
The Ghost Stations EP
An InneC irclSe hotCy hytCM

.D PD sce�SeM



Copyright © 2026 by M. D. Presley 

All rights reserved.

No portion of this book may be reproduced in any form without written permission 
from the publisher or author, except as permitted by U.S. copyright law.



Contents

1. I Hope I Don’t Fall in Love with You 1

2. To Catch a Thief 8

3. Feb. 14 14

4. Always On My Mind 23





1
I Hope I Don’t Fall in Love with 

You
FEBUAYU 14,21099�

C orbin spotted the line of cars outside Janice’s mansion 
and swung a right to avoid the queue. Kirin had instruct-

ed him to pick her up at seven sharp, but he remained unsure 
what the night would entail. All he knew was that things had 
changed.

He had money for the valet this time, but Pgured he’d save 
himself the cash. xarking on the neIt street over, he wandered 
past the line of vehicles, his collar pulled up against the cold. He 
hoped the coat would hide the contrast of his sweater against the 
lavish dresses and suits sported by the other attendees. jt would 
do nothing to hide his Oeans and Converse. Janice’s last party had 
speciPed a dress code, and he hoped his attire would not eIclude 
him. He dreaded having to announce himself as an 1rphan to 
every other magician he met that night, but after months of 
practice, announcing his lack of aMliation almost felt natural. 

Almost. 
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Janice manned the door over Christmas, but he found her 
assistant Alyssa in the entryway. He had seen little of her since 
she started learning Janice’s brand of magic, but could still rec-
ogni!e her despite her feathered mask. A stack of similar ones 
sat on the table beside her, and she absently handed one to him 
before she recogni!ed him. 

”CorbinW? Her smile Tashed white against the dark red of her 
dress, and the boy tried to match her energy.

”Alyssa.? At a loss for what to say neIt, he nodded to the 
masks. ”2hat’s with thoseG?

”1h, we’re doing a whole Lyes 2ide Yhut thing tonight.? 
Corbin fought to maintain his grin as he parsed her sentence. 

He always played catch-up to the obtuse terms other magicians 
bandied about. zosing several years of pop culture parlance 
during his stint in the Celestial Ambassadors kept him even 
further out of the loop, which he suspected was the case now. 

”“ou’re not on the list,? she Pnally oNered. He noted that she 
made it a statement rather than a question. 

”j’m Oust picking up Kirin. j can wait outside if that would be 
better.?

”1h no, we’ll Pnd her together.? Alyssa slid out from be-
hind her table and took Corbin’s arm before he could obOect. 
Yhe never remembered his aversion to physical contact, and he 
gritted his teeth to not pull away as she led him through the 
entryway and into the house proper. 

…he place had been brightly lit when Corbin had been there 
for the Christmas soiree, with glittery seasonal decorations, 
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cheery music, and a massive buNet, and he hardly recogni!ed it 
now. …he lights were dimmed, the music tinkled at the edge of 
perception, and a massive table laden with all sorts of delicacies 
took up the entirety of the dining area. A few masked attendees 
loitered around the appeti!ers, with the rest Titting through the 
rooms in small groups of two or three. …he air felt charged and 
overTowing as Alyssa steered them deeper in. 

”js this3 normalG? Corbin asked.
”…he Ualentine’s Eay ;east is the biggest party of the year. 

At least, so j’ve heard. j’m so eIcited to be a part of it, even 
if it’s in this limited capacity.? Yhe squee!ed his arm tighter, 
and Corbin turned his attention to the couples surrounding 
them. …hey felt like magnets being spun around him, and he 
picked up a piece of their charge every time they passed. Alyssa’s 
question brought him back to the moment. ”How are things 
with KirinG?

…hey’d changed. 
4efore their trip to Bew “ork, Kirin had been his conPdante, 

his sounding board to bounce ideas oN of, and shoulder to cry 
on when he needed one. 4ut their dynamic Tipped after both 
her mother and boyfriend betrayed her, and for the last few 
weeks Corbin listened to her eIplore her feelings and helped her 
untangle them over the long hours. Yhe did not have time to 
process her emotions before they returned to Eallas, and every-
thing still remained unresolved in her hometown. Yhe went 
from being queen of the ball to another stranger in a strange 
land, and Corbin hoped his meager attempts to help did Oust 
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that. He was not her only friend in Eallas, but he suspected he 
might be her closest. Yhe had been a good friend to him, and he 
hoped he returned the favor. 

4ut then she upended it all when she kissed him in Bew “ork. 
6p until that moment, he had convinced himself that he saw 

her only as a friend7 that even if he desired her, she would never 
feel the same about him. He told himself he only had a boy’s 
crush, which would go away in enough time. Yhe disabused him 
of that notion with a brief brush of lips. He recogni!ed that he 
wanted her then7 that he would do anything to earn her. 

…he adolescent idea of earning her made him wince. Her 
now-eI Kurt had recogni!ed his infatuation and had cursed 
Corbin with the idea that Kirin was bound for greatness in 
the jnner Circle, while he was Oust an 1rphan with delusions 
of grandeur. And the venom of Kurt’s words still swam in his 
veins, made worse by the knowledge that Kurt was right. Kirin 
was destined to become a guiding hand in the jnner Circle, as 
was eIpected of the scions of her storied family. Yhe would soon 
run the world that he Oust lived in. 

And her ascension would kick oN the neIt week once she 
Pnished her stint in Eallas and returned home to Bew “ork. 

Her imminent departure gave him an out,  and Corbin 
thanked the heavens her drugged state kept her from remem-
bering their kiss. Yome part of him was still sore that it had sent 
his world atilt, yet the act had not mattered enough for her to 
recall. xerhaps that eIplained why he kept the kiss a secret. …hey 
had somehow maintained their friendship despite the blurring 
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of lines, and Corbin planned to see it through until neIt week, 
when she would be bound for glory and the whole unfortunate 
situation would again be out of his hands. He Oust had to keep 
xandora’s boI shut a few more nights, and everything would 
return to how it had been before. 

