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This one is for Maggie, who got me back in the writer’s chair.


CHAPTER ONE

 

 

FROM THE FILES OF JONATHAN SHADE

 

The ghost of Christian Harris stared at me, his hands held out in a pleading gesture. His words were a bit choked, but I understood him well enough. As he spoke, the rope burns around his throat glowed red, though that could have been a trick of the light. “I’m sorry I threw things at you,” he said. “Whatever you do, please don’t tell my mother.”

“She deserves to know,” I said.

We stood in Christian’s bedroom. According to his father, he’d killed himself after his girlfriend dumped him, but I got the impression he didn’t mean to go through with it. I suspect he simply wanted attention. Most of the time, suicides have decided they’re through with everything, so when they die, they’re gone. Whatever unfinished business pushed them to take the coward’s way out makes them even more eager to move on to their next station in death, whether it’s the Underworld or reincarnation or simply dissipating into the ether. I’ve seen all three in my time.

Esther popped into view wearing her standard flapper dress. She died back in 1929, and she’s still around. She said the years on her own were boring, so she loved to help me with my various investigations. She didn’t like seeing other ghosts, so she’d initially refused to come along on this case, but I was persuasive. She hasn’t learned to channel her ectoplasmic energies, so she can’t change channels on the TV or operate the remote. She was addicted to Doctor Who that summer, and she had a major crush on David Tennant, so she needed me to set her up with hours of entertainment. Yes, I actually threatened to keep the television off. Sometimes drastic measures are required.

“All right, Esther,” I said. “If you can keep Christian company, that would be great.”

Esther glanced at him and shook her head. “You want me to stay with this flat tire?”

“You can take off any time you want, but you’ll miss out. You’re up to ‘The Silence in the Library.’ It’s a great episode, but if you don’t want to watch it . . .”

“Oh just dry up,” she said. “I’ll watch the dopey old bird.”

“I don’t want a babysitter!” Christian said.

“Too bad, so sad,” I said. I took out my keys and placed them on the dresser. Esther is bound to her old typewriter and needs to be within fifteen feet of it, or at least a part of it, so I keep one of the typewriter keys on my key ring. I turned back to Esther. “Keep him up here. If he starts throwing things again, let me know.”

“He can throw things?”

“Damn near hit me in the head with a baseball bat.”

Esther smiled and faced Christian. “Can you teach me to throw things?”

I left them there and went downstairs to the kitchen. A woman in her mid-thirties leaned against the counter, smoking a cigarette and blowing smoke out the open window. Most of the smoke blew right back into the house, but she didn’t seem to notice. Smokers.

“Mrs. Harris,” I said.

She turned toward me. Her eyes drooped in her long face as if the weight of the mascara pushed them down. “Are you finished up there?”

“Not quite. I know what the problem is, but I’ll need you and your husband to make the call.”

“Harry is still at the car lot.”

Harry was short for Harrison, but that wasn’t much better in my view. Harry Harris or Harrison Harris. Some parents were just cruel. In any case, Harry hired me, and he insisted I keep his wife in the loop. He kept hearing weird sounds coming from their dead son’s bedroom. Along with the noises, there were typical poltergeist activities such as unlocking or locking windows and doors, knocking over stacks of dishes, turning off the television at key moments of a good show. I could get rid of the ghost for them easily enough, but there were a few options, and I’d need the Harris family to make the choice. The fact that Harry was working right now wasn’t going to get Mrs. Harris off the hook.

“That’s why Alexander Graham Bell invented the telephone,” I said.

“I heard someone beat him to it,” she said.

“Maybe, but Bell still gets the credit.”

She took a long drag on the cigarette and blew the smoke out the side of her mouth. It didn’t go anywhere near the window. “Harry hates it when I smoke in the house,” she said. “And he always seems to know when I do.”

“It’s the smell,” I said. “Dead giveaway.”

“You don’t smoke, do you?”

“No, ma’am.”

“You can call me Aubrey.”

“All right, Aubrey. Here’s the deal.” I hesitated. “Do you want to sit down for this?”

She shook her head and drew on the cigarette again. “Why should I sit down?”

“Because the information might be disturbing.”

She laughed but it wasn’t a laugh of humor, more of disgust. “Right. And here it comes.”

“What’s that supposed to mean?”

“Harry hired you because you handle—What did he call it?—paranormal cases.”

“That’s right.”

“So you come over here, walk through the house, toss a few things around, and come down to tell me it’s going to cost several thousand dollars to get rid of some ancient spirit from the nearby Indian burial ground.”

“This is Lakewood,” I said. “I don’t think there are any Indian burial grounds around here.”

“Fort Logan Cemetery, then. The ghost of an unknown soldier is haunting us, and you can get rid of him for a price.”

“Actually, it’s your son.”

She glared at me. She and her son had the same eyes. “Oh, that’s just low. Get the hell out of my house!”

“Listen,” I said.

She tossed the cigarette into the sink and moved toward me. She pounded on my chest. “Get out of my house!”

I caught her arms. She was a lot stronger than I expected, but I held her in place until she kicked me in the shin.

“Ow,” I said, stepping back.

She advanced, arms windmilling at me, and I retreated into the living room.

Once I had room, I dodged her and caught her from behind. “Mrs. Harris,” I said because “Aubrey” seemed too familiar now that she was royally pissed, “please calm down. I can help.”

“Can you bring back my son?”

“No.”

“Then get out of here, or I’m calling the police.”

Esther popped onto the staircase; it was as close as she could get since my keys were upstairs. “Jonathan, did you talk to Christian?”

“I’m a little busy now, Esther.”

“Who’s Esther?” Mrs. Harris asked, her voice a growl. She stomped on my foot, and I let her go. She jammed her hand into her pocket and looked right at Esther.

“You should know that—” Esther began.

Mrs. Harris whipped her hand out of her pocket and hurled some kind of pink sand through Esther’s body. Esther screamed and slammed backward against the stairs. The pink sand flared red and burned into Esther’s waist, pinning her there.

“Shit,” I said. “Christian isn’t haunting this place. He’s trying to get away from your psycho witch ass.”

Aubrey faced me and smiled. “You’re quick.” She spoke a few words of a language I didn’t understand, and her hands glowed with energy.

“Your hands are on fire,” I said.

“I don’t want to kill you,” she said.

“Then don’t.”

“If you’ll promise to leave and never return, I’ll release your ghost friend and let you go.”

Esther shook her head. “I can’t get loose, Jonathan. Christian is trapped in his room. He hasn’t been able to get out of there in two years.”

“Shut up, ghost, or I’ll imprison you in the basement for all eternity.”

“I’ll sing ‘Yankee Doodle Dandy’ all day and all night,” Esther said.

I stood still, facing Aubrey. “Just so you know, her singing is never on key. So what’s your story?” I asked. “You wanted to play Bewitched, but it wasn’t working out like it did on TV?”

“Get out or I’ll have to kill you.”

“With what? Your glowing hands? I don’t think you have enough energy there. Might want to slip off your shoes and rub your socks on the carpet a bit.”

“You think you’re funny?”

“I think Bill Hicks was funny. I’m just amusing.”

“Keep talking.”

“You asked for it,” I said. “Were you trying to set up some kind of Oedipus thing here? Maybe you made a pass at your son, but he was grossed out, so you killed him?”

“That’s disgusting.”

I knew she was delaying so she could draw up more power. The fact that I wasn’t afraid made her nervous, so she wanted to blast me with everything she could summon. I gave her a smile. “Well, I hope you killed him over something more than refusing to take out the garbage.”

Based on her eyes turning red, I knew she’d pulled up as much power as she could.

“Last chance,” she said.

“I think I’ll stick around. I’d hate for you to have worked yourself up for nothing. What was that Pat Benatar song? ‘Hit Me with Your Best Shot.’”

Aubrey let loose with everything she had. The energy flowed over and around me. The television set behind me exploded, and the wall cracked and burst into flame. I guess I should mention that direct magic doesn’t affect me. That’s a good thing when someone like Aubrey goes all full-frontal assault, but it’s not such a good thing when I’m injured and could use a healer.

“Is that all you’ve got?” I asked.

She dropped to her knees, exhausted. “What . . . are . . . you?” she asked, breathing heavily between each word.

“I am Spartacus,” I said. “No, that’s not right. I am Iron Man.” I shook my head. “Actually, I’m just a bit hungry. Didn’t get lunch today.”

She didn’t laugh so I guess I wasn’t even amusing. Tough crowd.

The flames on the wall diminished to mere smoke, and I felt the aroma was an improvement over the cigarette smell. I walked over to Esther. “Can you move yet?”

She pulled free of the stairs. “That was weird.”

“Okay, Aubrey, put your hands behind your head, and lie facedown on the floor.”

She looked at me with wide eyes.

“Relax,” I said. “I’m not going to do anything to you. I’m just going to call a friend of mine on the police force, and you’re going to confess to murdering your son.”

“Just like that?” she asked.

I grinned. “Would you rather I pull up all of my energy and blast you to Kingdom Come, wherever that is?”

I didn’t have any magic, but she didn’t know that, and since I’d laughed off her best attack, she stretched out on the floor with her hands behind her head.

“Christian?” I called up the stairs. “You can come out now.”

No answer.

“Olly Olly Oxen Free!” I called. “Seriously, dude, your mom can’t hurt you now.”

A few moments later, I saw his ghost approach the staircase with tentative steps. “I’m free?”

“As long as you don’t throw anything else at me.”

He glided down the stairs and saw his mother on the floor. He moved over to her. “I trusted you,” he said.

She turned to look at him, and I saw tears in her eyes. “If I had it to do over again, I’d do it differently.”

“Fat lot of good that does me. The past is set in stone, and nothing can change that.”

“If I could come up with a spell to go back in time, I would. Things got out of hand, and I’m very sorry.”

Christian turned to me. “She thinks I’ll believe her after all she’s done?” He looked back at her. “You can’t go back in time, Mom. There isn’t any magic strong enough to do that!”

Actually, I knew time travel was possible, but the sacrifice required was more than most people would be willing to pay.

“I kept searching for a way to set things right,” she said.

I didn’t believe her, but I had a confused ghost on my hands, so I looked into his translucent eyes. “You don’t have to believe her, Christian.”

“Good. Because I don’t!”

“If you want to be free, all you have to do is forgive her.”

“What? She murdered me!”

“I didn’t mean to,” she said, and that time I did believe her. “It wasn’t supposed to be like that. You were going to tell your father, and I didn’t want to hurt him.”

“You’re sick, lady,” I said.

“Oh for Christ’s sake, I didn’t try to sleep with my son, you moron!”

Christian nodded. “She slept with my best friend.”

“Oh, I get it now, but I’m afraid I’m going to have Simon and Garfunkel stuck in my head all day. Thanks for that.”

Christian seemed calmer now. “So what happens now?”

“If you can’t forgive her, you’ll be stuck here as a ghost, and that’s not much fun.”

Esther shook her head. “Not much fun at all.”

“If I were you, I’d go see your dad, then search your heart, forgive your mother, and accept the pull when it takes you to the next realm.”

“Heaven?”

“Sorry, man, I don’t know. I’ve never seen heaven. When I died, I saw the Underworld.”

“You died?”

I nodded. “Yeah, but only for a minute.”

“Thanks for helping me. Sorry about the bat.” He looked at Esther. “You wanna come with me to see my dad? I can show you how to move stuff.”

“I can’t,” Esther said.

“Yeah, I guess it’s something I should do on my own.”

Esther actually meant she literally couldn’t go because Harry didn’t have a piece of her typewriter. Before she could say anything else, Christian disappeared.

“Bunch of horsefeathers,” she said. “I wanted to learn to do stuff!”

“Another time.” I pulled out my cell phone, called Patrick O’Malley, and told him to come by if he wanted to arrest a murderer.

“You think going back in time for a do-over is a good thing?” Esther asked me. “I mean, if you could.”

Esther didn’t know about my experience in that area, though looking at her, it seemed as if she did know, and that was a bit unsettling. I hadn’t even told Kelly about that. “What would I do over?” I asked. “Everything is cool. No need to change that.”

“I suppose you’re right,” she said.

 

 

 

 

 

 

 


CHAPTER TWO

 

 

FROM THE JOURNAL OF KELLY CHAN

 

It’s been two months since a destroyer ripped me apart and left me for dead. Every night, I wake up three or four times and grab my chest. I find myself gasping for breath in those moments, and I’m thankful Brand is still giving me the space I need and that he was cool when I said I needed a break from the relationship. I insisted that he stay at his own apartment. I don’t want him to know I’m having nightmares. I don’t want him to know I wake up with night sweats. I don’t want him to know I’m not the warrior I was before that incident. Neither is he, of course. He gave up everything he was to save me, and ungrateful bitch that I am, I broke up with him. He gave everything but it wasn’t enough.

A normal person would have died from that attack, of course, so being a magically engineered assassin does have its benefits. I was lucky because I didn’t feel pain.

Past tense on that one, though I think the pain is psychosomatic. I hope it is, anyway.

I’m not supposed to feel pain. The pain receptors in my body were shut off when I turned eighteen. I was trained as a Sekutar for ten years before they decided warriors who can’t feel pain are preferable to those who can. They, of course, are the assholes at Dragon Gate Industries. God, I hate wizards.

Confession time. Every night when I wake up from the nightmares, I feel the pain of being ripped apart—something I did not feel at the time. That part is something I can deal with, actually. What pisses me off is that the people at DGI kept telling me there was nothing I could do and that it wasn’t my fault.

The truth is that I did everything I could do, and I wasn’t looking to assign blame. It just bothered me that they thought I should see myself as not having control over my own reactions to what happened.

They seemed to think I saw myself as helpless . . . or worse, a victim.

Wow, it’s hard to even write the word victim.

Victim. Victim. Victim.

That word is not supposed to apply to me. Those I face are the victims. Not me.

Victim.

The word tastes foul in my mouth.

I may not be completely back to normal yet, but I am not a victim. I lost a fight. It happens. Granted, it’s not supposed to happen to me, but no matter how good you are, you run the risk of facing someone better or someone luckier or, in my case, some kind of animal never before seen on Earth.

Recovery is slow, but I am recovering.

***

I’m not ready.

Not being ready could mean my friends will all die.

That is not an option.

Okay.

Today sucked ass.

I went to the dojo, and my plan was to work out, but I was still so stiff, I tensed up when I tried to twist my body. Before the destroyer, I could bend at the waist and place my palms on the floor without bothering to stretch first. I could move from that position into a handstand and walk on my hands for miles if I so desired.

This morning I bent over, and my fingertips barely brushed the floor.

After the destroyer tore me apart, Jonathan called his healer friend Lina, who recommended another healer named Ophelia because we were in Boulder at the time. Ophelia saved my life with Brand’s help. Brand loved me. Loves me. He gave up being a Sekutar so I could survive. I felt I owed it to him to be the best Sekutar I could. 

I’m still a Sekutar. I’m still a warrior. However, while the healers and the wizards at DGI all said I’m back to one hundred percent, I know I’m far from that. I know as long as I face a regular fighter, I’m fine. The problem is that Jonathan won’t need me to face a regular threat. I’m needed only for extraordinary threats. And I’m not sure I’m up to that yet. It’s been two months! I should be ready. I should have been ready in a matter of days.

That makes me wonder. Is this all I’ll ever be? Or is it my own doubt that’s holding me back?

I think I’m going to burn this journal. Jonathan insists I write in it, and I know he’s right because I haven’t been the same since that attack. In some ways I feel this journal is my enemy, but my way with an enemy is to face it down and destroy it. 

Hence the burning. 

Or maybe I should just rip it to pieces. 

Then burn the pieces and scatter them to the winds.

Damn it.

Jonathan is right.

Write it down.

Start with this morning? Or go back to that healing room at DGI two months ago?

I can’t think straight. Not true. I can think straight. I just don’t want to face the truth.

<unintelligible scribble>

TWO MONTHS AGO

 

I woke to see a woman I didn’t recognize sitting beside my bed. She gave me a tired smile and took hold of my hand. I tried to speak but couldn’t. The last thing I remembered was some strange animal that moved so fast, I couldn’t adjust. I knew I needed to protect Rayna, so I faced the beast, but it had claws like swords, and for the first time since I was a preteen, I felt actual fear. I remembered feeling those claws rip through my flesh. While I didn’t feel the pain, I remember falling backward and thinking, I failed, and that is a different kind of pain—one that refused to go away.

“Hello, Kelly,” the woman said to me, her voice soft and full of exhaustion. “My name is Ophelia. You’re in an operating room at Dragon Gate Industries. You’ve been severely injured.”

I managed a nod. I looked over at her and felt fear flowing through my veins. I wasn’t supposed to feel fear. It was an alien concept. Something that was left behind in my childhood when I was a regular little girl. I blinked a few times, relieved that I wasn’t crying, though I wanted to. I felt ashamed. That wasn’t the way of a warrior.

“It’s bad,” Ophelia said. “Really bad.”

I searched for my voice. “Tell me.”

“We’ve done everything we can. We’ll keep trying, of course, but your body has been through so much trauma that even magic can’t quite get the job done.”

“No. Tell me. Is Rayna alive or dead?” I needed to know if I’d delayed the beast long enough for her to get to safety. It was my job to protect her, and I needed to know if I’d failed her.

“She’s alive and well.”

The relief was instant. “And everyone else?”

“Your friends are all fine. They’re outside waiting to see you, but you need to rest for now.”

“Okay. You were going to tell me about my condition.”

“That can wait.”

“I want to know now.”

Ophelia nodded. “Very well. You’ll find limited mobility, but you will survive. I think you’ll be able to walk, but even that remains uncertain. On the positive side, we’re pretty sure the scars will fade over the next six months or so.”

I didn’t care about scars.

What I heard was that she didn’t know if I’d be able to walk again.

“I’ll walk,” I said.

“That’s the right attitude,” Ophelia said. “Rest now, Kelly. I’ll let your friends know you’re going to make it.”

I nodded, closed my eyes, and drifted away.

A week later they told me I was a hundred percent.

They were wrong.

***

I have to face the truth.

Surely everyone can see I’m not myself.

Okay, so this morning, I tried to work out. I tried to stretch. I felt so tight, I thought I might snap when I leaned forward. At least I could walk. I was right about that part. When I was with Jonathan or Brand in the afternoons, I could focus and spar with them, but I always paid a price later. My body stiffened up at night, and each morning, it was more difficult to get out of bed and get moving.

That morning, I decided to work out with swords. I took one from my weapons cabinet, clutched the handle, and gave it a quick swing. It felt good. I whipped it around, and the damn thing flew out of my hand, hit the wall, and clattered on the floor.

Through the window of the dojo, I saw Jonathan pull up in his Firebird. I reached down, picked up the sword, and felt something give in my chest. I rubbed the muscles beneath my collarbone. The pain had to be in my mind. I let the sword tip drop to the floor then leaned forward while I kept rubbing my muscles. For a moment I felt as if I would fall over, but leaning on the sword, I managed to keep my feet.

Esther popped into view. “Hey, Kelly.” Her eyes filled with concern. “Are you all right?”

“I’m fine, Esther.”

“You’re massaging—“

“I know what I’m doing!”

“Jeez. You don’t have to turn into a bearcat.”

Jonathan entered the dojo and—

<bottom of page torn out; next several pages also ripped out of notebook>

 

JONATHAN SHADE

 

The morning after dealing with the ghost of Christian Harris, Esther and I went over to Kelly’s dojo to see how my favorite Sekutar was doing. Esther popped out of my car to go ahead of me. The dojo was in a little strip mall, but it was still early, so the various shops weren’t open yet and there was plenty of parking. I pulled into a spot near Kelly’s door and went inside. It couldn’t have taken more than thirty seconds, but by the time I got there, Esther was already indignant about something.

