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Horatio: 0 day and night, but thisiswondrous strange!
Hamlet: And therefore asastranger giveit welcome.
There are more thingsin heaven and earth, Horatio,
Than are dreamt of in your philosophy.

—Hamlet, I:v

In memory of Fabian—

| findly kept my promise

Prologue

I'm not aheroine, | just play heroines. Also psychotics, vamps, orphans, hookers, housawives, and—on
one memorable occasi on—a singing rutabaga. It was never my ambition to utilize my extensve dramatic
training by playing amusica vegetable. However, as my agent is so fond of pointing out, there are more
actorsin New Y ork than there are people in most other cities. Trandation: Beggars can't be choosers.

This same sentiment explains how | wound up painting my body green and prancing around stage
half-naked the night Golly Gee disgppeared.

For those of you fortunate enough to be unfamiliar with the world of rock idols, Golly Gee wasthe
wet-lipped, surgicaly improved, B-list pop star who had been chosen to play Virtue, thefemaelead in
Sorcerer!

I, who had studied my craft at Northwestern University and the Actors Studio, was cast as her



understudy. Such isthelife of an actor.

However, Sorcerer! was arespectable off-Broadway musical, and | had been "reting” (i.e., waiting
tablesfifty hours aweek) for four months. Although | was only achorusnymphin Sorcerer!, at least |
wasworking again. Besides, with any luck, Golly Gee would have an accident—not afatal accident,
mind you, just adisabling one—and I'd step into the lead role.

Sorcerer! had no plot, and Virtue had the only good songs. The Sorcerer, played by magician Joe
Herlihy, was the centerpiece of the show, which had been conceived and designed around his magic act.
Joewas ahighly strung guy whaose wifée's production company had financed Sorcerer! Hewasa
competent magician, but he couldn't Sng or act, and he was too inexperienced to carry an entire
production comfortably on his shoulders. Although his magic act had improved considerably in recent
weeks, his performance il varied unpredictably. He waslosing weight, and helived in terror of Golly
Gee, who bullied him during rehearsa's and upstaged him in performance.

Theredly worrying thing about working with Joe, though, was that he panicked whenever anything went
wrong, and with al of the changes that are made during the development of anew musicd, lots of things
go wrong. Anytime someone missed a cue or bumped into amisplaced piece of scenery, Joelost his
concentration. So, although | wanted Golly's part, there were dayswhen | was glad that | wasn't the girl
Joe sawed in hdf eight shows per week.

Wewere dill ironing out the kinks at the end of our first week of public performances the night that Joe
went to pieces. Golly Gee's nasd singing had aready inspired a series of tepid-to-scathing reviews, so
she wasfeding nasty that night—and Golly wasn't the sort of person who kept it dl bottled up inside.
During intermission she accused Joe of nearly immolating her during the flame-throwing routine.
Persondly, | wouldn't have blamed him.

However, despite Golly's histrionics, we were getting through the show smoothly for once, and | grew
optimigtic as| frolicked around the set dressed as an oversexed wood nymph who never felt the cold.
Joe's concentration was better tonight than it usually was, so thiswas our best performance to date,
Waiting in the wings during the final scene now, | heard my cue and gamboled onto the stage.

Amid abucolic forest setting, | capered and cavorted with elves, hobgoblins and faeries. | wriggled
ddightedly when asatyr caressed me, biting back a scream at the touch of hisice-cold hands on my skin
aswe performed alift. The satyr grunted as he heaved me overhead. His armstrembled under the strain,
and he glared up at me. | had promised to give up Ben & Jerry'sice cream for the duration of therun; |
hed lied.

My long green hair fluttered around us as we twirled around and then subsided onto the floor to gaze at
the Sorcerer with rapturous fascination. Thiswasthe point in the story when the Sorcerer, feding kind of
bitter about things, threatened to make Virtue vanish forever, which would be a pretty sad thing for the
Kingdom (indeed, as one reviewer pointed out, it would then be just like New Y ork City).

All the scantily clad woodland creatures watched while the Sorcerer demonstrated that he was putting
Virtueinto a perfectly ordinary crystal cage—the sort of thing you might find in any enchanted forest. |
had spent enough rehearsal timein that cage to fed alittle sorry for Golly Gee, who would pass the next
few minutes squeezed into the false bottom like ajellied edl.

My sympathy was limited, though. | was abroke, haf-naked understudy in the chorus, and that
overpaid, egotistical dice of cheesecake was going to regppear in a puff of smoke— while the Sorcerer
was busy fighting the handsome Prince— and give anasal rendition of the best song in the show whilel
discreetly exited stage | eft.



The Sorcerer covered the crystal cage with ashimmering gold cloth. | and another nymph spun the
covered cage around on its whedl s three times while the Sorcerer muttered spells and incantations
benesth the swelling music.

| heard afaint noise come from beneath the gold cloth as we brought the spinning cageto astop. It wasa
brief, shrill squeal, muted by the orchedtra. | entertained my favorite fantasy, the onein which Gally's
expensvely augmented breasts could no longer fit insgde the fase floor of the cage and she had to leave
the show. | would take over her role, and my agent would get every reviewer, producer and director on
the East Coast to come see the show. | might even let my parents cometo New Y ork to see Sorcerer!
once | was playing someone who wore clothes.

Lost in this pleasant fantasy, | was amost disappointed when the Sorcerer lifted the golden curtain to
reved that Virtue had disappeared. Golly was safely hidden, and | was still an obscure dryad. Someone
whedled the empty cage offstage. Therest of the scene passed quickly, and soon it wastime for Virtueto
regppear in aglorious cloud of smoke and sing the ballad that would make the Sorcerer and the Prince
both see the error of their ways and be nice to each other.

There wasasmdl explosion. Smoke billowed. The music throbbed.
And Golly missed her cue.

For once, | was glad to be nothing more than a chorus nymph. The most dramatic moment in the show
had just bombed, the audience stopped suspending their disbelief, and Joe was staring blankly into the
smoke, wondering what to do.

Luckily the conductor was on histoes. He had the orchestra repest the last eight bars before the smoke
cleared completely. The cue echoed, faded and died—and till no Golly

Weadl looked at one another. Thiswas one of those momentsthat al actors enjoy telling war stories
about but which none of us actually wants to experience. Thiswas consder-should we do now?

Joe looked around the stage with glazed eyes. His face shone with sweat. He appeared to be
hyperventilating. He was obvioudy done for the night. In fact, somebody had better get him offstage right

away.

Then | remembered that squed. 1'd been so busy wishing evil things upon Gally, it hadn't even occurred
to me she might bein trouble. Injured, stuck, unconscious... Shewas till in the crystal cage, of course,
trapped beneath the fal se bottom. We had to get her out of there. Then we could figure out how to finish
the show.

In sheer desperation, | hopped up and down, pointed into the wings, and cried, "Look! There goesmy
lady! She has escaped the Sorcerer's spell! Let usgo...you know...hear what she hasto say!" | cheered
wildly.

The other actorslooked at me asif 1'd gone mad.
| elbowed the satyr and whispered, "Come on, cheer! And help Joe offstage before he passes out.”
"Huh?Oh, right.”

The other actorsfollowed suit, cheering and waving as they hustled Joe offstage while the orchestratried
to cover the moment with some transition music.

| ran over to the crystal cage and started trying to tear it apart with my bare hands. Everyone stared at



me. "Help me get her out of here!" | urged my fellow forest crestures. "She's il insgde. She must be
suck."

"You don't get it, do you? Y ou don't get it!" Joe cried, till hyperventilating. He started to laugh
hysericdly.

"Pull yoursdlf together,” | told him. "Has anybody got ahammer back here?"
"No!" cried Joe'swife Matilda, rushing into thefray. ™Y ou can't destroy that cage. Not on our budget!”

"Who's the Equity deputy on this set?" one of the nymphs demanded. " There must be arule about this
kind of thing."

"Man, you just don't get it!" Joe shrieked.

"Darling, say your mantra,” Matildainstructed him soothingly, patting his swegty face.

"I can't remember my mantral Ohmigod, ohmigod, ohmigod!”

| got ahammer from one of the techies. " Stand back,” | ordered the milling cast and crew.
"No!" cried Matilda, abandoning Joe. "I'm warning you— thiswill come out of your paycheck!"
"I wouldn't say that to her while she's got a hammer in her hand,” advised a satyr.

| panted as| smashed the glass and pried open the bottom of the cage. ™Y ou want to leave aunion
member in here to suffocate? I'm sure Equity will be—"

"She'snot in there. Don't you get it?" Joe said, hisvoice raspy.

| gave amighty heave and fell back afew steps as the secret compartment was revedled. Therewasa
moment of astonished slenceaswe all stared at its vacant interior.

"Joesright," | said & last. "Golly's vanished.”

Chapter 1

| despise movieswhere the heroineisthreatened and Ssmply ignoresit, acting asif therés nothing to
worry about. | mean, if you got amysterious note telling you not to go into the attic, and you knew that
the last person who'd goneinto the attic had gotten into awhole ot of trouble—well, would you reglly
just shrug, toss the note aside, and head for the attic without another thought?

If you would, then frankly, you're the kind of person who deserves what's going to happen to you up
there.

So naturaly, when | received my mysterious threatening note, | gaveit my full attention.
It arrived afew days after Golly Gee disappeared.

The night of the performance the stlage manager had brought the curtain down in front of asurprised
audience, the hapless house manager had announced that there€'d been an accident backstage and the
show was over, and we had spent the rest of the evening giving our statements to the police— who were



lessinterested in the case than you might suppose.

Golly wasn't dl that stable to begin with, and her recent discovery, during hypnotherapy, that she had
been Marilyn Monroe in apreviousincarnation had resulted in some very strange behavior, including a
marked obsession with the Kennedy family.

The police seemed to think Golly had walked out in the middle of the performance and gone off on some
bizarre quest. Since there was no sign of violence or foul play, the good-looking detective who
interviewed Joe and me evidently didn't plan to do much more than file amissing personsreport if Golly
didn't reappear (so to speak) in acouple of days.

| didn't necessarily agree with Detective Lopez's view of the matter, but | hardly knew Golly and certainly
couldn't clam to miss her. Besides, with the leading lady missing (and in breach of contract), | findly had
that big bresk 1'd been fantasizing about since the beginning of rehearsals: I'd be playing Virtue from now
on. If, that is, we could get Joe back onstage.

The night Golly vanished, Joe had been too hysterical to give a coherent statement to Detective
Lopez—who had, in any case, not seemed to expect much coherence from any of the actors. (I sensed
that our being painted green and covered in glitter affected the detective'simpression of us.) Joe seemed
to blame himsdlf for Golly's disappearance, and he refused to do the show again. Consequently, Matilda
was forced to cancel our next few performances while she tried to talk some senseinto him. We didn't
have an understudy for Joe. He was the show.

We couldn't even get him into the theater for the rehearsal | had requested. | didn't want to go on as
Virtue without a complete run-through. For one thing, there had been several changesin the show since
my last rehearsd in the role. More importantly, | wanted to make sure | could trust Joe to pull himsalf
together before | let him saw mein haf, balance my body on the point of asword or do the
flame-throwing routine with me. Things can go terribly wrong onstage when peo-ple lose their
concentration. Actors have been stabbed to death while playing Richard 111. They've been shot to death
with mis-loaded prop guns, aswell as strangled to death in malfunctioning harnesses. It'samuch riskier
profession than you might suppose, and | was determined not to be among the ranks of thespians whose
reviewsread "R.I.P."

It wasin thisframe of mind that | read the messages handed to me by the assstant stage manager as|
arrived at the theater on Tuesday. Thefirst note informed me that Joe would not be at rehearsal today.
The second note advised me that there would be an Equity meeting that afternoon to discuss our
circumstances, in other words, the actorswould al get together to fret about whether we were going to
lose our jobs, aswell asto make empty threats about what we'd do to management if they folded the
show on us just because apop singer had gone AWOL and a magician was having anervous
breakdown.

The third note was handwritten on expensive monogrammed paper, initids M.Z. It was written with a
black fountain pen in eegant, archaic-looking script. It read:

Asyou value jour life, do not go into the crystal cage. Thereis Evil among us.

"I'm looking for Detective Lopez," | told the uniformed sergeant at the muster desk. The precinct house
was chaotic and noisy, just likein the movies. | had practically sprinted here from the theater on
Christopher Street. The desk sergeant sent me upstairsto the squad room, alarge, cluttered,
overcrowded areapainted avile green.



| spotted Lopez right away. He was Sitting at his desk, apparently begging a chubby white manwith a
loud tie not to force alarge, overflowing box of file folders on him. The man, whose expression was
irritable, dropped the box on Lopez's desk and walked away. Lopez, looking like he wanted to weep,
lowered his head and banged it against his desk afew times.

Perhaps | had come at a bad time.

However, the mysterious note was burning a hole in my pocket, and there was no way | was going to
turn around and leave without reporting it to the police.

| took a bresth and squared my shoulders as Lopez lifted his head and reached for hisringing phone.
After amoment, he cradled the phone between his ear and his shoulder and, till talking, Sarted
unpacking the overflowing box. It appeared to contain alifetime supply of old paperwork—dogeared, a
little dusty and flaking. Frowning, Lopez brushed something away from his face and kept unpacking the
box while he continued his phone conversation.

| crossed the room, nearly bumping into someone whose hooker costume looked redlly authentic, right
down to the runny mascara and handcuffs. Lopez, whose gaze was fixed on his mountain of paperwork,
didn't see me. Hisjacket was dung over the back of his chair. He wore aholster over his shirt; the gun
ingdeit looked redly authentic, too. | stared at it while he kept talking on the phone.

He had the body of an athlete—soccer or tennis, perhaps, a sport that required lithe muscles and
physica grace. He was around thirty years old, and he had adark, strong, dightly exotic face framed by
thick, straight, jet-black hair. His eyes were blue, and just as | was wondering where that trait had come
from, | read the nameplate on his desk: Detective Connor Lopez.

"Connor?' | said in surprise. He didn't look like a Connor.

He glanced up and saw me. There was no look of recognition, but my use of his name must have made
him redlize | wasthereto see him. He gestured to a utilitarian chair next to hisdesk, and | sat down.

"Uh-huh," he said into the phone. "Y es. No. What time?....
Can't you get it to me any sooner? | need it before | can apply for awarrant.”
Someone called across the squad room, "L opez, linefour!™

He raised ahand in acknowledgment, then closed his eyes and rubbed hisforehead asif it ached. Well,
he had banged it rather hard againgt the desk. "One hour," he said firmly. "No, one hour. Please." He
grinned after amoment and said, "I dmost love you right now." Then he hung up and said to me, "I'm
sorry, miss, I'll bewith youinaminute.” He hit another phone line and said, "Detective Lopez.”

It was clear from his expresson amoment later that the call was persond. "Hi. Uh-huh... What?' His
expression darkened. Turning away from me, hesaid, "No, | can't.”

Though | could tell he didn't remember me, he had certainly made a memorable impression on the cast
of Sorcerer! the night hed questioned us.

"Okay, you'reright,” Lopez said to hiscdler, "I don't want to. Now | haveto go. I've got—"

Hewas interrupted by avoice on the other end of the line, loud enough that even | could hear it. The
caller sounded like awoman.

Some of the show's nymphs had been openly interested in him, and athough his behavior couldn't be



caled unprofessiona, held obvioudy enjoyed their flirting. Hed been caught off guard by the same sort of
interest coming from a couple of the satyrs, but he'd nonethel ess been courteous abot it.

"No. No. No!" Lopez sounded exasperated. "L ook, what part of 'no’ didn't you—" He sighed and
closed hiseyes, listening again. After amoment, he said, "Why do you persecute melike this? Why, why
?' A pause. "Besidesthat.”

Two cops hauled someone past me who looked like a rapper. A very annoyed rapper.
"Look, thisisn't agood time," Lopez said into the phone. "Can we—" He winced.
Even | winced. His cdler's voice was getting shrill.

Lopez took a deep breath and said, in avoice filled with dark despair, "Mom, | can't talk now.
Goodbye... Bye." He scowled and said, "I'm hanging up now. Right now."

The voice was gill squawking as Lopez gently placed the receiver inits cradle. Looking alittle paer than
when I'd arrived, he turned to me and said, "Now, what can | do for you, Miss..."

"Diamond. Esther Diamond. Y ou took my statement Saturday night at the New View Venue on
Christopher Street.”

"Oh, yeah! Miss Diamond." His gaze traveled over me dowly, then he grinned. ™Y ou look different
without dl that green body makeup.”

"I'm adso wearing alot more clothestoday,” | said, noticing where his eyeslingered.
Heraised them to my face. "And much less glitter.”

"Have you made any progress on the case, Detective?’

"That snger who disappeared—Gosh Darn?"

"Golly Gee"

Hesmiled a me, and | realized he'd been kidding.

"Shelsill missng," hesad.

"I know."

"No ransom demands?' he asked.

"No."

"Have you heard from her family?I've tried to get ahold of her mother, but—"
"Oh, | doubt that Golly was of woman born,” | said.

"Excuseme?’

"Um, her mother'sin Europe just now. Golly's manager got ahold of her yesterday. She hasn't heard
from her, @ther.” | shrugged. "She'sredly missng, Detective.”

He nodded. "I'vefiled amissing personsreport.”



"That'sdl?"

"It1l be compared to any likely Jane Doe that turns up.”

"Y ou mean, like...abody?'

"Wes"

Hesad, "Her family—or her manager—might consider hiring aprivate investigator.”
" gea

"Anything es=?' he asked.

"Yes Thisisalittlestrange...”

He raised one black brow. "Last week you told me that awoman had vanished into thin air in front of
hundreds of people—"

"Not hundreds. Our house wasn't that good."

"But you're afraid that what you're going to tell me now isalittle strange?1 can hardly wait."
| pulled out the note and handed it to him. He read it over briefly and then frowned a me.
"Thiscameinthemail?*

"No. Someone |&ft it at the theater for me."

"Did you get adescription?' he asked.

"The assstant stlage manager, who accepted the envel ope from him, says he was ashort, dightly chubby,
white man, at least seventy yearsold. Lots of white hair and a beard. He wore afedora and aduster.”

"A what?'

"Y ou know. One of those long coats they wear in cowboy movies."
"Oh. Anything ds=?'

"] don't think s0."

"'Asyou vaueyour life, do not go into the crystal cage," Lopez read doud. " Thereis Evil among us.' It
hasacertainring to it. But why does this guy think you intend to go into the cage?'

| explained. When | was done, Lopez studied me speculatively. His slence got on my nerves, so | asked,
"Do you think it'simportant?”

"What?'
"Thenote," | snapped.
"Well, it provides anew theory."

"So you no longer think Golly walked off on her own?'



"Actualy, that's exactly what | think happened. According to the statements | took, MissGeeisa
temperamenta twenty-three-year-old who's got less fame than she wants and | ess sense than she needs.”

"That hardly—"

"She's got cash flow problems, and she's degp in debt— mostly to plastic surgeons and diet clinics. She's
a so got a police record—mostly minor drug busts. Two of the Kennedys have had to dap restraining
orderson her, and—"

"Y ou've checked up on her!" | shouldn't have sounded so surprised. He looked insulted.

"Yes, MissDiamond, | did. But now | find myself obliged to concentrate on more mundane
matters—assault, murder, armed robbery, extortion and so on." As he gestured to the mountain of
paperwork on his desk, a clerk dropped another armload of files onto it. Lopez Stared after her with a
tragic expresson.

"But what about the note?' | said. "Do you think—?"

"| think it'sahell of apromotiona opportunity for an off-Broadway show with overextended producers
and an ambitious understudy.”

"Y ou think | had something to do with this?'
"I haveto consder dl posshilities

Okay, | had seen enough cop showson TV to know that. So | tried not to take offense. "L ook, I'm not
regping any benefits from thisfiasco. Joe Herlihy isrefusing to perform the show again.”

"Hedidn't get dong with Golly Gee, did he? She insulted him, humiliated him, upstaged him and accused
him of attempting to set her on firethat very night.”

"Surely you don't think Joeis behind this?'
IIBth_II

"L ook, we know the girl wasin the cage beforeit wasrolled offstage. A dozen witnesses backstage saw
no strangers, no violence, nothing unusua. The only people who touched that cage were you, Herlihy and
the other nymph." He paused before saying, "Asit happens, Herlihy hates her, and you wanted her job."

"Joe and | were onstage thewholetime!" | said.

"And besides Miss Gee, does anyone in the cast know that prop aswell asthe two of you do?"
"I'm the onereceiving threatd" | waved my notein hisface.

"I'll keep that in mind," he said courteoudy.

Getting exasperated, | said, "L ook, just tell meif you think it's safe for meto get in the cage.”

"I thought you destroyed that thing? It was dl your producer could talk about.”

| grunted. "It'sbeing repaired.”

" gea

"Listen," | prodded, "can't you at least turn this note over to the lab and see what they can find out?’



Helooked at it for amoment, then shook his head. "We have no proof that a crime has been committed,
Miss Diamond. Unless further evidence comesto light, | can't submit thisfor forensic examination.
Besdes, it'snot athrest, it'sawarning.”

"Should that comfort me?"

"It's probably from a superdtitious fan or areligious fanatic—someone who believesthat Golly Geeredly
did vanishinto thin air and that anyone else who does that trick will follow her into oblivion.”

"You've been ared help, Detective." | stuffed the note into my purse and turned to go.
"Uh, Miss Diamond?"

"What?' | said over my shoulder.

"If the show does reopen..."

"y e

He hesitated, then lowered coal-black lashes over those deep blue eyes ashe said, "I'd like to come see
youinit."

"Book your sedt,” | said. "The show must go on."

| returned to the theater for amusical run-through with the cast and orchestra. Without Joe, there wasn't
much esewe could do. Then, ignoring the dirty looks| received, | dipped out of the Equity meeting early
and went to Joe's place. He and Matilda had the entire second floor of abrownstone al to themselveson
the Upper West Side. Everyone knew it was her money, not his, that paid for thisluxury. Hewasn't a
successful magician, and | suspected that only his recent second marriage to an ambitious producer had
provided him with an opportunity like Sorcerer! Hewasin hislate thirties, an age at which many
performersfed timeis running out for them to achieve successin our youth-oriented society. | knew Joe
craved name recognition, national tours and televison specids. Just like me, he was hoping that
Sorcerer!'sinitia run would be successful enough for usto move the show to amgjor Broadway theater
wherewed enjoy ahigher profile.

His behavior baffled me. Joe was neurotic, sure, but | knew how much the show meant to him. If he blew
this chance— and cost our backers abundle in the process—he could probably count on playing nothing
but birthday parties and Renaissance fairsfor the next thirty years. If | let him live, that was. With Golly
gone, thiswas my big chance, and no high-strung, rabbit-in-the-hat asthmatic was going to ruin it for me.
That'swhy | had to talk to him. We both wanted the samething. | was sure| could get through to him,
reason with him, convince him to go on with the show. And if reason didn't work, then I'd make sure he
understood that whatever he feared might happen onstage was nothing compared to what | would do to
himif he closed down the show.

It was obvious upon arriving at Joe's place that | was des-perately needed there. No wonder Matilda
wasn't making any progress. Why do married people behave in ways specificaly designed to drive each
other crazy?

"Darling, Esther's here," Matilda crooned loudly as she let meinto the foyer. She turned to me and added
in astage whisper that they could probably hear asfar awvay as Cleveland, "Try not to upset him. He's
very sengtive about the whole subject right now.”

"Tough," | sad.



"What subject?' Joe demanded, shouting at us from three rooms away.
"Why don't you come here and greet Esther, darling?”

"No! What subject?’

"He's been like this since Saturday night,” she mega-whispered at me again.
"Likewhat?' Joe shouted. "What have | been like?"'

Luckily, the phone rang. The combatants went to their separate corners, so to speak, while Matilda
answered it. Unfortunately, she came out swinging only amoment later, and thistime she wasaming for
both of us.

"Darling, it'sMagic Magnuss shop cdling,” she bellowed down the hdlway. "The crystal cage—you
know, the one Esther smashed to bits and pried apart? It's ready to be picked up. Isn't that wonderful,
darling? Y ou can rehearse with it tomorrow!"

While Joe screamed an emphatic negative, she turned to me and added, "1t was horribly expensiveto
repair, Esther.”

"Uh-huh."

"Condderably more than your sdlary.”

"That's easy to believe."

She frowned at me, then bellowed, " Shdll | tell them you're coming, dear?'

| don't think Joe heard her. He was till shouting. So | said, "Tell them someonewill comefor it. If he
won't go, | will."

"Wdll, yes, | supposeit'stheleast you can do."
"Look, Matilda, someone had to get Golly out of—"
"Shewasnt in there, if you recdl,” Matilda said through clenched teeth.

Joe heard that. "Go on, remind me, remind me, just keep reminding me." He hurled the words &t her,
coming down the hallway toward us. "Just keep rubbing it in that | made awoman vanish!"

Matildaglared at him and went back to her telephone conversation. | stared at Joe, thunderstruck.

"Wait aminute! Wait just aminute!™ | redlized | was shouting, too, and lowered my voice. "What's going
on here, Joe? Are you having delusions of godhood? Do you honestly believe—do you even entertain the
possibility—that Golly redly vanished? Abracadabra, a puff of smoke and oblivion? Do you believedl
your own hocus-pocus publicity?'

He had the good grace to ook sheepish. "Y ou don't understand, Esther. She... | felt... Therewas.

| took him by the shoulders and shook him hard. "Joe! Pull yoursdlf together! Let's have aredity check
herel"

Matilda put down the phone. "The shop closes at six o'clock. You'll haveto hurry."
"But she did vanish," Joeindgted.



"Shedidn't vanish!" | snapped. "She...wandered away. Maybe shefelt an urgent need to speak to
Robert Kennedy Junior. Maybe she thought she saw Elvis. Maybe she was abducted by one of those
plastic surgeons she owes so much money to."

"Huh?" Joe said.

"Or maybe she'sjust trying to get araise," Matildasaid.
| stared at her. "Good God, thereis evil among us.”
"Excuseme?’

"Forget it. Give methe keysto your truck. I'm going to go get the crystd cage,” | said. "It, and I, will be
at the theater to-morrow morning at ten o'clock sharp for afull dressrehearsa. And so will you, Joe, or |
will come here and get you—and thistime the beautiful assstant will saw the magician in haf!”

"Beautiful assstant” isan exaggeration in my case. Indeed, being fitted into Golly's wardrobe that morning
had driven that point home like awooden stake: her costumeswere dl alittletoo largein the chest and
extremdy tight everywhere dse. | figured the girl must never eat. The wardrobe mistress advised meto
suck in my ssomach—and give up the Ben & Jerry's.

At fivefoot six, | was aso shorter than Golly, so dl the costumes had to be hemmed. Some of the colors
would never look quite right on me, since I'm fair-skinned and brown-haired. | wondered if I'd be given a
wig to play Virtue, since my smple shoulder-length hairstyle didn't resemble Golly's waist-length blond
ringlets (which, in my darker moments, | had described as "hooker hair”).

| inherited my father's brown eyes and my mother's good cheekbones. The result isaface which, asone
of my acting teachers put it, is more versatile than beautiful. Still, | was rather flattered when Golly asked
if I'd had cheek implants. (The feding wore off when she told me she knew a doctor who could fix my
nose.)

As| drove downtown, | wondered how a young woman Golly's age knew so much about fake body
parts. She must have had a pretty dreadful life. Now that she wasn't around to irritate me, | felt kind of
sorry for her.

| guess| fdt kind of guilty, too. Except for afew stunned moments Saturday night, | hadn't worried about
Golly at al since her disappearance. Mostly 1'd gloated over getting her job.

Now | tried to imagine what could have happened to her. How had she disappeared like that? And why?
And where was she now?

And what about that note? Lopez was unmoved by it; but then Lopez was an overworked cop with
other cases on hismind. Besides, he half suspected me of perpetrating Golly's disappearance. And his
smilewasn't charming enough to make up for that ingnuation, | thought grumpily. Anyhow, easy for him
to make reckless accusations—he wasn't the one being threatened. Or warned. Or whatever.

Hewas right about one thing, though. The notion of "Evil among us' did suggest an unbaanced person.
But was| right, too—did it suggest a dangerous person? Anyhow, just because someone's unbalanced
doesn't mean they don't know what they're talking abouit.

Do not go into the crystal cage.

Why the cage? | wondered. Did the author of the note mean that the prop itself was dangerous? Did he



think that Golly's disappearance was due to its faulty mechanism rather than to amental breskdown or
foul play?

| shook my head to clear it as| double-parked the truck outside Magic Magnus's shop on Worth Strest,
in Tribeca. | felt aheadache coming on and decided to forget the whole messfor awhile. If | kept up this
merry-go-round of speculation, 1'd wind up beating my head against hard objects before long, just like
Lopez. And that habit didn't seem to be doing him any good.

| had assumed Magic Magnus's shop would be adusty little storefront selling tricks and supplies. | was
surprised to discover that the magic businessfilled an entire five-story building. The structure was one of
those nineteenth-century relics of cast-iron architecture, when they found that buildings could be built
more quickly and cheaply by using iron beamsrather than heavy wallsto hold the weight of the floors.
Thisleft more space for windows, not to mention fabuloudy decorative facades. Insde even the
grubbiest and most run-down buildingsin thisarea, you can find Renai ssance columns, barogque

bal ustrades and Second Empire ornamentation. | know all this because | once went on ablind date with
one of the Friends of Cast-Iron Architecture.

Tribecaian't quite as gentrified as Soho, but many of the buildings down here have been renovated.
Magic Magnuss place wasn't one of them. In fact, as| pushed open the door and entered the vast
ground-floor showroom, | thought even the dust looked nineteenth century. | assumed that Magnus must
be doing good businessif he could afford to operatein this part of town, but | doubted he did much trade
with walk-in customers. A couple of dusty display cases held old-fashioned props: wands, hats, cards,
fase-bottom cups, that sort of thing. Onewall was lined with along row of costumes of astonishing
vulgarity. The rest of the showroom wasfilled with abewildering variety of poorly displayed propsand
many boxes, crates and cartons. Judging by the markings on these containers, Magnus got shipments
from dl over theworld.

| looked around for a shopkeeper or clerk but saw no one. Walking toward the main counter, | tripped
over something on the floor and nearly flew headfirst into an Iron Maiden. A little sunned, | examined the
thing and redlized it wasjust agridy verson of something Joe used in Sorcerer! You gtick agirl indde
and run swords through her. | shook my head in disgust. Thiswhole business of magic tricks always
seemed to involve mutilating a haf-naked woman.

There was awall behind the counter. A doorway at its center was covered by ared velvet curtain.
"Helo?' | caled.
No response.

| noticed asmall bell stting on the counter. A sign propped up next to it said Ring For Assstance. | did.
A moment later therewasasmdl pop!, apuff of smoke and the smell of sulfur.

| found mysdlf facing one of the biggest men I'd ever seen. Easily six and ahdlf feet tdl, broad and beefy
without being fat, he displayed aremarkable set of tattoos on both bare arms. He had wild red hair and a
well-trimmed beard. He grinned a me. Histeeth were very long. One of them was gold.

| took a step back. He gave afull-throated laugh, booming and lusty.
| sad, "Magic Magnus, | presume?”

"The one and only!" He reached across the counter, seized one of my hands and brought it to hislips.
"And who might you be, fair wench?'



"I'm Esther Diamond. | cameto get Joe Herlihy's prop. The crystal cage that—"
"Ah, yes. Y ou're the actress who tore the thing apart with her bare hands.”
"Hetold you about me?'

"Hiswifedid."

"o

"| like awoman with spirit. Areyou free Friday evening?'

"l hope not. | mean—I should be performing then.”

"And afterward?'

"Magnus, you overwhem me."

"| have that effect on women." He smoldered at me.

"Or it may bethedust.” | sneezed.

"Sorry about that.”

"Don't you ever cleanin here?!

"I had a cleaning woman, but she vanished.”

"That's not funny,” | said. "Y ou heard about Golly Gee?!

He nodded. " Joe swore me to secrecy.”

"Y eah, weretrying to keep it out of the papers.”

"So the officid ory isthat shejust ran off?"

| shrugged. "Or ran amuck.” | leaned forward. "What do you think happened?"

Magnus shrugged, too, making histattoos dance. "Who knows? We're dedling with other realms when
we venture into the magica arts. If Friday's bad for you, how about Sunday?"

"Magicd arts, my foot. It's mechanics, timing and performance skill. I'm Golly's understudy. | know how
to do every trick she'sinvolved in.”

"Trick?' Helooked outraged. "Please, love, at least say illusion.”
Joe dways said that to me, too. | found it pretentious. "Trick, illuson, what's the difference?’

"The differenceisin perception." Magnus waved ahand and alittle bird appeared, nestled in hispam. It
looked ruffled and surprised. "After al, what isatrick, fair one?"

"I'm abrunette.”

"It isdecet. It isafake, afraud, ahoax." He folded hisfist gently over thelittle bird and covered thefist
with ahandkerchief drawn from his pocket. "But anilluson—ah, that isafantasy, amirage, aflight of
fancy. Anilluson isthe edge of adream we cannot enter. It is the essence of imagination, that very



qudity which makes men different from animas." He drew away the handkerchief and opened hisfidt.
The bird was gone. Inits place was alovely crystal wrapped in afine thread of slver and dangling from a
glver chain. "lllusonisthe shadow of theworld asit might be, if you only believeinit.”

My mouth was dry. He was much better than Joe. "Why aren't you performing?’ | asked.

"l used to. Too much traveling.” He hung the chain around my neck. The crystal rested between my
breasts.

"Oh, | can't accept this. [—"
"l ingst. Wear it and think of Magnus and magic.”
"BlJt—"

"At least think about it. If you don't fedl right about keeping it, you can return it. Sunday at dinner,
perhaps?’

| heard footsteps overhead and remembered why | had come here. "I, uh, think 1'd better get Joe's
cage.”

"Youll want to tekealook at it. It'supgtairs. I'll jus—" The phonerang. He smiled gpologeticaly. "This
will only takeaminute. Excuse me."

He exited conventiondly, lifting aside the heavy red curtain for amoment and then letting it fall into place
behind him.

The cal took more than aminute. After five minutes, | got bored and called, "Magnus?Isit dl right if | go
updars?'

There was no answer. After calling to him once more without results, | headed for the stairwell at the
back of the building. I didn't need his help to examine the cage, after dl. | knew how the thing was
supposed to work. 1'd give the cage a quick once-over while he was on the phone, then sign any
paperwork while it was being carried out to the truck.

The second floor was even dustier, darker and more chaotic than the showroom. Why did Magnus keep
the windows covered? Was the work he did so secret? After fumbling in the disma shadows, | found a
yank-cord for an overhead light and turned it on. | surveyed the vast tumble of boxes and cartons and
equipment, and wondered how I'd find the crystal cage.

Where was Magnuss staff? 1'd heard footsteps earlier. Surely a place this Size needed afew people,
especidly with al the equipment they appeared to be building or repairing. | glanced at my watch: it was
after 9x o'clock dready. Magnuss staff must have quit for the day.

| was shoving past awooden crate when | heard footsteps again. They were directly above me, on the
third floor. Maybe whoever was up there could help me find my cage. | went back to the stairs and
cdled, "Hdlo? |s someone up there? Hello? Can you help me?”

Footsteps approached the sairs. | ascended afew steps. An anxious-looking, dightly exotic woman
appeared above me. She was petite, Asan, and wearing atight animd-print outfit. "Um, hi,” | said. "I'ma
customer. Magnusis on the phone, and I—"

"Esther?' Magnuss voice boomed from below. "Esther, are you up there?’



llYall
He seemed to come up the stepsin asingle bound. "What are you doing?' He sounded a bit breathless.

"I thought 1'd look at the cage while you were busy. | was asking one of your employeesto help me."” |
gestured over my shoulder and then looked toward the woman. " Oh. She'sgone."

He put alarge hand on my shoulder and turned me away from the stairs, guiding me back into the maze
of cartons and equipment. ™Y ou should never come up heredone," he said. "It can be very confusing.”

"Yes, that'swhy | asked that woman—"
"But I'm here now. And here's the cage, good as new."

It was indeed as good as new—although it damn well should be, | thought minutes later when | saw
Magnuss hill. "Wow. No wonder Matildais pissed off at mefor tearing it gpart.”

"Y ou did quite athorough job."

"How was| to know Golly wasn't ingde?" | looked a him curioudy, remembering the note | had
received. "Do you think thisthing is safe for meto get into?”

"Absolutely!" he boomed. "Y ou have my persond guarantee. Besides, thiscrystd | gaveyou—" he
seized the excuse to touch my chest "—wiill protect you from dl evil.”

"Evil?" | pounced. "Why did you say that?'
Heblinked. "Figure of speech.”

"Magnus, do you think...?"

"What, love?'

"Oh, never mind. Just load it into the truck, please.”

Considering how bulky and unwieldy the cage was, | had expected him to need help getting it out to the
truck. Silly me. He wasn't even breathing hard by the time he was done load-ing it on board. On the
contrary, he still had enough wind left in him to ask me out to dinner again.

Joewas at the theater when | arrived for rehearsal the next day. | was already in full costume and
makeup when one of the nymphs came up to me and said, "l dept in the dressing room last night.” She
made avague gesture. "Big fight with my now-ex."

"Oh. Sorry."
"Anyhow, someone did thisunder the door in the middle of the night.”
"In the middle of the night? But the whole place is supposed to be locked up.”

"I know. It scared the hell out of me. | didn't have the gutsto get up and see what it was until the sun
came up." She handed me an envelope. "Anyhow, it'sfor you."

To say my blood ran cold would not be overstating things. My hand trembled as| took the envelope. My
name was written on it in an elegant, archaic-looking hand that | recognized with asinking heart.



Benesth my name was asingle sentence:
Do not riskiit.
Fedling sick, | opened the envelope. There was nothing insde except a newspaper clipping.

It was enough.

Chapter 2

Detective Lopez looked like held had arough night on thetiles. | had afedling | looked worse. In any
event, there was no doubt that | looked ridiculous. Virtue's flowing yellow and gold robes, elaborate
headdress and sparkling makeup looked distinctly out of place in the squad room. If we had been
anyplace other than New Y ork City, | would be attracting attention. Asit was, Lopez stared at me as if
he dearly hoped | was afigment of hisimagination.

"Someone | eft this clipping at the theater last night,” | said, handing him the envelope. "I think it must have
been the same person.”

"The man wearing aduster who thinks Evil isamong us?'

Surprised he remembered yesterday's conversation so well, | blinked. Glitter fell from my lashesto my
cheeks. | brushed it away. "Yes"

"I don't think your hair goeswith that outfit," he said, studying me with bloodshot eyes.
"Just read it," | snapped.

"No, | mean, | like your hair,” hesaid. "l just don't think... Um, never mind. Sorry. Late-night bust. 'ma
little..." Lopez shook himsdlf, then opened the envel ope, took out the enclosed clipping and read aoud,
"Woman Vanishesinto Thin Air."" He gave me an enigmatic glance and continued. "The Greet Hidago's
Marvelous Carniva of Magic and Illusion brought Catherine Harrington Lowell's eighth birthday party to
acrashing halt in her parents Upper East Side home two days ago. Having caused his beautiful assistant
to disappear, the Great Hidalgo was unsuccessful in any of his attempts to make the woman materidize
again." He stared at me. "Oh, Chrigt. Y ou can't be serious.”

"Come on, Detective. Don't you find thistoo improbable for coincidence? Two women disappear during
vanishing acts, and now 1'm being warned not to do the vanishing trick? Don't you think something
drangeisgoing on?'

Hewas rubbing hisforehead again. " think it'sahell of atabloid story.”
"They don't mention Golly. No one knows about that yet."

He closed hiseyes. "Areyou actudly suggesting—?"

"Don't you think we should talk to this Hidalgo guy?*

His eyes snapped open. "We?'

"Yes. After dl, I'm the one at risk here, and y—"



"So don't do thetrick, Esther."
"It'smy job!"

He shook hishead. "Thisiscrazy! Thisisreally..." He paused, took along breath and seemed to count
slently to ten or perhaps recite The Serenity Prayer. Then he said more calmly, "L ook, if youreredly
worried about vanishing into thin air, shouldn't you be talking to Herlihy? He's the one who made Golly
Gee disappear, after dl.”

"That's exactly what hethinks."

"Isitredly?'

"He'sirrationa on the subject. | don't dare tell him about this."
"But you felt obliged to tell me," he said weerily.

"Yourethe investigating officer."

"Miss Diamond—"

"Y ou cdled me Esther aminute ago,” | said inandly.

"And I'm aready regretting theimpulse," hereplied. "L ook, aside from the fact that | am an extremely
busy, overworked, underpaid—"

"But thisiswhat you're underpaid to do!"
"Theredill isn't anything for an investigating officer to investigate.”
"But—"

"Show me acorpse!" He made a sharp gesture of exasperation. " Show me evidence of blackmail,
extortion, kidnapping. Show me awoman who was acting strangely—"

"Golly dways acted strangdly.”

"I mean, awoman who had changed her habitslately,” he said, "who seemed to be afraid of something.
Give me one witnesswho saw a stranger backstage. Show me signs of astruggle. I'm a dedicated cop,
Esther. Make me bdlieve a crime has been committed and I'll be johnny-on-the-spot.”

| indicated the newspaper clipping. "But what about—?"

"No. Don't." He shook his head and put his hand over mine. "Don't show me cryptic notesfrom a
prankster or tell me that women are vanishing into thin air as part of some mysterious scheme perpetrated
by the forces of Evil."

| looked down &t his hand covering mine. He did, too, for amoment; then he took a quick bresth and
drew away.

| gave myself amenta shake and said, "But how do you explain—?"
"How do you explainit? Tel mewhat you believe."

It was alittle hard to admit fearsto him that | wasn't even redlly admitting to mysdlf. "Um..."



"Esther, come on. The night | questioned you at the theater, you seemed like the most sensible person
there

"Y ou remember me?"

His expression changed again. "I remember who had the tightest costume.”
"That'snot nice”

He grinned. "On the contrary, | thought it was very nice.”

"Y ou're not supposed to talk to methisway," | said. "Y ou're the investigating officer."

"Good point." He banished hisamile, and | was sorry. "Pleasejust tell me you don't redly believe you'll
blink out of existenceif you do the vanishing trick."

"No. Of coursenot," | said. "Don't be silly. No."
Hefolded hisarms. "Wel, then?'

| felt kind of deflated. In the cold fluorescent light of the squad room, full of tel ephones, cops, coffee cups
and criminds, | dso felt pretty foolish. “So, I, uh, | guess| shouldn't bother you if | receive any more of
these—"

"Oh, no. Please stop by." He grinned a me again. " These encounters are becoming the highlight of my
dreary days."

| sighed and rose from my chair. "I'm late for rehearsal. | should go.”

"Esther." Hisvoice stopped me as| turned to leave. "I'm serious. Let me know if you get any more
wamnings”

| met hisgaze. "l will. But you don't think there's anything to worry about.”
"l don't. And | don't want you to worry." When | didn't respond, he prodded, "Okay?*
| wasn't assureashewas, 01 just repeated, "I'm late for rehearsal.” And | |eft.

Themusic cued mein to the final scene, the one where the Sorcerer triesto make Virtue vanish forever.
Forever and ever and ever... Where was Gally?

| pushed the thought out of my mind. Lopez wasright. And

| wasn't going to let acouple of slly notes and amysterious disappearance destroy the show and ruin my
career.

Besides, I'd done the vanishing trick many times during previous rehearsas. | knew exactly how it
worked. Therewas nothing to be afraid of. Absolutely nothing.

Joe gave his speech, ssumbling over hislines. His hands were shaking as he grabbed me and dragged me
toward the crystal cage. His pamswere so dick with swest that he lost hisgrip on my arm and | went
crashing to my knees, missing my song cue.

The director stopped the scene. We went back to the beginning of Joes speech. The next attempt was
worse than the one before. He grabbed my arm again, and thistime he hauled me off in the wrong



direction. We went back and tried it again. Jo€'s face was dripping with swest.

Christ, he was more terrified than | was. He believed it, hereally did. When he dragged me toward the
cagethistime, my resstance wasred. How had Magnus defined an illusion? The shadow of the world
asit might be, if you only believed. Now on the brink of following in Golly'swake, | suddenly believed
with avengeance. | believed so hard that my stomach churned and my eyes watered. | was shaking likea
leaf as| sang afew lines begging the Sorcerer not to send meinto oblivion.

Joe's fear-glazed eyes|ooked half mad. He opened the glass door and ordered meinside. | stared at the
gaping void and redlized | didn't want to find out what had happened to Golly Gee. | never, ever wanted
to know.

"No!" | screamed. | jJumped away from the cage and threw my golden handcuffs onto the stage. "No, no,
no, no!"

"What?"

"What's she doing?"
"Egher!”
"Wha'sgoing on?"
"Oh God!" Joe cried.

The music stopped as chaos erupted onstage. Joe and | both kept screaming. The chorus ran around
wildly. The Prince came onstage waving his sword. The director started shouting.

"Wheat the hdll do you think you're doing?* Matilda screamed right into my face.

| turned around and raced Straight for the bathroom. | was panting like along-distance runner by thetime
| reached it. Matildawas hot on my heels. | tried to close the door on her, but the scrawny little witch
was alot stronger than she looked.

Nausea overcame me amoment later and | abandoned the struggle in favor of reaching thetoilet intime.
She was something, that woman. She never lost abesat, not even as | knelt down and retched patheticaly
again and again.

"And if thereisarepetition of that gppalling scene," Matilda shrieked, "you can forget about working in
thisshow, or even in thistown ever again! Do | make mysdlf clear? Don't think it'stoo late for usto
rehearse someone eseinto that part!”

"Itistoolate” I mumbled, my voice echoing in the cubicle. "If you want to reopen tonight, it'stoo late.”
"And another thing!" she cried.

| winced. Those were my mother's favorite words.

Matildaplowed on. "If you upset Joe like this again—"

"Me?' | blurted. "He was the one who—"

"He hasavery sengtive, artistic nature, and thisridiculous stunt that Golly pulled has ruined his nerves.
He has given everything to this show, Esther.”



"Uh-huh." | flushed the toilet and rose wearily.
"He has sacrificed his own career opportunities as a solo act for the good of the show."
"Oh, comeon.” | threw her an openly skeptica ook before lurching toward the sink.

"He's acquired dl-new equipment, studied new techniques, worked with a coach, developed new
standards, trained day and night, refined his abilities. And in return, you completely disrupt adress
rehearsal and throw ahystericd fit at the climax of the play!”

"He was the one who wouldn't perform, wouldn't even rehearse after Golly—"
"Don't mention her name!" Matilda screamed. "I never want to hear her name again!™

| splashed cold water on my face and rinsed out my mouth. Feeling alittle morerationd, | said, "I'm
sorry about what happened today. If | told you why | got so scared...well, it would only make things
worse, especidly for Joe."

Sheglared a me. "I need to know what you intend to do about tonight.”
"l intend to go on," | said with determination.

"Fine. Can wetry that last scene again, then?”

"No."

"Why the hell not?"

"There's something | have to do before tonight.”

"What? In God's name, what?'

| looked a my dripping imageinthe mirror. "1 haveto talk to the Great Hidago."

It took al afternoon to hunt him up viavarious booking agencies (al of whom seemed stunned that
anyone wasinterested in the Great Hidalgo). | finaly got him on the phone, and he agreed to meet me at
Fraunces Tavern, arenovated e ghteenth-century establishment down in the Financid Didtrict. A nogtagic
reminder of what Old New Y ork must have been like two centuries and umpteen million people ago, the
tavern'slocation (and prices) virtually guarantee that you never bump into starving actorsthere. The
Great Hidago, it turned out, was only a part-time magician; hisrea name was Barclay Preston-Colelll,
and he worked for hisfather's finance company.

"MissDiamond?' A mousy young man gpproached my table in the corner.

"Barclay?' | didn't even consider caling him Mr. Preston-Cole. He looked about sixteen, despite his
twelve-hundred-dollar suit and his Rolex watch. He was alittle taller than me, with wavy brown hair, fair
skin, pink lipsand big, brown, cow-like eyes. Kind of cutein asengtiveway. "Have asest,” | said. |
waved to the waiter and asked Barclay, "Are you old enough to drink?*

Heflushed. "I'm twenty-two."

He ordered awhite wine spritzer, then inssted on picking up the tab for both our drinks. | let him. Mom
had told me that the man aways paid, and common sense told me that Wall Street bankers always paid.



"So, Barclay," | said after he had relaxed abit, "tell me about that society kid's birthday party.”

Heturned red again. "Oh God. Ohgod, ohgod, ohgod.” He looked around asiif afraid we were being
spied on, then leaned forward and whispered, "I swear to you, I'll never do it again. Just don't tell my
fether."

| tried to look asif | was considering hisrequest. "Well, I'll have to know all the details before | make
any promises.”

He swallowed and asked, "Who are you, anyhow? CIA? FBI? Nationa Security Agency? NASA?"
Thelad'simagination was spinning out of control. "I'm with Equity,” | said.

"Theactors union?' Hisvoice broke. Everyone's afraid of Equity.

"Specid Investigative Branch.” Okay, | exaggerated alittle. So sueme.

"Ohmy God!' I'm never going to work again, am |?* Barclay wailed.

"What do you care? Y ou've got agood job on Wall Street. Nice office, your own secretary, expense
account—"

"How do you know al of this?" he cried.

It had been asafe guess, but | said, "We have our ways."

"l swear to you, | don't know what happened! It's not my fault!"
"Tel meabout it," | urged.

"l wasredly starting to get somewhere," he said mournfully. "The act was getting better. All my hard
work was beginning to pay off. | just got my first ever real booking!"

"Red booking?"

"Y ou know, from strangersinstead of society girls and old school chums.”

"o

"I'm supposed to perform at the Magic Cabaret on Saturday. It'smy big bresk! What am | going to do?’
"Canyou work done?'

"Not redlly. Besides, the disappearing act was my big finish, my best illusion! How can | face an audience
without it?"

Seeing hewas closeto tears, | said, "Thismeansalot to you."

Henodded. "I hate being a Preston-Cole. | hate banking and finance! All I've ever wanted to beisa
conjurer. I've given everything to my art, and now it's destroyed me!" He flung himself acrossthetable
and grabbed my hand. "What's going to happen to me?’

"What happened to your assstant?' | countered, squeezing his hand ashard as | could. He winced.

"Shevanished, | tell you! | useasimple, old-fashioned prop box for the disappearing act. | put Clarisse
insde, and she never came out. The box never |eft my sight, and there was nowhere for her to go." He



downed half his spritzer inasingle gulp. "l tore the thing gpart, but she wasn't insde. Then things got
redly grim. Little Betsy Broadmore started wailing like the damned, the Biddlie-Bond twins physicaly
attacked me, and the nanny kept screaming that | should be sued for reckless endangerment.”

"l see”

"l just don't understand what could have happened. Clarisse and | rehearsed that illusion dozens of
times!" He downed the rest of his spritzer and reached for my drink.

"Could Clarisse be playing some sort of maiciousjoke on you?"

"She'snot that clever. Anyhow, Adelaide Mercer's bridd shower was yesterday, and Clarisse never
would have willingly missed that. They're bitter enemies.”

Overlooking the baffling mores of the upper classes, | asked, "Was she nervous about your first redl
booking—yperforming at the Magic Cabaret?"

"No, she was |ooking forward to it. Planning what to do with her hair and makeup, that sort of thing."
Still searching for aclue, | said, ™Y ou said your father doesn't know about what's happened?”

Barclay finished my wine. "He doesn't even know | still perform. | promised to giveit up after |
graduated from Yae."

"What about Clarisse's family? Surely they're worried about her?"

"The Stauntons? They're ftill in Europe.” He started turning red again. "It's abig apartment, but they're
bound to notice she's missing when they get back, don't you think? What am | going to tell them?”

"That's atough question.” | frowned at the table and wondered what logical conclusions could be drawn
fromany of this.

"Miss Diamond, why is Equity investigating this? | mean, Clarisse Staunton and | aren't even members.”

| decided to tell him. He could obvioudy keep a secret, and perhaps his magician's mind would recognize
some common clue in the two cases that had eluded me. He ordered another drink (a Scotch and soda
thistime) when | told him about Golly, and he looked postively ill by thetime told him about the second
message | had received before this morning's rehearsal.

"What are you going to do?" he asked.

"I'm going to get into the cage tonight. What choice do | have?'

"You musint! You'll go wherever the other two went!"

"It could be acoincidence,” | said.

"You don't believethat."

"I find it alot harder to believe that the laws of physics have changed since last week."
"Can't you tak to Herlihy about this?"

"He'shygericd," | sad.

"] don't blame him. Y ou have no ideawhat it fedslike."



"l canimagine how you fed."

"No, | mean, what it fedl s like to make awoman disagppear. What it felt like the moment she vanished.
Because, you see, | knew. Before shefailed to reappear, before | tore apart the box looking for her, |
knew she had vanished for redl. | felt it somehow.” He buried his head in his hands and mumbled, "I don't
know. There must be some kind of atmospheric disturbance or molecular dissolution when they
demateridize”

"Y ou have been watching way too much of the Sci-F Channdl," | said, not liking how believable he was
making this lunacy sound to me.

"Then how do you explainit?" he shot back.
"I don't know, but if I work on it long enough, I'll think of something.”

"How long is'long enough'?' He looked a hiswatch. ™Y ou've got two hourstill show time."

Dressed in Virtues Act Onefinery, | stared a mysalf in the dressing room mirror and listened to the
intercom as Joe and the chorus performed the opening number. | had about ten minutes, and | was o
nervous | couldn't remember asingleling, lyric or piece of blocking.

"Camdown," | ordered my reflection in adry, husky voice that would never carry past thefirst three
rows. Nothing eased my tension, not breathing exercises, vocalization, meditation or stretching. Not
herba tea, nor even the fed of Magic Magnus's protective crystd resting against my skin.

| tried to look at the positive side of things. The vanishing act was almost two hours away. Anything
could happen between now and then. Why, Joe was so nervous, he'd probably stab me or set me on fire
before| had a chance to get into the crystal cage...

"Oh, that makes me feal so much better,” | told my hollow-eyed, red-cheeked, perspiring reflection. |
was afraid | was going to toss my cookies again.

| turned away from the mirror just as a breeze ruffled my hair and made my wispy costumeflutter. |
looked up a the room's single window. It was closed, asdways. Judging by theintensity of the odorsin
the women's dressing room, we figured that the window had been painted shut in Fiorello LaGuardias
time. | looked over my shoulder. No, the door was closed, too.