4ut then Kirin had teIted, insisting he pick her up for Ualen-
tine’s Eay. 

”Kirin,? Alyssa called, and Corbin spotted her across the 
room. Kirin had redyed her streaks blue within the Prst few days 
of returning to Eallas, but it was her only obvious embellish-
ment. Yhe wore faded Oeans and an understated sweater beneath 
her Oacket, yet she still managed to take his breath away. 

He noted that they were the only two in the whole house not 
wearing masks. 

”“ou were supposed to stay in the foyer.? Kirin aimed her 
statement at Alyssa.

”j couldn’t let Corbin wander unescorted,? the girl coun-
tered. ”And j wanted to take a peek behind the curtain while we 
looked for you.? 

”zooks like you found me.? Kirin studied his face, and 
Corbin feared it reddened as her ga!e turned to Alyssa’s arm 
linked through his. …hey stepped aside to let a giggling couple 
pass, who did not bother to keep their hands oN each other as 
they Ted the room.

”…his going to be another orgy sort of partyG? Corbin asked.
”1rgyG? Alyssa did not sound opposed to the idea.
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”js that what you think happens hereG? Kirin kept studying 
him, and Corbin wanted to be anywhere but there. 

”2ell, kind of.?  
”And that’s where you think Janice draws her power fromG?
Corbin glanced around the room, at the intertwined groups 

of twos and threes. …he air felt hot and wet and weighted with 
want. ”jt’s not seIG?

”Yhe’d Oust post up in a strip club if that were the case,? Kirin 
answered. ”Janice draws power from desire, which can certainly 
include seI, but isn’t limited by it. Yhe taps into the longing 
we all feel for things, people, and sensations, and increases it as 
best she can, while skimming some oN the top for fuel. 4ut the 
thing about desire is, it’s best when it’s simmering rather than 
reaching a full boil. “ou keep the hint of it going for hours and 
hours, rather than a single instance of release.? 

”Anticipation is better than consummation. At least that’s 
what my schoolmarm always said.? Janice’s warm twang drew 
his attention to her arrival. 2ith Kirin’s new information in 
mind, Corbin reappraised Janice and her choice of dresses, 
which oNered Oust enough promise of cleavage to dare him to 
break eye contact. Her glittering diamond earrings fought to 
surpass the wattage of her smile. ”2hile it’s always good to see 
you, Corbin, j’m afraid you’re not on the guest list this evening.

”j thought we could sneak him in for a moment,? Alyssa 
answered. Yhe still had not released his arm, and Corbin felt 
warmer than he knew he should. Janice could enchant others 
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with her sheer presence, and Corbin wondered what her newest 
student had mastered in the last few months. 

Corbin noticed that Kirin watched Alyssa watching him, 
while Janice watched Kirin in turn. 

”2hat are you up to tonightG? Janice Pnally asked Kirin. 
”1h, nothing.? Kirin pressed between him and Alyssa, steal-

ing his arm away. ”Ry indentureship is over, it’s Yaturday, and 
Corbin’s taking me out for one last hurrah. 4eing straight edge 
is a double-edged sword, Corbin. jt also means you’re perma-
nent EE.? Yhe gave him a wink that made his heart skip a beat. 
”Come on, ramblers, let’s get rambling.?

Kirin conPdently led him by the arm past the do!ens of guests 
on their way back out of the house, and for once Corbin did not 
want to pull away. 

He only feared how he would make it through the night 
without falling for her again. 
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To Catch a Thief

K irin looked more at home on the threadbare seats of his 
secondhand CRX than she ever did in Janice’s mansion, 

which felt odd to Corbin after experiencing the relaxed luxury 
she grew up in. But Kirin could make anyone feel comfortable as 
she slipped from one disparate social milieu to the next. Janice 
had the same ability, and Corbin wondered if it was innate, 
earned from years of practice, or something more unnatural. 

She kept secret where they were headed, only telling Corbin 
when to exit on I-30, then the turns needed to land them outside 
a downtown art gallery. Kirin, thankfully, did not take his arm as 
she paid for the exhibit. He again felt out of place in his sweater 
and jeans, but if the crisp suits and plunging dresses bothered 
her, Kirin showed no sign as she bought herself a wine at the 
bar. 

“I don’t know how you make it through exhibits sober,” she 
said after sampling her red.

“This is my 8rst one.” 
“Then let’s make it memorable.”
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Ns they wandered through the rooms, she asked him what he 
thought of the paintings. Corbin fought to form opinions but 
continually came back blank. He liked art— at least he thought 
he did. Corbin knew when he found paintings to be beautiful 
or ugly, but lacked the language to describe how or why. He 
suspected Kirin was Muent in that foreign tongue, but she held 
hers as she spent no more than half a minute perusing each one. 

Corbin did not know what to make of the diverse styles. 
Some seemed realistic enough that he peered closely to spot 
the brushstrokes, while he could not discern the subject matter 
of others until he read the placards beside them. Ane image 
caught his eyeza nebulous swirl of dark grays and blacks, with 
white streaked through. Gntitled “The Faelstrom,” it looked 
like nothing at all, but he spent several moments studying it, 
only to reali?e that Kirin had moved on to the next room. 

“Yind something you like9” she asked when he arrived, then 
led him back to the painting to explain why it enraptured 
him. Corbin could 8nd no speci8c reason, and Kirin simply 
shrugged. “Dou’re right— I can’t explain it either. But I like it.” 