“—into a bearcat,” Esther said and popped away to who knows where.

Kelly shook her head and leaned on a sword, the tip cutting into the floor. She straightened when she saw me, and her face went from irritated to passive in two heartbeats. I put two and two together and didn’t come up with four, so I thought it best to give her some extra leeway. She put up a good front, but I knew she was still trying to recover from her injuries. If she wanted to pretend everything was fine, I was cool with that, but I knew I needed to keep a vigilant eye on things. I gave her a smile.

“Good morning,” I said. “Esther’s in one of her moods today. Not having a cup of coffee in more than eighty years will do that to you.”

Kelly pulled the sword free of the floor and placed her foot over the cut as if I wouldn’t see it. The dojo looked cleaner than usual; the tatami mats on the floor were perfectly arranged, and the floor-to-ceiling mirrors that lined one wall were spotless. “What brings you in so early?” she asked.

“I’m right on time, Kelly. Did you forget we were going to breakfast?”

She leaned her head back. “That’s right. Slipped my mind.”

“No big.”

The door opened behind me, and I turned to see Sharon standing in the entrance. The last time I’d spoken with her, she’d promised to come help deal with Persephone. Yes, that Persephone. Ruler of the Underworld and the whole nine. Sharon didn’t show up, and let’s just say the aftermath was not pleasant. The price I paid to set things right after that bloodbath still weighed on me. Sharon’s betrayal still cut deep into my soul, and I swore the next time I saw her, I’d kill her.

“Hello, Jonathan,” Sharon said.

I reached for my Glock and yanked it from the shoulder holster, but before I could aim and fire, Sharon darted over and grabbed my arm. I tried to pull free, but she was too strong.

“What’s going on here?” Kelly asked. She didn’t know about the betrayal.

As for Sharon, she looks like your standard librarian, hot in a bookish way, clad in a smart blue skirt and a white blouse with her hair pinned back, though she didn’t wear glasses. Looks were deceiving here because in reality, Sharon was Charon. Yes, you could say Charon was a cross dresser, but he’d literally changed his sex. While he—or rather, she—no longer ferried souls across the Acheron—that job belonged to a guy named Bob these days—Charon was still immortal and incredibly powerful.

I doubt the bullets would have had any effect, but I didn’t get a chance to find out.

“Fuck you,” I said with as much venom as I could put into the words.

“Jonathan!” Kelly said.

“Still upset?” Sharon asked as she pried the gun from my hand.

I tried to kick her, but she simply tossed me across the dojo. I hit hard on the practice mats and rolled right into Kelly, who fortunately raised the sword so I didn’t get cut. I couldn’t believe it when Kelly fell down. The sword hit the mat a few feet away. It had been two months since Kelly’s injuries, and with all the magical assistance, she should have been closer to her old self. I forgot all about Sharon while I stared at Kelly on the floor.

“You clumsy oaf,” she said.

“Yeah,” I said and pushed myself to my feet.

Kelly remained seated on the floor.

“You getting up?” I asked.

“In a minute.”

“You need help?”

“Of course not,” she said and rose to her feet with some semblance of grace, but I noticed her neck muscles bunch as she exerted herself. “You want to tell me why you drew down on Sharon?”

Kelly didn’t know what had happened on the Royal Gorge Bridge, six months ago for her and more than five years ago for me. None of it would have happened had Sharon not betrayed me. I spun back to the entrance. Sharon walked toward the door and set my gun on the glass display counter by the register. She turned and gave me a lopsided grin. “I knew sixty-six months wasn’t enough time for you to get over it, but the day for which I saved you has finally arrived.”

A few years before the betrayal, I’d been shot and killed. Charon gave me a choice to stay dead or to live, but as in The Godfather, someday, and that day might never come, I’d be called upon to perform a service. While I’m not one to simply sign a blank check, the options were sign or stay dead.

“Get out,” I said, pointing toward the door.

Sharon shook her head. “You owe me.”

“I don’t owe you shit, you lying little—”

“Careful, Jonathan. I’m forgiving to a point. I couldn’t help you that day. I wanted to be there for you, but when the time came, I knew it was something you had to do on your own. Obviously it all worked out. I understand you even have a steady girlfriend these days.”

“Am I missing something here?” Kelly asked. “What the hell is going on?”

Sharon smiled. “You didn’t tell her? Hmm, I didn’t see that one coming.”

“Nobody else needed to know,” I said.

Sharon shrugged. “Whatever. It’s time to pay the Ferryman.” She smiled, picked up my Glock, and pointed it at me. “Or if you prefer, I can kill you now and find someone else.”

Kelly stepped in front of me. “Don’t point a gun at my best friend.”

“I don’t have time for this,” Sharon said and pulled the trigger.

I tried to pull Kelly to the side, but there was no way I could possibly move fast enough. I caught her by the shoulders, and when she didn’t make any move on her own, I lowered her to the ground and knelt beside her. A Sekutar warrior can’t be killed with bullets, but Kelly hadn’t been herself lately, so I wasn’t sure the old rules applied. Normally she’d simply reach up and pluck the bullet from her skull, and the wound would heal in a few seconds.

But Kelly remained on the floor, eyes open but unresponsive. There wasn’t a mark on her, but I knew I hadn’t been fast enough to save her and Sharon wouldn’t have missed from such close range.

“What the hell?” I said. “Kelly?”

I stared at her but didn’t see an entrance wound from the bullet, nor did I find an exit wound. Kelly’s expression didn’t change.

“Kelly? This isn’t funny. Get up!” I looked up at Sharon.

She stood with the Glock aimed at the floor, dangling by her leg. “Is there a problem, Jonathan?” she asked.

“What did you do?”

“I shot at her.”

“She should be getting up already.” I checked her pulse at her throat. Nothing.

Sharon sighed. “Get up and talk to me, Jonathan.”

“You killed her!”

“Did I? Look in the air above you.”

I glanced up and, shadowed against the ceiling, I saw a bullet perched in the air. It wasn’t moving. I pushed myself to my feet, my blood pressure skyrocketing. I clenched my fists and stormed toward Sharon. I’m a mere mortal while she’s an immortal, but I was ready to punch her until the bones in my hands shattered.

She raised the gun, aiming at me again.

I stopped. It was instinct.

She let go of the gun and lowered her arm, but the gun hung suspended in the air.

“What the hell?”

“Take a closer look,” Sharon said.

I approached the gun. It didn’t move a millimeter. It wasn’t connected to anything; it simply remained motionless in the air as I walked around it, viewing it from every angle.

“Just like the bullet. What time is it?” Sharon asked, pointing to the clock.

Kelly had on the wall an old-fashioned clock with the minute and hour hands shaped like lighthouses. The time read 9:27, but then I noticed that the second hand wasn’t sweeping around the face. It sat pegged at forty-six seconds. It was battery operated, so it was certainly possible that the battery died, but I didn’t think so.

“What do you think of the traffic outside?”

I looked out the window at the traffic on Sheridan. It sat motionless. I noted, too, that it was unnaturally silent.

“Kelly will be fine. You moved her out of the path of the bullet. I just had to get your attention. Walk with me,” Sharon said.

She didn’t have this kind of power, so how did she accomplish this?

She turned and walked out the door, holding it open for me. She gave me a look like my mother used to give Merlin, our Siamese cat, who could never decide whether he wanted to go outside or stay inside. Merlin died when I was sixteen, having outlived my mother by two years.

“Any century now,” Sharon said.

“I’m going to kill you,” I said.

“Whatever. Come on.”

It was pointless to hold out any longer, so I followed her out the door.

Outside, nothing moved. The door remained open. Cars sat motionless in the street. A bird hovered in the sky as if it were simply a picture, and I’ll be damned if the little bastard hadn’t just unleashed a load of shit that hung in the air right above my Firebird. And I’d just washed the car. I flipped the bird to the bird.

An old man dressed in a vintage suit and tie stood on the sidewalk next to the dojo with one hand out, his eyes fixed on the gold pocket watch in his right hand. Sharon stopped beside him and turned to look at me. I still had my middle finger extended to the damn bird.

“What’s all this, then?” I asked, turning toward Sharon.

The old man slowly turned his head, but nobody else was moving. “Are you certain you wish to place everyone’s fate in the hands of an insolent human?” he asked. He spoke with a slight British accent. His looked me up and down as if he were taking my measure and judging me unworthy.

“This insolent human can hear you,” I said.

“He’s perfectly balanced,” Sharon said. “Light magic, dark magic, it doesn’t matter. It doesn’t affect him. He is exactly what we need.”

“You are gambling with history, Charon.”

“And I need your approval to move forward. Everyone else is on board.”

“Hmm,” he said.

“He doesn’t approve,” I said. “Why did you betray me?”

“I didn’t betray you, Jonathan. Now be quiet. The grown-ups are talking.”

“Is that supposed to be an insult?” I asked. “Because I live in a world where people worship youth.”

“Oh, do shut up,” the old man said.

“Jolly good,” I said mimicking his accent. “But as an insolent human, shutting up would be bloody impossible.”

He ignored me and addressed Sharon. “I shall test him.”

“Please do,” Sharon said.

“No long division,” I said rubbing my chin. “And steer clear of fractions too.”

The old man approached me, and I met his gaze. Those people who always say things like he was an old soul never looked into this man’s eyes. He was ancient, and new, and . . . well, timeless. He looked as if he knew the answer to the riddle of the universe and could tell you what the question was and why the answer was forty-two. He reached out with his left hand and gripped my shoulder. His right hand still held that pocket watch. I glanced at the face of the watch, and it appeared to open up on the universe like those images the Hubble telescope sent back when the scientists pointed it at the darkest part of the sky only to see thousands more galaxies hurtling away from us, each filled with billions of stars. I had to pull my gaze away because I felt I could fall into that watch and be lost forever.

The old man’s lips tightened, and his eyes narrowed as he kept hold of my shoulder.

“If you’re trying to do the Vulcan nerve pinch, it’s a little to the left,” I said.

He ignored my comment, released me, and turned to Sharon. He gave her a single nod. “I am satisfied that he is perfectly balanced, but that means many other things beyond being immune to direct magic. It also means he can’t call forth any magic himself. Winslow can’t be defeated without magic.”

“Jonathan is resourceful. He’ll find a way. But you’re the only one who can make this happen.”

“So is time stopped only here, or is it stopped everywhere?” I asked.

“You aren’t helping,” Sharon said to me with a glare.

“Just trying to understand something.”

“Be quiet.”

“If you wanted me to be quiet, you should have frozen me in time too.”

The old man whirled around to face me. He shoved me against the wall with his left hand, and the guy was a lot stronger than I expected. He got up in my face. “We are currently outside of time, but still on this plane of existence. As I used magic to freeze everyone, it did not work on you. As you can tell, however, I can still do things to you physically.”

“So I’m outside of time?”

He rolled his eyes. “No. You are within time, though it is frozen around you.”

“That doesn’t make any sense.”

“The point is that I can’t send you where you need to be, so while you’re balanced, it does us no good.” He pushed away from me.

“Not true,” Sharon said.

“What do you mean?” he asked.

“He isn’t affected by direct magic, but Kelly and his friends are.”

“I don’t follow,” he said, which was exactly what I was going to say.

“We create a link between his friends, send one after each of Winslow’s three aspects, and make sure Jonathan goes back with one of them. If we use a magically infused implant, it will take him back as long as he’s in direct contact with the living flesh of one of his friends.”

“Tuning the implant to his friends and them to one another?”

“In order.”

“That could work.”

“You guys are speaking English,” I said, “but I’ll be damned if I understand what you’re saying.”

Sharon stared at me a moment then nodded. “We need you to go back in time to stop three sorcerers who are one. You’ve managed time travel on your own. That’s why I didn’t go to help you that day on the bridge. You needed to do that. You needed to know you could change history.”

“The remote viewing and spiritual travel was a one-time thing. There are things in the ether, and they’ll rip me apart if I ever try anything like that again. And fuck you for not helping me. You got my friends killed.”

“You saved them.”

“No thanks to you.”

“And here we are again, back to the point. I can’t help you with this either. We need you to go back because the magic wielded by the three versions of Winslow won’t affect you. That means you are the only person who can stop them. Unfortunately the aspects fled into history, and if they succeed in altering things, none of what you’ve known will have ever existed.”

“Um,” I said. “I may not be the smartest guy on the block, but if they went back and changed things, why are we still here?”

The old man held up his pocket watch. “Because I am Chronos, and I stepped out of the time stream when they went back. I am still holding the gateway to the past open right here. I can keep it open for another—” He looked into the universe inside the watch. “—two hours, three minutes, and twenty-three seconds. We need to send someone back by then or all of this”—he gestured at the ground, the sky, the buildings—“will be gone. Erased from time as if it never existed.”

  

 

 

 

 

 

 


CHAPTER THREE

 

 

JONATHAN SHADE

 

I stood in front of the dojo staring at Chronos and let his words sink in. “So it won’t be an alternate timeline like in the Back to the Future movies?”

“Alas, no.”

“Damn. I like those movies.”

Sharon didn’t smile. She simply stared at me. “You and your friends need to go back and stop these sorcerers.”

“These sorcerers who are one? Why can’t you do it?” I asked. “Father Time here has the gate to history open; send back the Time Police or whatever, and stop those guys.”

“We have already lived through those times, so we can’t go.” She gestured at Chronos and herself. “We can’t physically enter the time stream at any point where we exist.”

“Tell him the rest,” Chronos said.

Sharon took a deep breath. “You have to succeed. You’ll have to defeat each of Winslow’s aspects in turn, and if you don’t . . . Well, if you don’t, I suspect none of us will exist.”

“Obviously I’m not going to be able to say no here because if I do, I won’t exist either. Is that what you’re thinking?”

“That’s right.”

“What about the creatures in the ether who want to kill me?”

“We’re using a physical portal, not the ether, for the initial trip. When you move forward, you’ll pass through the ether, but you’ll be moving so fast, no one will be able to touch you. Also, you went back in spiritual form rather than physical form before. That, too, will make a difference.”

“In that case you might want to kick-start time again. I’ll get everyone here, and you two can tell us what the job entails exactly.”

“As you say,” Chronos said and moved to snap his fingers.

“Wait!” I said.

He stepped back, surprised. “What?”

“Let me move my car first.”

“Excuse me?”

I pointed at the bird shit frozen in time above my hood. “Little bastard is having target practice, so I—”

Chronos rolled his eyes and snapped his fingers, and time moved forward.

My car was clean for a split second; then a splotch of nasty white goo splatted on the hood.

I frowned then turned and pointed at Chronos. “You’re a dick.”

His lips curled into a satisfied smile. He caught the door to the dojo before it closed.

From inside the building, I heard Kelly scream, “Jonathan?”

I went back inside, and Kelly hurried over. “What just happened? One moment I was staring down a gun in Sharon’s hand; the next, I was laying on the floor.”

“Everything’s all right,” I said. “Well, for the next few hours.”

“I could have sworn I heard the gunshot while I was standing.”

“Maybe.”

“Was I hit?” she asked touching her forehead.

“No, Sharon’s a shitty shot. Look.” I pointed at a bullet hole in the wall at the back of the dojo.

Kelly fumed. She shot a dirty look at Sharon. “You’re paying for that.”

***

Half an hour later, Rayna arrived, looking radiant, having spent the morning working out. Her dark hair was tied back in a ponytail, and she wore shorts and a T-shirt that read The Steam Room: No Pain, Still Gain. She was the sole owner of the spa in Boulder because her entire family had been killed a few months ago. She kissed me and when she pulled back, she took hold of my hand. We were still in the new, and I looked forward to every moment we could spend together. She had some rough nights when the grief hit her, but most of the time, she was all smiles. I suspect it helped that she was from another place where death was always a part of life and not pushed into the darkness. So yes, she missed her family, but she didn’t seem as broken up about it as I was after my folks were killed.

Brand and Esther joined us a few minutes later. Before they arrived, Kelly and I set up folding chairs so we could all sit down in a nice circle like a support group. We could call ourselves Slayers of Evil Anonymous. Didn’t work well as an acronym, but it was good enough for me.

I made introductions where necessary.

Once we were all seated, Sharon explained the situation. “Henry Winslow stole a scroll from the Forbidden Texts. The scroll had a spell inscribed on it which opened time portals to the past, and—”

“Time out,” Brand said. “Who’s Henry Winslow?”

“A man who died more than eighty years ago. He liked to say he was Thrice-Born.”

“Sounds painful,” Brand said.

“Cute. Are you familiar with multiple personality disorder?” Sharon asked.

Brand nodded. “I read Sybil.”

“You can read?” Kelly asked with a grin.

“I tend to move my lips, and I have to sound out some of the longer words.”

“This is serious,” Sharon said.

“Right,” Brand said. “Sorry.”

“Winslow is a powerful sorcerer, and he has multiple personages, or aspects of himself. He literally split himself into three separate people to make good on his claim of being Thrice-Born. Winslow entered the world in 1877 and died in 1926. He was a member of The Golden Dawn, a secret society that included Aleister Crowley among its members. He and Crowley were friends.”

Rayna squeezed my hand to get my attention. “Is this the same Aleister Crowley from that loud CD you play in the car all the time?”

“Ozzy rocks,” I said. “And yes, it’s the same guy.”

“He seems creepy.”

“He looked like Uncle Fester from The Addams Family,” I said. “But constipated.”

Sharon glared at me. “Are you done?”

Rayna bit her lip and tried not to laugh.

Sharon shook her head. “As I was saying, Winslow used the spell from the scroll to open portals to the past. He couldn’t go to the years when he was actually living, but after reading up on him, we learned that he was one messed-up sorcerer. He believed he was his own father, so we know he sent one of his aspects to the 1870s in order to seduce his mother, though we believe he has another goal there too. Unfortunately we don’t know what that is. We also know he sent an aspect to 1926 because he wanted to hunt down and slay the man who killed him. Again, he may have another goal there too.”

“And the third aspect?” I asked.

“He was obsessed with the Emerald Tablets of Thoth the Atlantean.”

“Atlantean?” I asked. “As in Atlantis?”

“That’s right.”

“Does he look like Patrick Duffy?”

“Who?”

“The Man from Atlantis,” I said. “TV show from the seventies?” Blank stare. “Come on, it was released on DVD.”

Sharon shook her head. “You need to focus, Jonathan. This is not a joking matter. The fate of the world may rest in your hands.”

“Okay, I’ll drop the TV references. But seriously, Atlantis? I thought that was a myth. There’s no historical evidence of the place aside from a few passages in Plato.”

“Yes, Jonathan, Atlantis was real, but it wasn’t called that in its day. They were the Minoans and their seat of power was Santorini, though it was called Thera at the time. It was destroyed in a catastrophic volcanic eruption, though the residents had plenty of notice, so they all survived.”

“Okay, whatever. So Sybil the Sorcerer went back to Atlantis or Thera?”

“No. He wants the Emerald Tablets.”

“And those aren’t in Atlantis?”

“Thoth put them in the Great Pyramid in Egypt.”

“So we’re going to Egypt? I don’t speak Arabic.”

“He went back to ancient Egypt, but you won’t be able to speak archaic Egyptian either.”

“I got a cool poster with my name done up in hieroglyphics when I was a kid. My name was even in one of those bullet-shaped things.”

“A cartouche,” Kelly said. “Those were reserved for the pharaohs, and as it happens, the French named them because they looked like the cartridges for their guns.”

“This is hopeless,” Sharon said. “This is serious business, and you should behave that way.”

“We’ll be serious when it’s time,” I said. “Regardless, we have a slight problem here, Sharon. None of us can speak Egyptian. Kelly knows a lot more about Egypt than I do.” I leaned out and looked at Kelly. “Who was that female pharaoh you like so much?”

“Hatshepsut,” Kelly said. “I would love to meet her.”

“We’re sending you to 1323 BCE,” Sharon said.

