispered as they stood back outside the elevator again. 

“Just wait.”

The janitor moved back down the hallway and disappeared into an office. When the latch on the door clicked shut, Gary turned and crept down the corridor. He jerked his head at Tyler and Wilma for them to join him, then put a finger up to his lips in case they hadn’t twigged what was going on. 

Around the corner, Gary poked his head back one more time to check that the janitor’s door was still closed, then hustled them further along. “There’ll be a staircase along here,” he whispered.

“How do you know that?” Wilma’s quiet voice was so different from her normal one that the effect in the dimness was eerie. 

“There wasn’t a fire escape beside the elevator,” Gary said. “So, it has to be at the edge of the building. You can only build stairs in the middle or the edge. Otherwise, you’re wasting all the space.”

Before Tyler or Wilma could think of an exception, he pointed ahead with a satisfied grin on his face. “There you go!”

The exit sign was broken, but a plaque on the door showed a series of right angles leading down, the universal symbol for stairs. As he pushed open the door, Tyler tensed for an alarm. It opened silently. Whoever oversaw fixing up the lighted sign was probably in charge of setting the alarm. No doubt, that someone was sitting in his closet right now, having a break.

The stairway led up and down. Despite there being no notices on the elevator showing lower floors, Tyler was glad to see that the stone had known. Since it was the only thing that seemed to understand what it was doing, he held it out in front of him and let it lead the way.

“Can you stop doing that?” Wilma snapped at him. “It’s freaky. I preferred it when it was tucked away in your pocket.”

“It’s not freaky.” Tyler turned his hand over and looked at the play of colors over the stone’s surface. “It’s cool.”

“So not cool, dude,” Gary said. “Nothing that color could ever be cool.”

“I like it,” Tyler declared. “It reminds me of something healing.”

“Like Pepto-Bismol?” Wilma cackled with laughter. 

The discussion became a moot point as they walked two floors lower. Whoever should have been taking care of the stairwell hadn’t bothered to replace the bulbs. The further they descended, the darker it got. Soon, Tyler could feel the pressure from the weight of concrete pressing on him. His breath grew short. The hotel was closing in from every side. He’d be no match for its block and steel.

“All the single ladies,” Gary suddenly sang in the blackness. 

“All the single ladies.” Wilma joined in.

In an instant, Tyler’s mood lifted. They continued to sing as they delved deeper into the hotel. Four stories down, five, six. When they got to twelve, Wilma insisted on stopping so they could have a break.

“It’s all right for you two, with your adult-length legs. I feel like I’m trotting just to keep up.”

She pulled a packet of cigarettes out of her pocket and lit up. The glowing tip illuminating her face from the mouth up, so she looked like an evil pixie.

“I hope this doesn’t go down too much further,” she said, staring above her. “It’s creeping me out.”

Tyler nodded his head. “Me, too.”

Gary leaned against the wall. “What if this is a trap?”

Wilma inhaled a deep puff. “Why would it be a trap?” She breathed out a plume of smoke.

“I’m not saying that it is. Just”—Gary waved his hand around at the blank concrete sealing them in on all sides—“if it is, we’ve got nowhere else to go. We’re screwed.”

“We could run back up,” Tyler said. 

“We barely managed to walk down, dude. I don’t think we’ll stand much of a chance at escape by sprinting back up. Besides, if the hotel sends out someone to follow us down…”

Gary trailed off, leaving the import of his words to settle over them like a damp cloud. Tyler leaned over and snagged the cigarette out of Wilma’s hand.

“Hey,” she called out, trying to snatch it back. 

Tyler held it above her head, like an overgrown schoolyard bully. “Just one puff? Please. It’s been so long.”

Not waiting for an answer, he put the cigarette into his mouth. The entire unsmoked portion immediately fell away into ash.

“Thanks, asshole.” Wilma stamped her foot. “Remind me not to pass you any weed later.”

“You have weed?” Gary straightened up, and a smile leaped onto his face. “Where is it? Can we smoke it now?”

“No, you can’t smoke it now.” Wilma gave a sniff. “Certainly not before heading down these stairs again. I already feel like I’m tripping out.”

“It could calm us down.”

“It could make you paranoid,” Tyler said. He wasn’t sure how much of his retort was due to concern and how much to frustration.

If I can’t have any, neither can you.

They started downstairs again. As the three of them descended through the levels, the echo from their footsteps changed. The sound became darker, muffled, like a secret shoved in the back of a closet never again to see the light of day. 

“All the single ladies,” Gary tried again. The basement of the hotel had swallowed up Tyler and Wilma’s enthusiasm for singing. When nobody joined in, he stopped, embarrassed.

After another ten levels, the stairs pitching at a steeper angle, each flight leading them further underground than the one before, a door blocked their path.

Tyler looked down at the stone in his palm, humming and glowing with energy. “Let's hope they have snacks down here. I’m starving.”

He knocked on the door.


Chapter Seventeen

Nobody answered. After another knock, Tyler put his ear flush against the metal to listen. A soft hum sounded, but whether that was from inside or just the flow of blood to his ear, he couldn’t determine.

“Just turn the handle and see if it’s unlocked,” Wilma said. Her voice was even higher than usual, reedy, thin. She shifted from foot to foot, winding up Tyler’s tension. 

“It won’t be unlocked.” He turned the handle and fell inside a step to the accompaniment of Wilma’s derisive snort. Fair enough. He deserved that one.

The room was small and empty. When Gary drew the door behind him, Tyler leaped over to keep it ajar. “Just in case,” he said and laughed. The sound ricocheted off the walls and twisted into a moan straight out of hell.

“Good point.” Gary opened it wide until its handle banged into the wall. “Should I stay here? Keep guard and all that?”

Wilma turned to him with her eyebrow raised. “You mean, stay out here and protect us from an empty room while a small girl gets to go into the next one?” She jerked her head at the inner door, the only feature of the room apart from smooth concrete walls. 

“It was just an offer.” Gary puffed his chest out, showing off his wounded pride. “I’m more than happy to stay with you two.”

“Big man.” 

“Quiet!” Tyler put his ear up to the next door, again not sure if the sounds he heard were internal or external. Dread slowly filled up his legs, weighing them down like slow-drying concrete. By the time it tickled at the underside of his balls, Tyler could happily have split and run. 

Then a snake slithered out beneath the door.

Gary leaped forward, crushing its head with one stamp of his deformed foot. He bent down and flicked the body out the open door behind them before Tyler had time to work out what had happened. A delayed shudder of shock ran through his body. Wilma stepped forward, elbowing him out of the way.

“Let me go first. Whatever’s in there, it’s less likely to attack an innocent little girl.”

Tyler gratefully fell back a foot, letting a child do his job, while he concentrated on wiping the heavy beads of sweat off his forehead. 

The door swung open. Inside, every miscreant that had taunted them since the day Tyler received the stone stood in open defiance.

Julius was closest. He held a gun in one hand and a flick-knife—the blade already exposed—in the other. 

To the accompaniment of a slow clap, Tyler walked into the room.

“About time,” Julius said. “We were about to give up hope. Do you think this dank hole in the ground is where I want to spend my time when I’m in Vegas?”

His voice boomed around the large chamber, bouncing off the concrete walls. The room behind them could have fit inside this one forty times over. The ceiling stretched whole stories into the air.

“Where is she?”

“Where is who?” Julius taunted. “If you’re looking for someone in particular, you should at least address them by name.”

To his right and left, stood the same gunmen that had accompanied Julius on the first raid. The CPS lady stood further around the circle. After her presence, Tyler felt no shock at all when he saw his dad. 