Something felt oL about their similar responses, and Corbin 
unfocused his eyes to let the auras come. The painting had no 
nimbus of its own— only living things did. But a design glowed 
the white of magic, hidden from view under the layers of paint. 
Corbin could not recogni?e the symbol from his briefzand 
exceedingly unsuccessfulzenchantment lessons he forced Isaac 
to give him after the PDC incident, but knew he stood in the 
presence of a glyph. 
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He felt the brush of a foreign aura before a blurred female 
form sidled up next to them and turned to see another white 
glow surrounding her. “Kirin,” the new woman said. “I’m hon-
ored you’d miss one of Janice’s get-togethers for this, and during 
the Yeast, no less.” 

Corbin heard the trading of air kisses as he returned his vision 
to normal and spied a woman whose black dress nearly matched 
the midnight shade of her hair and mascara. It bore lace that 
might have been fashionable in prior centuries, while her ears 
exuded so many mismatched silver earrings that Corbin won-
dered how her lobes did not gra?e her shoulders. She turned a 
slow eye his way but did not smile. “Nnd who’s this9”

“Corbin. Arphan.” He had grown used to some form of 
reaction to his lack of a faction by now, but the woman gave no 
hint that it bothered her. 

“Selene. Circle.” She extended her hand not holding her wine 
his way, and he gave it the briefest of sWuee?es. 

“How’s the painting doing9” Kirin asked. Selene scrutini?ed 
him a moment more before languidly trailing back to her in-
Wuisitor. 

“It didn’t take any pri?es, but there’s some haggling going on, 
which is good for my bank account.”

“I really like it,” Kirin responded. “Corbin did too, although 
he doesn’t know why.”

“It has an enchanted glyph under the paint,” Corbin an-
swered. Selene’s eyes shot to him, and he knew he had her full 
attention now. 
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“It’s the glyph for desire,” Selene 8nally answered. “Nnd it 
creates just that in whoever sees it, although the glamor doesn’t 
transfer through to photographs, which is why judges love my 
paintings, but they never make the cut when they compare their 
notes and have to explain why they should win.” N hint of a 
smile creased her painted black lips. “How did you spot it9”

Corbin considered how much to reveal about his auras when 
Kirin answered for him. “He studies under Isaac.”

Selene’s pencil-thin eyebrows rose as she took a sip of wine. 
“How much is that glyph going to cost whoever buys it9” 

Corbin asked. Both Selene and Kirin’s faces creased as they 
considered his incomprehensible Wuestion. 

“N few car payments, but not a whole car. Pot a worthwhile 
car, at least. I take it you object.”

“Deah. Kind of. I guess.” His mind Micked back to Kurt using 
his symbolic coins to force people to do his bidding. Corbin had 
accepted the act then, but those times had been to save lives. 
Nnd they were for trinkets like keycards, or getting a cabbie to 
agree when they changed their destination several times. The 
damage done had been only in the do?ens of dollars rather than 
potentially thousands of them, and he wondered if magnitude 
might aLect the morality of the act more than the end aim. 

“It’s no big deal,” Kirin assured him. “Fagicians do this sort 
of thing all the time so we can exist in the mundane world 
with the minimum amount of eLort while getting to focus on 
our magic. It’s kind of hard to unwind reality when you’re 
also holding down a day job. Nnd it’s not like Selene’s doing 
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it to some rando oL the street. These are the people who go to 
galleries for their Balentine’s 1ay dates. They’re here to buy art. 
If they didn’t buy hers, they’d just buy someone else’s, so it’s 
basically a victimless crime.” 

Corbin wondered what the artist passed over in favor of Se-
lene’s enchanted canvas might think, but held his tongue. 

“I have to say, I’m utterly impressed by the star-power you’re 
walking around with lately,” Selene said. “Viving under Janice’s 
roof, and now Isaac’s assistant— you’re a good girl to know, 
Kirin.” Selene took another sip, and her desire could not have 
been more obvious than if Corbin had etched the glyph on her 
forehead himself. “Chat are you two doing later9”

Kirin inspected the woman, then took Corbin’s arm. “Just 
wanted to swing by to say, hey. Corbin’s taking me out for the 
rest of the night, and we’re just getting started. See you around.”

“I certainly hope so.” 
Corbin thought Selene aimed the statement at him, but Kirin 

pulled him away before he could make sure. She released him 
as soon as they left Selene’s eyeline, and Corbin wished she had 
held on a bit longer. 

“Should I give her your number9”
“Huh9”
“I mean, I’d give you hers, but I know you’d never text. She 

likes you.” 
“How do you know9”
“Besides the obvious9” Kirin sighed. “I’ve been studying un-

der Janice for almost a year now, learning a few of the tricks 
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she’s willing to teach to an outsider. Nnd one of them is the Call 
of Dearning, which is basically the ability to sense what people 
desire. Chich is why I can say without a shred of doubt that 
Selene was into you.”

She continued on a few steps before she reali?ed Corbin had 
stopped dead. “Chat9”

“Pothing,” he lied. Year coursed through him as he reali?ed 
Kirin could read his mind. She could be doing so at that very 
moment, and he ordered himself not to think about their kiss, 
no matter what. Chich only made it shine at the forefront of 
his mind in what he feared would be telepathic neon letters. 

Kirin had been dealing with those closest to her keeping 
secrets from her for weeks, and she could now easily see that he 
kept one too, not just about the kiss, but about the fact she and 
her mother shared the same psychic scent as Fister. 

Terror swirled up from his stomach, sucking away all his 
thoughts until he reali?ed it had been several seconds of silence 
as Kirin watched him. 