“That’s not Hatshepsut’s time,” Kelly said. “Thirteen hundreds would be . . . Akhenaten? Oh, don’t tell me Winslow is really Akhenaten, the heretic pharaoh!”

“Heretic pharaoh?” Brand asked.

“He started the first monotheistic religion.”

“Before Zoroastrianism?” Brand asked.

“Zorro had a religion?” Rayna asked.

“Not Zorro,” I said with a grin. “Zoroaster was a guy in the middle east, Persia, if memory serves. He started a monotheistic religion—very much like Christianity, actually. Holy Spirit, one god, savior with a virgin birth, resurrection, heaven, hell, angels, et cetera. On the bad side, their god is named Ahura Mazda, so it sounds like a car dealership.”

“It’s like dealing with children,” Sharon said, her voice tense. “You’re not going to the time of Akhenaten. We’re sending you to the time of Tutankhamun.”

“King Tut! Cool,” I said. And because I knew it would piss off Sharon, I started singing Steve Martin’s “King Tut” song.

“I can kill you with a snap of my fingers,” Sharon said.

I grinned at her. “Yeah, but you need us.” I looked over at Brand. “Dude, we get to meet King Tut!”

Brand grinned and gave me a fist bump. “Hell yeah!”

Sharon shook her head. “You can’t all go back to ancient Egypt. We need to send you all through at once but to different times. Chronos, can you explain it? Because if I have to keep talking to them, I’m going to kill someone.”

“I shall handle it,” Chronos said.

“I’m stepping outside for a few minutes,” Sharon said.

“Was it something I said?” I asked.

She glared at me, rose, and headed for the exit. 

Chronos took a deep breath and looked askance at me. “You wanted to kill Charon for what I assume is a valid reason, but as you are incapable of achieving said goal, you’re going out of your way to annoy him.” He hesitated. “Her. In any case, you will show me some respect, or I will freeze time and do things to you that you really don’t want me to do.”

Rather than point out that his magic wouldn’t work on me, I held up my hands, palms out. “It’s cool. Tell us how this is going to work.”

“Very well. As you are immune to magic, the spells I’ll be casting will affect only your friends. I’m going to link Kelly, Brand, and Rayna with a bond that will automatically activate once you achieve each goal because I’ll infuse the link with Winslow’s DNA. I’ll send you back with Kelly to Egypt circa 1323 before the Common Era. I’ll send Brand to 1877, and I’ll send Rayna to 1926.”

“To be clear, are we going back to kill Winslow?”

He shook his head. “He’s already dead, Jonathan, so you won’t be killing him exactly. You’ll need to find his aspect in ancient Egypt first. His magic will be weakest back then because he’ll be at one-third power. When you eliminate him back then—kill his aspect, that is—his energy will flow forward in time to his next aspect in the 1870s. As soon as that happens, Kelly will be pulled forward to Brand, so you’ll need to be in physical contact with her or you’ll be stuck in ancient Egypt.”

“Question,” Kelly said.

“Please,” Chronos said and gave her a nod.

“What if I die in ancient Egypt? What happens to Jonathan then?”

“He will be trapped there, and all will be lost. As you’re a Sekutar, I don’t think you’ll need to worry much about dying.”

She nodded. “Okay.”

“When I go to the 1870s, if Kelly and Jonathan are with me right away, that means they succeeded in Egypt, right?” Brand asked.

“You will be linked to Kelly and to Rayna, so however long it takes them to find and kill Winslow in Egypt is the amount of time you’ll be on your own in the 1870s. That means that for Rayna, it’s the time in Egypt plus the time in the 1870s.”

“So what do I do in the 1870s before Kelly and Jonathan join me?” Brand asked.

“You’ll find Henry Winslow’s aspect there.”

“How do I do that?”

“His mother was named Mary, and his father was Elvin,” Chronos said.

“And that helps me how?”

“You’ll just need to investigate and find them.”

I shook my head. “It will be easier to do now,” I said. “Just hop online and check the census for 1870. You should be able to get an address. You might check 1880 too in case they moved. That will make things a lot easier.”

“Excellent idea. What if I have a chance to take him out? Do I do that?”

Chronos shook his head. “No. If you kill his aspect before Kelly and Jonathan reach you, they might not be able to come forward to you. I’m using genetic material from Henry’s bones to form part of the bond, so his aspect needs to be alive for the spell to work. It’s possible that Kelly would be pulled to Rayna in the 1920s, as would you, but this is a delicate spell, so don’t take any chances. If this is done in the correct order, I know it will work.”

“Okay. I was just asking because if I’m understanding what you’re telling us, Winslow will be even stronger when we face his second aspect.”

“You are correct. And after you kill him in the 1870s, he will be at full strength in the 1920s when you face him there.”

“Fun times,” Brand said. He excused himself and went to Kelly’s office to research Winslow’s parents’ address.

Rayna raised her hand as if she were in school.

Chronos pointed at her. “Question?”

“Am I supposed to track Henry Winslow down in the twenties? Just keep tabs on him until everyone reaches me?”

“Yes.”

“What if they don’t reach me?”

“What do you mean?”

“What if . . . okay, I don’t even want to say this out loud, but . . .”

“What if Jonathan, Brand, and Kelly lose to Henry in the past?”

Rayna nodded.

“If they lose, you won’t exist.”

“Um, actually, I will. I was born on the other side of the Dragon Gate.”

“Oh, well, that could prove interesting.” He rubbed his chin. “You may see the world change around you, in which case, you’ll be trapped there.”

Rayna looked at me. “You’re not allowed to lose.”

“I’ll have Kelly. I’m good.”

Kelly looked away for a moment, but before her face was turned, I noticed a look of concern. I chalked it up to my imagination. Kelly was the most stable person I knew. She wasn’t prone to worrying because she tackled every problem head-on.

“What do I do?” Esther asked.

Chronos looked at her. “You, my dear, will go to the Old West, but once that’s done, you’ll be pulled forward to the present.”

“But I want to go to Egypt, and I know the twenties. I can be helpful then.”

“I can’t send you back to ancient Egypt. I might be able to send you up to eighty-five years prior to your birth because you’ve existed that long after death. I’ve never tried to send a spirit anywhere before, so I’m not sure it will work. I do know that I can’t send you to the twenties because you were alive then.”

“So? I’m just a ghost; I can’t change anything.”

“You are correct. Your spirit isn’t the problem. Your typewriter is the wrench in the machine. Rayna won’t be able to take a typewriter key with her, so you won’t be able to go there. And before Jonathan, Kelly, and Brand move forward to the twenties, they’ll need to destroy their typewriter keys because the keys can’t physically exist at the same time in two places in the same form. Also, while it may seem instantaneous to you, spirits travel much slower through the portal than physical beings, so Brand will be alone for a time before you arrive.”

“Not fair,” Esther said and crossed her arms.

“Is Esther upset?” Rayna asked. Rayna didn’t have any magic, so she couldn’t see or hear Esther.

“She’ll be all right,” I said. “Leave your keychain here.”

She nodded. One of Esther’s typewriter keys was attached to her key chain too.

Sharon came back inside carrying a black canvas gym bag and strode over to the circle of chairs. She dropped the bag on the floor. “Are we up to speed?”

“Almost,” Chronos said. “We just need to give them the devices.”

“We get toys?” Brand asked as he returned from the office. “We’re going to be like James Bond!”

“You don’t,” Sharon said. “Jonathan and Kelly do.”

“That’s not fair,” Brand said. He had several pieces of paper in his hand. “Jonathan, Kelly, Rayna, you might want to have a look at this.” He held up the paper, which had a black and white picture of a man in his forties standing with one leg up on a bench. He wore a nice old-style suit, and his hair was slicked back. “This is a picture of Henry Winslow. I pulled it from Wikipedia.”

He handed a print to each of us. We studied the image for a moment then folded the pictures and tucked them away in our pockets or, in Rayna’s case, in her purse.

Chronos rose and dug in his pocket. He pulled out what looked like two pairs of earrings and two wicked-looking metallic double-pronged fish hooks. He handed a pair of earrings to Kelly and another pair to me. “Wear these earrings because we had a magician cast a spell on them to automatically translate language for you. If you aren’t wearing them, you won’t be able to understand what anyone says to you.”

“I don’t have pierced ears,” I said.

“You will in a bit,” Sharon said.

“Great.” I put the earrings in the right front pocket of my blue jeans.

Chronos approached Kelly. “Lean your head back, and open your mouth as wide as you can,” he said.

She looked at him for a moment then did as he said.

He took one of those hooks and jammed it into the roof of Kelly’s mouth. Kelly doesn’t feel pain, so it wasn’t a big deal to her, though her eyes told a different story. I guessed it was the guy sticking his fingers into her mouth that bothered her, though.

He finished with her and walked over to me. “Your turn,” he said. “Fair warning. This is going to hurt.”

“What is that?”

“It’s a hook, but it will translate your speech so the Egyptians will be able to understand you. The magic is in the hook, so it will work for you too.”

“Can’t you just cast a spell on an amulet? Egyptians wore a lot of amulets, right?”

“We could but with this, you don’t need to keep track of an amulet.”

“What’s to keep track of? You put it around your neck and you’re done.”

“Unless it comes off and you lose it.”

“I’ll take that chance.”

“Sorry, we don’t have an amulet prepared for that, so you get the implant.”

“Fine,” I said. “Are you going to wash your hands first?”

He rolled his eyes.

It was a fair question. I didn’t know where his hands had been. I leaned my head back and opened my mouth, and the guy jammed that hook into the roof of my mouth. The pain was intense. I clenched my fists and tensed every muscle in my body as he jiggled that thing around, clipping it to the bone.

When he took his fingers out of my mouth, I wanted to punch him, but Rayna gently patted my arm. “Be cool,” she said.

“That really hurt,” I said.

“Don’t be a baby,” Kelly said.

I probed at the hook with my tongue. That hurt a lot, but the damn thing was like a loose tooth, so my tongue kept right on probing it every few minutes.

“Now the ears,” Chronos said.

Kelly didn’t have pierced ears either, so she went first. Chronos did the honors. When Kelly was done, I sat down and let Chronos pierce my ears too. That didn’t hurt as bad as the implant. The earrings were small, so we put them on. 

Sharon reached down, picked up the gym bag, and set it on the chair next to me. She unzipped it, reached inside, and pulled out several packs of clothing. She dropped one on my lap then tossed one to Rayna, one to Kelly, and one to Brand. “Go get changed. You shouldn’t go back in modern clothing.”

  

 

 

 

 

 

 


CHAPTER FOUR

 

 

KELLY CHAN

 

<pages before this one torn out, along with beginning of sentence>

 

—protect him.

I stood in the locker room, trying to figure out how to wear the pieces of material Sharon had given me. Rayna wore a nice dress, which was a lot easier to deal with than this. I put on the first thing, which was some sort of sheath dress, but the straps left my breasts uncovered. I wasn’t sure I’d put it on correctly, so I removed it and tried the next article of cloth. I could wrap it around me like a towel, but that didn’t seem right and restricted my movement too much. I shook my head, sat down, and started writing in my journal.

“What are you writing?” Rayna asked.

“Jonathan asked me to keep a journal, but I hate doing it.” I tore out several pages, crumpled them up, and tossed them at the trash can on the other side of the small locker room. The ball of paper hit the rim and bounced out, rolling across the floor.

“You all right?” Rayna asked as she picked up the paper and dropped it into the trash can. 

“I have plenty of time before basketball season starts,” I said, stealing a line Jonathan uses whenever he misses.

“I wasn’t talking about the basket.”

I sighed. “They healed me as much as they could. Magic has its limits. I’ll be fine.”

“Oh, that’s not what I meant either. I was talking about the clothes.”

“I’ll figure them out, or Sharon can show me.”

“Are you up for this? We can trade clothes, and I can go to Egypt instead.”

“How much do you know about ancient Egypt?”

“How much do I know about the Roaring Twenties? I can’t even talk to Esther to get pointers.”

“I suspect Sharon chose who to send where for a reason.”

“She doesn’t know me.”

“But she does know me,” I said.

“Point taken but if she knew you weren’t completely healed, would she make the same choice?”

“I may not be a hundred percent, but I’m still a Sekutar.”

“I didn’t mean it like that.”

“Yes, you did.”

“Well, maybe a little but you’re right. You’re still the best fighter here.”

I nodded.

“You want me to send Sharon in to help you with the clothes?”

“Please.”

“Consider it done.” Rayna opened the door to leave then looked back. “Out of curiosity, how much do you know about ancient Egypt?”

I smiled. “Just some basic things. I saw a documentary about Hatshepsut, I read a book about Egypt a few years ago, and I saw some artifacts in a museum once.”

“That’s what I thought.”

 

JONATHAN SHADE

 

Rayna looked nice in her dress with an overcoat draped over her forearm. I hadn’t seen her wear lipstick in two months. When her brother died, she stopped doing fancy dinners and fund-raisers. Hobnobbing with the rich and famous wasn’t really her thing. She much preferred helping people get in shape at The Steam Room. I walked up to her and whispered in her ear, “You look like a million bucks in 1920s money.”

She looked at me and grinned. “And you need to lay off the doughnuts.”

I wore a white kilt-looking thing with brown sandals. I looked down at my stomach. I hadn’t worked out as much as usual in the past few months, so I wasn’t sporting a six-pack, but I wasn’t sporting a muffin top either. “What do you mean?” I asked.

She poked me in the gut with her forefinger then gave me a quick kiss. “I’m teasing. Don’t be so sensitive.”

“I wish we were going to the same time,” I said.

She gazed into my eyes, and her smile faded. “Me too.”

I wrapped my arms around her, and we held each other tightly. “It won’t take that long,” I said.

“Oh,” Rayna said. “I need to make a phone call.”

“Okay. What for?”

“Someone needs to take care of Clara while we’re gone.”

Clara was Rayna’s dragon. Don’t ask.

“If we don’t succeed, it won’t matter,” I said. “If we do succeed, we’ll be back later today. The time delay is only due to the link we’ll have in the past. We’ll live through however long it takes, but we should still come back to today.”

“You don’t know that.”

Having done a bit of time travel, I felt I did know that. Rayna knew the truth, while nobody else did. Still, I didn’t really know. She could be right.

She took out her cell phone and scrolled through the names. “Who here can take care of a dragon?” she wondered aloud.

“Someone with a massive pooper scooper,” I said.

She grinned and swatted at me then turned away to make her call.

Brand walked out in brown trousers, cowboy boots, and a beige button-down shirt. He had a brown jacket in one hand. “Don’t I get a gun?” he asked.

Sharon was sitting on one of the chairs in the circle. She shook her head. “Do you own a Colt Peacemaker from the 1800s?”

“No.”

“Neither do I. You’ll have to buy one when you get there. You’ll find plenty of money in your trouser pocket. You’ll also want to buy some clothes for Jonathan and Kelly when you get there. When they come forward, they won’t blend in wearing a kilt or a dress of Egyptian style.” She looked around. “Where’s Kelly?”

Rayna pointed to the locker room. “She’s trying to figure out the Egyptian clothes. Maybe you should go help her.”

Sharon nodded. She looked me up and down. “Your kilt isn’t wrapped correctly. I can see you’re wearing boxer briefs. You’ll want to take those off now. They didn’t have underwear in ancient Egypt.”

“But this kilt can easily ride up, and I’ll be flashing everyone if I go commando.”

Sharon shook her head. “Egyptians didn’t have hang-ups about sex or genitalia. In fact, many workers didn’t bother to wear clothing when they were out in the fields. Lose the underwear.”

“Hell,” Brand said. “I’d love to go to ancient Egypt. I could walk around with my dick out all day long. It would wave to the ladies.”

“Good thing you’re going to the old west, then,” I said. I pulled off my underwear and carried it back to the men’s room. As I walked back to Rayna, who had finished her call, I kept adjusting the kilt, trying to keep it from exposing me too much. 

Rayna laughed. “Your balls are showing.”

“Yeah, thanks for that.” I twisted on the kilt, and the damn thing came right off.

“Dude!” Brand said, covering his eyes. “I don’t need to see that.”

Chronos watched all of this from where he sat. He closed his eyes, shook his head, and pointed to the men’s room. “Go on in there, and I’ll show you how to wrap the kilt.”

 

KELLY CHAN

 

Sharon came into the locker room. “I understand you’re having some difficulties.”

“I didn’t sign up to be a Vegas showgirl,” I said. “These straps don’t allow for any modesty.”

“Nudity wasn’t a big deal back then. Women walked around bare chested or with one breast exposed in many cases.”

“I’d rather not do that.”

“Because you have small breasts?”

“No. I’m just more modest than that.”

“You’ll need to blend in.”

“I’m clearly not Egyptian, so I’m not going to blend in. Can’t I just wear ancient Chinese clothing?”

“You will be wearing an amulet. That amulet will cast a spell to make you look Egyptian.”

“What about Jonathan?”

“The amulet won’t work on him, so he’ll be a foreigner.”

“If the magic is in the amulet, it should work to make others see him differently.”

Sharon sighed. “You may be right, but it’s a moot point because I didn’t prepare an amulet for him.”

“I guess he can pretend to be Jewish, though he doesn’t look the part. They had Jewish people in Egypt, right? I mean, the Bible talks about it in Genesis and Exodus.”

“I’ve never been to ancient Egypt myself. At that time I was in the Underworld, ferrying souls from an alternate dimension. However, in my studies, I’ve found no historical evidence to show anything definitive about Jewish people in Egypt until the time of Ptolemy. I’m sure there were some, of course, but the Egyptians don’t mention them.”

I let Sharon help wrap the material around me. It left my right breast exposed.

“You said we were going to have me covered.”

“No, I said you needed to blend in.”

I shook my head. “Unreal.”

“We’re running out of time. Let’s get back out there. We need to send you through before the doorway closes. Will you be able to duplicate the dress as I’ve shown you?”

“Yes.”

“Excellent. Let’s go.”

I shook my head again but followed her out onto the main floor.

 

JONATHAN SHADE

 

Chronos tried to teach me to wrap the kilt. When he did it, the kilt would stay on. When I wrapped it, I would be exposed as I walked.

“This is not a big deal,” Chronos said.

“Don’t say it’s not a big deal when you’re talking about my junk. In fact, I don’t want you talking about my junk. Understand?”

“I was not referring to your . . . junk, though you have a very nice penis.”

“Come on, man. You’re as old as time, so you should know better than to say things like that.”

“Through much of history, men have been bisexual.”

“Whatever gets you through the night, but I’m for women only.”

“Charon didn’t mention you were so small-minded.”

I laughed. “Are you hitting on me?”

“If we had time, I would be.”

“I’m flattered but that’s not my scene.”

“Your loss,” he said. “Let’s go. Time is growing short.”

“Don’t say short when you’re looking at my junk.”

That time he grinned.

We returned to the main training area of the dojo, and as I walked, I felt myself flopping into view. I tried to adjust the kilt again, which was fine for a few steps; then I was hanging out again. Kelly turned to watch us, and I saw one of her breasts. I tried to look away, but I’m a guy, so it took more effort than it should have. I also felt a stiffening reaction coming on and felt like I was in middle school.

Brand grinned then tried to look irritated. “You staring at Kelly’s tit?” He cracked up. “Looks nice, doesn’t it?”

I suspected Brand never made it out of middle school. I tried to cover myself.

“Yo, Father Time. We need a different plan here.”

“There isn’t time for that.”

“I’m going to be too distracted if Kelly is dressed like that.”

“Grow up, Jonathan,” Sharon said. “It’s just a breast.”

“Yeah, but I’m a red-blooded American male.”

“So?”

“So the average guy thinks about sex once every ten seconds, and I’ve always considered myself to be above average.”

Kelly walked up to me. “Are you looking at me in a sexual way?”

“I’m trying not to.”