“I don’t know the name. I just know that someone here is the owner of the stone!” He held it aloft, hoping for attention. The men and women in front of him offered their weapons instead. A dozen barrels were pointed at him. In the corner of his eye, Tyler spotted a teenage boy with a can of tear gas at the ready. 

Tyler called upon a hundred epic fantasy films. “Let me pass. I don’t want to hurt you.”

This time, it was more than Julius who joined in the mockery. Everywhere Tyler turned were sniggers and stares. 

On his right, he felt Wilma’s shoulder brush against his arm as she crowded in beside him. To Tyler’s left, Gary did the same. 

“There is someone in this room who is the rightful owner of the stone! Let them come forth now.”

A wave of “oohs” and “aahs” went around the armed circle, not in reverence but in further mockery. Tyler’s arm began to grow tired of being thrust into the air. He softened his elbow to give his muscles a break.

“If you force me to use the power of the stone,” Tyler intoned, “it won’t be pretty. Some of you already know all too well the harm that it can do.”

Julius raised his gun further, the barrel now pointing straight between Tyler’s eyes. 

“Go on, then. Do your worst.”

Tyler flung his hand out towards the group. “Freeze,” he commanded. 

Each member of the assembly froze in place. Tyler lowered his hand and shook out his arm. 

“What now?” Gary said. “We still don’t know which one of this lot is meant to get the stone.”

Tyler shrugged. “I guess we start sorting through them. Find out who they’ve trapped there in the middle.”

He pointed to where a curve of a metal bar could just be seen in the gap between Julius and one of his henchmen. A hand grasped the bar, belonging to someone trapped inside.

Gary stepped forward, reaching out to take the gun from Julius’s hand.

“I don’t think so, Warthog.” Julius turned the gun to aim at Gary’s face but looked back toward Tyler as the room exploded with laughter. 

“The stone doesn’t work in here, fool,” he said, spitting at Tyler’s feet. “And really? That’s all you’ve got? You’ve had the stone for five days now, and you’re still using the command you learned in the first two minutes?”

Julius stepped forward, forcing Gary to withdraw an equal distance. 

“If I’d had something with the stone’s power for that long, I’d own half the world by now.”

Wilma ran up and kicked Julius’s ankle. His henchman stepped forward and slapped her out of the way. 

“Do you want to just hand it over now?” Julius asked, shoving the gun forward until it pressed against Gary’s forehead. His breath stank of alcohol, softening the harsh consonants of his words into slush. “Save us all some bother with a side-helping of death?”

Tyler looked around the room. Each one of the men or women who’d been standing around the center point had moved. Now they advanced on him, Wilma, and Gary like the front of a gathering storm. In their hands were the weapons of lightning and thunder ready to rain chaos and destruction down upon them. 

They were outmanned, outgunned, and outmaneuvered. Tyler felt himself curving in towards Julius’s logic. He’d come here to pass on the stone, did it really matter that much who he gave it to?

A flash of light caught Tyler’s gaze, and the gun flew out of Julius’s hand. He looked down at the stone, expecting to see a pink glow responsible for the damage. Then Wilma pushed past him, her glove compartment gun once again at the ready. 

Gary scrambled for Julius’s weapon as it skidded across the floor. He stood up, moving to stand shoulder to shoulder with Wilma. Even with the new addition, it was an impossible fight.

Fuck it.

As the swarm of men fell upon them, Tyler rose to the challenge. He’d come here to give the stone to someone—a person meant to be in charge of its power. Damn it if this mess of dangerous fools and imbeciles would thwart him. They could pull the stone out of his cold, dead hand.


Chapter Eighteen

Wilma fired again, this time on one of Julius’s henchmen. Tyler threw himself into the gap that opened, bending double. Bullets whistled above his head. Men on either side of him dropped to these knees or sprawled on the ground. Two shrieked with pain. One lay dead. 

In front of him, Tyler saw the woman held in the cage. Candy. No sign of her little boy. He screamed with rage and powered toward a man who held his weapon out ready to fire.

The bullet struck the stone, knocking Tyler’s arm back with such force that it tore his shoulder muscles. His forward momentum slowed but still carried him into the man, beating him back. They both tripped, landing on the ground. The air whooshed out of Tyler’s lungs. 

Oh, you’re doing a great job.

“Give me the stone, son!” Tyler’s dad thrust his hand in between the tussling men. “I’ll look after it. You can trust me.”

A laugh erupted from Tyler, and he gasped in a breath on its heels. “Get the fuck away from me!”

He picked up the head of the man pinned below him, smashing it down into the concrete floor. The bare gray expanse turned into a Jackson Pollock painting. Crimson spatters everywhere. 

When his dad stuck his hand in front of Tyler’s face again, he grabbed it, sinking his teeth into it and whipping his head back and forth. His dad screamed and thumped him on the back of the head, then tried to hit him in the eye. Tyler jerked backward, teeth still buried in flesh and bone. The punch glanced off his brow. 

Tyler let go, his jaw aching. He struggled to his feet and while his father bent double, cradling his wounded hand, smashed his head against the wall.

“That’s for leaving,” Tyler shouted. He smashed his father’s head into the concrete again. “And that’s for turning up again.”

The man sank to his knees, one eye pointing to the far wall, one investigating the ceiling. Tyler backed away, breathing hard, straight into the blade held by a man standing behind him.

Enraged, he caught the man’s jaw in his hands and pushed himself backwards, ignoring the pain. In front of him, Tyler saw the flashes as Wilma shot another hapless member of his clan. Where before, twelve or more men and women had stood, now most of them were on the floor. Some shrieking. Some whimpering. Some still and silent. 

He drove the man against the wall. The blade bit forward, pushing deeper into Tyler’s side. It felt like someone had punched him with a burning fist. 

He roared and tried to jam the man’s head back, but he didn’t have the leverage. The man twisted his head free, pulling at his knife. The pain as it turned and came out of Tyler’s flesh sent starbursts of dizziness igniting inside his head. 

“Let him go!”

Wilma stood in front of Tyler, pointing the gun at the man’s head. He held the knife up. “Put the gun down, or I’ll stab him again.”

Every cell of Tyler’s body told him they wanted out. Time to quit. Out of his mouth came the words, “Shoot him.”

The blade bit into the side of his chest this time. It tore through the cartilage binding his ribcage. Stabbed into his lungs. Wilma’s shot sounded like the pop of a finger in a mouth. As Tyler fell forward, succumbing to the pain, his body was joined with another body’s weight. 

He hit the floor. Tyler tried to get his hands up, to protect himself. They belonged to another person, one who wouldn’t pass on his commands. He crashed face first into the concrete floor, breaking his nose, teeth and bone exploding shrapnel into his skin, his eyes. 

“Gary!” Wilma’s voice terrified Tyler more than his pain. It sent a shiver up his spine until the growing weakness of his body refused even that movement.

“Gary. Help!”

The world disappeared, plunging into blackness. Thought you were a hero?  His brain mocked him as the circuitry began to turn off, pain tripping the breaker switches. 

“Tyler. Don’t you dare die.” A slap on his cheek startled him into opening his eyes. The world crowded back into focus. “Stay with me,” Wilma shouted. “Stay with me.”

“I’m fine.” Tyler reached up to brush away the burning log attached to his side. His hands refused to obey. “Get me closer to the woman!”

Gary’s face shoved into view. There was blood staining the tusks on either side of his misshapen snout. Tyler felt grateful not to be on the wrong end of those things.

“Get me close to the woman so I can hand the stone over to her.”

He couldn’t feel them pulling his arms. Coldness became the only sensation Tyler could register. Why is concrete always so cold?

The curved bars of the cage came into view. Candy reached out her arm toward him. The fingers of her hand were stained with rust where she’d gripped the twisted iron holding her captive. 