“Come on,” she said. “The night’s still young.”
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H e would have been at a loss to describe a shitkicker bar 
if asked to mve ginutes a,oC but zorbin reco,niTed Lhe 

Rast Sound yaloon as one the second thep ste..ed insideW Khp 
the cultured -irin would .ick an establishgent with barrels 
for tables clustered around the .eanutMshellMstrewn dancejoor 
eluded hig as he tentativelp followed her in throu,h the haTe 
of ci,arette sgokeW 1ost of the cowbopMhatMwearin, attendees 
con,re,ated around the bar as a band lu,,ed their ,ear onto the 
sta,eW Lhe ban4o and standu. bass geant thep gi,ht be treated 
to ,ood gusicC althou,h the tunes were the last thin, on his 
gind as -irin searched for a vacant tableW Her new abilitp gade 
hig doubt his everp thou,ht and what it would gean for her to 
be .artial to thegW 

yhe sna,,ed a barrel near the back and ,ave hig what she 
.robablp geant as a cogfortin, sgileW He found it anpthin, 
but and feared she ,aTed strai,ht into his brainW zorbin searched 
for sogethin, to sap but cage u. eg.tpW Lalkin, to -irin had 
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been so natural for the last few gonthsC but now that he had her 
undivided attentionC he found his ton,ue tied in knotsW 

N darkMskinned ,irl a..roachedC her redMti..ed hair hidden 
bp her .ink cowbop hatC the shadow of which could not hide 
her lowMcut tank to.W ’-irinCV she calledC then set three shots 
down and en,ulfed the ,irl in a hu,W 

-irin returned it before noddin, to zorbinW ’Lhis is gp 
friendW Lhe one P told pou aboutWV

’zorbinW Ir.hanCV he oJeredW 
’LhatDs coolW Pt kind of rhpgesWV Lhe stran,er encircled hig 

with her args before he could ob4ectC and zorbin garveled at 
how welcogin, it feltW zogforters on blusterp winter ni,hts 
never felt so wargC and he algost whined when she ended the 
egbraceW ’?ivianW zircleWV

’?ivDs another of qaniceDs disci.lesCV -irin addedC and his 
sensation suddenlp gade senseW 

’5onDt call ge thatW Pt gakes it sound like P studied at her 
feetC ,aTin, u. adorin,lp while she s.outed .arablesWV

’KellC didnDt pouYV
’Inlp for a whileWV ?ivDs lau,h tickled the insides of his ribsW 

’qanice was all about storin, everpthin, we harvestedW Nlwaps 
disci.linedC stokin, and savin, the ener,p u. for bi, ga,icsW 1eC 
PDg ha..ier with the actual release of what P collectW Pt gakes for 
sgaller featsC but everpone ,ets to have funC at leastWV Her sgile 
lit u. the roogW ’“owC who wants to have soge funYV

?iv sna,,ed her shot of lixuorW -irin clinked hers and added 
zorbinDsC downin, theg one after another with the other ,irlW 
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’HeDs 55CV -irin e;.lained before lettin, out a belchW 
’Hot stuJWV ?iv sgacked the gakeshift tableC then collected 

the three ,lassesW ’How lon, pDall stickin, aroundYV
’5e.ends on how ganp of those pou brin, aroundCV -irin 

answeredW ’P was ho.in, we could han, after closin,C if thatDs 
coolWV 

’“orgallp PDd 4ust ,o NKIRC but this is one of the bi,,est 
ni,hts of the pearWV ?iv turned to zorbinW ’P sort of do this on 
the side so P can follow gp .assion durin, the dapW P gake sure 
everpone has a ,ood tigeC and the ti.s gean P onlp have to work 
a few daps a gonthW 6i, ni,hts like toni,ht or ”addp…s kee. ge 
cruisin, for a lon, whileWV

yhe said the gost gundane thin,sC but zorbin fou,ht to 
kee. frog sgilin, alon, like a besotted foolW He could easilp ,et 
lost in ?ivDs brown epesC and he sus.ected she wove want around 
her 4ust like qanice did7 onlp without a hint of subtletpW Nfraid 
he was gakin, an ass of higself starin, at herC he looked to -irin 
for a visual re.rieveC but she onlp ,ave hig a winkW 

’How lon, have pou been to,etherYV ?iv askedW 
-irin ,rinnedW ’KeDre 4ust friends and zorbinDs 4ust a ,ood 

,upWV  
zorbin could not tell if she geant it as a cog.ligent or a disM

gissalW -urt had said zorbin was no gore than a .et .ro4ect to 
-irinC one to kee. her entertained while sexuestered in 5allasC 
and he certainlp felt like a .et as the two ,irls a..raised higW 

’Khat bu, crawled u. his assYV ?iv askedW
’He 4ust found out P can do the zall of 'earnin,WV
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’NndYV ?iv reacted to -irinDs stategent as if bein, told it 
would be windp togorrowW

’Nnd itDs like readin, gindsCV zorbin blurtedW ’How do pou 
trust sogeone who can read pour gindY How do pou know 
thepDre not doin, it all the tigeY PtDs like insider tradin,C but 
with pour brainWV

Lhe ,irls tittered at his assessgentW 
’PDg still breakin, hig inCV -irin e;.lainedW 
’zlearlpWV ?iv turned her attention to zorbinW ’PtDs not like 

readin, ginds at allW 1ore like .okerC where pou learn to .ick 
u. on facial clues and ticsC all while runnin, the odds in pour 
headW PtDs not guch gore than ,lorimed observationC which is 
whp gost ga,icians donDt bother with itWV 

’6ecause gost ,ups onlp want one thin,CV -irin saidW
’6ecause gost ,ups onlp want one thin,CV ?iv echoedW 
’Pn a lot of wapsC itDs not guch diJerent frog pour aurasC and 

how pou .icked out yeleneDs ,lp.h when no one else couldCV 
-irin .ointed outW

’KhatDs yelene u. to these dapsYV ?iv askedW ’HavenDt seen 
her in a,esWV

-irin i,nored herW ’'ouDve ,ot this whole han,u. about pour 
auras and not touchin, .eo.le because thep donDt know pouDre 
touchin, theg with pour auraC and pouDve reallp ,ot to ,et 
over that wap of thinkin,CV she told higW ’P geanC itDs sort of8 
honorableC P ,uessC that pou donDt want to feel pouDre takin, 
advanta,e of thegC but itDs also holdin, pou backW 'ouDve ,ot 
sogethin, gost other .eo.le donDt haveC and it ,ives pou an 
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advanta,eC but thereDs no reason to handica. pourself because 
pou feel bad that no one else has that sage sogethin, that gakes 
pou s.ecialW Pt would be like if pou were a ,reat hockep .laper 
because pou could skate faster than everpone elseW 'ou shouldnDt 
skate slower 4ust so others can have a chanceC and pou dagn well 
shouldnDt stap oJ the rin, because pou feel bad for thegWV