"Pssy!”
"Yah!" | nearly jumped out of my skin.
"Pssst! Over herel”

| looked around the room but saw no one. It was aman's voice, though. | picked up ablow-dryer and
waved it like aweapon. "Where are you?"

"I'm sorry. I'm having trouble materidizing.”
"What?'
"If you'l just be petient..."

"Patient?" | bleated. "Who is this? What's going on?"'



A voice behind me sad, "Ahhh. Therewe go.”

| whirled and faced him, my heart pounding so hard it hurt. He had come out of nowhere! "Who are
you?' | snarled with false bravado. "How did you get in here?’

"I'm terribly sorry. | didn't intend to intrude thisway," he said. "I meant to wait for you outside earlier, but
I'm running late today." His voice was soft and scholarly, and he spoke with adight foreign accent.

"Wait for me? Why do you—?" | stopped and stared. He was an absurd-looking figure. A smdll, dightly
chubby white man, at |east seventy years old, with unkempt white hair and a beard, he wore afedoraand
aduster. "It'syoul" | screeched.

"Wemug talk. You can't—"

"You!" | shrieked again, besde mysdlf. Findly, here was someone upon whom | could vent my wrath.
Surdy thiswasdl hisfault. "Who are you? Why are you after me?'

"After you?' Grest, furry, white brows swooped down when he frowned. "I assure you—"
"Writing mysterious notes! Sending me newspaper clippings! Lurking around the theeter!”
"Lurking?1 never—"

"I'll have you arrested, you pervert!”

His eyes widened. They were sky blue, as clear and round as a child's. "Pervert? 1 think you
misunderstand—"

"How did you get in here?' | demanded, pointing the hair dryer at him.
"Now, let'sstay cam," he urged, backing up.

"Freezel" My hand tightened on the blow-dryer's grip. | must have pressed the "on™ switch, becauseiit
roared and started shooting hot air at the stranger.

"Arrrgh!" He dropped to thefloor.

| squedled in surprise and hit him with the thing. Hisfedoraflew off, and he crouched there, clutching his
forehead while hislong white hair blew around him in awild torrent.

"Wait!" hecried. "I'mtrying to help you!"
"By turning meinto anervous wreck? If | wanted that kind of help, I'd call my mother!"

"Excuse me?' Helooked up, squinting againgt the blagt of hot air. *Could you possibly turn thet thing
off?"

"Huh? Oh. All right," | said, "'but make one false move and you're dead, pal. I'm obliged to warn you that
I've got ablack belt in kung fu." | turned off the machine.

"So havel," he said absently, hauling himself to hisfeet.
"Oh." Thisworried me, since | had been lying.

"Now can we please talk? We have very littletime."



"How did you get past the guard at the stage door?’

"| transmuted and dipped through thewall. Now you must listen—"
"Thiswall?' | pointed to the foot-thick brick wall.

"Yes. I'm hereto tell you that you mustn't participate—"

"Wait just agoddamn minute. Y ouretrying to tell me you smply waked through this wal?' | thumped it
withmy fid.

""Wak' would be amisstatement.”
"Oh, God forbid we should have a misstatement here. How would you put it?"

He stroked hisbeard. "Wéll, in classica terms, it's generdly referred to astransference, athough the
development of modern psychology has made that phrase atrifle—"

"Okay, buddy, that'sit. I'm calling Lopez."

"L opez?

"The cop investigating—if you can call it that—Golly Gee's disappearance.”

"No! You mustint!”

"Don't touch me!™

"No policel" hecried, lunging for me.

| screamed and clobbered him with the hair dryer again.

"Ow! God's teeth, that hurts!"

"God'steeth?' | blurted. "No one hastalked like that since the Restoration dramatists.”
"I'm avery busy man," he explained. "I find it difficult to kegp up with trends.”

"Never mind that. What about Golly? Are you responsible for what happened to her?!

"No, of course not.” He winced and rubbed hisforehead. "I'm going to have a considerable lump, you
know."

"Servesyou right."

Over theintercom, the voices of the chorus swelled with the final notes of the opening number. Thefaint
applause sounded like gtatic. Just a couple of minutes|eft before my entrance.

| knew | should call our sole security guard and have the old man arrested, or at least thrown out of the
building. But | had afedling that this strange person could answer the question that was plaguing me.
"What happened to Golly?*

"She vanished, of course."

The brief slence on the intercom echoed through the room.



"What do you mean, 'of course? People don't just vanish,” | snapped.

"Doyou mindif | St down, Miss Diamond? I'm somewhat fatigued. | find transmutation rather difficult.”
He dumped into achair in front of the mirrors.

"Who areyou?' | asked again.

"My nameisMaximillian Zadok."

"M.Z"

"Wes"

"What are you doing here?'

Heblinked. "Surely that's obvious. I've come to stop you from going onstage tonight.”
| backed away from him. "Did you try to stop Golly, too?"

He shook his head and frowned. "No. | didn't know she wasin any danger. It was her disappearance
that derted meto the Evil anong us.”

"Thereyou go again." | wasannoyed. "Evil ?"
IIYSII

| studied him closely. "L ook, are you on some kind of medication? Did you maybe forget to take your
Thorazine or something?"

"No, no, no! | assureyou, I'm quite sane. And frankly, con-sidering thelifeI'veled, that's saying a great
ded.” He shot to hisfeet with surprising speed and seized me by the shoulders. "Please, listen to me,
Miss Diamond. | became alarmed as soon as | redlized you intended to go onstage in Miss Gee's place.
Y ou must believe mewhen | say that if you do that, you risk meeting the same fate that shedid.”

"What was her fate? Whereis she?"

He looked alittle embarrassed. "I'm afraid | don't know. Yet."

My heart was thundering inside Virtue's dress. My voice was barely awhisper. "'Is she dead?!

"Not necessarily." He was apparently trying to be comforting.

The Princé's voice crackled over the intercom. "I'm looking for awoman of virtue," he proclaimed.
My vison swam. "That's my warning cue. I'moninaminute. | haveto go."

"No! Pleas! You must believe me! Shereally did vanish! And so did the Great Hidalgo's assistant!”
"I'vegot to go on. | have no choice,” | hissed, trying to get away from him.

Hethrew hisarmsaround me. | struggled. He tripped me and bore me down to the floor. " Of course you
have achoice! Especidly considering what they're paying you!"

| gasped and tried to roll away. "How do you know what they pay me?' | stuck an elbow in hiseye.

"Please, we must sop this" he sad franticdly. "I deplore violence!™ Then he pulled my hair and got mein



ahdf ndson.

"Ow! Stopit! They'rein the middle of aperformance. If | don't go on now, my career will be over! I'll be
lucky to play acavity in atoothpaste commercia!"

"No! The performance must be stopped. Thereis great danger here. Oof" he added as| kneed himin
the ssomach.

"If you don't let me go, you lunatic, | will prosecute you to the fullest extent—"

"Y ou won't bein any condition to prosecute! Don't you understand? Golly Gee and Clarisse Staunton
weren't the end! They're just the beginning!"

"How do—oy! Get off me!"
"No." He sat on my chest. "Not until you listen to reason.”

"Reason? Firgt you tell me those women redlly vanished, and now you're trying to tell methere will be
more," | panted, shoving at him.

"Exadtly.”

"Oh, and what makes you think that?" | snarled.

"Because there's been another.”

| stopped bresthing. "What?' | croaked.

He nodded. "Last night. On the Upper West Side.”

"No." | shook my head. "No, that's not possible.”

"At the annua gdadinner of the Urban Cowboys Club of Greater New Y ork.” fdt ill. "Who?"'

"Duke Dempsey the Conjuring Cowboy. For the big finde to hisact, he put Dolly the Dancing Cowgirl
ingde alarge, wooden, rhinestone-studded horse for adisappearing illusion.”

"Dont tdl meany more," | begged.
"And shevanished."

Chapter 3

"What are you doing?' Maximillian Zadok demanded as| lunged for the Sink.

"One of the faeries has abad ankle. She brought thisbag of iceto put on it during intermission, in caseit
gartsacting up tonight.”" | hauled the ice out of the Sink.

ll&?l
"So I'm not just going to walk out of the theater in perfect hedlth and destroy my career.”

"Stop that! You'll make yoursdf sick," he exclaimed as | opened the silk bodice of my costume and



hugged theiceto my linen-clad chest.

| sat downinachair and curled my body around the freezing cold bag. "I read that Meryl Streep did this
once before shooting a death scene.”

"Zoundd"

"Zounds?' | shook my head. "Anyhow, it worked so well that when they finished shooting the scene, they
thought sheredlly wasill."

"l don't understand. Why do you—?"

"When | missmy cue, which will be any second now, they'll come looking for me. If | smply walk out of
the theater, Matildawill fire me and turn my nameto mud. But if | appear to be sick, shélll haveto let me
come back to the show."

| heard my cue over the intercom and suddenly did fed sick. What the hell was| doing?
"Thisiscrazy," | muttered, starting to shiver. "Keep alookout for me. Tell me when someone's coming.”
"How ismy presenceto be explained?' he asked nervoudly.

"You'rethe doctor | caled when | started feding ill." That wasthe part of the performance that worried
me. | knew | could play near-dead, but could Zadok fool anyone into believing he wasn't hopelessly
insane?

"But shouldn't there be an ambulatory vehicle?'
"What?'
"Y ou know. With thered lights and the wailing."

"An ambulance? No. I'll regain consciousness dowly and ask you to take me home. You tell them all
how dangeroudy sick | am, and then well leave the theater together. Got that?!

Helooked anxious. "But—" Then he flinched. " Someone's coming!™
"Quick! Put theiceback inthesnk.”

| sank to the floor and sprawled acrossit in ashivering heap. Zadok had just deposited theice bag in the
snk when | heard Mtildas strident voice in the halway.

"Whereisshe?l'll kill her for this. I'll make her rue the day she applied to dramaschool! Of al the
irresponsible, witless, unprofessond...” Her voicetrailed off as she entered the dressing room. Then she
must have spotted me. She aso spotted Zadok bending over me, about to check my pulse. "Help! Help!
Someone's attacking Esther! Help! Get him!”

Things went awry then. Joe, the Prince and the stage manager dl came rushing in behind Matilda. The
intercom blared with the noise of the chorus singing my introduction over and over, waiting in vain for me
to appear. Two of the men jumped on top of Zadok and started beating him to a pulp while he cried,
"I'madoctor! Redly! Oxford Univerdity! Classof 1678! Y ou may verify it if you don't believe me!™

"Esther. Esther, areyou dl right?' Joe cried, shaking melikel wasarag doll.
Matilda dapped me sharply acrossthe face. I'd have paid real money for the chance to hit her back.



Instead, | moaned feebly and muttered feverish nonsense.

"My God, she'sfreezing!" Joe said. "And wet."

"She's d so supposed to be onstage right now,” Matilda snapped. She hit me again.

"Darling, stop! She's unconscious. And very ill. She can't go on likethis." Joe sounded relieved.
"Doctor," | moaned.

Zadok pounced. "Y ou see? She's asking for me."

"What were you doing to her, you fiend?' The Prince brandished his sword.

"Matilda, | think we should let the doctor have alook at her," Joe urged.

"Oxford Universty, did you say?" Matildaasked.

"Yes. Dr. Zadok." Panting from hisfight, Zadok added bashfully, "I distinguished myself in science and
theology."

"Can you get her up and on her feet, Dr. Zadok?'

He knelt beside me. Through my lashes, | could seethat he had asplit lip. "1 doubt it. All her symptoms
indicate cryogenic fever."

"Comeagan?'

"She's got to be put in awarm bath right away. I'm prescribing a strong dose of aqua vitae, to be
followed by acourse of polio brodo—I'd say four timesaday for aweek."

"A week?' Matildasaid. "Now wait aminute. She's got to perform—"
"And I'd advise you dl to stand back," Zadok added. "Her condition is highly contagious.”

Wéll, it'samazing how fast that room emptied out. Dismissed from work, | leaned feebly on Zadok ashe
escorted me through the stage door. | knew there was no such thing as cryogenic fever, but | was curious
about his prescription. As soon as we were outside, | asked him what aqua vitae and polio brodo

were.

"Brandy and chicken soup.” He dabbed at hislip and winced. "What aweek I'm having."
"Youdidwdl, Mr. Zadok."

"It redlly is Dr. Zadok, you know."

"Oxford Universty?'

"Y es, amnong others. Shall | escort you home?'

"I'm not going home. I'm going with you, to talk to Cowboy Dan.”

"Duke"

"Whatever. | want to know what's happening to these women. The sooner we wrap this up, the sooner |
can go back to work."



"BUE"
"And if we can resolvethis...thisthing before another actress hastimeto learn Virtue's part—"
"Miss Diamond, you—"

"Cdl meEgther."

"Max. How do you do?'

"Max, no one has agreater stake in thismessthan | do. | can't go onstage now, and | very much want to
go ongtage.”

Hewrung his hands. "There may be great danger.”

"I livein New Y ork City—don't tell me about danger."
"I haveto do this, but you—"

"Why do you 'have' to do this?" | asked.

"Well, itsmy job."

"l see" | said, not seeing a al. "Well, if I'm ever going to do my job again, it ssemsthat | must help you
with yours. After dl, three women have aready disgppeared, Max. |an't that indication enough that you
need alittle hel p?'

"Oh dear. Perhapsyou'reright.”
"Thank you." It was so niceto betold, for thefirst timein thiswhole affair, that | wasright. "Shall we
go?"

Wetook acab up to the Wadorf-Astoriaon Park Avenue. | figured Max must be from out of town—
way out of town. Asde from hisgenera strangeness, he had to be physicaly forced into the taxi; then he
sat with his eyes closed and afine sheen of sweat covering hisface while he muttered incantations
nonstop until we arrived safely at our destination. He was shaking when | paid the driver and helped him
out of the cab.

"I could fed theforces of chaos encroaching on my cosmic destiny,” he said in ashaken voice.
"New Y ork cabs take some people that way."

| saw the doorman give us a doubtful glance as we entered the hotel's el egant lobby. Max looked
peculiar enough, but | was till wearing Virtue's costume. | might have gotten away with the gaudy,
low-cut, fluttering gown and ballet dippers, but the gold stars and fake bird nestled in my hair, not to
mention the glitter dusted onto my cheeks, shoulders and chest, probably dented my credibility.

"Do you know what room the Cowboy isin?' | asked Max. | had ashrewd suspicion the desk clerk
might not want to tell us.

"Yes. | wroteit down somewhere.” Max started searching through the pockets of his voluminous duster.

"Nicecoat," | said. "Looksgenuine."



"Oh, itis. It was bequegthed to me by agunfighter.”
"A gunfighter?"

"The bullet holeleft by hisfinal encounter wasn't that dif-ficult to repair, but | did have sometrouble
getting the blood out of ... Ah, hereitis" Hewaved a piece of paper a me.

"Thislookslikeashopping lig."
"Oopd Soitis”

While he continued rummaging through his pockets, | |ooked over thelist he had absently handed me.
"Licorice, deodorant, honey, ail of roses..." | frowned. "Dare | ask why you need cobalt and zinc?"

"New experiment. Now, where did | put it?" He plucked an assortment of dried |leaves and roots out of
his breast pocket.

| continued reading. One item stopped me cold. ""Dragon's blood?"
"I've been looking for months. | don't suppose you know a good source?’
"Not offhand. Uh, Max..."

"Oh! Heresthat formula | thought I'd lost it." He dropped a sheet of that familiar M.Z. letterhead onto
the pile of stuff accumulating at hisfeet. It was covered with scribbling, strange charts and symbols. The
lettering looked vaguely familiar.

"|sthat Hebrew?'

"Aramac.”

"Why do—7?'

"Aha Cowboy Duke's room number." He showed it to me.
"It'son the ninth floor."

"Nine. That'savery good number," he murmured, shoving things back into his pockets. "A trilogy of
threes™

We crossed the lobby and got into an elevator. | prefer Sairs,” Max said uneasily.
"Not ninefloors of them."

A respectable-looking middle-aged couple got into the elevator with us. "Twelve, please,” theman sad. |
pressed the button.

"Costume party?* the woman asked me.
"Funerd," | said.
Werodeto the ninth floor in silence.

Cowboy Duke Dempsey welcomed us persondlly into an enormous, plush suite overlooking Park
Avenue. Eagt Texasfairly dripped from histongue. "Wdll, howdy! Come on in, comeright onin, young
lady!" If his handshake got any more enthusiastic, my arm would fdl off.



"I'm real pleased to meet you!" the Cowboy assured me. "And it sureisarelief to seeyou again,
Maximillian. Come on in, come in and make yoursalves at home. That sureisapretty outfit youre
wesaring, young lady. Now just set yoursalves down, and Dixie here will get you whatever you need.

Dixie, honey?'

"| thought Dixie disgppeared,” | said.
"That was Dally," Duke explained.
"Thisherésmy littlegirl."

"How do you do?' | said to Duke's"little" girl. She was about eighteen years old, tal, buxom and
wasp-waisted, with miles of flaxen blond hair, cornflower-blue eyes and sun-kissed skin that fairly
glowed with good hedlth.

"Ain't she pretty?'
"Oh, Daddy!" Dixie blushed becomingly.
"Areyouintheact, too?' | asked.

"Shesureis,” Duke said. "And she ain't doing that disappearing act until we find out what happened to
Daly."

"Oh, Daddy!" Dixie sad again.
"Youwant todo it?' | asked.

"She's got show businessin her veins" the Cowboy said proudly. Clearly alove of spectacleranin
Dukes veins, the sheer dramaof his fringe-edged and rhinestone-studded clothes made it clear why my
own costume didn't give him cause to pause.

| looked around the suite. "I can see that show business has been good to you, Duke.”
"Oh, | don't earn nothing for the act. Magic ismy hobby.

Clubs, charity events, family gatherings. No, al this—" he gestured cardlesdy at our paatia surroundings
"—ispaid for by my busnessinterests.”

"Qil?"

"Condoms"

"Good investment.”

Hegrinned. "1 got in on the ground floor. Now what'll you have to drink, young lady?'

Max and | both declined food and drink before settling into comfy chairs and getting down to business.
Cowboy Duke and Dixig, it turned out, lived on avast ranch in Texas but had been staying in New Y ork
for the past 9x weeks. Dixie had finished high school one semester early, and with honors. Since she
wouldn't start college until thefall, she had asked her father if she could cometo New Y ork this spring to
participate in a prestigious (and expensive) eight-week drama program at one of the leading ingtitutions.



"Of course | agreed,” the Cowboy said. "I can't refuse her nothing, not since her mamadied.”
"Oh, I'm sorry. When was that?"

"Fifteen yearsago." He amiled a Dixie. "Anyhow, therewasno way | wasgonnalet my little girl livedl
alonein New Y ork City. No, indeedy. | can operate my businessinterestsfrom here, at least for a
couple of months, so | came aong with her.”

"How nice." | suspected that haf of Dixie€'s motivation for coming to New Y ork had been an
understandable desire to escape her father's watchful eye.

| said to Duke, "So tell me what happened last night." There had been no point in trying to get a coherent
explanation out of Max during the cab ride.

Although the Cowboy was too much of agentleman to say so, especidly in front of hisdaughter, it
became pretty clear that Dolly the Dancing Cowgirl was his mistress. She and Dixie had been performing
with him for severa years, ever snce a chance meeting with David Copperfield had gotten him interested
in magic. Apparently, Copperfield had managed to make the Cowboy's whole house disappear on one
occason.

A rdative newcomer to the art of magic and illuson, Duke (like Barclay Preston-Cole I11) had the drive,
money and time to acquire knowledge and props faster than he acquired kill.

"But it'sjust ahobby, after dl. I'm redlly abusinessman and arancher,” he said somewhat wistfully.

"Oh, but you've been doing real well, Daddy," Dixie said encouragingly. She seemed like a swest girl.
"Y ou should see how much the act hasimproved, Miss Diamond. I'll bet Daddy could give up condoms
and beaprofessond.”

Duke blushed. "Oh, pshaw!"

I'd never actudly heard anyone say that before. " So the Urban Cowboys Club invited you to perform at
their annual gala?' | prodded.

"That'sright. | flew Dolly up from Texas for the occasion." He shook hishead sadly. "I sure do blame
myself for what's happened.”

"Oh, Daddy!" Dixietook his hand.

Like Joe and Barclay, he had put his assistant into avanishing box (in this case, alarge, complex and
extremely expensive hollow horse decorated with—what else?—fringe and rhinestones) that they had
used many timesin the past. Dolly had disgppeared right on cue. And Duke, somehow sensing that she
had really disappeared, tore that horse apart backstage, looking for her.

"But shewasn't there," he concluded.
Hearing nothing new or useful, | looked at Max. "How did you find out about this?'

"| felt the disturbancein the fabric of thisdimension,” he mumbled without looking up, "so | cast runesin
search of its source.”

"Uh, Max—"

"However he found out, we were sure glad to see Maximil-lian,” the Cowboy said. "No one else seems
abletohdp us.”



"Certainly not the cops” | grumbled, thinking of Lopez.

"Thisisarealm in which the forces of law and order are helpless,” Max said.

"What do you make of dl this, Dr. Zadok?' Dixie asked.

Max looked around at dl of us. "The question is, why?*

| shook my head. "No, surely the question is, how?'

"Some form of black magic, | suspect,” Max replied.

"Black magic?" | repested.

"Hmm. Teleportation. Or transmutation? Clearly an unorthodox method, in any event.”
"Max," | sad.

He stroked his beard. " Apparently the props—the boxes and cages—are necessary. Are they cursed?”
"Cursed?’ the Cowboy repeated.

"Max," | said, getting to my feet.

"Arethey specidly designed to be windowsto the other Sde? And how are the victims seected? How
many are needed? How many more will there be?'

Dixie gasped. Duke went pale. | decided we'd made enough of an impression on our hostsfor one
evening.

"Thanks so much for your time," | said, yanking Max to hisfeet. "Well be in touch. And don't worry.
WEell find out what happened to Dally if it'sthelast thing | do. Coming Max?"

"What is this mumbo jumbo about black magic and the other Sde?’ | demanded as we walked down the
drest.

"I'm just speculaing, I'm afraid. None of the usua signs of demonic possession, shapeshifting or infernal
evocation seem to gpply. Of course, | supposetimetravel isatheoretica possibility, but it would seem to
be involuntary and highly problematic in this case. No, for the time being, my theory—"

"Iscrazy!"

"Hmm. Do you have atheory?'

"Not on thetip of my tongue,” | said. "But I'll think of one."

"Very wdl. In the meantime, there are two things we must accomplish tonight.”
What?"

"If Mr. Herlihy's crystdl cageis cursed—"

"Oh, for—"

"Then we must destroy it."



| stopped, surprised. "Destroy it?"
"We can't risk another woman getting into it. Surely you can seethat?"

| didn't know what to make of dl this, but Max was right. We couldn't et someone who didn't know the
truth—whatever it was—risk getting into that cage.

"Okay, agreed,” | said. "And the other thing?'
"We must determine the source of the latest disappearance.”
"Thelatest?" | felt cold seep through me. "But | thought Dolly the Dancing Cowgirl wasthe latest—"

"That waslast night,” he said. "1 didn't want to alarm Dixie and Cowboy Duke, but whilewe werein
consultation with them thisevening, | sensed it again. Unmistakable by now." He nodded. "A locdized
dimensiona disturbance. Someone e se has disgppeared.”

Max refused to get into ataxi again. Instead, we walked to the Plaza Hotel at the edge of the park and
hired ahorse and carriage. 1'd never been in one of those things because they're outrageousy expensive.

Tomy surprise, al the carriage driverslined up across the street from the Plaza seemed to know Max.
"Yo! Doc Zadok! Whaddaya say?'

"Hey, Doc! What do you hear from the spirit world?

"Good evening,” Max said, taking off hisfedoraand shaking hands.

"Can| giveyou alift, Dr. Zadok?"

"Hey, you boys get back inline! I'mfirst. Right over here, Dr. Zadok. Let me help you into my carriage,
miss”

"Thank you," | said, taking the beefy hand offered to me. Now this guy could lift ice cream-loving
nymphs overhead dl night long and not fed the strain.

"Thank you, Ralph." Max clambered in besde me.

Ra ph climbed up to the driver's seat. Y ou want | should take you home, Dr. Zadok?"
"No, were going to the theater actually. The New—oof!"

"Just drop us off at Greenwich and Sixth," | said.

"Okay." Raph flicked the reins and we were off.

"Youidiot," | whispered to Max. "If we're going to break into the building and sabotage valuable
equipment, the last thing we need to do is announce our presence to half of Christopher Street by pulling
up at the front door in a horse-drawn carriage.”

"I'm sorry, | didn't think. It's so seldom that | break the law.”

"Oh, redly? How about the night you broke into the theater to dip that newspaper clipping under my
dressing room door?"



"That was an emergency,” he pointed out. "Anyhow, | didn't damage anything.”
"How did you get in, anyway? Transmutation' again, | suppose?'
"No. | only transmute in dire circumstances. It's much harder than it looks, you know."

"| believe that. I've seen Joe and Magic Magnus do it, and even Golly and | do aversion of it when
Virtue appears at the end of Act Two, but you did it in my dressng room. How?'

"WEell, the principles of thaumaturgy rely largely upon the powers of the mind. Naturaly, sometechnica
ability iscdledfor."

| sighed. He sounded like Joe. "Never mind. How are we going to get in tonight? I'm no lock-picker."
Hefrowned. "It shouldn't present too much of aproblem.”

Since he gpparently wasn't going to elaborate, | said, "I gather you travel thisway—horse and
cariage—fairly often?'

"It'sthe only civilized way to get around town."

"You don't like elevators, you don't like cabs." He had also refused to take a bus or subway train when |
suggested it. "Do you have some kind of phobia?’

"l just can't get used to modern trangportation,” he said. " Speed kills."

Werodetherest of theway in silence. | wrestled with the Mystery of the Vanishing Ladies, unwilling to
succumb to Max's mutterings about curses and black magic. Could Gally, Dolly and Clarisse have
vanished voluntarily? Since coincidence seemed astronomically unlikdly, that would mean they had
planned thistogether. That seemed equally far-fetched. How would they have met in thefirst place? A
magicians convention?

No, | decided. Evenif Dally, the Texan mistress of amultimillionaire condom cowboy, had met an
uptown society girl like Clarisse a such afunction, | doubted Golly Gee had ever attended anything like
that. Before meeting Joe a couple of months ago, she couldn't even spell the word magician. (And
wherever she was now, she probably still couldn't). Besides, Dolly had only arrived in New Y ork
yesterday, and according to Duke, it was her first time here.

And what about the magicians? Duke reported experiencing astrange sensation during the vanishing; like
Joe and Barclay, he knew Dolly was gone before it became apparent to anyone e se. There had been no
press coverage of the Urban Cowboys affair. Clarisse's disappearance was so far the only one that had
appeared in the news—and, asfar as| knew, even that had received only the brief paragraph Max had
sent me. If the magicians were somehow responsible, they weren't doing it for publicity. Quite the
opposite, in fact; Joe couldn't bear the merest mention of Golly's disappearance, Barclay wasterrified his
father would find out, and Duke just wanted Dolly back.

Of course, that could be mere pretense. Perhaps the magicians had found abrilliant way to murder their
assgtants? No, that didn't make sense. There was no need to go through elaborate ritualsin front of an
audiencejust to kill someone.

Did the three women have any enemies? Hard to say. | gathered Lopez thought | might be Gally's
enemy. Barclay had mentioned Clarisse had a bitter enemy, some society girl. And Dolly? Who knew?
Maybe Dixie knew Dolly was deeping with Duke and hated her for it.



Did the magicians have enemies? Ahal Now, that was agood question. Certainly their lives were being
disrupted by these strange events. Indeed, if we couldn't find out what happened to the women, the
men'slives might even be ruined.

The carriage findly pulled to a stop outside a coffee shop on Sixth Avenue. | was rdlieved to get out; |
didn't think we'd made many new friends by taking up awhole lane a our speed. My eyes bulged when
Max paid thedriver. Likel said, horse-drawn carriages aren't cheap. Whoever Maximillian Zadok was,
he evidently had plenty of money.

| was gill wearing Virtue's costume, which was gaudy enough to draw afew curious glances even herein
the West Village. | brushed some flaking glitter off my flowing skirts and sighed, wishing | had thought to
grab my clothes before fleeing the thester. Thelast thing | wanted right now was to attract attention or be
memorable.

At my ingstence, Max and | approached the New View Venueindirectly, by waking down West Tenth
Street and creeping up behind it. Along theway, | suggested, " Perhaps we should sit down with the
meagiciansinvolved. All together, | mean.”

"Good idea," Max agreed.
"They may have acommon enemy."

"That would make things consderably easier.” He frowned. "On the other hand, they may smply have
different enemieswho are dl clients of the same sorcerer.”

"Uh-huh.” 1 had no idea how to respond to such bizarre comments. Nonetheless, | couldn't deny that
Max wasthe only personin New Y ork who had discovered and made the connection among dl three
disappearances. Undecided about how to handle him, | followed him to the stage door of the New View
Venue.

Luckily for us, thetheater didn't employ an al-night security guard, and Matilda was too chegp to hire
oneto guard Joe's equipment. But that didn't mean that breaking in would be easy. Not only werethe
double doors locked, they were bound together by aheavy chain with asturdy padlock.

"All right, Dr. Zadok," | said as| examined the lock, "I'm stumped. Any suggestions?”
"Stand back."

"What are you going to do?"

"Openit.”

Wondering what he intended, | backed away. "Can you pick locks?"

“"Not exactly."

Hetook severa deep bresthswith hiseyes closed, asif preparing for meditation, then assumed a
prayerful posture with his head bowed, pams pressed together and fingertips brushing hislips. He
muttered something | couldn't understand, then opened his eyes and stared fiercely at the lock. Moving
his hands, he made a sharp turning motion with hiswrigts.

The padlock snapped open asif someone had inserted akey and turned it. | stopped breathing.
Max spread hisarmsin agraceful waving maotion. The chain dithered like asnake, unraveling itsdlf to fall



away from the doors and lie on the ground. Max pulled his arms toward himsalf, and the doors opened
outward, welcoming us.

My blood chilled and my eyes watered. Max took my arm.
"Youreshaking," hesad in surprise.

"Wh-wh-wh-"

"Where do they keep the crystal cage?’

"Prop room." My legswobbled as| led theway.

The door was locked, of course. Max opened it with awave of his hand. | thought | was going to be
sck. Blank-minded with shock, | followed him into the room.

"Thisisit?" he asked, examining the cage.
| nodded mutely, staring at him.

"There doesn't seem to be anything unusua about it. Still, there could be a protective anti-divinative shield
around it. | have heard of such things."

| sat down quite suddenly. The floor was cold.

Max breathed, muttered and gestured some more. Nothing happened. He looked embarrassed. "Fireis
my weekest dement,” he confessed. "I'll try again.”

Hedid. Thistime, the glass Sides of the cage seemed to melt and curl in on themselves. By thetime he
was done, the prop was a charred tragedy of twisted glass and metdl.

"Oh, that was rather good." He sounded pleased. "Shall we go?"

"Wait." My voice waswesk. "Max, who are you?'

Chapter 4

T here are more thingsin heaven and earth than are dreamed of in our philosophy, Shakespearetells
us...and | know better than to argue with a playwright.

This observation about the strangeness of the cosmosis offered by Hamlet to hisfriend Horatio, who has
trouble bdieving that the ghost of Hamlet's father is haunting Elsinore. Now | understood exactly how
Horatio must have felt upon seeing the specter with hisown eyes.

| gibbered incoherently as we walked to Max's place, which he decided should be our next stop. To say
| was shocked by what | had seen would be rather like saying that World War Two was violent. | was
incoherent (but highly verba) with stunned disbelief. | kept blinking my eyes as hard as possible, then
looking at Max to seeif hewas il there, strolling beside me. Severa times, | stopped on the sdewak
and vigoroudy shook my head a odd angles, asif thiswould clear it—or €l se cause evidence of sudden
madnessto fal out of my ears.

Max murmured something about people staring, then added, " Of course, they may just be staring



because you've got those glittery birds on your head.”

Apart from that comment, he was sllent while wewaked and | mumbled. So | findly said to him, witha
sense of outrage | couldn't explain, "Why don't you say something?'

"I've learned through experience that it's best to | et this period of unpleasant surprise passinto
acceptance before trying to converserationaly.”

"Y ou've learned? Through experience? Unpleasant surprise?’ My tone was shrill, but | wasin no
condition to contral it. "This happens often?'

"Infact, no. | try not to involve mundanesin my work—"
"Mundanes? Mundanes?'

"—for thisvery reason.”

"What reason? What? What!"

"A certain agitation overwhelms most people upon being exposed to the multidimensiond truths of a
complex cosmos.”

| seized histhroat and throttled him.
"Esther, please! No violence!" he wheezed.

| realized what | was doing. "Oh! Sorry!" | backed off, handsraised in apology. "Sorry, sorry. | didn't
meanto... What are...?" | fdt dizzy and staggered alittle.

"Breathe," heingructed, "breathe.”

"Huh?Oh, right." | inhded and exhaed afew times. "Max, | don't understand—"

"| think it would be best to provide you with a chair and a soothing beverage before we chat about this."
"Chat," | repeated.

"While | don't mean thisasacriticism, your agitation is attracting some attention to us—evenin this
neighborhood, where flamboyant behavior is not unknown. And given that we're dedling with a
treacherous problem—"

"What...what treacherous—?"

"The disgppearing women,” he reminded me gently.
"Oh, right!" Another wave of dizziness.

"Keep breathing.”

"The disgppearing...yes." 1'd forgotten about them.

"So far, widespread panic has been avoided," Max said, "and it would certainly be best to keep it that
way. So we should be discreet in public.”

"Uh-huh.” I looked around in bewilderment. We were on a street that was quiet by Manhattan standards.
It was lined by eegant town houses, most of them from the nineteenth century. "There are treeshere,” |



sad, my shocked mind focusing on something managesble. Ahead of us| saw achurch with gardensthat
looked vegudy familiar. "Isthat...um?"

"S. Lukesinthe FHdds" Max sad.

"St. Lukes..." | glanced around me, concentrating on facts| could actudly assmilate. "Were dtill inthe
Wes Village”

"Yesl" He sounded pleased, asif | were abright pupil correctly answering adifficult question.

We had, in fact, come very little distance from the New View Venue, which was barely two blocks
away. "Thisiscloseto thetheater," | said vaguely.

"Yes. That'swhy | was aerted to, uh...these events by Miss Gee's, um...unfortunate experience.” He
kept looking around warily, asif expecting the Street's few other pedestrians to eavesdrop on us.

"Huh?'

"I meanto say..." We overtook two well-dressed men holding hands while walking abull terrier. They
were engaged in an animated debate about investment strategies and they didn't pay any attention to us.
Max lowered hisvoice. "l live just around this corner. So it was due to the proximity of your musica play
that | first noticed the phenomenon that concerns us." He steered me past the gay couple and into a
mews that, even in the dark, looked charming and prosperous.

"Y ou mean, because Golly's, er, unfortunate experience occurred so close to you? To your home?'

"Yes." Seeing there were no peoplein thislittle court, he continued. "An expenditure of power great
enough to make someone disappear involuntarily could not hel p but attract my attention when it occurred
that closeto me. Especidly sincethereis, asnear as| can ascertain, no attempt to disguise these
disturbances with wards or cloaks.”

"Why not?" | asked, though | didn't really understand what he was saying.

He shrugged. "Arrogance? A need for haste? Ignorance of my presence here? Insufficient power or
ill?!

" Speaking of your presence here—"
"So | immediately hastened out in search of the source of the disturbance.”
"And you found us?'

"Actudly," he admitted, "I saw the police cars parked outside the New View Venue and redized that this
was unlikely to be mere coincidence.”

"So you lurked?'

"l mede discreet inquiries,”" he said with dignity. "Avoiding unnecessary contact with the police, of
course.”

"That waswise." If Lopez had heard Max taking, he might have felt obliged to take him to apsychiatric
hospitd.

Max continued. "A young lady with agreet ded of facia piercing who was | oitering outside to enjoy
some tobacco told me what had happened.”



Recognizing our assstant stage manager from this description, | said, "And the game was afoot.”
"Oh!" Max smiled in pleased surprise. "Are you afan of Sir Arthur Conan Doyleswork?!
"Not particularly."

"I am. Though it cannot be denied that some of the ideas he adopted in his persond life were most
peculiar.”" Max shook his head. " Seances, spirit guides, channeling... Redlly, the nonsense that some
people are gullible enough to believe!”

My head waswhirling. "Max..."
"Hereweare."

We stopped in front of an old, ivy-covered town house. A big window on the ground floor displayed
many books. The |ettering across the window read "Zadok's Rare and Used Books."

"You'reabooksdler?' | said in confusion.
"Itsasdeline. Mostly to avoid unconscionable persecution by the Internal Revenue Service.”
"Vigble means of support?’ | guessed.

"It seemed best to assume a profession they could easily categorize. My predecessor lacked such aruse,
and they hounded him until he was obliged to abandon his duty here and flee the country.”

"Theres Evil, and then there's Evil "
"Indeed." He put his hand on the door, pushed it open and gestured for me to enter.
"Don't you lock your door?' The shop was obvioudy not open for businessthislate.

"Itislocked," hesaid, as| brushed past him. "But since | kept losing my keys, it seemed sensibleto cast
agpdl so that it'saways opento me."

| turned around as the door closed behind him. "Okay, that'sit! That's it. Who are you? Casting spells,
melting the crystal cage, sensing Golly's disgppearance from two blocks away, breaking into the theater
tonight without even touching anything, dragon's blood, curses, black magic—"

"Some aqua vitae, perhgps?' Max suggested with aconcerned frown as my voice grew shrill again.

| took abreath. "Yes" Another breath. "Yes. That'sagood idea" If ever there was anight when strong
drink seemed advisable, surdly thiswasit.

Max turned on the overhead lights, then started rummaging around in amassive, dark, very old-looking,
wooden cupboard. It was about six feet tall and at least that wide, and had a profusion of drawers and
doors. Not finding what he wanted in the first two cabinet doors he opened, he tried another, higher up.
A bunch of papers, abox of candles and some feathersfell on hishead.

"Ohdear," hesaid, "I redly should tidy up one of these days." He closed that cabinet and tried another.
Flames burst forth from this one, and aroar that sounded like the wailing of the damned emerged from its
interior. Max dammed the door shut and muttered, " God's teeth, not again.”

| had meanwhile retreated hafway across the shop. "Max, what is the—"



"No, no, don't despair,” he said cheerfully. "I know I've got some brandy here somewhere. | just can't
quite remember where... Ahal" He triumphantly held up acrysta decanter containing glowing amber
liquid. Literaly glowing.

| said, "Um, | don't think—"
"I'll just find some glasses, and then we can.

"Should you really keep athing like that right here in the shop?' | asked warily. "Where, you know,
unsuspecting cusomers might fiddlewith it?!

Apparently not understanding what | meant, he glanced over his shoulder a me. | gestured to the
cupboard and its contents. "Oh, no need to worry,” Max said. "It's enchanted. Only | can openit. Well,
Hieronymus will be ableto openit, too, if he ever managesto say the incantation right. Poor boy. It's not
hisfault, of course..."

"Hieronymus?'
"My assigant.”

As Max continued rifling through the cupboard, | backed alittle farther away fromit, feding I'd had
enough shocksfor one night. | looked around, shivering with reaction, and no-ticed despite my jangled
nerves that the bookshop was, in fact, quite charming. It had well-worn hardwood floorsand a
broad-beamed ceiling. The walls were painted dusty rose and lined with bookcases. Indeed, row after
row of bookcasesfilled most of the shop, their symmetrical lines broken up by acomfortable-looking
segting area, aswedl asasmal refreshments stand where (I gathered from the sign written in Max's
by-now familiar hand) customers could help themselves to coffee, tea, cookies...and snuff. | wondered if
there was much demand for the snuff. Therewas aso alarge, somewhat careworn walnut table with
books, papers, an abacus, writing implements and other paraphernadiaonit.

While Max muttered, rummaged around, and then broke something that sounded like one of the glasses
he'd been searching for, | browsed alittle. | don't know much about collectibles, but some of these
books looked vauable to me. A number of them were bound in leasther and seemed extremely old, and
many of thetitleswerein Latin. Other bookcases were filled with mass-produced contemporary books.

"Come, Egther, let's Sit," Max said, now carrying adightly tarnished silver tray that bore the brandy
decanter and a couple of mismatched glasses.

| followed him over to two prettily-upholstered easy chairs next to afireplace, sat down and accepted
the glass of glowing spirits he handed to me. | sniffed my aqua vitae, sudied itsfluctuaing light and
asked, "Areyou surethisis safe to drink?'

"Perfectly safe. Oh! Unlessyou're Lithuanian? Y ou don't look Lithuanian, but | would bethefirst to
admit—"

"No, I'm not Lithuanian.”
"Inthat case, it's perfectly safe.” He paused before taking asip. "I'm not Lithuanian, elther.”

| couldn't place hisfaint accent, so | asked, "Where are you from?" | set down my brandy and started
untangling my hair from Virtue's heeddress so | could findly takeit off.

"I'm origindly from avillage near Prague,” Max said. "But that was |ong ago. After my father died, having
left measmdl inheritance, | went to Viennato pursue my education.”



"Did you ever go back home?' | removed the headdress with arelieved sigh, set it down on the side
table and combed my fingersthrough my hair.

"No, | never did. My father was my only family. After Vienna, | went to England, and, well, one gets so
busy..." After amoment, he said, "Do try the brandy, Esther. Y ou till look pae.”

| closed my eyes, took agulp, and felt the brandy burn its way down to my stomach, spreading afiery
sensation that, after about haf aminute, turned into asoothing glow.

Then | heard amuffled explosion, felt heat and sensed light dancing againgt my closed lids. My eyesflew
open and | jumped alittlewhen | saw afire burning merrily in the fireplace while Max, still seated
comfortably, spped his brandy.

| swdlowed, glancing nervoudy between him and thefire. "Did you... did you... isthat magic?"
He seemed faintly puzzled as he waved a hand holding aremote. "No, I've switched it on."

| looked at the fire again and redlized how regularly and quietly the flames danced between the artistically
shaped pieces of fake firewood. "Oh." | swallowed some more brandy. "A gasfireplace.”

"Yes. It's so convenient! None of the tedium of trying to get afire built, none of the messto clean up. |
had it ingtalled thiswinter and am so pleased | went to the expense!™

"But...you can..." | gestured feebly. "Y ou don't need.

Max shook hishead, looking modest. "Oh, as| think | aready mentioned, fireis my weakest element.
Besides, any unnecessary expenditure of my power isto be avoided.”

"Itis? Arethere...mora consequences? Philosophica objections? Rules?!
"No." He seemed surprised at these suggestions. "It'sjust very tiring."
lld,].ll

| sought a coherent way to pose the questions tumbling through my head. "But how do you.. .do that sort
of thing? Unlocking the doors of the theater, destroying the crystdl cage. .. That's, um, magic?'

"Yes." He nodded.
"So how do you do it?"

"A lot of study, training and practice.” Max smiled bashfully and added, "And, of course, one must have
aninherent gift."

"Soit'sagpecid taent? It isn't something that just anyone can learn to do?"

"Goodness, no!" He looked alittle shocked at the suggestion. "'Few people are born with the necessary
gifts. And even fewer fed acal to rigoroudy pursuetheir giftsin service of asacred duty.”

"How about pursuing Evil and power?!
He dghed. "Wél, yes, that's aso an option.”
"And...no one notices?'

"Noticeswhat?"



"Notices people like you. And the things you do.”

"Well, sometimes, of course. But we do try to be discreet. For most of my life, after al, mundanes have
been tormented by dark superdtitions that make many of them somewhat intolerant of the esoteric arts.™

"Intolerant asin, oh, torture, imprisonment and execution?’ | guessed.

"Y es. Times have changed, of course, but not necessarily for the better. In recent years, some of my
colleagues have been committed to psychiatric wards, and severd others have been hounded by tabloid
writers"

"What about something like these disgppearances? Don't such events raise speculaion?”

"Until | intervened to protect you, you had no suspicion of the true nature of Golly Gee's disappearance,
didyou?'

"No." And I initidly thought the truth sounded crazy and impossible.

Max said, "People explain events through reasoning which is aready familiar to them. And they havea
strong tendency to shrug off that which they cannot explain viaawell-worn path of reasoning.”

"Sowhat arethelimits of this...this power?" | asked.
"That depends on theindividua.”
"But thereare limits?*

"Oh, of course! For onething, as| mentioned, the work istiring, and one can easily run out of power.
Just as an athlete, no matter how fit, eventualy runs out of energy. Or just asasinger, no matter how well
trained, grows hoarse if she overuses her voice."

III %II
"And there's no denying that I'm not asyoung as | used to be."

"Not asyoung..." Redizing that, likeit or not, more shocks were in store for me tonight, | asked, "What
did you mean, back in my dressing room this evening, when you said you graduated from Oxford
Univergity in...in..." It was so absurd | couldn't say it.

"Yes, in 1678," Max said. "l don't normally brag about my education, of course, but the circumstances
tonight seemed to call for some assurance of credentias.”

"Uh, Max, if you were auniversity student in the seventeenth century, that would make you more than
three hundred years old now."

"Nearly three hundred and fifty, in fact. | ssldom tell mun-danes, of course. But it seemsthere should be
total frankness between the two of us, don't you think?"

"Uh-huh." | couldn't seem to close my gaping mouth &l the way.
"In that spirit, may | ask you something?"
"Uh-huh."

He said serioudy, "Does my age show?"



"Not redly.” My head was throbbing. "Buit it does happen to beimpossble.”
"Oh, no. Only very unusud.”

| started to point out that this wasridiculous, there was no such thing asa
three-hundred-and-fifty-year-old human being; it defied dl laws of nature. Until | redlized that the very
thing | now bdlieved in with dl my heart—women magicaly disgppearing nightly onstage—wasdso
ridiculous, impossible, in defiance of everything | knew to betrue and red and...

"I think I'm going to be sick," | muttered, suddenly fedling nauseated.
"Y ou should drink that brandy more dowly," Max advised. "It's very powerful."

| laid my head on the backrest of my comfortable chair and gazed at afixed point on the ceiling—which
was now the only-fixed point in my entire universe, it seemed. The heat from the fire was soothing. It was
late April and the weather was mild tonight. But | felt cold in my bones right now.

After amoment, | said, "Okay, Max, let's say it's not impossible to be over three hundred years old.
Let'ssay it'smerdy unusua.”

"Widl, very unusud.”

"How isit possble?"

"That'safair question.”

"So glad you think s0," | said, keegping my gaze locked on my treasured fixed point on the celling.
"While| was & Oxford—"

"Y ou digtinguished yoursdlf in science and theology. Yes, | know."

"No, | mean to say, whileat Oxford, | became interested in dchemy.”

"Alchemy isinthe syllabus at Oxford University?'

"WEell, things have changed agreat dedl a my amameater,” he said sadly. "And not waysfor the better.
Stll, adangerous art like achemy, such avolatile science... Perhapsit'sfor the best.”

"Whichisit? Art or science?"
"Both. And certainly my theology studies were very helpful, too."

"Certainly." | stared hard at that ceiling, wondering if 1'd wake up in ahospital soon and betold I'd been
unconscious for days after an explosion in the dry-cleaning shop beneath my gpartment.

"So, naturdly, | was gpprenticed to alearned achemist after completing my university sudies.”

"Naturaly." Or perhaps my last date, amus cian whose conversation was, das, no match for hisByronic
looks, had dipped some weird psycheddic drug into my wine, and | would wake up from thisbizarre
dream with aterrible hangover and wearing clothing that wasn't mine.

"| learned agreat ded from my magter,” Max said, it cannot be denied. However, he continued his
researches and experiments past the point in life when hewasin full control of hisfaculties.”

"Indeed?" | didn't think | wasinsane. | did have agreat-aunt on my father's sde who claimed sheld been



abducted by diens, but she was the only person in the family whose mental hedlth wasin serious doulbt;
and, besides, shewas only related to me by marriage.

"I fel ill during my fifth year of sudy with him,” Max said. "The allment probably wasn't life-threstening,
but the fever did weaken me too much for meto attend closely the nature of the medicaments he was

givingme"
The other possibility, of course, was that thiswas redlly happening.
"And, asl'vehinted,"” Max said, "he was no longer the best judge of his own actions."

Andif thiswasredly happening...

"There have been timeswhen | have regarded what happened next asamisfortune,” he continued, "and
otherswhen | havefdt it agreat gift. Mosly, however, | believeit issmply my destiny. At least, believing
so ishow | have maintained such aclear mind dl these years.™

If thiswas redly happening, | needed to pull mysdlf together and assst Max. If for no other reason, |
redlized, than the fact that he had quite possibly saved my life by preventing me from getting into the
crysta cage. And he wastrying to save other lives, too: the next potentid victim. ..and the women who'd
dready vanished.

"What did happen next, Max?" | asked, feeling the brandy taking effect as| accepted that thiswas
indeed redlly happening.

"Ingtead of apotion to ease my fever, hefed methe Elixir of Life."
Abandoning my fixed point at lagt, | lifted my head and looked a him. "What'sthat?"

"Wdl, it wasn't the Elixir of Life, it was an dixir of life," he amended. "But the effects have been
pronounced.”

"Goon."

"Thedixir did not confer immortaity on me—"
"Immortdity?" | blurted.

"—hut it did subgtantialy dow down the aging process.”
"How? How isthat possble?"

"Unfortunately, | don't know."

"Why not?'

"| recovered from my illness shortly thereafter, but it was quite sometime before | redlized what must
have happened.”

"How long atime?'
"About thirty years."
"Oh. That long atime?"

"My master was long dead by then. To thisday, | don't know if he never drank of the dixir, or if, for



unknown reasons, it just didn't affect him asit did me"
"So he was dead, and thirty yearslater..."

"I noticed that | had changed very little, while my contemporaries were clearly in their declining years, if
not aready dead."

"l guess nothing dipsby you."

Helooked embarrassed. "Well, to say that | noticed it is perhaps an exaggeration. | suspected
something, but it was my wife who actualy brought the matter to light.”

"Shewas aging normaly?'

"Y es. And once she raised the subject with me, it was some time before | could convince her that | did
not know why | wasn't aging and that | was certainly not withholding the relevant potion or spell from
her. Time and time again | explained that, now that it had cometo my attention, | was as bewildered by
my dow aging process as she was! But would she listen? No, of course not!" He was off and rolling
now. "l lost count of how many nights | was forced to deep in my laboratory because my wife had
barred the bedroom door against me! | tried reasoning with her, but to no avail. | swore on every book
that a person could deem holy that | was not lying to her or hiding anything from her, but the woman was
smply irrational, | tel you! Do you know, she even—"

"Max!" | sad. "Max."

What?"

"I'm not good at math, but | gather thisal occurred well before the American Revolution?”
"Well..." Heblinked. "Yes"

"Perhgpsit'stimetoletit go."

"Hmm." He sighed. "Perhaps you'reright.” Then he added, "After her death, it took me acentury to
contemplate marriage again." The expression on hisface indicated thet grief over hislosswasn't why held
remained single for the next hundred years.

"So how did you figure out what had happened?' | asked.

"Well, once | redlized that there was something distinctly unusua about my aging process, | reported it to
the Magnum Collegium.”

"The Great College?" | guessed. "What wasthat?"

"Itis..." Heshrugged. "A varied group of individuas united by acommon interest.”

"Soit il exigts?"

"Oh, indeed! And over the centuriesit's grown to several thousand members worldwide."
"But what isit? Whét is the group's common interest?'

"We confront Evil."

"Well," | said. "Hmm. Uh-huh. | see.” If someone ever tellsyou hesamember of aworldwide club



whose misson isto confront Evil, | defy you to come up with apithy reply on the spot.
"I know what you'rethinking,” Max said.
"l sincerely doubt thet," | said.

"Y ou're wondering why, if welve been confronting Evil for centuries, theres till so much of it inthe
world."

"| definitely would have thought of that,” | said. "If you hadn't, you know, brought it up beforel had a
chanceto."

"It'savery bigjob," Max said sadly.

"What is?'

"Hghting Evil."

"Oh. Of course. Yes, | can seethat it would be."

"And there aren't that many of us," he added. "Not when you consider the scope of the challenge.”
"Indeed. The Internal Revenue Servicedone..."

"Y ou seemy point.”

"Uh, Max, whenyou say Evil..."

"The greet, dark, spiritud Evil whichisforever in opposition to dl that is compassionate and virtuous.”

"Wadl. Okay, then. | can see how that would be abad thing." Returning to the origind point, | said, "So
you reported your strangely dow aging processto the Collegium..."

"And they investigated. When physicd tests, many of which were unplessant..." He grimaced and gave a
brief shudder. "When they produced no answers, | was sent to a sorceressin China—"

"Y ou went dl the way to China? In, what, the eighteenth century?'

"The whole process consumed some decades of my life," he admitted, "but those years were not without
educationd vaue."

"And the Chinese sorceressfigured out that your master had dipped you aMickey Finn, so to speak?"

" She had specid powers of insight that enabled her to traverse the pathways of my memory.” He
frowned. "Sadly, she was never the same again.”

"| totally believethat, Max."

"That | had swallowed an dixir during my illnesswas alogica answer to the question plaguing me, since
my master had devoted years of study and experimentation to the problem of immortality. And aso
sance, when not feverish, | touched his cooking aslittle as possible.”

"But he had not, | gather, shared the winning recipe for dow aging with you?"'

"No. Indeed, | think it entirely possible he never even knew he had succeeded to such an extent. Asl've
mentioned, hismind was abit foggy with advanced agewhen | el ill."



"So you're walking around very, very long-lived,” | said, "but with no ideawhat wasin the potion that
made you thisway?"'

"Noidea," he agreed wearily. "I experimented for years. And every few decades, | submit to more tests
on my person performed by members of the Collegium in search of an answer.” He rubbed hishead asiif
it was garting to ache, and repeated, "No idea. No idea. | don't even recdl what the dlixir tasted like. |
was very disoriented for more than aweek in my illness, and my master and his servant fed me avariety
of brews. It could have been any one of them.”

"Or acombination?'
"Yes" He nodded.

"A combination,” | repested. "That would certainly explain why he never drank the dixir himsdlf, nor even
knew held invented it."

"Having thought of this, for years| experimented with countless combinations of potions, some of them
quite unpleasant, before redlizing that it made no sense to keep wasting, in this fruitlessfashion, thelong
lifewith which 1'd been gifted.”