She laughed. “You’re blushing. I’ll take that as a compliment.”

“Can you cover up?” I asked. “Please?”

“You’re such a guy.” She turned around and walked back to the chairs.

“Seriously, we need a different plan. I can’t go around with my dick flopping out, and I can’t focus if Kelly is topless.”

“We can’t adjust the spell on the amulet, so if Kelly is going to look Egyptian, she has to dress the part.”

“Oh, you have an amulet to make her look different but not one for translation? Wonderful.”

“We were rushed.”

“Really? That guy can freeze time, so how can you be rushed?”

“He can freeze time here but not in the Underworld. And even here it’s a limited thing. We really need to send you back now.”

“Not like this. I don’t look like an Egyptian, I can’t dress like an Egyptian, and without that Bangles song playing, I can’t even walk like an Egyptian.”

“You have a better idea?”

“Yes, I do. I’ll wear trousers and a tunic, and Kelly can wear a Chinese dress. We’ll be traveling dignitaries or something. And we’ll both be a lot more comfortable.”

“They may execute you on sight.”

“Then make us materialize in front of them as if we beamed down from the starship Enterprise, and they can think we’re gods. I don’t care but I can’t do this kilt thing.”

Chronos nodded. “While it was centuries later, Herodotus traveled through Egypt. If they play it correctly, they can manage. Let’s just allow them to choose their own cover.”

“Very well,” Sharon said.

“But before you go find clothing that will work, we need to give you shots to protect you from infectious diseases of the time.”

“Good idea,” I said. I waddled over to him, aiming for modesty. 

Kelly laughed at me, but she kept her breast covered with one hand. Takes one to know one.

Chronos rummaged through the gym bag Sharon had brought in and found a case with several syringes. “Here we are.”

As he gave me the injection, he said, “This shot is good for at least ten years. You will be immune to every infectious disease ever known.”

“Cool.”

“You may feel a bit ill for a day or so.”

“Wonderful.”

While the others got their shots, I went back to the locker room and changed back into my jeans and button-up shirt. When I returned, Kelly was in the ladies’ room.

I looked at Chronos. “How much time do we have before we have to go back?” I asked.

Chronos frowned. “To be safe, we should send you now.”

“Shouldn’t we get different clothes, though? I don’t have a tunic, and Kelly needs a dress. Right?”

Chronos looked at his pocket watch. “There isn’t time.”

“Well, I guess Captain Kirk never changed out of his Starfleet uniform, so blue jeans and tennis shoes will be the garb of the gods. Should we take something back to be more like gods, or will that cause problems in the time stream?”

“Time is like a river the size of an ocean. Small changes will be absorbed. We’re only concerned about large changes.”

“Right. Like in 11/22/63 by Stephen King, saving Kennedy might be a problem. Same with going back to kill Hitler, though I guess it depends on when you kill him.”

“Right,” Brand said. “Kill him too late, and Martin Bormann would just step in. Kill him too early, some other raging psychotic would rise up.”

“I love your faith in humanity,” I said.

Brand shrugged. “Tell me I’m wrong.”

I turned to Chronos. “Is he wrong?” I asked.

Chronos gave me a sad smile. “Let’s just say history has been changed a number of times. But the changes have been either small or ineffective in the long run. If an ancient empire lasts an extra hundred years, that can be absorbed. If someone detonates fifty nuclear bombs, that might make some changes.”

“And what are you worried about with our buddy Winslow?”

“If he gets the Emerald Tablets of Thoth and he learns to use the magic contained therein, he will be essentially immortal, and if he lives those years from the fourteenth century BCE until now, there’s no telling what kind of changes he could make. What if he wipes out every Christian or every Jew or every Muslim before their religions get going? That sort of change will erase all of you.”

“And you think he’d do that?”

“We think he wants to be a god.”

“I get all the fun jobs,” I said. “Be right back.”

I went out to my car and gathered up extra magazines for my Beretta. I grabbed more ammunition for my Glock too. 

When I went back inside, Kelly stood beside Brand. She was clad all in black from her boots to her pants to her shirt. She had a sword strapped to her back. She saw me come inside and walked over to meet me. “I’m not wearing a dress. If we’re going to get this guy, I say we go in ready for action.”

“You want a gun?” I asked. She rarely used guns, so I expected her to say no.

“Yes,” she said, taking my Beretta. “If we can get him from a distance, that’s all the better.”

***

Ten minutes later, I stood holding Rayna off to the side of the dojo. We shared long, passionate kisses.

“We’ll be together again soon,” I said.

“This could take months, Jonathan. For all we know, it could be years. And we have to admit the possibility that this could be forever.”

“It won’t be forever.”

“I’m worried you’ll forget about me,” she said.

I kissed her and pulled her close. “You’re my reason for living,” I whispered. “You’re the one who saved me. I could never forget you. We’ll always be together.”

“I love you,” she said.

“Ditto,” I said because her favorite movie was Ghost.

“Let’s go,” Chronos said. “We don’t have all day.”

“For a guy who controls time, he’s an impatient bastard. Rush rush rush.”

Rayna placed a hand on my cheek. “He’s trying to save the world. We’d better get going. You do what you have to do. I’m going to miss you.”

“We’ll be together again soon. Nothing to worry about.”

She gave me a sad smile. “Promise?”

“I promise,” I said.

***

Chronos had us all stand in a circle around him. Kelly and I had canvas packs strapped to our backs. Brand had a satchel. Rayna simply held a small purse. Chronos chanted in a foreign tongue, and while I could hear that, I could also hear the English translation on top of it when an English equivalent existed.

Kelly and I held hands because without direct contact, I’d be stuck here in the present. Rayna frowned for a moment, but she knew I had eyes for only her, so she gave me another kiss then faced forward, ready to go to the twenties. Esther stood between Kelly and me. Brand gave Kelly a nod then closed his eyes to prepare for his journey to the 1870s.

Chronos stared into his pocket watch and shook his head. He met our eyes each in turn, holding the gaze for a moment before moving to the next person. “I’m afraid I don’t have any more advice beyond this: kill all three aspects of Henry Winslow so you can come back to the present.”

“Good advice,” I said.

“I’m going to send you as close to where Winslow’s aspects went as I can, but it’s all guesswork. The first person out will be closest. I will do my best for the rest of you, but you may have a short trip to get where you’re going because my real focus is to make sure you don’t appear embedded in a wall or a tree. Are you ready?”

His words didn’t fill me with confidence, but we all nodded.

“In that case, you’re history,” he said.

A flash of light burst from the pocket watch, and everything went blue with white lights swirling around us. I kept hold of Kelly’s hand. The lights spun like a tornado with us standing in the center. I looked over at Rayna and saw her fly into the wall of light and disappear. Shortly after that, the lights engulfed Brand, and he was gone. Esther disappeared a moment later. Kelly and I stood still while the lights circled us faster and faster.

As quickly as they flared out, they disappeared, and we found ourselves standing in the middle of a desert with archers firing arrows in our direction. My guts twisted and I realized it was a good thing I hadn’t had breakfast. Kelly looked nauseated too. Then an arrow plunged into her chest.

“I think things just got interesting,” I said.

 

 

 

 

 

 

 


CHAPTER FIVE

 

 

RAYNA NOBLE

 

Rayna Noble felt nauseated as the white and blue lights encircled her; then in the space of a breath, she no longer stood within the whirlwind but outside it. The lights flashed brightly then dropped away, and she found herself standing in front of an old-time radio. She felt dizzy but the sensation passed a few moments later. A quick look around told her she stood in the center of a small apartment with old-fashioned furniture. A newspaper lay on the coffee table, so Rayna stepped over to check the date. The headline began:

TUNNEY WINS CHAMPIONSHIP, BEATS DEMPSEY IN 10 ROUNDS . . . She looked at the date: Friday, September 24, 1926.

“I’m really here,” she said. “I’m in 1926.”

And Jonathan was in ancient Egypt. They’d been together for only two months, but it was hard to imagine life going forward without him. It was as if she’d lived all her years to get to this one relationship and he’d lived all his years to reach her too. Why was she so worried? They were in love, and love couldn’t be bound by the hands of time.

She tossed her overcoat onto the sofa, moved across the hardwood floor to the window, and peered outside through the glass. The window looked down four stories onto a street with a Schorr Sporting Goods store; a W. Green Electrics place; and a bit farther to the left, a dentist’s office. It was daytime and people moved along the sidewalk. A few crossed the street in front of an old truck that looked brand new. A horse and buggy were parked down the block. The men wore hats, suits, and ties, while the women wore dresses, and it looked warm outside.

“This is incredible,” she said. “I’m in a completely different time.” And Jonathan was in yet another time. He didn’t even exist in the world she inhabited.

But he would soon.

Rayna left the small apartment, surprised that the front door wasn’t even locked. She didn’t know if that was unusual or if it meant the building had a doorman who maintained excellent security. She knew she couldn’t stay there, but she checked the number on the door—4B—in case she needed to know that then took the stairs to the ground level. Sure enough, a uniformed doorman stood at his post. The man was in his late fifties with graying hair visible below the hat he wore. He looked at her as she approached the door and raised an eyebrow.

“Hello,” Rayna said with a slight nod, acknowledging him the way wealthy people do and acting as if she belonged there.

“I’m sorry, ma’am,” the doorman said. “We haven’t met.”

“Shh,” she said, giving him a wink. “I was supposed to leave last night, but Mr. Jones was a bit energetic.” She handed him a silver dollar, and he gave her a quick nod before opening the door for her.

“Mr. Jones?” he asked.

“A lady never tells,” she said and left the building.

Outside the temperature was in the high eighties. People moved along the sidewalk, and Rayna joined the flow of traffic. She’d visited New York back in 2010, but things were a lot different in 1926. She didn’t know the city well enough to figure out where she was. She also didn’t know where to start looking for Henry Winslow. As Jonathan and Kelly were going to be in Egypt for a time before joining Brand in the 1870s, Rayna knew she’d have to live in the city for a time. How long, she couldn’t say. It could be weeks, months, or even years, depending on how things went in the past.

She had plenty of money, so the first order of business was to find a place to stay for a few days while she got the lay of the land. Cars rolled by on the street, and people brushed past her without meeting her eyes. Most things had changed dramatically in the intervening years, but some things had not changed at all.

Rayna started looking for a hotel.

 

BRAND EASTON

 

Brand felt as if he were falling inside himself. His stomach flipped and he fought to keep from throwing up. Then he hit solid ground, dropped to his knees, and waited a moment for the room to stop spinning. The worn stone floor was filthy, and Brand felt his stomach dance again as the pervasive odor of rotting garbage and human waste assaulted him. “Who died in here?” Brand said.

“What the hell?” a voice said. “Where’d you come from?”

Brand looked up and saw a large man in his early forties with long, oily, brown hair streaked with silver. The man wore tattered old clothes stained with sweat. He stared at Brand from a dirty bunk. Bars crisscrossed the window above him. Brand glanced around the small room and saw a cell door also with crisscrossing metal bars. An oil lamp burned in the hallway outside, and the corridor was lined with cell doors.

“You’ve got to be kidding me,” Brand said. He rose and stared at the man on the bunk. “Where am I?”

“You don’t know where you are? Hell, lad, I’m still trying to figure out where you came from!”

“Denver,” Brand said.

“From the new state of Colorado?”

“New to you,” Brand said. “Now where are we?”

“New York.”

Brand didn’t expect to arrive in New York. He expected to show up in California. He was looking forward to playing cowboy.

“Where in New York?” Brand asked.

“The Tombs.”

Brand shook his head. “Well, that sucks ass through a straw. I’ve gotta get out of here.”

“Me too.”

“I don’t belong in here.”

“Neither do I.”

Brand moved to the door. “Right. You’re a fine, upstanding citizen and all that. What’s your name?”

“Joseph. And you?”

“Brand.” He checked the door. The metal was strong, and the lock was engaged, of course. He shook the door, and it rattled a bit, but it wasn’t going to open. He turned back to Joseph, who still sat on the bunk, watching him with amusement. “Something funny?”

“Just been a while since I had company.”

Brand could have sworn he’d read something about The Tombs and how they were overcrowded. It didn’t make sense that a criminal would get a cell to himself. “Why’s that?”

“Because I like to skin my roommates. Folks in these parts don’t like that, so they keep me here alone.”

“Right. When will they make their rounds?”

“Not ’til morning,” the man said. “You have nice skin, Brand. I wonder if it would fit me.”

Brand smiled at him. “You can look but you can’t touch.”

Joseph smiled back at him. “You have to sleep sometime.”

With a shrug, Brand said, “So do you, Joe.”

“Joseph,” he said. “I’m not tired.”

“Well, if I get tired, I’ll just knock you out and tie you up before I go to sleep.”

“You’ll have to get close to me to do that.”

Brand shook his head. “Joe, you might creep out your average guy, but you’re just dog shit I need to scrape off my boots.”

“Start scrapin’,” Joseph said and launched himself off the bed at Brand. He held a metal slat sharpened to a point, and he swung the makeshift knife with precision.

Brand expected the attack, and while he was no longer a Sekutar warrior, he was still a skilled fighter with many years of training. He moved in so fast that Joseph couldn’t react. Brand used both hands to block the swing, spun inside, and slammed his elbow into Joseph’s nose. The man’s head snapped backward. Brand followed through with a punch to the throat, and Joseph dropped to the floor like a sack of potatoes.

Joseph gagged and tried to breathe. His eyes bulged with fear and pain.

Brand watched calmly. “Thought you were all that and a bag of chips, didn’t you?” Brand asked. “You may scare the little people, but I’m the meanest son of a bitch in this place. I’d have you spread the word, but you’re not going to be alive much longer unless I decide to save your sorry ass.”

Joseph rolled around on the floor, gagging.

“I collapsed your trachea with that punch, Joe. You’ll suffocate in a few minutes.”

Brand watched him struggle on the floor. Joseph pointed to his throat. His face reddened and he tried to cough.

Brand cocked his head to the side to watch.

“A friend of mine says I shouldn’t just kill people all willy-nilly,” Brand said, “but I’m not sold on the benefits of letting enemies live.”

Kneeling beside him, Brand brushed his duster aside and pulled a knife from his belt. “You were planning to skin me, right? Now that the tables are turned, perhaps that’s what I should do to you.”

Joseph’s eyes widened further, and Brand gave him a wicked smile.

“This is gonna hurt,” Brand said. “Move your hands away from your throat, or I’ll cut off your fingers.”

Joseph tried to twist away, but Brand pulled him close. He yanked one hand free, pressed it to the floor, and placed a knee on Joseph’s forearm. Joseph kept choking, his face turning purple. Brand pulled the other hand away from the man’s throat and straddled his chest, keeping the arms pinned. Joseph’s eyes watered, while his mouth widened and contracted like a fish on dry land.

Brand stared into his eyes for a moment then cut a hole into Joseph’s throat just below the trachea. He wiped the bloody knife on Joseph’s stubbled cheek then pulled a dollar bill from his pocket, rolled it into a tight tube, and jammed it into the hole. 

“That ought to hold you for a little while. Try and breathe quietly. If I regret this for even a minute, I’ll pinch that bill closed while I watch the lights go out from your eyes. Got it?”

Joseph nodded, fear dripping from his eyes.

Brand shoved him against the wall. 

“Damn,” Brand said. “Jonathan is a bad influence.” He moved over and sat down on the bunk to await the morning rounds.

 

JONATHAN SHADE

 

Kelly jerked the arrow out of her chest and let it fall to the sands of the Sahara. The archers rushed toward us, no longer firing. They were mostly teenage boys, and they wore more black eyeliner than I’d seen since I searched for a missing person at a goth club.

I looked around us and saw men approaching from a nearby road. We stood in front of a white target filled with arrows, so I suspected this was some sort of archery training or maybe a competition.

Turning back to the approaching boys, I said, “We come in peace.” I heard my voice, but I also heard a different language overpower the words. It gave my voice a haunting sound that would have been great at a Halloween party.

“Where did you come from?” one of the boys asked. His words reached me as gibberish, but I heard the English words more clearly, so the magic translator in the earrings was doing its job. I knew that in a matter of a few hours, I’d hear the English without noticing the ancient language.

Before I could answer, several men pushed through to check on the boys. They wore white kilts, and their skin was so tan, it looked damn near bronze. I backed away from them, and Kelly appeared at my side. We were surrounded by around fifty men armed with spears with the business ends pointed at us.

“I have good news and bad news,” Kelly said.

“I think I know what the bad news is,” I said. “What’s the good news?”

“The arrow struck skin and my shirt is fine.”

“Follow us,” one of the men said. “Aye is coming.” At first I thought the translator had bad grammar, but then I realized that Aye was a name.

“No problem,” I said.

They led us away from the practice area to the middle of a street paved with adobe bricks and plastered over with hardened mud. Men behind us kept their spears trained on our backs. They looked unsure so I trusted Kelly to recognize whether or not we were in danger. I checked out the surroundings. On either side of the street were a few adobe buildings with small walls around them, and down the road were a massive wall with another adobe building jutting above it. A crowd of people gathered in the street.

The people were shorter than I expected. Most of the women on the sides of the street stood maybe five feet tall, and the men seemed to average five foot five. At six feet, I towered over all of them, and Kelly at five four was taller than the women too.

A few minutes later, the crowd with the spears parted to admit an older man with a broad multicolored collar that covered most of the top of his chest. He wore a white kilt and sandals like the others, and his eyes held curiosity instead of anger or fear. He gazed up at me and at Kelly. His eyes took in our clothing and our faces.

“I saw you appear from the winds,” the man finally said. “I am Aye, the royal vizier.”

“I’m Jonathan, and this”—I gestured to Kelly—“is Kelly.”

“You were sent by Amun?”

Kelly leaned close and whispered, “Amun is the name of their main god.”

“That’s right. We’re here to find a particular man. A stranger to these parts.”

“And you claim to be gods?”

“We’re visitors,” I said. “We mean you no harm.”

The men with the spears dropped to the ground all at once, their heads touching the street. I took a step back because it surprised me. My first thought was, Was it something I said? Then I saw a man approaching with a group of another fifty men. He looked young—maybe eighteen or nineteen. He wore a broad collar, decorated kilt, and sandals as well, but he also wore a blue helmet-type headdress with a cobra on the front. His eyes had dark makeup around them that swished off toward his temples. He used a cane to walk, and as he grew closer, I saw he also had bit of a cleft palate. He had an odd-looking fake blue beard strapped to his chin. A lovely young woman walked alongside him wearing a sheath dress that started just below her breasts. She also wore what looked like a pleated shawl that draped over her shoulders. Her dark hair was heavily oiled and perfumed, and I could smell it from where I stood. It smelled a bit medicinal to me. My guess is that it was myrrh, but I’m not an expert.

Aye bowed to the man.

“You may rise,” the man said. He stared at me. “I am King Tutankhamun.”

“I’m Jonathan Shade,” I said. “You can call me Jonathan. Pleased to meet you.”

Tut regarded me for a moment; glanced at Kelly, who remained silent; and finally turned his gaze to Aye. “Are they from Amun? Or are they magicians?”

“I will find out,” Aye said. Aye faced me. “If you are from Amun, this will not harm you. If you are pretenders or enemies, you will not fare so well.”

He held his hands up toward me, palms out, and I saw light dancing from finger to finger. So old Aye was a wizard. Vizier sounded a bit like wizard, so maybe the word came from ancient Egypt like damn near everything else. I stepped toward him, grabbed his hands, and placed them on my chest.

“Do your best,” I said.

He channeled as much energy as he could draw and hit me with his best shot. I knew his magic was strong, but I just stood there, staring at him.

“Let me know when you’re finished,” I said.

Aye nodded. He turned to Tut. “If he was anything but a god, he should be dead right now. The woman took an arrow to the heart and still stands.”