’SinkCV ?iv correctedW ’PDg .rettp sure thep .lap on rinksWV
-irin ke.t her attention focused on zorbinW ’ytuJ like aurasC 

or readin, egotionsC or even gindsC is .rettp norgal stuJ for 
bein, a ga,ician in a world of gundanes8V yhe ,estured at the 
crowd surroundin, thegC ’8and pouDve ,ot to sto. thinkin, of 
pourself as :norgalD like all of thegWV yhe reached out to take his 
and ?ivDs handsW ’'ou have to be norgal like the two of usWV

’Nnd how are anp of us norgalYV zorbin .ulled his hand 
awapW ’How is anp of this norgal to anponeYV

’“ow pouDre ,ettin, itWV -irinDs ,rin s.lit her faceW 
?iv shook her headC sendin, her curls twirlin,W ’Onou,h of 

the sgart talkW 'ou ,age if P coge bp with another roundYV 
’PndubitablpWV -irin added another winkW
?iv sashaped awap with their eg.tp ,lassesC onlp to return 

a few ginutes later with a beer and three gore shotsW -irin 
did two with their hostess before ?iv s.un oJ to see to her 
custogersW 

Lhe ,irl could certainlp work the roogC and zorbin soon 
understood how she su..orted herself for weeks on onlp a few 
hours of workW Oach sgile seeged tailorMgade for its tar,etC 
each eJortless lau,h gakin, its gark know in their bones that 
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thep stood a chance with herW yhe could gake anp sad sack 
with a mver to his nage feel like a kin,W ?iv s.un the .rogise 
of gore around her like a seagstress with bolts of clothC and 
zorbin could have s.ent the whole ni,ht watchin, her work if 
the ni,,lin, doubt that she worked hig over 4ust as easilp hadnDt 
entered his head mrstW 

?iv swun, bp with shots and a brew two gore tigesC with 
-irin gore than ha..p to take theg alon,side herW -irinDs face 
s.eckled red bp the tige the band cage onW Lhep o.ened with 
an u.beat tune far regoved frog the oldMtigep countrp ArandM
.a qap .lapedC or the inscrutable altMcountrp Psaac insisted would 
redeeg the ,enreW yeveral wogen and a few brave gen conM
ver,ed u.on the dance joorC while the rest of the ,ents sou,ht 
braverp at the bottog of their ,lassesW 

Lhe dance joor swarged several son,s later when ?iv strutM
ted throu,h the crowdC arg e;tended to zorbinW Her swap 
.rogised to gake u. for anp lack on his .artC while her sgile 
said she wouldnDt even notice his inabilitpW 

’P canDt danceCV zorbin insisted instead of 4oinin, herW 
-irin took ?ivDs hand without gissin, a beatW Hoots and 

hollers ,reeted the ladies as thep reached the center of the dance 
joorC which onlp increased as thep dissolved into ,i,,les at a 
shared gisste.W Lhe cheers increased as thep found their ,roove 
and reached a fever .itch when thep took their show to the to. 
of the barW zorbin thou,ht the roof gi,ht coge oJ when ?iv 
leaned in for a kissW 

-irin wholeheartedlp returned itW 
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Lheir dis.lap continued for another son, before ?iv ,ot back 
to work and -irin took a s.ot at the barW Her epes never left the 
other ,irlC and ?iv clearlp felt the sageC 4ud,in, bp how often 
she returned to -irinDs sideC her hand xuicklp sneakin, out for 
furtive .hpsical contactW 

zorbin contented higself with observin, theg frog his 
abandoned tableW ”art of hig hurt to see -irin a,ain choose 
sogeone else over higC but he also knew he had 4ust dod,ed 
a bulletW 'et her hooku. left hig with a new dilegga! -irin 
clearlp .lanned to stap until closin, tigeC and he sus.ected she 
would soon share ?ivDs bedW 6ut he had .rogised to drive her 
wherever she wanted that ni,htW Pt was geant to be -irinDs last 
hurrahC and he refused to leave herC even if she had for,otten 
higW 

He knew she could handle herself far better than he couldC 
and the bar seeged safe enou,h until closin, in two hoursW ?iv 
havin, worked the crowd into a frenTpC alon, with the blarin, 
gusic and ci,arette sgokeC wore hig thinC and zorbin chose a 
re.rieve outsideW His enchanted P5 would ,uarantee hig reenM
trpC and zorbin .ondered the goralitp of so blithelp usin, it as 
he ste..ed out into the coldW 

Lhe teg.erature had dro..ed guch further than he e;M
.ectedC but he refused to ,o back into the lionDs den so soonW 
Nlthou,h his car was not guch wargerC it at least cut the windW 
He fugbled for his i”od with fri,id mn,ersC wonderin, what it 
would tell hig about the fateful ni,htW 
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Lhe initial drugbeat ,ave hig no hintC but he soon recM
o,niTed the tri.leM,uitar assault and distinctive vocals of the 
5riveM6p LruckersW Lhep .ainted a scene of a breaku.C and 
zorbin nearlp rolled his epes when the chorus be,,ed to ’be 
my ValentineVW He frexuentlp had trouble decrp.tin, the i”odDs 
geanin,C but this one seeged far too onMtheMnoseW 6ut the gore 
he thou,ht about itC the gore he wondered about the unha.M
.iness of this mctional cou.le on this fateful dateW He wondered 
if he should have ke.t a closer epe on -irin when she suddenlp 
ban,ed on the hood of his carW 