" S0 then you turned to fighting Evil ?"
"I madeit my priority," hereplied.
"And now..." | said. "Now therés Evil here"

"Esther, thisisNew Y ork. There's always Evil here. It just hgppensto be focused in this puzzling manner
a the moment."

"Isthiswhy you've come here? The disappearing— Oh, no, it can't be them. Y ou were dready living
here when Golly disappeared on Saturday, right?’

"I wasindeed. But thisis, in the larger sense, why I've come. A year ago, | was sent hereasa
representative of the Collegium, entrusted with the sacred mission of confronting Evil in New Y ork City."

"How many representatives of the Collegium do we havein New Y ork?
"Indluding dl five boroughs?'

"Yes" | sad.

"Just me, redly.”

g

"And it turnsout that it'savery bigjob."

"No doubt," | said.

"Much bigger than | anticipated.”

"Indeed."

"That'swhy, last year, | requested an assstant,” Max said.

"Horatio?'



"Hieronymus."
"Right. Whereishe?'

"He may be upstairs adeep. We both keep rooms above the shop, mine on the second floor, hison the
third. But he'savery dedicated, serious young man, deeply devoted to hisduty,” Max said. "So it's
possible he's out patralling the city, even thislate a night.”

"Insearch of Evil?'

"Y es, he often doesthat." Max added, " And sometimes he goes sightseeing.”
"What," | asked, "does Hieronymusthink about our problem?”

"He'smogt intrigued. He's researching vanishings of asmilar nature.”

That caught my attention. " Are. there vanishings of asmilar nature?"

"None whatsoever, so far as he can ascertain.”

"Oh." | let my shoulders dump.

Seeing this, he added, "But our researches only began afew days ago, Esther. After Miss Gee
disappeared. Well no doubt find a precedent soon, and that will lead usto aculprit, | promise you!
Perhaps even awhole army of culpritd”

"Just onewill do for me, Max."

"Meanwhile, we can rest assured that Cowboy Duke will not perform his disappearing act again while
thisEvil lurksamong us."

"Barclay Preston-Cole |11 won't perform it again, either,” | said. "At least, not until he's sureit's safe”
Poor Barclay. | won-dered if he'd have to forgo his big break and cancel his appearance at the Magic
Cabaret.

"Barclay Preston-Cole 117"
"The Great Hidalgo. | met with him after you left methat clipping.”

"Ah! And, of course, upon learning from the young lady with many facid piercingsthat you were Miss
Gee's understudy and destined to perform the act in her place, | took stepsto discourage you—"

"You terrified me"

"—from entering the crystal cage. And now that we have disabled it, we will not need to, er, terrorize
whoever might havetried to go onin your place.”

Despite the mild night and thewarm fire, | felt achill come over me again. "But you said there's been
another disappearance tonight? Y ou fdt it, sensed it?' When he nodded, | asked, "Wasit near us, then?
Somewhere near the Wadorf?"

"I don't think so. | think the effect of these disturbances is becoming more noticeable to me asthe fabric
of thisdimension becomesincreasingly unstable with each new disgppearance thet is orchestrated.”

"How do we pinpoint the latest one? | mean, how do we find tonight's victims so we can help them?"



And how would we explain the Situation to them without sounding like dangerous crackpots?

He gtarted to rise. "WEl need to—yah!" Max jumped when the phone rang. He closed his eyes and
sad, "l believe | shall never get used to that."

"The phoneringing?'
He nodded, walked over to where it sat on the desk on the other side of the shop and answered it.

| didn't redlly hear the conversation, which was brief. After hanging up, he caled to me from behind the
bookcases separating us.

IIYS?I

"l know who tonight'svictims are.”

Chapter 5

"Dr. Zadok, thank you so much for coming,” said Darling Delilah. "It means so much to me that abusy
man like you just dropped everything and came straight to my aid as soon as| called. Of course, |
became hysterical as soon asit happened tonight. There was no dealing with meat first. So | can't tell
you what acomfort it isto have you here now. | telephoned you because Satsy said that if anyone can
help me, surdy it'syou.”

Max nodded and smiled gracioudly at this effusive speech. Then he turned and asked Satsy, whose bulk
required her to St alittle away from the table, "How did you know of me?

"Well, | cometo the bookshop dl thetime," Satsy said with asmile, "don't I?'Y ou have the best supply
of occult booksin thewhole city! That'swhy | knew we should consult you."

| was surprised Max could forget someone of Satsy's remarkable appearance. He said, "I'm sorry, |
know most of my regular customers, but | can't quite place—"

"Oops!" A sheepish chuckle. "I guess|'ve never gone into the shop dressed for work, have 1?7
Max beamed at the drag queen. "Ah! That explainsit.”

Following Satsy's advice, Darling Ddlilah, a performer who'd had the shock of her life earlier tonight, had
summoned us here to the Pony Expressive, anightclub on West Fourth Street. The joint was jumping at
the moment, the customers enjoying themsalves, the musicd act ongtage holding their cheerful attention.

| asked Ddlilah, "I take it no one else here knows what redly happened?’

"Nope, just the two boys—and us," she said, gesturing at the little group seated around our corner table.
"The two boys" were part of her act, but they weren't sitting with us.

In addition to me, Max and Delilah, our table included Khyber Pass, who looked barely twenty and was
dressed like aharem boy, if there was such athing; Whoopsy Daisy, blond, leanly muscled and wearing
daisies over his crotch and nothing el se; and Saturated Fats—Satsy—who weighed over three hundred
pounds and was dressed in along purple caftan, along purple wig and long purple eyelashes. All were



performers a the club—the exact nature of which | wasn't sure Max entirely understood. Though | was
il wearing Virtue's costume, even some of the club's clientele were dressed more colorfully than me,
never mind the entertainers.

"Andif it wasn't for dl of you," Delilah said, glancing around gratefully at thefive of us, "I don't know
how I'd bear this."

Darling Ddlilah's drag was darn convincing. A lot of women don't ever look that gopod—me included. She
was about five foot ten, with adim eegant figure and smooth cafe-au-lait skin. Her dark hair tumbled
around her shouldersin lush curls, and her coquettishly feminine gestures were charming rather than
absurd. She was a doe-eyed vamp with a sensuous mouth and a stylish evening dressthat suited her
figure

Max was quite taken with her. When she patted his hand while expressing more gratitude to him, he
forgot his next question and fell into bashful incoherence. He and | were going to have to have atalk
leter.

"So, Ddlilah," | said, "can you walk us through what happened?’ Though shed obvioudy made an effort
to repair her makeup before our arrival, | could see that tears had been part of the hysteriashed
experienced earlier.

"Well, the act started out perfectly normd," she said. "Exactly the way we've been rehearsing it. It'sa
new act. Tonight was the debut. We were so... Sorry. Sorry. | won't..." She blinked away some
gathering tears, cleared her throat, and then began describing the act. " The lights come up, the music
swells. Sexy Samson isdragging me onstage.” She cast Max asultry smile and said, "Wearing amost
nothing.”

"You or Sexy Samson?' Max asked, taking notes.

"Max," | said, "how isthat relevant?'

"Any detall, however minor it seems, might bereevant,” he sad.
Delilah leaned toward him and breathed, "Me."

He swalowed. "'l see”

"Hetiesmeto the Twin Rillars of Hercules—the two boys, both painted gold. They'rein anumber of the
acts." She pointed toward the stage, where they were right now. Sparkly gold al over and, by
remarkable coincidence, aso wearing dmaost nothing.

Max watched their antics for amoment, then said, "Doesn't that hurt?”
"Mmm," said Whoopsy Daisy.

"Please continue," | said to Delilah.

"Then Sexy Samson whipsme.”

"Doesn't that hurt?' Max repested.

"I struggle, escape my bonds and start running around the stage while he keegps whipping me, and the two
boys move around some of our props,” Delilah said. "We do alevitation routine, some deight-of-hand, a
few ropetricks.



"Arethetwo boysinvolved?' | asked.

"No, they're bascaly pretty grips.”

Max said, "'l beg your pardon?’

| explained, "Grips are sagehands. They move furniture and props, keep the show flowing."

Ddilah continued. "Inthelast of theropetricks, | turn the tables on Samson, and now he winds up tied to
the Pillars of Herculesand | whip him. But with each lash of the whip, apiece of his clothing disappears.
Vanishes Until theres nothing left but his G-gtring.”

| thought I'd kind of like to come seethisact one night, if we ever managed to reunite Darling Delilah with
Sexy Samson. For some reason, | wondered how Detective L opez would react to the Pony Expressveif
| brought him with me.

Blandly, | decided. He was a cop, he'd probably seen it dl before.
"Then," said Ddlilah, "with thefina flick of thewhip, Samson'shair disgppears.”
"He goes bad?' Max asked.

"No, | cause hislong hair to be shorn, thus depriving him of his strength.”
"l see" Max kept scribbling.

"So | can have my way with him."

"Of course" Max sad.

"And what isyour way?"' | asked.

"l put him in the prop box and make him disappear.”

"It'sa gorgeous, box," said Satsy.

"Lookslikeatiny Philisginetemple" said Khyber.

"Well need to examineit," said Max. "But please, do continue."

Therest of her story was quite familiar by now. She somehow knew Samson had disappeared. Shefelt it
when it hap-pened. Opening the tiny temple and searching for him merely confirmed what she already
knew.

"Knew," Délilah repeated. "Then | screamed and became hysterical.”

After abrief period of confusion, she was hauled offstage, and the master of ceremoniestold the
audience thered been alittle accident during the act, but no seriousinjuries. The rest of the show
continued.

"But | didn't perform during the second set tonight, of course,”" Ddlilah added, her eyestearing up again.
After amoment of contemplative silence, Satsy asked, "So what do we do?

"I'd recommend panicking,” said Whoopsy Daisy, "but weve dready tried that.”



"Which iswhy weve called you, Dr. Zadok."

Delilah put her hand over Max's. "Please, tell methetruth. Do you think Samsonis..." Her voicefailed
her.

"No," | said firmly. "Definitely not. It's our theory that the, er, disappearees are just being moved between
dimensions, not being hurt.” | had no ideawhat | was saying, but Delilah looked close to ameltdown
now, and | saw no reason to be negative just because we knew nothing.

"Disappearees?’ Khyber repeated.
"Doyou mean..." sad Satsy.
"Arethere others?' asked Whoopsy.

| glanced at Max. Helooked lost in thought. | glanced around—the club was noisy and no one was
paying any attention to us. | gestured for my companionsto lean forward so | could lower my voice abit,
then | took a deep breath and explained everything. After their initial exclamations of shock upon learning
that Sexy Samson wasthefourth victim, they listened to mein taut, stunned silence. When | finished my
account of the scant and bizarre facts, everyone remained quiet for amoment.

Then Whoopsy zeroed in on what he found to be the most sartling fact of dl: "So Golly Geeisredly a
woman? | would have sworn that wasjust bad drag!"

"Girlfriend, tragic drag,” said Satsy.

The phone rang, waking me up. Without opening my eyes, | fumbled for it on the nightstand beside my
bed. "Hullo," I mumbled.

"You're through in thisbusinessl Do you hear me? Through! Through! THROUGH!"

Needlessto say, | was by now holding the phone well away from my ear. When gurgling sounds
followed these threets, asif my caler was strangling on her own rage, | brought the receiver within
gpeaking distance and said, "Thank you for your concern, Matilda. Yes, I'm till feding quite weak."

"I'm at the theater, Esther! I've seen the crystd cage!™ Gaining volume again, she screamed, "What the
hell do you think you're up to?"

| was so tired that, for amoment, | had no ideawhat she was talking about. Then | remembered the
night's events, including watching Max turn the expensive prop into atwisted, charred vestige of its
former saf. | sat up in bed, rubbed a hand over my face and tried to think while my producer kept
abusing her voca cords.

When there was abregk in the regularly scheduled programming, | said, not even needing to disguise my
voiceto sound frail and shaky, "What are you talking about, Matilda?"

It took alittle time to convince her of my ignorance; but, hey, I'm an actress, I'm good at this. She may
not have abandoned her suspicions, but she did at |east abandon her accusations.

In atone that was only middling hostile now, she informed methe crystal cage was on itsway back to
Magic Magnuss shop for repairs. " Again, Esther.”

"Maybe it would be agood ideato have two of them," | said.

"We can't afford two of them!”



"Does Magnusthink he canfix it?" But preferably not very soon?1 thought, biting my lip.
"He thinks s0. For asum equivalent to the nationa debt of Thailand.”
"When will it be ready?' My stomach churned.

"I don't know. Magnus says he's giving it top priority. But it would be too much trouble for him to give
mean ETA, of course.”

Top priority. | might not have as much time as I'd hoped.
Matildasaid, "But | want to make onething very clear to you, Esther.”
IIYS?I

"l don't careif you've got the plague. When that prop box isreturned to us, you'd better be here, waiting
for it, in costume and ready for a complete run-through of the show."

"l will be." I crossed my fingers.

"Becauseif you're not—"

"I will be," | repeated, hoping it wastrue.

"l swear on my husband's grave—"

| frowned. "Uh, did Joe die sincelast night?"
"— will not only fire you—"

"Il bethere" | said.

"—I will not only ruin your name and make sure no respectable producer ever gives you another job—"
she continued, gethering steam.

"Mdilda..."

"—I will not just destroy your career to such an extent that you'll fedl lucky to play acondom in aporn
film—"

"Do they use condomsin porn films?’
"I will sueyou, Esther. For every penny you've got—"
"l don't have many pennies, | work for you" | muttered.

"—and for every penny you may ever earn. | will sueyou dl theway through the end of thislifetime and
into the next one. My lawyer will pursue you through eternity, beit through heaven or through hell!"

I'd had no idea shewas so religious.

"Do you hear me?' she shrieked.

"If I don't show up for work when the crystal cageisready, you'll sueme,” | said.
"And fireyou!" she shouted.



"Yes, | hear you. Everyone south of Forty-second Street can probably hear you,” | said. "'l understand
theterms. And now, Matilda, | am extremely ill and in no condition to continue this chat, so I'm hanging
up. Goodbye."

She shrieked at mewhile | disconnected the call. | [ay back in my rumpled pillows and cradled the phone
againg my chest, seeking comfort fromits solid, prosaic familiarity. | felt asudden fondnessfor it because
it was one of the few thingsin my world that hadn't changed unrecognizably since, oh, yesterday.

Two days ago, I'd arrived at the theater eager to step into the lead role of an off-Broadway musical.
Now, ingtead, | was dienating my producer, letting down the cast, and afraid Evil would get meif | went
on with the show.

| groaned and hugged the phone. Could things possibly get any worse?

The phonerang, startling me. | answered it reflexively. The new caller was my mother.
"Of course" | muttered. "Things can always get worse."

What?"

"Hi, Mom."

"Esther, your Uncle Ben and Aunt Rachel are visiting New Y ork next month. | told them you'd get them
ticketsfor your new show."

"Oh, Mom," | groaned. "No. Please, no..."
"They'll take you to dinner,” she said coaxingly. " Some place you can't afford.”
| sghed. "I can't talk about thisright now."

"Why not now?" My mother'svoice is well-educated and vivacious. And sometimesit's shadowed by her
lifelong suspicion that the hospita switched babies on her when | was born. "'I'm giving you plenty of
notice."

"Thisisnt agood timeto talk about the show."

"Why?' shesad. "What did you do?'

Thisismy mother's gift: an uncanny ability to make mefed even worsethan | dready do.
"It'salong story,” | said. "And | don't havetime for along cdl thismorning.”

"Morning? It's after deven." After apause, she sad, "Esther, are you il in bed?’

How does she dwaysknow?| sat up quickly, asif she could see me dl the way from our family homein
Madison, Wisconsin. "l wasup very late," | said defensively.

"Oh, were you on a date? Someone nice, maybe?"
“No."
"Hmm. So you're dill not seeing anyone?!

"No, Mom."



"Maybe you shouldn't be so picky. Do you want to wind up old and alone?’
"I'm only twenty-seven,” | said wearily. "But I'll beold real soonif you nag.”
"I'mjud saying..."

"Mom, | have to be somewhere soon. | don't havetimeto talk right now."
"Wdl, if you'd get up earlier—"

"Agggh!"lsad.

What?"

"Well talk next week. About thetickets. | have to go now."

"All right," she said with exaggerated patience. "Oh, and sweetheart? Y our father saysto send him any
reviews of the show. Especidly if they mention you."

"Reviewers don't sngle out chorus nymphs, Mom."

"Well, your father would still liketo seethereviews."

"He can't just look online?!

"It would beniceif you would send them, dear." Her tone reminded me not to be a bad daughter.
"Okay, fing" | said. "I'll send somereviews."

My father and I mostly communicate viamy mother. He likes mefine, he just has no ideawhat to say to
me. He'sahigtory professor. My mother manages a youth employment center. Neither of themissure
how they managed to raise an actress. But to give them credit, they love me, so they try to be supportive
of my choiceswithout understanding them at all.

"l haveto go, Mom," | said again.

"By the way, have you heard from your sster?!

"No." Ending a conversation with my mother isamultiphase process.
"Neither havel,” she said gloomily.

Asfamily tradition demanded, | briefly reminded my mother that my older Sster was always very busy
and pressed for time. Ruth was a hospital administrator and the mother of two. Shelived in Chicago, and
most of her conversation (on the rare occasions when we tal ked) was about how overwhelmed and
exhausted she was. Taking to Ruthie dways made meincredibly glad | was a struggling actressinstead
of arespectable professona and family woman.

"| redly haveto go, Mom."
"l meant to ask—"
"Well tak next week. Bye, Mom."

| hung up and got out of bed, intent on leaving the gpartment before anyone e se could phone me.



Asl| thought over Max'slife story, it occurred to me that accepting liquid refreshment from an achemist
was not without risks. So | brought my own coffee to the bookshop that day. Dueto our very late night,
followed by arestless post-dawn deep that |eft melooking more like atroll than anymph from Sorcerer
I, it was after noon by thetime | arrived.

Max and | had Sayed late a the Pony Expressive, examining Darling Ddlilah'stiny Philigtine temple and
further discussing the disappearances. After that, | shared a cab with Khyber Pass and Whoopsy Daisy,
who didn't think alady should risk going home unescorted at that time of night—and who insisted on
paying the cab fare, even though my placein the West Thirtieswas out of their way. (Not for the first
time, | wished that straight men could al be as gentlemanly as my gay friends)) They inssted that paying
for thetaxi wasthe least they could do in exchange for al my help. | didn't really see how | was helping
them so far, but | hoped that | would be able to. Although Delilah was the most upset of the bunch, they
were obvioudy aclose-knit group of friends, al deeply worried about Sexy Samson'sfate.

And it was clear by now that my help wasindeed needed. Although | had no doubt after last night that
Max, with his special knowledge and abilities, was essentia to solving our strange problem, 1'd aready
noticed that organization wasn't his strong suit.

"We need to approach thismethodically,” | said to him when | arrived at the bookshop. | walked over to
the large walnut table, set down abox containing half adozen cups of carry-out coffee and dropped my
daypack on thefloor.

"Methodicaly?' Max repested.

| nodded agreeting at Saturated Fats, Khyber Pass and Whoopsy Daisy, who had agreed to join us here
for further consultation. Darling Delilah wasin New Jersey today, explaining things as best she could to
Sexy Samson's mother. "Help yourselvesto the coffee” | said.

"I would have made coffee," Max said, looking hurt that | might have entertained doubts about his
hospitality.

"It's better if | bring it."

IIBlJt_II

"Let'sfocus, Max. Sit." Wedl took our seats around the table, whose surface was overflowing with
books, notes, bills, receipts, maps, writing toals, the abacus, and... "Feathers?'

"Itsalong sory,” Max said wearily.
"Wedon't havetimefor it, then,” | said.
"Let'sget down, girlfriend,” said Satsy.

"Right." Khyber, dressed in jeans and a peach shirt with an embroidered collar, made agesture like a
boxer ready to fight. "What's the plan?”’

| pulled out alist, having penned some thoughts while hunched groggily over my first cup of coffee after
my mother's phone cal thismorning. "Firdst item—Hieronymusis researching disappearances.”

"Who's Hieronymus?' Whoopsy asked.

"My assigtant,” ssid Max.



"Weneedto help him," | said. "Severd of usresearching smilar phenomenaand coordinating our efforts
arealot morelikely to find an answer than one person working aone."

"Check," said Whoopsy. "If Hieronymus hasn't gone to the New Y ork Public Library yet, I'll do that.
There's some whacky stuff down in the research stacks that most people don't know about.” When we
looked at him, he added, "I worked there for two years, before | became a performance artiste.”

"Right, then," | said, "Whoopsy's got the public library covered.”

"I'll get Ddlilah to help me after she gets back from Jersey,” Whoopsy added. "Therésalot of legwork
involved at the main branch, so it'll go faster if there are two of us on thejob. Plus, one of us may need to
detour to acollection a another library."

"Good thinking," | said.

"And naturdly," said Max, "the bookshop is at our disposd, asismy private collection, which | keep
downgairsin thelaboratory."

"Check," | said. "We should aso look online.”

"Online?' Max repeated.

"es"

"With acomputer?' he asked.

"That isthe usud way."

"I don't have a computer anymore. It blew up months ago.”

"Blew up?' | repeated.

"A victim of Evil. Or possibly faulty wiring," he added. "To be hones, | never liked it."

Khyber said, "No problem. | do some part-time bookkeeping, so I've got a good setup a home. I'll
work from there and stay in touch by phone."

"And I'll work herein the shop with Esther," said Satsy.

"Right," | said. "I made some cdlsbefore | came. Dixie Dempsey saysthat finding Dolly and the other
victimsis more important than her acting and dance classes. So she's on her way over hereto help out.
And Barclay Preston-Cole will be here as soon as he can get away from the office.” | consulted my list.
"Next item—Max, you need to examine Barclay's prop box."

"Yes, of course" hesad. "Um, right. Er, check.”

"And you should interview him when he comes here later.”

"Oh, yedl Er, right. | think | should also interview Mr. Her-lihy," he said.

"The magician who made Golly Gee disappear, right?" Satsy asked.

"Right," Max said, clipped and confident with the vernacular thistime. "Check."
Satsy asked, "So Herlihy's coming here, too?"



"Negative," | said. "I haven't spoken to him. He and | need to be kept apart.”
"Why?" Satsy perked up. "Is there a cosmic wobble in the dimensiond fabric when you two meet?”

| recalled that Satsy was aregular customer here. Dressed in aflowing white smock shirt and trousers
today, without wig or makeup, he looked so different from last night's purple divathat | was no longer
surprised Max hadn't recognized him— asa"her"—at the Pony Expressive,

"No," | said. "But hiswifeismy producer, and I'm supposedly too ill to work. Joe was so scared of
performing the act last night that | doubt helll intentionally expose my good hedth to Matildaif hefinds
out about it. But he's so nervous, | think the truth could easily dip out by accident, and I'm already having
more problemswith hiswife than | want."

"Check," said Max.
"So you'll need to interview Joe without involving me,” | said to Max.
"Right."

"But he's so high-strung, | think theré'sagood chance you'll scare him out of hiswitsif you meet with him
adone." Max would prattle about Evil among us, Joe would gibber with fear and guilt, and nothing would
be accomplished. "Besides, Matildais protective of him. So a certain boldness may be needed just to get
in the door of their apartment. That'swhy you're taking Cowboy Duke with you." | counted on Duke's
charm, common sense and brashness to conquer the obstacles | foresaw.

Max made the boxer-ready-to-fight gesture. "Check.”

"Next item—compare and contrast. I've ordered adisplay board to be delivered here from an office
supply shop. Weve got to start assembling dl the facts we can gather together about the disappearees
and the magicians. What's the unifying factor here? What do they have in common aside from, well, doing
disappearing acts? And what about the prop boxes—what, if anything, do they havein common?'

"Check!" they dl said in unison, their smultaneous boxing gesture making them look alittle like acheer
leading squad.

| went into the home stretch of my presentation. "Make no mistake about this, my friends. Our goa isnot
to learn enough to help the next victim.”

"It'snot?" Max asked.

"No. Weve got to do better than that. Our goal isto learn enough to prevent the next disappearance.”
"Oh, of course! Right. Check!"

"So comeon, troops” | said. "Let's get out there and kick Evil's butt!”

"Yesl" Whoopsy jumped up to punch theair. "Go, go, go!"

"Team Pony Expressiveison thejob, girlfriend!" Satsy pounded on the table.

Khyber legped to hisfeet. "Let'sdo it!"

"No prisonerd” cried Max.

Welooked a him.



"Youresurel can't make you some coffee?’ he said.

"So herésaquestion, Max," | said.

"Hhmm?'

"Whereis Hieronymus?'

"Oh!" Heblinked. "Downgairs, probably."

"In your |aboratory?'

"es"

"We should have asked him to St in on the meeting. Let's go talk to him now."

Whoopsy and Khyber had |eft the shop, bound for their respective duties. Satsy was browsing the store
in search of books that might prove useful in our research. | had accepted ddlivery of ahuge display
board and had nesatly written on its surface, in various colors of Magic Marker, thefew facts| knew
about the victims. Now | followed Max to the back of his shop in search of Hieronymus. A little
cul-de-sac there contained some storage shelves, a utilities closet, a bathroom and a door marked
"PRIVATE." Max opened that door onto a narrow, cresky stairway that led both up and down from
where we stood. There was an overhead light bulb, but Max didn't bother to switch it on; the stairway
wasilluminated by aburning torch stuck inawall sconce.

"| thought fire was your weakest element,” | said.

"It is. That was |eft there by my predecessor and | can't figure out how to put it out.”
"Y our predecessor? The one who had to fleethe IRS?"

"Wes"

"Heinhabited this building, too?"

"It belongs to the Collegium.” He led the way down the narrow staircase. "Be sure to hold on to the
ralling, Esther. These dairsare alittle uneven.”

"You don't say?' Descending carefully, | asked, " So what was on the main floor beforeit wasa
bookshop?"

"Hislaboratory. That enormous cupboard, which houses some of his, er, |eftovers, istill up there
because it contains dementsthat do not respond well to involuntary relocation.”

"l see No, | didn't, but | suspected that asking for details would lead uswell off track, and we had
work to do.

Max continued. "I gather that having the [aboratory at street level caused some problemswith the
neighbors.”

Upon hearing amuffled explosion below us, | said, "Go figure.”

"| thought it best to be more discreet, so | installed my laboratory in the basement. Unfortunately, | didn't
redize that thiswould occasiondly lead to widespread plumbing mishaps, so thereis still some discord



with the neigh— Ah, hereés Hieronymus."

We entered the laboratory, which was cavernous, window-less and shadowy. The walls were decorated
with charts covered in strange symbols and maps of places| didn't recognize. Bottles of powdersand
potions, dried plants and what appeared to be dried animal parts jostled for space. Beakers, implements
and tools lay tumbled and jumbled on the heavy, dark furniture.

Dusty shelves and cabinets were densdly packed with jars of herbs, spices, mineras, amulets and neatly
sorted claws and teeth. There were afew pieces of medieval-looking weaponry, some urns and boxes
and vases, atarot deck spread across atable in mid-reading, a pile of runeslying next to it, two
gargoyles squatting in acorner, icons and idols, and a scattering of old bones. An enormous bookcase
was packed to overflowing with many leather-bound volumes, as well as unbound manuscripts, scrolls
and even afew clay tablets.

All over thelab, thereweredso little piles of ...
"Feathers?' | said.
Max shook his head. "It's so discouraging.”

A young man stood a the massive workbench. He had arather dight build, fair skin, innocent festures
and cropped, mousy brown hair. The source of the explosion I'd heard was presumably the experiment
he'd been working on. A charred beaker sat cracked and smoking atop alittle flame, looking like ahigh
school chemistry assgnment gone wrong. The young man—Hieronymus—was wiping orange liquid off
hisface, his clothes and the workbench.

He glanced up at Max, then noticed me. He looked momentarily startled, then wiped off somethingin his
hand—his glasses, | realized, as he put them on. His brown eyes, which gazed directly at me, were
magnified by the thick lenses. He wore black trousers, a shirt that had obvioudy been white before the
explosion and ablank facid expression.

"Difficulties?' Max asked with concern.
The young man shrugged, looking atad sullen.

"Well, then... Hieronymus" Max said, "please dlow meto introduce my new friend, Miss Esther
Diamond. Thisisthe brave young lady | mentioned to you thismorning. Shelll be helping us from now on,
and shel's doing awonderful job of organizing the rest of our new acquaintancesinto productive tasks,
too."

Fedling moved by thislittle speech, | smiled warmly at Hi-eronymus. "How do you do? | gather you're
Max's gpprentice?’

A frown of irritation transformed his blank expresson. "Athithtant,” he said.
"Pardon?' | said.

"Not appwentith. Athithtant.”

"What?' | said, thinking his accent was much stronger than Max's.

"I'm hith athithtant."

Max said, "He was promoted before coming to New Y ork. Assistant is one level above apprentice.”



"Oh!" That was no accent, | realized, mortified at my clumsiness. It was a speech impediment. A
pronounced one. "Assigtant! Of course! My mistakel" | heard the exaggerated cheerinessin my voice
and tried to modify it. "Assstant. Y es, that waswhat Max told me, | just got confused. How are you? |
mean, it's apleasure to meet you." | was conscious of every Sand R in my jabbered comments.

Hieronymus gave meacurt nod.

"Wedll..." | looked at Max, who made encouraging gestures. "'l and the others are going to help you
research disappearances.”

"Mythtical dithappeawantheth,” he said tersely.

"Right. Mystical disappearances,” | said. "l mean, sure, New Y ork City isfull of ordinary
disappearances. Uh, people who go missing. We're looking for the supernatural kind. People who go
poof!"

Hiseyesrolled. "Evewything ith natuwal "

Not quite sure what Hieronymus had said, | looked at Max, who explained, " The notion of supernatural
phenomenaisafase congruct.”

"Itis?'

He nodded. "Everything in the cosmosis essentidly natu-ra—except for certain forms of fast food, of
course, and possibly some aspects of Los Angeles.”

III %II
"And some naturd things are mystical,” Max said. " Such as these disappearances.”

"Gotcha. Whatever." | turned back to Hieronymus and started explaining the plans we'd formed and how
we were dividing up our tasks. | concluded by saying, "But, of course, you're point man on the research,
so we should start by reviewing what you've learned or ruled out, aswell aswhat specific aress, if any,
you want the rest of usto start exploring.”

Thisfriendly speech produced another sullen shrug. | smiled and exercised my patience. Obvioudy, his
gpeech impediment made him sdlf-conscious and shy. His sullen demeanor was probably adefensve
posture, away of coping with hisfrustration and embarrassment.

"I will makealitht of what I've done," he said, histone till unfriendly.
"Good!" | said with exaggerated enthusiasm. "If you want to bring it upstairswhen it's reedly.
"You can comeget it."

On the other hand, while | felt sympathy for him, | didn't think a speech impediment entitled him to bad
manners. | didn't care for the way his dark expression and brusque tone persisted despite my best efforts
to be cordid.

Still trying to overcome his defenses, | moved alittle closer to him and said, "Isthere anything | can help
you with?' When he raised hisbrowsin slent query, | added, " Some specific research you'd like meto
dart going through?'

"Ah." Heturned his back on me, walked over to adesk piled high with books, and brought back three
massive, |leather-bound volumes. He dropped them into my outstretched arms heavily enough to make



megrunt.

"Okay," | said, taking adidike to Hieronymus despite my sympathy. | looked down at the books in my
ams. "I'll just get garted... uh... wdl, actudly..."

"Pwoblem?'

"Yeah." And | could tdl from the dight smirk on hisface that he'd aready guessed the nature of the
problem. | gestured with my chin to the top book on my stack and read aoud, "Er, Tomus Secundus De
Praeternaturali...um...Microcosmi..." | shook my head. "I don't read Latin." | struggled with my
armload s0 | could glance at thetitle of the second book in the pile. "Or Greek. Isthat Greek?”

"Modern education is sadly lacking,” Max said. "Never fear, Esther, we understand that you are to be
pitied rather than blamed.”

Hieronymus's expression conveyed his unmitigated contempt for my weak intellect as he removed the
books from my arms. Then he pointed straight up, indicating the shop overhead. "Bookth in English.”

"Thanks," | said. But he had dready turned hisback on me.

AsMax and | went back upstairs, he confided, " The poor boy's persondity is not, it must be admitted,
particularly amiable. But one can imagine how difficult his childhood must have been.”

"Didn't his parents ever consult agood speech therapist?’
"Y es, but they knew there wasllittle hope, and events proved they wereright.”
"Why? With good training, peopl e often overcome speech impediments.”

"The problem ismydtica, Esther, and, aas, seemsto beirrevocable.” Aswe reached the top of the Sairs
and reentered the shop, Max explained, "His mother was amember of the Collegium. While shewas
pregnant, her womb was cursed by a particularly vicious djinn shewastrying to destroy. Despite the
unfortunate result, oneisrelieved the poor lad didn't suffer something even worse.™

"Such asasour digposition?’ | said. "Oh, well, never mind. In any casg, it seemsthat he will be happier
working donein the basement.”

"Heisarather solitary person,” Max agreed, as we reached the main floor and reentered the bookshop.

"But free-flowing communication isimportant, Max, if we're to solve this problem and prevent another
disappearance.” Or get back the people who'd already vanished.

Max sighed. "Y oureright, of course. I'll have aword with him about trying to be abit more civil."

"Good." | wondered if it would have any effect. With the Collegium for an opponent, no wonder Evil was
making such agood living in thisdimension! Some assistant those masterminds had assigned to Max to
help him protect the grestest city in the world: sullen, solitary and making things explode.

| found Satsy seated at the table again, thistime with alarge pile of books.
"Esther," hesaid, "I think we may solve this case even sooner than we'd hoped!”

| stared at the book in his hands, which he waved in my face with excitement: Supernatural
Disappearances.



"Ah, but that's afa se construct, Satsy."

| made a gesture to brush aside my comment. "Sorry. | mean, yes, | hope there's something very useful in
there”

A little bell rang, herdding the arrival of acustomer.

"Well, howdy, folkd" cried Duke Dempsey, ushering his daughter into the shop. "Why, thiscertainly isa
lovely place you got here, Maximillian. Looks just like an old bookshop."

"It isan old bookshop," | said. Being from Texas, maybe held never seen one before. "Thanks for
coming."

"Pshaw! Y ou're hel ping us, so we're helping you. No thanks needed, young lady.”
"Duke, Dixie, thisis Satsy,” | said, "who'sadso got astake in trying to solvethis case.”

Seated at the table, Satsy gave afriendly wave from behind his stack of books. He eyed Duke's
fringe-and-rhinestone cowboy ouitfit with obvious delight and asked, "Darlin’, do you mind if | ask where
you got those wonder ful clothes?!

Looking pleased, the Cowboy offered to give Satsy the name of histailor.

Chapter 6

"Trangportation... trandocation... teleportation... transmutation. .. latera
levitation...demateridization...dissolution..."” | put down the book in my hands and gently rubbed my
throbbing temples.

"Okay, Esther, according to this book, apparently the last two books | was reading were just swamped
in Christian propaganda,” Satsy said dowly, turning the pages of the volume he held. "So ignorewhat |
was saying before." He glanced up and, seeing my puzzled expression, added, "The Church.”

"Huh?' | said.

"Widll, the stuff | was reading about mystica disappearances being the work of witchcraft and devil
worship was apparently a post-antiquity, pre-modern notion developed by the Catholic Churchin an
attempt to establish and maintain its power. And the Church's propaganda on this score was so influential
that this stuff was considered 'true’ even by Protestants—once, you know, there were Protestants.”

"Huh?' | said again.

"The point, girlfriend, isthat the ideathat mystical disappearances are the work of devil-worshipping
witches—"

"An ideayou were propounding so emphatically an hour ago,” | said, "that my whole skull started
propounding.”

"—was basically just the Church messing with peopl€'s heads.”



"| thought s0," said Dixie. "Everybody knows that witches aren't redlly likethat. | have Wiccan friends.”

"| dated aWiccan," said Barclay, who had joined us about an hour earlier. " She was a perfectly nice girl,
but avegan. | don't have anything against vegans per se, but have you ever tried to plan dinner dateswith
one?' He shook his head. "It couldn't |a<t, of course.”

"So," | said to Satsy, "weve gone from narrowing it down to witchcraft and devil worship to opening the
field back up to any and dl possbilities?"

"Uh-huh."

Dixie frowned doubtfully at the book in her own hands. "I don't think the Bermuda Triangl€'s going to
giveusany answers. | think | should start on something dse.”

Barclay, perusing another of the books, said, "Hey, here's one from Europe, during the Napoleonic wars.
A guy vanishesright in front of his cell mates. Disgppearsinto thin air before their very eyes. Six
witnesses sworeto this"

"His cell mates?" | repested.
"French prisoners of war. Being held by the Prussans.”

"Of course,” | said, "the missing prisoner's comrades-inarms could have had no possible motive for
making up such a story when asked by the enemy army where he was."

"But their jailer supported their story when he was questioned by his superiors!”
"And it's not remotely possible that the jailer wastrying to avoid blame for having let a prisoner escape?’
"Oh. Hmm. Good point.”

Fedling abit desperate, | asked, "Doesit say anything about how the prisoner disappeared? | mean, how
it was done?"

"No." Barclay went back to reading.

After afew minutes, Satsy said, "Here's another one from Europe, dso during the Napoleonic wars.”
"It'sapattern!” said Dixie.

| rested my forehead on thetable. "Well?"

"HewasaPisces, whichis...'the most psychologicaly unstable zodiac group.’ | don't agree with thet,”
Satsy added.

"Neither do|," said Barclay. "I'm aPisces.”
"You are?' sad Dixie. "I'm aLeo. What Sgn are you, Esther?'
"Tdl us about the disappearance, Satsy,”" | said without lifting my heed.

"His name was Benjamin Bathurst, and he was in Europe on a secret diplomatic misson for the British
government in 1809. He broke hisjourney at a place called Perleberg, where he asked the Prussian army
for an escort because he feared for his safety.”

"Prussansagain!” sad Dixie "There is a pattern.”



"Herested a an inn called the White Swan by day, thinking he'd be safer traveling by night. After dark,
he watched his coach being loaded. As he prepared to board it, suddenly...hewas gone."

| waited, but Satsy said nothing more. So | said, "A guy on asecret diplomatic mission during wartime,
who has stated to the local military that he'sin danger, goes missing after dark. So why does the author
think the disappearance was mystica ?"

"AsBathurst prepared to leave, he walked around to the other side of the coach, out of sight, and...was
never seen again!”

"It wasdark," | said. "And he stepped out of sight.”
"What could have happened to him?' Dixie asked.

"Did you ever lose anephew at the department store?” | findly lifted my head. ™Y ou look away for a
second, or he steps behind atoy display for asecond...and the next thing you know, he's gone, nowhere
to be found, and you're wondering whether even to try explaining thisto his parents before you hang
yoursdf. And then! Then the brat turns up twenty minutes later at the customer service desk, eating
candy and claming you disappeared!” Seeing they were dl staring a me with puzzled expressions, | said,
"Never mind. | mean to say, acouple of skilled, armed assailants, operating after dark, probably only
needed that brief opportunity, when Bathurst stepped behind the coach for aminute or so, to capture a
frightened diplomat.”

"Frightened! Exactly,” Satsy said. "The author saysthat supernatura disappearances can sometimesbe a
protective mechanism, something that happens to some people when they'reterrified or facing death!™

Dixie sad, "Hey, maybe that's what been happening herel"
| asked her, "Was Dolly the Dancing Cowgirl scared?’

"Huh?Oh... No." Dixielooked deflated. " She and Daddy have done that act lots of times, and she was
real excited about going shopping on Fifth Avenue next day."

| asked Barclay, "What about Clarisse? Did she seem scared?”

"No." He shrugged. "Before we started the performance, she was just complaining that her manicurist
hadn't done a very good job that morning."

"What about Samson?"
Satsy shook his head.

"And Golly Geg," | said, "didn't seem to be scared of anything the night she vanished. Not even bad
reviews." Shed fought with Joe about endangering her during the show, but she was obvioudy annoyed,
not frightened. " Are we done with Benjamin Bathurst, Satsy?”

"No. Three weeks after he disappeared—"
"Went missng.”

"—they found apair of histrousersinagrove.”
"How did they know the trousers were his?'

"A letter from him to hiswife wasin the pocket.”



"What did the letter say?' | asked.

"It said he wasin danger and feared held never reach England dive," Satsy replied.
"Indeed," | said.

"It dso asked her not to marry againif hedied.”

"Jeez," sdd Dixie. "Some guysare so sdfish.”

"But heréstheinteresting thing, Esther,” Satsy continued. "The letter was intact, even though the westher
had been mostly wet since his disappearance. So it should have disintegrated if the trousers had been
lying outside for three weeks."

"So Bathurst was held captive for awhile" | surmised. "That makes sense. A diplomat with secrets
would have been interrogated by his enemiesrather than immediatdly killed. Maybe they even toyed with
trying to ransom him. Anyhow, he somehow got separated from his trousers after three weeks. Maybe
when he was executed, or maybe when he was recaptured during an escape attempt.”

"Actudly,” said Satsy, "the author believes Benjamin Bathurst was transported to another dimension.”
"But histrousers stayed here?' Dixie asked with afrown.

"No, according to the author,” Satsy explained, "the trousers were 'suspended between two dimensions
during those three weeks, then recrossed the divide between the two worlds, propelled by the force of
Bahurd'slovefor hiswifel"

Barclay had brought us coffee, so Satsy, who'd aready drunk three of the cups1'd brought, had had two
more cupsin the past hour. | made amental note to bring decaf only from now on.

"The other theory," he said, "isthat the trousers may have spent those three weeks in adimension where
time passes much more dowly than it does here. So even if the weather was bad there, too, the letter
wouldn't have had timeto disntegrate.”

"Does anyone have an aspirin?' | asked.

Hoping it would help rdieve my headache, | went back down to the |aboratory and nagged Hieronymus
for areport of hisfindings. Still sullen and brusque, he provided alist of the tomes held been through—all
of themin Latin—and afew bullet pointsin English summarizing what hed learned.

"Well," | said, perusing his notesin disappointment. " This doesn't tell us much, doesit.”
"I have another theowy," Hieronymusreplied. "Onel didn't put on that litht."

"o

"Y ouw peopledidit.”

"My people?' | blinked. "Jews?"’

He snorted. "No. The mundane people.”

"Oh. Mundanes." Hewas ajerk, but gpparently not an anti-Semite. "I'm till willing to consider that,
though | may be the only one by now. Do you have any idea how mundanes could manage these

disappearances?’



He shrugged and said he was till thinking about it.
"Wel, I'll leaveyoutoit, then."
Happy to abandon Hieronymus adonein the cellar, | thought over his suggestion as| went back upgtairs.

| wasn't particularly surprised by how many people (many, it turned out) had disappeared mysterioudy
over the course of history; but | was stunned by how many people, past and present, believed that the
causes of such disappearances were necessarily supernatural (false construct or not). Most of the cases
we'd come across so far could be explained by any number of mundane possibilities, but emphatic
assartionsthat they must be mystical events had persisted for centuries, right up to the present day.

| wondered if | was an unusually skeptical person. So far, everyoneinvolved in this case seemed to have
accepted the mystica nature of our problem (Hieronymus's suggestion notwithstanding) much more easily
than | did.

Of course, the magicians had dl actudly felt something extraordinary occur when the victims
disappeared, something that even today, in acamer frame of mind, Barclay gill couldn't redly articulate.
Having taked to him, Duke and Ddlilah, and recaling Joe's guilt and fear after Golly's disgppearance, |
supposed that whatever they had experienced had made them believers on the spot. But Whoopsy,
Khyber and Satsy had dready believed in Samson's magical disappearance by thetime Max and |
arrived a the Pony Expressive afew hourslater; and Dixie didn't seem to have wrestled much with
skepticism before accepting that Dolly had genuindly vanished.

I, on the other hand, had strenuoudy resisted the whole idea of mystical disappearance until there was
samply no escaping it. Maybe | wastoo secular, too unimaginative, too wedded to the earthly dimension?

Or maybe they dl were just weird.

My cdll phone, clipped to my waistband, jingled a happy tune. | held it to my ear while reading over
Hieronymuss notes asif something useful might suddenly legp out a me. "Hello?"

"Thisis Khyber, checking in. Did any of the disappearing actsinvolve lightning?"
| frowned. "Um, no. Why?'

"I've found aWeb site. Thereve been a number of disappearances, going al the way back to Roman
times, involving people being struck by lightning. | mean, you're hit, and—poof!”

"Redly?"
"Sometimes you regppear € sawhere, sometimes you disappear forever.”

| wasn't particularly hopeful, but nonetheless| said, " Put together a summary and bring it to the shop
tomorrow."

"Check."
"Good work."
"Over and out."

The phonerang again only aminute later. | took a seat near the fireplace, out of earshot of Barclay, Satsy
and Dixie, who were discussing how someone (or histrousers) might move across dimensions. My cdler
was Cowboy Duke.



As predicted, Joe Herlihy was a seething mass of nerves and Matildawas dhrill. Max fdlt they had
learned nothing new, but the interview had not been thorough enough to satisfy him. Joe was so highly
strung that it took congderable patience to get ussful answers from him, and Matilda kept disrupting the
proceedings.

"Maximillian eventualy brought the conversation around to the other disgppearances,” Duke said. "Y ou
know, looking for a common factor."

"Uh-huh."

"And the interview ended on the spot.”
"Why?" | asked.

"Matilda started screaming, fit to betied.”
"o

"I'm not sureif she thought we were threatening her with blackmail, or accusing her husband of
masterminding a deadly conspiracy, or if she just thought we were nutcases.”

"| gather her screams conveyed dl of these possibilities?!

"Y es, indeedy. Anyhow, she threw us out of the gpartment.”

"That was going to be my next guess."

"' She a so made anumber of unladylike comments about you, since Max met her and Joe through you."”
"Y eah, they were dl sort of introduced in my dressing room last night,” | said wanly.

"Esther, | don't want you goin' near that woman anytime soon, you hear me?' hesaid. "Sheisthe
meanest person I've met in thiswhole city, and that's saying something.”

"No argument, Duke, I'm steering clear of her."
"Good."

| had afeding my answering machine at home had aready been incinerated by amessage of blistering
fury. | hoped Matildadidn't think to ask the stage manager for my cell-phone number.

Duketold methat he and Max had just finished an uneventful ingpection of the rhinestone-studded hollow
horse from which Dolly had disappeared two nights ago. Now they were headed back here to interview
Barclay. After that, they'd go with him to his gpartment to examine the prop box in which Clarisse
Staunton had vanished.

"How's the research going?' the Cowboy asked.

"Not well. | blame my parentsfor forcing meto study Hebrew instead of Latin,” | said. "I'll seeyou later,
Duke"

After hanging up, | found Barclay proposing anew theory to our companions: "What if some focus or
effort of the mind, or some technical means we don't know about, can reduce the physica body to
sub-microscopic particles of vibrating energy?”



Dixiefrowned. "So thevictims are ill here, but we can't see them?"

"Exactly!" Barclay sad. " Or, maybe they aren't fill here. Maybe that same force can propel them through
great distance, so they regppear somewhere else.”

"Likeon Star Trek?'

"y eg"

"l justlove Star Trek," Dixiesad.

"You do?' said Barclay. "Me, too!"

"Redly?What'syour favorite Star Trek show?' Dixie asked, eyes shining.

"| like the classic seriesbest,” he said promptly. "Captain Kirk, Mr. Spock, Dr. McCoy."
"Me, too!"

"You'rekidding!"

Dixiesad, "l thought | was, like, the only one. | thought everyone e se was more into the newer series.”
"l had the biggest crush on Lieutenant Uhura," Barclay said.

"l wasin lovewith Mr. Chekov."

They smiled and their eyes met in warm understanding.

Satsy destroyed the moment by saying, "Back up astep. If our victims have regppeared €l sawhere, then
why haven't any of them phoned home?'

"Hmm," Dixie said. "That'sagood point. Dolly would've phoned.”
""Samson, too."
"Maybe they're somewhere without phones?' Barclay guessed.

"Some of them have been gone for days now," Satsy said. "Where could they be, that they're that far
from aphone?"

Barclay dowly looked heavenward.
"Outer space?"' Satsy cried in despair.
Dixie gasped. "But that meansthey'redl..."

"Uh, okay, bad theory," Barclay said quickly. "Maybe they've been propelled through time, instead of

"Well, that would explain why they haven't gotten in touch,” Satsy admitted.

"Time," | said, glancing at the clock. Although these had fdlt like some of the longest hours of my life, it
was now later than I'd realized. "I'm going to haveto leavefor awhile," 1 said. "I'll be back."

"We'rethinking about Chinese," Barclay said.



| blinked. ™Y ou think Chinese people are causing the disappearances?
"No, we were thinking of ordering Chinesefood,” he said. " Should we get enough for you, too?!

"Oh! Yes, thanks." | told him to include Duke and Max, too, who'd be back soon. Then | picked up my
heavy daypack, par-ticularly glad after that phone call with Duke that 1'd planned ahead before leaving
my apartment today. | took the pack into the bathroom at the back of the shop and assumed my disguise:
boots with three-inch hedl's, ablond wig; heavy makeup that exaggerated the fullness of my mouth; very
dark sunglasses; and a high-collared raincoat in aleopard-skin print that belted tightly at the wai <.

When | came out, Satsy asked, "Why areyou in drag?’
"I'mnotindrag,” | sad, "I'mincognito.”
"Wow!" Dixie's eyeswidened. "Areyou, like, famous?

"I haveto go to check on Herlihy's crystal cage, and | can't risk being seen by anyone else who might be
checking on it. Such asmy producer.” | spun around once, then struck apose. "If you walked past mein
the Street, would you recognize me?”

"No," Dixie said, sounding like she hoped this was the right answer.

"Noway," Satsy said. "l never would have figured you for an anima-print person.”
"Barclay?' | asked.

"No, you look sexy!"

Trying to view this deflating comment in a postive light— | was evidently as unrecognizable as | wanted
to be—I told them I'd be back in about an hour. Then | went outside, cut over to Hudson and hailed a
cab. Noway was | walking to Magic Magnuss shop in three-inch hedls.

If Magnuswas giving priority to repairing the crystal cage, as Matilda had told me, then he could put me
in animpossible position if he worked fast enough. So | was hoping to convince him not to tell Matilda
the cage was repaired until | gave him the heads-up. Held get paid for hiswork, either way; but 1'd only
be able to keep my job in the show if the cage wasn't ready to go back onstage until | was.

On my previous visit to the shop, Magic Magnus had given methe impression that he liked me. And |
thought it unlikely that anyone but Joe liked Matilda. So there was areasonable chance | could get
Magnusto cooperate. Especidly if, as Barclay thought, | looked sexy in my disguise.

More anxious than ever to avoid Matildanow that she was undoubtedly in avindictive mood, | got out of
the cab half ablock away and approached Magnus's shop with stedlth. | paused casudly in front of the
window to make sure there was no one | recognized in the shop, and—

| gasped and shrank away from the window.
Good God! Lopez. Insde the magic store.
The very last person | expected to bump into! What was he doing here?

Redlizing that | wasn't doing agood job of looking casud, | stepped closer to the window and pretended
to browse as| spied on the detective. He was talking to Magnus, and neither of them noticed me. Lopez
was taking notes. Magnus was nodding and gesturing.



So Lopez was il investigating the casel! | reached for my cdll phone, planning to notify Max. He might
be back at the bookstore by now.

Then | hesitated. What | would tell him? All | knew right now was that, contrary to what we'd thought
last night, the police were interested in this matter. All | would accomplish by giving Max this newswould
be to make him anxious. Hed dready said he didn't want them involved, and now | agreed with him; it
would only complicate an dready perplexing Situation. Whatever was going to stop the disappearances, it
wasn't going to be apair of handcuffs, that much seemed certain.

All right, smply darming Max was pointless. | needed more information. Why was L opez back on the
case—or gill onthe case? The last timewe met, | thought he had dismissed it atogether unless further
evidence cameto light.

"Further evidence..." | murmured.
Isthat why he was here now? Did he know something new? Something we didn't?
| had to find out.

Counting on my costume and alittle acting to protect my identity, | entered the store. Both men looked at
me. Magnuss eyes lingered with interest. Lopez dismissed me with a glance and returned to questioning
Magnus.

"Il bewith you in afew minutes, miss," Magnus said to me.
"Takeyour time" | said in aQueens accent.

| browsed while listening to their conversation. Within moments, | realized that Matilda had reported the
destruction of the crystal cageto Lopez. | wanted to dap myself on the forehead. Of course! She
couldn't let vandaism like that go unre-ported, and it made sense that sheld call the cop who'd given her
his card after interviewing her about Golly's disgppearance just afew days ago. Lopez was following up
on her complaint.

Damn.

Destroying the cage last night had been necessary; | didn't question the decision in hindsight. But in doing
it, we'd inadvertently wound up drawing Lopez's attention to the prop. His presence in Magnus's shop
now and the detailed nature of the questions he was asking made me uneasy. | could tell we had stirred
someinginct in him. Evenif he till believed Golly had smply waked off when no one waslooking, two
incidentsinvolving the crystal cage, just afew days apart, bothered him. He smelled something now. He
didn't know what it was, but he was following hisnoseto seewhereit led.

| wondered how to get him off the scent. Should | even try? Thetruth of this case was something beyond
his earthbound cop'simagination. Maybe held just chase histail ahit, then give up. So maybe doing
nothing was the best way for me to ensure he never got any closer to connecting the vandalism to meand
the three-hundred-and-fifty-year-old wizard who'd used his magica powersto disable the locks of the
thester and melted the crystal cage with pyromancy.

In response to Lopez's questions, Magnus was talking about amarginally smilar repair job he'd done
two years ago. When Lopez asked for the customer's name and address, Magnus said it wasin the office
and gestured to the red curtain behind him, adding, "But it would teke me awhileto find it."

"It'simportant,” Lopez said.



Magnus shrugged. "Okay, but | need to help this customer first.”
"Il wait," said Lopez.

Sincel couldn't talk to Magnus about staling Matildawith Lopez standing right there, | said, "Oh, | just
love these clothed!” | gestured to the vulgar costumes on the clothing racks. "Would it be okay if | tried
on afew things?'

Magnus smiled, oozing sultry delight. "It would be my pleasureto indulge you.”