A hiss traveled across the room. Even that most dreaded of sounds couldn’t mobilize Tyler into action. His limbs were heavy. Too heavy for him to lift. Lead weights that would drag him down into the darkness if he closed his eyes for a second.

“Gary? Can you lift my arm with the stone in it? Give it to Candy.”

“How do you know my name?” the woman asked. Surprise shone in her face, twisting her brow and highlighting wrinkles that she’d worked hard to cover with foundation. 

“I saw you,” Tyler said. He tried to add, in the trials. I saw you in the trials. Instead of words, a glut of blood came up to stain his lips and his teeth with dark red. 

“Quick!” Wilma said. She helped Gary to position Tyler’s dead arm so that Candy could pluck the stone out of his palm.

Coldness filled the gap. The bullet hole scar from Tyler’s first battle turned into icicles stabbing their chilly spikes into his flesh.

“Can you heal him?” Wilma asked. She was hoarse from emotion, her voice thickening down the octaves until it sounded like she was a forty-year-old pack a day smoker once again. “Can you heal him?”

“Sure.” Candy closed her eyes and Tyler struggled.

“What?” Wilma asked. “What is it?”

“We need to get outside. The stone doesn’t work in here.”

“Shit!”

Tyler looked at the despair in her eyes. He remembered trying to drag a dead cop close to a dumpster. The weight of him. What an utter failure that had been. Gary grabbed hold of his arm, ready to try his best. 

“You need to let me out, too.” Candy pointed across the room, well out of Tyler’s limited view. “There’ll be a set of keys in that one’s pocket.”

Wilma scurried to fetch them. Tyler closed his eyes in a long blink, feeling the engorged darkness opening around him, wanting to suck him deep inside. He gave a small cry and opened his eyes again. Gary patted his shoulder, a pinpoint of warmth in the cold. “Steady on, dude. We’ll have you sorted in a minute.”

Tyler turned his head and saw a snake slithering across the floor toward him. Another appeared from a tiny slit in the wall and joined its mate. Traveling together, just like Tyler had journeyed with his friends. Sorrow clogged up his throat. He remembered Wilma drumming her hands with excitement on the dashboard, shouting, “Road trip!”

A snap sounded close to his ear, and Tyler opened his eyes. He couldn’t remember closing them. The view was straight up Gary’s nostrils. It looked like mucus was throwing a congealing party up there. 

Tyler smiled and tried to say, “Don’t snort on me,” but nothing moved. Not his lips, not his mouth, not his tongue. The coldness bored deeper into his flesh. The heat of his blood poured from his body, making more room for its icy chill. 

A key rattled in a lock above his head. The door squeaked as it opened. Tyler saw the flash of leg as Candy stepped out over him. She turned to Wilma and Gary, “Ready?”

Together they pulled Tyler out of the room. Their uneven progress made his head bump as though going over invisible sleeping policemen. As they dragged him, his wounded side caught on the outflung arm of a dead man. Julius. Tyler stared into his cousin’s unseeing eyes with horror. For a second, he seemed like his closest friend.

A thought surged up through Tyler’s body, giving him renewed energy. His friends had been trapped inside their own versions of broken bodies for far longer than him. He tugged on Candy’s arm, and she bent over his prostrate body. 

“Change my friends back first.”

“Don’t be silly,” Wilma said, catching his whispered words. “We’ll live. You won’t.”

Candy shook her head, though, and Tyler smiled. “If it’s what he wants, then it’s what he gets. This can be the reward for returning the stone to me.”

Propped up against the wall, Tyler watched as Candy raised her hand, the stone glowing with pink fervor. “I wish these two to be returned to their previous forms.”

The glow zapped out in a line, encircling Wilma and Gary before heading back to enhance the brightness of the stone. Tyler closed his eyes. It was working. After all they’d gone through to bring the magic home, it was a perfect ending to their adventure.

Then Candy repeated the instruction. “I wish this warthog and this child to recover their former adult human bodies.”

Tyler cracked an eye open. Wilma and Gary looked the same, except a lot more frustrated.

“Let me guess,” Wilma said, her sarcasm doing little to mask the exasperation. “He broke it. Now stop dicking about and heal him while the stone still has any use at all.”

Fear struck into Tyler’s belly, an icepick digging deep and spreading cold throughout his torso. He should have had the stone reinforce him into a superhuman while he had the chance. Instead, he’d done nothing. Too lazy to learn. Too unimaginative to experiment. 

Candy looked worried. With the amount of pain he was in, Tyler really didn’t want her to look so upset.

“Heal Tyler.” 

A pink glow enveloped him in a hug. Tyler could feel it moving across his body, fighting back the creeping chill with steady persistence. For a second, he thought it would win. He smiled. Then the cold blackness surged in a wave across his body, and his leaden limbs dragged him down into the depths.


Chapter Nineteen

Freshly discharged from hospital half a day later, the dejected group went back to the Almighty Hotel bar. The barman cast a suspicious eye over Wilma, and she glared back, baring her teeth in a snarl. He looked away, serving a customer at the counter. When finished, he turned back to face Wilma again. She was still staring from the first time.

“I suppose it’s out of the question for me to slip you a shot.”

Wilma finally broke eye-contact with the bartender, turning to look at the warthog instead. “Good comprehension skills, Gary. Keep it up, and people will mistake you for being smart.”

He nodded, betraying not an ounce of hurt on his features. Of course, the snout and tusks made him a difficult read.

“Seems a bit stupid to be in here at all,” Tyler said. “Since you’re the only one drinking. I’d rather take my chances on the pokies than watch you guzzle down another beer.”

“You’re just jealous.”

“Yes, Gary. That’s my point.”

“No one’s stopping you from joining me. Those antibiotics guidelines are just that: guidelines.”

“When you’re the one with two gaping wounds in his side, I’ll happily let you make the call.” Tyler ran his fingers over his T-shirt, feeling the mesh covering his wounds underneath. “Until then, I’ll just play it safe.”

“That’d make a nice change.” Wilma yawned, her jaw opening so wide that it clicked. “God, I’m bored. I never thought I’d say that in Vegas.”

“Not a town renowned for its activities for children.” Tyler reached over and ruffled her hair, earning himself a scratch on the back of his hand. “Ow. Remember, I’m an injured man!”

“Could be worse,” Wilma said, an edge in her voice. “For a while there, I thought you were a dead one.”

Tyler had missed out on the excitement of being carted up endless flights of stairs by two and a half people. When the stone proved ineffective, there’d been no option but for them to try. Wilma’s arms had shaken so severely after the trek that the hospital had checked her in, too. For hours afterward, she’d stayed hooked up to a drip while the nursing staff checked her for signs of shock.

Gary was fine.

The glowing stone might have kept him from passing over the horizon into death, but it had done bugger all to heal him. After waiting so long to find someone who knew how to use the damn thing, it had pissed Wilma and Gary off no end that Candy couldn’t get the stone to reverse their changes either.

“Here she comes,” Gary said, pointing with a beer in his hand. He skulled it back in one long draft, licking the foam from his snout with a curl of his enormous tongue. 

“Hey.” Candy pulled up a chair and sat down. Tyler noticed that the barman’s intense interest in Wilma immediately faded. He started to wipe down the countertop with a vengeance instead of as a ruse to keep his eye on them. 

Bloody sexist! Although Tyler supposed he should just count himself lucky that the CPS wouldn’t be called on him again. 

“You have any luck?” Gary asked, hope filtering into his voice. 

“Nope.” Candy pulled her chair closer and bent forward, lowering her voice. “There’s no one there knows a damn thing about anything. It’s a pity. I think that was our last hope.”