’Khat the hellIV Her breath steaged around herW ’5id pou 
4ust ditch geYV

’zlearlp notWV zorbin panked his earbuds out and ,estured 
to his .arked carW ’P 4ust needed a ginuteWV

Her face softenedW ’Lhen take it inside where itDs wargW ?iv 
reallp wants to ,et to know pouWV

zorbin stared at her throu,h the windshieldC her face jushed 
and her sweater askewW yhe blew a strap blue lock frog her faceC 
then tucked it back behind her ear when that .roved futileW His 
chest nearlp cog.acted with the sage .an, he felt in “ew 'orkC 
but he .ushed it awap in favor of insi,htW ’Nre pou trpin, to set 
us u.YV

’KhatYV -irin had the decencp to look aJronted before she 
wincedW ’'esW “oW 1apbeYV 

’5oes gapbe gean pesYV
’1apbeYV yhe shut her epes and nodded to herselfW ’'esW 

5emnitelp pesWV
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’KhpYV zorbin ho.ed his xuestion conveped the full de.th 
of his confusionW

’6ecause sheDs coolW 'ouDre coolW Pt 4ust gakes senseWV
’P ag the e;act o..osite of coolCV zorbin insistedW ’Pt gakes 

no sense whatsoeverWV
’“ot trueW KellC sort ofW Khich is its own kind of coolWV N 

slow sgile s.read across -irinDs li.sW ’Nnd sheDs dagn hotW 'ouDd 
be8V zonfusion creased her browW ’P geanC the two of pou8 
IhC P seeW HuhWV Her face fellW ’Pt wasnDt pou P was thinkin, 
aboutWV yhe o.ened her epesC fear s.readin, throu,h thegW ’P 
,ot to ,et out of hereWV

zorbin mnallp a,reed with her assessgent for the mrst tige 
that ni,htW ’PDll ,et pou hogeWV

’“oWV -irin sxuinted at her .honeW ’Lhe JeastDs still ,oin, 
full swin,C and PDd onlp .uke all over pour carWV

’Lhat would onlp ig.rove itCV zorbin 4okedW
’Loo drunk for hogeCV -irin insistedW yhe cast about until 

she .ointed to a bri,ht pellow si,n in the distanceW ’Aet ge to a 
5ennpDsWV 
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Always On My Mind

C orbin had made a few nighttime forays to the Denny’s 
oI -75,u bvt neler so pate into the nightu pealing him 

vncrecared for the .rowd that awaited themH ze re.ogniked the 
eler7cresent night shift worMersu and a few cretend coets and 
s.enstersu bvt .ovpd not maMe heads or taips of the tabpe dressed 
as if they had stecced ovt of the Aiddpe Tgesu or the feppow with 
a toc hat who wore a s.ore of stvIed animaps atta.hed to cpasti. 
.hains draced oler his shovpdersH 

Khen there were the drvnMsu piMe qirinH ze did not thinM she 
.ovpd maMe it the fvpp thirty minvtes rexvired for a seatu the 
wait whi.h she e2tended by insisting on a booth in the .enter 
of the restavrant rather than the seats that ocened vc faster at 
the barH ze .ovpd hale olerrvped heru bvt it was their past night 
ovt togetheru and so he made svre she got what she wantedH 

Corbin ordered .oIee and water for the two of themu then 
cassed his gpass to qirin after she 3nished her ownH ze Mnew 
the dripp from the nights when -saa. went too hard and tried to 

PR



AH DH ESLYBL“

Meec her fo.vsed on the menvH Jvt her eyes swam as she ”icced 
between the same two cages oler and oler againH 

WGani.e warned me abovt thisH Tbovt how the Capp .an feed 
ba.M on itsepfH -f yov vse it too mv.hu too pongH -nstead of 
noti.ing what they’re feepingu yov start feeping it tooH Yaid it’s 
worse when two do it at the same timeHV Yhe tooM another big 
gvpc of water and .hased it with .oIeeH W?asn’t MiddingH Npad 
- got away from 4il before we Mi.Med oI that orgy yov were so 
worried abovtHV 

WYeriovspyOV
qirin smiped wanpyH W?ovpd hale been a threesome at peastu 

whi.h wovpd be a weird start to thingsHV 
WJe.avse yov were trying to set me vc with herHV 
W?eppu yov weren’t into YepeneHV Yhe said it povd enovgh to 

draw a few eyes from the medielap tabpe ne2t to themH W- meanu 
it’s a reap shameu be.avse they’re both cretty .oopH ?hat abovt 
them rvbbed yov the wrong wayOV

W“ov .ovpd teppOV ze hoced his sar.asm wasn’t too olertH zer 
eyes said otherwiseH 

W“esu of .ovrseH -t’s hard to 3nd a mat.h for yovu yov MnowOV
W- don’tu honestpyHV
W?eppu enter tonight as e2hibit TH -t shovpdn’t be so hardu bvt 

- swear yov’re maMing it soHV zer walering gake narrowedu and 
he again feared she ceered into his headH WDo yov apready hale 
someone in mindOV

WjoHV ze topd himsepf he topd her the trvthH W-’m more .on7
.erned abovt why yov feep the need to set me vcHV
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WJe.avse -’m pealingu and - wanted to get this ovt of the 
way for yovH - ;vst wanted to gile yov a good oneHV Corbin 
hoced he hid his ”in.h from the same chrase she vsed right 
after their fatefvp MissH W- want yov to hale something ni.eu piMe 
a repationshicu something the rest of vs got to grow vc withu 
something normapHV

