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This book is dedicated to Cara, Gabe, Zach, and Beanie
My family puts up with too much for mere words

PART ONE:
JUNKIE
1

A man stood in the center of a single long room. The room resembled the lone
occupant- rundown, beat up, and dirty. His ribs were slats under his skin; fragile
and distinct like the keys of an ancient, decaying piano. His eyes, staring and
manic, seemed as transparent as the windows. His long, tangled reddish hair hung
clumped and caked with grime. His mouth was a thin cut in his face showing the
hillocks of his teeth. They showed through the veneer of his gums in exactly the
same way the rusty nail heads poked through the faded wallpaper in the bathroom.
He stared fixedly at a green baize card table, the ancient felt tacky and
threadbare. It had been salvaged from a pile of trash in front of the building one
day and it looked it. The tabletop was empty but for a playing card, an old ace of
spades with creased corners from a long-gone Bicycle deck. He leaned closer. His
heart raced faster, pulse thumping in his temples. The moment was coming. His
eyes were wide, sclera slightly discolored and red-veined. He had a tombstone
smile and he rubbed his arms together, scratching the inside of both elbows, the
old familiar Junkie Shuffle.
The card lay more or less in the center of the table. At first it seemed to be still,
but the card began to pulse. Every time he drew breath, the surface of the card
bulged gently. When he exhaled it deflated. He waited a couple of breaths until
the dirty, yellow-white face of the card with the single black spade in the center
card bowed outward and seemed ready to burst. He drew his right arm back,
straightened his fingers into a rigid knife tipped with dirty fingernails, and drove it
down onto the surface of the card… and through it.
He felt almost no sensation, only the faint impression of damp velvet pressing
against his hand and wrist. He felt nothing save a slight tingle at the intersection
of the card and his arm. Groping in the damp space, he felt something move. It
struggled but he grasped it firmly.
Like every good junkie he always saved a taste for the end. Just a little taste to
get him through until the next score. This was his Hail Mary fix, the end-of-theline fix. The last one. The last one before the next last one, anyhow. He licked his
chapped, split lips, grinning like a skull in anticipation of the rush. Finally, he
dragged his clawed hand from the card and whatever otherspace it contained. For
just a moment it seemed the skin of the surface of the card clung to his arm as he
pulled. Then it snapped whatever tenuous, filmy hold it had and collapsed back. It
became just an aged playing card again, although singed a little in the middle as
though someone had lit a match beneath it. His arm lashed out in arc between
the card and the open window. From his spreading fingers a startled dirty white
dove flapped three times and vanished into the city air.
He squeezed his bruised eyes shut and held his fetid breath, waiting. There was

nothing but a tingle, a faint sensation somewhere near his stomach. He slammed
both hands onto the card table, catching sight of a single falling bead of sweat as
he closed his eyes.
Lurching upright with a forlorn cry, he began to sketch in the air, trying to carve
his words into the air again, to bring the red and yellow fiery lines into being. He
slashed at the air, going through his spells one by one. Nothing happened.
Hopelessness and desperation gripped him, and he felt his bowels clench and
roil. The knowledge he had tried so hard to unlearn bared its teeth at him and
grinned. He knew that grin- it was his own.
He tried every spell, every permutation. From the heavy-duty ones all the way
to the parlor tricks: lighting a lamp or lifting a cigarette, or making a faint knock
on the wooden walls. He could cast none of them. The dove had been the last of
it. He had nothing else. Not a thing. He’d known it was possible. He’d suspected
it might happen eventually. Just not to him. Not to him.
His eyes flew open then, filled with horror, desperation, and rage, but not sanity. He
became a whirlwind storming around the small room. Screaming wordlessly, he snapped the
weak back of the table with doubled fists. He kicked his pillow. He snatched up a stray glass
and dashed it against the wall, and didn’t even see it explode in a storm of shards. He stormed
blindly around the room, a toddler in the midst of a tantrum. He threw himself at the wall and
collapsed sobbing to the floor. Eventually the sobs ceased and he lay panting. He stared dully
at nothing. That was it, then. He couldn’t even feel it anymore.
It hadn’t started like this. He’d had potential once. Potential? Hell, he’d been great once.
Great? He had been the best. There were people in the world whose hands trembled when his
name came up in conversation. He knew there were still people who would give an eye, or a
leg, or a testicle (theirs or anyone else’s) to learn from him. And of course there were still
people out there who would breathe a sigh of relief when they knew for certain he was truly,
irrevocably dead.
How had he come to this?
It wasn’t his fault, of course. It couldn’t be!
It was… it was…
Who was he kidding? Who was there to kid? He knew exactly where the blame for his fall
lay. He had mastered many things in his short life, but self-deception had never been among
his myriad talents. He knew all the things he could be and had been- liar, thief, murderer,
sinner, bastard, coward, hero, bastion, saint. He wouldn’t lay the blame for his mistakes at
anyone’s dirty, torn, and bruised feet but his own. Besides, he’d long ago chased away the
few who would have borne the brunt of his accusations. Killed a couple of them, too. His
scrawny shoulders would bear the weight of his sins. That much he would do. He couldn’t
have fallen so far unless he had truly, completely, and epically screwed up beyond all belief.
Maybe he should just kill himself. Wouldn’t be hard. He was close to starving. It wouldn’t
take much for him to go into arrhythmia. Or he should maybe go out the window. He was
high enough, right? Just a quick drop, a sudden thump, and as Neil Young had put it, outta the
blue, into the black. Or he could get a gun. Or a razor blade. That would be even easier. A
warm bath, a quick slash. Bleeding out is like falling asleep. Pills? How about pills?
The last of his dogged pride and determination surfaced, startling him. This bullshit. This
cowering, puling, weakness! Disgusting. He’d become disgusting, a perversion of everything
he had ever been! He was a world-shaker, by God! He was a Magician. And he was worth
any three practitioners. He was worth any ten. He was worth all of them put together! Wasn’t
he?

He’d had power once. But that was before. He needed more and more just to get that glow.
He needed the big ones. And he knew he didn’t have it in him to cast the big ones anymore.
His head rocked back to thump against the wall. The thought came to him from out of
nowhere. He’d always eschewed props. He was hands-on, and he disdained anyone who ever
needed help. Those weak-willed pukes who needed a wand, or a ring, or a hat. Anyone who
couldn’t bring the power without a focus wasn’t worth his time. Wasn’t worth his spit.
He cringed to realize he’d sunk so low as to need one himself now. Him. But maybe.
Maybe. Maybe with a focus. He could use a focus to increase the power. Maybe that could
substitute for his weakness. Maybe he could distract the power from his powerlessness. He
could get the glow. Another push and… he couldHe dashed the thought away with a shake of his head. Be honest with yourself. It’s time.
And not one of the coward’s ways. You? A razor? Found in the tub, pale as milk, and skinny
as a starving dog? How would you look on the slab? Would you look like the most powerful
man in the world?
No. Another loser hobo who didn’t have any control over the world. Just another failed
miserable life. No mourning, no funeral. No Great Loss.
But not just another spell. Nothing would do for him but the grand-daddy of all spells. The
big one. The last one. And no dodging the price. Nope. He would cast a spell and let it
consume him. His ghastly smile stretched his lips wide again.
Something they’d talk about for generations.
They’d feel it.
He’d make them feel it.
Maybe he would.
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