The instruction manual that Tyler had fought for in the desert was already in Candy’s possession. A massive tome, it contained almost no relevant information. Instead, it provided a history of how the stone came to be and the extended family history of scumbags who fought to possess its power. Great reading, unless you wanted actual knowledge of how to apply a fix for a warthog and a girl.

Even the commands were now going hinky. The ease with which Tyler had stopped a bunch of gunmen was lost, never to return.

“I’m grabbing a beer. You want anything?” Candy raised her eyebrows at Tyler. He thought of how wonderful a cool draft would be. If he had just one beer inside him, the itches emanating from the wounds in his side wouldn’t irritate him half as much. 

“Go on, then,” he said, reaching into his back pocket. 

“Don’t be silly.” Candy stepped over to the bar. “You don’t have any money, remember?”

Gary glared at Tyler. Despite his ill-health, Tyler had already been on the receiving end of a tirade pointing out that Gary had told him to get more money before giving the stone back. 

Tyler glared back at him, unmoved. If they’d used up more of the stone’s capability, then its weak ability to heal Tyler may have been none. Then he’d be dead. 

The thought chilled his flesh into ice and blackened Tyler’s vision. A quick snapshot memory of how it came calling for him before.

Candy attracted the barman’s attention faster than Gary had, but had to endure his small talk for far longer as he made a meal of pouring out two beers. Tyler didn’t know which bartending school he’d gone to, but surely it wasn’t necessary to let the beer settle after pouring each quarter. 

Finally happy with the brimming result, the man waved away Candy’s money. Tyler grinned. If the guy thought he was staking out a prize for later tonight, he’d be in for a rude shock. 

“Here you go.” 

Candy plonked the glass in front of Tyler. Beads of condensation grew on its icy sides. When he lifted it, they clung to the palm of his hand. A soothing balm that he’d missed for far too long.

“Here’s to Candy and the return of her stone,” Tyler said. Wilma glared at him, crossing her arms. “What?”

“Bad enough that no one even bothers to ask if I’d like a soft drink,” she said. “But now you’re doing toasts just to rub it in?”

“I can go back—”

“Don’t bother,” Wilma said, cutting off Candy’s offer before she could get it out. 

“You know that Wilma’s favorite thing is sulking.” Gary softened his words with a smile, earning himself a poke of Wilma’s tongue. “Let her be as happy being grumpy as she can be.”

“Hear, hear.” Tyler chinked his beer glass against Gary’s and Candy’s, raising it up to Wilma who continued to scowl at him. He lifted the glass up to his mouth, his throat and stomach arching toward it, craving its bitter quenching.

The foam on top hissed. Instead of swallowing the first mouthful, Tyler gave a bark of surprised laughter and held it close to his ear.

Hiss. It sounded like a snake coiling out of somebody’s midsection in the trials. An echo of the snake that Gary had felled with one stamp of his boot. 

Tyler slammed the beer down on the table and stared at it, wide-eyed with horror. He rubbed his temple. A headache dug sharp claws into his skull. 

“Where’s your son?” Tyler looked over at Candy, wide-eyed. Fear crawled onto his back, like a long-lost pack settling back into place. “Your little boy? What happened to him?”

Candy frowned and shook her head. “I don’t—”

This time, Tyler cut her off, “You do. You must.” 

The claws at his temples turned into spikes, hammering deep into the side of his brain. 

“What are you talking about?” Wilma unfolded her arms and put her hand on top of Tyler’s. He stared at it. So tiny. A child’s hand. A curse that the stone hadn’t been able to break. The foam on his beer hissed.

“In the trials, you had a small boy.” Tyler looked back up at Candy, his eyes pleading with her, begging to be wrong. “I sat and had breakfast with him.”

“I don’t understand.” Candy shook her head, looking to Gary and Wilma for help. “What are you talking about? I don’t have a son.”

“Tyler?” Gary snapped his fingers, drawing Tyler’s attention. He saw a frown of concern etched on the warthog’s face that he didn’t want to see. “You said yourself, the trials were just a dream.”

“No.” Tyler shook his head violently. It rattled his brain around in his skull, amplifying the pounding already in place. “Everything that happened in them is repeated here.” He stabbed his forefinger down at the table. “Everything!”

“I don’t know what you mean by the trials,” Candy said. “I’m not in trouble with the law if that’s what you’re implying.”

Tyler shook his head again, his vision now pulsing red. Nausea rose in his stomach. The hiss from his beer scratched fingernails down an internal blackboard until he couldn’t stand it any longer and smashed the glass to the floor.

“Hey!” the bartender yelled. He walked to the hinge in the counter and flipped up the top to step through. “You can’t go doing stuff like that in here. You’ll pay for that.”

“Tyler?” Wilma looked at him with big, blue eyes. Her face was kind. When had Wilma ever looked with kindness at somebody, let alone him?

Knowledge settled on him like a shroud. 

“This is a mistake,” he whispered. Tyler looked at his hand. It strobed between clean and covered with blood. 

He looked at the concerned faces of his friends around the table. A table in a bar with a drink in front of him. All he’d ever wanted out of life. 

“I’ve made a mistake!” He stood, knocking over his chair then stumbling on its exposed legs as he turned and tried to run away. The beer on the floor hissed at him still. As Tyler watched, it formed into a long trail of brown ale that solidified into a glistening green snake. He stopped short, fear bubbling up into his throat and choking him. 

Candy put her hand on his shoulder. “Calm down. Everything went exactly as it was meant to. Things may be a bit difficult to follow at the moment, but once you’re all healed up, you’ll understand.”

Tyler shook his head, withdrawing a step from her. “You’re not the rightful owner of the stone.” He snatched at Candy’s hand, grasping her wrist so hard that he could feel the bones grinding together.

She shrieked and struggled to pull away. Tyler held on, fighting to keep her close.

The bartender put a hand on Tyler’s shoulder, spinning him around. “Get your filthy paws off her.”

Tyler ignored him, digging his fingers into Candy’s hand, tearing at her skin, clawing into her flesh. He wrenched her fingers back at an impossible angle, feeling the bones bend and then snap like twigs. 

“It’s not yours,” he shouted in her agonized face as the stone popped free.

For a second, it slid between Tyler’s fingers, slick with blood, then sprang upward, jumping into the air. Three hands reached for it as the stone spun, over and over, impossibly hanging above their heads. Then it socked into Tyler’s palm, safely at home. 

“I made a mistake,” he whispered into Candy’s appalled face.

Ignoring his injuries, Tyler ran.


Chapter Twenty

The oppressive concrete stairwell didn’t cast its fears over Tyler during the second descent. He didn’t have time to think, too engrossed in escaping the men and women chasing, and the horror of what he must do next.

The snakes. It always came back to the snakes. 

Tyler’s unspoken ambition in life was to move to Ireland or New Zealand. Some nice little pocket of the world where his nemesis wouldn’t always lie in wait, disguised as a hose or a stick for careless boys to pick up on their path home. 

The freedom of living in a country where you didn’t have to hold that fear at bay all the time just to live. That would be paradise. 

Thus far, the furthest Tyler had gotten in his ambition was to identify where to go. The means to get there and set up a successful life were still a quandary, waiting to be solved.

The soles of his feet began to hurt, slapping against the concrete with such force. Tyler jumped two or three steps at one time, pushing through the wall of exhaustion to come out the other side, sweaty and still with an impressive run in front of him. 

How many stories left to go? He couldn’t remember. That’s what happened when you spent half your life drunk and slumped in a chair. The most ambitious thing he’d ever done was sell weed on the side to pay his rent. Job done. His easy smile and casual manner earned him a reprieve from having to hit the streets and sell every day. No one—not even the most crazed meth dealer—would look at Tyler and think soldier. No one would believe him hard-working, even if he tattooed it on his face. 