“Is the woman your servant or your wife?” Tut asked me.

“My wife,” I said because I didn’t want Kelly to have to play like she was a servant. She might hurt me. Then again, she might hurt me for claiming her as my wife, but I suspected it wouldn’t be as bad.

“What brings you to Thebes?”

“We are hunting an enemy of Egypt.”

Tut nodded. “We will arrange a residence for you at the Royal Palace. You will join me and my queen, Ankhesenamun, for a feast this evening. Should you require assistance in your hunt, I shall assign General Horemheb to accompany you.”

“Your hospitality is both welcome and appreciated.”

My Egyptian geography wasn’t the best, but I knew that Thebes was the present-day city of Luxor, and that was a good four hundred miles from the Great Pyramid. So much for being close. Either Chronos had really bad aim or time travel to particular locations was even worse than he thought.

As they led us away, I whispered, “We get to have dinner with King Tut.”

“So?” Kelly said.

“So isn’t that cool?”

She rolled her eyes. “You’re such a dork.”

  

 

 

 

 

 

 


CHAPTER SIX

 

 

JONATHAN SHADE

 

Aye led us into the Royal Palace. The compound was surrounded by a tall enclosure wall with an entrance at the north end. We moved into the courtyard, which had symmetrical arrangements of blue pools; green shrubs; palm trees; and a massive, colorful garden among them. It appeared the pools irrigated the garden. Beyond that, I saw a roofed but open colonnade with places for people to sit and while away the afternoon in the shade. A single palm tree comprised each column. We passed through that area into an adobe building that had private walled-off rooms. The walls were all painted with beautiful scenes with the standard Egyptian-style art and bright color that sang. I’d been expecting a sea of beige but was granted an explosive barrage of vibrant color and bright, vivid images of paradise.

“Wow,” I said. “This is beautiful.”

Kelly nodded and whispered, “The museums don’t do this place justice.”

“This will be your residence during your stay,” Aye said and showed us into the room. 

The bedroom was smaller than I expected and had a raised alcove at the far end with a little bed, built with a wooden frame resting on legs and twine lashings for a mattress. There were linens spread over it and odd-looking headrests at the top. They looked like little stands with curved arms. I wasn’t about to use one of those things. They looked about as comfortable as a hangman’s noose. Above the bed near the ceiling was a small window with thatched wood instead of a glass pane. I guess Egyptians didn’t look out the windows and had them for ventilation only.

Adobe benches lined the rest of the room, and oil lamps stood in niches in the walls. More murals adorned the walls, and I made a note to see about getting some Egyptian art when I got home. It was too cool, and again, the colors were brilliant.

Kelly sat on the bed, remaining silent.

I glanced up at the ceiling, which was constructed from some kind of wood with smaller slats running the opposite direction on top.

Another room adjoined the bedroom, and when I looked into it, I saw it was a bathroom. Basically it was a latrine enclosed on three sides for privacy. A channel cut into the floor led to the outside of the building. A screened area beside that held a wooden stool with a hole in the center that stood above a bowl. I knew I was going to miss indoor plumbing.

“Would you like a servant to bring you some more appropriate clothing?” Aye asked.

“I think we’re good for now. Thanks.”

“One of your servants will bring you to the hall for dinner. Do you have any other requirements at the moment?”

“Again, I think we’re good for now,” I said.

Aye nodded. “I will assign servants to you.” He gave me one last hard look before leaving us alone in the bedroom.

I walked to the doorway to watch him leave, and once he was out of the residence, I turned to Kelly. “Thoughts?”

“They aren’t going to believe we’re gods for very long.” She shrugged out of her pack and tossed it on the floor next to the wall.

“Oh, come on, they believe in tons of gods. Why not two more?” I set my pack beside hers. “Besides, I said we were visitors, not gods.”

“The implication was still there. I’m just saying we should get out of here as soon as possible. We need to get to the pyramids, find Winslow, and kill him.”

“It isn’t every day you get to meet a famous pharaoh.”

“Don’t call him a pharaoh. We don’t know how well the translation spell will work on unfamiliar words.”

“He’s the pharaoh. Why would the translation struggle with that?”

“Because they didn’t call themselves pharaohs. The word pharaoh comes from the Bible. Just call him King Tutankhamun to be safe.”

“I shall bow to your greater knowledge.”

“Yes, well, I’m not an Egyptologist, and even the Egyptologists don’t know a lot of what happened in this age.”

“Any clue what time of year it might be?” I asked.

“Well, it’s not Inundation, so it’s not September. Does that really matter?”

“To some degree it does. Since we’re going to make the journey to the pyramids, we’ll need to know what kind of weather to expect. I know it’s hot right now, but how will it be at night? Do we need some warm clothing? Temperature variations in the desert can be crazy.”

“So we should play the god card to see if we can outfit ourselves for the journey?”

“Works for me. Besides, we’ll be the only people in the twenty-first century who can legitimately say they got to have dinner with King Tut.”

Kelly frowned and stretched out on the bed. “All right. I think it’s nap time.”

“You’re tired?” I asked. I didn’t mean to sound quite so concerned, but based on her dirty look, I failed. I held up my hands. “Sorry. It’s cool. I’m going to check out the palace.”

“Don’t get into any trouble.”

“Like I ever get into trouble,” I said and left the room before she could throw something at me.

 

RAYNA NOBLE

 

Rayna spent the afternoon lining up a hotel room, settling on the Aberdeen because they allowed unaccompanied women. That would never have been an issue in the twenty-first century, but in the Roaring Twenties, it was unusual, and she’d been turned away at two hotels before one of the clerks told her to go to the Aberdeen. She bought some necessities and dropped them off in her room. She wasn’t sure how to go about finding Henry Winslow. She didn’t even know for sure he’d be in the city. For all she knew, he was in San Francisco or Paris, France. It wasn’t as if he’d take out an ad in the paper to give out his address. The guy had just died, so would he really advertise the fact that he was alive again? What if he decided to lay low? How did Jonathan find missing people? They’d never really discussed how he did his job.

That made her think about him. She missed him already.

She considered what Chronos and Sharon had told them. She would be alone here for however long it took for Jonathan to dispatch Winslow in 1323 BCE and again in 1877. She didn’t know if their relationship was strong enough to withstand a long separation if it took years for Jonathan to get here. She hoped it wouldn’t take that long. She also thought about the way Kelly looked at Jonathan. Maybe she was imagining things. Jonathan didn’t see Kelly that way, so she really had nothing to worry about. She just wished he would get here sooner rather than later.

After dropping off her purchases in her room, she went downstairs and looked for the hotel bar. Then she remembered Prohibition was in effect, so there wouldn’t be any hotel bars, at least not officially. She remembered reading that the government actively poisoned illegal alcohol, which killed a number of citizens during the twenties. She wanted a drink, which meant she’d need to find a speakeasy. She approached the concierge, a man in his mid-twenties with slicked-back dark hair. He saw her moving toward him and gave her a smile.

“Good evening, ma’am. Is there something I can do for you?”

She nodded, gave him a shy grin, and leaned close, putting her hand on his arm as she whispered in his ear, “Do you know where a lady can get a drink around here?”

He glanced down at her hand, saw a folded twenty dollar bill peeking out from under her fingers. She slid her hand up his arm then tucked the twenty into his breast pocket behind the handkerchief. His eyes went wide for a moment and she realized she could have used a smaller denomination.

He winked at her, looked around, then leaned close. “There’s a joint called Sully’s two blocks north on Lexington. You’ll see some stairs going down. Knock on the door and tell them Buffalo Bill sent you.” He handed her a card with an address printed on it.

“Thanks, Bill.”

He smiled. “Buffalo Bill is the password to get in. If you need anything else, you let me know.”

“I will. Thanks again.”

Lexington was a short block over. Then she walked two long blocks north, looking for the address. She saw a number of places that looked as if they could be speakeasies, though. For a moment she felt silly for bribing the concierge and irritated that he told her to walk a few blocks when there was probably a good place on every block.

Oh well. She had the feeling of being watched, but she knew it was just nerves. She didn’t know anyone here, and nobody knew her. She glanced behind her and saw people on the sidewalk but nobody who looked potentially threatening. The feeling faded and she continued down the street. She saw the steps Charlie had mentioned, went down, and knocked on the door.

A grate slid open at eye level, and a man looked out at her. The sound of smooth jazz spilled onto the street. “I don’t know you.”

“Buffalo Bill sent me.”

“Step back.”

For a split second, she thought the man wanted to get a better look at her, but the door swung outward. “Come on in.”

“Thank you,” Rayna said as she walked past the man into a smoky club. A jazz band played at the back, tables lined the floor, and the bar stood off to the left. She noticed that all the patrons were white, but the musicians were black. The place was packed. Men clad in nice suits chatted with women in flapper dresses. Some of the women wore long gloves and smoked cigarettes while they laughed at whatever mildly witty remarks the men buying them drinks happened to make.

Rayna moved through the crowd toward the bar. There weren’t any open stools, but she managed to squeeze between two couples. When she finally got the bartender’s attention, she said, “Whiskey.”

“One panther sweat coming up,” the bartender said.

She placed a bill on the counter as he filled her glass. He slid it to her, snatched up the bill, and placed her change before her. She slid a tip his way, took her drink, and moved into the crowd, looking for a place to sit. A few older men entered the club, but she ignored them.

A middle-aged man with a knife scar on his cheek placed himself in front of her as she tried to move toward the back.

“Excuse me,” she said.

“Hey, doll,” he said. “You lost?”

“I’m looking for someone.”

“You found someone.” He grabbed her and tried to pull her close, but she’d dealt with so many men like him, she reacted without even thinking about it.

She grabbed his crotch, dug her fingernails into the soft flesh beneath the material. “Take your stinking paws off me, you damn dirty ape,” she said.

He winced in pain and released her.

“Touch me again, and I’ll tear them off and feed them to you,” she said.

She let go of him and moved past in search of a seat. The man watched her go. He gently rubbed his crotch. “Crazy dame,” he said, and returned to his table.

Rayna couldn’t find a seat, so she leaned against the wall, sipped her whiskey, and listened to the band play. She looked around at the people dancing, talking, drinking, smoking, and having a good time. Each time she saw a smiling couple, she thought of Jonathan and how much she missed him already. In the middle of a crowded bar, she felt more lonely than ever. She faced an impossible task. She didn’t know anyone. She didn’t know the city. She wasn’t cut out for this. After all, back home, if she wanted to find someone, she’d have simply hired a private investigator like Jonathan.

“Well, duh,” she said.

She finished her drink, moved back through the crowd, set her empty glass on the bar, and headed for the exit. She felt like laughing at herself, but at least she had a plan.

Her admirer moved to follow her, but an old man stepped into his way.

“Move it, old timer.”

“Oh, I’m so sorry, Uncle Albert,” the old man said.

“I ain’t your uncle.”

The old man grinned. “And I’m not Paul McCartney,” he said and shambled off.

By the time Rayna’s damn dirty ape reached the door and burst onto the sidewalk, she was gone.

 

BRAND EASTON

 

The guards made their rounds in the morning, and as soon as the guard peeked into the room, Brand gave him a wave.

“How’s it hanging?” Brand asked from where he sat on the cot.

Joseph was passed out on the floor, his breathing irregular and bubbly through the tightly rolled bloody dollar bill. The guard looked from Brand to Joseph then back up to Brand.

“Who in the name of Sam Hill are you?”

“You don’t need to know my name, but you do need to get Joseph here to a doctor, and you need to let me out of here because I was just visiting.”

“How did you get in here?”

“You wouldn’t believe me if I told you.”

“Try me.”

“Okay, I jumped through a time vortex from the twenty-first century and landed in this cell with a dumb-ass psycho killer who mistakenly thought he was higher up on the food chain than me.”

“You’re right. I don’t believe you.”

“That’s all right,” Brand said. “I can convince you with ten greenbacks. They all have pictures of Alexander Hamilton on them. You do take United States notes, right?”

The guard watched as Brand reached into his pack and pulled out ten slightly crumpled twenty-dollar notes with a profile of Hamilton and a red scalloped seal.

“I don’t know.”

“Let me put it another way. If you take the two hundred dollars, I disappear, and you don’t have to explain how I managed to get into a locked prison cell without anyone noticing me.”

“What about Joseph?”

“He cut himself shaving.”

“I’ll come up with something better. Maybe he tried to kill himself.”

“And there you have it. Do we have an agreement?”

The guard nodded.

Brand rose from the cot, walked over, and held up the cash.

“Pass it through,” the guard said.

“Open the door. Then I’ll hand it to you.”

“Don’t try anything funny.”

Brand laughed. “I just want to go buy a nice breakfast somewhere.”

The guard hesitated.

“Joseph does need to see a doctor sometime today,” Brand said. “Or you could pull the tube out and let him die. Your call.”

The guard sighed. “All right.” He pulled his ring of keys, fumbled through them, and inserted one into the lock. He swung the door open, and Brand stepped out of the cell.

“Thanks,” Brand said and handed him the two hundred dollars. “You have a nice day.”

“You too.”

Brand strode down the corridor past rows and rows of cells, ignoring the prisoners inside. He hesitated at a juncture but figured if he went left, he’d eventually find an exit. The clomping of his boots echoed as he moved along the hallway. A few minutes later, he found the exit. There were offices and a guard at a station, but Brand simply tipped his hat to the guard as he passed, acting as if he belonged there, and stepped out onto the street into 1877 New York City.

The smell outside was almost as foul as the smell inside. Brand shrugged. He’d smelled worse in his day. He tugged his jacket tighter against the cold wind and went in search of breakfast. While he was surprised he hadn’t seen Esther yet, he figured she’d appear soon. Regardless, he knew he’d spend the rest of the day getting ready to begin the hunt for Winslow. That meant buying a gun, getting a room, and buying a ticket to San Francisco before doing the legwork to find Winslow’s future mother. Brand shook his head. Whoever let Winslow read Sophocles’ Oedipus Rex should have been shot.

 

KELLY CHAN

 

From the moment we appeared in Egypt, I felt nauseated, but I knew better than to let Jonathan see that. I needed him to believe I was as strong and stalwart as ever, so I soldiered through, but by the time the wizard Aye showed us the bedroom, I was struggling to keep anything in my stomach. I didn’t know if it was the time travel or the shots, but either way, I felt terrible.

As soon as Jonathan left the room, I rushed into the latrine and vomited.

I dropped to my knees and tried to control my breathing.

My head spun but I didn’t want to pass out in the bathroom. I struggled to my feet, felt my stomach flip again, and had to let go with another round of vomiting into the latrine. I tipped my head back, closed my eyes, drew a deep breath, and let it out slowly. When I opened my eyes, the room spun on me, and I put a hand out to brace myself against one of the privacy walls. I doubled over, breathing like a pregnant woman doing Lamaze thousands of years before it was developed. I wasn’t pregnant but I was sick.

I couldn’t remember the last time I’d been sick. Probably when I was twelve, going through Sekutar training before they’d magically engineered our pain away. I’d failed in holding a stance for fifteen hours, so the instructor took away my food ration for a week. I got water but nothing else. After six days of intense physical training without any food and very little sleep, my body gave out on me and I collapsed. They were forced to feed me then, but that just meant they found more creative ways to punish me.

Not that I cared about that these days. After all, the torture and the training and the suffering made me into the woman I am today, and I wouldn’t trade that for anything.

The damage I’d suffered at the claws and teeth of a destroyer back in April seemed to be hanging on. The healers had done their best, but their best just wasn’t good enough, and now I wondered if my best would be good enough.

When the world finally settled down, I staggered back to the bedroom, collapsed on the bed, and passed out.

 

 

 

 

 

 

 


CHAPTER SEVEN

 

 

JONATHAN SHADE

 

Kelly put on a good show, but I knew she was wiped out. I wanted to help somehow, but she prided herself on being strong, capable, and self-sufficient. One thing I’ve learned in my years of dealing with things that go bump in the night and the violence that seems to rain on my parade all the damn time is that we all need friends. We need to belong to a group. It’s just how humans are wired. My group was mostly Kelly, Brand, Esther, and Rayna at the moment, with a bunch of friends on the outer circle who sometimes helped or needed help. Loners are aberrations and they tend to not live long once life starts punching them in the face.

I knew Kelly needed some privacy so she could either rest or pull herself together, and I was happy to give it to her, but I suspected this was a deeper problem, and I hoped she’d let me help. For the time being, I wandered around the complex, which consisted of a number of buildings within the enclosing wall. We were staying in one of the suites in the royal residence. There were other private rooms in that residence, each with its own courtyard and pool and portico. I didn’t enter Tut’s private residence. However, I did walk past a harem. I wasn’t sure if Tut partook, but there were some mighty attractive women in those rooms, and I suspected some of the higher-ups might help themselves occasionally. Seeing those women sure made me miss Rayna. I hoped she was all right.

I needed to remain focused. I didn’t know nearly as much about Egypt as Kelly did, and even her knowledge was spotty and superficial, but I did know pharaohs often had multiple wives and mistresses on the side. Tut had married his half-sister to have claim to the throne. They shared the same father, Akhenaten, but had different mothers. Ankhesenamun was the daughter of Nefertiti, Akhenaten’s Great Royal Wife. Tut and Ankhesenamun were the last of the royal bloodline.

I wondered about their childhood. In my time, one did not marry one’s sister, even if you lived in rural Arkansas. But that sort of thing was common among pharaohs where the royal bloodline was so important to keep Egypt together. The pharaoh was considered a god. There I go again with the word pharaoh. Too many mummy movies, I guess. 

A few servants passed me in the hall as I moved past the kitchen. The scent of bread and spices hung in the air. Some kind of meat was roasting. I wasn’t hungry until I smelled the food. As I wasn’t sure about the etiquette of sneaking a meal, I went outside and crossed another courtyard. Palm trees grew here and there, and the next building housed what looked like offices to me, but I didn’t investigate because the people there seemed to be busy.

The building north of the offices held the festival hall, where the servants bustled about, setting things up for the evening meal. I didn’t want to interrupt them. I was simply getting the lay of the land. To the west, I saw another building with a long ramp leading to a doorway. A few people stood outside the door, so I moved toward them.

A man walked down the ramp toward me. He wore a kilt and nothing else save a few amulets, but his kilt extended outward so while he could walk in it, it certainly wasn’t practical to work in. As with most of the people I’d seen, he wore a lot of makeup.

“Excuse me,” I said.

The man turned toward me, looked me up and down. My jeans, Nikes, and button-down shirt no doubt struck him as alien. He hesitated then started to kneel.

“You don’t have to kneel,” I said. “It’s all right. Can you answer a few questions for me?”

“I shall try.”

I wondered if he heard the English words as well as the Egyptian words or if the spell erased my native tongue and projected only his own language. That didn’t seem like a good thing to ask him, though. “What’s this building?” I asked instead.

“This is the audience hall. The vizier settles the occasional dispute here, or sometimes the king will address people here.”

“What do you do?”

“I am a scribe.”

“Excellent. What’s your name?”

“I am Neferhotep. I was so named because my parents claim direct lineage with the great Neferhotep.”

I’d never heard of the guy. “I’m Jonathan, so named because my father wanted to call me John, but my mother thought that was too boring.”

He looked uncomfortable. “Will that be all?”

I saw Aye and a muscular man staring at me from the entrance of the audience hall.

“Yes,” I said. “Thanks for the information.”

I moved up the ramp, but Aye and the big man met me halfway.

“You should be in your room, resting,” Aye said.

“I’m not tired.” I looked at the bigger man, who struck me as dangerous from the moment I saw him. He carried himself differently. I gave him a nod. “Who are you?” I asked.

He gave me a slight nod. “I am Horemheb, commander of the royal army.”

“I’ve heard of you,” I said.

“I cannot say the same for you.”

“This is my first visit to your impressive country.”