It gpparently didn't occur to him to wonder why | was wearing my sunglassesindoors. But | suspected
Lopez was starting to wonder. He wasn't ogling me, the way Magnus was, but he was paying attention to
me now, and something bothered him. Maybe it was my sunglasses, or maybe it was unconscious
recognition of something familiar. Hed seen mein costume twice before now, so there might be things
about meringing abdl eveninthisdisguise.

| turned my back and started choosing outfits. "Where's the dressing room?’ | asked, keeping my accent
firmly in place.

"Back there." Magnus pointed. "Take your time, love. I'll be only too happy to give you my full attention
as soon as my businesswith this gentleman isfinished.”

"Thanks." | gave my full attention to alime-green lace-and-sequined confection, hoping they'd both
ignore me now.

"Detective?' Magnussad.

"Hmm?"' | sensed from Lopez's distracted reply that he was till looking a me.
"Right thisway, Detective."

"Oh, right."

| heard footsteps moving away from me, and then the rustle of the red curtain that hung in the doorway to
Magnuss office. | looked over my shoulder and saw, with relief, that | was done. | wondered if | should
just leave now, before Lopez came back out of that room and got another look at me.

Then | thought of the crystal cage. It was probably upstairs, right where I'd seeniit last time. | could go
have alook, seeif Magnus had done any work on it yet. See exactly how damaged it was. I'd been so
shocked last night after watching Max destroy it with his strange power, my memory of its condition was
rather vague. And | could hover up there, out of sight, until | was sure Lopez had gone. | checked my
watch. It was closing time for Magnus, so no one ese (no one named Matilda, for example) waslikely to
come into the shop and disturb my conversation with the red-haired magic maven once Lopez | ft.

| put adlinky, hot-pink gown back on the rack and, moving on tiptoe, crossed the shop and went
upstairsin search of the crystal cage.

At thetop of the stairs, | took off my sunglasses so | could see, took off my raincoat so | wouldn't be
hot, and removed my boots so Magnus and Lopez wouldn't hear my footsteps over their heads. The
second floor of the building wasjust as chaotic as | remembered, amaze of jumbled cartons, boxes,
crates and equipment. It was dark, due to covered windows, and very dusty, dueto Magnusslack of a
cleaning service. The crystal cage was not where | had expected to find it. Nor did it seem to be
anywhere on the second floor, which took me sometimeto search in silence.



Thiswasturning into more of aquest than | had anticipated, and | was getting exasperated. But sincel
hadn't heard Lopez leave the shop, | couldn't go back downstairs. So | ascended to the third floor,
figuring | might aswell use my time productively instead of just squatting at the top of the stairsand
cursing Lopez. | found ayank cord, turned on the light over the sairwell and stedlthily climbed the Sairs
to the third floor in my stocking feet. At the top of the stairs, therewas abig rack of
sequin-and-lace-and-Lycraoutfits in colors so bright they made me blink.

| rounded the rack—and walked straight into asmall Asian woman with a huge snake wrapped around
her. | squealed and jumped. She screamed and flinched.

"Urk!"

"Argh!"

The snake moved its head, and | redlized it wasredl. | started screaming in earnest. I'm scared of snakes.
"Yaaaagh!"

| sumbled backward into the rack of clothing. It fell over with a deafening smash-bang-clatter-clang! |
fell on top of it. Two more people started screaming—uwhich was when | noticed there were two more
people here. | waslying on my back atop the fallen garments, my arms and legsflailing. The
snake-wrapped lady leaned over and extended a hand to help me, but the sight of the snake's face
approaching mine only made me scream louder. Then the other two people were tugging at her arms,
trying to haul her away from me. After amoment's hesitation, she went with them.

Magnus was shouting somewhere bel ow, then | heard footsteps thundering up the stairs behind me. A
moment later, two stunned men were looking down on my prone, flailing body with identical expressions
of astonishment.

Magnus stood there holding a spear (a spear ? | thought), gaping at mein stupefaction. His red-bearded
jaw worked afew times, but no words came out. Then helooked around quickly, asif searching for the
other people. But he ill said nothing.

Lopez sighed, holstered his gun and squatted down beside me to remove my blonde wig. "Hello, Esther.”
Helooked me over for amoment. "I assume there's a perfectly reasonable explanation for al this?'

Chapter 7

I've studied improvisation, which teaches you to think on your feet. So | was ready for Lopez's
interrogation by the time he seated mein astraight-backed chair downstairsin Magnus's office and asked
how | happened to wind up sneaking around the magic warehousein disguise.

"I waslooking for the crystal cage." Spy novels had taught me to stick as close to the truth as possible.
"Why didn't you just ask Magic Magnuswhereit is?"

"Yeah!" Magnus piped up, Sitting at his desk.

"Whereisit?' | asked.

"Before now," said Lopez.



"Inmy truck,” Magnus said. "l picked it up from the theater today. Planned to unload it tonight or
tomorrow."

"I thought you weregiving it priority!" | said in vexation.
"l am."

"By leavingitinthetruck dl day?"

"I'mabusy man."

"Not too busy to flirt with customers!™ | shot back.

"I— You— Wéll, 1... Oh, never mind." He made an exasperated gesture and gave Lopez alook that
indicated how unreasonable | was being.

Wearing his cop face, Lopez was watching uslose our tempers with each other, clearly waiting to see if
any interesting commentswould dip out in the heet of the moment.

| met Magnus's eyes and wondered why there was a big snake on the third floor. Asif reading my mind,
he suddenly flushed.

Evidently recognizing that we were done snapping at each other, Lopez said to me, "'l seeyou've madea
remarkable recovery.”

"Recovery..." | suddenly realized that Matilda had talked about me. That should have occurred to me
before now. "Yes, | becameill during the performance last night.”

"All better now?"

"No," | sad. "I'm feding quite week. May | go?'
"Not yet."

"I may vomit," | threstened.

"Well get abucket,” Lopez said.

"I think | should go home." | stood up.

"Sit down." Hisvoice was clipped and hard.
"BUE"

"St."

| sat.

He propped himsdlf on Magnus's desk, folded his arms over his chest and stared at me. | stared back. It
would never do to tell him so, of course, but the stern, don't-mess-with-me attitude was kind of sexy on
him.

"What happened last night?" he asked.

Still sticking closeto thetruth, | said, "My whole worldview changed.”



Hefrowned. "Go on."

| said, "Look, | told you | thought something waswrong. |

told you | was anxious about getting into the cage without knowing what happened to Golly."
Magnus muttered, "Women are dways saying 'l told you s0.™

"So you ran out on a performance?’ Lopez asked, looking like he might be willing to believe me.
"l can't answer that in front of him." | pointed at Magnus. "He knows Matilda."

Lopez glanced at Magnus. Magnus blinked and said to me, "1 won't tell Matildawhat you say now if you
don't tell her the crysta cage has been sitting in my truck al day.”

Lopez looked back at me, afaint sparkle entering hislong-lashed blue eyes. "Ded 7!
| Sghed. "Okay."
"Wdl?'

| explained that Joe had been such awreck during rehearsal, ashad I, that | wound up preparing to go
ongtage lagt night, in Golly's place, without having done a complete run-through of the show. And without
having practiced the vanishing act since her disgppearance. | just couldn't do it, | told Lopez. | wastoo
scared of what might happen in the crystal cage. "'l wasn't entirely faking, | did fedl ready to tossmy
cookies. Again. And, well..." | shrugged. "I freaked out and, yes, ran out on the performance. Which," |
added defengvely, "isthe only timein my life I've ever donethat. Ever. | even went on asLittle Red
Riding Hood in the third grade when | had stomach flu and kept throwing up backstage.”

Lopez startled me by asking, "Who was the doctor?*
"Thedoctor?"

"You know," he prodded. "The doctor who made ahouse cal to your dressing room last night? The one
who told your producer you weretooill to go on? That your condition was highly contagious?'

"Itis?" Magnus blurted.

We both looked at him.

"Never mind,” Magnus said.

"Well, Esher?'

"Just aperformer,” | said.

"Whered he come from?"

"Thedrest," | said. "Hewas adtreet act. | offered him twenty bucksto help me."
"Hisname?"

| wondered if Matilda had told Lopez the name. | wondered if she had reported or would report Max's
visit to her today, now that she and Lopez were on such chatty terms. Could | risk pretending | didn't
know Max's name, or would Lopez just catch meinthelie?



| said, "l told him to call himsdlf Dr. Zadok."

"Why?

"Just cameinto my head." | couldnt tell if Lopez believed me.

He switched the subject on me again. "How'd the crystal cage get destroyed?”

"Isit redly destroyed?" | asked, feigning dismay rather well. "Matildawasn't exaggerating?'

Lopez unfolded hisarms and lowered his handsto his sides, bracing them against the desk. He had nice
hands. Nice wrists, too, smooth and golden-skinned. Not hairy like some guys.

"Why were you looking for the cage here?' He couldn't stop hislips from twitching when he added, “In
diguise”

"Matilda called me this morning making al sorts of threats and accusations. | don't know what happened
to the crystal cage, but | know she's blaming mefor it.”

Lopez seemed to be trying to keep a straight face as he said, " And the obvious solution to the problem
was to behave as suspicioudy as possible?’

"I wanted to find out what happened to the cage. | couldn't call Matilda back and ask her, shewas so
viciousto me. | had to see Magnus. But | couldn't risk bumping into Matildaif she happened to come
here this afternoon to nag Magnus.”

"Which would be just like her," Magnus said wesarily.
"So | had to make sure Matildawouldn't recognize me."
"| didn't recognize you," Magnus admitted.

"But you did?' | asked Lopez curioudy.

He smiled alittle. "No. The high hedls, the makeup, the wig, the sunglasses, the voice, the accent, the
posture... It wasal good. Very good."

| beamed. "Thankd!"

"But | wondered why you were still wearing sunglasses while you were looking at clothes."
"Ah." 1'd thought so.

His gaze lingered on my face. "And even skilful makeup and awig can't hide those cheekbones.”
Our eyeslocked, and | suddenly felt warm.

"I didn't know it wasyou, but I'd have figured it out if I'd had another couple of minutes. Something
clicked."

"That'swhy | turned my back."
"Of course." He lowered his gaze. "But even from the back..."

"Y@l



"Well, thereé's something about you in tight clothesthat sticksin my mind,” he admitted. " So you il
looked familiar. | just didn't know why."

"Tight?' | sad indignantly.
"That raincoat'stight, Esther.” He glanced up and added, hiseyes glinting, "In agood way."

"Well... | guessitisabit tight,” | said, flustered. "I get stuff like thisat church sdlesand thrift storesto
wear asrehearsal costumes. It'salot easier to start getting into aroleif you dressfor it."

"That makes sense.”

"Anyhow, yeah, | guessthat coat isalittle smal for me." | was babbling. "But it only cost me seven
dollars, and—"

"It looks good on you."
| blinked. "Redlly?"
"Excuse me," said Magnus. "Are we done here?'

Lopez cleared histhroat and resumed questioning me. “So you come into the shop, and Matildas not
here. Why not take off the dark glasses and be straight with us?'

Thinking it best to avoid explaining that | was spying on him so | could report back to the Magnum
Collegium'slocal representative, | said, "Because it was obvious Matilda had reported the attack on the

crystal cageto you."
He pounced. "Attack? What makes you think it wasn't an accident?'

"Because sheld reported it to acop. And since | knew she was blaming me, | thought you were probably
blaming me, too. Which," | added sourly, "seemsto be the case.”

"Finding you snesking around here in disguise has contributed alot to my blaming you," he shot back.
"l wasjugt trying to avoid exactly what were doing right now!"
"What are we doing right now?' Magnus asked plaintively.

"I was going to come downgtairs and talk to Magnus as soon asyou'd l€eft,” | told Lopez. Looking at
Magnus, | added, "1 was going to ask you what had happened to the crystal cage and how long it would
taketo repair it."

Lopez said, "So now you're suddenly eager to do the act?"

"Not redly,” | sad. "But with Golly missng, whatever happens with the cage affects my career. Sol am
interested.”

"What made you start screaming?’ Lopez asked, in yet another deliberately sudden change of topic.

"Up on thethird floor?" Out of the corner of my eye, | saw Magnus suddenly shaking hishead a me,
behind Lopez'sback. | said, "It'sdark upstairs. There are shadows, weird magic props, creepy replicas.
Something up there moved..."

Magnus shook his head alittle morefranticaly.



Stll looking a me, Lopez said, "What moved?'

"I didn't know at first, so | screamed. | was startled. Then | redized it wasamouse. And | fell over at the
sametime. Then | screamed because | didn't like being on the floor with amouse running around.”

Both men looked like they weren't sure whether | wastelling the truth.
| added with ashudder, "I hate mice"
That helped. They both seemed to relax alittle.

| didn't know why Magnus didn't want me mentioning the three staff members 1'd seen upgtairs, but he
evidently didn't. Now he looked asif he hoped | hadn't seen them and really was as scared of mice as|
claimed. Or maybe he was worried about the snake? Was there some reason he couldn't risk a.cop
hearing about it? | wondered if permits were needed to keep areptile that big in the city. Maybe it wasn't
properly licensed or something?

So apparently | now knew a secret that Magnus wanted kept. That might come in handy, if | needed any
leverage to convince him to stal Matilda about the crystal cage until Max and | had solved the problem
of the mystical disappearances. But talking to Magnus about that was not something | could do with
Lopez present. So | decided to try to get rid of the detective, who was running ahand over hisruffled
black hair asif hishead was starting to ache.

"Arewe donenow?" | asked him.

"For thetime being,” he said.

"I cango?' I'd lurk outside, wait until he left, too, then double back here to confront Magnus.
"I'll take you home," Lopez said.

"What?' | blurted.

"Or wherever you're headed next.”

| was headed to Zadok's Rare and Used Books next. But not with Lopez as my escort.
"Not necessary, Detective,” | said firmly, risng to my feet.

"Oh, lingg."

"But [—"'

"Let'sgo.”

Hetook my arm. We both paused and looked at each other. It was nice to be touched. By him. He
blinked, then dropped my arm and stepped away. He thanked Magnus for histime, then held asde the
red curtain and made a gesture for me to precede him.

"After you, Miss Diamond.”

Lopez had anondescript car parked illegally near the magic shop. A handy officid notice propped in the
window warned other cops not to make the mistake of assuming that parking statutes applied to this
vehicle the way they did to others.



He opened the passenger door for me, then got into the driver's seat while | buckled up.
"Whereto?' he asked. He kept his gaze forward and was frowning dightly.

"I haven't had dinner yet," | heard mysdlf say.

Helet out his breath and leaned hisforehead againgt the steering whedl. "Esther....."
Wewere silent for amoment, not looking at each other.

"We can't have dinner together,” hesaid at last.

"l waen't asking—"

"Yes, youwere." Helifted his head and sat back.

Infor apenny, infor apound, so | said, "Okay, why can't we have dinner together?"
"| can't date someone who's part of acurrent investigation.”

"It wouldn't be adate.”

"Yes, it would," he said, "and you know it would. Y ou know it's been on my mind ever since | saw you
without glitter and green body paint dl over everything but your tegth.”

"It has?' | asked, pleased.

He gave me an exasperated look. "No, | dways make inap-propriate comments when I'm interviewing
women, Esther. It's my ambition to get suspended for sexua harassment.”

"I think your commentsto meare nice." But only because he was the one making those comments. |
liked Lopez saying things to methat, in fact, we both knew he shouldn't be saying, given the nature of our
acquaintance.

"Well, they're meant to be nice." He amiled as his gaze traveled over my face. "But the point is..." Our
eyeslocked and we found oursalvesin astaring contest. "The point is..."

"y e
"Huh?'

"The point is?' | prodded, unable to look away.

"Um... | think I've forgotten the point.”

"I think it was that we can't go on adate?' | said.

"Oh! Yed" Heblinked. "Yes, that'sthe point.”

"But | don't see why—"

"Just how much are you not telling me about what's going on?"

That caught me off guard. Asit was meant to do. The cop'stactic of changing the subject abruptly with a
new question. "Uh... | don't know what—"



"| should pressyou harder," he said, looking down. "I should take you down to the station, get in your
face, scareyou."

"We could dill do that,” | said. "The night isyoung.”

He laughed. Then he sghed and shook his head. "The problem s, | can't do that to you.”
"A cop who can't pressure and scare people? Maybe you're in the wrong line of—"

"l can't do that to you."

"Oh." | got alittle warm again.

"But I'm not an idiot, Esther.”

"I know." I'd never thought he was.

"How much of what you told mein Magnuss shop was true?'

My heart thudded. "Um, quitealot of it, actudly."

"Whét part wasn't true?"

| looked out my window, fedling both anxious and disgppointed. My previousingtinct to get awvay from
him as soon as possible had been the smart choice, | redlized. So | sad, "1 live on West Thirty-third
Street, between Tenth and Eleventh.”

"What did you leave out of your story?"

"Y ou can just take me home. Forget about dinner. It wasaslly idea”

He put his hand on my arm. | closed my eyes, and my heart pounded even harder.
"You'reasuspect,” he said.

"Sugpected of 7' My voice was alittle breathy.

"Vanddiam, at the very least." He squeezed my arm gently. "What's going on?"

| wastrying to think about something aside from the way his skin felt on my skin, his padm on my bare
forearm, the subtle pressure of hisfingers.

| swallowed and gave myself amenta shake. | couldn't be sure how sincere that gentle touch was. Even
if hefelt something, he certainly knew by now that | felt something, and he wanted answers from me. And
| doubted anyone could be an effective cop without being alittle ruthless. Even with himsdlf. Evenwitha
woman he...

"What'sgoing on?" | repested. | gave my confused fedings a solid shove in the direction of anger. "l
cameto you with two threatening notes. | told you | was scared. Golly Geeismissing. Y ou didn't take
any of that serioudy!™

Hefrowned and took hishand away. "Yes, |—"

"But Matilda calls you about vandalism—of afragile prop in an unguarded theater—and suddenly you're
al over thecasal"



"Yes, | am," he snapped, sounding angry, too. "For one thing, there actudly is a casethistime. Breaking
and entering, and vanddism.”

"Why am | asuspect?'
"Apart from your bizarre behavior today?"
"l explained—"

"Come off it, Esther. If you knew | wasin the shop to question Magnus about the vanddism that Matilda
was blaming on you, why'd you come ingde? Why'd you Stay?"

"|—Il—" Improv lessons suddenly weren't hel ping so much.

"You'renot anidiot, either." He didn't make it sound like acompliment. "Y ou took that risk for areason.
Y ou were therefor something dse.”

| hoped that alittle more truth might help the situation. "Okay, | went to ask Magnus not to return the
crystal cageto Sorcerer! until someone finds out what happened to Golly. And | went upstairslooking
for it to seeif it was asdamaged as| hoped." While he studied mein silence, | added, "Anyhow, |
thought | was avoiding you. | didn't expect you to find out | was prowling around upstairs.” | shrugged
and glared at him. "And | sure didn't expect you to recognize me."

"Wdl, now you know better."

"| certainly do. | guessI'll wear agunny sack the next timewe mes, if | don't want you ogling me!™
"l did not og— Wéll, okay, maybealittle."

"Youdid?'

Our eyesmet again. "Yeah," hesaid. "Very subtly, mind you.”

We both laughed alittle in mingled pleasure and embarrassment. Then he looked away.

"Look, Esther," he said, sounding tired, "if you're that afraid to get into the prop box, why not just quit the
show?'

"I can't do that! Do you have any ideahow hard it isto get ajob? | mean, areal job—an acting job?|
was waiting tables for months before thisl And do you know how much harder it would be for meto get
another job once word got out that 1'd abandoned this show as soon as | stepped into the lead role?

Besdes, evenif quitting would solve my problem, it wouldn't solve the problem.”
"It wouldn't?'

"What if the show doesn't fold even after losing the female lead and her understudy? What if someone
esetakesover playing Virtue?' | exclamed. "What'll happen to her when she performsthe act?"

"Ohmy God," he said dowly, looking a me with adawning expresson of amazement. "Y ou did
vandalize the cage, didn't you?"'

| blinked, thinking maybe I'd been atad too truthful. "No."

He nodded. "Y ou destroyed it thinking you were in danger. Thinking anyonewho getsintoitisin



danger.”
“No!"

"Esther, why destroy the thing? Why not get an expert to examineit? Why not ask Magnusto go through
it piece by piece with you to make sure it was safe?"

"l didn't vanddizeit!"

And | hadn't. | wasjust an accomplice. One who was currently digging aholefor herself, like a perfect
idiot, because I'd briefly wallowed in my attraction to the investigating officer.

"L ook, if you vandalized the cage," Lopez said, "it would be afirst offense. Y ou've got no priors.”
"How do you know that?"

"Uh, wdl—"

| gasped. ™Y ou've been checking up on me!”

Helooked exasperated again. "Of course | have! Y ou're a suspect, Esther.”

"l can't believethis! Y ou had the nerve to ask me out to dinner while you're investigating me?'
"You asked me."

Since he had apoint, | changed the subject. "I want to go home now."

"Ligento me. It'safirg offense, there were no drugsinvolved... Er, there were no drugsinvolved?’
"Oh, right, I'm an actress, so naturaly | must be adrug user!”

"That'snot what |—"

"Also promiscuous, right?”

"Okay, let'scadm down."

"After al, everybody knowsthat 'actress is practicaly synonymous with ‘prostitute!!™

mWhat?"

"In some languages, it's even the exact same word!"

"A firg offense, no drugs, no one got hurt," he said doggedly, refusing to be distracted (as I'd hoped) by
my tirade, "and there were extenuating circumstances. The DA will belenient. Y ou can plead it out
without serving any time."

"What extenuating circumstances?' | snapped, spooked by the mention of serving time.

"Golly Gee went missing in the middle of the act, Herlihy couldn't explain what had happened to her, and
you were receiving mysterious notes warning you of the samefateif you got into the crystdl cage. You're
an artiste, you're sengitive... It'sgoing to befine," he said soothingly. "I'll give you the name of agood
defense lawyer who'll make sure you don't get dapped with anything worse than alittle community
svice"



"| thought cops hated defense lawyers,” | muttered.
"l do. But they have their uses."
"Areyou charging me?' | demanded.

"Did you save the notes you received? I'll tell the DA that | saw them, of course. But it would helpiif..."
Hefrowned. "Thenotes..."

"What about the notes?' | asked uneasily.
"They weresigned M.Z."

| didn't like his expression. He seemed to be looking inside himsalf, suddenly connecting random facts
scattered in hishead. | decided to try distracting him again.

"You can't pinthisbumrgponme” | ingsted.

For amoment, my attempt seemed to work. "Where do you get that kind of dialogue?'
"I'm not guilty, and I'm not confessing to anything.”

But thenhesad, "M.Z."

"And you can either cease these insulting accusations right now—"

"What made you think of that namefor your ‘doctor'?"

| tried not to drop my lines. "Right—right now, or else you can charge me. But since | didn't do
anything—"

"Dr. Zadok," Lopez said. "M.Z."

"I'm going home." | unbuckled my seat belt and reached for the door handle.

"What's going on, Esther?' He stopped me when | tried to exit the car.

"Let mego!"

"Haf of thisisan act, isn'tit? Y oure not silly or skittish. A little eccentric, maybe..."
"I'm leaving now." | pushed a hisrestraining arm.

"But not ahygteric," he said with certainty. "So what aren't you telling me?”

"Letgo."

"|s someone threstening you? Scaring you?'

"Sopit!"

He put his hand on the back of my neck and pulled my head closeto his. "Just tell methat much,” he
breathed into my ear, making my hair flutter. "Just tell meif you're afrad of someone."

| closed my eyes, breathing hard, my chest pounding.
"Esther." His breath fanned my neck and my cheek. Hisdark hair brushed against my temple. "Tak to



rrell
"You'retheonel'mafraid of." | choked out the words, pulling away from him.

| turned the door handle and jumped out of the car. He didn't op methistime.

Chapter 8

"The only thing we've donethat'sillegd,” | reiterated to Max, "is bresking and entering, and vanddism.”

Y es, indeed, after careful examination of thefacts, | was positive those were our "only" prosecutable
crimes.

"And given theway we did what we did," | continued, "it'll be hard to prove."

"That'sardief. | think." Max tugged alittle a hiswhite beard. "I do fed bad about breaking the law. It's
just sometimes unavoidable in the struggle againg Evil "

"Right now, I'm the only one suspected of destroying the crystd cage. | think.” By thetimeI'd fled
Lopez's car yesterday evening, he'd been highly suspicious of the mysterious Dr. Zadok ak.a. M.Z., but
| didn't know if he sugpected him of this. "We want to keep it that way. We want to keep suspicion off
you," | reminded Max. "Right?"

"Oh, Esther, | ill don't fed right about thigl”

| had come straight to the shop after leaving Lopez yesterday, and I'd waited impatiently for Max to
return with Bar-clay and Duke. Examination of the Great Hidalgo's prop box had reveded nothing new
to Max, who returned to the bookshop frustrated and puzzled. The Pony Expressive performersall had
to abandon their various research posts when it wastime to go perform their first show of the night at the
club. Barclay and Dixie kept &t it for another hour, then caled it quits and went out for anightcap after |
told them Max and | had to consult in private. Duke, alittle teary eyed with worry about Dolly, went
back to his hotd after being assured that Barclay would not buy acohol for Dixie and would escort her
back to the Wa dorf-Astoria before her midnight curfew.

| hadn't wanted to alarm the others by talking about the police before | had settled on a plan with Max.
Now, after arestless night, | was back in the shop the following morning, reviewing what we'd decided.
Or, rather, what | had decided and had told him was the plan.

"Max, thisisdamage control,” | said now. "Yes, it's extremely inconvenient that L opez suspects me of
vandalizing the cage— but I'm safe.” | hoped | wasright about that. "I don't have keysfor those locks
you opened, | don't know how to pick locks, and | don't have any experience with a blow torch—or
whatever it would have taken to melt the cage if amundane had destroyed it. And no one can prove
otherwise. So Lopez can make me uncomfortable, but he can't charge me. Because he'sgot no red
evidenceagang me."

| hoped | was right about that, too. Lopez had tried to make the consequences of getting caught sound
minor, but | had no intention of going through the rest of my lifewith acrimind record. | didn't want to
check the box marked "Y es," on every employment and renta gpplication | filled out, asking if I'd ever
been convicted of acrime. And it seemed particularly unfair that | might get stuck with aburden like that
asadirect result of, you know, fighting Evil.



Max protested, "But it seemswrong for me to cower behind you—"

"The struggle againgt Evil will not be served in any way by you aso coming under suspicion for what
happened that night."

"That'strue, but—"

"So it will be much better for the disappeareesif you just don't come under suspicion,” | said. "Agreed?’
U

"Good." If Max got locked up, our problem would seem hopelessinstead of just dire.

"But |—"

"Now let'sreview, Max. What's our story about that night?”

He nodded and concentrated. "We | eft the theater, pretending you wereill so you wouldn't haveto
perform the disappearing act. We went to the Waldorf. Then we came here. Later, we went to the Pony
Expressive.”

Unfortunately, hewas aterrible liar. And he wasn't improving with practice. He sounded stilted and
awkward.

But | said, "Okay. Good." | looked him over. "Areyou dl right?"
"l fed abit light-headed.”

Max was very anxious about the prospect of being questioned by the police. | was anxious about it, too.
After yesterday, | was sure that Lopez would soon track him down. So | wastrying to prepare him.

Based on the assumption that Lopez would dismiss dmost everything Max said as sheer nonsensg, | had
decided it was best to fabricate nothing, and omit only one fact from any account we gave of our
activities—the fact that we had gone back to the theater that night and actualy committed the crimein
question. I'd rather not have to explain our presence at the Wadorf and the Pony Expressive to Lopez,
but | didn't want Max to get caught in amuddle of lies, which | knew could hap-pen pretty essily.
Besides, so many people had seen us at both placesthat, if this case got any more complicated, it was
possible Lopez would learn we'd lied. And that would be aproblem. So | figured that the fewer lieswe
told, the fewer lieswe'd have to worry about keeping straight.

Therest of the group started arriving at the shop shortly after noon. (Y ou keep late hours when your
research team conssts largely of nightclub performers.) By one o'clock, we were ready to convene a
mesting to share our findings to date, in what WWhoopsy was caling "Project Bookworm."

"The good news, my friends,” Max announced, "isthat | do not believe another disappearance occurred
last night!”

Everyone else cheered.
| spoiled things by asking, "'Can you be positive?'

"Er, no. But the locdized dimensiond disturbance, which has by now become both pronounced and
familiar, does not seem to have occurred since Sexy Samson disappeared.”

"Do we have any ideawhy not?" | asked.



"No."
"Maybe this means therelll be no more disgppearances?' Satsy suggested hopefully.

| wasn't optimigtic. "There were acouple of days of inactivity after Clarisse disgppeared and before Dolly
vanished."

"Hmm," Max said. "Yes, thismay just be another ull.”

| grumbled, "Where's His Roya Highness Hieronymus, Prince of the Cedllar? Too busy manufacturing
explosionsto join the meeting?"

"Hewent out early thismorning,” Max said. "Hethinks he may have alead.”
"What kind of alead?"
"Hedidnt tll me."

Unfortunately, the rest of Max's news was negative. Having talked to al of the magicians and examined
all the prop boxes by now, he couldn't spot a common thread.

"Well need to do asecond interview," | said. "We need to go into more detail than we have so far. We
should gather dl four magicians here together."

"Me, Barclay and Miss Delilah are willing and eager,” said Duke, with agracious nod of hishead to the
dusky drag queen. She was wearing atight red dress and gold hoop earrings, and her makeup was
flawless, though her eyeswerered. "But how are we going to get Herlihy to St through another interview,
let donejoin ushere?"

After abrief slence, everyonelooked a me. "I don't know," | said crankily.

"Y ou know him better than anyone else here," Satsy pointed out.

"But | don't know himwell, and | don't like him." In fact, my whole mode was cranky today.
"Maybeif | asked him?' Ddlilah suggested.

| thought it over. | resisted the urge to dwell bitterly on how unfair it was that a drag queen had more
power to move straight men than | did, and | acknowledged that, of al of us, Delilah was probably the
most likely to sway Joe. Men can rarely resst asultry beauty with tearsin her eyes. Especidly if they
haven't yet realized she's got a penis under that tight red skirt. Therewas acertaintak | ill hadn't had
with Max. Thinking about it made me even crankier.

"Well?' Ddlilah prodded gently.

| shook my head. "How would you get past hiswife? No way will she let astranger into the apartment to
talk to him now."

"Then let'sfigure out away to separate them,” said Duke.
"Let'snab him!" said Barclay. "Or her!”

"Good ideal" said Whoopsy.

"I'll help," said Khyber.



"Whoa! Hang on,” | said. "Let's seeif we can think of alessfeloniousway of getting Joe herefor an
interview." No need for all of ustowind up under crimina investigation.

"Speaking of interviews..." said Whoopsy. He held up The Expose, atabloid newspaper that made
other tabloids ook like serious journaistic endeavors.

| read the front-page headline. "'Zombiesin Manhattan'?' | shrugged. "So what?'
He handed the tabloid to me. "Page three."

| opened it and read the headline there. "Oh. That's not good.”

"We?' Barclay prodded.

"'Golly Golly's Gone!™ | reed.

"The press has got ahold of this?' said Max. "Oh dear."

"How?' Dixie wondered.

"Not just the press, I'm afraid,” said Khyber. "That's part of my report. Golly Gee's nameis showing up
on some congpiracy-theory BBs."

"BBs?' Max repested.

"Electronic bulletin boards. Internet gossip.”

"Oh dear," Max said again.

"Sofar," Khyber sad, "Gally'sthe only one of the victims being mentioned.”

"Makes sense. Shel'sthe most famous one,” | said, skimming the Expose article. "Max, remember the
ass stant stage manager who talked to you? She talked to these guys, too."

"So that's how the story broke!" said Dixie.

| finished skimming the article. "Ironicdly, they got some of thefactsright. | think that may be afirst for
The Expose. But it sounds so absurd, especialy in their prose style, | wouldn't expect thisto get much
atention.”

"Even though Golly Geeredly ismissng?' Satsy sad.
"And, her being so famous, that's bound to be noticed,” Whoopsy added.
"Probably by now," Barclay said.

"Oh. Good point.” | folded the paper. My hands were dirty now from its chegp ink. "I suppose | might as
well take this opportunity to mention that we're expecting avisit from the police at some point.”

"Fuzz?' Whoopsy legped to hisfeet.

"Camdown," | said. "I'm under suspicion. Max may be under suspicion, too, though we hopeto avoid
thet."

Max protested, "But Esther—"



"But no one el se here has done anything wrong or has any reason to be concerned.”

"Il cal my lawyers, tell them we may need help,” said Barclay, pulling out hiscell phone.
"Good man," said Duke.

Dixie beamed at Barclay as he stepped away from the table to make his cdll.

We proceeded with reports. Khyber summarized the history of supposedly mystical disappearances (and
regppearances) caused by lightning strikes, violent thunderstorms, thick fog and eclipses. Most of these
seemed (to me, at least) to be clear cases of frightened, disoriented people seizing upon a supernatural
explanation after a confusing experience. Khyber aso summarized adew of other supposedly mystical
disappearances heldd found online that did not involve bad westher. Mostly, | was amazed at how many
men turned up naked after abender and claimed they were the victims of supernatural events about
which they could give no details.

My own team reported that faeries sometimes made people disappear. In fact, Dixie informed the group,
there were said to be whole idandsin the United Kingdom that faeries had caused to vanish.

Max resisted blaming faeries for our problems, though. "They're relatively scarcein the New World, and
rarely thisenergetic.”

Satsy asked if thereld been a shower of toads accompanying any of the disappearances. Upon being told
that there had not, he said, "Okay, that rules out one theory, so never mind.”

"It'sfunny that no horses or cattle have been involved yet," Dixie said. According to her reading, the
mystical movement of livestock was a common phenomenon.

"Otherwise known asrustling,” | muttered.

"It's possible the disappearees are being transported to a duplicate dimension,” Barclay reported. "In
fact, they may not even redlize they've disappeared.”

Even | found thistheory interesting, but discussion of it didn't get us any closer to solving our problem.

In Hieronymus's absence, | reported that he had found nothing in the Latin and Greek texts yet, and he
thought it was possible that mundanes were respons ble for the disappearances. This provoked
considerable controversy in the group, and | eventudly said, "L ook, takeit up with him, if you're that
offended. When he gets back from following hislead." | wondered if it was amundanelead, and |
decided to try to like him alittle if he came back today with something more useful than theories about
faeries, fdling toads and duplicate dimensions.

Whoopsy's research had produced alist of the most common types of supernatural disappearances. | cut
Max short when hetried to explain why supernatural was the wrong word, and Whoopsy said, "About
twenty percent of mystical disappearances are classified as 'spontaneous tota disappearances,’ which
means that someone or something vanishes without warning and is never seen again.”

Dixie gasped. Duke looked upset. Barclay made alittle noise and checked his watch—perhaps
wondering how soon Clar-risse Staunton's parents would be back from Europe. Delilah bit her lip and
tears Sarted flowing.

So| said, "Only twenty percent? That's excellent news! Did you hear that, guys? Theré's at least an
eighty-percent chance we're going to get the disappearees back!"



"Well, not redlly,” said Whoopsy, glancing &t his notes.
So much for trying to maintain group morae, | thought.
"For example," Whoopsy said, "several kinds of disgppearancesinvolve corpses.”

"Ah," said Khyber, nodding. " Since our disgppearees were dl dive when they vanished, that skews our
gats.”

"Why would a corpse go missing?' Dixie wondered.
"What are some of the other kinds of disappearances?’ | asked quickly.

"Well, there are disappearances that are followed amost instantaneoudy by regppearance at a distant
location.”

"Aha" sad Barclay.
"Sar Trek," sad Dixie.

"These disappearances can be willed, or they can be spontaneous. They account for somewhere
between thirty and forty-five percent of cases.”

"Why isthe margin for error so wide?' Khyber asked, bookkeeper-like.

"There's a stats-skewy thing whereby some people appear out of nowhere who have not, asfar as
anyone knows, disappeared from somewheredse.”

"Ah." Khyber nodded again.
"Some disappearees vanish on the basis of astrong desire to be elsewhere,” Whoopsy continued.
Inwhich case, | should have vanished twenty minutes ago.

"And some disgppear involuntarily due to an overpowering emotional state, such asfrustrated love,
anxiety, concern for the well-being of aloved one, fear of moral compromise..." Whoopsy had agood
snicker over that last one.

"Or just plain fear?' Satsy suggested.
"Wes"

"You know..." | began.

"What?"

"Maybe we know more pertinent facts about the victimsthan | redized,” | said dowly. | rose from my
seat and went to the display board.

"What do you mean?"' Delilah asked.

| erased the notes that |'d made yesterday and started over. | wrote the names of the four disappearees
across the top of the board. Then, using a blue marker, under the name of each one, | wrote: Not afraid.

"Weve talked about their menta states. Whatever happened once they were alone inside the vanishing
boxes, the one thing we dl seem sure of isthat each victim wasin anorma frame of mind upon entering



the prop.”
"That'sright,” said Duke.
| picked up apink marker and wrote: Wanted to stay.

"We know they each had plansin this dimension. Dolly wanted to go shopping. Golly wanted towin a
Tony Award. Clarisse wanted to attend a bridal shower and to perform with Barclay at the Magic
Cabaret on Saturday.”

"And Samson was redlly looking forward to taking his mother to Atlantic City next week." When we
looked at her, Delilah added, "They do it twice ayear. They're very close."

| picked up agreen marker and wrote: Spontaneous???

"We can assume the victims didn't plan this. We know the magicians didn't plan this. But does that mean
it wasn't planned? We don't know yet."

"That'sright!" Satsy said.

" Are these gpontaneous events brought about by common circumstances we haven't yet identified? Or
arethey planned events brought about by an entity we haven't yet detected?’

"Priority research question,” Khyber said, taking notes.

"We can say confidently that the victims didn't want to vanish,” | said. "Which meanswe know one more
thing."

"What'sthat?' Delilah asked.

| took ared marker and wrote the answer on the board in big red letters. Four times. Once under each
name.

MADE TO DISAPPEAR.
They dl nodded.

"The two questionswe must address,” | said, "are how and why were they made to disappear?' When
they al nodded again, | added, "Figuring out one may lead usto answering the other.”

It was perhaps unfortunate that Detective L opez chose that moment to enter the bookshop.

| froze when | saw him. Helooked around, then froze when he saw me. Next to me, Whoopsy gasped
and roseto hisfeet. Lopez's glance flickered to Whoopsy, then rested there. He frowned, asif trying to
remember where held seen him before.

"Hello!" Max stepped forward to greet Lopez. Mistaking him for a customer, he asked, "Can | help you
find something in particular, or are you just browsing? Do be sure to check out our section on ritua
sacrifice and prophecy, were having asde this week."

| covered my eyeswith my hand, unable to bear the moment.
"Dr. Zadok, | presume?’ Lopez said.

"Yesl" Max replied with friendly cheer. "Were you referred by one of our regulars?’



| looked up and said, "Max." But my well-trained voice was dry and faint a the moment, and he didn't
hear me.

Lopez pulled out hisgold shidd. "Detective Lopez, NYPD."

"Ah, you'relooking for books on reincarnation and reani-mation,” Max guessed. "A wiseinvestment. The
mortality statistics for members of your profession are not encouraging.”

Lopez |ooked amused and alittle puzzled. "Are you trying to thresten me?"

"Dr. Zadok," Whoopsy sad. " Fuzz-" He nudged me.

"Max," | said, my voice carrying thistime.

Suddenly redlizing whom he was facing, Max gasped and fell back astep. "Detective Lopez!"

"Apparently | was expected." He looked around the room, taking in the interesting assortment of people
gathered there. When his eyes rested on Whoopsy again, he said, "How are you, Seymour?”

"Uh. Um." Whoopsy looked anxious.

"Seymour?' | said blankly.

Lopez glanced & me. "' Seymour Barinsky."

"My red name," Whoopsy said faintly.

"Y ou two know each other?' | asked in confusion.

Whoopsy sighed. "He busted me."

"Back when | wasin uniform,” Lopez said.

"Y ou've got agood memory, Detective,” Whoopsy said.

"Y ou made quite an impresson.”

"What did you do?' Dixie asked.

Whoopsy replied with an air of defiance, "'Indecent exposure, obscenity and disturbing the peace.”
"Severd times, infact." Lopez said to me, "I had no ideayou consorted with such persons.”
"He'salibrarian,” | said. "Or was."

"I'm an artiste!” Whoopsy cried. "Y ou were sifling my First Amendment rightd™

"So you remember me, too,” Lopez said. "I'm flattered.”

"Honey, who wouldn't remember someone as cute asyou?' said Delilah.

"Why, thank you." Lopez smiled politely at her. | got theimpression that Delilah's feminine grace and
clothing didn't midead him about her true gender. His gaze moved around the group again. Thistimeit
stopped on Barclay. "The Great Hidalgo?'

Barclay gasped. So did I. Lopez had covered more ground than 1'd suspected.



"Um, yes" Barclay said. "How did you... | mean, I've never been arrested.”
"| stopped by your office alittle while ago. They said you'd be here."

Well. That had certainly taken the challenge out of finding Dr. Zadok.
Rising to the occasion, Duke said, "Well, howdy, Detective.

Very pleased to meet one of New Y ork's finest. I'm Duke Demp-sey the Conjuring Cowboy, and this
beautiful young lady hereismy daughter, Dixie."

"Oh, Daddy!"

Duke made the other introductions, which gave metimeto collect my wits. That waswhen | realized my
hands were liberadly stained with the various colors of markerswith which | had written, under the names
of thevictims, in letters that looked awfully big and bright to me now, phrases that might appear rather
incriminating if viewed in the wrong context.

| waswondering if | could casualy erase the whole board without being noticed when Lopez caught my
eye. He glanced at the display board, then at my hands.

"Hello, Esther," he said. "'l assumethere's a perfectly reasonable explanation for dl this?"

"What are you doing?" | demanded, trying to stop Lopez. "Y ou can't take him to the precinct house!”
Lopez replied, with patience that seemed to be fraying, "'l haveto question him."

"Wehaverights," | said. "Y ou can't make him go with you!"

"Esther,” Max pleaded, "cam down, I'm sure everything will befine"

| was far from sure of that. "No, Max, he can't force you!"

"Not thisvery minute," Lopez agreed. "If youll just give mealittle time, though, I'll come back with a
warrant.”

"A warrant?' | blurted.

"If hewon't come voluntarily with me now for questioning, Esther, that'sthe way it'll haveto be," Lopez
warned.

The bagtard! "1 can't believe | amost went out to dinner with you!™
"You did?' Whoopsy sad, horrified.

Khyber said to Whoopsy, "Y ou have to admit he's hot.”

Max said to me, " So you've met ayoung man you like? How nicel™
"l don't like him that much,”" | said, glaring a Lopez.

"Y ou were going to date him?" Dixie asked.

"Honey, I'd date him," said Ddlilah. "If he weren't, you know, trying to arrest Dr. Zadok." She leaned
closer to Dixie and added, "Don't you just love hiseyes?



"I don't think he'svery nice," Dixie said, shaking her head.
"Now, Dixie. Manners," Duke admonished. "The man's got ajob to do, same asyou and me."

"But hisjob isinterfering with our job," Satsy said. "Detective, we need Dr. Zadok to help usfind the
disappearees!”

| said to Lopez, "Max hasn't done anything wrong!"

"Then he'sgot nothing to worry about,” Lopez replied. "Shal we go, Dr. Zadok?!
"All right,” Max said, trying to be agood citizen.

"No, Max!" | grabbed hisarm and pulled him away from Lopez.

"Y ou're not helping him thisway," Lopez warned me.

"Why can't you question him here?' | demanded.

"How will we know if there's another locdized dimensiond disturbance if Max isn't hereto senseit?"
Satsy cried.

"How will we get Dally the Dancing Cowgirl and Sexy Samson back from the other sde?' Ddlilah asked,
getting teary again.

"Or possibly from another time-space redity?' Barclay added.
Lopez looked a me. "Thisiswhy | can't question him here."

| rubbed my forehead, then stopped when | realized | was getting tabloid ink onit. | had to admit
Lopez's position was not entirely devoid of reason. And there seemed to be no redistic way of
preventing him from doing what he wanted, anyhow.

"All right,” | said. "But I'm coming with you."

"Actualy," said Lopez, "I would prefer that Mr. Preston-Cole comewith us. | have some questions for
him, too."

Dixie seized Barclay's hand. "He can't go with you! We haveto rehearse!”

"Rehearse?' Duke repested.

"Barclay's not going to miss his big break at the Magic Cabaret tomorrow," Dixie annhounced.
"That's not tomorrow," | said, "it's Saturday.”

"Tomorrow is Saturday, Esther," Lopez said.

"Oh!" I'd logt track. "How time flieswhen you'refighting Evil "

"Indeed," Max said.

"What?' Lopez said.

"Never mind," | said.



"Wetdked about it last night,” Dixietold usdl, "and I'm going to perform with Barclay tomorrow."
"What?' cried Satsy.

"Honey, no!" Delilah protested.

"You can't do that!" Max cried. "It'snot safel”

"It'ssure not!" Duke agreed.

"Dr. Zadok, Mr. Preston-Cole," Lopez sad, "let'sgo."

No one paid any attention to him.

"I'll be perfectly safe," Dixie sad firmly. "Wewon't do the disappearing act.”
"Well, that might bedl right," Khyber said judicioudy.

"Can we be sure?" Satsy asked.

"Yes," Dixieindgsted. "The disgppearing act isthe only thing we haveto fear. "
| saw Lopez's expression as helooked at me. "Don't look at melikethat."

"Aslong aswe leave that out of the show," Dixie continued, "there's no reason to worry about us
performing tomorrow."

"Boy, | don't know, Dixie," Duke said, shaking his head.

"Daddy, | promised Barclay, and | won't let down afriend.”

"What do you think, Dr. Zadok?' Barclay asked. "I'll cancel the show if you don't think it's safe.”
Lopez scowled and folded hisarms, looking at me asif thisdelay was my fault. | scowled back.

Whilewe glared at each other, Max stroked his beard and said, "Wdll, aslong as you don't attempt the
disappearing act until we've solved thiscase..."

" Speaking of solving—" Lopez blinked when Delilah shushed him.
Max nodded. "Yes, dl right. | believe Dixie and Barclay can safdly perform at the cabaret.”

Dixie squealed with delight and gave Barclay ahug. Barclay blushed and said to Duke, "That is, if it's
okay with you, 9r?"

"Aslong asyou make sure| get agood seat for the show!" Dukereplied. "I can't missseeing my little girl
ongtagein New Y ork City, now can |?'

"Oh, Daddy!"

Barclay and Duke shook hands.

"Esther,” Barclay asked, "isit okay if we miss some research duty today so we can go rehearse?’
"Of course," | replied. "The show must go on.”

Lopez said to Barclay, in acop tone that made further protest seem unwise, "First, we have some



businessto take care of down at the station. Let'sgo.”
Looking pale and wide-eyed at thisreminder, Barclay said, "I think | should call my lawyer."

"You're not under arrest,” Lopez said, "I'm just asking you to answer some questions, as alaw-abiding
citizen, about Clar-isse Staunton.”

"Oh, God!" Barclay looked panicky. Dixie murmured encouraging wordsto him.
"I'm coming with you," | said firmly to Lopez.
"Suit yoursdf," hereplied.

"No, Esther.” Max squared his chubby shoulders. "I need you to stay here and mind the store for me.
Please?'

"Max..."

"l was once questioned by the Inquisition,” he said, trying to reassure me. "I fed sure thiswon't be that

| didn't like letting him go without me, but | doubted | could help him much at the police station anyhow,
and | hated to refuse arequest he was making with such a heartfelt expression.

"All right,” | sad. "I'll wait herefor you."
"Let'sgo, gentlemen.” Asthey left, Lopez looked over hisshoulder at me. "You and | will talk later.”

It sounded much more like athreat than a promise.

Chapter 9

Whoopsy checked in by phonelater that day. "Any newsfrom the prisonersyet?'
"They're not prisoners, they're just being questioned in connection with the case,” | replied.
"Swestie, you are S0 naive. A good-looking cop turns on the charm, and—"

"I haven't noticed him making much effort to be charming to me," | said grumpily.

"He's had them in custody—"

"They'renot in custody,” | ingsted.

"—for hours."

| glanced at the clock. It was late afternoon by now, and | was more worried than | was letting on to
anyone. "Don't worry. Barclay's got lavyers.”

" Speaking from experience,” Whoopsy said, "afat lot of good that'll bein deding with police
persecution.”

"How about you?' | decided to change the subject. "Any luck in the stacks today ?*



"Yeah! Ddlilah and | found something interesting. An account of a magician who vanished onstage.”
"Onethat Max doesn't know about?

"It'snot part of our case. Thiswas yonks ago."

"How many yonks?"

"Many. Thiswas back in the days of vaudeville. | looked the guy up, just in case, but no luck. HE's been
dead for years. Natura causes.”

"But he vanished onstage?’ Thiswasthefirst case weld come across that sounded at al similar to ours.

"Well, hedidn't exactly vanish. He was onstage one Saturday afternoon, doing hisregular act, and he
gradudly got sort of .. .transparent for awhile."

"Huh?'
"Kind of see-through. Not invisible, but an eyewitness claimed he could see through him.”
"It was part of the act?’

"No, apparently the magician didn't realize what was happening. Just kept on ddlivering his patter, asif
nothing odd was going on. And then, dowly, the effect reversed and he looked normd again.”

"Did anyone ask him how held doneit?"
"Yes. But he had no idea. It just happened.”
"Hmm."

"Wefound this account under awhole category of Smilar cases we're reading about, al spontaneous and
involuntary. So far, no real disappearees, they'redl just people who got alittle transparent for awhile.
Thisone rang abell with me, though, because he was doing a magic act onstage at thetime.”

"Good work, Whoopsy. Let me know if you turn up anything else.”
"Roger. I'll check in later to seeif the prisoners have been freed.”
"They're not—" But held aready hung up.

| walked over to the table where Duke, Dixie and Satsy sat with piles of books. They al woreidentical
expressions of anxiety.

"Was that news about Max and Barclay?' Duke asked.

"I'm afraid not." | was about to relate Whoopsy's anecdote when the bell chimed, heralding anew arrival.
| peeked eagerly around a bookcase to see who it was. "Oh. Hierony-mus.” | couldn't keep the
disappointment out of my voice. | glanced behind me and saw three pairs of shoulders sag after hearing
me greet him. | relieved alittle of my nervoustension by saying snappishly, "Where have you been dl

day?"
Hieronymus glared at me, then walked to the back of the shop with his head down, looking sullen.
"That boy isusdless,” | muttered.



"Someone ought to tell him that Max isbeing questioned by the police" said Satsy.
"If 'someone meansme,” | said, "then it can wait. I'min no mood for hissulks."
"I'll doit." Dixie patted my hand. ™Y ou shouldn't have to do everything, Esther."
She was asweet girl. "Thanks, Dixie. He's probably gone down to thelab. It's—"
"Back of the shop, down the stairs?"

"Right. Uh, thelabisalittlewerd. SoisHieronymus."

She made a pretty little gesture indicating she didn't mind, then went off to inform Hieronymusthat his
master had been taken down to the station house by Detective Lopez.

| stared at the display board, wondering if there was any relevance to the story Whoopsy had just told
me

| read wheat 1'd aready written under the names of each victim: Not afraid. Wanted to stay.
Spontaneous??? MADE TO DISAPPEAR.

Why would someone or something make four magicians ass stants disappear?

Thisone rang a bell with me, though, Whoopsy had said, because he was doing a magic act
onstage at the time.

But that incident wasn't really similar to our cases. The guy hadn't vanished, hed just gone a bit
trangparent. And it had happened to him, not to an assistant.

Why make amagician's assstant disappear?

Or maybe...maybe that wasn't the most obvious question, | redized dowly. Maybe the question I'd been
overlooking was....

| dapped my forehead. "Of course!”
Duke jumped. "What?'

"There's something €lse we know about the victims,” | said. " Something so obvious, | can't believel
didn't think of it before!™

"That's how it iswith obviousthings," Satsy said. "But, dar-lin', what's obvious?'

| wrote it under Golly's name, then wrote the same word under the name of each of the other victims:
Onstage.

"Every one of them disappeared ongtage,” | said. "Whilein performance.”

"Well...yes. So?" Satsy shrugged. Then his eyes widened. "Oh. Oooh."

"Gregt bdlsof firel" said Duke.

"Asfar aswe know, these are the only disappearees so far. Since they were dl onstage at the time.

"Then that can't be coincidence!"



"At least, coincidence seems unlikely. That meansthat either an entity causing these disappearances
specificdly wants the victimsto disappear during performance, or esetheright conditionsfor
disappearance only occur during performance.”

"Hot damn, | think you're onto something, Esther!” cried Duke. "Pardon my language.”

"So why would someone or something want the disappearances to occur during a performance?” |
asked.

"Publicity?' Satsy guessed. "To spread panic? To demonstrate power? To prove something to the
public?'

"Hmm. Public attention,” | mused. "That might explain why thereve been multiple disappearances.
Maybe the, er, perpetrator never redlized that the Herlihys would keep the disappearance of someone as
amost-famous as Golly Gee so quiet after it happened.”

"Right," Duke said. "Maybe the son of agun thought it'd bein al the morning papers or something!”

"And when that didn't happen,” Satsy said, "he...she...it...uh, the perpetrator caused another
disappear-ance, hoping this one would draw attention! And when that didn't work, either—"

"Wait aminute" | sad, spotting the flaws.
"Wha?'

"I don't think it makes sense." | shook my head. "If you wanted to be sure the disappearances would be
noticed, would you reglly choose a B-list pop singer in an off-Broadway show with a scant audience?!

"Wel..."

"And when that didn't create public furor, would your next victim be Clarisse Staunton, an amateur
performing in aprivate household for some children?’

"Hmm. | think | seeyour point,” Duke said.

| nodded. "If public attention isthe god, why pick these victims? Why not choose aredly famous act,
such as David Cop-perfield? Why not arrange for a disappearance to happen on live televison? Or in
front of a packed house on Broadway? Why not choose someone whose disappearance would be
difficult to keep quiet for days—or even hours?"

"Likethe mayor!" said Satsy.
"Or Donad Trump!" said Duke.
"Oooh," said Satsy. "Wouldn't it be cool to make Donad Trump disappear?’

"Also," | said, "once you redized that Joe Herlihy wasn't eager to publicize what had happened, why go
to the trouble of making more victims vanish? Why not just make sure that abright spotlight got turned on
Goally's disappearance, despite the magician's silence?’