Oh, God. Tyler realized he was too laid-back to even be successful at the one thing he bothered to do.

Another flight. Tyler couldn’t tell if the footsteps that engulfed his hearing were coming from above him or were his own echoing back. Despite his anxiety about the coming task, claustrophobia began to make inroads again. Nibbling through the walls of heightened terror so they could snuggle in, nice and tight.

The door.

It was sooner and later than he’d wanted. Tyler leaned against the wall outside, panting as his breath tried to catch up with his newfound determination. 

His lungs burned, the fire almost as bad as when the man had stabbed him. Anxiety poked and prodded at Tyler’s mindset: what if the actual owner had already gone?

The snake that Gary had crushed with his foot sat inside the small first room. Its body had begun the long, slow task of decomposition. Even being so clearly dead, didn’t ease Tyler’s revulsion. His guts churned, already stirred into unrest by the long run downstairs.

Just do it.

Now that he’d stopped running, Tyler could hear the progress his pursuers were making. He hoped that Wilma and Gary were okay. 

What if Candy turns on them?

Then she’d probably end up with a surprisingly robust fight on her hands. Stop thinking up excuses!

Tyler pushed himself away from the wall and stepped into the chamber. He ignored the trails formed from his blood the last time he was here, being carried through. 

The second room still held its bounty of death. Tyler’s gaze locked on his father’s, the eyes unseeing. He might even be technically alive, but his brain capacity had departed long ago.

A hiss came from behind him and Tyler turned, familiar tentacles of fear creeping up his spine. As he watched, wide-eyed, mouth dry, a snake slithered out from base of the wall, an impossible feat. The creature ventured forward, tongue flicking out to taste the air. It reached the cage in the middle of the room, wriggled in through the bars and then coiled into a circle. 

Tyler looked at the wall. The plain concrete stared back at him. Outside, the echo of footsteps became steadily louder. Soon, others would be joining him. If Tyler was going to do this thing right, he needed to do it now.

He pressed his hands flat on the wall and started to feel for a gap with his fingertips. 

There!

His fingers found a slight depression on the wall. Tyler pressed against it, nothing happened. There was absolutely no give. 

“Come on,” he muttered under his breath. There had to be some way through. A snake couldn’t slither straight out of concrete!

Tyler dropped to his knees, feeling low along the floor. Although his eyes insisted that it was flush with the ground, his fingers told another story. They squeezed inside a gap, to his eyes molding with the flat gray expanse of the wall. When he’d wedged them as far under as they’d fit, Tyler hooked them, pointing upward, and pulled the door open.

The snake woman from the trials stood inside.

Tyler backed up, his feet moving so fast that he almost tripped over himself. When he staggered, his flailing hands found the bars of the cage and gripped tight. 

The creature in front of him was every bit as disgusting in real life as she’d been in the trials. Every part of her body was in constant revolting motion. Snakes slithered and hissed, forming the bulk of her body, her limbs, her hair, her face.

Tiny snakes coiled into eyes then straightened, forming into a blink. They spiraled until Tyler’s brain insisted they were eyes watching him again. 

You need to give her the stone!

The job he’d run down here to do—that he’d damaged sweet Candy to accomplish—suddenly didn’t seem important. 

What Tyler should really do was head back upstairs and order another beer. One that he wouldn’t smash to pieces on the floor. Yup. A great idea. A refreshing beer and good company and he could forget that there was a snake-creature haunting the deep bowels of the hotel. 

She tried to step forward, maybe to reach her arms out toward him like the worst horror movie monster ever created. Shackles held her in place. Tyler’s relatives had chained her inside a hole in the wall.

A fucking great idea. Shut the door and walk back upstairs. 

Tyler looked down at the stone in his palm. Useless again, it sat still and colorless. The play of light that he’d thought an integral part of it had ceased as soon as he stepped into this chamber. The humming and pulsing that he’d grown to accept and even love, stilled.

Down here, it was just a rock. 

The creature stretched out a snake. As Tyler watched, it broke free of her body and slithered across the floor toward him. It touched his foot while he stayed frozen in terror. The stone glowed with the faintest pink light.

A sign. The woman had sent him a signal because—despite knowing what he had to do—Tyler was still behaving like a baby. 

They’re just imaginary. Dream snakes can’t hurt you!

In apparent protest at his thought, the snake at Tyler’s foot lunged forward, plunging teeth dripping with venom into his leg.

The action broke Tyler’s paralysis. He reached down, clutching at the snake and digging his fingertips into its body with a sneer of revulsion. It let go, slipping through his hand and sliding back to its owner.

The footsteps outside grew louder. Tyler could make out individual treads inside the noise. Another minute, a few seconds, they would be here.

He closed his eyes against the horror, then snapped them open again. To not be able to see the writhing creature in front of him was worse. 

In her belly. You have to put the stone in her stomach.

No. No. No. Don’t touch it!

Tyler shuffled forward like an old man with limited mobility. His torso arched away as his feet stepped closer. The hand with the stone crept up behind his back, hiding from the sight that Tyler knew would shock him from his dreams forever.

Close enough, he reached out his hand and stuck it inside the tangled mess of snakes that made up her belly. As he did so, the others arrived, panting, at the door.
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“Stop it!” Candy stepped forward and grabbed at Tyler’s shoulder. “Get your hand out of there.”

Tyler fended her off with one hand, while the other stayed embedded in the creature. The stone in his hand hummed, pink light spilling out through the gaps between slithering snakes. 

Gary walked hesitantly up beside him. “Tyler, that doesn’t look very safe, dude.”

“It’s what I need to do.” 

Wilma spoke up, “Are you sure? If the stone is meant to go to a relative of yours, are you really banking on the snake demon to be that?”

Tyler looked into the snake creature’s eyes. The tiny bodies making up her face creased into a kind smile. He shuddered with disgust. The revolting sensation from the snakes touching his flesh crept up his arm and spread out across his skin until each inch of it was crawling. Tyler’s mind retreated to a corner to rock back and forth, muttering “No.”

“You can let go now.” 

The creature’s words slipped into Tyler’s ear like a flicking tongue. He wrenched his hand back out of her belly, cupping it in his other hand, gagging in distress. 

One by one, the chains popped off the creature. It stepped forward into the room, its eyes glowing pink.

“Dude, I think we’d better get the fuck out of here.”

Tyler tried to move, tried to get to Gary’s side so they could leave together. His feet were glued to the floor, frozen in place with a terror that was too big for his mind to endure.

Then a slow clap sounded behind him, and the room plunged into darkness. 

Tyler screamed.

# # #

“Hey, buddy. No need for that.” 

The lights turned back on. An illuminated pink sign contoured to the room announced joyfully, Third Trial – complete! On the floor around Tyler, dead men picked themselves up, reassembling their wounded bodies into operable carbon-based life forms. 

“What?” Tyler stared around him, trying to work out what was happening. Wilma and Gary shrank back against the wall, fists raised in defense. 

That slow clap sounded again. A man walked out of the smaller room, a smile of joy on his face. “Give the stone back to him, Patricia.”

The snake creature transformed into a dowdy woman, aged in that impenetrable spread of late-forties to early-fifties. Her hair was iron gray, and the skin around her eyes and mouth told of a long life spent smiling. She bounced the stone on her hand a few times, then offered it to Tyler.

“What? No.” Tyler looked at the man who’d entered. “The stone belongs to its rightful owner.”

The man nodded with good cheer. “For the time being, that’s you.”

Tyler looked at the stone, colors shifting and dancing on its surface again. His palm ached to hold it, have it back where it belonged. 