“May your visit be short,” Horemheb said.

That was no way to talk to a god, but I was pretty sure Egyptians chose which gods they wanted to worship. Evidently I was not on Horemheb’s approved god list. “I suspect it will be short. My reason for coming to Egypt isn’t in Thebes, so I’m just passing through.”

While I stood taller than Horemheb by several inches, he looked solid and confident. “See that it is so,” he said.

I didn’t want to mouth off to a general, especially since I suspected Horemheb could kick my ass up and down the compound without breaking a sweat.

“Please return to your residence,” Aye said to me. “I have assigned servants to you for the duration of your visit. They will report to you soon.”

“Thanks, Aye.” I nodded to Horemheb. “Nice to meet you.”

He stared at me with dead eyes. “Perhaps later you can demonstrate your power in battle. You hold yourself as if you are capable.”

Dangerous men tend to recognize one another on sight. “I’m not here for that. I’m just looking for a man named Winslow.”

“That name means nothing to me,” Aye said.

“That doesn’t surprise me. He’s not from around here.”

I gave them each another nod before I turned to head back to the residence. As I walked away, I heard Horemheb say, “Are the preparations complete?”

“Nearly,” Aye said. “It won’t be long now.”

I didn’t hear anything more. It was probably an innocuous exchange about dinner or the transfer of soldiers to different quarters, but it stuck in my head. I returned to the residence and found Kelly sleeping. I didn’t want to wake her, so I went outside and sat down on a wooden stool in the shade of the portico.

I pulled out my cell phone. Needless to say, there wasn’t any reception, but the battery was fully charged. It didn’t display the time as it had no cell towers from which to update. I switched it off to conserve energy.

Later, I checked on Kelly, but she was still sleeping. It seemed like a good idea to let her rest, but I took a chance and placed my hand on her forehead. Normally that would be enough to wake her up and would potentially end up with me on the floor in an arm bar. She didn’t open her eyes. She felt hot to the touch.

In all the years I’d known her, I’d never seen her get sick.

This wasn’t good.

An hour later, two servants dropped by to check on us. Both were young and female and appeared to have led rough lives. When I asked their names, they shook their heads in unison and told me they weren’t important.

“Everyone is important,” I said. “Please tell me what to call you.”

“I am Sadek,” the first girl said. “This is Tuya.”

“That wasn’t so difficult, was it?”

They shook their heads and stared at the ground.

“Is there anything to drink around here?” I asked. “Maybe some water?”

“We will bring some.” They left together and a few minutes later, they brought water for me. Sadek poured some into a ceramic cup and handed it to me.

“Thank you.” I took a sip. The water tasted a bit strange, and as I didn’t want to spend the night in the latrine, I said, “Do you have anything else to drink here?”

“We have beer and wine.”

“Beer sounds good.”

“As you wish.” They left to get me some beer.

I poured the water out into a shrub.

Sadek brought me a cup of beer. I tasted it. Wow, it was kinda nasty. The beer was definitely going to be an acquired taste, but it was still better and safer than the water. It didn’t taste overly strong, but I paced myself with it because I didn’t want to catch a buzz before dinner.

Sadek and Tuya left me alone and went inside to do whatever they were there to do. I figured they were cleaning . . . and keeping an eye on us. It made sense. If I were in Aye’s position, looking after the pharaoh, I’d want to make sure I had spies keeping tabs on any strangers in town. It didn’t bother me. After all, I planned to leave in the morning, as long as Kelly felt up to traveling.

The sun began its slow descent, painting the clouds a brilliant orange. It was beautiful but I kept worrying about Kelly. I must have checked on her fifteen times an hour. I hoped sleep would help her get over the fever.

It occurred to me at that point that if she died, I’d be stuck in ancient Egypt.

She would be all right. She had to be all right.

***

An hour later, Kelly was still sleeping. Sadek showed up to tell me it was time for the evening meal.

“Will you require assistance getting ready?” she asked.

“No thanks. I think we can handle it.”

“I shall wait at the colonnade.”

I entered the bedroom. Kelly looked peaceful. I watched the steady rise and fall of her chest, and I hated to wake her. She clearly needed the extra sleep.

“Kelly,” I said softly.

No response.

That was strange. Normally she’d wake up if someone walked into the room. I’d never spoken to her before without waking her up.

“Kelly,” I said, louder.

Nada.

It could be dangerous to wake her by shaking her. With her reaction time, if she took it as an attack, she could kill me before I could pull my hand away. I took a deep breath and risked life and limb by placing my hand on her shoulder and gently rocking her. “Kelly, it’s dinnertime.”

Her eyes opened and she looked up at me in confusion. “Huh?”

“We need to meet King Tut and Ankhesejetson or whatever her name is for dinner. I suspect Aye and Horemheb will be there too. Can you handle it?”

“Of course I can. And it’s Ankhesenamun.”

“What you said.”

“If you address her, don’t get her name wrong.”

“Can I just call her Queen or Ankh?”

“Do you want to be executed or sent off to work in the mines?”

“Mining isn’t on my list of things to try.”

“Repeat after me,” she said as she sat up. “Ankhesenamun.”

“Ankhesemoron?”

“You’re not funny.”

“Ankhesenamun,” I said. “Better?”

“Insert that name into your long-term memory, Jonathan.”

“Your wish is my command. How are you feeling?”

She glared at me. “What’s that supposed to mean?”

“You look exhausted.”

Kelly stood. “I feel fine.”

She drew a deep breath, held it, then released it. She repeated this several times, and each time, more color returned to her cheeks. Finally she looked almost normal.

“If you get tired, just let me know. I’ll make excuses and we can come back here so you can rest.”

“I’m not tired, Jonathan.”

“You’re not yourself,” I said. “Maybe some food will help.”

“If I can keep it down,” she said under her breath.

I wasn’t sure I’d heard her correctly. “What was that?”

“Nothing,” she said.

“Kelly, if you’re not up to this, I can handle it alone. It’s just a dinner. I can bring back some bread and water. Well, maybe beer. The water tastes funny. The beer does too, actually. And it’s stronger than the beer back home.”

“I can handle the dinner.”

“There’s no shame in getting sick, Kelly. It happens to everyone.”

She spun toward me. “Not to me it doesn’t.”

I placed my hands on her shoulders. “I need you to be honest with me. You seem to be under the weather. I need you to be well, so if you need more sleep, or if you need me to bring you anything, you just let me know. I’ll do anything I can to help you.”

“I don’t need help,” she said and pulled away.

“We all need help, Kelly.”

“Let’s go.”

“All right. Just know that I’m here for you.”

She started toward the door but looked back at me because I hadn’t moved. “Are you ready?”

“Give me a minute. I need to get rid of some of that beer.”

 

KELLY CHAN

 

I couldn’t believe this was happening. Two months ago, I could have died, and that would have been all right because it would have been an honorable death. But I survived. I bounced back as well as I could, and each day, I was a little better than the day before. I figured eventually I’d be one hundred percent. And now I felt as if I’d been smacked back to square one.

Getting sick was not normal for me.

For me it was a sign of weakness. I didn’t feel that way about others because they weren’t Sekutar. I worried that being sick was a sign that the magic they used to engineer me was wearing off as it had for Brand. Or worse, what if the wizards at DGI did this to me? What if they changed me so the magic would fade and I’d be a regular woman again? I wouldn’t put it past them.

I would have no value to Jonathan at that point. He relied on me for my strength. I needed to be strong for him even more than I needed it for myself. He’d given me my purpose in life and made me see that I could be more than just an assassin. I could contribute to the world. But I needed to be a Sekutar to do that. Why else would he need me to be here if not to protect him from danger?

While Jonathan used the restroom, I went to my pack on the floor and pulled out a small dagger. I rolled up my right pant leg and sliced my calf open. It was a small cut, perhaps a quarter of an inch long. Blood welled but it didn’t hurt. I’d done this every day when I woke up since I left the healing room at DGI. I needed the reassurance that I felt no real pain and that I could still heal quickly. I watched the flesh slowly start to knit together.

Jonathan returned from the latrine, and I shook my pant leg down before he could see the cut.

 

JONATHAN SHADE

 

When I returned to the bedroom, Kelly had a dagger in her hand.

“Was it something I said?” I asked.

“Usually.” She tossed the dagger onto her pack. She turned and left the room.

I shrugged and followed her.

Sadek bowed to us as we approached.

“Kelly, this is Sadek. She’ll get us whatever we need while we’re here. We also have another servant named Tuya, but I don’t know where she is right now.”

“Tuya is also a servant of the Great Royal Wife,” Sadek said. “She will accompany you back to your residence tonight.”

“Tuya or Ankhesenamun?” I asked.

Kelly sighed. “Tuya. Why would Ankhesenamun accompany us?”

“I am sorry,” Sadek said, her eyes wide and her mouth quivering. “I did not intend to mislead you.” She bowed deeply.

“It’s okay,” I said. “I knew what you meant. I was just joking.”

“If you wish to have me beaten, I will understand.”

“Why would I want you to be beaten?”

“I would prefer a beating to working in the quarries or the mines.”

“Sadek,” I said, “while I’m here, you will never be beaten, and you won’t go to the quarries or the mines. Do you understand?”

“I will work harder.”

“You’re doing just fine. Can you take us to the dinner hall?”

“Oh, yes. I did not mean to delay you. Please follow me.”

“Way to go, Jonathan,” Kelly whispered. “You have the poor girl scared to death.”

“I was kidding.”

“She’s a servant. You’re a guest of the king. You really think she’s going to believe you’re just joking around? Besides, for all you know, she was perfectly clear and the translation didn’t work properly.”

I felt like a jerk.

We followed Sadek outside. She led us through the compound to the festival hall. As we entered, I could hear music—a harp and percussion. Inside the banquet hall, small, round tables lined the room. People clad in white linen robes sat on the floor, and in the center of the room, several naked women danced. Okay, each wore a narrow, colored sash around her waist, but that was it. They were lovely women, mostly slender and agile as can be. They twirled and performed gymnastic feats that were mighty impressive. They had little, round weights at the ends of their hair, which clacked pleasantly as they moved.

“Eyes back in your head, Jonathan,” Kelly whispered.

Sadek led us to our tables near the front of the room. Off to the side, I saw the harpist and two women in flimsy linen tapping lightly on the drums in rhythm. They played softly enough that people could speak.

The room was packed with people, but Tut and Ankhesenamun were not present. I didn’t see Aye or Horemheb yet either, though there were four vacant tables beside us. We sat on the floor the way everyone else did. The meal had not yet begun, though I saw servants holding large blue glazed faience bowls heaped with bread and fruit standing just outside a back doorway. Cups, also made of faience, stood on each table, but at the moment, they were empty.

Once we were seated, Aye and Horemheb entered the room followed by Tut and Ankhesenamun. Tutankhamun wore a white kilt, his crown, and a massive collar with a yellowish glass scarab in the center. The scarab seemed to have wings breaking out on either side. Tut’s wife looked especially lovely with her makeup accentuating her exotic features. Her form-fitting linen dress didn’t leave much to the imagination. Clothed, she held my attention more than the lovely nude dancers.

Kelly leaned toward me and whispered, “Don’t stare at her.”

I looked around and saw that nobody in the room dared to look at the king and queen. They bowed deeply.

“At ease,” Horemheb said loudly enough for everyone to hear.

Once the king and queen were seated, Horemheb sat next to me, and Aye sat on the other side of Ankhesenamun. I caught him staring at her too. With him, it was a bit creepy because he was pushing sixty and she was maybe nineteen. She was too young for me too, but at least I wasn’t creepy about it. Well, I hoped I wasn’t creepy.

“Let the banquet begin,” Tut said and clapped his hands twice.

Servants entered the room and moved from table to table to present faience bowls filled with beef and vegetables. Another servant delivered bread, while several more filled our cups with wine.

“This evening’s wine is my favorite,” Tut said. “It comes from the finest vineyard in Egypt in the Delta, and I chose it to welcome our visitors.” He gestured toward Kelly and me. We nodded to the people.

When the servant filled my glass, I tasted the dark red wine. It was dry but still had a decent flavor. “It’s pretty good,” I whispered to Kelly.

“Don’t try to quote Sideways, Jonathan. They don’t have movies here.”

“I know that,” I said, feeling a little insulted. I doubt I could have quoted Sideways, and I was far from an expert on wines. I could tell a dry wine from a sweet wine, but that was about the extent of it. I was more of a beer guy.

There were no utensils, so I watched the other people to see how they ate. They all used their fingers. I made sure to point it out to Kelly so she wouldn’t give me any shit about it, then I dug in. The food had a lot more flavor than I expected. They used spices generously. I recognized the flavors of the salt, sage, thyme, and anise in the dishes. The beef was roasted, and the vegetables ranged from peas to onions touching base with celery, peppers, and radishes.

The music kept playing, and the dancers kept dancing.

The bread was okay, but it had sand in it, so I really didn’t care for the texture. The flavor wasn’t bad, but I had to be careful chewing it because I didn’t want to damage my teeth. I suspected the Egyptians had terrible teeth if they ate this stuff all the time.

Around the third course, a young woman stepped into the hall. Like the dancers, she was nude except for a belt of beads. She had some meat on her bones, but she carried it well. She nodded to the harpist, and the music shifted.

The woman smiled and began singing.

“Spend the day merrily, 

Put unguent and fine oil to your nostrils, 

And lotus flowers on the body of your beloved.

Place singing and music before your face.

Cast all evil behind you and think of joy,

Until that day comes, that harbor is reached,

In the land that loves silence.

Spend the day merrily,

And weary not therein:

Lo, none can take his goods with him;

Lo, none that has departed can come again.”

She bowed and moved off to the side to join the harpist.

I looked at Kelly. “I don’t think that will hit the Top Forty.”

“They were all mouthing the words, so I think you’re wrong,” she said.

I looked over at Horemheb and saw that he was staring at me.

“Can I help you?” I asked.

“Tonight is for drinking and revelry. Tomorrow I want a demonstration of your skill as a warrior.”

“I’m not here to give demonstrations,” I said. “I’m a visitor who is simply passing through.”

“Aye said your magic is strong.”

“Perhaps his is simply weak.”

“The people who saw your arrival accept you as gods, but you and your wife hold yourselves as warriors.”

“What’s your point?”

“I do not believe you are a god, but I do believe you are a danger to our king.”

Tut rose and looked at Horemheb for a moment before looking at me. “Do you intend harm to anyone in my kingdom?”

“No, Your Highness,” I said. “We’re looking for a stranger, but we have reason to believe he’s probably in Memphis. We would like to go find him. That’s all.”

“I agree with Horemheb that you carry yourself as a warrior, not a god. So does your wife. I would like to see what capabilities you possess. We have a war campaign coming, and we may have need of your services in our army. If so, we will help you find the man you seek. If not, we will allow you to go find him, though we will have soldiers accompany you.”

I didn’t think it would be wise to argue with a king because he could have us killed, so I simply nodded. “As you wish,” I said.

“That is all for tomorrow. Tonight is for revelry.”

They moved off and I turned to Kelly. “I just have one question.”

“What’s that?” she asked.

“How do gods carry themselves?”

“Really?”

“For future reference, you know. If we ever get confused for gods again, I’d like to keep it going a bit longer.”

“Well, if there’s any doubt about your godhood, it will be dispelled if they hand you a compound bow.”

I feigned disgust. “Oh, come on, the last time I tried to shoot an arrow, it flew at least five feet.”

She chuckled and shook her head. “If that’s part of the test or demonstration, you drive the chariot, I’ll fire the bow.”

“I’ve never driven a chariot.”

“Yes, but we know you can’t handle a bow.”

The servants brought more wine. I looked over at King Tut, but he was speaking with his wife. I noticed Aye staring at Tut’s wife again, and the creep-out factor went off the meter.

 

 

 

 

 

 

 


CHAPTER EIGHT

 

 

JONATHAN SHADE

 

Kelly hung in there like a trooper. I noticed she didn’t eat much of the food, nor did she drink much of the wine. Just enough to be polite. I’d seen traces of vomit when I’d used the restroom back in our residence, so I knew she wasn’t doing as well as she pretended. As soon as it wouldn’t be seen as an insult, I made our excuses so Kelly and I could get back to our room. I wasn’t looking forward to the challenge we’d have to face, and I knew if Kelly was going to be anywhere near fighting shape, she’d need more rest.

Our servant led us through the night to the residence. Oil lamps were already lit inside, so we could easily see where we were going. As soon as Sadek left us, I ushered Kelly into the bedroom.

“Time for you to crash,” I said.

“You too.”

“I think we’re safe here for the night. If they want to kill us, they’ll do it tomorrow during the war games demonstration. You take the bed; I’ll sleep on the floor.”

“Like hell you will. Scorpions are nocturnal, and the species they have here are poisonous, so you’ll sleep in the bed with me.”

It was hard to argue with her logic but I tried. “The bed is small.”

“We’ll make do.”

“Okay.” I didn’t say I tried hard. From the moment she mentioned scorpions, I wanted to jump into the bed. Of course, the damn things could probably climb the legs and join us.

“I didn’t have a change of clothes with me at the dojo, so these are all I have,” she said.

“What’s your point?”

“My point is that we should sleep in our underwear.”

“Good thing I didn’t go commando,” I said.

She removed her boots and pants while I pulled off my shirt and kicked off my shoes. I took off my jeans while she hesitated. I started to ask if something was wrong, but she pulled off her shirt, and I saw she didn’t have a bra. Her breasts were small, firm, and lovely. I averted my eyes because it felt wrong to be looking at them. I also felt a stirring, and I didn’t want to climb into bed with her sporting wood. I used the old standby of thinking about baseball for a moment until I had myself under control.

We folded our clothes and placed them on the adobe ledge.

“I want the outside,” she said.

I nodded, removed the weird headrests, and climbed into bed first. I scooted over as far as I could to give her some room.

She crawled into bed with me. I used my right arm as a pillow and placed my left along my side. Kelly kept her back to me, but there was so little room on the bed that we were forced to spoon.

“Well,” I said. “This is awkward.”

“Can you do me a favor?” she asked.

“Of course.”

“Don’t make any jokes. Just go to sleep.”

“Okay.”

She reached back and pulled my left arm around her waist.

I tried to think about baseball some more, but I found myself half-chubbed. I knew she could feel it pressing against her, and that made it even harder.

“Sorry,” I whispered.

“It’s all right. I’d be disappointed if I didn’t have some effect on you. Now let’s just sleep.”

She drifted off. I closed my eyes, but sleep refused me.

Kelly was a beautiful woman. I’d never considered her as girlfriend material. My friend Patrick O’Malley once asked me about it because he had the hots for her. I made a joke about not wanting to date women who could kick my ass, and he accepted that. For whatever reason, I treated Kelly more like a sibling and a business partner, but lying in bed with her, my thoughts were in a completely different place.

Kelly was in a relationship with Brand, though I suspected they were on the outs, and I was in a relationship with Rayna.

Brand and Rayna weren’t here.

Brand and Kelly were near the end of their relationship until Brand sacrificed himself for her, and now I wasn’t sure how things stood, but they were no longer touching each other all the time, so it was probably over. Rayna and I were at the beginning of our relationship.

I didn’t know whether or not we’d survive our time in Egypt. I didn’t know how long we’d be in Egypt either. Days were passing for us at the same rate they were passing for Brand and Rayna even though they were in different times. The link and the magic meant that if it took us a few months here, and then a few months in the nineteenth century, I’d be away from Rayna longer than I’d even known her. I liked her a lot, but at this point, I wasn’t sure I was really in love with her. I thought maybe things were growing toward the L word, though. And for all I knew, I was thinking this way because I was in bed with another woman even though there was no hanky panky going on.

Even if Kelly and I survived Egypt, I knew that Winslow would be stronger when we faced him in the nineteenth century. There was no guarantee that we could beat him there, and I also knew he’d be the strongest in the twentieth century. For all I knew, I’d never see Rayna again.