"Good point,” Duke said. "So far, ther€'s just one insde-page tabloid story about Miss Golly Gee and
one quick paragraph about the Great Hidalgo misplacing his assstant during hisact. That seemslikea
pretty pitiful PR effort for something powerful enough to make four people disappear within aweek.”

"So, dl things congdered,” | said, "'l think we can say that the quest for public attention is not why the



disappearances are occurring onstage.”
"So what else could be the reason?' Duke wondered aoud.
"Someoneistrying to destroy the acts?' Satsy suggested.

"An enemy of al four magicians?' | consdered this. "Barclay's abanker and Joes married to a
producer,” | noted, "so I'm sure they've both got more enemies than we could count. It would probably
be more productive to figure out who Duke's and Delilah's enemies are and narrow it down from there.”

"All my enemies arein the condom business," Duke said. "In magic, asfar as| know, I've got only
friends”

That was one of the advantages of its being his hobby rather than his profession, | supposed.
"I don't think Delilah has any enemies” Satsy said. "Especidly not in the condom business.”

"Hmm." It seemed unlikely that the magicians or the assistants, with their varied backgrounds, al shared
an enemy. Still, we couldn't rule out the possibility until we could get them dl together for adetailed
group interview.

| drummed my fingers on the table, thinking doud. "Why & se might someone want the disappearancesto
occur during performance?"

"A joke?" Satsy suggested. "A particularly crud one.

"That'saposshility,” | said. "Each timeit happens, the magician panicsin front of alive audience.
Satsy said, "Some sick perpetrator might find that hysterically funny.”

"Y ou mean, dl of thismight just be done for kicks?' Duke said in outrage.

"Maybe," Satsy sad.

| leaned back in my chair, contemplating another argument. "On the other hand, maybeit'sjust that, for
some reason, the conditions for disappearance only occur during performance.”

"Inwhich case," Duke said, "we're back to asking, why does someone want to makethevictims
disappear?’

"If their disappearance is something that someone wants,”" | said, Sarting to chase my tail. "Do you think
it'sat dl possblethat the disappearances arejudt..." | shrugged. "I don't know...an accident?"

"If they are," Satsy said, "then why isthis happening al of asudden?"
"I never made Dolly disappear before,” Duke pointed out.

"And four disappearances? In one week? An accident?' Satsy shook hishead. "Y ou're getting tired,
Esher."

"Yes, | am." It had been awhile sinceI'd had agood night's deep, and my brain was so stuffed with
weird theories and demented speculation, | fet like it would start dribbling out my ears any moment. | put
my head down on my arms and closed my eyes, trying to relax.

| heard footsteps, then Dixi€s voice. "Well, now, that Hier-onymusisn't so bad!™



| didn't even open my eyes. Just listened.

She pulled up achair. "He's painfully shy, poor guy, and it sureis easy to understand why. But he'skind
of sweet, if you just draw him out alittle.”

"Humph," | said.

"We got to chatting for awhile”

"My Dixie can make friendswith anyone," Duke said proudly.
"By theway, Esher?’ Dixiesad.

"Yes?' | yawned.

"Hieronymus saysthat he thinks were on the wrong track.”
"Of course he does," | grumbled. The cdllar-dwelling creep.

"He's been out all day chasing down alead. He says he thinks the culprit in the disappearancesisa
mundane. He says we should look for someone with access to the prop boxes.”

"Well, that makes some sense,” said Duke.
"He'sredly avery bright young man, Daddy. And agood listener, too."

"Don' tell Lopez about this" | muttered. "1 had al kinds of accessto the crystal cage. And he aready
uspectsme...."

"Pardon, Esther?' Dixie said.

"She'sawfully tired," Duke said. "L et her be, honey."

| felt someone pat my back, and Satsy said, "Why don't you take alittle nap, Esther?”
"No," I sad."I'll, uh... | should, um..."

| fell adeep with my cheek pressed againgt The Expose.

The sound of someone pounding on something woke me.

As| opened one eye | redlized where | was, and lifted my head. | looked around, disoriented and
grogay. | was done at the table. The Expose was creased and smeared from my deeping with my face
pressed againgt it. It was dark outside the shop window. Someone had turned on alight nearby, not
close enough to wake me but close enough to ensure | wouldn't wake up in the dark.

The pounding continued, and | realized someone was at the door. | rose to go see what the problem
was, but then a note propped up near my arm caught my eye. | picked it up and read it, ignoring the
pounding for amoment:

Esther,

Barclay called Dixi€'s cell phone. He and Max are free! Details to Jollow.



We're locking the front door and going to dinner. Then Duke and Dixie are coming with me to the
Pony Expressive, to see the show and keep Delilah company. She needs moral support. Max and
Barclay are coming back here to feed you and then bring you to the club, too. We all think you
need a night ojj. Satsy

Relieved that Max and Barclay weren't behind bars now, | figured I'd join them for aquick bite and then
go home. Right now, my idea of a perfect night off was a hot bath followed by aquiet glass of wineand
an eaxly bedtime.

| looked up when | heard footsteps. Hieronymus came from the back of the shop, heading for the front
door. He jumped nervousy when he saw me, then gave me an exasperated glare.

"Didn't you notith the knocking?' he said.

"Um, yeah. | just woke up. Wait," | said, as he continued toward the door. "What time isit? Arewe
closed now?"!

Hieronymus opened the door, brushed past the person standing on the doorstep and walked away. |
stuck my head out the door and called after him, "Wait! Where are you going? What did you find out
today?' He pretended not to hear me, and | didn't fed like running after him. "Oh, good riddance
anyhow," | muttered.

"Excuse me?' said the man on the doorstep.
"Oh! I'm sorry. | think we're closed now.”

"I'm looking for Dr. Zadok." Hewastal, dim, dressed in a nice casud-wear suit without atie.
Clean-shaven, he appeared to be about fifty, looked East Indian and spoke with a Masterpiece Theater
accent.

"He'snot in just now. But if you'll come back during business hourstomorrow..."
"Thisisn't bookstore business. May | wait for him?"

The man seemed quite respectable, so | decided to let him in. Just to be on the safe side, though, | said,
"Actudly, Max ison hisway here now. Should be just afew minutes.”

"He'sdl right, then?' the stranger asked eagerly.

| glanced a him in surprise as| turned on somelights. "Yes" | showed him toward the table and chairs.
"Did you have reason to think he wasn't?'

"He hasn't answered any of my recent e-mails.”
"He doesn't have a computer anymore,” | said.

The stranger stared at me for amoment, then closed hiseyes. Hislipsworked silently, and | had the
impression he wastrying to control histemper. "Ah," he said at last, opening hiseyes. "Well, then. That
explainsit. And | seem to have wasted atrip.”

"Why didn't you just phone?"

"] did. Severa times. No answer."



"Oh." | had aready noticed that Max had no answering machine. "Well, he's been out of the shop alot
lady, Mr..."

He exclamed, "I'm so sorry! Do forgive my lapse of manners. Allow meto introduce myself. Lysander
Sngh"

"Esther Diamond." We shook hands, then took our segts. "Can | offer you something? Tea? Water?
Um..." | wasn't surewhat e se we had on hand. | definitely didn't want to search that big cupboard for
the aqua vitae.

"Nothing just now, thank you."

He studied my face, looking asif he was trying to decide whether to say something about my
gppearance. | scrubbed salf-conscioudy at my cheeks, redizing they must befilthy with tabloid ink.
"Weve been working so hard lately,” | said. "I, uh, fell adeep on thejob."

Hisbrowslifted. "Y ou're an employee here?'
"No, I'm...afriend of Max's."

"One whom he trusts enough to leave in charge here, | see.” Histone was courteous, but | sensed
disgpprovd.

"es"
"May | ask where Max is?'

"Police gation." | was ill groggy. Otherwise | might not have answered so directly.
"Has there been amishap?'

"Y oumight say that."

"The shop's been burgled?’

"No... |... It'scomplicated.”

"I see" After an awkward moment, he asked, "Is Max's assstant here? | think perhaps | should speak
withhim."

"That washim just now," | grumbled. "Leaving. Without warning, gpology or explanation.”
"That was Hieronymus?'
"Y ou know Hieronymus?' | asked in surprise.

"Wdl, weve never met..." His gaze roamed over the books stacked al over the table, then moved to the
display board, which was covered in my multicolored notes. After amoment, he said faintly, with a
frown, "Thereve been four mystica disgppearances here?!

| gasped and rose to my feet. "Who are you?"
"Asl| sad, Lysan—"

"Where did you come from?" | demanded, backing away in dawning fear. Could he be our nemess?



"Altoona," he said. "Y oung woman, there's no reason to—"
"Altoona?' Theword sounded exotic and otherworldly. "Isthat in another dimension?’
Heblinked. "Er, no, it'sin Pennsylvania.”

"What? Oh!" | stopped backing away. "Oh. That Altoona." My family had once stopped there for lunch
on aroad trip to the East Coast, during my childhood. "Y ou... Are you causing these disappearances?”’

"So there are disappearances occurring?' Then redlizing what 1'd just asked, he added, "No, of course
I'm not causing anything! And who, may | ask, areyou?"

"I'll ask the questions, Singh," | said, imitating Lopez's cop tone. "What's your business here?"
"Now see here, young woman—"

"St down," | barked as he started to rise.

Startled, he st.

"You'reno friend of Max's," | said, attempting to bluff the truth out of him.

"I never clamedto be" he said tersely.

"Wel?' | prodded in amenacing tone.

"I'm...acolleague of his"

| gasped. "Y ou're with the Collegium!”

"He told you about the Collegium?* Singh sounded scandalized. His gaze flashed to the display board
and he added, histone growing genuinely appaled, "He's told you about these disappearances!”

"So that's how you know Hieronymuss name,” | said. "Y ou knew he'd been assigned to Max asan
assigant.”

"Asthe most longstanding representative of the Magnum Collegium in the eestern haf of the United
Statesat thistime,” Singh said, "1, in fact, authorized the assgnment.”

| returned to my chair and sank into it. "Well, now we know who to blame.”
"For the disgppearances?’ he said in confusion.

"For burdening Max with that sulking, smirking, uncommunicetive cdlar-dweller who's never around
when you need him."

"Am | to understand that you're criticizing ajunior member of the Collegium?' Histone could have
frosted glass.

"I'm ds0 criticizing you, Lysander,” | said, feding al the crankiness of the day returnin full force.

His posture became even morerigid. "I redize, from the reports of his apprenticeship, that the poor boy's
unfortunate affliction prevents him from uttering certain incantations accurately, causing some
unpredictable results. But | don't see how that isany of your affair, young woman. Moreover, | would
have thought that compassion rather than contempt would be the civilized response to his predicament,
even in asavage outpost like New York City."



"'Savage outpost'? Oh, for God's sake! Thisisthe grestest— Wait, no, never mind." | controlled myself
and focused on the most relevant part of his comments. "L ook, if Hieronymus's speech impediment
makes him adanger—"

"| didn't say that. Besides there was only that one mishap.”

"Only that one?" | repeated.

"I think only a petty personality would count the others,” he said, eyeing me coldly.

| thought of the orange explosion in Max's cdllar the other day. "How many have there been?"

"Ah. | begin to understand,” Singh said in asnide tone. ™Y ou're hoping to replace Hieronymus. Y ou have
ambitionsto follow in Max'sfootsteps.”

"Of coursenot,” | snapped. "I'm hoping to go back onstage as Virtue and move the show to Broadway."
"What?'

"I'm involved with these people because of the disappearances,” | said, "and my objection to Hieronymus
isthat he's mde, and dso the worst team player |'ve ever met.”

"Fghting Evil isnot ateam sport, young woman!"
"My nameis Esther!”

"And it's not entirdly surprising that Hieronymuss manners might be abit strained, consdering that Max is
evidently giving mundanes free accessto hiswork, hislab and the secrets of the Collegium! Thisis most
irregular!”

"Yeah, | guessed that," | said. "But we've got a huge problem on our hands here, and Max can't handleit
al done! By now, haf adozen of us have been on the job for forty-eight hours—though, frankly, it fedls
like much, much longer than that—and we're still along way from solving these disappear-ances or
finding thevictims. And | don't seethat Max's 'assstant’ is hel ping him much.”

"You are no judge of hisassstant's contributions. Or of the chalengesfacing usin our sacred work!™

Few things spark my temper more effectively than pomposity. "Wdll, at least the Collegium knew what it
was doing when it sent Max here, where theresrea work to be done,” | said, "and sent you to Altoona,
where you can enjoy your sacred status in peace and quiet.”

Heroseto hisfeet in offended fury, and | didn't tell him to sit back down. | was half hoping held just
storm out the door. "I'll have you know, young woman, Altoona was a seething cauldron of riotous
demonic Evil when | went there. Twenty years ago, if you wanted to frighten smal children at bedtime—"

"What kind of twisted person would want to do that?"

"—or make experienced sorcerers shudder with dread, al you had to do was mention the doomed name
of Altoona."

| blinked. ™Y ou're kidding me."
"It was thought to be a place beyond redemption, beyond retrieval, beyond all hope!"

"Altoona?"



"Y ou have no idea of the chalenges| faced there. All done, ayoung mage with no help, against
overwheming odds."

"Altoona, PA?' | said.

"It was ahorrific battle, and at times there seemed to be no end in sght. But with talent, grit and
determination...” Hetook abreath and nodded. "Yes, | succeeded intheend.”

"The same Altoonawhere | had a grilled-cheese sandwich at some diner when | was eight? That
Altoona?'

"And so Altoonais the peaceful hamlet we know today. But make no mistake, young woman." Heraised
awarning finger. "Evil il lurks a the edges of Altoona, searching for aweakness, awaiting its
opportunity to regain afoothold there and once again grow in strength to dominate the entire town!™

"Y ou're sure were taking about the same Altoona?"

"Pogitive. So | know whereof | speak when | say that Max should perform his duties here without
involving or endangering mundanes. Oursisasolitary vocation of individuas specificdly gifted and
equipped to dedl with the perilswe face." He sat back down, apparently past his pique now.

"Not to minimize your achievements, Lysander,” | said dowly, "but Altoonais not exactly the Big Apple,
after dl."

"Oh?" Lysander gave me aworldly wise smirk and gestured to the display board covered in my notes
about the four mystical disappearances. "And when wasthe last time you heard of anything like this

happening in Altoona?'

Chapter 10

"Y ou were questioned by the police?' wasthefirg thing Lysander said when Max and Barclay entered
the bookshop.

"Lysander?' Max made avague gesture. "What a pleasant surprise! What brings you to Manhattan?”
"Y ou were questioned by the police?' Lysander repeated.

"Sincehéshere | saidto Max, "I've explained our problem to him." | had just finished summarizing
everything, including most of today's events, when Max and Barclay arrived.

"The police areinvolved in thismatter?' Lysander said.
"Oh, are you a colleague of Dr. Zadok's?' Barclay extended his hand. "How do you do?'

Lysander ignored him. "These events are being reported in the press?' He waved our smudged copy of
The Expose a Max. "And online?'

"Asyou can see," | said to Max, "he's rather darmed.”

"Max!" Lysander cried. "l demand an explanation. How do the press and the police know of these
afars?'



"Skip that part,” | advised Max. "I've dready explained everything to him. Thisisjust atouch of
hygerics”

"Arethingsvery bad in Altoonathese days?' Max asked, studying Lysander with some concern.
"A murky quagmire of festering Evil," | sad.

"Altoona?' Barclay said.

"A shocking place" Max told him.

"Altoona, PA?" Barclay said. " That Altoona?"

"Yed" Lysander exclaimed. "That Altoonal But things arefine there.”

"Andwereal relieved to hear that,” | said.

"We brought food." Barclay set a big paper bag on the table, then took another one from Max. While
unpacking both bags, he said, "We're starved after that interrogation! We figured you'd be hungry, too,
Esther. And when we talked to Dixie, Duke and Satsy they said you were al smeared with tabloid ink
and probably wouldn't want to eat out when you woke up. | hope Thai is okay?'

Opening acontainer of food that smelled delicious, | said sincerdly, "1 think | love you both." | set out the
paper plates and plastic utensils Barclay handed to me. " There's enough for four, Lysander, so you must
joinus"

"Thank you, but | couldn't eat athing," he said ftiffly. "Max, | demand you explain what's going on here!™

"I'm setting aplace for you, Lysander,” | said. "Perhapsfood will improve your mood. Here, start with a
dumpling.”

"I refuseto— Humph! Urgh!" Hiscommentswere interrupted by my forking afried dumpling into his
mouth.

Seeing Lysander trying not to choke on hisdumpling, Max said, "I'll get some water."

He came back afew minutes later bearing atray with four glasses and a pitcher of water, by which timel
had introduced Barclay and Lysander.

While Max poured a glass of water and handed it to Lysan-der, | said, " So what happened with Lopez?"

"Ah! Yes" Max sat down and began selecting cartons of food and filling hisplate. "I must say, Esther,
interrogation by the authoritiesisn't nearly so unnerving in asociety where one knowsthey are prohibited
by both law and custom from using implements of torture.”

"I can see how that would be so, Max." | scooped some chicken in red curry sauce onto my plate. "But |
was gl worried.”

"Yes, well, oneissadly aware, of course, that the police do not always stay within the letter or the spirit
of thelaw when interrogating suspects.”

"Especidly inthiscity,” Lysander said disdainfully.

"Whichiswhy | wasglad,” Max continued, "that we were protected by the appropriate incantations.”



Lysander frowned. "What incantation is appropriate for police interrogation?”
Max replied, "It was Barclay, not |, who uttered the spell.”

Welooked a Barclay, who said, "I invoked the names of my family, my lawyers and my cousin the
Congressman. Repeatedly.”

"Ah. So Lopez wasforced to tread lightly?" | guessed.
"Yes" Max said.
"Not redly,” Barclay said.

"| find the detective an admirable young man,” Max said to me. "A bit impatient, perhaps, as so many
young people are, but devoted to hisduty and Sncerein his convictions.

"He scaresme," Barclay sad.

"I'm sure he intended to." | asked Max the question that worried me most. " So does L opez know now
who vanddized the crysta cage?”

"No, of course not,” Max said, surprised. "We had agreed it was necessary to lie about that, so | did.
You and | never returned to the theater and have no idea what happened.”

"Well done, Max!" | ignored Lysander, who was muttering and shaking hishead. "Did Lopez believe
you?”

"I'm not sure," Max admitted. "He adopted a manner of belligerent skepticism at the start of the
interview, and he was dow to shed it."

"He shed it?" | asked, both surprised and suspicious. "When? What were you talking about?'

" About the disappearances, of course. And the theories we have so far explored and eliminated in our
investigation of them.”

| consdered this. "Y ou told him the truth?"

"Yes. Mind you, | avoided discussion of Sexy Samson and Dally the Dancing Cowgirl, snce he did not
ask me about their disappearances.”

"He didn't ask me about them either,” said Barclay. "We just went over—and over and over and
over—what happened when Clarisse disappeared. And how | met you, and then Dr. Zadok."

Max sad, "Infact, | believethe police are till unaware of Samson's and Dolly's disgppearances.” When
| glanced at the display board, where their names were clearly written, Max added, "Y es, Detective
Lopez isavery observant young man. I, too, believe he saw their names written here—"

"And heard Delilah mention them,” | said.

"But | think it possble he doesn't believe they're people.”

"Hethinks they're pets?' With nameslike theirs, | supposed it was possible.
"Perhaps. Or figments of our imagination,” said Max.

"Ah." Yes, it was even more possible that he thought we were crazy.



"But only for the time being. He strikes me as an individua who does not long overlook details once he's
interested in something. However, it's clear he does not believe that my interpretation of the Stuationisa
religbleone.”

"Y ou told him your interpretation?' And Lopez hadn't made Max undergo psychiatric evaluation?

Max nodded. "Asyou and | had aready discussed, | felt it imprudent to lie about anything besidesthe
actual crime we were obliged to commit. So | wasfrank in my responsesto al other questions posed to
rrell

"How did Lopez react?'

"Initidly, he had many, many, many questions.”

"I'll bet," | said.

Barclay added, "It was the same with me, too.”
"Then..." Max paused and frowned at his noodles.
"Then?' | prodded.

"Poor fellow. The headache which had been troubling him for much of the interview became so
pronounced that he asked meto leave.”

g
"Helooked rather ill by then.”

"Hmm." | knew exactly how Lopez must havefdt.

"| offered to attempt treatment, but he became emphatic in hisingstence that | absent myself.”
"Uh-huh."

Barclay said, "And he was already done with me by then. So we were finally ableto leave.”

"After such lengthy and intense questioning, even without torture, | felt in need of arguvenating
beverage,” Max said.

"So we stopped for acouple of smoothies," Barclay said. "And phoned Dixie."

"Wadl." | thought it over. Lopez might not be eliminated as a problem, but it sounded asif hewas
temporarily neutralized. ™Y ou two did an excellent job. Good work.” | dug into my dinner while Max and
Barclay beamed at me.

"An excdlent job?" Lysander repested with appalled incredulity. " Are you mad, young woman?"
Barclay murmured helpfully, "Her nameis Esther.”

Lysander ignored him. "The mundane police are investigating amystica matter and have interrogated a
representative of the Collegium!”

"Without implements of torture,” | pointed out.

"A representative who has lied to them about the crime he committed—"



"Surely you don't think he should have confessed?’ | said.

"—and who shared esoteric knowledge with the interrogating officer! And aso with, | gather,” he added,
with adark look at Max, "athrong of mundanes whom he hasinvited to help him with his sacred duty!"

"Try the asparagus dish," Barclay said. "It'sgrest!"

"And the pressisreporting on this matter!" Lysander added. "Max, thisSituation isadisaster! A travesty!
A catastrophe!”

"The chicken'sredly good, too," | said.

"Oh, | haven' tried the chicken yet," said Max, reaching for it.

"Max," Lysander said ingstently, "what are you planning to do to rectify this mess?'
"Hmm..." Max frowned, thinking about it.

| said, "Wéll, I, for one, planto...plan... Oh, no!" | dapped my forehead—again.
"What'swrong?' Barclay asked.

"My plan,” | saidindisgust. "I can't believe fell adeep today! Look at the time now. It's much too late to
go see Magnus about the crystal cage. Damn!"

"Magnus?' Barclay repeated. "Do you mean Magic Magnus, that huge weird guy with the gold tooth?”

"Yes. | wanted to ask him not to turn the repaired cage over to Matilda until I'm ready..." | looked at
Barclay. "Y ou...you know Magnus?'

"Yeah. | got my vanishing box from him." Barclay reached for more noodles.
My heart started thudding. Y ou did?"

"Uh-huh. That'swho's repairing your cage? Figures.”

| put down my fork. "Why doesit figure?'

"More noodles, Esther?' he asked.

"No. Why doesit figure, Barclay?"

"Hmm? Oh! Just that he does so much business. Seemslike everyone..." He paused, seeing how
intensely | waslooking at him. His eyes widened as he redlized why. "Oh my God." He nodded dowly,
suddenly recognizing the importance of what he was saying. "' Seems like everyone you meet in magic
dedswith theguy."

"Ohmy God!" | echoed. Barclay and | roseto our feet at the sametime. "That'sit! That'sthelink! The
common factor!"

"Magic Magnus?' Max said, rising, too.

| went to the display board, picked up amarker, and wrote under Golly's and Clarisse's names. Access
to prop—MAGIC MAGNUS.

"We need to get hold of Duke and Ddlilah!" Barclay said. "Weve got to find out if they were dedling with



Magnus, too!"
"Yes, wedo!" | agreed. "And Lysander, | withdraw my comments about Hieronymus, with gpologies.”
"Youdo?'

| nodded. "1 should have taken him more serioudy. He said today that the perpetrator was a mundane
with access to the prop boxes. He said that's who we should be looking for.” | forgot my apology as|
added, "Damn him, anyhow! Whereis he? Never around when you need him!™

"Zoundd" Max cried.

| glanced at him. He wasn't looking at the display board anymore. He was staggering toward the front of
the shop, hisarms outstretched, asif trying to touch something | couldn't see.

"Zounds?' Barclay repeated.

Lysander rose from his chair, looking around the room in sudden darm. "What is that?'
"What iswhat?" Barclay asked.

"Max?' | sad.

"Shh!" Max responded.

"Great Scott!" Lysander started to breathe hard. "Isthat...isthat... It's hgppening, isnt it?'
Barclay and | exchanged glances. My dinner started churning in my stomach.

After amoment, Max turned around to face us. Looking like he felt sick, he wiped his brow. Lysander,
gasping for air, sank clumgly into hischair.

"Esther?' Barclay whispered.

"No." | shook my head and whispered back, "No, | didn't fed athing."
"Me, neither.”

Lysander sad, "Max?'

Max drew in along breath, then nodded. "Yes. It'sjust happened again." He met my eyes. "Somewhere
in the city, another victim has disgppeared.”

"l would like to go on record, officidly, assaying | consder thisaterrible idea," Lysander muttered.

"Fine. Youreontheofficid record,” | said. "Now quit stalling, let's get busy with breaking and entering.”
| wasfast becoming a hardened criminal.

After consderable debate, the four of us had decided to break into the magic shop sometime after
midnight. Well, no, three of us had decided; the fourth, Lysander, was participating under protest.
However, if wewereinvading thelair of apowerful and evil mage, as we suspected, it seemed best to
include Lysander in our raid. In such circumstances, two sorcerers on our side were better than one.

We knew that Magnus had accessto at least two of the prop boxes used in the disappearances. And, as
I'd told my three companions tonight, | had twice seen mysterious people wandering around the upper



floors of the magic shop. Thefirst time, | had mistaken an e usive woman for astaff member. The second
time, there were three people—one of them wrapped in a snake—and they hadn't acted like staff.
They'd acted frightened. Of me? Or of something more sinister—such as the huge weird guy with the
gold tooth who charged up those stairs with aspear only moments later?

Magnus had madeit clear he didn't want me mentioning those frightened peopleto Lopez that day. And
he'd looked asif he hoped I'd never seen them. Who were they? Victims of disappearanceswe didn't
know about? Victims of another scheme he was perpetrating as de from the disappearances? Minions of
Bvil?

Hieronymus had said we should be looking for amundane, but Max and Lysander were both positive
that the disappearances were mystical. Magnus, they surmised, merely posed as a mundane, as someone
who possessed well-rehearsed skills of misdirection and illusion. In redlity, he was probably atrue mage,
like the two of them. It seemed likely now that the amazing magic trick held performed the day 1'd met
him, making abird gppear out of thin air and then turning the bird into the crystal pendant held given me,
had been red magic, rather than stunning deight-of-hand. It aso seemed likely, Max said, that the crystal
had been some sort of charm—perhaps an attempt to make me attracted to Magnus, perhaps something
more dangerous. Magnus had, after dl, assured me | could perform the vanishing act in perfect safety.
Maybe he'd given methat pendant in an attempt to make sure | did the act, never suspecting that Max
would show up in timeto stop me.

"| gtill say we shouldn't do thiswithout talking to the othersfirst," Lysander said as we approached
Magnuss building.

"Weve been dl through that,” | said impatiently. "Now concentrate on the job."

We had tried Dixi€'s cell phone, aswell as Satsy's and Whoopsy's, to no avail. The Pony Expressive was
below dtreet level and cave-like; cell phones evidently didn't get agood signd there. We could go there
to ask in person about Magnus, but if we did that, our friendswould insst on asssting in our raid on his
shop. And what we were about to do wasillega. Moreover, if we were right about Magnus, it was also
dangerous. Barclay was emphaticaly opposed to letting Dixie risk her safety. None of uswas very keen
on risking anyone el sg's safety, either; four of uswere risk enough, wefigured, if someone had to comein
harm'sway tonight. Besides, bresking and entering without getting caught called for discretion, and |
foresaw difficultiesin that areaiif accompanied by Cowboy Duke and severa drag queens.

Nor could we afford to postpone our plans. The perpetrator of these disappearances had to be stopped
as soon as possible. We hoped to rescue dl the disappearees; but even if the victims didn't survive for
long after disappearing, there was still a chance we could rescue tonight's victim—if we acted fast.

So now Lysander and |, wearing dark clothing and low-brimmed hats from Max's persond collection,
grolled arm in arm adong Worth Street trying to look inconspicuous. | was glad Magnus's shop wasn't on
one of the more fashionable streetsin Tribeca. It would have been impossibleto bresk into it unnoticed if
it had been two doors down from Robert De Niro's restaurant on Greenwich Street or squatting amidst
some of the hot spots on Hudson.

Asit was, even after midnight, we had to stroll tensely up and down the street afew times before it was
deserted enough for us to approach the magic shop without risk of exposure. | kept alookout while
Lysander, pretending to browse the dark window, muttered incantations to open the locked door. We'd
decided he should do thisinstead of Max, in case we were seen—or in case there was a security camera
somewhere— since Max was so digtinctive-looking and was known to Detective Lopez. Lysander was
bitter about this part of the plan. However, we kept our heads down and our fedoras pulled low, and |
thought it unlikely that we could be identified.



After amoment, | heard the clatter and click of the door unlocking. | looked over my shoulder to seeit
swing open by itsdf. Though I'd been expecting it, the Sight still made me fed disoriented and alittle

jumpy.

We entered the shop and closed the door behind us. | au-todialed Barclay's number on my cell phone.
He and Max were around the corner, awaiting our signa. When Barclay answered hisphone, | said, "All
clear. Meet usingde.”

"Roger. Over and out."
"l can't seeathing,” said Lysander.

"No light,” I warned, putting my phonein my pocket. "Not until we get upstairs.” The windows abovethe
ground floor were al covered, but someone might see usif we used aflashlight down here.

"Arethe sairsthisway?' Lysander asked.
"Um..."

"And where are you?'

"Maybe you should hold ill for now."

"If 1 could just orient my—o0jV

A split second after he bumped into something, ahuge, glowing monster face appeared out of the
darkness. It laughed and waved hideous, hairy spider legs at uswhile bells clanged overhead.

"Arrgghh!" Lysander screamed.
"Yaaagh!" | screamed.

The door opened. Max and Barclay came racing into the shop. They saw the thing confronting us and
both started screaming, too.

After afew seconds of mindlessterror, | redized it was a stage prop. A pretty silly-looking one, in fact.
But effective, gppearing suddenly out of the dark asit had. Very effective, consdering the way Lysander
was dill screaming.

Inthe glow it gave off, | oriented myself and saw the stairsleading up to the second floor. "Come on!™ |
shouted a my companions. "Up there!"

"That'sjust...evil." Barclay said, trying to shake off his shock. He nervoudy adjusted the fedorahe was
wearing.

"Lysander,” | said.

"I wonder if something like that would work in my store?' Max mused. "A most effective deterrent. Any
sengblethief would leaveimmediately.”

"Lysander!” | said.
Barclay asked, "Er, does that mean we should leave immediately?"

"No," Max said. "We could not hope that our presence here would go undetected for long. Not



conddering the strength and cunning of our adversary.”

"Thanksto Stedthy Feet over here" | grumbled, taking Lysander'sarm, "our secret infiltration lasted all
of five seconds."

"Still, we must attempt to search the building before Magnus interferes,” Max said. "Excelsior "

| had to admire his courage as he charged up those stairs, the flaps of his duster flying, hishat set at a
rakish angle. He was unarmed, half Magnuss size, and about three hundred and ten years his senior, but
those disadvantages didn't even make him pause.

Barclay dashed after him. | dragged Lysander with me. "Comeon," | urged, "keep up!™

When Max reached the top of the stairs, he shouted down to me, "You'reright! | hear voices and
footsteps overhead! I'm going up!”

"Becareful!" Using therailing to guide me, | hauled Lysan-der the rest of the way up the dark stairs.

When we reached the landing, | let go of Altoonas savior and fumbled around for the stairwdll light, since
our presence was no secret to anyone by now. | could hear scrambling and shrieking overhead, Max's
thunderous progress up the stairs, and Barclay cursing as he sumbled.

| flicked the light on, Started up the next flight of stairs, and looked up just in time to see Max reach the
third floor. Then alarge, dense, squirming mass of something fell down on him from overhead, hissng and
writhing. Snakes! He screamed and fell backward, tumbling down the stairs and taking Barclay with him.
| heard louder screaming overhead and many feet racing upstairsto the next floor, but | didn't redlly pay
attention. Seeing Max and Barclay hurtling toward mein arolling mass of writhing, hissng snakesterrified
me into sheer horrified pardyss. | was standing rock still, open-mouthed and flat-footed when the whole
messy hegp smashed into me.

| fel backward down the stairs, then hit the floor with an agonizing crash that should have broken every
bone in my body, especialy with the weight of two grown men on top of me. After amoment of panicky
revulson, | redized that the "snake' on my face was plagtic. As soon astheair puffing it up finished
escaping, it stopped squirming and hissing. Now it lay over my nose and mouth like a plastic baggy,
suffocating me. | started shoving clumsily at Barclay and Max, eager to free an arm and remove the
plastic snake from my face before | passed out.

It took severd long, painful, expletive-filled momentsfor the three of usto sort out our tangled limbs and
get up off the floor. Then Barclay dipped on the dick bits of deflated plagtic that were now everywhere
and fell back down. He lay there for aminute, winded and disheartened.

"Comeon, you three!" Lysander cried. "Don't just muddle around down here! | hear peoplein distress
up there! Into the breach!” He charged up the Sairs.

Max and | helped Barclay off thefloor.

"Okay," Barclay said, looking like he might vomit. "I'm... I'm... I'm ready."
"Takeamoment,” Max panted. "Get your breath back.”

"l think | have aconcussion,” | sad.

"Y ou know what's interesting about this?' Max said.



"There's something interesting about this?' | said.

"What'sinteresting isthat Magnus has goneto alot of trouble to discourage unauthorized visitors after
hours, yet none of these daborate wardsis magica in nature.”

"You mean,” Barclay said, holding onto hisribsasif they hurt alot, "these are the sort of booby-traps
hed ingall if he was exactly what he says heis—amagician who'sretired from the stage?!

"Ya"

"But these, er, wards are elaborate, Max, asyou said.”" | rubbed my aching head. "What has he got here,
or what is he doing here, that's so secret he's going to this much trouble to protect it?"

We heard more screaming overhead. Then Lysander shouted, "Max! Help! Help!"
"We're about to find out!" Max turned and headed up the stairs again.

Wefollowed. We reached the top of the stairs, rounded the corner, and climbed the next flight, following
the sounds of Lysander's shouts, some thuds and a number of other people shouting. When we reached
the fourth floor, we were confronted by a confusing scene.

Lysander lay on thefloor, unconscious. Eight people crowded around him. One was the snake-wrapped
lady | had seen before. She and her snake looked much as they had the last time we'd met. She and five
of the people were Asian. The other two people, aman and awoman, looked Middle East-era. No one
was speaking English. One of the Asan women was standing over Lysander with what appeared to bea
long, thick, bamboo pole. She had apparently clubbed him. Now she was arguing with aman who was
kneeling over him, examining his head injury. When the woman with the deadly pole saw us, she dropped
it, raised her hands asif we were pointing guns at her, and spoke rapidly to us with obvious anxiety. |
wasn't sure what the language was. She seemed to be disclaiming al knowledge of how Lysander had
wound up unconscious at her feet while she held a heavy weapon over his head.

The other peoplein the group raised their hands, too, evidently thinking this awise postureto assumein
such awkward circumstances.

"They seem to be surrendering to us," Barclay said.
"They're under the impression that werreimmigration authorities,” Max said.
| looked at him. "How do you know that?"

My question was answered when he started conversing with the sx Asiansin their own language, which
he later identified to me asadiaect of Chinese. The other two people spoke Fars, which was not a
language Max knew, but they had enough Arabic to communicate reasonably well with him.

"l dways meant to learn another language,” Barclay said wigtfully.

After several minutes of discussion, Max said to Barclay and me, "I'm afraid we've been operating under
amisapprehenson. These people are neither Magnussvictims nor his partnersin aschemeto inflict harm
on anyone. They're performers—magicians and illusionistss—who've been persecuted in their own
countries. Magnus uses the cover of hisworldwide business, which includes recelving shipments and
suppliesfrom many different countries, to smuggle them into the U.S., where they may pursue their
profession without fear of oppression.”

"Hés...amuggling magic acts into the country?" | said.



"Persecuted magic acts," Max said. "From countries ruled by governmentsthat do not protect the rights
of al artistesto express themsdves through their work. Once he getsthem into the U.S,, they hide herein
the upper floors of the shop until he can place them discreetly in shows around the country. With, |
assume, forged immigration papers.”

"He's smuggling magic acts?' | repeated.
Noting my incredulity, the lady who had clubbed Lysander picked up her big bamboo pole again.
| fell back astep. "Now wait aminute!”

Her eyes widened and she spoke in a nervous tone and made a gesture indicating she intended no harm.
Everyone e se made smilar gestures and comments. Then she balanced the pole on the floor and climbed
up it. When she was about six feet off the ground, she turned upside down. Then shedid alittleflip and
landed on the floor while holding the pole across her back. She said something and indicated that Max
should trandate.

" She say's she can make the pole disgppear.” He added, "Thereis, | gather, a suggestive sexuality about
that portion of the act which disturbed the authoritiesin her native land.”
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"In any case, she says she can't demongtrate the disappearing illusion here, because she needs more
props and theright set for it."

" Speaking of disgppearing,” | said, "we can't assume this means Magnusisn't guilty. We know he had
accessto at least two of the prop boxes involved in the disappearances.”

"Hmm, yes, we need to question him."

Barclay's eyes widened as we heard abellow from below and someone started charging noisily up the
gairs. "'l think now's our chance.”

Magnus appeared at the top of the stairs moments later, hishair wild, histeeth bared, his eyes menacing.
He was carrying a medieval-looking mace (a mace? | thought) and making guttural noises. He siopped in
histrackswhen he saw dl of us. "Dear me," said Max, "thisisrather awkward.” When Magnus
recognized me, his eyes bulged. Then he dropped his mace on thefloor. "1 might have guessed.”

"You thought | did what?' Magnus said.
Max explained our concerns again.
"Y ou thought | did what?' Magnus said again.

He, Max, Barclay, Lysander and | were gitting in his office downstairs as Max attempted to make him
understand why we had broken into the magic shop after midnight and terrified hisillegd diens. Lysander
was sitting morosely in the corner clutching his aching head while Max walked Magnus through the basic
facts of our problem once more.

Then Magic Magnus said to me, "Exactly what kind of lunatic fringe are you involved in? | mean, sure, |
thought you were alittieweird, but | had noidea..."”

"He'stdling you thetruth,” | said wearily.

Magnus asked me, "Tell me, that cop who's hot for you— does he know you're this troubled?”



"It was my impression, too, that Detective Lopez rather likes Esther,” Max said chattily. "But apparently
this attraction comesinto conflict with his duty, and he seemsto be, at heart, a serious young man
devoted to his profession.”

"Look, | don't mean to be judgmenta,” Magnus said, "but | must ask—are you dl insane?’

"Y ou are the only person we've come across who had accessto all the prop boxes,” | said testily.
"All of them?' Hefrowned. "Areyou sure?'

"Um..." | looked at Max. He looked at Barclay.

"No, I'm asking serioudy,” Magnus said. "If it'strue, if you found an evidencetrail leading to me, then |
want to know about it. Because that cop—L opez?—will find it, too. He seemslike a thorough son of a
bitch. And forewarned is forearmed. | don't want to get arrested for something | didn't do." He looked
upward for amoment and added, "'l aso don't want to get arrested for what | am doing. Arewe clear on
thet?"

"You mean..." | frowned. "Y ou want to cooperate with our investigation?"

""Want' would be awild exaggeration,” he said. "But | have decided to cooperate, in order to serve my
own interests—i.e., avoiding nasty surprises from the cops. So, how many vanishing boxes are involved.
Four, you said?"

"Five, asof tonight,” Max replied. "But we don't yet know who thefifth victimis."

"Well, Joe and Barclay got their boxesfrom me, we al know that," Magnus said. " Give me the names of
the other two magicians."

Hed never heard of Duke Dempsey or Darling Delilah. Duke's rhinestone-studded horse and Delilah's
little Philistine temple sounded unfamiliar to him—though he'd like to see them sometime, he said with
professond interest.

"You'rebluffing," | said, trying to sound cop-like. "Hoping to get rid of us."

"Esther, | am decidedly eager to get rid of you. But what would be the point of my bluffing, when you're
certainly going to ask your friendsif they know me?"

"Oh. Right"

"And they're going to tell you they don't know me. I'm not the, er, evil perpetrator you're looking for,
folks." Seeing our dgjected postures, he sighed. "L ook, if you can give me some more details about the
disappearances, maybe | can figure out how it was done.”

Max shook his head. "It wasn't done your way, young man. It was done my way."
"It looks like weve wasted an evening,” | said morosely.

"And I'm going to waste tomorrow morning cleaning up the mess you've made of my place," Magnus
grumbled.

"Servesyou right,” | said. "Those hokey booby-traps.”

He grinned. "And you only had time to sumbleinto a couple of them."



My cdl phonerang. | glanced &t the time—nearly two o'clock in the morning—and redlized who must be
cdling. "Hdlo?'

"Esther, it's Satsy. I've just come out onto the street for afew minutesto check my cdl log. Y ou were
trying to reach me afew hours ago?"

"Yeah." | Sghed. "It'sbeen abusy night. Well swing by the club and make areport.” So much for going
straight home and to bed, | thought.

"Well be here"

"Timeto go," Max said. He settled his hat on hishead. We dl did the same, including Lysander.
Magnus looked at our hats and asked, "Is there some kind of dress codein your group?'

"I'll make aded withyou," | saidto him.

"And why isyour facedl dirty, Esher?"

| brushed saf-conscioudy at my cheek. Ink wasn't easy to wash off. "1 won't tell anyone you're smuggling
illegd diensinto the country—"

"Persecuted magic acts,” he corrected me.

"—if you don't tell Matildathe crystd cageisready until | tell you it's okay to do so. Agreed?”
"| can't gal her forever,” he warned me.

"I know. But | need alittle more time. And you don't want to do time. So do we have aded?"
He sighed and nodded. "We have aded.”

So one problem was solved, at least. However, by now, it seemed like an awfully small problem.

Chapter 11

It seemed | had only just fallen adegp—in apost-dawn, headlong crash into my mattress—when my
doorbell rang. Theloud, bone-jarring buzz made my whole body do an improbable legp straight up into
theair. | landed facedown on my bed and contemplated staying there. Forever.

Predictably, though, the buzzer disturbed me again aminute later. | groaned and heaved mysdlf out of
bed. As| headed for the bedroom door, staggering with exhaustion and pain— last night's adventures at
the magic shop had taken their toll on my body—I caught a glimpse of mysdlf in the dresser mirror and
flinched.

| wasasight that would send smal children fleeing in terror. My hair was matted. Therewasared
scrunchy so thoroughly woven into the tanglesthat | didn't even bother trying to get it out. | was il
wearing yesterday's clothes, navy blue swestpants and agray T-shirt. The shirt was stained with the glass
of red wine I'd spilled on mysdlf during our war council at the Pony Expressive around three o'clock in
themorning.

Therewasabig, dark bruise on my arm, from last night's tumble down Magnuss gtairs; | could fedl other



bruises e sawhere, hidden beneath my wrinkled, dirty clothing. My face was pale and il liberaly
smeared with tabloid ink. My eyeswere bloodshot, puffy, and had dark circles under them. | looked like
some hideous hag from the bizarre drawings reproduced in Max's occult books.

The buzzer made me jump again. | stumbled toward the intercom next to my front door and pressed the
button to open the downstairs door for my visitor. Anything to make theinferna buzzing of my doorbell
stop—now. Only as| staggered toward the coffegpot in the kitchen did it occur to methat | should have
used the intercom to demand the identity of my visitor before letting him into the building.

"It would bejust my luck to bethe victim of arandom homicide now,” | muttered, searching vaguely for
coffee.

There was aknock at the front door. | groaned again and stumbled back over to it, dazed and confused.
| opened the front door without remembering to ask who wasthere.

Lopez took onelong look at me, then said, "Y eah, | didn't redly figure you for amorning person.”
| stared at him in blank-minded stupefaction.

"Can| comein?' he asked.

Therewasabag in hisarms. | smedled something seductive. "Isthat coffee?' | croaked.

He nodded. "And bagels. | brought breskfast.”

"Y ou can comein." Turning away from the door | shuffled over to my kitchen table, where | dumped into
achair and closed my eyes. | heard the front door close and footsteps approach me. Then there were
rustling noises right next to me, and | redlized L opez was unpacking the coffee and food.

"Paes?’ hesad.

| opened my eyes and squinted up at him. "Huh?"

"Do you have plates?'

| ared a him. "Plates” | repeated the word dowly, waiting for it to register meaning in my brain.
Hislipstwitched. "Have some coffee, Esther.”

| accepted the foam cup he pressed into my hand, closed my eyes again and took a grateful gulp of the
hot liquid. Then | wrinkled my facein distaste and said, without opening my eyes, "I take it with milk."

"Okay."

| felt him remove the cup from my hands. Therefrigerator clicked open softly, there was alittle shuffling
and a pouring sound, and then my cup was placed back in my hands. | raised it to my lips, gulped again,
and said, "That's better."

After another gulp, | opened my eyes and saw Lopez rummaging around in my kitchen cupboards.
"Wheat are you doing?"

"Looking for— Ah, herewe go." He came back to the table with two plates, then went back to
searching my kitchen. He returned to the table again amoment later with knives and napkins. He
unpacked the bagels and some cream cheese.



"Okay," | mumbled, gazing a the offerings with my dry, aching eyes. "That'sfine. Y ou can go now."
"Actudly, | wasthinking of joining you."

"Huh?'

He sat down, put abage on his plate and picked up the other cup of coffee.

| said, "No, | need that." Before he could raise his coffeeto hislips, | took it away from him and cradled
it againgt the stained fabric covering my chest.

"No, no, please don't stland on ceremony,” he said. "Help yourself.”

"Why are you bothering me at the crack of dawn?' | demanded.

"It's after ten o'clock.”

"l didn't get to bed until..." | shook my head. "I don't know. But it wasn't long ago, | know that much.”
"What kept you up o late?”

Breaking and entering, followed by the discovery of illegal aliens whose presence here | have
conspired to keep secret, followed by a long postmortem with two wizards, a cowboy and some
drag queens.

"Uh..." I blinked, afraid for amoment I'd spoken adoud. However, | could tell from Lopez's expression
that | hadn't. Besdes, my tongue wasn't yet working well enough to say that much.

Late last night—waell, early this morning—Duke and Ddlilah had both confirmed, as Magnus predicted,
that they'd never met or dedlt with the red-haired illusions expert. By dawn, Max till had no ideawho
had disappeared last night, and we'd all agreed that none of uswould be of any use unlesswe got alittle
rest. | was due back at the bookshop around noon today; 1'd been planning to deep until 11:45, then
brush my teeth, run outside and catch acab.

Now | glowered at Lopez, thinking | could have dept another ninety minutesif he hadn't come here and
bothered me.

"Y ou were saying?" he prodded.

"Huh?'

"What were you doing last night that kept you up o late?" Lopez was watching meintently.
"Um..."

"Fghting Evil, by any chance?'

My heart sank as| suddenly remembered everything else that had happened yesterday. "Oh."
"Esther..." He paused. "Uh, are you hungover?"

"No, just exhausted, demoralized and in more than alittle pain.”

"Pain?' He glanced a the big bruise on my arm. "Did someone hurt you?"

| tried to pull my deeve over the bruise, then stopped when | realized that just increased hisinterest init.



"It was an acci-dent. Someonefell on me, then | fell and..." | shrugged. "Big accident. Clumsy.”
"In the bookshop?'

My brain was till working dowly. | just stared a him, wondering whet to say.

"Egher?"

"Thanksfor the coffee" | mumbled, redizing | needed to pull myself together and make sure | edited my
comments appropriately.

After amoment, he sat back, evidently deciding to let the subject drop. For the moment, anyhow. He
nodded to the coffee and said, "'Y oure welcome. It'stheleast | can doif I'm going to call on awoman
unannounced inthemorning.”

"Do you do thisfor al the femal e suspects that you wake up from asound deep?’ | grumbled.
Therewas apause before he said, "Actualy, I'm off duty right now."

"Oh, redly?" | was skepticd that thiswas purdly asocid cdll.

"Just wanted to talk," he said, spreading cream cheese on hisbagel. "Y ou and me. Off the record.”

"That's what |ooks different about you today,” | said, asthe caffeineinfiltrated afew brain cdls. Sofar,
I'd seen him only in his detective clothes—nest, dightly conservative suits that |ooked budget-conscious
but well-made. Today he wore jeans, adenim jacket and anice T-shirt that nearly matched the blue, blue
color of hisdark-lashed eyes. "Y ou're not dressed for work."

"l don't go on duty until four o'clock.”

"What do you want to talk about?'

"Have somefood,” he suggested. "Y ou seem alittle cranky.”
"I've had three hours of deep. | think."

"I'mrelieved.” He glanced a me. "That you're not always likethisin the morning, | mean. Uh, you're not,
aeyou?'

"Humph." | bit into my bagd.

He looked around. The kitchen had almost enough room for asit-down table big enough for four people.
The kitchen (and the table) flowed into the living room, the two rooms being partidly separated by a
counter. The bathroom was off the living room, which was moderate in Size, and there was adoor at the
other end of the room leading onto avery small balcony. It overlooked a claustrophobic space between
four close-together buildings and offered no privacy, but it was nonetheless a bal cony.

"Thisisagood gpartment,” Lopez said, with aNew Y ork resident's standard interest in living spaces.
"Uh-huh."

He leaned way back in his chair so he could look down the hallway. "Y ou have two bedrooms?* It was
clear that this astonishing fact momentarily drove dl other thoughts from hismind.

"Yan



"No roommeate?"

"No."

"Two bedrooms?'

"Y ou cannot have one of them,” | said firmly.

"How can you afford two bedrooms?' When | gave him achilly ook, he added, "I just mean, | don't
know anyone living aone who can afford two bedroomsin Manhattan.”

| sighed and loosened up alittle. "Yeah, it'sagreat gpartment. I'm redlly lucky.” It was old and shabby,
there was amold problem in the bathroom, and it certainly wasn't the swankiest neighborhood in the
city—though it was safer than most peopl e supposed, and amost everyone who lived on my street wasa
longtime resident who knew most of the other neighbors by name. The landlord responded to repair
requestsin geologicd time, the window-unit air conditioners were unrdiable in summer, and the heating
system was unpredictable in winter. But by New Y ork standards, thiswas a grest apartment—especialy
at therent | was paying. And it was area luxury for astruggling actress to have this much space to
hersdif.

| poured milk into Lopez's coffee and started drinking it. Then | said, "It'srent controlled. | moved in
here with two other girlswhen | first cameto New Y ork—the back bedroom'stiny, barely big enough
for just one person. Anyhow, there was a series of roommates over the next few years, and then findly, |
was getting enough work that | decided to stop collecting new roommates when the last two | eft the city.”
| shrugged. "I figured | could cover rent by myself, and | was more than reedy to live done by then.”

"If Sorcerer! doesn't reopen, can you still cover rent by yourself?'
"Y ou're great company in the morning, too," | said sourly.

"When the crystdl cageisrepaired, will you go on with the show?'
"When did that become police business?'

Off the record or not, he was on thejob again. "Esther, just tell me straight up. Do you redlly believe the
stuff that Max Zadok was spouting in my house yesterday ?"

"He went to your house?" | said, puzzled.
"My precinct house," Lopez amended.

"Y ou tell me something straight up,” | said. "Are you satisfied that hel's no threat to—" | stopped when |
heard an unfamiliar jingle. "What'sthat?'

"Excuse me." He reached into his pocket and withdrew his cell phone, then frowned when he read the
caler ID. "I'd better answer it. Shelll just keep cdlling every twenty minutesif | don't. I'm sorry, Esther.
Thiswon't takelong.”

Heflipped open his phone and, with alook of long-suffering patience, said, "Hi, Mom."
| snorted into my coffee and smirked at hiswarning glare.

"Y eah. Uh-huh. No. No." After amoment, he said, "Let'stry thisagain. No. | said no. Have you gone
deaf? Mom..." Hewinced and pulled the phone away from his ear, then covered the receiver with his
hand and said to me, ™Y ou would be amazed & the number of friends my mom haswho have single



daughtersliving in the city. All of them, it would seem, in such desperate need of a date that they have
authorized our mothersto act as matchmakers.”

"Surdy not.”

"Yeah, | don't redly think o, elther, but my mom keeps swearing it's so. I'm guessing her Confessor
knowsthe truth, though. Lucky for her, lying'sonly avenia sn.”

| guessed, "Y our mom iswhere your blue eyes come from?”
He nodded. "Bridget Eileen Donovan.”

"And your Dad?"

"From Cuba. Came over when hewasyoung."

And was, no doubt, the source of Lopez's exotic good looks, | thought, aware of the crisp black hair
brushing his collar and the smooth, dark skin of histhroat.

He put the phone back to hisear. "Y es, Mom, I'm still here. No, | can't. No." Helistened. "There isa
good reason.” In response to her next question, he said, "Because I've met someone | like."

Our eyeslocked. | suddenly wished | didn't look like such ahag today.

"No," he said into the phone, "I'm not lying just to get rid of you. Uh-huh. Y es, she'sfemale. No, not
married. Yes, dill in her childbearing years."

| choked on my coffee.

"Well, | haven't looked everywhere yet, but | haven't noticed any excessive piercing.” Helistened for a
moment. "Pretty?' His gaze ran over me. "Well, sometimes.”

| glared a him.
He grinned and added, "In her way."
| drank more coffee, pretending to ignore him.

"No, | think shel's Jewish." When | continued ignoring him, he poked my cdf with hisfoot. "Right?" |
nodded and he said, "Y eah, Jewish. No, shewon't convert. Yes, I'm sure. No, | don't want Father
Devaney to give her acal." After another moment, he said, "No, we haven't talked about how welll raise
the children. Or thewedding... Actudly, no. No. No, not that, either... Well, because we haven't been
on adateyet. No, I'm not sure we will."

He held the phone away from his ear again while his mother squawked. Then he said to her, "Because |
suspect she's crazy, and I'm alittle afraid that she's committed afelony. And you can see how that would
be aconflict of interest for me." In response to hisloving mother's next question, he said, "No, no,
nothing quite as bad as homicide or armed robbery.” He glanced up and asked me, "Er, I'm right about
that, aren't 17"

"I'd like you to go away now," | said Sncerely.

"Infact, Mom, I'm trying to have bregkfast with her right now, so if you'l just... No, | did not spend the
night with her.”



"Why are you talking about thiswith your mother ?* | demanded.