“This isn’t right.” His mind still felt broken and paralyzed. New information slunk inside and sat in the corner, unprocessed. 

“Here you go.” The man plucked the stone from Patricia, now looking more like a friendly librarian than a creature who would haunt Tyler’s darkness. “It’s all yours.” He pressed it into Tyler’s palm. “Not to mention”—the man pulled a book out of his inside pocket—“these instruction manuals are also now yours.”

Tyler looked at the book. A thought connected to another one. He frowned in concentration, waiting for the final piece that would make it a whole idea. “This was a trial?”

The man leaned forward with a grin, buddy-buddy. “Don’t tell management, okay? We’re not meant to offer do-overs of the trials. A one-time-only deal is the rule of thumb we’ve been living by. However, I made an exception in your case.”

The stone felt good in his palm. Right. Tyler closed his hand over it. “Why would you make an exception?”

The situation was so strange that Tyler expected at any moment it would again change, into something better or far worse. He felt as stupid as if he was questioning a dream. 

“Do you know how long it’s been since one of your family members passed the second test of the trials?”

Tyler looked at the man, shaking his head. 

“Two hundred and fourteen years. I’ve been sat out in that hot desert every day, waiting to pass on that stupid manual for centuries.” He bowed low. “You’re welcome.”

“What?” Tyler decided to stick with his original question.

“I sit out there, and the challengers come through at least once a week. Got to give your family credit, spawning a multitude of progeny is a talent that almost all of you possess.” The man wiped his hand across his brow. “It’s been three generations since anybody even made it through the first one.” 

The man leaned forward and tapped on the book. “I thought that I’d be lumbered with that thing forever. Then you came along and got so close…” He shrugged. “I decided to adjust the rules slightly to give you another go.”

“Who are you?”

The man stuck out his hand for a shake. “I’m Albert. I’m the Knight of the Stone. Pleased to make your acquaintance.” 

Tyler let his hand be shaken. He stared around at the faces of the men, newly living, in the room. 

“Who are they?”

“Character actors, mainly. I empower them with a few extra skills for the occasion, then they stand in for your relatives or any ungodly creatures I need on short notice. They’re paid well for the time they actually have to spend working.” A frown crossed Albert’s face. “Unlike some of us who aren’t paid at all.”

“So, Julius isn’t my cousin.” As Tyler pointed to the offending party, Julius’s face changed into that of a younger man, his expression full of eagerness to please. 

“Julius is your cousin,” Albert said. “He’s currently in California, planning up another scheme to wrest the stone out of your control.”

He pointed to the young man standing near. “That, however, is Walton. He does a fine Julius and can stand in as Alejandro in a pinch.”

“I didn’t kill my father?”

“You haven’t killed anybody.” Knight Albert clapped Tyler on the shoulder. “And I must say, well done. You, however,” he pointed his finger at Wilma. “Naughty, naughty. A girl with a temper as hot as yours shouldn’t have such good aim.”

“And this is the instruction manual?” Tyler waved the small book in the air. 

“Yup. That’s it.” 

“I can use this to work out how to transform Wilma and Gary back to normal?” 

Albert snapped his fingers next to Tyler’s ear, and he flinched away. Albert’s smile grew as he talked slowly, enunciating every word. 

“Just checking you’re all there, mate. Yes. You can use that to teach you how to do anything that the stone can do.” Albert waved his arm in a grandiose gesture. “In conjunction with the magic rock, it’s the world’s most valuable resource.”

“Can’t you just tell me how to fix them?” Tyler flipped through the book warily. The typeface seemed very small and had a lot of squiggles that he wasn’t used to. To read through the whole thing looked like it would take a lot of effort.

“I mean,” Tyler hastened to add. “I’ll definitely, for sure, read this.” He held up the book. “All of it. Just as soon as I get home. But my friends…”

“Fair enough,” Albert said. He waved the character actors away, and they trickled out of the room. When only Wilma and Gary were left, Albert beckoned the group closer together.

He grabbed Tyler’s hand with the stone and held out his other to wave between Wilma and Gary. “I wish that you two would return to your previous bodies.”

Nothing happened. Albert frowned and tried again, speaking louder this time around.

“What is it?” Tyler placed his free hand atop Albert’s, forming a sandwich. “What’s going on this time?”

“Well, balls.” Albert dropped Tyler’s hand and stared at the stone in confusion. “I just added that touch into my script as a laugh, but it seems you’ve really broken it.”


Chapter Twenty-One

The small group, three stunned and uncertain, and one overflowing with confidence walked out of the underground chambers. As Tyler, Wilma, and Gary headed for the stairs, Albert beckoned them back.

“There’s an elevator here.”

Wilma gave the man the dirtiest look that Tyler had ever seen her lay on someone. “Three of us carried Tyler up hundreds of flights of stairs, and there’s been an elevator here all along?”

“Yeah.” Albert tapped the side of his nose cheerfully. “We keep that on the down low. No use calling them the trials if they're a piece of cake to complete.”

“Why are we even in his trials?” Wilma demanded. “We’re not anything to do with the stupid stone.”

Albert winced at the mild insult. “As I said, it was irregular for me to give him a Mulligan. I had to arrange a lot of things at short notice. I do have another paying job to keep on top of, as well, you know.”

“What’s that? Tricking old ladies out of their pensions?”

“No.” Albert pulled a business card out of his pocket. “Here you go.”

Wilma stared down at it, then started to laugh. She handed it over to Gary while Tyler looked over his shoulder. Despite his stunned expression, the card also raised a smile from him. 

Albert looked at the two of them with a frown. “What is it?”

“You’re a knight of the stone, but your main gig is working at a fast food restaurant?” Wilma snatched the card away from Gary to hand it back. “That’s funny, that is.”

“It’s a job I take very seriously. I’m a manager there.”

“You’re an assistant manager,” Gary corrected him.

“That’s at management level,” Albert argued. “It’s got manager in the name.”

Wilma snickered again, and Tyler smiled. She was in the best mood she’d been since the disturbing revelations in the concrete room. “Here we are.” Albert stepped out of the lift and walked over to the counter. He slammed his hand down when the desk clerk kept his gaze fixed on the small screen.

“I need a room.”

“You got a reservation?” the desk clerk asked without looking. “We’re full up if you don’t have a reservation.”

“No, you’re not.” Wilma stepped forward. “You asked us this morning if we wanted a room.” She looked confused, glancing at the calendar behind his desk. “Or maybe it was yesterday.

“Lot’s changed since this morning.” The desk clerk waved his hand in the air. “A group came over a while ago and booked up every room. Actors or something.”

They retreated to the bar, Wilma once again protesting that she shouldn’t be in there. Gary spent the last of his cash on a bag of chips for her to enjoy just so they’d have a minute’s peace.

“There’s a section in here,” Albert said, flipping through the pages of the instruction manual. “If I remember correctly, it’ll show you what happened at any point in time that you’ve had control of the stone.”

“Like CCTV?” Gary asked, his face creasing in concern. “They should have a warning on that.”

“They do,” Albert said. “It’s right here.”

He pointed on the page, then flicked to another before any of them had a chance to read it. 

“Here we go.” Albert pushed the book into the center of the table. A small screen was embedded in the middle of the old hand-written text. Despite the anomaly, it weirdly didn’t look out of place.

“What night was it that the stone stopped working?”

“The first night,” Tyler said. “These two wished for stuff to happen and then a moment later it broke.”

Albert glared in accusation at Wilma and Gary. 

“What?” Wilma demanded. “You think me being transformed into a child inconvenienced that thing so much it broke?”

“Of course not,” Albert said, his body broadcasting the opposite. “Let’s have a look.”