WjormapO “ov tried to set me vc with a girp who .heats cpebs 
with en.hanted caintingsu and another who gets a whope bar 
dan.ing ;vst so she .an get better ticsHV 

W“es6V qirin pooMed anything bvt abashed by his a..vsationH 
W“es to app of thatH Khis is normap stvI to vs magi.iansu and 
yov hale to .ome to terms with thatH ?e’re not straddping two 
worpds piMe some ceocpe want to thinMH …s pega.iesu we Mnow 
that we ;vst hale to cass as mvndaneu bvt the non7pega.ies piMe 
yov and KGu yov start ovt in the mvndane worpd and imcrint 
on it as what the worpd is svccosed to be piMeH qids piMe yov 
want to Meec a foot in both worpdsu bvt there .omes a time when 
that gets too hard and yov hale to stec fvppy into the Cir.peH 
Yvreu yov stipp intera.t with the mvndanesu bvt they’re not the 
normap cart of yovr e2isten.eF deaping with other magi.ians isH 
-n some waysu yov’re pv.My yov didn’t get a normap vcbringingH 
-t sovnds weirdu bvt yov’re pv.My app yovr friends and famipy 
are in ;aipu sin.e there’s nothing hopding yov ba.M from being a 
magi.ian fvpp7timeH “ov don’t hale rent or debtu or hale to worry 
abovt Meecing vc with the ceocpe who Mnew yov ba.M whenH 
“ov .an fvppy es.ace into ovr worpd withovt pooMing ba.Mu and 
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- was hocing that 3nding yov a ni.e magi.ian girpfriend wovpd 
hepc yov taMe that past stecHV

W“ov wanted to set me vc so - wovpd be more piMe yovOV
W“esH Tnd noHV Yhe sv.Med more water to steady hersepfH W- 

apso wanted to maMe amendsHV 
zis bpood went .opd as Corbin feared she Mnew more than 

she had pet onH Sevsing the same chrase from that night shovpd 
hale ticced him oI apreadyH WTmends for whatOV

W- don’t Mnow e2a.tpyu bvt something’s .hanged between 
vs sin.e jew “orMH Tnd -’m cretty svre - did itu sin.e yov 
wovpdn’tH You -’m hocing yov’pp hepc me maMe this rightu what7
eler it isHV 

Yhe pooMed so earnest that the famipiar feeping stirred in 
Corbin’s .hestH Yhe .ared for himu whi.h brovght ba.M the cang 
of pongingH Khen he remembered what qvrt had said abovt her 
being destined for great thingsu and how she wovpd neler see 
Corbin as more than a pittpe brotherH 

Ur a cetH 
qirin sxvinted againu and he wondered if this was what he 

pooMed piMe when he pooMed at avrasH WTre yov doing the Capp of 
“earning right nowOV

W“esHV zer loi.e sovnded strainedH WTnd - Mnow yov’re hid7
ing somethingu something that’s reappy weighing on yov that 
yov want to be free ofH Tnd if yov need to pet it gou yov pet it 
goHV Yhe sv.Med ba.M a sni8e that nearpy bvrst into moreH WJvt 
if yov need to Meec hopd of itu - get that tooHV 
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Corbin accraised her for a .hangeH W- thovght yov’d be 
against Meecing se.rets after what went down with qvrt and 
yovr momHV

Wqvrt and Nra.iepa are secarate from yovu elen if yov did get 
sv.Med into itHV Yhe Mno.Med emchati.appy on the tabpeH WJvt if 
there’s one thing yov remember from tonightu it’s that magi7
.ians apways Mnow moreH Khey .an be csy.hi.u or hale sceppsu 
or spic throvgh timeu or9 or whateleru bvt they apways hale 
something that yov don’tH BiMe yovr avras or me vsing the CappH 

WKhat means they apways Mnow something yov don’tH Tnd 
.han.es areu yov don’t Mnow what it is that they .an do vntip it’s 
too pate to do anything abovt itH Khat’s ;vst baMed into how we 
pileH Tnd that’s why yov .an’t waste time fo.vsing on what they 
.an or .an’t doH -nsteadu yov fo.vs on whether yov trvst them as 
a cerson or notH Utherwiseu yov end vc apone and twisted into 
MnotsH “ov hale to mole cast thatu to taMe that 3rst stecHV Yhe 
instin.tilepy rea.hed for his handu then stocced hersepfH Corbin 
wondered why he didn’t e2tend himsepf the past in.h secarating 
themH WTnd - trvst yovu CorbinH You if yov feep there’s something 
yov .an’t share with meu -’m not going to cryH - resce.t yovr 
de.isionu bvt - apso pooM forward to the day yov feep that yov .an 
share itHV

Yhe attemcted to maintain eye .onta.tu bvt stipp swayed 
spightpyH Corbin tvrned the idea of .oming .pean abovt the Miss 
oler in his mindH qirin deserled to Mnowu bvt he feared that if 
he vnbvrdened that 3rst se.retu others might scipp ovtH ze had 
bovght himsepf his ;ob as Aister’s gofer by Meecing the s.ent she 
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and Aister shared se.retH zis tric to jew “orM added qirin’s 
mother to that pistu and he wondered abovt the aftermath of 
vnbvrdening this information when qirin peaned forwardH

WKen-woruV she whiscered and tacced his peg with her 3ngerH 
Corbin’s pimb went nvmb as she shot to her feet fast enovgh 
to send her gpass toccping olerH ?ater scipped into his pacu bvt 
he .ovpd not get away from itH Khe whope restavrant tvrned to 
pooM at the two of themu and Corbin wovpd hale ”ed if he .ovpd 
standH 

WUhu 3neu maMe me pooM piMe the .raky oneuV qirin hissedH
W“ov’re doing a cretty good ;ob of it yovrsepfu sisteruV the man 

in the toc hat sniced from the barH T few catrons pavghedu bvt 
qirin’s hands bapped into 3stsH 