He said to me, "Because it's S0 much lesstime-consuming than resisting. Believe me. | speak from
experience." Into the phone, he said, "Huh? Okay, good. Say hi to Pop for me. And Mom? Try not to
cal meagainfor awhile, okay? It's making abad impression on thiswoman.” He grinned. "Well, even
felons have their sandards, Mom. Bye."

| stared at him in mingled outrage and amazement after he hung up, too dumbfounded to come up with
any of the scathing comments that he and his mother deserved.

"Don't look a melikethat," he said, spreading cream cheese on the other haf of hisbagd. ™Y ou have no
ideawhat ahuge step it was for me to admit to my mom that, in acity of eleven million people, I've met a
sngle, femae person of childbear-ing age." He added with afrown, "It was getting alittle difficult to keep
convincing her that there were no such peoplein New York."

"If she's so determined to marry you off," | asked, "how have you stayed singlethislong?”

"Well, thisiskind of arecent thing. She and my dad hit their sixties afew years ago and suddenly redlized
they didn't have any grandchildren. Then my older brothers—there are two, I'm the youngest in the
family—wadll, they screwed me over.”

"They did?'
"My eldest brother told Mom he'sgay." Lopez scowled. "I could kill him."
| blinked. "Er, you didn't strike me as homophabic.”

"I'm not. And he's not gay. He just said that to get her off his back about marrying and providing her with
grandchildren. But it worked out so well, he intends to keep that story going unless he meets someone he
wantsto marry."
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"And when my other brother saw how well that worked, he more or less did the samething.”
"Told your parentshesgay?' | sad.

"No, that excuse was taken, and Tim—the eldest—wouldn't let ususeit. Said it might look suspiciousif
we all suddenly became gay. So Michag—my middle brother—told Mom he's had a spiritud revelaion
and is planning to enter the priesthood.”

"These days?"

"Hey, the Church needs dl the help it can get. Mom'sthrilled. Me, | think it was atectica error. It'll be
years before she wonders why Tim never brings aman home for Christmas, but she's bound to notice
pretty soon that Mikey'snot in seminary.”

"I see" | said. "So your brothers abandoned you. No cover, no camouflage.”

"It's been rough,” Lopez said wearily. "Thewhole force of that woman's grandmotherly ingtincts
concentrated on me, and me aone. | ask you, what's the point of putting up with siblingsal through
childhood if something like thisis going to happen to you in adulthood?"

"You'reinatight spot,” | observed.



"But not anymore." He smiled at me. "Now I've got you.'
IIMeI?I

"A crazy felon who's not Catholic. And | didn't even tell her yet that you're an actress. I'm saving that for
an emergency.” Helooked smug. "Could | have picked anyone better to turn my mother off the idea of
my getting married?’

| propped my chin on my hand and stared into my coffee as the disgppointment sank in. "Oh. So you
don't like methat much, after dl I'm just aconvenient foil."

"Actudly, | likeyou alot." He kept hiseyes on hisbagd ashe added, "And | think you're pretty.” After a
moment, he admitted, "Well, not so much right now.

"I'm having avery difficult week!" | said defengvely.

He smiled and reached over to brush some of the tangles awvay from my deep-deprived face. "But | have
to admit, it's handy that you're tailor-made for my mom to hate."

"Thisis some sort of weird Catholic mother-son thing, isn'tit,”" | said, pushing hishand away.
" Spesking of weird..."
"Herewego," | muttered.

Cop-like, he caught me off guard with his next question: "Why does Barclay Preston-Cole think you're
with the Specid Investigative Branch of Equity?’

"Hethinkswhat?' My eyeswidened. "Oh my God! That'swhat I... Er..."
llY@l

"l may have alowed him to believe something along those lineswhen | first contacted him.” But it had
never occurred to methat Barclay gtill believed it. Obvioudy, | needed to have alittle talk with him.

Lopez looked amused. "Relax, Esther. It's not even amisdemeanor to pretend to be a member of a
fictiona investigative unit that no sengble adult believesin." After amoment, he added uneesily, "Um, as
long asyou didn't fake an ID to go with your story?"

"No, of coursenot,” | said.

"Just checking." He added, "Barclay's not exactly the sharpest knifein the drawer, ishe? Maybe too
many generations of upper-crust intermarriage?’

Remembering the brave way Barclay had charged up those Sairslast night, | said, "Y ou leave him done.”
"Dol havearivd?'

"Barclay'sagood boy."

"Damned with faint praise," Lopez said.

"It wasn't faint! It was... Never mind. Y ou let Barclay and Max go," | noted. "Does that mean you're
done with them? They're not under suspicion for anything?'

"No, it just meansthat there's no law against being nutty and naive.”



"Areyou dill investigating them? Us? Me?" | asked.

Helowered hislashes over hiseyes. "Y ou left the New View Venue in costume the night you 'becameill’
during the performance. And you were still dressed as Virtue hours later, when you turned up at the Pony
Expressve”

"How do you know... Never mind." He'd followed up, of course.

"So tdl me, Esther. If | canvassed the neighborhood, would | find out that someone saw awomanin a
glittery costume and an old man in afedoraand aduster lurking around the theater after hoursthat night?”

"No," | sad firmly, praying | wasright. Then | realized what héld said. "Y ou haven't canvassed the
neighborhood?'

"Luckily for you, | suspect, | don't have much time to devote to avandalism case where no one got hurt
and only one wdl-insured item got damaged.”

"It'sinsured? All that bitching Matilda's been doing about the cost of repairs, and it'sinsured?’

"Sincethe crystal cage has been destroyed twice in one week, I'm guessing her premiums are about to
skyrocket," he said dryly.

"But you questioned Barclay and Max for hours,”" | pointed out. "Y ou are devoting alot of timeto this."
"I'm looking for Golly Gee and Clarisse Staunton.”

"Oh. | see” Then| said, "But so are Barclay and Max! Y ou must redlize that, after talking to them for so
long?'

He sat back, folded hisarms and studied me. ™Y ou're in cahoots with them?”

"Yes. And they must have told you that. Though not in those exact words, | hope.™
"Esther..." Helooked at alossfor words.

"Youthink Max iscrazy,” | said.

"Don't you?'

"But do you think he's dangerous?’ | prodded, worried about Lopez hounding Max.

"I don't know. He doesn't seem dangerous. Crazy, but not dangerous. But I'm no psychiatrist. And |
can't request he be evaluated by apsychiatrist unless| find evidence that he's done something more than
just talk alot. And dthough his theories about Golly Gee and Clarisse Staunton make me want to stick
my head in abucket of cold water and keep it there until someone else solvesthis case—"

"| sometimesfed that way, too,” | admitted.

"—bizarre talk about involuntary mystical trand ocation, combined with afervently expressed desireto
protect people from the mysteriousforces of Evil doesn't qualify as evidence. Or even as probable

"Exactly! Soyoull leave him aone?’

"Y ou know | can't promiseyou that."



"Y ou have no right to harasshim,” | inssted.

"Why are you so protective of him?'Y ou don't— Oh my God." He rubbed hisforehead. "Y ou do believe
it, don't you? All that bizarre crap he was spouting? Heimplied you believed it, but | hoped he was just
deluding himsdf. | mean, sure, youre alittle off thewal, but mostly you seem pretty sasneto me.”

"Goon," | sad sourly, "lay on theflattery with atrowe.”

"How can you possibly believe... Wait, no, never mind." He held up hishand and seemed to be
gathering his patience. "Okay. Let's go back astep. The point | want to make—"

"Oh, therésapoint to this?'

"The point," he said doggedly, "isthat I'm not as convinced asyou are, | gather, that Max Zadok isn't
dangerous. At leadt, to you.”

"Tome?" | blurted, stunned.
"He convinced you to vanddize the crystd cage, didn't he?!
Lopez had caught me off guard again. "Y ou need to go now," | said, my voicefant.

He pulled me back down into my chair when | tried to stand up. "Esther, what € se has he got you
involved in?'

"We had nothing to do with what happened to the crystal cage.”

"I know you'relying,” hesaid. "I'm acop, Esther. I'm good at this. | know."

" want you to go now."

"What if someone gets hurt the next time Max taks you into some crazy act?' Lopez perssted.
"You'reway out of line, Detectivel"

Hetook my hand between both of his. "Please, Esther, stay away from him. Please.”

"Lopez... Don't." Thiswas not how | had wanted thingsto be, the first time he held my hand.
"Promiseme” heingsted.

"Okay!" | said. "l promise! | promiseI'll stay away from Max! Now just stop, would you?"

Helet go of my hand, sighed and looked away. "Y ou're lying. Y ou have no intention of staying away
fromhim."

"Of course I'm lying! Four people are missng— no, five! And | want to get them back. So does Max!"

Lopez rested his forehead on the table and mumbled, " God, | wish my transfer would come through. |
wish | could just leave today. Dump this case. Dump the whole thing. Dump you."

"Jugtin aprofessond sense.”

"Oh, right. In the personal sense, I'm the woman you're hoping to get your mother to hate."



"Yes" heagreed. "And that can't happen until you and | stop going round and round about this case.”
"Or until you stop suspecting me of being acrimind?'

"That would help, too."

"Situp." | shoved at his shoulder.

He dowly sat up. Hisface looked tired now, the freshness of the morning aready worn off. He picked
up his coffee cup and peeredintoit. "You drank it al.”

"Sorry."
"Y ou could offer to make some," he said hopefully.
"Y ou won't be staying that long."

Studying the dump of his shoulders, | asked something that probably should have occurred to me before
now. "Why don't you have apartner? Don't cops usualy work in pairs?'

"He quit last month. Now hels making six figures ayear in private security consulting and has weekends
off. And |," Lopez said morosdly, "I am interviewing dim-witted society boys and nutty bookshop
owners, looking for girlswho reput-edly vanished during magic acts, and trying—with lessand less
success every day—not to flirt with awoman | may haveto arrest. And I'mdoing dl this despite
understandable pressure from my increasingly exasperated lieutenant,” he added bitterly, "to devote dl
my attention to more concrete matters.”

"Well," | said. "l guessthat was some stuff you needed to get off your chest.”
"Yes, itwas"

Helooked sulky. The same expression that usualy made me want to wallop Hieronymus looked kind of
cute on Lopez.

"It'snot easy being you," | said.

"No, it'snot,” he agreed. "And, of course, you aready know about my mother.”
"We should just cal you Job."

"Now youreridiculing me."

"Now'?" | said. He smiled. But | suddenly redlized with asinking heart what held said earlier. "Y ou've
goplied for atrandfer?’

"YS"
"You'releaving New York?' | asked plaintively.
He squinted a me. "No, of course not.”

"Oh!" | amiled with relief. | didn't want him investigating me—l et done arresting me—»buit I'd be upset if
hejust left.



"I've gpplied to join the Organized Crime Control Bureau." He sighed. "But with my partner having left
suddenly, the squad's dready short one guy, and | can't go while I'd be leaving them short by two. So I'm
working my cases alone, and aso working my way through amountain of paperwork on some cold
cases the boss has suddenly decided we should reopen.”

"All that paperwork | saw on your desk, thefirst time | came to the squad room,” | said, remembering.
"Uh-huh."
"When do you expect your transfer to come through?”

"Soon, | pray to God." Histone was heartfelt. "But not until they get one or two guys transferred into the
sguad and bring them up to speed.” After apause, he added, "But if you're hoping I'll leave and someone
elsewill take over this case, Esther—"

"Wouldn't that be for the best? | mean—"
"I know what you mean. But no one esewill cut you the dack that | have."
"But | haven't done anything—"

"Stop. If you're not going to tell me the truth, could you at least stop lying to me?* Therewasalong
slence, since | didn't know what to say in response to that. Then he surprised me by asking, "What did
you mean, five?"

"Huh?'
"Five peoplearemissing?'
Another instance where I'd said alittle too much to him in the heat of the moment. "Um.

"Golly Gee, Clarisse Staunton. ..and those other two names that Max was so careful to avoid mentioning
in the gation house yesterday." He frowned. "The names arein my notes...they sounded like Strippers, |
remember that."

"They're not strippers”

Helifted his brows.

| sghed. " Sexy Samson and Dally the Dancing Cowgirl.”

"Ah. Y eah. Those were the names.”

"They vanished, too. Onstage. During their acts."

"Judt to clarify... Weretaking about rea human beings now?"

"Yesl But, um, cometo think of it, | don't know what their legd names are.”
"I canfind out."

"I'd rather you didn't. Max would rather you didn't. Even your lieutenant, | gather, would rather you
didnt."

Heignored that. "Who'sthefifth?'



"We don't know."

"Egther.”

"No, we redly don't know. Werejust sureit's happened.”
"What makesyou sure?'

| Sghed, knowing what held think. " There's been another localized disturbance in the fabric of this
dimengon."

" gge”
"Max can sensethesethings.” 1t sounded silly when | said it to Lopez, even though | knew it wastrue.
"But you can't senseit?”!

“No."

Hethought it over. "Okay, let'sfocus on the part of the problem that matters. Y ou redly believe these
people have vanished—in an unusud sense, shal we say?!

"Wes"
"Y ou and Max redly want to find them?"

"es"

"Then maybe my looking into it can help,” he said reasonably.
"But you don't believe what we believe," | said.

"So what? Isthat going to matter to the vanished ladies—?"
"They'renct dl ladies”

"Now isthat nice?' he admonished.

"l mean, Samson'saman.”

"And | mean, if they'reredly missng, will it matter to them what | believe, if | can find them? Or help you
find them?'

"l don't think you can find them,” | said honestly. "I think what you believe—or don't believe—will stop
you."

"To be perfectly honet,” he said, "'l never believed in tran-substantiation, but that didn't stop me from
being apretty good dtar boy."

"You were an atar boy?"

"And I'm not positive that marijuanaand prostitution should beillegd, but that's never stcopped me from
being agood cop.”

"Speeking of beingacop...” | fdt alittle Evil girinmeas| smiled. "Whoopsy Daisy says—"



"Whoopsy Daisy?'
"Seymour Barinsky," | clarified. "Hetold melast night that you looked very sexy in uniform.”
"How flatering.”

"And Khyber Pass thinks you're hot. He has athing for uniforms. He saysif you'd wear yours, he'd do
youinaNew Y ork minute."

"In hisdreams." Our eyes held aswe grinned at each other. After amoment, he said, "I don't mean thisto
sound critical—"

"Now what?'

"Why isyour facedl dirty?"

"Oh. The Expose. Y ou wouldn't believe how hard it isto wash off that damn ink."
"You read The Expose?

"Not habitudly. There was astory about Golly's disappearancein it yesterday."
"Anything accurate?'

"Morethan you'd expect.” | scrubbed at my face, then ran ahand over my tangled hair. "I realy need a
shower."

"| can't argue with that."
"Y ou're getting better & the not-flirting thing."
Hegrinned. "l could join you."

"Y ou haven't even taken me out for dinner yet. Showers are way out of your league.” Getting more
serious, | said, "Look, | know | can't stop you from pursuing this business—"

"That'sright, you can't."

"Though I'm guessing your boss can sop you—and probably will, if you put much timeinto it.”
"That'sright, too," he admitted.

"But | wishyoud trust us.”

"And | wish you'd stay away from Max."

We stared at each other, both realizing thiswas as far as negotiations were going to get today—or
perhapsat al.

My cdll phonerang. | excused myself and roseto answer it. A moment later, | said, "Hi, Mom. No. Yes.
| know. Okay." | put my hand over thereceiver. "Thisisgoing to bealong cal.”

Hetook the hint. "I should go." Heroseto hisfeet. "I'll be seeing you."
"Okay." | watched him head for the door. "Thanksfor breskfast.”



"My pleasure. Next time, I'll bring more coffee.”

| was letting a sexy, employed, straight, single man whom | redlly liked leave my apartment with a brief
wave and no plansfor adate. It was just barely possible, | mused, that | wasn't running my life aswell as
| might.

After | heard hisfootsteps going down the stairsin the hal, | said, "Okay, Khyber, he'sgone.”

Upon redizing | wasn't done, when I'd said "Hi, Mom," Khyber had immediately guessed who my
company was.

"Did he spend the night there?' Khyber asked with interest.
"No! Even | didn't spoend the night here. He brought me breskfagt, that's al."
"Did hegrill you?'

"A little. But it'sokay." | omitted mentioning that I'd told Lopez about Samson and Dally. It wasn't asif
he wouldn't have picked up that trail on hisown, anyhow.

"He'shot," Khyber said with reuctant gpproval. "Have you seen him with his clothes off yet?
"No!"

"Or inhisuniform?'

"Why did you cdl?'

"I'vefound lagt night'svictims.™"

"You found them?"' | said in surprise.

"Y eah. Lots of online chatter. Are you decent? Dr. Zadok told me to stop by your placein acab and
bring you with me. He'sdready on hisway there."

"Where?'

"To meet Garry Goudini. Last night, one of his ass stants vanished during the act. So did hiswhite Bengdl
tiger."

Chapter 12

"Things have gone wrong before, of course,” Garry Gou-dini admitted, gazing out over Times Square
from the window of hishotd suite. "Y ou've got to expect that in this business. For example, there was
that time | was levitating a Toyota onstage. It was supposed to go up eight feet inthe air. Wdll, it got to
about four feet, then fell. With abig crash.” Hetook along drag on hiscigarette. "If it had gotten up to
eight feet, 1'd have been standing under it when it fell. My God, man, | could have been killed that night!"

Khyber and | exchanged glances as Goudini took another gulp of hiswhiskey and soda. Thiswasthe
magician's second drink since we'd arrived barely fifteen minutes ago.

Max said, "How dreadful for you, Mr. Goudini. Now, about last night—"



"Then therewasthetimel tried to make agirl disgppear as she dived from a high platform down through
abal of fire"" Goudini said. "Well, she smply hit the ground with athud one night in Vegas. It was 0
embarrassing.”

"Did shesurvive?' Khyber asked in appalled fascination.

"Hmm?" Goudini looked over hisshoulder at us. "Oh, yes. The hospitd bills nearly killed me, though." He
took another sip of hisdrink, then drew some more smoke into hislungs.

Goudini'sthick, wavy, black hair, with itsfaint stresks of gray at the temples, looked asif it was made of
patent leather and wouldn't get ruffled by astiff wind. His deep, even-all-over tan had the faintest orange
tingeto it. His eyebrows were shaped into dramatic arches, and he wore atouch of eyeliner. Hewas
clad in black leather pants, and ablack silk shirt that he left unbuttoned hafway down hishairy, dightly
orange chest.

According to Khyber, who'd done the research online and briefed me on the way here, Goudini had
done very well in Vegasfor afew years, about adecade ago, but gradually got squeezed out of the
limelight by other acts. He hadn't given a performance anywherein at least two years, last night'sgig, the
opening night of a pre-tour, one-week gppearance in Manhattan, was intended to launch his comeback.
He'd been rehearsing the new act for severa months at his home outside the city

Max tried again. "About last night, Mr. Goudini.

But Goudini launched into arambling reminiscence of yet ancther onstage mishap, thisoneinvolving a
water tank in which held nearly drowned. | started fedling glad that the man | was interested in these days
wasin anice, safe profession like police work.

"I nearly died that night," Goudini said, concluding his anecdote about being chained up underwater. "So
it'snot asif I'm not used to surprises onstage. It'snot asif | lack experience in dedling with emergencies
beforealive audience.”

"Of course not,” Max said soothingly.

"But what happened last night... My God, man! I've never experienced anything like that!" Goudini
finished hisdrink. "I panicked. | admit it. Anyone would have panicked, and no one can tell me
differently.” He went to the wet bar and started mixing yet another whiskey and soda. "'Y ou're sure no
one else wants one?"'

"No, thanks," we said, almost in unison.

According to Khyber, with the failure of the disappearing act, Goudini's performance had bombed so
badly last night that magic buffswere taking about it on BBsdl night and al morning. The chatter had
been easy to trace when Khyber got up today and started checking the sites he'd been monitoring in
recent days.

"It was a shattering experience,”" Goudini told us.

| was so recently out of the shower that my hair was still damp, and my face was probably still pink from
the determined scrubbing I'd given it. Max looked asweary as| felt, but his expression wasintent ashe
extracted the details of last night's disappearance from Goudini.

The magician's account was smilar to the otherswe'd heard, except that it was bigger! better! bolder!
His prop box was an enormoustiger cage with shiny silver bars, and it levitated fifteen feet above the
stage while music blared and lights danced. The cagefilled with smoke, there was amomentary blackout



of thewhole thegter, afew flashes of thunder and lightning—
"Lightning?" Khyber asked, recdling hisresearch.
"Smulated,” Goudini darified.

—followed by some sinister twirling effects of the cage, and asudden, heart-lurching drop asthe
apparatusfell to the stage with acrash asif to release the deadly tiger ingde—

"Poor thing," Khyber murmured. "Wasit scared?"
—to prey upon the magician and hisaudience.

"Then the lights come up, the smoke clears and the tiger has been replaced by abeautiful girl, who steps
out of the cage and takes abow with me." Goudini gave another shudder. "Except, of course, that things
went wrong last night. Very wrong.”

"WEIl need to examinethat cage,” Max said.

Goudini gavealittle cry of despair. "How can | go on with the show this afternoon?’
"Thisafternoon?"' | repeated.

"Saturday matinee," Khyber said.

It was Saturday, | realized. Golly had vanished one week ago. | fought off a sudden, gloomy fear that our
quest was hopeless and wed never find the disappearees—whose numbers were certainly increasing
fagter than clueswere accumulating.

Goudini was agitated enough to run his hands through hishair. | was right—it didnt moveat dl. "What
am | going to do without her?' he wondered brokenly.

"Don't you worry, Mr. Goudini," said Khyber. "Well find her."

"Yes" | agreed firmly, stiffening my resolve. "Weregoingto find... I'm sorry, what's her name?”
"Alice"

"Alice" | repeated. "Can we get adescription?”

"Of Alice? Well, shesnineyearsold,” Goudini said.

| blinked. "What?'

"A white Bengdl tiger. Average size for an adult femae. And she hasa scar on her nose from getting
caught in some brambles asacub.”

"Oh," | said. "Aliceisthetiger. Right. Gotcha. What's the young lady's name?"
Tr—

"The woman who disappeared?’ | prodded.

"Oh. Sarah Campbell."

| started to inquire about Sarah's mood and attitude last night, but Goudini interrupted me. "Y ou redly



think you can get my tiger back for me?"

"We certainly hope s0," said Max.

"We aso hopeto find your beautiful assstant,” | said tersely.

"Hmm? Oh! Right. Well, that'sgood," Goudini said. "But

Aliceistheirreplaceable part of the act. I'll do anything—I mean, anything—to get my tiger back!"
" sea”

"Itisn't just thet tigersare so expensive,” Goudini explained, asif fearing | might think him mercenary.
"They'redso incredibly difficult totrain.”

"| totdly believethat, Garry," | said.

"I've got two grown cubs of Alice's" hesaid, "but they're just set dressing. They sSit in cages on either
sde of the stage, looking fierce and pretty. They've never taken after their mother, they'reredlly of no use
intheact."

"Uh-huh."

"I must get Alice back!"

"Roger that," | said, risng to my feet. "Max, shdl we examine the cage?'
"Yes, but | think perhaps we should question Mr. Goudini abit more."

That was no doubt awise suggestion, but | thought there was a good chance I'd clobber Goudini if |
spent much more time with him. | wondered if held even be talking to us about the disappearance at all if
Alicewas safe now and Sarah Campbell had vanished alone.

However, we needed Goudini's cooperation. So, in order to avoid aienating him (by, you know,
clobbering him), | suggested that | interview members of his performance team while Max continued
talking with the magician. Max approved of thistime-saving plan, and so | spent the rest of the afternoon
tracking them down and questioning them.

All of them wanted Alice back. And, oh, yeah, Sarah, too.

Back at the bookshop, | wrote the names of the two latest victims on the display board, Alice the Tiger
and Sarah Campbell.

"The human body," Lysander was saying to Satsy, "like virtudly everything elsein the cosmos, conssts of
more empty space than it does of solid matter. Therefore, the puzzling thing is not redly that something
can be made to vanish, but rather that things don't vanish more often.”

Satsy said, "That's such clever reasoning!™
"No, no, merely the result of years of arduous study.”

| gave up staring at the display board and went to the refreshments stand in search of sustenance. There
wasamini fridge there. Max kept little pints of milk init, to go with the coffee and tea he provided for his
customers. I'd stored last night's Thai leftoversin there. When | opened the door now in search of a
meal, though, | discovered the food had disappeared.



"Of coursg" | muttered.

The Chinese |eftovers from Thursday night had aso disappeared. Our research team ate too much, |
thought bitterly.

"Vultures" | muttered.

Preferring to starve in asulky mood rather than go back out onto the streets in search of food when |
was so tired, | sat down at the research table with asigh. | picked up acopy of John Aubrey's
Miscellanies and opened it to the chapter entitled " Transportation by an Invisble Power." Within
minutes, my head hurt. Seventeenth-century English proseisn't exactly light reading.

Satsy was perusing Colin Parsonss Encounters With the Unknown. There was a stack of books at his
fet, under the table, but he'd already declined my offer to help him go through those. Lysander was
working hisway through an ancient-looking grimoirein alanguage | didn't recognize. According to what
Max had told me, agrimoire was sort of amanua on ritud magic, both "good" and "evil"—which were
concepts, | gathered, grimoire authors cared about |ess than they cared about smply how to get thejob
done.

| looked up as Max and Khyber entered the shop. After aquick greeting, Khyber set up hislaptop, using
Max's telephone line to get online, while Max explained that they'd learned nothing particularly useful
frominterviewing Goudini or examining the magician'stiger cage.

"| gather Goudini didn't fedl like coming back here with you and hitting the books?" | said cynically.
"He's busy finishing his matinee performance,” Max sad.

"Without hisbig finade of thetiger and the girl swapping placesin the levitating cage?" | asked.
"The show must go on." Khyber noticed our scant numbers and asked, "Where is everyone?’

"Whoopsy and Ddlilah are at the public library again," | sad. "Hieronymusisdown in the cdlar. Of
course.”

"l should check on him," said Max. "He was|ooking rather haggard when | |eft thismorning. | think the
poor boy's been working too hard.”

"Yeah, that soundslikdy," | grumbled.
Satsy sad, "Barclay and Dixie are rehearsing.”
"Oh, that's right—tonight's performance!" Max said.

"Barclay'sbig break," Satsy said. "And what with so much of yesterday being devoted to police
interrogation, he had no time to rehearse, so they've got alot of work to do today if they want to be

ready by showtime."
"Is Duke with them?' Khyber asked.

Satsy nodded. "He ducked out awhile ago with gpologies. Dixie phoned in, said she and Barclay would
need some help loading his propsinto hisvan and setting up &t the cabaret.”

"It must be amore eaborate act than | pictured.” | set aside John Aubrey's book and the undisciplined
spelling that ways seemsto characterize prose of that era.



"Well, Barclay'sworked awfully hard lately, from the sound of it," Satsy said. "Devoted himsdlf to study
and practice. All to arrive at thisbig day!"

"Yes" | rubbed my tired eyes. "He told me. When we met."

What had he said? The act was getting better, al his hard work was paying off.
"I'd redlly like to go to Barclay's show tonight,” Khyber said.

"Me, t0o," said Satsy. "But we have to do our own show, girlfriend.”

"But maybe Ddlilah should go," Khyber said. "It might cheer her up.”

Ddlilah at the Pony Expressve was like awidow holding vigil. Maybeit would be good for her to go
somewhere e se tonight.

| said, "I could take her to the Magic Cabaret.”
"Good idea," Khyber said. "We should suggest it to her."
"Whereisthe Magic Cabaret?" | asked.

Weadl looked a one another and realized none of us knew. Khyber tried looking it up online but didn't
findit.

"WEell cal Barclay and ask." | glanced at the clock and decided there was no rush.
"Maybe I'll come to the show, too," Max said.

Lysander said repressively, "Don't you think an early night might be wise, for achange?'
| made an involuntary sound of longing. "An early night does sound good.”

But | supposed | couldn't just go home and go to bed, much as1'd have liked to. Barclay probably
needed some mora support, and Ddlilah certainly needed a distraction. They were having avery difficult
week, too, after al. Barclay amost had to cancel hislonged-for debut at the Magic Cabaret, and
Samson and Delilah's brand-new act had resulted in disaster.

| frowned.
Garry Goudini's comeback wasin dire graits. ..

Something clicked in my heed, like the numbers on the lock of abicycle chain tumbling into place and
giving that faint snap asthe chain sags and dips away. Something had fallen into place, but | didn't know
what. | was so tired, and so confused by now.

"So are you going to go, Esther?" Satsy asked me.
"Hmm?'

"Egther?

"Shh, she'sgot that look on her face," Khyber said.

Barclay had been upset, like Goudini, about losing the disgppearing act from hisroutine. It was his best
illusion, hisbig achievement. Goudini's, too. Barclay and his big break, Goudini and his comeback... Joe



Herlihy, hoping to propdl Sorcerer! to Broadway ...
Was ambition what united the magicians? Was that the common factor?

But Duke was an amateur who had denied any expectation of turning pro. Still, the night we met, Dixie
said held been working on the act, trying to improveit...

Goudini and his comeback. Joe with hisambitions. Barclay and Cowboy Duke, amateurs striving for
improvement. Ddlilah and Samson had a brand-new act, one they'd been rehearsing...

"Striving for improvement..." | murmured. | looked at the display board. Or was| reaching? Wasnt |
aways gtriving for improvement, too? Wasn't every performer?

"Esher?’
| felt like | couldn't seetheforest for the trees.

How had five magic acts, dl of them striving for improvement, become the fertile ground where
something Evil had taken root?

"Five disgppearances,” | muttered. "What is it that were missng?'
"I'm wondering the samething.” Max tugged at his beard in obvious frugtration.

"Five disappearancesin oneweek!" | dammed abook down on the table, making the others jump. "How
can we not see the clues, the key, the answer? How many more people have to vanish before we can

figure out why thisis hgppening?'

"And how?" Lysander added.

Khyber said, "Dr. Zadok, do you think we should rule out trand ocation or teleportation as possibilities?"
"Why?' Max asked absently, il tugging his beard.

"Well, those are phenomenain which someone who vanishes reappears somewhere e se, usually
ingtantaneoudy." Khyber looked worried. "And | think we'd have heard from Samson or the others by
now if they'd reappeared elsewhere.”

Max shook his head. "No, we can't ruleit out. There are too many reasons they might be unable to
contact us. They might be in another dimension, or in another time period—"

"Or being held prisoner somewhere?" | guessed.
"Four women, aman and atiger?' Khyber frowned. "Why would anyone hold them prisoner?

Satsy sad, "'l don't want anyone to mention thisto Ddlilah, but..." He pushed hisbulk well away from the
table, reached under it, and sat back up amoment later, holding the books that had been sitting at his
feet. He set them on the table. "'I've been reading some of the books on ritud sacrifice. Y ou know, from
thisweek's sdle section?”

While Satsy gestured to that part of the store, | saw Max and Lysander exchange glances.
"And?' Khyber said.

"And, well, it looksto melikethere are all sorts of reasons someone might summon that many



people—including the tiger—for....for ritud sacrifice.”
Lysander lowered his eyes. Max froze, didn't even blink.

"Oh. My. God.™ | redlized what that brief ook between them had meant. ™Y ou knew dl aong that might
be why thiswas happening!"

"Now, Esther,” Max said anxioudy, "it'sjust one possible theory."
"Among many possible theories™ Lysander added.

Max said, "We can't be sure—"

"They'rebeing sacrificed?' Horrified, | roseto my feet. Khy-ber gasped.
"Not necessarily,” Lysander said.

Satsy'sface crumpled. "Oh, no! | didn't want to be right!"

"You may not be," Max said, "and we ought to remain optimigtic.”

"We dso ought to remain cam,” Lysander added, eyeing me waxily.

"Cam?' | repeated Silly. " Calm? Are you nuts? If ever there wastime to get hot under the collar, thisis
it!"

"No, Lysander'sright,” Max said. "We don't want to jump to conclusions.”

"Why are they being sacrificed?’ | asked.

"Oh, no!" Satsy said again.

Lysander shook his head. " Speculating about that won't help. There are too many possibilities.
"Such as?' | prodded.

Apparently forgetting | wasn't supposed to learn the secrets of the Collegium, Lysander replied, "Wéll,
for example, sacrifices can be used to summon a demon, summon Satan, placate ademon or devil—"

"My God," Khyber said.

"—placateagod,” Lysander said, nodding at Khyber asif held suggested this, "request help from any
number of forces, imbue some spellswith specia potency, increase an individua's power, protect some
locations or ward certain areas, open the gateway to prophecy or divination, grant specific powers such
asflight or the ahility to trandocate—"

"It can't bethat last one," | said, realizing that Lysander might go on forever now that I'd encouraged him
to lecture me. "Whatever we're dealing with, it can make the victimstrand ocate, so surely it has that
ability itsdf?"

"That'sif they are trandocating,” Lysander said. "It's possible that the disappearances are caused by
dissolution, and that it might be occurring in aform that causes instantaneous death.”

"Samson," Satsy said broken-heartedly. "And poor Duke— how will heface Dally's death?’

"But if they're being trand ocated,” | said quickly, asif trans-location for the purpose of being sacrificed



was agood aternative to instantaneous death, "doesn't that narrow down the possibilities? | mean, what
ritud would call for the sacrifice of five people?”

"And atiger," Khyber added.

"That'swhat | can't understand,” Lysander said. "For any ritua involving multiple human sacrifices, the
individuas being sacrificed should be far more homogenous than our disappear-ees are.”

Satsy gasped and his expression brightened with hope. "That makes sensel”
"It does?' | said.

"Yes, it fitswith what 1've been reading,” Satsy said. "For example, if you wanted to make abargain with
the godsfor victory in war, you'd sacrifice, say, thirty nubile young women.”

"That'shorrible" | said.

"Precisdy,” Lysander said to Satsy with gpprovd, ignoring me. "And if you wanted to summon an army
of demonsto destroy a nation, you'd sacrifice four hundred white mares.”

"Youwould?' | said.

"If you wanted to destroy just one enemy, you'd only sacrifice seventeen brown hares." Max frowned
and added, "Or, in some places, twenty-one green parrots.”

"And if you wanted to control the outcome of the World Series, you'd need to sacrifice more virginsthan
anyoneislikdy to findin New Y ork City these days" Lysander said primly.

"Those damn Y ankees," said Khyber, a dawning suspicion creeping across hisface.

| realized our problem. "But our disappearees are three young women, a middle-aged woman, aman and
atiger.”

Lysander nodded. "They do not seem to have any requisite quditiesin common.”
"They haveone," | pointed out. "They were dl performing disappearing acts."

"And | assureyou," hereplied, "thereisno ritua for which that definesthe requisite qudity of a
scrifice”

"Then we're missng something,” | said, "or on the wrong track."
"Yes" Max sad. "What isit were missng?'
| asked, "Was there any relevant way in which the magicians actswere smilar, Max? Any way at al?'

"Nonethat | can ascertain. I've thought about this until my brain is a seething mass of confused
despar—"

"l can bdievethat," | sad.

"—but I cannot find alink, acommon factor, in the disgppearing acts. The magiciansal used different
incantations, different gestures, different props. And | can find nothing unusua or similar about any of
their props—except perhaps that some of them are not in the best possible taste.™

"I looked through the Village Voice on the subway ride here this afternoon,” | said. "Other magic acts



besides these have performed in the city thisweek. At least afew of them must have done disappearing
acts. So why are these the only actsin which someone really vanished? What isit about them that's
different from those others—and smilar to one another?'

"What isit that we don't know?' Max mumbled. "What can't | see?’
"What'sthe 'it' factor?' Satsy said.
Lysander frowned. "Hmm."

Weal fdl into slent cogitation, pondering the problem. When the door chimes rang afew minutes later, |
nearly jumped out of my skin. | gestured for Max to remain seated, and | went round the bookcase to
see who the newcomer was. Garry Goudini, wearing makeup and atight, glittery costume (open hafway
down his chest) stood just inside the door of the shop. "Wheres Max?' he cried. "We have got to get
Alice back!"

Chapter 13

Goudini's act had bombed that afternoon, even worse than it had the night before. His concentration had
been shot by last night's events, and his act today fell far short of its well-publicized promises. Without his
tiger and without hisbiggest set piece, the vanishing illusion, he was finished—finished! He had just
cancelled the rest of his performancesin New Y ork, and now he was herein the shop to help with our
research—thereby proving he redlly waswilling to do anything to get Alice back.

Recognizing that our spirits had sunk to anew low, that Goudini was on the verge of hysterics, and that
we needed emergency mojo to get us through the evening, | went out to a Korean deli on Bleecker
Street and bought eight pints of Ben & Jerry's. Desperate times call for sensible measures.

Now, back at the bookstore, | let the spiritua nourishment of VanillaHeath Bar Crunch soothe my
troubled soul as we examined and discarded more theories.

"Should we go back to the idea that the evil perpetrator might be doing thisto get attention or cause
public panic?'

Satsy asked mewhilefilling his bowl with ice cream. "Now that this has happened to someone kind of
famous?'

"Kind of famous?' Goudini repested.

| shook my head. "No, | still think if that wasthe goal, then someone redly famous would have been
targeted.”

"l am redly famoud" Goudini ingsted.

"Y ou're keeping the disappearance a secret, right?" | asked him.

"Of course | am! My God, Ellen, don't you redlize what it would do to meif word of thisgot out?"
"My name's Esther," | corrected.

Satsy said to me, "Y eah, you'reright. If attention or panic was the god, then why not pick on someone



everyone's heard of 7"
"Everyone has heard of me!™

"I never had," Khyber said, spooning ice cream into hisbowl. "But | do liketigers. | likedl cats,
actudly."

"| thought you seemed like acat person,” | said.

"I havetwo." Khyber pulled out hiswallet to show metheir photos. "I'd just dieif they disappeared. But
then, I'd never do anything so crud as put them in alevitating, smoke-filled cage and then makeit fall."

Luckily, Darling Ddlilah and Whoopsy Daisy arrived just then, forestalling Goudini's angry retort.

"Library closed at six. Our report can wait, we didn't find much today." Whoopsy plopped alarge bag
on the table and started unpacking it. "We brought sandwiches, chips and soda. Oh, and salads.”

Ddlilah accepted one of the salads from Whoopsy and said to me, "Honey, | didn't know if you'd want a
salad, too, or asandwich like these men, so | got you both.”

"Thanks, Ddlilah. But I'm having ice cream for dinner tonight.” | glanced at the clock. "We should cal
Barclay as soon aswere done egting. To tell him we're coming to the show and ask him whereitis”

Satsy said, "Delilah, we've decided you're going to Barclay's performance with Esther tonight.”
"But—"
| said, "No buts."

"I don't believe weve been introduced,” Goudini said, preening as he eyed Delilah with an expression that
showed no lingering trace of grief over histiger. (Or—oh, yeah—Sarah Campbell.)

| made brief introductions. Then Max offered ice cream to Delilah and Whoopsy.

"No, thank you, Dr. Zadok," said Delilah. "I've got to watch my figure."

"| think you have alovely figure" Goudini said.

Ignoring him, Delilah picked up anagpkin and gently wiped someice cream off Max's beard.
"Oh, thank you!" Max blushed alittle.

"Isthat Chunky Monkey?' Ddlilah asked wistfully.

"It'snot good for awoman to go too long without ice cream,” | said. "It'saquestion of hormonal hedlth,
you know."

Ddlilah's beautiful face was marred by alittle frown. "Redly?"
"Trust me." | shoved the Chunky Monkey &t her.
"Wel, maybejud alittle..." she said.

"Areyou in show business?' Goudini asked Ddlilah. "It so happens, | may have an opening in my act for
awoman just likeyou."



| said, "l thought you'd cancelled performances until further notice, Garry."

"One must shake off disappointment and look to the future, Ellen.” He shot me alook before saying to
Ddilah, "Maybe we can tak about it later thisevening?'

Delilah shook her head. "Thanks, but | have my own act. I'm just waiting for my partner to return.”

"Oh?WEél, depending on her qudifications, | might be ableto find a place in the act for her, too. After
al, | did lose two beautiful assgtantslast night, in amanner of spesking. What's she like?!

"He's six foot two and hung like ahorse." Delilah spooned ice cream into her bowl without looking at
Goudini. "I'm the drag queen who made Sexy Samson vanish. Any more questions, Garry?'

| enjoyed Goudini's awkward silence. Max's eyes widened, but he didn't look as shocked as I'd feared.
Either held redized Ddlilah wasn't quite what she seemed, or e sethree and ahalf centuries of living had
taught him to respond to surprises with equanimity.

"Hey, isthat Chubby Hubby?' Whoopsy reached for abowl and a spoon. " Pass the carton!”
Lysander handed it to him, remarking, "It's my favorite."

"Chubby Hubby?' Ddlilah smiled. "But you're so dim, honey, and you've never been married.”
| asked her, "How do you know that?"

"l can dwaystell the married ones.” She gave Goudini acool, pointed glance.

| said, "Y ou couldn't ever find awoman to put up with you, Lysander?

"Onthe contrary," he said. "There was once ayoung lady of good family and excellent education who
pledged her heart to me.”

"Oh, | lovealove story!" Satsy said. "Did her parents disapprove of you?'

Lysander frowned. "Of course not! | am of excellent family and superior education.”

"Of course," | said.

Licking chocolate ice cream off his spoon, Khyber asked, " So why didn't you marry the girl?*
"| felt | could better pursue my vocetion through alife of cdibacy,” Lysander said.

Whoopsy choked on hisice cream. " Celibacy?'

"Why?' | asked curioudy. "l gather Hieronymuss mother was a member of the Collegium.”
"Who's Hieronymus?' Goudini asked.

| continued, "And Max was once married—"

"Twice, actudly,” Max sad.

"—s0 obvioudy members of the Collegium do lead married lives. Why did you think you shouldn't?"
"What'sthe Collegium?* Goudini asked.



Lysander gave asmug little sigh. "'l suppose | have dways been more devoted to my duty than others.
Some might say too devoted."

"Or not," | sad.

"Preparation for o many of therituas and featsinvolved in my vocation involves abstaining from
relations, and often for such a prolonged period, that | redlized it would be unfair to my dear Radhato
marry her."

"I've often wished | could abstain from my relatives," Whoopsy said.
"Not relatives" Satsy said. "Relations”

Khyber added, " Sexud relations.”

"My God, man!" Goudini said.

Whoopsy looked stunned. "No sex?'

Lysander said sternly, "Eat your ice cream, young man.”

Whoopsy sought reassurance from Max. "But you till take the wheels out for a spin every so often,
don't you, Dr. Zadok?'

"Um, er, no," Max said. "If, that is, you're asking what | think you're asking. | decided to give up the
pleasures of aconjugd life after the death of my second wife. In devotion to my duty.” After apause, he
added, "Also in consderation of my nerves.

"Oh, youre awidower?' Delilah said sympatheticdly. "I'm so sorry."

He patted her hand. "Thank you, my dear. But it was along time ago.”

"So neither of you has sex?' Whoopsy asked, clearly horrified. " Ever ?'

"Spiritua and physical purity are essentia companions on the path to true power,” Lysander said.
"My God," Whoopsy said.

Goudini said, "1 never want to get that obsessed with my work."

Ignoring Goudini, Delilah reminded Whoopsy, "We should be tolerant of every lifestyle that does not
harm anyonedse"

"I'm not intolerant,” Whoopsy said. "I'm flooded with pity."

| finished my ice cream and picked up my cell phone while the rest of them continued talking. | autodiaed
Barclay'snumber. When | didn't get anything but silence, | tried again. Then athird time.

Seeing me frowning at my phone, Satsy asked me what waswrong.
"I'mnot sure.”

| tried Dixi€'s number and had the same problem. All | got was silence. | pulled my phone away from my
ear and checked the signal and the battery power. It seemed to be in good working order. | was about
to ask Satsy to try caling Barclay from his phone when Max startled me with agasp.



"Weforgot Hieronymud™

"Huh?'

"He must be very hungry by now," Max said.

"Oh. Hieronymus." | shrugged. "l suppose someone should fetch him from the cellar before he sarves.™
"Girlfriend, that boy eats enough leftoversto feed afraternity,” said Satsy. "Hewon't sarve."

"Ah, so that'swhere dl the Thai and Chinese food went,” | said.

"When | got here today, he was cleaning out the fridge," said Satsy.

"Youngstersdo eat alot,” Max said cheerfully.

"He'sawfully shy, isn't he?' Satsy said. "Took the whole armload downstairsto be by himself. Scarcely
said aword to me."

| looked at Lysander. "1 believe | mentioned a persondity problem?”

He scowled. "'l spoke with thelad earlier today. He was courteous to me, young lady. Perhaps because |
was courteousto him.”

"Or maybe he just knows where his bread gets buttered,” | said. ™Y ou being such abig cheeseinthe
Collegium, and dl.”

Max quickly said, "Esther, would you please go invite Hier-onymusto join us? We should share this
lovely ice cream with every member of the team.”

"Team," Lysander repeated, scowling a Max now.

"Of course, Max." Picking an argument with Lysander might vent some of my tenson, but it wouldn't
bring us any closer to solving our problems. So | went downstairsin search of Max's assstant. However,
| came back upstairs without him. "He's not there anymore.”

"Not there?' Max repeated.

"No. Andwhy isthelab full of feathers, Max?"
"Oh, dear. | suppose | should do some cleaning.”
"Feathers?' Lysander said. " Sl ?"

"Wedl?' | said to Max.

"I've assigned Hieronymus the task of summoning afamiliar,” he said. "It hasn't been going well. His
unfortunate disadvantage has been something of an obstacle. Plus, of course, familiars are notorioudy
recacitrant.”

"Dr. Zadok, | don't meanto beadarmist,” Satsy said, "but isit possible that Hieronymus
hes. . .disappeared?’

"l haven't sensed another disappearance,” Max said, shaking his head.

"Hieronymus hasn't vanished,” | said firmly. "He wasn't onstage and he wasn't performing a disappearing



"Then whereishe?' Satsy wondered.

"Is there another way out of the building besides the front door of the shop?' | asked Max.
"Y es. Paticularly for someone with Hieronymuss skills.”

| shrugged. "So | guess he went out. Without telling anyone or explaining himsdf. Again.”
"Heisnot required to explain his actionsto mundanes,” Ly-sander said tersdly.

Venting some of my tenson on Lysander might be very productive, after al, | decided. "Apparently he's
not required to pull hisweight around here, either! Weve spent days interviewing victims, examining
props, doing research, trying to find leads, breaking and entering! And what has he done?’

Goudini sad, "Does anyone mind if | smoke?!
Our chorus of objections sent him outside with his nicotine.

Then Lysander turned angrily to me. "I'll have you know that earlier today, Hieronymus gave me avery
thorough account of hisresearch sofar! And | can assure you it's been agood deal more productive than
invading Magic Magnuss stronghold in the middle of the night!”

"Wll, that's news!" | snagpped. " Since Hieronymus can't be bothered to do it, why don't you tell uswhat
his research has produced so far?'

By the time Goudini returned from his cigarette breek, | was bitterly regretting the impulse that had led
meto invite Lysander, a second time in one day, to lecture to me.

"These particles of energy,” Lysander was now saying, "produce opposing forces, namely the weak force
and the strong force, rather than being actua propertiesin and of themselves.”

"Wait, how can particles not be propertiesin and of themsalves?' Khyber asked.
| said to Khyber, "I beg you not to encourage him.”

"Because they are only particlesin some manifestations,” Ly-sander told his attentive audience. "In
others, they are waves, whose internd substructure is unstable due to the tension among gravity,
electromagnetism and the vacua, or 'holes," both shifting and semi-shifting, which | have dready
mentioned."

"My head hurts" | muttered.

"The question of trandating matter into such particles and waves, that the matter may thus traverse these
vacua, possibly into another dimenson—"

"Please skip the technica detailsand just tell us: How doesthis get usany closer to figuring out how the
disappearances are being orchestrated?’ | said. "Or why? Or by whom or what?"

"Asl've been explaining,” Lysander said impatiently, "Hier-onymus has been concentrating on the how."

"But these processes that you're postul ating—that Hieron-ymus postul ates—who would have such
knowledge? And the ability to useit?' | asked. "A sorcerer? A mage? An dchemist?’



"Wes"
"Who ds=?'

"Noone, | pray,” said Lysander.

"So what happened to Hieronymus's theory that a mundane was responsible for the disappearances?

Lysander shook hishead. "I think he was mistaken about that. Apparently he thinks so, too, since he
didn't discussit with me. Now, as| was saying, the nature of these shifting and semi-shifting holes may
IO E n

"Yes, that's very interesting,” | said, "but how does the perpetrator arrange the cosmos so that an
ordinary magician doing an ordinary disappearing act—"

"Thereisnothing ordinary about my act!" Goudini said.

"—becomes imbued with enough mystica power to make a person—or tiger—vanish? And how does
the perpetrator get the magician to do this without conscious intent? Without even the suspicion that he
holds such power?'

"If you'll stop interrupting..." Lysander said.

"Wait." Max looked dumbstruck. "What did you say, Esther?!

"Huh?'

""Without conscious intent'?"

"Oh. Y eah. Without conscious intent, and without suspicion—"

"—that he holds the power," Max concluded. "Could that beit?"

"Max, if | may be dlowed to continue," Lysander said impatiently "I would just like to point out—"

"Wait amoment! | think Esther may be on to something.” Max gazed thoughtfully a me. "That has been
one of the most perplexing aspects of these disappearances.”

"What has?'
"Well, | don't think such a disappearance can be managed without consciousintent,” said Max.
Ddilah said, "But | definitely didn't intend to make Samson vanish for red. | know that much."”

"Exactly,” Max said dowly. "So therefore... Yes, thereforeit seems possible—no, I'd say it seemslikely,
infact—that you did not hold the power!"

"I didn't?"

"No! Y ou were aconduit for the entity that held the power!"

"Of course! A conduit," Lysander cried. "Why didn't | think of that?"

"I can't tdl you, Lysander,” | said. "Because | have no ideawhat you two are talking about.”

"Conduit?' Ddlilah said. "Whoa! Whoa, wait aminute. Are you saying that someone—or



something—was doing its nasty work through me? Are you saying | was possessed when | made
Samson disappear?”’

"Inasense" Max said.

"No, not at dl," Lysander said. "Conduitism is completely different from possesson.”
"Thereareamilarities” Max argued.

"According to the writings of Zosmus—"

"Who did not have access to the works of the great Chinese scholars on the subject—"
"Their conclusonsare highly questionable, Max!"

"Corndius Agrippathought they had merit."

"Only if you completely misinterpret hiswritings on the Great Chain of Being!" Lysander said.

| fdt likefiringagunintheair. "Stop! Guys Guys, stop." When | had their attention, | said, "The rest of
uswould like to know what aconduit is.”

"I'll fidld thisone," Lysander said to Max. Then he explained conduitism to us. When he was done, we
gared at him in silence for about fifteen seconds.

Then Khyber said, "Maybe we'd understand better if Dr. Zadok explained it."
Lysander frowned and sat down, muttering something bitter about mundanes.
"Well..." Max tugged at hisbeard. "Let'stry this. Esther, would you go turn on the fire?"

Wondering why held requested it, | crossed the shop to the fireplace, picked up the remote and turned
on the gasfire.

Max said to his audience, "Having seen that, who among you believes that Esther has the power to create
firea will?' No onedid, of course. "Does anyone here believe that the remote in her hand isinvested
with independent power? That it could just as easly st thistable alight, or sart afirein agarbage can?!
When they dl shook their heads, Max said, "But we have been seeing aremarkably smilar set of events
lately. And we have been making presumptions precisdly like the onesweingtantly redlize are ridiculous
when wetry to apply them to Esther and the remote-control device she's holding.”

"In other words," Khyber said, "the power originates somewhere other than the magicians or their
props?’

"Exactly! | have turned my brain into porridge trying to figure out how the magicians were exercisng such
power without realizing it, or how someone was exercising such power through their props without the
magicians knowledge." He shook his head, making little tsk-tsk sounds. "Wasted time!"

"Indl fairness, Max, you shouldn't blame yourself,” Lysan-der said, exhibiting an unexpected sde of his
persondity. "After dl, conduitismisrare, arcane, obscure and so unpredictable that few adepts dabblein
it"

"True"

"Andthat is, of course, why | didn't think of it," Lysander added, sounding morelike hisusud sdf. "A



perfectly understandable oversght.”
"In other words, there were other first-glance possibilitiesin theway," Whoopsy said.

"Yes" Max nodded. "After al, thefirgt time Esther ever saw afirein that fireplace, she mistakenly
thought | was the source of the power that created those flames.”

"Because| didn't know it was agasfireplace” | said, thinking it over, "and | didn't see the remotein your

"Right. Er, check. Now," Max said, "what if you picked up the remote and pressed the power button
thinkingitwouldturnonaTV st?'

"Then I'd be pretty startled when | started afire, instead.”

"Of course. Because you would have created fire without consciousintent. And if you had no prior
knowledge of remote-control devices or of gasfires, you'd probably be frightened by the event—and
perhaps even mystified by your sudden, strange power."

"But the power isn't hers" Whoopsy said, catching on, "and it doesn't come from her. It'sinvested in the
remote.”

"Correct! Y et the power doesn't originate in the remote,” Max said.
"It originates with the manufacturer,” Whoopsy said.

"Specificaly, with the programmer,” Khyber said. "The person who figured out how to get the remoteto
create firewhen the right button is pressed.”

"Wheniit's pressed by anyone,” | said.

"Anyone who happens to be holding the remote,” Max agreed. "Whether such a person intendsit or not,
wantsit or not, knows what's about to happen or not, heinevitably creates fire—aslong asheiswithin
range of the fireplace and presses the right button on the remote.” Max beamed at us. " That's
conduitism.”

"Okay, now | getit," | said with relief. "But what's acting as the conduit in the disappearances?”

"Hmm." Max frowned. "Thisleads usright back to the same problem. We're till looking for acommon
factor among the magicians, the acts or the disappearees.”

"Thereisacommon factor,” | insgsted. "The disgppearances al occurred while the victims and the
magicians were onstage and in performance.”

"Why then and there?' Max asked.
"Energy,” Goudini sad.
Weall looked a him.

Seeing us suddenly pay serious attention to something held said, helooked alittle startled. Then he
shrugged. "Well, surely it's obvious? Y ou can rehearse something a hundred times, imagine how the
audience will respond, even practice the bows you'll take and the encores you'll give. But thereis
absolutely nothing like performing for red in front of alive audience. Nothing. No amount of rehearsal
can smulateit or prepare you for what thet'll belike.