“After that,” Tyler said, watching himself throw the stone away. “A few minutes later.”

Albert fast forwarded until Gary changed before their eyes, then pressed play.

“No more wishes,” Tyler commanded on the tiny screen.

All sets of eyes turned to him in unison.

“Well,” he said, shrugging, “how was I to know how it worked?”
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They walked back to the car in silence. Albert excused himself to go back to work, an exchange that brought Wilma to the point of hysterics. Instead of arguing his case further, Albert just walked away.

“You know,” Gary said. “I rather liked being a warthog. There weren’t all the expectations on me that there usually are.”

“What expectations?” Wilma said, lighting up a cigarette. “That you’ll say something that makes you look like a dork?”

“I went naked for two days, and nobody noticed,” Gary said. 

After Wilma stopped retching, they continued the journey to the car. 

The protection spell had worked well. Its gleaming lines were unsullied by any criminal hands. Tyler went to slip into the driver’s seat out of habit and earned himself the full ferocity of Wilma’s glare.

He held his hands up. “Sorry, forgot.” 

“By the way, dude. If you ever ‘forget’ again and try to ruffle my hair, I’m biting your hand off. Just a friendly warning.”

“No problem.” Tyler leaned back in the passenger seat, closing his eyes. “How long till we’re back home?”

There was a long pause. When Tyler opened his eyes again, Wilma was staring at him thoughtfully.

“What?”

“You know how you made this thing”—Wilma tapped the dashboard twice—“look brand new, how do you feel about an upgrade?”

Tyler smiled and settled back in his seat. “I feel pretty good about it. Wake me up when we reach the open road, and we’ll see what the old girl can do.”

It turned out, the old girl could do a lot.


Chapter Twenty-Two

“Look at him,” Wilma said, pointing at Gary as though there was some other him that she could have been referring to. Although her tone was one of utter disgust, Tyler knew her well enough now to recognize that it was her fond disgust, rather than actual revulsion. 

Tyler looked across to where a puppy was playing with a group of children. They were chasing it, ducking and diving with chubby hands set for grab mode. It barked when they got too enthusiastic but spent most of the time wagging its stubby tail.

“Gary needs to watch out for that sort of thing,” Wilma said. “Imagine if the CPS dropped by. Shapeshifting into a puppy to lure children would get him locked up for life.”

“He’s not shapeshifting to lure children.” Tyler took refuge from the rising sun by squatting down in the shade. “Gary’s just playing with them. What does it matter, since everybody’s happy?”

“It’s weird.”

“Newsflash—Gary’s weird. What of it? He’s not hurting anyone.”

On their return from the trek to Vegas, Gary had pulled Tyler aside to work out a medium ground between warthog and human. The stone granted his wish of being able to shift into animal form at will, something Gary took advantage of every day. 

“That sort of behavior will lead us all into trouble.”

Tyler glanced up at Wilma, shading his eyes from the sun with one hand. He had to look up a long way—she now stood five foot eleven tall. From this angle, her slender legs traveled on forever before curving into her thin waist. Tyler stared back down at the ground in front of him. He couldn’t look at his landlady for long without strange urges rushing through his body. 

If he wanted that kind of trouble, there were easier places to find it. 

The children were called back to their trailers for lunch. Grateful parents dropped a pat or two on the puppy’s head for keeping their kids occupied for the best part of an hour. Gary watched and waited until they were out of sight before he changed back. Sweat from his exuberant display beaded on his forehead and made his hair cling together in lank tangles. 

“What’s the plan for today?” he asked, walking over. Wilma ducked inside and handed him a cold beer from the fridge in her office. 

Tyler tried to ignore the pangs of craving as Gary twisted off the top and took a long swallow. “I’ve got nothing on.”

“Yeah, you do,” Wilma contradicted him. “There’s a trailer up in the back got done over a few nights ago. It needs fixing before I can rent it out again.”

Instead of the dilapidated despair that they’d lived in a few short weeks ago, the trailer park now boasted some of the best accommodation of its type in all of Mariah County. Number one of two might not matter a lot to others, but to Wilma, it meant the world.

Long-sided trailers gleamed like the first day they’d driven off a lot. Welcoming foliage bloomed around the grounds, as good as those landscaped by professionals. A swimming pool was the new meeting hub for the community. It sat tucked in behind Wilma’s office so that when she felt hot, she could take a leisurely dip. Whenever she walked out to the pool in her skimpy bathing costume, the heat among the observers definitely rose.

“I wish you could just put a spell on them to keep them protected.”

Tyler stood back up, his thighs giving him grief about the strain. “You know that won’t work. It’s bad enough with the car since your driving’s gone to hell.”

Longer legs took some getting used to, apparently. Wilma had a series of suspicious eyes on her vehicle after several fender benders with curiously one-sided damage. Although no one had laid a complaint, the trio didn’t need that kind of attention.

“Neither are you putting Gary into a show,” Tyler said, cutting off an idea that Wilma had expressed the day before. “If we get too many people coming by asking questions, it’s going to lead to trouble.”

Gary nodded at Tyler’s hand. “We can always count on that to get us out of trouble.”

“No, you can’t.” Tyler stuck it into his pocket, despite the heat of the day. “If I start altering records to get you off so much as a parking fine, there’ll be people crowding their noses into our business.”

“Whatever.” Gary finished off his bottle and ducked inside Wilma’s office for another. “It was just an idea. I’m allowed to have those.”

Tyler wasn’t concentrating. He stared down at the ground between his feet, shuffling a shoe through the dried dirt. 

“What’s the matter?” Wilma gave him a poke in the shoulder. “What have you got to be upset about?”

Tyler glanced at Gary’s beer before he could help himself, earning a bark of laughter in return. He shook his head and shrugged. 

“I don’t know. I feel like I should be doing something more, you know? Like, righting great wrongs or rescuing people from the hands of evil criminals.”

Wilma returned inside to sit in her office chair. She put her legs up on the desk, offering a peek below her skirt, before Tyler turned away, cheeks flushing.

“If you want to be Superman, go ahead. Just as long as you don’t wear some stupid costume.”

“I don’t even know where to begin.” 

Gary gave a long burp, clearing out some room to speak. “You could join the police or something. Help stop crimes before they even happen.”

Wilma snickered. “There’s no way they’d let you on the force.”

“Why not?” Tyler puffed out his chest. “I got skills.”

“Your best friend shot a cop,” Wilma said. 

Gary looked confused for a moment, then his brow darkened into a frown. “You aren’t Tyler’s b—”

His sentence was cut off as a woman drove up toward them. She nosed her car so close to the office door that a concerned Wilma venture out. 

Gary pointed his beer bottle toward her. “She looks like someone in need. Why don’t you try her?”

The woman behind the wheel had hair worried into a bird’s nest. It covered half her face and was knotted so much that a comb would break just on the expectation of being introduced to the mess. 

The driver’s blouse had been buttoned up wrong. Half the collar stuck into the base of her throat while the other flopped down around the top of her bra. When she stepped out of the vehicle, Tyler saw that her shoes didn’t match. Really didn’t match. A trainer and a stiletto. 

If you looked up shambles in the dictionary, this woman would have her picture in pride of place. Worse than that, Tyler thought she looked familiar.

“You,” the woman said, pointing her finger at him. A moment later, she expanded the scope, encompassing Wilma and Gary in the statement. “You did something to me!”

Gary snorted. “Ha. Caught you out there, son.” 

He elbowed Tyler in the ribs with amusement, but Tyler pushed him off, frowning. “Do I know you?”

The woman stepped up in front of him, panting in the heat like the puppy that Gary had been a few minutes before. Old makeup was smeared down her face, eyeliner meeting lipstick in a brief pairing that would never work. 