But I had to hold on to the idea that we would win and that I’d soon have her back in my arms. We hadn’t talked about being exclusive with one another, but I knew she wasn’t seeing anyone else, and she knew the same was true for me. Was it an unspoken thing? Would I even be thinking this way if Kelly and I weren’t half naked in bed together?

I hadn’t done anything, but I still felt guilty.

Time passed and sleep still eluded me.

Kelly shifted. She turned over and put her arms around me, her breasts pressing against my ribs as she pushed me onto my back. She was still asleep, of course. She used my chest as a pillow and raised her right leg up so her thigh rested on my crotch. I adjusted the covers and put my arms around her, trying to think of anything that would take my mind off sex. Kelly felt good in my arms, and that made the task even more difficult.

I tried to focus on other things. I reminded myself that she was under the weather, but that just made me think about holding her when she was well again. I tried to think about the demonstration we’d have to handle the next day. Then I thought of scorpions. That didn’t help. I tried to shove all thoughts aside. I must have lain awake for ages before my eyelids finally grew heavy enough to stay closed and I drifted away to the land of dreams.

 

KELLY CHAN

 

I woke up with one hand on Jonathan’s stomach, the other at my side, and my head lying on his chest. My stomach was still a bit queasy, and my head was foggy. My fever seemed to be worse, and that really concerned me. I looked up at Jonathan’s face, and he looked at peace as he slept. Lying in his arms felt better than I wanted to admit. I’d never really felt this way with Brand. Sure, it was fun most of the time, but while I knew Brand cared for me, I didn’t think he knew the real me.

Jonathan knew the real me. He had been my best and only friend, and while I sometimes wondered what it would be like to make love with him, I didn’t want to risk our friendship. I knew he saw me more as an older sister. I was born six months before him, so while I was technically older, the difference wasn’t enough to talk about. When he first saved me from the wizards at DGI, I felt I owed him, but he didn’t see it that way. He understood more about what I’d been through as a Sekutar than I realized, and he gave me the time I needed to adjust to the new life he offered. At first, I thought that life would mean we’d be living and sleeping together, but instead, he helped me get my own place.

I pulled away from him, sat on the edge of the bed, and just watched him sleep. He never expected anything from me after he saved me, but I insisted that he let me at least train him to fight better. That led to us becoming friends but never lovers. 

I stood and felt light-headed. That wasn’t good. I closed my eyes and focused my energy. The vertigo went away.

I heard footsteps and opened my eyes to see a servant girl in the doorway.

She started to say something, but I shook my head and put a finger to my lips. I walked over to her. “My husband is sleeping,” I whispered.

“I am Tuya,” she said. “I’m supposed to make sure you’re ready. You’re part of a demonstration today.”

“That’s right.”

“I should bathe you so you’re presentable.”

“My husband and I can bathe ourselves. You can take the morning off.”

“I do not understand.”

“We aren’t local,” I said. “We have our own customs. We bathe ourselves. It’s a religious thing. Our gods insist on it.”

“What should I do?”

“What would you be doing if we weren’t here?”

“I’d be helping to tend to Queen Ankhesenamun.”

“Then do that.”

“Very well.”

She left.

I took another look at Jonathan and decided to let him sleep. I grabbed my clothes and entered the restroom. I managed to bathe myself, and I felt a little better once I was clean. I toweled myself off with linens and dressed for the day. I wished I were back to full strength.

 

JONATHAN SHADE

 

Kelly sat on the edge of the bed when I woke up. She was already dressed, and her hair was wet. When I looked in her eyes, I thought she looked tired.

She stood and looked down at me. “You should go bathe.”

“Does that mean a trip to the Nile?” I asked as I sat up.

“They have a tub in the bathroom and water with small buckets. Normally a servant would wait on a master, but our servants aren’t here right now.”

“Okay. How long have you been awake?”

“Not long.”

“How are you feeling, or is that subject off limits?”

Kelly hesitated. “I feel fine.”

“I know you threw up yesterday.”

She stared at me, and I wondered what she was thinking.

“Be honest,” I said. “We’re going to be in a rough spot today.”

“I think it was the time travel.”

I nodded. “And how do you feel now?”

“Better.”

“Are you nauseous?”

“I’m fine.”

“Come here,” I said.

She squinted at me for a moment but approached. I stood and placed a hand on her forehead. She felt a little hot, but not as bad as yesterday.

“I’m good to go,” she said. “Satisfied?”

I frowned. “I guess. So how does the bath thing work?”

“It’s more like a shower. You just pour water over yourself and scrub yourself clean with natron and some scented oils.”

“Maybe I should wait for one of those cute servant girls to come back,” I said.

“You want me to wash you?” Kelly asked.

For a moment, I thought she might be serious. Then I realized she was just messing with me. “I’ve got it under control.”

I went to get cleaned up, but my mind kept drifting back to Kelly. She was still running a bit of a fever. Was it a side effect from the time travel? I felt fine, but maybe it affected people differently. I hoped the demonstration would just be wizards trying to blast me with magic and that Kelly could take it easy. Somehow that didn’t seem likely.

 

BRAND EASTON

 

After securing a room in a Victorian hotel, Brand went to work. First, he had to map out how he’d get from New York to California by railroad. It was going to be a long trip getting to the Pennsylvania Railroad, then to the Union Pacific, and finally the Central Pacific, which would take him all the way to San Francisco. He purchased a ticket for the first leg of the trip, set to leave the next day.

His next purchase was a Colt Peacemaker and a holster. Then he went shopping for some clothing, toiletries, and a suitcase. As he walked back to the hotel, carrying the suitcase filled with his purchases, Esther finally faded into view in front of him. Normally she popped in, but this was a gradual appearance.

There were too many people in the street to start talking out loud to someone nobody else could see, so Brand whispered, “Good to see you. We’ll talk at the hotel.”

“I can talk now,” Esther said.

Brand nodded and dodged an older couple on the sidewalk.

“That Chronos bird said things would feel instant to me, but this method of travel seemed to take forever and a day.”

Brand slipped into an alley and set the suitcase down. “I doubt anyone will be listening here,” he said. “I’m going to be on a long, boring ride across country, so I’m glad you’re here. It will be great to have someone to talk to.”

He was glad he could still see her. When he lost his standing as a Sekutar, he thought he might not be able to see her anymore even with one of her typewriter keys on him, but evidently enough magic remained in his veins. He was glad about that. He wasn’t kidding about the long, boring trip. After all, what could happen on a slow train ride across the entire country?

 

JONATHAN SHADE

 

Sadek led us out of town into the desert. When we arrived, a large crowd of people clad in kilts and sheath dresses stood in front of a wide-open area. On one end I saw a line of chariots with a variety of weapons lined up—spears, composite bows, and strange-looking swords shaped like sickles.

“What kind of blades are those?” I asked Kelly as I pointed to them.

“Those are khopesh swords. They’re sharp on the outer curve, and you use the hook to pull an enemy’s shield aside so you can kill him.”

“So you’ve used one before?”

“Of course.”

General Horemheb stood next to Aye behind the row of chariots. King Tut and Ankhesenamun sat beside them on golden chairs. Tut wore a short, colored kilt and looked ready to do battle. Ankhesenamun radiated beauty and calmness. This was just a morning of leisure entertainment for her.

A row of warriors stood on the other side of Horemheb. Most were Egyptian, but a few were Nubians. They each had a thousand-yard stare, and I could tell from the way they held themselves they were experienced soldiers.

In addition, there were fan bearers, sedan carriers stationed by the sedan in which the king and queen had no doubt arrived, standard bearers, bodyguards, and various court officials.

Sadek looked at me for a moment then cast her eyes toward the sand.

“Something you want to tell me?” I asked.

Sadek hesitated but finally shook her head.

“You were going to say something, Sadek. Please tell me.”

“It is not my place.”

“We’re entering into a demonstration that looks more like an execution to me.”

“The vizier thinks your magic is weak.”

“The vizier took his best shot at me.”

“Horemheb told the vizier it was mere trickery. I overheard them talking.”

I sighed and looked at Kelly. “It’s never easy, is it?”

“If it were easy, it wouldn’t be as much fun.”

We continued toward the group, so I spoke quietly in case our voices carried. “Right. How are you doing today physically?”

“I can handle the warriors.”

“That trick you pulled with the Marshall Clan a few months ago where you let one of them stab you. Are you up for something like that?”

Kelly didn’t speak; she simply stared at me.

“Kelly, I know you’re nowhere near a hundred percent, so just be honest. Is that an option here?”

She bit her lip then glanced at the desert sand and shook her head. “I don’t know. I can defeat every last one of them, though. They’re just men.”

“It’s all right. That destroyer nearly killed you. Magic aside, it’s been only two months. You need more time. I understand that and I know you’re still a bit under the weather, so we’ll just play this how it lays.”

She didn’t speak and she refused to meet my eyes.

I touched her shoulder. “Kelly?”

“I can let them stab me. I’ll be fine. I can protect you. I would gladly die to save you.”

“Whoa, let’s not go there.”

“That’s right. If I die, you’re stuck here.”

“That’s not what I meant. We’re a team.”

I knew Sadek had been listening to us, and I suspected she would eventually report everything we said to Aye and Horemheb. I decided to play that to our advantage. “When it comes to magic, I’ll handle it all. If they try to kill us, I’ll just kill them all. I’m not going to get into a pissing match with inferiors.”

Kelly nodded and I could see in her eyes she knew what I was doing. “You’ll probably need to kill only one to make your point.”

“Yes, when they hear my thunder, they will know they are like ants before us.” I placed a hand on the butt of my Glock. “We will tolerate a minor demonstration because we are visitors, but they are not our mission.”

“Our mission lies in Lower Egypt.”

“North,” I said.

She whispered, “That is Lower Egypt. The Nile flows north because higher ground is in the south.”

Like I was supposed to know that.

I placed a hand on Sadek’s shoulder and turned her to face me. “Sadek, we are visitors here. What is expected of us in this contest?”

“I do not know.”

“They look to have their best warriors here.”

“Yes, but I do not know what they have planned exactly, just that the vizier wants to prove that you are mortal.”

I sighed. “I grow weary of killing people.”

Kelly elbowed me. “Don’t lay it on so thick,” she whispered.

The horses stamped their feet in the sand. They wore harnesses connected to the chariots. Kelly and I walked past them, moving right up to the vizier and the general.

“Good morning, Aye,” I said giving him a nod. I glanced at Horemheb. “I see you’ve brought a few boys out to play.”

“You would do well not to insult us,” Horemheb said.

“You would do well to kneel down and kiss my ass,” I said. “The boys you have over there are not warriors. My wife can defeat them in hand-to-hand combat without breaking a sweat.”

Horemheb laughed. He spit on the ground. “Your wife couldn’t handle one of my men. My men are trained to kill.”

Kelly smiled. She pointed to the largest of the men, a bald Egyptian who looked as if he could bench-press a tank. Then she pointed to two Nubians. She hesitated a moment, then pointed to three more men. “Oh, what the hell,” she said and pointed to the other four men. “Come on out here. Let’s see how well trained you are.”

“Ten men against one woman,” I said. “How’s that for fair?”

Horemheb shook his head. “I can’t tell if you’re brave or stupid.”

I wasn’t sure either. I walked over to Kelly. “All ten?” I whispered.

“They’re regular men. I’ll take them down fast. Don’t worry.”

“I hope you know what you’re doing.”

She gave me a wink.

I sighed and turned back to Horemheb. “You shoot an arrow into the sky, and before it drops to the sand, Kelly will have all ten of your men on the ground.”

“Perhaps I should shoot an arrow into you,” Horemheb said.

I smiled and lowered my voice so only he could hear me. “You can try but if you aim that weapon at me, I’ll kill you before you can even nock an arrow.”

“Mere threats do not impress me.”

“Perhaps you need to learn the difference between a threat and a fact.”

Horemheb grinned and I could see he wasn’t afraid. He grabbed a composite bow and fitted an arrow to the string. “Men, when I fire this arrow, you will all attack the woman.”

Kelly looked small standing before the men, but if they thought she was a pushover, they didn’t show it. They assumed fighting stances. Kelly didn’t bother. She just stood there as if she were waiting for a bus to arrive to take her downtown. I took a deep breath to try to calm my nerves.

Horemheb aimed up and out toward the south. “Prepare for battle,” he said.

The men were ready.

I glanced over at Aye. “You might want to have a scribe take down the battle so you can put it on a wall someday.”

“Your wife will be dead before the arrow strikes the sand.”

“My wife is going to kick ass and take names.”

“There are no donkeys here, and where would she take names to? You speak nonsense.”

I laughed and turned to watch. I hoped Kelly was well enough to handle this. I knew she was going to her fighting zone, but I wasn’t sure whether she could physically handle all ten men. She’d been so out of it lately. I bit the inside of my lip and held my breath.

Horemheb fired the arrow into the morning sky.

The men attacked.

Kelly blocked, kicked, punched, rolled, twisted. Everything was silent except for the sound of fists and feet striking flesh, and the grunts of the men she smacked around like little bitches.

The arrow began its descent.

Kelly flipped a Nubian into an Egyptian. She dropped, swept her right foot out in a low arc, and took another Egyptian to the ground. She punched one man in the stomach while grabbing his wrist. She pulled him down, rolled over his back, and kicked another man, then slammed her elbow into the bent man’s ear. She moved like a whirlwind, dropping each manbefore any of them could touch her. She punched the last man standing in the face then drove forward, her knee striking his groin. She rode him to the ground, driving the wind from his lungs. The arrow struck the desert floor. Kelly did a quick shoulder roll to her feet and walked over to us.

“That was fun,” she said. “Is there anyone else I can hit?”

Ankhesenamun rose from her chair and approached Kelly. “I have never seen anyone move so fast,” Ankhesenamun said. “You are truly amazing.”

Kelly gave her a quick bow. “Thank you.”

Tut rose from his chair and walked over to us. “She bested ten of your men, Horemheb.”

“She had the advantage of surprise.”

Tut laughed. “Oh, yes, I think she surprised them. She surprised all of us.”

Horemheb glared at me. “You knew she could do that.”

“No shit, Sherlock,” I said, though I realized as I said it that the translation wouldn’t make any sense to them. “Why do you think I suggested it? She didn’t hurt any of them. Look, they’re already getting up and dusting themselves off. If I’d faced them, I’d have killed them.”

“You think you’re a better fighter than your wife?”

I shook my head. “On the contrary. I don’t think anyone is a better fighter than my wife.”

“You admit that she could defeat you?”

“She won’t defeat me because we’re on the same side. You should choose your friends and enemies carefully.”

“The demonstration is not over,” Aye said and pointed at me. “You have yet to be tested.”

“You tried that yesterday. Today you merely test my patience.”

Tut smiled. “He wants the help of his magicians. If your magic is as strong as I believe, this will not pose a threat to you. Allow him his games; then we shall race chariots.”

Damn it. If I declined now, I’d be going against the wishes of the king, and they might kill me. I bowed my head to the king. “As you wish.”

Aye approached me. He pointed to five bald men in white linen kilts who each held a tall wooden staff. They nodded and walked over to us.

“This is just a demonstration,” I said as everyone else including Kelly moved off to the side to watch. “I will allow you to launch your magical attacks. Try to take my energy or try to overpower me with your energy. I have only one request since I must face six of you.”

“What is your request?” Aye asked.

“Your attacks must be aimed at me directly. If you throw staffs that turn into cobras that try to strike me or anything like that, I will kill you. You may cast as much energy directly at me as you wish, but with six of you, I will need my focus there. An indirect attack will distract me, and while it won’t hurt me, that distraction will bring my thunder as an automatic reaction. My thunder will injure or kill. I do not wish to harm any of you, and as long as you abide by my request, I will not attack you even though you are attacking me. Is that understood?”

“In war, you cannot set conditions,” one of the magicians said. “We do not fear your thunder.”

I smiled at him. “Yet.” Keeping my voice matter-of-fact, I added, “Aside from that, I will repeat that this is a demonstration and not a war. If this were war, I’d have already killed you.”

He didn’t look happy with my response, but I had already dismissed him, so I kept my gaze elsewhere.

Kelly walked over. 

I leaned toward her. “You remember the story of Moses in Exodus?” I asked.

“If that’s a true story, it hasn’t happened yet,” she said.

“I suspect it’s mostly bullshit, but as I recall, the pharaoh’s magicians matched Moses trick for trick with staffs turning into snakes and such.”

“I think I know where you’re going with that. I’ll keep an eye on them,” she whispered. “If they try to surprise you with snakes or throwing things, I’ll warn you via the clock face.”

“I’m counting on that.” I knew they’d try something. Wizards are always assholes. I wished Esther were here. She would be able to warn me much easier than Kelly.

The magicians spread out so they could all aim in at me. I turned around to look each magician in the eyes. Wizards hate that. Then I addressed the audience. “If things get out of hand, take cover. I promise that if I call on my thunder, I will only kill magicians.”

I saw Tut grin at that, and I suspected he wasn’t a big fan of Aye either. Maybe he’d caught the son of a bitch drooling over his wife.

With the ground rules set, I stood in the center of the circle with one hand on the butt of my Glock. I faced Aye and I pointed at him so Kelly would know he was my twelve on the clock face. I knew he wouldn’t try the indirect attack because wizards are pussies and prefer to cheat when they don’t think you’ll see them. I had magicians at two, four, six, eight, and ten o’clock in addition to Aye at twelve.

The magicians launched their direct attacks. The magic washed over me harmlessly.

“You may begin whenever you’re ready,” I said because I knew it would piss them off.

I could see ten and two o’clock in my peripheral vision. They aimed their staffs at me, and I could see the energy flowing through them and flying at me. I feigned a yawn, again to piss them off. Wizards don’t have exclusive rights to being assholes.

The indirect attack probably wouldn’t come from six o’clock because that would be too obvious, so I expected it from four or eight. I expected them to go with a cobra because by saying it, I’d put it in their minds. It wouldn’t be long, so I kept my ears open to Kelly’s voice and ignored everything else.

“Eight!” Kelly yelled.

I drew my Glock as I spun. A staff flew toward me and started writhing in the air as it shifted into a snake. It didn’t look like a cobra, so I suspected it was an asp. I did a shoulder roll toward six o’clock so the snake would land away from me, and I fired three shots into the magician at eight o’clock. Two of the shots hit him center mass, and the third was a headshot. He collapsed to the sand.

The sound of the gunshots scared the hell out of the audience. I turned to look for the snake, but once the magician died, the snake transformed back to a wooden staff.

The other magicians broke off their attacks and rushed to the side of their fallen comrade.

“He’s dead,” one of them said.

“I warned you that I’d kill anyone who made an indirect attack.”

Aye glared at me. “Your magic may be powerful, but you are not invincible.”

“News flash, genius. Nobody is invincible.” As I spoke, I walked up to him and stared deep into his eyes. “That includes you.”

While I doubt he understood the term news flash, the rest of it clearly translated well enough. He held my gaze, trying to look unimpressed, but I could see sweat on his brow. I gave him a smile and turned away as if he meant nothing to me.

I retrieved my spent casings because I didn’t want some Egyptologist to dig them up in a few thousand years and have to try to explain them away. I knew I should take the bullets as well, but I didn’t want to go digging around in the skull, or in the bloody mess that used to be the magician’s chest.

Horemheb grabbed a composite bow and nocked an arrow, aiming at me.

“Horemheb, no!” King Tut said.

Horemheb kept the weapon drawn. The bowstring quivered but I also saw Kelly poised to leap in front of me if he let the arrow fly.

“Lower the bow,” Tut said.

Horemheb hesitated. “He killed one of your magicians.”

“After giving fair warning,” Tut said. “This was to be a demonstration, not an execution.”