"Of course,” | said, too stunned at my own obtuseness to wallow in my astonishment that Goudini had
contributed something useful to the discussion. It was yet another thing so obviousto methat | hadn't
even seenit! "Getting in front of the audience brings everything—particularly the performer's energy—to
awholedifferent leve."

"It'swhy some people freeze up every singletime they have to give aspeech or accept aprize,” Delilah
sad, nodding. "And why other peoplefal in love with performing by the time they're eight years old and
know they've got to spend the rest of their livesworking in front of an audience!”

"But what was different about that night?" | asked Ddlilah. "The night Samson disgppeared? Y ou'd been
working together in front of audiencesfor along time together.”

"It wasanew act," she said promptly. "We were so excited about it."

"Minewasanew act, too," Goudini said. "And last night was my first time before an audience in more
than two years.”

"And Duke and Dolly were incredibly excited about performing in New Y ork the night she disappeared!”
sad Satsy.

"That'sit!" cried Whoopsy. "Weve found the common factor!"
"Not quite” | said. "We're il missng something.”
"What do you mean?"

"Barclay and Clarisse weren't particularly excited about performing for abunch of society children at a
birthday party."

"But they were excited,” Satsy said, "about the upcoming gig at the Magic Cabaret. Very excited.”
"We have found the common factor!" Whoopsy said.

"No, not yet," | said.

"Y ou're becoming areal wet blanket, Esther,” he said.

"Why did Clarisse disappear a the birthday party?' | asked. "Why didn't she wait to disappear at the
Magic Cabaret if that's the performance she was so excited about?"

"You're splitting hairs," Whoopsy complained.

"All right, how about this?" | replied. "Golly didn't disappear on our first night, she disappeared at the end
of our first week of performances. And no one in the show was unusudly excited that night. If anything,
we were finding our stride, getting into a sustainable routine that night. Or so we thought, until Golly
vanished. She clamed Joe Herlihy nearly set her onfirein Act One, but | don't think that wastrue, | think
that was just Golly being a prima donna. Joe was getting through the show better that night than he had at
any previous performance.”

"Concentration,” Goudini said suddenly.
"Whet?'

"That's the other thing performing for alive audience doesfor me," he said. "It totally focuses my
concentration. I'm razor sharp, and nothing can distract me. Wdll.. . nothing gpart from redlizing how my



show was flopping today without Alice and wondering how I'd made her vanish," he added wesrily. "l
was off today. So, so off. It'slucky | didn't decapitate one of the girlsfor red or accidentaly immolate

mysdf.”

"Concentration. Yed" | nodded. "That is what was different about Joe that night. He had it that night. For
the first time since the show opened. | remember naoticing it, and being relieved. It made methink wed
get through the whole performance smoothly for once.”

"I had it the night Samson disappeared. | wastotdly in the zone!" Delilah's voice caught asshe said, "The
new act was going so well right up until he vanished.”

"I had it, too, last night," Goudini said. "I was so on my game. So focused.”
Hisfacetwisted and | could see he was mourning the loss of histiger again.

"So..." Satsy thought it over for afew moments. "Our perpetrator looks for magic actswherethe
performers have good concentration or are developing it, and picks them as histargets?"

| shook my head. "I don't think anyone choosing his targets that way would pick Joe Herlihy. I'd say
concentration is generally awesk spot for him."

"Pretty dangerousfor amagician,”" Goudini commented.

"Pretty dangerousfor those of usworking with him," | said.

"So how did he manage to concentrate that night?* Goudini asked. "The night the girl disappeared?’
| shrugged. "1 don't know. | gather held been working on the act, on his skills..."

Working on the act. Striving for improvement.

Something clicked again. What wasit? Joe, Duke, Barclay...dl trying to raise their sandardsand...
"Improvetheact,” | muttered.

What?"

What had Matilda told me the day 1'd fled the stage in panic during rehearsal and knelt heaving over a
toilet while she screamed at me?

Sheld said...sheld said that Joe had studied new techniques, worked with a coach, developed new
dandards, refined his abilities.

"Deveoping...sudying...griving for improvement..." | mumbled. Barclay, DukeJoe...

"What did you say?'

"Esther'sgot that look again.”

"Concentration,” | said to Delilah and Goudini. "Pretty essential to amagician, would you say?'
"Definitdy," Ddlilah sad.

"Indigpensable,” Goudini said.



"Joe didn't haveit. Not redly. Not until that night.”

"So heslearning,” said Ddlilah.

"Yes." | nodded. "Hesimproving his concentration.”

"Whichisagood thing for any girlshe sawsin hdf," Gou-dini said dryly.
"How would you do that?' | asked him.

"Saw agirl in half?I can't give away trade secrets.”

"No, how would you improve your concentration? Or, | guess, your act?"
"Well, we hired acoach,” said Ddlilah.

Thetumblers clicked into place and the chain fell away.

"Youdid what?" | snapped.

She blinked a my tone. "We hired acoach. | think Samson and | sensed we had hit a plateau, but we
didn't redly seeit, hadn't defined it. Not until this guy came backstage one night after seeing our show
and..." Her eyes opened wide. "Oh. My. God."

"Joe hired acoach, t0o," | said. "Hiswifetold me."

"God'steeth!" cried Max. "That's how the conduit was created! Someone gained intimate access to your
practice of your art!"

"To your practice of adisappearing act!" Lysander added.

Wedl looked at Goudini.

"What?' hesad.

"Did you hireacoach?' | said impatiently.

"Me?' He snorted. "No, of course not."

"So he wasn't the one?" Ddlilah asked Max. "Our coach, | mean?
"I don't know," Max replied. "Tdl uswhat happened.”

"He came backstage and said..." Delilah tarted breathing faster. "He said we had talent, had spark, but
we needed focus. Refinement. Said he could help usin just afew sessons. Offered thefirst session for
free. We only had to pay him for it if we decided to hire him for the whole course.”

"And then?'

She swallowed. "Wefdt like we learned something in the first sesson, and there were only three moreto
go, so we wrote the check. It wasn't expengive, it didn't take much time... Cometo think of it, | haven't
redly thought about it since then, even though it inspired usto work up awhole new act.”

"A blind?' Lysander suggested to Max.

"It soundslikeit."



"What'sablind?' | asked.

"The perpetrator... This, uh, coach. He probably made sure Delilah wouldn't think about it much once
the sessonswere over. Made sure that he would seldom cometo mind."

"How?'

"Any number of ways" Lysander said. "The easiest would be to use mystical influencein tandemwith a
hypnoatic or hypnagogic suggestion.”

Max asked Ddlilah, "Was there anything in the sessons that resembled, oh, arelaxation technique or—"
"Yesl That was quite alot of what we did, infact. He said it would help improve our focus.”
"When did all this happen?" | asked.

"About two months ago. We started devel oping the new show after that—a show that included a
disappearing act. In fact, we'd specifically wanted to improve enough to add it to our act. We'd practiced
it before, but it had always been clumsy and unpredictable until we hired that coach.”

"Garry?' Whoopsy sad. "Areyou dl right?You look alittle..."

| glanced at Goudini. He was staring at Delilah with an expression of such horror that | redized the truth.
"Youwerelying! Y ou have seen acoach!”

"Um..."
"Thiscoach!"

Helet out hisbreath in arush. "Y eah. Okay, yeah. | have. | didn't intend to..." He shrugged. "It'salittle
embarrassing. Someone like me. Famous."

"Famous?' Khyber repesated doubtfully.

"Accomplished. Experienced. | didn't want anyoneto..." He shook hishead. "Look, | said no tohim a
fird. I thought he was some nutty fan or fruity wanna-be. But something about him was convincing. He
hed insghts, he had confidence.”

"But hewasnt brash,” Ddlilah said. "His manner was kind of intellectud and humble."
"Nerdy," Goudini said.
"When did he gpproach you?' Max asked Goudini.

"About three months ago. Made me the same offer that he made to, er, Samson and Ddlilah. Just four
sessions, reasonably priced—and the first onewasfreeif | decided | didn't want to finish the course.

"How did he approach you?' | asked.

" first bumped into him a my supplier's shop. A guy cdled Magic Magnus who—"
"Magnus?' | blurted.

"Zounds" Max cried.

"Y ou guys know Magnus?' Goudini asked.



"Isthiscoach afriend of his? A colleague? A confederate?”

Goudini blinked. "No. Magnus didn't like him, wouldn't let him post flyersin the shop, told him not to
pester customers. Inssted he leave when he pestered me.”

"I'll bet you that's how thisguy met Joe," | said. "And Barclay. They're both customers of Magnuss, too.
I'll bet anything that this guy was Joe's coach. And Barclay's committed to improving his act, has been
working hard on it and could certainly afford acoach.” It dl fit. When we got hold of Barclay, he would
undoubtedly confirm that he, too, had hired this guy within the past few months.

"But what about Duke?" Satsy asked. "He doesn't know Magnus.”

"Duke's awedthy magic aficionado who devotes time and money to his hobby and has many contacts
among amateur magicians,” | said. "He'sbeen in New Y ork for a couple of months, and he's flamboyant,
someone that people notice— someone that other magicians probably talk about.” We'd ask Duke, too,
later tonight; but | knew in my bonesthat held confirm our theory.

"Yes" Lysander said. "He would have been an easy quarry for our villain to spot.”
"And the sessons?' Max asked Goudini. "They were smilar to what Ddlilah has described?”

"Yes Also...wdl, like her, | didn't think about therm much once they were over, even though | felt my
work improved as aresult of them." He shuddered. " So that guy has been crawling around in my head?
Using me as his conduit?”

"But how?' | murmured.

After questioning Goudini and Delilah for awhile, Max determined that the conduit had been created by
coaching them in the use of psychologica "tools' to be employed before rehearsing or performing the act:
menta phrasesthey used to clear their heads and mental exercisesthey did to focus their concentration.

"I have always been suspicious of thiskind of New Age 'empowerment’ shit,” Whoopsy said.
"Oh, but it really worked, Whoopsy!" Delilah protested.

"Swestie, it redly worked," he pointed out, "because some demonic perpetrator of Evil was hexing you
with supersonic mystical mojo.”

"And then," Khyber added, "he used that opening to make Samson disappear.”
"Which brings us back to the question of why?" | said.

"Ah. Yes" Lysander frowned. "Unfortunately, knowing how has not actualy brought usany closer to
knowing why."

"It's puzzling,” Max admitted.

"Maybeif we knew who?' | said. "l mean, who isthisguy?'
"He said hisname was Philip Hohenheim,” Delilah said.
Goudini snapped hisfingers. "Y eah, that was the name!"

Max let out awordless exclamation. Lysander said, "Of dl the nervel”



| asked them, "Y ou know him?"

Lysander's expression suggested | was so ignorant that it pained him to spesk to me. Max said,
"Philippus Aureolus Theophrastus Bombast von Hohenheim isthe real name of Paracel sus.”

"Who's Paracelsus?' | asked. "And just how dangerousis he?
"My God," Lysander said, "the condition of education in this country is gppaling!"
"Paracel sus was perhaps the greatest alchemist of the sixteenth century,” Max said.

"Ah. Was. Five centuries ago. So he's not our perpetrator,” | guessed. "1 gather our guy isenjoying alittle
joke by using that name?"

"And insulting the memory of agreat mage,”" Lysander said with ascowl.

"Either way," | said to Ddlilah and Goudini, "we can assume Phil isn't hisred name. But let's call him that
for the sake of convenience.”

Whoopsy frowned. "Were cdling thevillain Phil ?*
"es"

"Phil?"

"I'm afraid 0."

"It seems somehow antidlimectic.”

"Maybe Magnuswill have some clues about who heis™ | mused, "if the guy was making a nuisance of
himsdf at the shop.”

"Y es, we should consult with Magnus,” Max agreed.

"I'm sure hélll be delighted to hear from usagain,” Lysander said.
"S0, shoat, girlfriends," Satsy said to Delilah and Goudini. "What did Phil look like?"
"Ah! Description." Khyber nodded. "Good idea."

"Whitemae" said Délilah.

"Mid-thirties" Goudini sad.

"No," Ddlilah sad, "younger than that.”

"Average height,” Goudini said.

"A little shorter than that,” Delilah said.

"Averageweght."

"No, kind of thin," Delilah said.

"Black hair and amoustache."

"Dishwater-blond hair and abeard," said Ddlilah.



Lysander said, "Wdll, thisiscertainly auseful exercise”

Khyber wondered, "Are we deding with two Phils?'

"No," | sad, redizing the truth. "Phil wore disguises.

"Oh!" Khyber frowned. " So helll be hard to recognize, to identify, won't he?"

"Actudly, what he looked likeisn't what | remember most about him, anyhow," Goudini said.
"Me, ether," Ddlilah said.

"Ah," Lysander said. "Y ou remember his power, his presence?’

"Did he have an aura?' Max asked. "Or tattoos that looked like ancient script? Or astrange odor,
perhaps?’

"A grange odor?' | repeated.

"Sulfur, for example."

"on"

"No, nothing likethat,"” Goudini said. "But hedid have. Hiseyesmet Ddlilah's.
Shenodded. "Yes, it was definitely the most noticeable thing about him.”
"What?' Max asked her.

"Well, it seemsalittle snide to mention it. Samson and | were very careful to avoid noticing it during the
traning sessons.”

"What?' | prodded.
Ddlilah said, "He had just about the most pronounced speech impediment I've ever heard.”

Chapter 14

Of dl thetimesfor Lopez to be out investigating ahomicide, | thought irritably. "No. Hohenheim,"' | said
into my cdl phone.

"We should not be involving the mundane policel” Lysan-der ingsted, trying to get the phone away from
me

| shoved at the mage while | said to the cop at the other end of theline, "H-O-H..." Lysander shoved me
back and reached for my phoneagain.”. ..E-N..."

"Please, no violencel" Max cried asthe two of us continued wrestling.
"She'stryingto involvethis... this Lopez and his police force in the sacred duty of the Collegium!™

Sincel had just been put on hold, | said to Lysander, "We don't know where Hieronymusis! We don't
know what he plans to do next! We have no ideawhere to look for the dis-appearees—or, God forbid,



their corpses!” | wanted to bite my tongue when Delilah gave an anguished gasp and sank clumsily into a
chair with adreadful expression on her face.

"Tactful asadways," Lysander snapped a me.

"No, no," Delilah said in an awful voice. "We haveto face this Evil thing. Y ou mustn't pussyfoot on my
account.” A tear dipped from the corner of her eye.

Goudini extended a hand toward Ddlilah, hesitated, pulled it back, frowned, and then gavein and
reached out to pat her back gently. When she sniffed, he pulled a handkerchief out of the air and handed
it to her. That made her amilealittle.

"Thanks, Garry."

| said, "We need help, Lysander! Someone who can stop or detain or inconvenience Hieronymus, in
case we can't! Otherwise we may never find the victims—or find out what happened to them!"

"The police are not equipped to ded with mysticd matters!”
"But they are equipped to prevent someone from getting on an airplane or renting acar!" | shot back.
"Do you think that will stop atrue adept from flesing?"

"Yes, I'mdill here" | said into the phone. "No, Hohenheim ishisdias. Hisred nameisHieronymus..." |
glanced at Max to get the surname.

"Don't tell her!" Lysander said.
"l don't know hislast name," Max said.
"Max," | sad.

"No, | redly dont! Thelast time | even remember hearing it was when | wasinformed by the Collegium
of hisimminent arrival.” Hetugged at his beard. "What was it? Blogenviek? Burblenamen?No..."

"Ddlilah." | directed her attention to Lysander. "He knows. Get the name from him." Into the phone, |
sad, "Yes, gr, it'scoming. Let me give you adescription while I'm waiting for the surname.”

Despite the shock, horror and confusion that followed our discovery of "Phil's" identity, Satsy, Khyber
and Whoopsy had |eft for the Pony Expressive to get ready for their first show of the night. I'd inssted on
this. The entire cabaret would have to be cancelled if they al went AWOL ; and there was nothing they
could do about our problem at the moment, if they remained here.

"Y oung woman... Er, Ddlilah," Lysander was saying as the beautiful drag queen wept againg his chest
and pleaded with him to cooperate with the authorities and find the evil wizard who waskilling and
torturing innocent disappearees. "Now see here. We cannot involve the police. For the love of
Empedo-cles, we don't even know if the poor boy isguilty! | cant—"

"Wake up and smdll the dixir, Lysander!” | put my hand over the receiver for amoment. "How many
white male adepts are currently in the Greater New Y ork areawho have a pronounced speech
impediment and the kind of power needed to pull off these disappearances?’

"Anyone or anything with that kind of power could have mimicked Hieronymuss unfortunate disability
with theintention of creating precisaly this sort of confusion and erroneous blame, foreseeing the
possibility that we might get this close to the perpetrator'strail!™ Lysander ingsted, looking increasingly



uncomfortable as Ddlilah clung to him.

"If Phil wasimitating Hieronymusto create suspicion,” Delilah said, raising her lovely, tear-stresked face
to gaze into his eyes, "why did he wear multiple disguises? Why did he cast aspell to ensure we seldom
even thought of him after our training was over?'

| said into the phone, "Y es, his distinguishing fegture is avery noticeable speech impediment. He lisps,
and he can't pronounce the letter R."

Ddilah continued. "I've never even seen Hieronymus. He hidesin the cellar and speaksto dmost no one.
Why does he do that, if he'sinnocent?’

"Becausehesshy.”
Onceagain on hold, | said to Lysander, "Don't you get it?

It'snot apersondlity problem, like | thought—well, no, actudly, | guess Hieronymus has amuch more
severe persondity problem than | ever suspected. But why does he dways skulk in the cellar when were
here? So he won't encounter anyone who might recognize him, that'swhy! He's been avoiding Delilah,
Barclay and Duke."

"Andme" Goudini said.

"You only arrived late thisafternoon,” Lysander said dismis-Svely.
"And no one has seen Phil snce," Goudini pointed out.

"We don't know that heisPhil," Lysander inssted.

| said, "Oncewe dl started hanging around here, Hieronymus could scurry in and out of the shop

occasionally without too great arisk of discovery, but only aslong as he kept his head down and was
surly and sulky—didn't talk. After al, most of us have never seen 'Phil,' and those who have seenhim
have only seen him in disguise. But he couldn't afford to open his mouth around any of the magiciang”

Goudini said, "Wed have noticed that resemblanceto Phil right away.”

"And the fewer people who heard him speaking at al, the better,” | said. "Remember Satsy saying that
Hieronymus would scarcely say aword when they met unexpectedly today? If Hieronymus's speech
impediment was known to everyone, hed soon be exposed as Phil. Yes, Officer," | said into the phone,
"I'm till here. No, Detective Lopez isworking this case. Uh-huh, classified as Missing Persons. No,
Hieronymus what's-his-nameisn't avictim, he'sthe kidnapper.” | rolled my eyes. "Couldn't | please just
have Detective Lopez's cell-phone number? I'm positive hed want you to giveit to me.”

"If that'strue—" Lysander began.

"Oh, itis" Ddilah sad. "Lopez hasathing for Esther, weve dl noticed it. HEd want her to call him
direct.”

"No, | mean if it'strue that Hieronymus's speech impedi-ment means he must be Phil, then why did it take
thislong to make the connection?' Lysander said. "'Perhaps werre smply grasping a strawsin our
desperation. Perhaps Esther's leap-of-faith assumption iswrong, and Duke, Barclay and Mr. Her-lihy

did not train with Phil. Perhaps Barclay and Duke didn't even have a coach. Perhaps were jumping to
exactly the same sort of wild, unfounded conclusionsthat led usto bresk into Magic Magnus's shop for
no good reason last night!”



Ddlilah plucked at hiscollar. "That'salot of perhapses, honey." She snuggled closer and whispered into
hisear, "Please. Just tell ushislast name.”

"We dmost never talk about it," Max said suddenly.
Blushing as Ddlilah ran her fingers over his cheek, Lysander croaked, "About what?'

| put my hand over the phone as my gaze met Max's. "That'sright,” | said, redlizing. "Wetry not to
mentioniit."

"What?" Lysander asked faintly as Delilah licked her lips.

"The poor boy's unfortunate problem,” Max said.

"Exactly!" | said. "You dwaysrefer toit in that oblique way, if you evenrefer toit at al. After Dixie met
Hieronymus, she commented that she could understand why he was so shy; but she never said anything
more specific than that. Evenyou,” | said to Lysander, "when talking to me about how Hieronymus's
problem prevented him from saying certain incantations, never named his problem.”

Delilah murmured to Lysander, "I had no idea Hieronymus had a speech impediment until tonight—after |
told you dl about Phil's speech impediment. I'd heard Hieronymus was rude, shy and sullen—but not that
helisped or couldn't say R No one ever mentioned that."

"Being rude and sullen were hischoice, 0 | figured they were fair game for comment,” | said. "But he
couldn't help his speech impediment.”

"Wetry to betactful about it," Max said.

"To be sengitive,”" Ddlilah added, nodding. "The same way that Samson and | dways pretended not to
notice Phil's speech impediment when he was coaching us. In fact, we never even redly talked to each
other about it."

"You fdt it would be unkind to talk about it," Max said.
"Exadtly."

"Even | tried to pretend | didn't notice Phil's problem," Goudini said, sounding surprised a hisown
congderation.

Remembering my first impressons of Hieronymus, | said to them, "And he made sure we didn't want to
talk about it. He made sure we knew he was so00 sensitive about it. Huh? No, Officer, not you,” | said
into the phone. "It doesn't? Y ou don't? Well, how long does a murder take?' Seeing the expressionson
my companions faces asthey dl looked a me, | covered the receiver and said, "I'm asking when Lopez
will be back."

"Maybe we should just ask for another cop to take over our case," Goudini suggested.

| shook my head. "l redly can't see mysalf explaining this case to another cop.” Even bringing Lopez up
to date was going to take considerable force of will, snce | knew his opinion of our theories.

"If Hieronymusisinnocent,” Delilah asked, "whereishe now?"

"Out investigating alead,” Lysander said. "And if he's not innocent, well ded with him when he gets
back."



Ddlilah said, "What makes you think he's ever coming back?' When Lysander responded with aflinch of
surprise, she pressed her advantage. "' People who can identify him as Phil are coming here daily now.
And sooner or later, someone's bound to stop being so tactful about his speech impediment, and then
he'd be exposed. Unless he'safool, he knew histime was running out. Whatever he's up to, he must
have known for days now that he couldn't continue operating from here for much longer."

"That'sright,” Max said, hiseyeswidening.

"And now," Delilah said, "he'ssmply, er, disappeared. Left without saying aword to anyone. So, honey,
what in the world makes you so sure he's going to come back here so you can dedl with him?"

"No, Officer," | said into my phone, "were thinking about it, but right now, we haven't the faintest idea
where he might be. Or where hélll go... Wdll...if you don't mind, I'd rather just explain that to Detective
Lopez when | talk to him. Y es, the nameis Hieronymus... Just aminute.”" | looked over at Lysan-der
agan. "Wwdl?'

"Pleasz" Ddlilah said. " Samson's mother is so worried about him. Soam 1."

"And I'm worried about Alice,” Goudini said. "By now, it's more than twenty-four hours snce her last
medl, and she's accustomed to avery consstent schedule.”

| hoped Sarah Campbel | wouldn't start looking appetizing to Alice, if they were both till dive
somewhere.

Lysander Sghed and gavein. "Blankenberg."

"Hieronymus Blankenberg!" | said into the phone. Then | got Lysander to spell it for me.

"So you're saying Hieronymus would have to keep track of when the performances were occurring,” |
said to Max and Lysander, "in order to work his mojo and cause the disappearances—but he wouldn't
need to be physically present at the performances?'

"Not once held established the conduit, no,” Max replied. " The coaching sessions would have secured his
mystical connection to the magicians and their disappearing acts."

| said, "And weve established that Hieronymus was never here at the time of the disappearances.”

"No, that's sheer speculation, young woman," Lysander said. "For instance, Max wasinterviewing
Cowboy Duke at the Wa dorf when he sensed Sexy Samson's disappearance, and we have no idea
whether Hieronymus was here & that time.”

"Allow meto rephrase,” | said irritably. "We know there were disappearances that occurred when
Hieronymuswas not here.”

"Agreed,” Lysander said, "but that does not quaify as a pattern.”

Delilah held up her phone. "No luck, Esther.”

"Did you try with Garry's phone, too?" | asked.

"Yeah." Goudini waved hiscdl phone a me. "Samething. No response a dl.”

Sincel gill wasn't ableto reach Barclay or Dixie—or Duke, elther, I'd discovered—we were trying with
other phones. The bookstore phone got no response when calling their numbers, either.



"That'sweird,” | said. "Why would al three of their cell phones have stopped working?”
"Could they be stuck in atunnd?' Lysander suggested.

Ddlilah sad, "If they were, we should till be able to leave messages for them. But al we're getting when
wedid their numbersisdead air."

"l don't understand this" | said, feeling uneasy. "1 know those are the right numbers.”

"Well, I'll see which company Dixi€'s serviceiswith, and Duke'sis probably the same one," Ddlilah said.
"I'll find a customer service number, cal and ask if the company knowswhat's going on.”

"Good idea." | looked at Max. "Okay, what were we talking about?'
"Um."

"Oh, I know. Where was Hieronymus during the disappearances? If he didn't have to be at the
performances, then why wouldn't he smply have been lurking herein the cdllar at those times?”

"Hmm. Good question,” Max said. "After he established the conduit, he would have needed to focus and
concentrate to make the victims disappear. Creating the conduits gave him thetoolsto exercise his
power through the magicians and their acts, but he still had to do the work when the moment was at
hand. And causing a disappearance through a conduit would have been work." Max gasped. "No
wonder he's been looking so tired lately!™

"Do you mean,” | said, "that if Hieronymus had been adeep or distracted or busy doing his homework
when Joe Herlihy performed the disgppearing illusion that night, Golly wouldn't have vanished?"

"Correct,” Max said. "Because Mr. Herlihy didn't have the power to make Miss Gee vanish. Only the
person who had the power, namey Hieronymus—"

"Namely Phil," Lysander said tersdly.

"Only he could cause the disappearance,” Max said. "And only by exercisng his power at theright time.
When the magician reached that part of the act, the adept had to have completed his own rituals and be
focused on histask, prepared to engage the conduit when he sensed the necessary convergence of
energy and concentration.”

"Hmm. That might explain why we skipped somedays,” | said.
"Pardon?" said Lysander.

"There hasn't been a disappearance every day since these events began. In eight days, weve had five
disappearances. So maybe Hieronymus was busy, or distracted, or tired on the days when no one
vanished.”

"Itsmorelikely," said Lysander, "that the frequency of the disappearances depended on the performance
schedule of Phil'sclients”

"Of course!" Max said. "Not everyone performing adisappearing act isaclient of Phil's.”
"And perhaps not every client of Phil'sis performing thisweek," | said.

"Additiondly," Lysander said, "there may be clients of Phil'swho've performed recently but whose acts
did not meet the requisite level of energy and concentration needed for Phil to engage the conduit and



exercise his power."

| nodded. "That would explain why we gave severa public performances of Sorcerer! before Golly
vanished. Until that night, Joe was dways so nervous and distracted, he probably made alousy conduit.”

"Precisdly," Lysander said. "Because conduitism relies so heavily on another entity—and in thiscaseiit
was relying on mundanes, which is always unwise—these disappearances must have been as
unpredictable to enact asthey were difficult to plan.”

"So why the disappearing acts?' | asked. "Why was that part of each magician's performance targeted?’
"Simple" Lysander said. "Phil isusing conduitism to exercise aform of sympathetic magic.”
"What do you mean?"

Clearly pleased by the invitation to lecture me (again), Lysander said, "In sympeathetic magic, ared-world
object or action givesthe practitioner a concrete focus for mystical energy in order to produce adesired
result. An obvious example would be a poppet. If apractitioner of sympathetic magic wanted to inflict
damage on you, held fashion adoll in your image and damage it. The more he could merge you and the
dall into the same entity, the same life force, the more power would be vested in the poppet, and the
more likely it would be that any damage he inflicted on the poppet would indeed be visited upon you.
Therefore he might collect your hair— cardlesdly left in your brush, for example—to fashion into the
poppet'shair, and stedl an item of your clothing to make into the poppet's outfit."

"That'sjust creepy,” | sad.

"On the other hand, someone who wanted to help you might attempt to protect you by fashioning a
poppet. As an inanimate object, it'sfar easier to protect than abusy modern womanis.”

"So sympathetic magic can work either way? Benevolent or maevolent?'
"Yes. Likedl things" Max sad. "Evenlove.”
"And the disappearing act provides ared-world focus for Phil?" | asked.

"No," Lysander said. "The disgppearing act provides afocus for the mundane whom heisusing asa
conduit.”

"Ah." Max nodded. "Y es, of course. The menta focus of the magician. The suspension of disbelief.”

"Right!" Goudini chimed in. "During the decapitation act, I'm thinking about decapitation—so isthe
audience, so arethegirls. Er, especidly the girls. And during the disappearing act, I'm thinking about
making Alice disappear.”

"The incantations uttered during the act are aso focused on the concept of disappearing,” Max said.

"Right," | said. "The stage patter, the focus, the actions. .. Inthose few minutes, it'sall about the vanishing
illuson.

"Inaway," Goudini sad, "l even make mysalf believe | make her disappear.”

Lysander said, "And that is quite probably the level of concentration, of sympathetic magic, that Phil
needs in amundane in order for the conduit to work."

"Andthen | redly did make her disappear." Goudini looked sad. "Poor Alice!"



"It'sredly rather ingenious" Max said with professiona admiration.
"But what's happening to the victims when they disappear?’ | mused aoud.

"It depends on how he's accomplishing this," Max said. "By now, | believetrandocation isfar more likely
than dissolution.”

“Why?

"Most forms of dissolution would cause instant death—or something remarkably similar to it. Why would
Hieronymus do that? We know now that the magicians were histools, not his enemies—he scarcely
knew them. And the victims can't have been his enemies, ether. In each case, he scarcely knew or never
even met the disappearee.” Max frowned, thinking it over. "So he must have needed to trandocate a
number of individuals for some reason, and conduitism was the method he chose.”

"Why?' Lysander wondered. "It's so elaborate.”

Max thought about that. ""Perhaps it was the only way he could perform the trand ocations, for some
reason?"'

"Ohmy God!" | dapped my forehead. It was becoming a habit. " Incantations!”
They both looked a me blankly.

"His speech impediment!” | said. "His results with incantations are unpredictable because of his speech
impediment!"

"Incantations... Goodness, could that be why he's chosen such an unorthodox procedure?’ Max said.
"Of course!™

They both suddenly started mumbling to themselves.

After amoment, | demanded, "What are you doing?"

Max paused in his muttering and explained, "There aren't that many incantations for a straightforward act
of causing the involuntary trandocation of an organic being. We're running through the ones we know."

"I know three" Lysander said, evidently finished with his muttering. "Esther's right. Hieronymuswould
have had considerable difficulty making any of them work. Far too many wordswith Sor R inthem.”

"Y ou know three incantations that would make me disappear againgt my will?" | asked uneasily.

"No, only one that would make you disappear. There's one that doesn't work on humans, and another
that only works on Lithuanians.”

"Whét is it with you people and Lithuanians?'

"Ah, interesting question,” Lysander said. "Centuries ago—"

"Forget | asked. We don't havetime." | frowned. "Exactly how essentiad is accurate pronunciation?’
"l am amazed that an actress can ask that," Lysander said.

"I know acting, not sorcery.”



"One can fudge it in anumber of incantations, but there are otherswhereit'scrucid,” Max said. "In those
cases, a bedt, saying an incantation incorrectly leads to disgppointing or embarrassing results.”

"And a wors?"
"Totd disaster. Even tremendous danger.”
"Redly?'

"Oh, yes" Lysander said. "For onething, errorsin pronunciation can open agateway to malignant forces.
What begins as an atempt to protect a household can inadvertently summon ahost of marrow-sucking
demons.”

"That would bebad," | said with certainty.

"Transmuting, trand ocating or levitating onesdlf cal for fairly forgiving incantations. They're aso quite
brief. When Hieronymus | eft today, he may have taken the back way out, or he may have transmuted or
trand ocated, if he wasfedling energetic.” | remembered what Max had said about the use of power being
tiring. "He does have those kills. However, causng the involuntary trandocation of another individud..."
Max shook his head. " The incantations are much more demanding.”

| took abreath. "So we think that, probably through trial and error, Hieronymus discovered he couldn't
perform involuntary trand ocation of other people because he couldn't master the incantations.
So—praobably through till moretria and erro—he figured out that he could achieveinvoluntary
trans-location through the use of conduits?' When they made affirmative noises, | asked, "The
incantationsinvolved in conduitism weren't an obstacle?!

"Conduitism is very abstract and esoteric,” Max said. "Relatively little verba skill is needed.”

"It mostly requires mental mastery,” Lysander said. "And, if | recdl correctly, some strange ingredientsin
the laboratory work."

| said, "Do we have any ideawhere he trand ocates the victims to?”

"| don't think it'sanother dimension,” Max said. "Now that we know Hieronymusis doing this—"
"Perhaps,” Lysander said.

"—that seems unlikely. He evidently needs these people for something. And heisin thisdimenson.”

"AsisPhil," said Lysander. "It's difficult to imagine how the victims could be useful to him in another
dimengon."

"All right, good,” | said, "we've narrowed it down to this dimension. How else can we narrow it down?”

Lysander frowned in thought. "He'd need. .. some sort of receiving location. Someplace very private. He
wouldn't want to attract attention by performing his conduitism rituals where he might be seen or heard,
or by the victims materiaizing in an unprotected place.

"Which explainswhy he's never here when the disappearances occur.” | asked the most important
question: "Arethevictims dill dive?"

"That depends on what he wants them for," Lysander said.
"Yes, why ishe doing this?' Max wondered.



"Y ou don't have any idess, now that we know who's doing it?" | asked.

"Unfortunately,” Max said, "I am as bewildered about that as| was before.”

"There are till too many possibilities," Lysander said. "We need to know more about him than we do.”
"We need to know," Max said, "what he wants."

"Y es. Then we may be able to ascertain hisintentions.™

"Ashis current mentor,” Max said, "'l fee abit remiss.”

"Aswdl you should,” Lysander said. "He obvioudy had far too much time on hishands!”

"Actudly, hewas neither prompt nor skilled at performing the tasks assigned to him," Max said, "so I've
been decreasing my requirements—and my expectations—in recent months."

"And you seethe result!"

"Back off, Lysander,” | said. "It'snot Max'sfault that the Collegium sent aminion of Evil hereto be his
assistant. Thoughit'sarelief to see you'refinaly admitting that's what's happened.”

"l didn't say that," Lysander said quickly.

"Perhaps | should have been more concerned about his frequent and prolonged absences,” Max
admitted. "But young people are gadabouts, after all—"

"Werewhat?'

"—and it was easy to suppose that the city was amore stimulating and fascinating place for a hedthy
young man than my laboratory or this bookstore.”

"Actudly,” Goudini piped up, "I find thisarather soothing place.”

"However, that isnot what | meant about fedling remiss,” Max said. "To be quite candid, | was chiefly
unconcerned about Hieronymus's absences because | did not find his company particularly appeding.”

"That'sunderstandable” | said.

"He was not prone to sharing his thoughts, and since | did not, | confess, take to the boy, | very soon
gave up pressing him to sharethem. Asaresult..." Max sighed. "It'sfair to say that despite having been
his mentor for eight months, | know him only dightly. | have no ideawhat he wants, and therefore not the
faintest ideawhy he's causing these disappearances or what he hopesto achieve. Indeed, | am forced to
admit that | knew Hieronymustoo little to fed either the sorrow or the sense of betraya that amaster in
my Stuation might reasonably be expected to fed now."

"I didn't like him, either,” | said. "Don't worry about it, Max."

"But now that we know heisaforce of Evil—"

"We postulate that he may be," Lysander corrected.

"—it would be helpful in our current situation if | had troubled to understand the boy better."

"Water under the bridge," | said, unableto criticize anyone for not having been chumswith Hieronymus.



"Onething isclear, though.”

"What'sthat?"' | asked.

Max said, "Thelad has far more skill and power than heled meto believe.”

N

"If he is trandocating the victims," Max mused, "I wonder what method he's using for the transference?”’

"Presumably," Lysander said, "he'strandating their matter into the particles and waves | described earlier
today, so that it can traverse shifting and semi-shifting holes or—"

"| think we can safely scrap that theory,” | said. "Aswaell asthe theory that mundanes are behind these
events. Those were both his theories, remember?"

"That doesn't mean thereés no vaidity—"

"Yes, itdoes" | said. "You can't redly think that he was foolish enough to tell you how he's been doing
it? Thelessyou know, the better for him. The confusing stuff he fed you today about waves and shifting
holes |eading to another dimension was just an attempt to get you off track. The way he got me off track
by ingsting mundanes were behind all this. His ‘the-ory" about that helped convince meto bresk into
Magnus's shop last night and go charging up those sairs.”

"Oh." Lysander wouldn't say o, but | could tell he thought | might have a point.

"Migdirection,” Goudini said. "Classc. The guy might have become a haf-decent magician instead of an
evil wizard, if hed beenraised right.”

"| think we should leave his poor parents out of this," Max said sadly.
"Actualy, Garry's brought up agood point,” | said.
"l have?'

"| gather that the speech impediment isamystica affliction, caused by aparticularly vicious djinn cursing
the pregnant Mrs. Blankenberg'swomb?"

"Yes" Lysander said. "So if Hieronymusis Phil—which | do not yet concede—then obvioudy heisto be
pitied rather than blamed.”

"Guys, guys..." | shook my head. "Did it never occur to anyonein the Collegium that maybe avicious
diinn'sideaof aredly wicked curseinvolved alittle more than just inflicting alisp?"

"Youmean..."

"l mean Hieronymusisevil," | said. "Since before hewasborn! Vicious-djinnevil!
Cursed-by-an-evil-power evil! Some-thing-wicked-this-way-comes evil! Y ou know—Evil "

"Oh dear," Max sad. "She hasapoint.”
Since Lysander didn't deny it, | assumed he agreed but would naturally rather die than admit it.
"And youfolks" | said in exasperation, "taught him the secrets of the cosmos. Nice going, guys.”

Lysander cleared histhroat. "Whether or not he was born evil isamatter of conjecture, but that he was



born with power is not. Anindividua with hisinherent talent was going to learn the secrets of the cosmos
whether he had teachers or not, Esther."

"True, true," sad Max.

"The Collegium can neither grant power nor prevent the acquisition of skill. It can merdly try to teach us
to use power and skill wisdy."

"Didn't work out so wdl withthislad, huh?' | said.

"Esther.” Ddlilah bit her lip as she gazed at her cdll phone. "Duke and Dixie do use the same company.
Tech support has checked their service and agrees something's wrong. No response, just dead air. And
no one knowswhy."

"What about Barclay?' | asked.

"No record of him, he must use adifferent provider. But tech support saysthat's even stranger. They've
got no ideawhat could make three cell phonesfrom two different providerssmply...flatlinelike this"

| looked at Lysander and Max. "Could Phil doit?’
"I would think so," said Max. "Oh dear."

"Why would hewant usto be out of touch? Why is he so determined to prevent us from talking to
them?"' | asked frantically.

The bdls chimed, heralding anew arrival. We dl jumped out of our chairs and ran for the door.
Duke gave alittle start of surprise at the way we rushed him. Then he amiled. "Howdy, folks. |—"
"Duke" | flung my armsaround him.

"Er, uh, glad to see you, too, Esther.”

"Areyou dl right?" | pulled away to examine him. "Is anything wrong?'

Hefrowned. "I'm just fine. How are you?'

"Wewereworried,” Max said.

"Aw, I'm sorry,” Duke said. "Wetried to check in awhile ago. Tried afew times, in fact. But, you know,
it'sthe darnedest thing—"

"All three of your cell phones have stopped working.”
He blinked. "Well, yesh. How'd you— Oh! Y ou've been trying to reach us, of course.”
"Where are Barclay and Dixie?"

The urgency of my tone made him blink again. "At the Magic Cabaret, of course. | helped them st up,
watched them do a couple of run-throughs of the whole act.”

"They're okay?'

"Oh, alittle nervous. Performancejitters, that'sall. Y ou know how it is." He rubbed his hands together.
"Anyhow, it's gonnabe agreat show! Come on, let's go watch the kids professional debut!”



He seemed so normal and cheerful, | started to relax. 1'd gotten worked up about bad cell-phone
service. How ridiculous was that?

| shook my head. "We redly wanted to, but now | don't think we can, Duke. Weve got to—"
"Aw, comeon,” hesaid. "Max promised—"

"l did?' Max sad.

"—and, of course, weve got to celebrate! By the way, whereismy Dolly?!

"Your what?' Goudini said.

"I know shelll want to seelittle Dixie perform tonight,” Duke said. "And | sure do want to see her”
A terriblefeding crawled over my skin. "Duke, why do you think... think..."

"Oh, the phonesweren't usdess dl day," he said. "Right before we lost service, we got Max's message.”
"What message?' Max blurted.

Duke looked puzzled now. "Wadll...your message about solving the case.”

"| didn't leave you amessage," Max said in ahollow voice,

"But..." Duke looked from Max to me, then back to Max. "But Hieronymus phoned Dixie."
"Ohmy God," | said.

Duke's expression was clouded now. He knew something was wrong. "He said you'd solved the case
and rescued the dis-appearees. He said you'd meet us at the Magic Cabaret, that we should wait for you
there. Wed dl celebrate. But it got close to showtime, with no sgn of you. And weredlized y'dl
probably didn't know where the cabaret was and hadn't been able to reach us by phone. So | thought I'd
just come back here and get you, and... Max, did something go wrong? What's happened?”

Max's mouth worked, but he didn't know how to tell Duke we hadn't gotten Dolly back and till had no
ideawhere shewas. Still didn't even know if she was dead or dive.

Duke sad, "Esther?"

"I'm sorry, Duke. Hieronymus was lying. We gtill haven't found Dolly. And he's the one who made her
disappear.”

Duke's expression changed into something awful. "But he...hetold Dixiethat Max said it was perfectly
safe to go ahead and do the vanishing illusion now."

"What?"

"They spent two hoursrehearsing it!" Duke's voice was flooded with panic. " They're gonna perform the
disappearing act at the Magic Cabaret!"

Chapter 15



"The Magic Cabaret!" | shouted into my cell phone, trying to be heard above the engine of Barclay's van.
"No, I'm asking if you have the address? Or the phone number?

"Goddamnit! | thought for sure it wasjust off Broadway!" Duke said, anger and fear making hisdriving
reckless and hislanguage rough.

"I know you're not Directory Service," | said to the sarcastic cop on the phone. "Isn't Lopez back yet?'

"Where arewe?' Max asked from the back seat, his voice laced with terror asthe van sped through an
intersection.

"Somewherein Morningsde Heights.”
"Where's that?' Lysander, the out-of-towner, said from his sest directly behind me.

"Above the Upper West Side, below Harlem." Into my phone, | snapped, "Wdll, thisisimportant, too,
goddamn it! Call Lopez! Tell him there's going to be another disappearance if we can't sopit! At the
Magic Cabaret, somewhere around

Columbia University! What?'Y eah, | need amore specific location than that, too, Officer!"
"Thisdoesn't look familiar!" Duke shouted. "'l don't think I'm going the right way!"

"All right," Lysander said, "let'sstay cam.”

"Cam?' Duke shouted.

Lysander asked, "What do you remember seeing in the vicinity of the cabaret? Maybe that will help us
findit."

Duke had |eft the Magic Cabaret in acam, cheerful frame of mind, eager to see Dolly. He only redlized
now, aswetried to find the place in conditions of considerable stress, that he had not pinpointed its
location as clearly as he might have before leaving it earlier.

"I don't remember!" Duke shouted. "All these doggone streets |ook the samein this gol-durned city!"

"Philip Hohenhelm, whose redl name we believe is Hieron-ymus Blankenberg, is aout to make agirl
disappear at the Magic Cabaret!" | shouted into my phone. "He's abad man! He's got to be stopped!™

"Ohmy God!" Dukecried. "My little Dixiel"

"Tdl Lopez!" | sad. "It'surgent!”

"What do you think the police are going to do?' Lysander said contemptuoudly.
"What?' | said.

Max, covered in afine sheen of swest as he gripped the Sdes of his seat and kept his eyes closed, said,
"I'm afraid Lysander isright, Esther. No police officer can sop Hieronymus now. Thisis our duty.
Pease, hang up the phone. We shouldn't endanger mundanes.”

"We are endangering mundanes," Lysander pointed out.

"These mundanes have chosen a sacred duty,” Max replied. " Detective Lopez has only chosen police
work."



"No, no!" | said into the phone. "Don't put meon..." | Sghed and hung up. "He put me on hold.”
"It doesn't matter,” Max said.

Hewasright, | realized with asinking feding of acceptance. Lopez didn't believe in trand ocation or
mystical con-duitism. And even if he arrested Hieronymus, how could the cops hold an adept capable of
transmuting through solid walls?

Worried by Max's ghastly appearance, | asked, "Areyou dl right?'

"l am mentdly reciting incantations for our safety and surviva."
"Hieronymusisthat powerful ?* | asked.

"I wasreferring to Dukesdriving.”

My phonerang. | answered it.

"Honey, thisis Ddlilah. Weve got confirmation. Phil was Joe Herlihy's coach, too."
"Good work!"

We had split up back at the bookshop. Goudini and Delilah had gone to see Joe while Max, Lysander,
Duke and | were heading straight for the cabaret—if we could find it. "Weve got confirmation, too. Phil
coached Cowboy Duke. About six weeks ago. Duke didn't really think about it again after that.”

"Joe, e@ther," Ddlilah said.
"I'l kill the son of abitch!" Duke said.
"Weve got Joein custody and are en route for the cabaret now,” said Delilah.

"Well done!" | said. Max's plan wasto get everyone who'd served as a conduit to gather in one placein
the hope that he could figure out how to use their energy to reverse the effects of Hieronymus's
trandocations.

"Whereisthe cabaret?' Ddlilah asked.

"We'reworking on that right now," | said.

"There was achurch!" Duke cried. "I remember now. A church! About two blocks away!"
Lysander sad, "Thiscity isfull of churches.

"It was big. With towers. And there was scaffolding.”

"St. Johnthe Divinel" | said. "It'son Amsterdam, not Broadway!"

"Oh, thank the Lord! Which way is Amsterdam?’

"Turn herd" | said.

Lysander shouted, "Wait! No! That's aone-way Street!”

Max started chanting loudly. The van rounded a corner and sped recklessy down aside Street, going the
wrong way.



| told Delilah, "We're getting closer! I'll have an address for you any minute. Just keep driving north for
now. Toward Morningsde Heights."

| heard her give those ingtructionsto their cab driver. Then she said to me, speaking so softly that | had
trouble hearing her, "Joeisalittle anxious, Esther, I'm not sure how useful helll be.”

"How'd you get him away from hiswife?'

"| told Matildawe were on our way to recover Golly Gee, and if she didn't interfere, Sorcerer! could
reopen by midweek."

"Soyou're not just apretty face" | said.

"AH of my partsare pretty,” shereplied.

We turned onto Amsterdam while Max's chanting grew louder.

"Yed" Dukecried. "Thislooksfamiliar! Yesl We came past herel”

"How far past here?'

"Why isn't this cabaret in the phone book?' Lysander wondered irritably.

"That street! Thisoneright herel” Duke said.

Leaning over my shoulder, Lysander said, "But that's another one-way— AghF
"We're nearly there!" | shouted into the phone.

"I'll call the Pony Expressve's main line and have the girls meet us at the Magic Cabaret!" Delilah shouted
back. "They'll want to help!"

"Thisisit! Thisisthe building!" Duke cried, pulling to astop. He jumped out of the van and ran up the
gairsof an ordinary-looking, brick gpartment building. "It's on the second floor!™

| gave Delilah the address and told her we were on our way upstairs. | hung up the phone and said to the
sorcerers, "Comeon!™

"Are we sure we want to get out of the car in this neighborhood?" Lysander asked.

| hopped out of the van while Duke pounded on the front door of the building and pressed every
doorbell on the console. | opened the back door of the van and grabbed Max's arm. "Can you stand
up?'

"Thank God we've stopped! Thank God we've stopped!” He briefly collapsed when | hauled him out of
the van, then staggered toward the curb.

"Lysander, comeon!"

As he descended, he asked, " Should we redlly leave the car unattended and sitting in the middle of the
Street?

"Come on!" Duke shouted as the door to the building opened. "Hurry!"

We raced up the steps and into the building. It had probably been a nice place decades ago, but it was
faded and worn now, with drab walls, eerily dim lighting and grime rubbed deep into the floor tiles.



"What kind of acabaret is this?' Lysander demanded.

| saved my breath to follow Duke, who was charging up the steep stairs to the second floor. When we
reached the landing, | saw that thisfloor had been remodeled at some point in its past. Instead of a
hallway with gpartments, we were confronted by awall with onewide, curtain-covered entrance. Just to
the sde of the entrance was allittle desk. A girl of about twenty, dressed in Goth style, sat at the desk.
Shesmiled & us.

"Hi, Cowboy Duke! | saved you two tables at the front, just like you asked.”

"No wonder we couldn't find alisting for thisplace," Ly-sander said fastidioudy, sounding bregthless as
he reached the top of the stairs only moments behind me.

The girl beamed at us. "Are these your friends, Duke? That'll be ten dollars each— Hey! Wait! Y ou can't
go inwithout paying!"

| followed Duke as he plowed past the curtain covering the door, shouting, "Dixiel Barclay! Stop!"

We entered asmall cabaret. Music was playing too loudly from strategically placed speakersfor anyone
but afew nearby patronsto hear Duke's shouts. The tables and chairs were an eclectic and shabby
collection, asif someone had raided various church basements and suburban garages for the club's
furnishings. The dreary surroundings were decorated—to use the word generoud y—with some
stereotypical magic props. Instead of a bar, afolding table was set up in the corner; the beverages were
presumably in the coolers | saw under the table. The audience was less than two dozen people; they
were drinking out of disposable plastic cups.

Thiswas Barclay's big break? | stopped fedling depressed about my career.
"No!" Duke cried.

Barclay was spinning abig, square, mirrored contraption around and around onstage while the music
played. As Duke ran toward him, shouting in panic, Barclay suddenly gasped and staggered backward.
There was an awful expression on hisface.

"No!" Barclay cried.
"No!" Duke shouted.
"Oh, no" | sad.

Lysander grunted and staggered sideways, bumping into me, affected by his proximity to such a powerful
dimensiona disturbance. | heard aterrible crash! smash! clatter! and some screaming right behind me. |
whirled around. Even more af-fected than Lysander, it seemed, Max had crashed into one of the cabaret
tables. Now he, thetable, the candle, the drinks, two other people and their chairslay in amessy,
painful-looking hegp on thefloor.

| knelt down. "Max. Max!" He was unconscious.
"My God, she's gone!" Barclay screamed. "Dixiel Dixie! No, no!"

looked at the stage and saw Barclay opening the vanishing box in search of the girl from Texas. Duke
was helping, screaming Dixi€'s name, too.

"Max," Lysander said. "Rouse yoursdf, man!"



| left Lysander splashing a sodaon Max's face and ran to the stage (such asit was). Duke wastrying to
crawl into the vanishing box.

"What areyou doing?' Barclay cried.
"Send me after her!" Duke shouted. " Send me after Dixie! I'm gonnago get her!"

But hewas atal, broad, big-boned man who couldn't squeeze into a prop designed to be a snug fit for
an average-sized woman. With the box al spread open from Barclay's search for Dixie, | could see how
it worked—very smilar to the crystal cagein which 1'd rehearsed as Golly Gee's understudy. Duke
couldnt fitintoit; but | could.

| helped afrantic Barclay drag Duke away from the mirrored box. Then | returned to it and climbed
indde

"Esther? Stop!"

"Send me &fter her!"

"No! No!" Barclay said. "'l won't! Anything could happen—"

| grabbed hiscollar. "I'm going to go get her! I'm going to go get them all. Y ou do not for a moment
suppose I'm afraid of that rat-faced pipsqueak Hieronymus, do you?"

"What?'

"If heswhat'swaliting at the other end of thisjourney, I'm going to wring his scrawny neck until histongue
turns blue and his eyes pop out of hishead!" | shouted into Barclay'sface. "Now send me to him so |
can put astop to hisfun and gamed™

"BUE"
"Duke" | sad, "help Barclay!"

"BUL"

"Doit now." | closed the door of the box.

| wasimmediately enveloped in pitch black. The suffocating closeness of the vanishing box pressed inon
me from al sdes. Thisthing was no more comfortable than the crystal cage. God, | hated magic acts.

| prayed thiswould work, prayed the conduit was still engaged. | wastrying to follow Dixies mystica
route only moments behind her. Surely such powerful sorcery didn't turn on and off as quickly asawater
tap? Surely | could catch the wave and go wherever it had taken that innocent girl? 1 doubted Barclay's
concentration was in top form just now, but his energy level had probably never been higher. And the
sympathetic magic of the disappearing act had probably never been as powerful asit was at thisvery
moment. No magician involved in these bizarre events had ever beieved in his ability to make someone
disappear the way Barclay believed right now, with al hisheart, in his ability to make me disappear.

| felt the box spinning, being moved around in acircle, theritual Barclay performed as part of the act. He
wastrying, bless him. He was sick with terror—and probably with guilt—but he was trying to do as|'d
asked.

"Come on, comeon,” | whispered. "Come and get me, Phil. Pick on someone who knows your tricks,
for achange. Come—Arghr



Thefloor of the prop box disappeared. So did gravity. | plunged down and up at the exact same
moment—or S0 it seemed. Sucked in both directions, yet in neither direction. |

gasped so hard | choked on my own bregath, whirling in a powerful blacknessthat smothered me as|
moved a a speed so fadt, | et like my skin and my stomach were being left severa thousand miles
behind me. Caught upside down in a backward momentum of blood-draining force, | wastoo terrified
and disoriented to react, |et done think.

When it stopped, | did the one thing in the world | most wanted to do: | screamed.

Since | wasout of bresth and a so trying not to choke on my own bile, it wasn't asloud or aslong a
scream as |'d intended. | was drawing breath for another effort when | realized people were talking
excitedly dl around me,

| was lying down, stretched out on my back, on something hard and bumpy, cool and rather dimy. It
seemed to bewhirling...until | redlized that wasjust my heed, till trying to recover from whatever had
happened to me.

| heard astrange, low rumble. Was that the subway? Then more talking. Then asnarl. No...not the
subway. Morewords. But | was thinking about that rumbling. It sounded almost like. ..

| felt hot breath on my face. Not exactly like abad date. More like a blow-dryer on low setting.