“You cursed me, you bastard!”

The woman poked her finger at Tyler’s face. After a moment, she seemed dissatisfied and instead aimed it at his chest. She dug her fingertip in beside his nipple until Tyler pulled her whole hand away. 

“I was sitting in my motel, minding my own business, and you brought some stinking curse down on my head.”

At those words, Tyler made the connection. The clean and neat woman who’d sold them a room in her almost-empty motel for the night. What had he done? 

Tyler searched his memory, trying to recall everything that had happened. Apart from leaving a bunch of relatives, chasing hot upon his heels, there had been nothing terrible.

“I took pills,” the woman said. She tugged at her hand, and Tyler let go of her finger. “I had them all set up ready to go when you lot arrived.”

The sneer at ‘you lot’ looked out of place on someone who appeared to have crawled out of a swamp. A shower hadn’t been on the woman’s list of priorities, judging by the smell.

“I woke up and didn’t even have a headache,” she continued. “I’d drunk a half of scotch to wash them down, but I didn’t get so much as a hangover.”

It didn’t sound like the words that should frame an accusation, but it apparently was.

“I tried a truck next.” The woman looked from Wilma to Gary, then back to Tyler. She staggered on her uneven heels but recovered herself, holding a hand up to ward off their offers of help. “There’s a long stretch of time between vehicles out my way.” 

The trio nodded, remembering the barren feel in this woman’s neck of the woods. 

“I had to wait for three days, beside the ‘highway.' I cried with relief when I saw the truck coming along. Even though I didn’t want to step out in front of a family car or nothing, I was getting this close.”

The motel owner held her hands up, finger and thumb pinched close together. 

“I stepped out in front of that truck at the last minute. They’re professional drivers manning those things, and it was so big, I wouldn’t be more than a tiny bump.” She pulled apart her blouse, the buttons popping off and the cotton tearing. The woman slapped herself in the center of her chest. “It hit me right here.”

Gary craned his neck forward, scanning for damage. Tyler pulled at his shoulder. Peering at a crazy woman’s cleavage would do nobody any good.

The woman’s face twisted with anguish. “Do you know what happened?”

Wilma looked at their guest, slowly scanning from head to toe. “It mucked up your fashion sense?”

The woman turned and shoved her face close to Wilma’s. “It. Did. Nothing.”

“Well, that’s a lucky break, isn’t it?” Gary said. “We wouldn’t want something that terrible to happen to someone as young and pretty as you.”

The woman spun, her face twisted into a scowl that rivaled Wilma’s on a bad day. 

“You think I wanted to live through that?” She turned back to face Tyler, wagging her finger at him. “I’ve been trying to kill myself for three weeks. I’ve jumped off a building, I’ve weighed myself down and walked into the pool.” 

The woman raised her hands to the heavens in frustration. “I’ve run out into the desert with no water and then trapped every scorpion I could find in my hand. You want to know what happened? Nothing!”

Tyler put a hand to his forehead, partly to block out her horrendous breath, mostly to remember what command he’d thrown at her as their car sped away. 

“I put a protection spell on you,” he said. 

“You cursed me,” she shouted back. “And I want you to take it off me. Right now!”

Her footing slipped again, the heel digging into the dry dirt while the trainer stayed level. She staggered to her left, and Wilma hugged her around the shoulder to steady her.

“Come inside,” Wilma whispered as the woman burst into tears. “I’ll get you a cold beer, and you can tell me everything.”

“I don’t want a beer,” the woman said, sobbing as she let herself be led inside the office. “I want to die.”

“Come on, now.” Wilma pushed the woman down into her office chair. “What’s your name, love?”

“Meredith.”

Gary stuck his head around the door. “No wonder you want to kill yourself.” He shook his head. “Meredith sounds like something my granny’s friend would likely be called.”

“Not helping, Gary.” Wilma stood up and slammed the door.

Tyler listened at the window, curious as to the words of wisdom their resident bad-mood operator would bestow.

“You’re looking at this the wrong way,” Wilma said. The words were muffled by the glass and wood, but Tyler concentrated so he could catch most of them. “What you have here, Meredith, is a marketable skill.”

Tyler smiled as Wilma started to extoll the virtues of hidden bank accounts, private clients with strange fetishes, and bitcoin. He pushed away from the wall, nodding goodbye to Gary and strolling for the relative coolness of his trailer. 

“Hey,” Gary called out after him. “What’s next, Magic Dude?”

Tyler stopped at the door, looking back over his shoulder at his friend. He grinned, feeling a wave of optimism wash over him. With Wilma’s skills on the black market, there was no need to worry about finding people to help with the magic of the stone. Tyler should just allow her to work her contacts and let the troubled souls come to him.

“Next stop, Gary, we’re going to put everything right with the world.”
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Thanks for Reading!

I hope that you had as much fun reading Magic Dude as I did writing him (and that was a lot!)

Magic Dude will offer up another adventure early in 2018 - Magic Dude: At Your Service. In the meantime, you might also enjoy a new futuristic Urban Fantasy novel that I’m releasing early in December, called Nerves of Steel. 

This is the first volume in a trilogy featuring a Cyborg, a Vampire, and a Cat as they take on the evil empire to free vampires from the shackles of slavery.

You can check it out by clicking on the book cover below. Otherwise, I hope you’ll join me in another Magic Dude adventure in the new year!

Warm regards,

Lee Hayton
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About the Author - Lee Hayton
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Traveling is a great expander of ideas and the understanding of other cultures, and although I’ve explored this facet of the world many times, in the end I’ve always made the return journey to my home—just a hop, skip, and a jump from from my birthplace. 

I love entertaining readers with a good story, whether it’s one designed to make your blood curdle with fear or have you explode into fits of laughter. I’m delighted you’ve found this short story and hope you enjoyed it. Feel free to explore my worlds in more detail over in Ye Olde Amazon Shoppe. 


Stay in Touch

You can find me on Facebook, Twitter, Pinterest, and Google Plus. Stay on top of  every new release by clicking “Follow” on my Bookbub Author Page or visit me at http://leehayton.com to download my starter library for FREE. 


Read all the Things!

Nerves of Steel (Misfits of Magic)

Sigils and Spells: featuring A Spell of Sickness

Murder and Mayhem: featuring Shattered Imprints

Mrs Dracula: featuring Come With Me

Close to the Bones: featuring The Dark Imprint

Ivy Kingdom’s Not-So-Fairytale Boxset (Grimmer Fairy Tales)

Sleeping Beauty’s Not-So-Weak Prince (Grimmer Fairy Tales)

Snow White’s Not-So-Evil Stepmother (Grimmer Fairy Tales)

Hansel & Gretel’s Not-So-Old Crone (Grimmer Fairy Tales)

Cinderella’s Not-So-Ugly Stepsister (Grimmer Fairy Tales)

Red Riding Hood’s Not-So-Bad Big Wolf (Grimmer Fairy Tales)

A Mongrel, A Bard and Witches, Oh my! (Face the Music)

WereEagles Fear to Tread (Face the Music)

Gun


Writing as Katherine Hayton

Cupcakes and Conspiracies (Sweet Baked Mystery)

The Only Secret Left to Keep (Ngaire Blakes Mystery)

The Second Stage of Grief (Ngaire Blakes Mystery)

The Three Deaths of Magdalene Lynton (Ngaire Blakes Mystery)

All I Want for Christmas (Ngaire Blakes Short Mystery)

Christchurch Crime Thriller Boxset

Breathe and Release (Christchurch Crime)

Skeletal (Christchurch Crime)

Found, Near Water (Christchurch Crime)
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