W‘ine thenH ?e’re olerH KhrovghHV 
Yhe stormed ovt of the restavrantu app eyes on herH Corbin 

wovpd hale gone after heru bvt she had ensvred he .ovpd notH 
qirin had carapyked him when they 3rst metu whi.h onpy ended 
when she repeased the sceppH ze wondered how pong his pegs 
wovpd remain vsepessu and if he .ovpd elen drile his sti.M7shift 
home if for.ed to .rawp to his .arH 

WzereHV 
Corbin pooMed vc to see one of the Aiddpe Tges girps ne2t 

to himu a wad of nacMins in her handH Yhe had arrestingpy cape 
eyesu whi.h he .ovpd not de.ide were gray or bpveH ze tooM the 
oIered cacer and dabbed at the water spowpy screading a.ross 
his .rot.hH 
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WKhat’s not going to be enovghHV Khe girp cvpped her ovter 
payer oIu whi.h .onsisted of a pong stric of bpa.M and green 
materiap with a head hopeH -t e2cosed her faded t7shirtu whi.h 
discpayed a Mitten with a red arrow cainted oler its right eyeH 

Corbin tooM the oIered .pothu bvt did not cress it into his 
groinH W- don’t want to get yovr .pothes wetHV

Yhe snorted a pavghH W“ov’d do me a falorH -t’s going in the 
washer as soon as - get homeH Tnd pooMs piMe yov .ovpd vse itHV 

WKhanMsHV Corbin mocced at the remaining water as she 
wat.hed from the edge of the boothH 

W-’m 1iggyuV she 3nappy oIeredH WKhat’s what eleryone .apps 
meu at peastH jot my mvndane nameHV 

Corbin retvrned to her arresting eyesH WAvndaneOV
WYorryH -t’s a sippy name for ceocpe who don’t do what we doHV
Corbin .onsidered her .hoi.e of words and wondered if she 

had ;vst de.pared to himH ze gpan.ed to her .omcanionsu who 
wat.hed the two of them from the ne2t boothH Tpp were dressed 
in the same bpa.M and green motif from .entvries castH Yhe 
foppowed his pooMH 

WKhere was an elent todayH Khat’s why we’re app in garbHV
WLlentOV
1iggy hemmed for a few se.ondsH W?e sort of do the whope 

foam swords thingHV Yhe said it piMe admitting to a .hroni. 
ippnessu bvt Corbin stipp .ovpd maMe no sense of itH WBiMe in 
Sope Aodepsu bvt not as .heesyHV Yhe seemed to vnderstand 
that she heaced more nonsense terms onto the cipeH W-t’s piMe 
a pile7a.tion D7and7D thingu so there’s scepps and stvIHV Yhe 
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noti.ed Corbin’s rea.tionH Wjot piMe reap sceppsu ;vst .opored so.M 
bappsu apthovgh -’m cretty svre there’s some ovt on the 3epd who 
bepiele in magi.H Tnd9 -’m not maMing it maMe more senseu am 
-OV

Corbin did not Mnow how to answer thatH
W-’m sorry abovt yovr girpfriendHV
ze retvrned to moccing his ;eansH WYhe’s not my girpfriendHV
W“eahu - ci.Med vc on thatH ?hat haccenedOV
W- honestpy hale no ideaH ?e were 3neu then thisHV ze ges7

tvred to the vcset gpassH W-’le neler seen her ”y oI the handpe 
piMe that beforeHV

W“eahu she apways seemed so .oopHV
Corbin fovnd himsepf staring ba.M into her eyesH W“ov Mnow 

qirinOV
WKhat’s her nameOV 1iggy’s smipe frayed vnder his s.rvtinyH W- 

neler hvng ovt with her or anythingH Yhe ;vst apways said Jhey’ 
in cassingH TsMed what we do here elery Yatvrdayu and - topd 
herHV Yhe traiped oI as he tried to get a handpe on the sitvationH 

WYhe Mnew yov’d be here this YatvrdayOV
W- gvessHV 1iggy pooMed from him seated in his booth to 

her friendsu then to hersepf vn.omfortabpy holering oler himH 
WTnywayu yov pooMed piMe yov ended vc apone when yov didn’t 
e2ce.t to be aponeH jot that it’s wrong to be aponeu bvt9 yov 
MnowH Khat pooMed rovghHV Yhe ropped her eyes at her own 
wordsH W?ant to ;oin vsOV

1iggy’s oIer and her .onne.tion with qirin made him svs7
ce.t the patter’s handu and Corbin brovght his avras on to 
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e2amine herH 1iggy bore the redu yeppowu and bpve of app piling 
thingsu bvt not the white that denoted magi.H jor did her 
friendsH Khey were mvndanes in Corbin’s worpd of .pandestine 
magi.iansu elen if this grovc vsed that same word to distingvish 
themseples from the rest of so.ietyH Khey .pearpy didn’t .onsider 
themseples mvndaneu bvt to Corbin they were gporiovspy nor7
mapH 

ze .avght a gpint of white from the carMing potu and Corbin 
retvrned his lision to normap to scot qirin grinning at him from 
between two .arsH Yhe bpew him an e2aggerated Missu and Corbin 
fept the vse of his pegs retvrnH 

W“eahu if yov don’t mindu - thinM - wovpdHV
1iggy tooM the 3rst scot in the boothu for.ing a feppow with 

a goatee and pong hair bovnd vc in a bpa.M wrac to s.oo.h to 
maMe room for her gvestH Tpp eyes tvrned to the newbieH 

WCorbinH Urch9V ze had grown so vsed to introdv.ing 
himsepf to other magi.iansu he had forgotten how it vsvappy 
wentH 

WCorbin GamesuV he topd themu whi.h fept piMe the most nor7
map thing in the worpdH 
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