"If you can hear me," awoman said, while the breath fanned my face, "don't move. She'sredly very
friendly to people she knows, but strangers make her nervous. Plus, she's quite hungry by now.”

"Alice?’ | blurted, remaining asimmobile as possblewhile | lay onwhét | redized wasadimy, uneven
stonefloor.

"How do you know her name?" The woman's voice was startled.

"Sarah Campbel 17" | asked, keeping very ill and not opening my eyes. | didn't want to see Alice from
thisposition. | felt amuscular leg the size of ayoung tree trunk pressing against my shoulder asthetiger
breathed on me.

"Yes, I'm Sarah!" the woman replied. "How do you know my... My God, someoneislooking for ug!"
"Esther ? Esther Diamond?' That was unmistakably Gol-ly'svoice.

"Y ou know her?' aman asked.

"Samson?' | croaked.

"She'smy understudy,” Golly gasped. "They're doing the show without me?'

"Hi, Gally," | sad.

"That fucking asshole Herlihy's made you disappear, too! And they're doing the show without me.™

Still feeling that hot breath on my tender throat—the breath of alarge, carnivorous species known to prey
on mankind—I said, "Can someone do something about thistiger?'

"Alicel" Sarah Campbell said brightly. "Here, Alice! Alice! Let'sroll over! Comeon, Alice! Let'srall
over!"



"Shetired of that game hours ago,” anew voice said. It sounded aristocratic.
"Clarisse Staunton?" | guessed.

The girl gasped. "Does Barclay know I'm here? Does he know what's happened?’
"Can someone do something about thistiger?' | repeated.

Severd of them started shouting her name, trying to distract her.

Alice growled irritably and kept sniffing me. Apparently | didn't smell quite like dinner to her—at least,
not yet. After breathing hotly on me for another few moments, she allowed herself to be lured away.

"Y ou can St up now," Samson said.

| opened my eyes. | wasalittle startled, sncel occasondly imagined the first glimpse of single-woman's
heaven might be like this. An absolutely gorgeous man was knedling & my side. He was smooth and
faintly tanned dl over, beautifully toned and wonderfully built. He wore nothing but alittle gold lame

G-gtring. He had achisded jaw, soft brown eyes and even softer-looking wavy gold hair.
"Dedlilah and your mom areworried,” | said to Samson.

Helooked deeply moved for amoment. Then he helped me sit up. "It's awful when you first come
through that. . .that...whatever it is. Gateway. Experience.” He put areassuring hand on my back. "Give
yoursdlf aminute.”

"l puked when | got here," Golly said.

"Yes. Youdid," Clarissesad coldly. "And when | arrived, | found mysdlf lying facedown on the exact
spot where you'd puked.”

They glared at each other. | sensed that shared hardship had not necessarily forged abond of sisterhood.

There was another woman here, too. Middle-aged, alittle plump, dressed in acowgirl costume studded
with sequins and rhinestones. She was lying on the floor, too, and seemed to be out cold. Clarisse was
holding her hand.

"IsDally al right?" | asked.

"Shejust hit her head when shefdl. But | don't think it'stoo serious,” the society girl said. "Shell come
round.”

Poor Dally. | continued scanning the chamber.

"Alice" | said weakly, coming eyeto eye with thetiger. In other circumstances—a zoo, amagic show,
the Discovery Channe—I'd probably find her quite beautiful. Up close and with nothing between us,
though, shejust looked terrifying. Especialy when she sneered at me.

"We need to get out of here," Sarah said pointedly. She was a pretty woman, about my age, wearing a
lovely evening gown.

"Yes" | agreed, eyeing the hungry whitetiger. "That muchisclear.”
Gally, still dressed as Virtue, looked unkempt, dirty and haggard. Clarisse Staunton was a pretty blonde



in her early twenties; she wore a skintight, black leather outfit, which wasn't how | had pictured Barclay's
stage partner dressing. Dolly looked pale and unconscious. Samson looked chilly.

Wewerein somekind of large underground chamber. No windows, of course. The walls were made of
gone. Very old. They were damp and cracked, covered in mold with a scattering of fungus. There was
an archway leading into what was presumably another chamber like this one. Strange writing—or
symbols? glyphs?—was scrawled above and around the arch.

It looked like water often came through the high celling above us, perhaps during heavy rains. At the
moment, though, the flow was restricted to afairly generoustrickle coursing down onewal toland ina
huge puddle.

"That's how we've survived," Samson said, nodding to the water.

"God only knowswhat kind of parasites|'ve picked up, drinking that," Clarisse said.
Samson added, "And he brings us food sometimes.”

"Tha," Clarisesad. "Chinese.”

"Our leftoverd™ | sad, redizing.

"Egther, tel me serioudy,” Golly said. "Do | look like I've lost weight?*

"What isthisplace?' | asked. "Where are we?'

"Were somewhere beneath Cagtle Clinton," Samson replied.

"Ah! In Battery Park. Okay." That helped me orient mysdlf. Originaly an armed harbor fort protecting
the city, Castle Clinton was atourist spot now; people bought tickets and boarded ferries there to see
EllisIdand and the Statue of Liberty. "There probably aren't people around thistime of night,” | said, "but
we could try screaming, even 0."

"It's nighttime?" Samson asked. "We've had trouble keeping track."

"And welvetried screaming,” Golly said. "Lots. Hetold usit was pointless, and he wasright.”
"We're way beneath Castle Clinton," Samson explained. " Or thereabouts.”

"What wasthis place?' | wondered, looking around. "An arsend? A crypt?’

"Maybe," Samson said. " Or something to do with the harbor. Or the water system. Or sewage.”
"Eeceuuw!" Gally said.

Alicegrowled.

| smelled something that seemed to confirm the sewage theory, then redlized it was undoubtedly the
natura result of severa people and atiger inhabiting an enclosed space with no plumbing. Shared
hardship might be an understatement, | redlized.

Samson added, "Y ou go down a couple of levels, and you find weird stuff al over thiscity. Forgotten
tunnels, old caverns, abandoned switching stations..." He shrugged and smiled bashfully. "I was working
on adegreein urban planning before | became a performance artiste.”



"How do we get out of here?' | asked.

"We can't. These chambers were sedled off along time ago. Probably before the Civil War. Therésno
way in, and no way out."

| gasped. "That's why he needed the conduitd"
"What?'

"He researched what lay benesth the city until he found a private, forgotten place that suited his needs.
He could transmute through layers of soil, rock and crumbling stone wallsto get here. Through layers of
time. But then..." | nodded. "Then he discovered he couldn't bring his victims here. He couldn't utter the
incantations correctly. So he devel oped the conduits to get you herel”

"That's why he ruined my performance?' Golly said. "Because of hislisp? He needed Joe? For fuck's
sakel He couldn't have waited until the show was over?'

"But why?' | wondered. " Why?"
Sarah gasped. "Y ou don't know?" She looked at the others. " She doesn't know!"
"No, that's what we haven't been ableto..." | looked around at their faces. " You know?"

Samson and Sarah exchanged a glance. Then Samson said to me, "1 don't mean this the way it sounds,
but, er...you're not avirgin, are you?"

Somewhere ese in these underground chambers, awoman started screaming.

Chapter 16

Dolly avoke. "Dixie? Dixie!"

"Dixiel" | jumped to my feet—then froze when Alice growled and crouched like she intended to spring
for me. "Isthat Dixie?'

Asthe screaming continued, Clarisse helped Dolly try to rise. Sarah shuddered and tearsfilled her eyes.
Alice gazed a me, her tail swishing back and forth in away that made me long for arifle. | likeanimals,
but not as much as| like staying dive and unmaimed.

"Dixie?" Samson repeated. "Y es, that's the name Dolly started screaming when the new girl appeared
here. Just afew minutes before you arrived.”

"God, | hopethat girl'shad sex,” Golly said.
| blinked. "What?'

Clarisse sad, "Dally tried to protect the girl from him. He knocked Dolly down, and that's when she hit
her head and passed out."

Dixie screamed again. Dolly moaned, trying to pull herself together and go to the girl, but was obvioudy
disoriented. |



tried to move toward the chamber where the screams were coming from—but | stopped when Alice
flinched reflexively in my direction, asif about to pounce on me.

"Control your tiger!" | ordered Sarah.

"I can't! Goudini and her trainer are the only oneswho have authority over her!”
"Take some authority, damnit!”

"Have you ever tried to take authority over acat?’

"Oh good God!" | said.

"It'sno use, er... | didn't get your name," Samson said.

"Esther.” | took off my shoe.

"It'sno use, Esther.”

"What choice do we have? I'm not going to be hampered in this battle by one of the hostages, for God's
sakel"

"No, | mean—"

"Don't anyone move." Holding Alice's gaze, | assumed the role of alion tamer in no mood for pranksand
waked toward her, staring her down. Alice'stail twitched harder and she growled at me. She looked
about five feet long, if you didn't count thetail, and | estimated she weighed about three hundred pounds.
"Alice" | said firmly, "go to your corner and stay there."

"She doesn't have acorner,” Golly said.
"Alice" | repeated, "go to your corner. Now."

Thetiger glared at me. Praying | would live through this, | whacked her sharply on the nose with my
shoe. Aliceflinched and ran to a corner, where she crouched and growled, tail still twitching, now doing
her best not to look at me.

"I'll be damned,” Golly said.
"All right," | said loudly, shaking like alesf, "let's go get Dixie from that scheming twerp!”
"But, Esher—"

| crossed the floor and walked through the archway to enter the chamber whence the screams came. Or
| tried. When | got to the arch, | bounced so hard off an unseen obstacle that | fell to the floor. Alice's
growls mingled with Dixi€'s screams as Samson hel ped me off the floor.

"l tried to tell you," he said. "We can't go into that chamber. | think these symbols he'swritten al over the
doorway give him power over who can enter and who he can keep out.”

"Dixiel" | shouted through the archway. "Hang on! I'm here! Hang on! And kick thet little creep inthe
bdld"

"Esther 7' she cried. "Esther, isthat you?'

"Yes Areyou dl right? Dixie? Dixie, answer me! Who'sfrightening you? Isthat Hiero— Oh, my God, it



isyou!" | exclamed as Max's skinny, sullen, young assistant suddenly appeared before me—in the
norma sense: he walked round the corner that hid most of the other chamber from view. Dragging Dixie
with him, he stopped when he reached the archway, just on the other sde of theinvisible barrier. She
was struggling againgt his white-knuckled grip on her arm. He gave her ahard shake to make her hold
gill.

Glaring a measif / were somehow to blame for dl his problems, Hieronymus snarled, " She'th not one,
etheh!"

"Shesthe what?' | said.

"She's not one, ether,” Samson trandated.

"Not onewhat?' | asked in confusion.

"Avirgin," Samson sad.

"She'snot?' Dally cried. "Oh, darlin’, thank God!"

Dixie'sface was tear-streaked. Shelooked disheveled and terrified. "Dolly! Are you okay?"

| glanced at Dally as she staggered toward us, gradualy regaining full control of her limbs. "Oh, honey! |
was so scared! I'm so glad! Thank God you'renot a... Er..." Shefrowned. "Oh my goodness! |
thought sure you gtill werel”

"Youwont tell Daddy, will you?'

"No, of course not, sugar. WWomen gotta keep each other's secrets. But, honey, just reassure me. Y ou
weren't, you know.... | mean, no nasty young man forced—"

"Oh, no, no! He'savery nice young man, Dolly! Very sweet! Youll like him! Daddy likes him. But, of
course, Daddy doesn't know about..."

"And hewon' ever find out,” Dolly promised her. Then her face fell when sheredlized just how true that
statement seemed likely to be.

"Shut up!" Hieronymus shouted. " Shut up, shut up, shut up! I'm tho thick of you! Thothick of al of you!™
Heglared & me. "Ethpecidly you!"

"Gosh, and | just got here,” | said.

"I won't even botheh with you. | think we can thafely thay you awen't avi‘gin." Hisface screwed up with
distaste as he added, "An actweth."

"Excuseme, | didn't catch that find word?' When hisface darkened with rage, | added, "Hiewonymuth."
"Maybe| can't thacwifithe you to Avolapek,” he said furioudy, "but | can kill you."

"Soyou are sacrificing thevictimg" | paused, confused for amoment, and then it hit me. "Oh good grief!
Youresacrificing virgins?'

"Twyingto," hesad sulkily.

"You can't be serioud!” | said.



Glowering, hereplied, "Do you have any ideahow hawd itith to find avi'gin in thith thity? Juth one? One
littlevi‘'gin! That'thdl | want! Thatth dl I need! Onevi'gin! Onel But noooo!"

"Y ou had sex with Barclay?' | blurted, looking at Dixie.
"Y ouwon't tell Daddy?'

"When did you and Barclay have time to— Oh! Of course. The night you went out for a nightcap.
Barclay took you back to your hotel after Duke was aready adeep in his own room?”

Dixie nodded, blushing.

"And none of usisavirgin, of course," Samson said to me.
Golly Gee snorted. "Not for along time"

"And Alice hashad cubg!" | said, remembering.

"Even the goddamn tigeh ith not avi'gin!" Hieronymus shrieked, little flecks of spittle flying out of his
mouth.

"So you'retrying to sacrifice avirgin? Oh, Phil, Phil, Phil." | shook my head while Hieronymus gasped at
my useof hisdias. "Oh, of dl the pathetic, misogynistic, cliche-ridden, phallocentric, stereotypicd,
B-movie bullshit!" He sulked as | continued, "Hieronymus, don't you see how sad thisis? How absurd?
How bourgeois?

"Itith not bouwgeois! I'm going to wule Manhattan! Wule New Y ok! Become mo'e poweful than
Twump, biggeh than Bloombeg!"

"You?Who are you kidding?' | shot back. "In one of the biggest population centers on the planet, you
cant evenfindavirgin!™

"| am thtwanded in Thodom and Gomowah!"

"What?"

"He's stranded in Sodom and Gomorrah," Samson said. "We've heard this rant before.”
"Dare| ask what you need avirgin/or?' | said.

Samson sad, "To summon Avolgpek.”

"Who's Avolapek?'

"Some demon that he thinks will make him bigger than Trump, more powerful than Bloomberg,” said
Clarise.

"And once you summon this demon and become dl-powerful throughout the five boroughs,” | said to
Hieronymus, "do you think you'll suddenly gain the ability to trand ocate these people back out of this
hole in the ground? That's why they're dl trapped down here, isn't it? 'Y ou developed conduitsto bring a
virgin sacrifice here, and instead you got stuck with hostage after hostage who isn't avirgin and can't call
forth Apolamak!”

"Avolgpek!" Hieronymus snapped. "Hewill only comein anthweh to onewho ith clean.”



"Oh, that old 'sex isdirty’ pathology? Please! Grow up,” | snapped. "Now that you've brought half a
dozen people and atiger down here, you can't figure out how to get rid of them! Some threat to Trump
and Bloomberg you are!"

"Avolapek will get wid of them!"

"Oh, redly?' | said with asneer. "How?"'

"Hewill eat them."

| flinched. "What?"

Clarissesadto me, "Youjust had to ask, didn't you?"
Hieronymussad, "Hewill dam hith vi'gin pwize—"
"Gross," Golly said.

"—and then he will be hungwy and need food. For him, that meanth people.”
"He eats people?’ | blurted.

"Many people," Hieronymus said. "Big appetite.”
"How many?' There were seven of us...

"A few hundwed aday."

"Whoa! Let me get thisstraight,” | said. "Y ou want to rule New Y ork, so you're trying to summon a
demon that will rgpe avirgin and then eat hundreds of people aday?'

He shrugged. "No pain, no gain.”

"Areyou insane?' Dally cried.

"He'sevil," | sad.

"I'm twying to get ahead in a vewy competitive town," Hieronymus said.

| said, "Wdll, it'snot going to work, you dimy punk. Max ison to you!"

"That pathetic old man?' he said with asneer. "Heith afoal. | an not afwaid of him."

| wanted to hit the skinny creep. | wanted to hit him so much. Instead | tried to think of away to distract
him. "Forget it, Phil. After haf a dozen disappearances, you till haven't got avirgin. Facefacts, youll
never find one. ThisisNew Y ork, kid!"

"I will engage anotheh conduit! And anotheh, and anotheh! | will find avi'gin." Helooked at Dixie with
disgug. "But not tonight.”

Using the leverage of hisgrip on her arm, he flung her through the archway. She cried out in surprise and
flew gtraight into me, Samson and Dolly. All four of usfdl to the ground together. | got up asfast as|
could untangle mysdlf and tried to get through the archway so | could strangle Hieronymus. Bt |
bounced off theinvisible barrier again. Samson wasright. | could only pass through that thing if
Hieronymuswilled it. And | could tell by thelook on hisface that he knew exactly why | wanted to join
him in his separate chamber, and he had no intention of letting it happen.



Suddenly hiswhole body stiffened and heinhaed sharply. "Anctheh...”
"What?' Thefloor trembled. "Isthat the subway?'

"No." Samson looked distressed. " That happenswhen..."

Thewalls gtarted trembling, too.

"Anoctheh ith coming!"

Hieronymus closed his eyes and raised hisarms. He shouted afew hoarse, guttura words, but otherwise
just stood there with his eyes closed, gpparently welcoming the new arrival.

The floor and walls were shaking hard now. | felt Sick. The air started glowing, and | prayed for
uNCoNsCi ousness as something eerie passed through the air, through me, through my blood. Thiswasn't as
bad as being trand ocated, but it was pretty nausesting, even so.

"l hate thigd" Golly sad.
Dixie clung to Dally asthe older woman said, "It'll be over in aminute, honey, don't you fret.”

The glowing air started to descend and resolve into a distinct shape on the ground between me and
Hieronymus. Its nearness burned my foot. | fell back afew steps. Asit became more solid, Hieronymus
made a sharp summoning gesture with his hands—and the glowing shape did closer to him.

"No!" | ran forward, redizing what he was doing. But | couldn't touch the shape, it wastoo hot. | tried
again anyhow— and thistime, | bounced off the invisible barrier. Whoever was being trand ocated was
on the other sde of that thing now. Alonein the other chamber with Hieronymus.

When the glow faded, | recognized the new arrival. "Lysan-der!" Hedidn't ir.

He must have entered the mirrored vanishing-box after me, trying to rescue me and Dixie. A terrible
coldness flooded me. Where was Max? Still unconscious? Or about to follow Lysan-der's path and wind
up in the same predicament?

Lysander gasped, choked alittle, and then started breathing hard but evenly. His eydidsfluttered and his
fingers moved, but he wasn't in control of his sensesyet.

Hieronymussmiled a me. A ghoulishly smug grin. "I'vefound one."
"No!" | cried.

Hekicked Lysander in the head, hard enough to ensure afew minutes of unconsciousness, then bent
down, grabbed him under the arms and dragged him away, hauling him around the corner.

"No! Lysander! Hieronymus! Stop!"
"What are we going to do?' Dixie asked me.
"Why's he taking him back there, where we can't see?’ | asked.

"That'swhere hisdtar is," Samson said. "The one he built to make avirgind offering and summon
Avolapek." After amoment, he added, "The dtar'skind of cool, actualy. Very ritudistic. Something like
that might be aneat backdrop to design for our show, the next timethat Delilah and | start working ona
new...oh." It gpparently dawned on him that there might not be anext time.



We heard chanting. It didn't sound like Latin to me. Greek, perhaps? | didn't know.
Gally said, "Maybe he can't do the spell right?’

| said, "We can hope. But | have afeding that if you've got avirgin staked out on your sacrificid dtar, a
man-egting demon probably overlooks your pronunciation errors.”

Behind me, Alice growled. | glanced over my shoulder to see her pacing nervoudy. When | looked back
into the other chamber, | saw shadows dancing on the walls now. Hierony-mus was lighting candles,
creating asubstantia glow. A pool of light spread gradually acrossthe floor, and the shadows we could
see on the wall became more pronounced, more discernible. | could identify Hieronymus moving around
while he chanted.

"You're off-key!" | shouted. "Thisdemon will eat you firg, if he comes.”
"I don't think demons eat their summoners,” Samson murmured, "do they?'

"How would | know what demonsdo?' | replied. "But | wouldn't want to bet on Avolapek's behavior in
anew setting any more than I'd want to bet on Alice's”

"| think she'sbeing very good,” Sarah said, "given the circumstances.”

| could see an enormous shape on the shadow-painted wall. Something moved on top of it: Lysander on
the atar. Then Hieronymus cold-cocked him again.

"You coward!" | shouted at Hieronymus. "An unconscious, older man? Why don't you come hit a girl ?'
"Hedid hit me" said Dixie.

"You bastard!" | shouted. "Why don't you cometry to hit me, you aily, smely, effeminate, ineffectud little
creep?' It didn't work; he continued his chanting without missing abest. "We need to break his
concentration,” | said to the others. "'If only we could get through thisbarrier!”

"I don't know if it'll do much good, sugar,” said Dolly, "but | can scream at apitch that turns men's
bowelsto water."

"Maybeif wedl do that together,” Clarisse suggested, "it would throw him off alittle?"
"Giveitatry!" | sad.

Dolly wasn't kidding about the pitch of her screams. | thought my eardrums would bleed. Golly Gee and
the other women did well, too, but Samson was the real surprise; | never knew any man could hit notes
that high. Alice made noiseslike sheld kill someone soon. | just hoped it wouldn't be one of us.

Apart from abrief flinch, though, Hieronymus's shadow showed no signs of distraction. In fact, he was so
absorbed in his chanting and his summoning that he didn't even seem to notice when the body on the altar
gtarted moving again. Lysan-der's head was shifting restlesdy, asif our screamswere bothering him, at
any rate.

Then—suddenly—fog, steam and spirds of smoke with tiny sparks of fast-dying fire billowed into being,
filling thear with multiple explosons of noise and railing fury.

"My God!" Dally cried.

"| think the demon is coming!" Samson shouted. He started coughing as shafts of churning smoke,



unimpeded by the barrier that restricted us, started pouring through the archway in thick, fast-moving
columns

My eyes stung and | started coughing. | waved ahand in front of my face, straining to see the shadows
on thewadll, but it was usdless now. The air was too thick and murky with mingled smoke and fog. The
smoke was hot, dry and smelled vaguely of sulfur. The fog was damp and soft, and it stank like aswamp.

"Avolapek! Avolapek!" Hieronymus cried. Then he resumed chanting, his voice loud and triumphant.
Lysander gave aterrible scream. Then another.

Was Avolapek arriving? If so, maybe that was enough to dis-tract Hieronymus. Hoping his attention was
elsawhere and his grasp on this portion of his power was weakening a the moment, | flung myself at the
invisble barrier again—and thistime flew straight through the archway. | landed in a hegp somewhere on
the rough stone floor of the other chamber.

| couldn't see the other hostages through the fog and smoke, so | assumed they couldn't see me. | hoped
they'd try the same maneuver, but | didn't want to shout out to them; it might dert Hieronymus, and hed
resurrect the barrier. | needed to disable him. Hoping that what worked on a Bengd tiger would work on
ademented adept, | took off my shoe again, and crept through the smoke toward the sounds of
Hieronymuss voice and Lysander's coughing. | got close enough to see Hieronymus, and | stalked up
behind him. His back was turned to me. | hit him at the base of the skull with my shoe, ashard as| could.

"Argh!" He staggered away and whirled toward me. "Nol"

| dropped my shoe and picked up one of thetall, cast-iron candlesticks that he'd conveniently positioned
nearby, then swung it at him like abat. It caught him on the shoulder. He screamed and stumbled
backward.

| shouted to the others, "The barrier'sdown! Come get Lysander!™ Then | hit Hieronymus with my
cast-iron weapon again. He flew into awall, then did down to the floor. He appeared to be out cold. | hit
him again, just to be sure,

Other peopl€'s screamsjoined the sound of Lysander's. | turned around and squinted through the
mingled fog and smoke. | staggered toward the noise, trying to find them. "Lysander! Lysander! Where
aeyou?'

Alice growled again, and | flinched a how close shewas— until | redized... "That wasn't Alice, wasit?'
No one answered me. They were too busy scresming. "Oh, no."

Thethick veil of white mist, that noxious supernatural fog, cleared and melted away as| approached the
dtar. | found

Samson and Dally trying to remove shackles from Lysander's hands and fet.

| couldn't see Sarah, but | could hear her somewhere nearby, shouting, "Alice! Come, Alice! Alice,
come! Eat the demon! Aren't you hungry, sweetheart? Come on, Alicel”

Dixie and Clarisse stood their ground near the dtar, each armed with another candlestick. Dixie was
screaming. Clarisse was shaking and shiny with swest. | looked at the thing they werelooking at.
Candlesticks wouldn't stop it, not even cast-iron ones. Nor, | suspected, would a hungry tiger.

My heart stopped begating and my lungs stopped working as the thing that Hieronymus had summoned
finished shaping itsaf out of smoke and fog and fire. It roseto itsfull height—eight feet, | guessed,



vaguely surprised | could still think—and grinned at us. Dixie, Clarisseand | al fell back astep witha
collective gasp. Itsrows of fangs dripped with sdiva. Itslumpy, mottled red flesh glowed with inner fire.
Itslong arms ended in massive claws. When it bresthed on us, | smelled death and decay.

"Don'tlook at it," | said to Dolly and Samson.
"Alice! Come eat the demon! Come on!" Sarah urged.

Avolapek growled at us, a degp, menacing rumble that echoed around the chamber. Then the demon
saw Lysander. It seemed to swell with delight, and it reached for him.

Without thinking, | brought the candlestick down with al my might on its massive, hideous arm.
This seemed to annoy it.

"Hit it again!" Lysander shouted. "Hit it again!"

"Cedlibacy wasabad idea," | told Lysander. "Do you hear me? A bad ideal"

Dixie helped me hit the beast again. With oneflick of itsarm, it sent usflying across the room. But things
could have been worse. It might have eaten us.

"Cdibacy!" | said again, picking mysdlf up. "Of course!™
"Huh?' Dixiesad.

| tried to get my bearings. The room was still so foggy it was hard to make out shapes. Especidly inert
lumps on the floor. But | found the one | was looking for while Clarisse boldly swatted the eight-foot-tall,
flesh-esting demon.

"Grab hisother am!" | ingtructed Dixie. We hauled Hier-onymuss unconscious form off the floor and
dragged him over to the dtar. "Hey! Avolapek! Look! Uh, vide!" | wasfairly surethat was Léatin for
something like see. Not that | had any reason to suppose Avolapek spoke Latin. "A virgin!"

If Lysander and Max kept themsalves "pure,” 1'd bet my bottom dollar that a power-obsessed nutbag
like Hieronymus did, too. " Virgin," | repeated. "Nice, clean, pure, virgind, evil lunatic! Right herel Come
on, fetch! Just your type. And much younger than the guy staked out on the dtar. Yum!"

"Got it!" Dally cried, findly managing to get one of Lysan-der's shacklesloose.
"Me, too!" Samson cried, freeing another limb.

Lysander legped off the atar—and crashed to the floor. He was still shackled to the dtar by one foot.
"Argh! Get it off! Get it off!"

"A little help here?' | said to him. "I'm trying to keep a demon from rgping you!

"Oh!" Helooked at Hieronymus, who was starting to stir in my grasp, made afew gestureswith his
hands and shouted some stuff in Latin.

Hieronymuss body flew out of my grip and straight into the demon'sarms.
"Excdlent!" | said.

"That doesn't solve our problems!™ Samson said, trying to help Dolly with Lysander'sfina shackle.



"He'sright!" Clarisse shouted, still waving her candlestick at the beast. "As soon as hes doneraping a
virgin, hell want to eat afew hundred people. And we're suck down here with him, with no way out!"

"Goddamnit! It'sadways something.” | bit my lip, wondering what to do next.
Doally got Lysander'sfoot free. "Yed"
"Comeon!" | shouted. "Retrest! Retreat!"

Moving en masse, we fell back, rounded the corner, and retrested into the other chamber. | was wearing
only one shoe now, and my steps were uneven as| fled. Onceweweredl inthe origina chamber, |
pointed out to Lysander the writing that covered the top and sides of the archway. "Wethink he was
using those inscriptions to control who can and can't pass through this doorway. Can you do the same

"I'm not sure!” He frowned. "I don't recognize dl the symbols. I'm not sure.”
In the next chamber, around the corner and beyond our range of vision, Hieronymus screamed horribly.

"Try!" | ingsted. "Weve got to get something between us and that thing!"

Lysander'slips were moving slently ashetried to interpret the symbol s while Hieronymus continued
screaming in the next room.

"| thought a demon wouldn't attack its summoner?' Samson said.

"Demons are notorioudy unpredictable”" Lysander said. "Particularly, the power-granting, flesh-eating
ones."

"Don't distract Lysander,” | said to Samson.

From the next chamber, the beast made along, loud noise that was horrible beyond belief. It sounded
suspicioudy like demonic sexud satisfaction.

"Come on, come on, comeon,” | chanted under my breath. There were no more noises from
Hieronymus, who had evidently passed out again—or was perhaps dead. | sensed we had only moments
|eft before we became Avol gpek's midnight snack.

Lysander raised hisarmsto touch the sdes of the archway, closed his eyes and murmured an incantation.
After amoment, hesaid, "l think I'vegot it! | think it'sdone!"

| stepped forward—and bounced off an invisible barrier. "Good work, Lysander!”

Weadl screamed and fell back afew steps as the demon rounded the corner and cameinto view. It
looked even redder now, asif flushed with post-orgasmic well-being. | wanted to throw up. Thiswasthe
thing that Hieronymus had intended to turn loose on avirgina victim. No fate was too horrible for that
twisted little creep.

| murmured to Dixie, "Thank God you dept with Barclay.”
"Yegh," shesadfantly.

"Thank God we got thisbarrier upintime" Clarissesad.
"Indeed,” said Lysander.



Then Avolapek, looking rather hungry, walked right through the barrier and grabbed me.

Chapter 17

| screamed o loudly, even the demon blinked.
"Hah!" Dixie and Clarisse charged him with their candlesticks. He swatted them aside.

Unnerved by the aggressiveinvasion of atota stranger into the chamber, Alice confronted the demon,
her tail twitching and her fangs bared in asnarl. Avolapek paused to look at her. Thisgave Lysander a
chanceto distract him by bringing some rubble from the ceiling crashing down on the demon's head. The
beast dropped me. | rolled across the floor, jumped to my feet and scurried out of reach.

"What happened to the barrier?" | shouted.

"Apparently it doesn't work on the demon!™ Lysander said.
"But now we're locked in here? Oh, nice going!"
"Isthisredly thetimefor recriminations?' he shot back.

| never got achanceto retort. Something big and heavy fell straight down on top of meand | hit the
ground. | lay there winded and stunned for amoment, seeing spots and unable to bresthe. | brushed
away the white hair that was covering my face and getting into my mouth. . .then redlized what had hit me.

"Max?Max!" I'd never been so0 glad to see anyonein my life. "Max!"

"Sorry," hewheezed. "I'd hoped that wouldn't happen. But one never knows."
"How'd you get here?'

"Trandocation, of course. But | miscalculated atrifle.”

Samson, Dolly and Dixie helped us off the floor. The commotion had frightened Alice, who was back in
her corner. The demon was stalking toward us, obvioudy ready for dinner.

| said, "That's—"
"Indeed," Max said. "Fortunately, | anticipated thisand am prepared.”

He began chanting in an unfamiliar language. Avolapek kept coming closer to us. Lysander prudently
stepped behind Max.

"Max," | said.

"Hush!" said Lysander.

Max kept chanting. The demon was amost within arm'sreach of us.
"Dr. Zadok!" Dixiecried.

Max pulled asmall glassvid out of hispocket and held it up, still reciting hisincantation. Avolapek
resched for him.
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He dashed the via on the floor. The glass broke and a pink mist arose from it to twine around the
demon'sfeet. Avolapek paused in the act of reaching for Max'sthroat. His ghastly jaws parted, and a
noticesble quantity of demon drool dripped down to thefloor.

"Gross!" said Golly, from the corner where she was huddled. It wasthefirst time I'd noticed her sncethe
demon'sarrival, so | supposed she'd been there ever since then.

A strange gurgling noise rose up through the demon's massive body. It looked heavenward, stretched out
itsarms and went stiff asaboard. And then it just stood there. Immobile. But that weird gurgling noise
kept coming from somewhere deep indde.

It was moments before | remembered to breathe. Then, without ever taking my gaze off the demon, |
asked, "Ishe dead?"

"No. And hewon't be neutralized for very long, ether,” said Max. "So we must act.”
"Act? Act how?"'
"Toolate!" cried afamiliar voice—onethat | oathed with every fiber of my being.

Hieronymus stood framed by the archway. He was bruised, bloody, very disheveled and waking ina
hunched-over way that suggested the loss of his so-caled purity had been extremey painful.

"Your barrier can't keep him out, either?"' | said to Lysander.

"I wonder what went wrong?' he mused.

"Too late," Hieronymus repeated. "I will take you al with me Y ou cannot ethcape me now.”
"Where do you get that corny didogue?’ | said.

"Let usend thislike decent men," Max said quietly. "Y ou know what must happen now. Why harm
others? It's over, son."

"It ith not oveh! Not until | finishit." Hieronymuss bloodied lips parted in ahideous grin. "What ith youh
weak element? Oh, yeah, now | wecal..."

He spread hisarms and the enclosed chamber burst into flames. Alice howled and jumped toward me.
Her weight shoved me againgt Avolapek, who fdl over, till gurgling loudly without moving & dl. Dolly
ghrieked and quickly moved to smother flamesthat were crawling up the train of Sarah's gown. Golly
Gee was screaming, trapped in her corner by the flames.

Max raised hisarms, shouted something in Latin—and water came pouring through every crevice and
crack in the ceiling. With another gesture, he took command of the water that was trickling down the far
wall, the flow that had served as the hostages water supply. Chanting and gesturing, he used his power
to direct it like afire hose, dousing the flames. Golly Gee screamed even louder when the urgent spray of
water drenched her. Aliceran dl over the room, franticaly trying to avoid water aswell asflames. Sarah
was cdling to her, trying to cdm her down. Dally, Dixie and Clarisse clung to each other, just trying not
to get killed.

When Hieronymus howled and raised hisarms asif to counter Max's tactic, Lysander shouted, "No!" He
raised hisarm, finger pointed, and Hieronymus flew backward, asif punched by a heavyweight



prizefighter.
"Wow," | said.

Max trotted forward through the water that covered dmost everything and the steam that was rising from
the floor to hover throughout the chamber. He stood over Hieronymus's prone, gasping body and said,
"It wasagood try. Fireisindeed, asyou know, my weakest element. Luckily, water often workswell

agang it

"Don't gloat," Hieronymus sad bitterly. "Doit."

"I'll hep,” Lysander said, crossing thefloor to join Max.
"What arethey going to do?' Dixie asked.

"] don't know," | said.

The two mages bowed their heads and spoke an incantation together in dmost perfect unison.
Hieronymus's eyes glazed over and he started breathing harder. Astheir voicesrose, he gritted histeeth
and made some strange noises. His body seemed to start moving involuntarily, asif it was becoming
wavy and insubgtantia. At the last moment, he shouted, "No! Noooo..." It was a pathetic sound, a sad
and despairing cry. A pleafor mercy that he was much, much too late in seeking.

And then he was gone. Just gone.

There was astrange hissing sound near me. | looked down and saw Avolapek the demon disappear,
too. Only afaint pink mist remained where he had lain.

"Ah!" Lysander said. "Very nice. | must say, Max, yes, that was very nicely done."
"What did you do?" | asked, looking down at the pink mist as Max ambled over to stand near me.

"To Avolagpek?' He, too, gazed down at the dispersng mis. "It was an dchemica neutrdizing formula
Assoon as| redized we might be dedling with a case of ritud sacrifice, | prepared it. In most instances, it
canimmobilize the mystical effect of a sacrifice, asummoning, or araising for abrief period. Its potency
isquitelimited, but it has the virtue of being effective on abroad array of phenomena.”

"It seemsto have worked potently on Avolapek,” | said.

"No, we had very littletime, in fact, and I'm sure Hierony-mus knew that. Avolapek was merely stunned,
in asense, and would soon recover. But since we were able to dispatch his summoner before he did
recover, he has been returned to the primordia essence whence he came.”

"The demon's not dead?' Samson asked in disappointment.
"Alas, no. Under the circumstances, | wasn't able to summon the necessary resourcesto day ademon.”
"Oh, but you did red well, Dr. Zadok," Dixie said.

"You suredid,” said Dally. "Whoever you are. Why, we'd be demon dinner right now, if it wasn't for
you!"

"I'm hereto help," Max said, beaming a them.

"Wait," | said. "How did you, er, dispatch the demon's summoner? | mean...whered Hieronymus go?"



Lysander, perhaps feding that our gratitude had shone exclusively on Max for long enough, responded,
"That was dissolution.”

"That was dissolution?' My eyes met Max's. " Something ‘remarkably smilar’ to death?”
"My evil young assstant isat one with the cosmos now," Max said.

"And permanently neutralized,” Lysander said.

"Well, thank God for that," Golly said. "That guy wasaprick!"

Alice, crouching in acorner and watching warily for more disturbing events, growled.
"We need to get out of here," Sarah said.

"Of course!" Max said.

"But how?" Dolly wondered.

"Lysander, if you will asss me?'

Following their ingtructions, we dl stood in acircle and held hands. Since Alice had to be at the center of
our circlein order to beincluded in our escape, thiswas a rather nerve-racking process. We closed our
eyes and concentrated al our will on returning to the world above—specificdly, to the Magic Cabaret,
where our regppearance was anxioudy awaited, while Max and Lysander sang an incantation chock full
of thelettersRand S

The return trip was nearly as nauseating as the one here had been—>buit at least thistime we knew we
were going home.

"Yes," Goudini said into hiscell phone, "I've got her locked in the ladies dressing room here, and weve
thrown about five pounds of srloin inwith her to tide her over. So well befine until you can get here with
adose of tranquilizers and her cage. What? Y es, okay. Good. I'll be waiting. And—oh, yeah—so will
Sarah.”

The only thing better than knowing Alice was safely isolated behind alocked door was knowing that
Hieronymus was dissolved into the cosmos, forever neutralized, and that the nightmare of the
disappearances wasfindly over.

| raised my plastic beer-filled cup and proposed atoast: "To our rescuer, Dr. Maximillian Zadok!™
"Hear, hear! To Max!"

"To Dr. Zadok!"

"Tomy hero!"

"Oh, no, no, redly." Max beamed. "Just doing my duty."

"l wasthere, t00," Lysander reminded us. "Fighting Evil. Asis my duty, too."

Our sudden regppearance at the Magic Cabaret had been greeted by a standing ovation from the
audience, who thought we were enacting the greatest, if strangest, disap-pearing-and-reappearing act
they'd ever seen; and by cheers, hugs and tears from our friends, who had al arrived at the cabaret by



the time we returned there. The trand ocation had |eft us sprawled messily dl over the stage (such asiit
was), and Alice's nerves were S0 frazzled that it had taken Goud-ini considerable effort to get her under
control and into adressing room.

"Onething | don't understand,” | said to Max aswe sat chatting at one of the little cabaret tables. "Why
was your trand ocation to the underground chamber so different from Lysander's? And mine?"

"Ah!" Max nodded, took asip of hisbeer and said, "Lysander arrived there via the conduit, which was
gradualy weakening, but still engaged enough for one of usto follow you. We knew it was our only hope
of finding you and Dixie. We dso knew that it could well become atrap, so we mustn't both go that

way."

Lysander, dtting in the other chair at our table, said, "After your precipitate pursuit of Dixie, Esther,
which | can't say | think was the wisest course of action—"

"Y ou're going back to Altoonain the morning, right?' | said.

Hisbrowslifted. "Yes"

"Just meking sure.”

Lysander continued. "After you disappeared, | felt it would be best if I, rather than Max, followed you."

"That was very brave of you," | said, trying to be nice, "knowing that you might well wind up in Phil's
trap.”

"WEell, | am younger and fitter than Max," Lysander said, "and | do have considerable experience of

danger.”
Deciding that Lysander had talked enough, | said, "But, Max, how did you find us?'

"Before heleft,” Max said, "Lysander and | engaged aspell that would enable meto follow and find him.
Anywhere."

"Sort of amystica tracking device?"

"Y ou might say that," Max said.

"If you wanted to overamplify it," Lysander said.

Max said to me, "So Lysander followed you to the chamber. And | tracked histrall.”
"But you cut it rather close," Lysander said. "What took you so long?”

"I hadn't realized I'd have to transmute about eighty feet or so straight down after | trand ocated across
thecity."

"Ah! Of course."
"And | want you to know," Max said kindly to him, "I don't hold you in any way responsible.”
Lysander frowned. "For what?"

"For sending me an ass stant who wanted to take over New Y ork with the help of avirgin-raping,
mundane-egting demon.”



Lysander iffened. "I am not ‘'in any way responsible for that!"
"Y ou did authorize the assgnment,” | reminded him.

"Wdll, |— |—" Lysander cleared histhroat. "The decison was made a headquarters. All | did wassign
the standard paperwork."

"And I'll keep that inmind," Max said sweetly, "when | file my formal complaint about the ass stant whom
| received in response to my request for, er, help here”

Lysander scowled and, for once, seemed to have nothing to say. After amoment, he muttered something
about wanting to get arefill on hisdrink, and he fled our table.

"l shouldn't have teased him like that,” Max said, looking alittle guilty. "He'sredly quite agood fellow,
you know."

"Inhisway, | suppose,” | admitted. "But he could use alittle teasing, Max."
He nodded, and we clinked our plastic cups together in agreement.
"Max! Maximillian, come over here and let me pour you another!" Duke cried.

Hewaved abeer bottle at us. We rose from our table and joined him. Thrilled to have his daughter and
his dear Dolly back safe and sound, atearful Cowboy Duke had decided to buy drinksfor the whole
house. Severa timesin arow. People were getting atrifletipsy.

Clarisse Staunton, looking alittle the worse for wear by now, had had a happy reunion with
Barclay—who was having an even happier one with Dixie. They made a cute couple, holding hands and
beaming with delight whenever their eyes met.

"But that Hieronymus seemed so nice when | talked with him yesterday in the cellar at the bookshop!"
Dixie said, shaking her head. "Who knew he'd turn out to be an evil creep trying to summon ademon?|
mean, when we talked, he seemed like such agood listener. He really encouraged meto..." Her eyes
flew wide open and she gasped.

"To do what, honey?' Duke asked, hisarm firmly around Dally.
"To do the act with Barclay tonight!"
Barclay said, "Oh, so that was how he knew about tonight's performance.”

"And that waswhen he formulated hisplan,” | said. "Ddilah was right, Hieronymus must have known his
time was running out. He was getting desperate. And he thought he had a second shot at getting hisvictim
via Barclay—through tonight's performance! He obvioudy thought Dixiewasavir... Um. Go on, Dixie,
youtdl the story.”

She nodded. "1 told Hieronymus about our plans when we weretalking. And | said we naturally wouldn't
do the disap-pearing act. He agreed that was wise, and he said lots of nice things about how good it was
of meto help afriend and how he wished we could solve the case before the show so that Barclay and |
could do the whole act. And | said, gosh, | sure wished for that, too, because Barclay felt so bad about
Clar-isse, and Daddy missed Dolly so much.”

"So when Hieronymus called you today,” | said, "and told you the case was solved and it was safe to do
the disappearing act.



"It never occurred to me | couldn't trust him! Hewas Dr. Zadok's assstant, after all! And hed been so
niceto me!"

"And then he hexed our cell phones," Duke said, "to make sure no one e se could get in touch with us."

"Even with Max giving usthe green light—as we thought— we were nervous the first time we rehearsed
the disgppearing act,” Barclay said. "But it went smooth as sk, so we had no worries after that.”

"The conduit was never engaged in rehearsdl,” | said. "Only in performance. Only when energy,
concentration and focus were at their peak."”

A littlewhilelater, | found Max blushing under Delilah's grateful hugs and kisses as she thanked him
profusdly (again) for returning her dear Samson to her. Samson apparently hadn't been as chilly asl'd
supposed, since he was il wearing nothing but his gold lame G-gtring. Sincethe "girls' had | eft the Pony
Expressivein the middle of the performance to come here and help if needed, they were all dressed for
work. Whoopsy was as scantily clad as Samson, Khyber |ooked like aharem boy, and Satsy wasin
glorious purple drag.

Joe Herlihy had been s0 relieved to see Golly Gee dive, hed embraced her. After that, though, it took
only afew minutesfor them to remember how much they didiked each other, and they were soon sitting
at separate tables.

| sat down withjoe now and said, "Hey, we can get the show up and running again!”

"Oncethe crystd cageisready.”

"I'll talk to Magnus," | said, "and helll haveit ready soon.”

"You believed the cage might be dangerous, too, didn't you?'

"The thought crossed my mind,” | said.

He hegitated. "Esther, did you and your friend Max... Um, wait no. Never mind. | don't want to know."
| watched Golly flirting with Goudini and sighed. "I guess I'm back in the chorus."

"It'sashame." When | looked a him in surprise, Joe said, "Don't get mewrong. I'm very, very glad |
didn't inadvertently kill Golly, whichiswhat | was terrified might have happened. But you're alot better
as Virtue, Esther. | wish you had therole." He sighed and shook his head. "But Matildawanted ayoung
pop star for the leading lady."

"Lifeuponthewicked stage,” | said. "Oh, wdl. My turn will come."
"Yes itwill."

Tomy surprise, | found | kind of liked Joe. When the pressure was off, he was just anice, ordinary
fellow, instead of abasket-case magician.

Suddenly Whoopsy roseto hisfeet, looking anxious. "Fuzz!"

My heart skipped a beat as my eyes were drawn to the entrance of the cabaret. Lopez flashed his shield
at the Goth girl trying to block his entrance. Hewasin hisworking clothes: agray suit, white shirt and
dark bluetie. Ashe put his badge away, his suitcoat flapped open for amoment and | saw his holster
and gun.



He scanned the room. He frowned when he saw Max, and his brows lifted as he studied the interestingly
clothed (and unclothed) performersin our festive group. Then he saw me. He went il as our gazes
locked.

Helooked tired, puzzled, alittle worried...and God, he looked good to me. If Avolapek had escaped,
he might have eaten Lopez, | suddenly redized. | was so glad that hadn't happened.

Lopez's gaze traveled over me as he approached the table where | sat with Joe. | redized for the first
timewhat | must look like after fighting with ademented adept, being manhandled by ademon, nearly
getting immolated, being drenched with water of highly questionable origin and trand ocating twicein one
night. We stared at each other.

Then he said, with obvious concern, "Are you okay?"
"l amnow." | smiled a him. "How'd you find this place?’

"It was alittle harder than | expected—how do their customersfind them, | wonder?' He shrugged. "But
I'macop, I'm good &t finding things."

"I'm glad you came."

AsKhyber waked behind Lopez, probably in search of more beverages, he gave me athumbs-up sgn
and mouthed, He's hot.

"When | got here, there was anice van, abandoned in the middle of the street, being towed away,"
Lopez said to me. "l don't suppose you'd know anything about that?"

"Oops." I'd haveto tell Barclay. Meanwhile, | should change the subject. "Are you off duty yet?
Helooked around with a skeptica expression. "I'm not sure." Hefroze. "Isthat Golly Gee?"
"Huh? Oh, yes. And over there—that's Clarisse Staunton.”

He gave me asharp glance. "They're back?"

"Wes"

"Where werethey?'

"You can ask them," | said. "But you won't understand the answers.”

"Where's Hieronymus?'

"Hieron..." | frowned. "Um..."

"When | got back to the house alittle while ago, | found two messages from you. Both kind of garbled.
Apparently you wanted meto come hereand...” Lopez spread his hands and shrugged again. "And stop
areally bad disappearing act that was about to be performed by someone named Hieronymus? Whose
gage nameis Phil Hohenheim?'

| looked down at my drink. "Oh, he never showed up.”
"Whereishe?'

| shrugged. "Who knows?"



Hesighed. "'l wastold you sounded frantic when you | eft those messages. There was a so something
about a kidnapping, and—"

"Oh, ignoredl that. I'd had way too much coffee" | said.
"Y ou're not going to tell me what's going on?"
"Everything's back to normal now," | assured him.

"l am o afraid to ask you what that means." He glanced around the room. "That woman over there. Is
that Dorothy Mertz?!

"Who?'
"Uh, Dally the Dancing Cowgirl."

"Yes" So he had continued looking into the casetoday. A man of hisword, | thought, liking the way he
looked even when he wastired and alittle exasperated with me. | added, "And Sexy Samson has come
home, too." | touched Lopez's deeve. "Everything really is back to normal. Y ou can drop the case.”

He eyed Joe. "What about you?'

Joe appeared nervous again. Well, cops had that effect on some people. From severa tables away,
Whoopsy was still watching Lopez the way amonkey would watch a snake. "Me?" Joe bleated.

"Mrs. Herlihy accused Miss Diamond of vandaizing the crysta cage,” Lopez reminded him. "Shedso
complained about Dr. Zadok harassing you."

"Oh, that? Those were just acouple of slly misunderstandings, Detective. It'sdl water under the bridge

"Y ou're not going to press charges?”
"No," Joe sad firmly. "Were not. Definitey not."

Lopez met my eyesagain. | said, "We're hoping to get the show up and running again in afew days. You
wanted to come seeit?’

Joe said, "Hey, I'll get you a couple of complimentary tickets, Detective! No problem!™

Still holding my gaze, Lopez said, "Thanks, Mr. Herlihy. But I'll only need oneticket. I'm not bringing a
date.

"Detective Lopez!" Max joined us, smiling broadly. "What a pleasant surprise!™

"Y ou seem to be cel ébrating something,” Lopez commented, as | rose from my seat and used anapkin to
wipe some of Ddlilah'slipstick off Max's cheek.

"Yesl We have tracked Evil toitslair,” Max burbled, "confronted it there and triumphed! Would you like
acocktal ?"

"No, thank you."
"A sober young man,” Max said to me, beaming with approvad. "And polite.”

Lopez asked, "Why do haf of you look asif you've just come through asiege?’



"Ah! There you arel” Goudini shouted, seeing histiger'strainer a the door. "Comeon! I'll show you
where weve locked up Alicel™

Lopez diffened. "Now you've locked someone up? Esther—"
"Oh, it'sjudt thetiger," said Max.
"You'vegot atiger withyou?'

"The poor thing was so frantic,” Max said. "First the hunger, then the demon, then thefire, then the water,
then the trandocation... Well! Y ou can imagine what an orded it al wasfor her."

"Strangdly,” Lopez said, "l dmost can." Helooked at me, waiting for an explanation.
"I want acocktail," | said.

"Esther was the heroine of the evening,” Max continued, and | redlized from the reckless glitter in hiseyes
that he'd been imbibing rather fredly. "I am told she even broke through the invisible barrier to beet the
suffing out of Hieronymus, with scarcely athought for her own safety.”

"Hieronymus?' Lopez repeated. "Indeed?’
"I suddenly need someair,” | said. "Detective, would you escort me outside?"
"Not just now." He said to Max, "Tell me more about Esther's brave confrontation.”

Obvioudy intent on doing alittle matchmaking, Max said enthusiasticaly, "Wdll, Lysander, who saw
some of the episode from his position on the sacrificia dtar—"

"Where wasthis Lysander?' Lopez asked, blinking.

"He saysthat Esther walloped Hieronymus with a cast-iron candelabral ™

"It was just acandlestick.” When Lopez gave me adark glance, | wished I'd kept my mouth shut.
"She saved lives" Max said.

"So this man—L ysander—was awitness?’

"If you pull out your notebook," | said to Lopez, "you can forget about afreeticket to the show.”

"Oh, youre going to see Sorcerer!" Max said. "Me, too! Perhaps we can go together! What night would
be good for you?"

"Uh..." Lopez looked to mefor help.
"Will you teke me outsde now?' | said to him.

"Perhaps we could have dinner together before the show," Max said to Lopez. "Oh, unlessyou're
Lithuanian? | have nothing againg Lithuanians, mind you, it'sjust that trying to share amed with one can
be alittle complicated for me."

"Okay," Lopez said to me. "Outside.”

"Or, no, here's an even better ideal" Max said. "WEll take Esther for alate supper after the show! Won't
that be nice?'



Lopez's hand in the small of my back urged me to speed up as we crossed the floor and headed for the
exit. | kept sumbling.

"Why are you only wearing one shoe?" he asked.

"| lost the other. 1t upsets meto talk about it."

We passed through the curtain covering the doorway and let it drop behind us. Then he let out his breath.
"Okay, remember how | said I'd rather you stayed away from Max?' he said.

"Yes..."

"Right now, I'll settlefor you just kegping him away from me. Ded?"

"Ded." | stepped alittle closer and toyed with histie. "So...are you off duty yet?"

"Officidly. But..." He shook hishead. "I caught ahomicide tonight."

"Y ou make it sound like catching acold.”

"So | il have to go back to the house and do al the paperwork | 1€ft lying around—"

"Heigh-ho, the glamorouslife.”

"—when | found messages from you on my desk. One of which asked meto come hereright away."
"Oh." | leaned alittle closer to him. ™Y ou dropped everything for me?'

His cod-black lashes veiled hiseyes. "l did.”

"That'snice" | said. "Even though | am atax-paying citizen entitled to the dedicated protection of the
policeforce.

"What happened tonight?' he murmured, leaning alittle closer to me, too.

"It doesn't matter now. It'sover."

Hislipslooked full and firm, and | redlly wanted to know what he tasted like.
Hewhispered, "Y ou're not going to tell me, are you?”

| whispered back, "Are you ever going to kiss me?"

Hesmiled alittleand | felt his breath on my cheek just before our lips met. His mouth was warm, and he
tasted sweet and unfamiliar, lush, tempting—and alittle bit like coffee. Hislipswere pillowy, even richer
than I'd expected, and, oh my, he knew how to use them.

"Mmm," | sad. " Mmm."

| sank bondlesdy againgt him and did my arms around his neck. Degpening hiskiss, he backed me up
againgt thewall and tightened his hold on me, pressing hisbody al along mine. After along, dark,
spinning moment, he pulled away just enough that we could both bresthe. My heart was thundering, and |
felt light-headed and weak—in that good way. | clung to him as he nuzzled my hair.

Then he murmured, "Uh, Esther?"



-
"Why do you smdl like sulfur?’
"Just kissmeagain,” | whispered.
Hedid.

Andfor alittle while, the whole world disappeared.

*kk*k*k

But magic hasn't left Manhattan—as Esther finds out in
her next adventure!
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