“These two are not gods.”

“We never claimed to be,” I said as I pointed the Glock at the general. “Lower that bow or I’ll call on my thunder to strike you down.”

Tut glared at Horemheb. “If you do not lower the bow, I will send you to the quarries. I will not say this again.”

Aye rushed over to Tut, his face red and his eyes blazing with fury. “My king, this man should die for what he’s done.”

Tut laughed. “I have more magicians, but none of them can call upon thunder to slay an enemy.”

“We should kill him before he kills us.”

“We should enjoy the rest of the day.”

Horemheb shook his head but finally lowered the bow. I holstered the Glock and gave him a nod.

Tut addressed a few of his men. “Handle the body of the magician, and we shall convene here later for a chariot race.” Tut nodded toward me. “You and your wife shall participate.”

I’d never been in a chariot, and I doubted Kelly had either, but as I’d just killed one of his magicians, I didn’t think saying no was an option, so I said, “We would be honored.”

Aye fumed and stormed off.

Kelly moved over to stand beside me. “Maybe you should read a Dale Carnegie book when we get back.”

“What do you mean? Tut just invited us to a race.”

“Not him. Aye and Horemheb.”

“Oh, come on, Kelly. Tut is cool with it, so I’m not worried about those idiots.”

“Well, if I remember my Egyptian history correctly, both Aye and Horemheb become pharaohs after Tutankhamun.”

“Good for them but if you’re okay to travel, we’re leaving tomorrow anyway. Our guy isn’t in Thebes, so we shouldn’t be here either. We’ll go along for this chariot race this afternoon, enjoy some dinner, catch some sleep, and head out early in the morning.”

 

RAYNA NOBLE

 

Rayna got an early start the next morning, ending up at the New York office of Pinkerton’s National Detective Agency, staring at a logo with an image of an eye and the motto We Never Sleep emblazoned beneath it. She entered the building and moved down a short hallway to a room with a number of desks spread out. Most of the desks were unmanned at the moment, but a few men stood around, talking and drinking coffee beside a counter on the right.

A young man entering the building behind her said, “Can I help you, ma’am?”

Rayna started because she hadn’t heard him come in.

“Sorry if I scared you there,” he said with a grin as he removed his hat. He wore a nice suit, and his lips beneath his mustache curled into a grin.

“It’s all right,” Rayna said. “I need to hire a detective.”

“Then you’ve come to the right place.”

“Are you a detective?” she asked.

He pointed to a gold badge on his chest that read, Pinkerton National Detective Agent. “That’s what they tell me,” he said. “My name is Lincoln Parker.” He extended his right hand, and she took it in her own.

“Rayna Noble,” she said.

“You want a cup of joe?” he asked as he led her into the rows of desks.

“I’m fine,” she said.

“Well, I need one.” He stopped at a desk and pointed to the chair beside it. “Take a seat. I’ll be right back.”

She sat down and watched him walk to the counter. He nodded to the men and said something Rayna couldn’t hear, and they all laughed. Rayna looked around and saw four others in the office. A stack of papers sat on top of Lincoln’s desk, but she didn’t try to get a look at them. She glanced back toward the door and saw several more men entering the office.

Lincoln returned with a cup of coffee. He set it on the desk, moved a stack of papers to the side, and sat down in his own chair. He gave Rayna a smile. “Now how can I help you today?”

“I’d like you to find a missing person.”

“I can do that. Who am I looking for?” he asked.

“A man named Henry Winslow.”

He grinned. “Did Janet send you over here to pull my chain?”

“Who’s Janet?”

“Tell her it was a nice try, but I have real work to do.”

“Do you know Henry Winslow?”

“Of course. He was a famous stage magician who led a life of crime, but he kicked the bucket the day before yesterday.”

Rayna shook her head. “What if I told you he faked his death?”

“His body is down at the morgue, Ms. Noble.”

“A body is at the morgue, Detective Parker. That doesn’t mean it’s his.”

“While I’ll grant you that I haven’t personally seen the body, I don’t think the police would have messed up that bad. This Winslow character didn’t exactly keep a low profile.”

“I believe he’s alive, and I’m willing to pay you to find him.”

“It’s your dollar, Ms. Noble. You’ll pay us in advance for one day, but I’ll prove to you that he’s dead before lunch.”

 

BRAND EASTON

 

“The last time I was on a train, I was with my mother,” Brand said as he and Esther boarded the Pennsylvania Railroad train. “I was ten years old.”

“I can’t imagine you as a child,” Esther said.

“Me either,” Brand said.

His father had walked out on the family years before, and as he didn’t have any siblings, it was Brand and his mother against the world. He hadn’t thought about his childhood since his mother was murdered and he’d been bounced around from foster home to foster home until he ended up in the care of a man who worked at DGI. After Brand was caught fighting for the umpteenth time, his foster father asked him if he enjoyed fighting. That was a stupid question. Brand had lost exactly one fight in his childhood, and it was to the man who murdered his mother. That fight had been in the sleeping compartment of that train when he was ten.

Brand didn’t often think about the past. He came to terms with it a long time ago. He agreed to become a Sekutar warrior so he could learn to fight and kill. Even before he finished his training, he left the DGI training facility for a week to track down and kill his mother’s murderer. He returned to DGI and took the punishment they dished out for being AWOL.

When his foster father asked him why he didn’t wait until he’d completed his training and could no longer feel pain, Brand replied, “Because I wanted to feel every punch I landed on that son of a bitch.”

“Did you enjoy it?”

Brand had given his foster father a smile that chilled the bones. “Very much so.”

As Brand moved through the cars to his compartment, with Esther trailing him, he thought about that last trip with his mother. How they’d dined on steak and lobster and how she’d let him taste her wine. He remembered the man who joined them at the end of the meal. He had not been invited, and he had been far too familiar with his mother, but Brand, being a boy, wasn’t in a position to do anything. His mother handled the man with a slap to the face, and Brand was so proud of her.

A slap to the face wasn’t good enough when the man showed up in their sleeping car.

“Are you all right, sir?” an old man asked, snapping Brand out of his memories.

Brand looked at the man, realizing he was a porter.

“The man asked you a question,” Esther said when Brand hesitated.

“Yes,” Brand said, making sure to look at the porter and not at Esther. “Just looking for my compartment.”

“No problem, sir. Let me see your ticket, and I’ll show you the way.”

Brand handed the man his ticket.

The man nodded. “You’re nearly there. Follow me.”

Brand did as the man said, and two minutes later, he was in his own compartment. It was a Pullman car with wide berths set up high for sleeping, though they looked about as comfortable as sleeping on a two-by-four. The porter explained that if Brand wanted his boots cleaned, he could simply set them outside the door and that, if he chose, he could take meals in his car too.

“I’d rather have company for eating,” Brand said.

“In that case, sir, the dining car is the next car back,” the porter said. “Should you need anything else, Mr. Easton, just let me know.”

“Thanks,” Brand said. “I appreciate it.”

As the porter moved on, Brand closed the door.

“Distracted much?” Esther asked.

“Just lagged from the time travel, I think,” Brand said.

“You have plenty of time to adjust.”

“Yeah. I need some rest. I know you can’t leave, but can you give me some peace and quiet for a while so I can relax?”

“I can give you fifteen feet of space,” Esther said and stepped through the compartment wall.

Brand sighed. Having Esther within fifteen feet all the damn time was going to get really old really fast.

He sat down in his compartment and stared out the window. The view was different, but it still reminded him of that final ride with his mother all those years ago. He frowned. Actually, he realized, it was many years from now. He closed his eyes and forced the memories aside. He didn’t want to remember a time when he’d been weak. Especially now that he was no longer a Sekutar. It was a reminder he didn’t need.

 

 

 

 

 

 

 


CHAPTER NINE

 

 

JONATHAN SHADE

 

That afternoon, we went back out to where we’d had the so-called demonstration. The magician’s body was gone. There were a few people there to watch, but most citizens were too busy working to take the time to enjoy a chariot race. The chariots and horses were already in line on the gravel road.

Kelly had slept for several hours, and she assured me she was feeling better, but her mouth and her eyes told different stories.

Ankhesenamun walked over to Kelly and me when we arrived. “As foreigners, you may not be familiar with chariots. As such, I have a charioteer assigned to instruct you.”

“I thought we were here to observe,” I said, hoping to find a way out.

Ankhesenamun gave me an understanding smile. “You have earned the right to participate. You came to our land already able to speak Egyptian, so you are well on your way to earning citizenship. If you accept our culture, you can soon be full-fledged citizens. My husband likes you, though I suspect that may be partly due to the fact that Aye despises you.”

I wanted to respond that Aye was an asshole, but I wasn’t sure how the translation would work, so I tried to stick with words that would easily translate and convey the meaning I intended. “I won’t shed any tears over how Aye feels about us.”

“About you,” Ankhesenamun said. “He respects your wife.”

“As well he should,” Kelly said.

Ankhesenamun laughed. “I like you,” she said.

We walked over to the chariots, and a slender man bowed to us. “I am Yafeu and I am to instruct you in the art of the chariot.”

Yafeu went over how to drive the chariot and how to control the two horses that would pull us. I elected to drive the team because we were also supposed to fire arrows at targets using a composite bow. Kelly could fire the arrows, where I could not. If we were going to war, I’d also have to hold a shield, but this was merely a race with some target practice, so the shield was not required. I took the reins to the horses in my hands and drew a deep breath to calm my nerves.

Tut climbed into his chariot with a Nubian driver. He held his composite bow aloft and called everyone to get ready. There were six chariots in the race. Each had a team of two horses, and each chariot had a driver and an archer. Kelly balanced herself with ease and placed a hand on my lower back.

“We don’t need to win this,” she said. “Just try to keep us close enough that we don’t look foolish.”

“There’s no way we’re going to win this. I just want to get us back in one piece.”

“There is that.”

Tut gave the signal for the race to begin.

I urged our horses into motion, and I nearly fell backward as the chariot jerked forward. Kelly’s hand on my back helped to keep me in place.

“Balance,” she said.

I positioned myself better and guided the horses forward. The other chariots charged ahead of us, sending plumes of dust in arcs behind the wooden wheels. The floor of the chariot was made of leather straps, which gave us a bouncy ride, but it was probably more stable than a wood floor. The sound of the wooden wheels crunching on the gravel drowned out all other noise.

We fell into last place right from the start, but I kept us as close as I could. Kelly watched the other archers, and as they fired arrows at their targets, she followed suit as we approached. When she let the first arrow fly, it sailed over the target.

“Shit,” she said.

In spite of the bouncy ride and having to adjust to an unfamiliar bow, when we came upon the second target, she fired and the arrow struck the wood just to the left of the rings. From that point on, she hit every target she aimed at, so I was doubly impressed. The arrows weren’t dead center, but at least she didn’t miss. If she’d had a week to practice, I’m willing to bet she could have been one of the best archers in their army.

It was hard to breathe with all the dust and pebbles flying back at us. I squinted to try to keep my eyes clear as I guided the horses over to where we’d be out of the dust plumes. Once I could breathe again, I gave my best yells, snapped the reins, and got the horses to go faster.

We bounced along in last place, but we started to gain some ground.

Kelly kept firing arrows and striking the targets.

We rounded a corner, and the maneuverability of the chariots impressed me. I thought we were going too fast and that we’d crash for sure, but even though one wheel left the ground, it dropped back to the gravel and we righted ourselves.

King Tut held the lead position the entire race. I wasn’t sure if people knew better than to beat the pharaoh or if his driver was simply the best. As we took the final corner and roared toward the finish, I cracked the reins, and we shot past one of the chariots. At least we wouldn’t be last. Kelly shot another target as we passed another chariot. I felt I was getting the hang of it. We surged past the next chariot, and there were only two more ahead of us.

“I’m gonna try to cut around the next guy!” I shouted to Kelly.

“Go for it.”

I guided the horses to go around the next chariot, and Kelly hit another target with ease. We were closing in on them.

I cracked the reins again, and the horses charged alongside the second-place chariot. The archer glanced over at me for a moment before firing an arrow into a target. Kelly shot her arrow at the same time. Both arrows hit the target, but the experienced archer’s was closer to the center. He glanced back at me as his driver tried to urge his horses to go faster. Their chariot pulled ahead of us.

They weren’t too far behind King Tut, but with the end in sight, there was no way any of us could catch up to him. I was just glad we weren’t in last place.

I saw a spear fly out a second-floor window.

“Look out!” Kelly yelled.

The spear slammed into the spokes of Tut’s chariot, and time seemed to slow down as the vehicle flipped up, wood cracking.

The horses stumbled. The chariot ahead of us tried an evasive maneuver, but that put it in our path. I tried to swerve, but we smashed into them with a loud crash, shattering the right wheel. Our chariots locked up, and we couldn’t pull apart. That sent us racing right at Tut’s overturned chariot, and we couldn’t steer clear.

The crash echoed through the valley as we slammed into Tut’s chariot. The driver in the other chariot let go of the reins as he flew from the vehicle.

I didn’t see what happened to Tut because at that point, I felt myself go airborne. I thought, I’m flying now, but then I saw the ground coming up, and time cranked back to normal speed. I tried to tuck and roll, but I still hit the ground hard. As soon as I hit, I made sure I rolled to spread the impact out as much as possible.

Good thing too because our chariot crashed down right where I’d been. It splintered in an awful cacophony. The landing drove the wind from my lungs. I slid to a stop and couldn’t move or breathe. Dust flew every which way. I closed my eyes and tried to focus.

Everything hurt.

I heard people yelling and horses whinnying.

“Are you all right?”

I recognized Kelly’s voice. I felt her hand on my arm.

I opened my eyes and finally pulled air into my lungs. That set off a coughing fit. I groaned as I sat up.

“Talk to me,” Kelly said. “Is anything broken?”

I considered the pain. “I don’t think so,” I said. “Just bumps and bruises. You okay?”

“I’m alive,” she said.

“What about the others? Is Tut all right?” I tried to look around. Moving my head sent shards of pain through my neck and down my back, but it wasn’t incapacitating.

The other charioteers steered around the fallen chariots and skidded to a stop in clouds of smoke. I saw Tut lying on the road. He wasn’t moving.

“I’ll check on him,” Kelly said.

She rose and limped over to the fallen pharaoh. As soon as I managed to get to my feet, I followed her. I found myself limping too. My right knee felt like someone jammed a knife into it, but with each step, I felt a little better. Still, I knew the next day was going to be a bitch.

The other charioteers and archers crowded around the fallen Tut and the Nubian driver. Tut’s left side had been scraped up something fierce, while his left leg was severely broken just above the knee, and his kneecap was completely torn off. After what felt like an eternity, he twitched and tried to sit up, but then he gripped his leg and rocked back and forth, blood pouring from between his fingers. He clenched his teeth, but he did not cry out. I didn’t know if it was because he was tough or because it hurt so much, he couldn’t yell. Chaos reigned. More people rushed over. Horemheb was among them.

“Everybody, get back!” the general yelled.

Two of the magicians who’d attacked me pushed through the crowd to attend to the king. Someone shoved me back, and a few minutes later, Kelly moved through the crowd to get to me.

“How bad is it?” I asked.

“He has a broken leg and took a good hit to the head when he landed. He seems dazed and he’s in pain. The magicians are working on him.”

“It was an assassination attempt,” I said.

“Second floor,” Kelly said, glancing toward a building across the way. “But why would anyone want to kill him?”

“Because he’s the king.”

“The people here all seem to love him, though.”

I shrugged. “Yeah, and the world is full of sunshine and puppy dogs.”

 

 

BRAND EASTON

 

Brand slid the door open and exited the carriage with Esther in tow. They crossed the walkway to the next car, but Brand stopped and took a moment to appreciate the undulating green hills of the countryside. He figured most of this was buried under concrete and steel in his time, but here it was breathtakingly beautiful land. The grass and trees seemed greener; the sky, bluer. The air probably smelled fresher too but not around the train. The smell of burning coal put a damper on an otherwise gorgeous day.

He entered the next car to find people already seated for breakfast. The dining car held four tables. Three were occupied so he approached the empty table and sat down. Esther sighed. “I wonder how Jonathan is doing,” she said.

“No telling.”

“I wish I could have gone with them.”

Brand started to reply, but a waiter approached his table.

“I’m terribly sorry, sir, but this table is reserved for Miss Scarlet.”

“Are we playing a game of Clue?” Brand asked. “If so, I’m Colonel Mustard.”

“I beg your pardon, sir?”

“Who is Colonel Mustard?” Esther asked. “Should I be Queen Ketchup?”

Brand laughed, realizing the board game with Miss Scarlet and Colonel Mustard wouldn’t hit the market for around seventy years. “Never mind.”

“Yes, well, I do apologize, sir, but you can’t sit here.”

An elderly woman in a gray dress entered the dining car and approached the table. “It’s all right,” she said as she took a seat. “I don’t mind company for breakfast.”

“As you wish, Miss Scarlet.”

“Bring us some coffee,” she said.

“Yes, ma’am.”

The waiter moved off. 

Esther stood behind Brand, staring at the old woman. “She must be rich,” Esther said. “She gets her own table, and look at those rings on her fingers. They look like solid gold.”

Brand gave Miss Scarlet a smile and ignored Esther. “Thanks for letting me join you. My name is Brand.”

“I’m Priscilla. I reserved the table so I’d have a place to eat each morning, afternoon, and evening, and if you keep that smile on your face, I’ll certainly allow you to dine with me whenever you please. You’re a handsome, if rugged, man.”

“I think she wants you,” Esther said.

“Thank you,” Brand said, pleased that his remark could apply to both Priscilla and Esther.

Priscilla glanced to the right and shook her head.

Brand looked over to see what she was looking at, but he didn’t see anything. “Something wrong?” he asked.

She glared off to the side then put on a happier face to look at Brand. “No, not at all. I’ve been alone so long, I’m not used to having company.”

“Brand, there’s a ghost walking toward us,” Esther said.

Brand didn’t know how to respond to Esther without seeming odd, and he didn’t really care if there were ghosts on the train, provided they were harmless. Most ghosts had no power. “The waiter called you Miss Scarlet.”

“Never married,” she said. “The love of my life died when I was thirty-two. Edward was an amazing man, and while I met many other men, they were all lacking that special something that Edward had.”

“What are you looking at?” Esther said.

Brand wanted to glance at her to see where she was looking, but he kept his gaze on Priscilla. “I can relate,” he said. “I broke up with an amazing woman recently, and I don’t know that any other woman will make me feel the way she did.”

“Oh, where is she?”

“She’s what you might call ‘ancient history,’ so let’s talk about something else.”

“I understand,” Priscilla said. She pulled a pocket watch from her purse and wound it up. It was much smaller than the watch Chronos had, but Brand still tensed a bit when he saw it.

“I don’t like the way you look either,” Esther said.

Brand knew she was talking to the ghost, but he knew he needed to act normal, so he tried to tune Esther out.

The waiter returned with a pot of coffee. He poured a cup for Priscilla and one for Brand but then poured a third and set it on the other side of the table as if someone might be joining them.

“Thank you, Stanley.”

“You’re very welcome, Miss Scarlet. Have you decided on breakfast?”

“Eggs and bacon, a muffin and butter.”

“The same,” Brand said.

“And for Edward?”

“Make it three,” Priscilla said.

“For Edward?” Brand asked when the waiter left.

“I like to pretend my love is still with me,” she said. “As I’m wealthy, the staff considers me eccentric.”

“So you’re Edward,” Esther said. “Does this lady know you’re still pining for her after all this time?”

“How long have you been on the train?” Brand asked.

She laughed. “Oh, I live here.”

“You live on the train?”

“This is where Edward died, so this is where I live.” She kept twisting the knob on the pocket watch.

“He died on the train, and you never got off again?”

“I have a house in New York, but I rarely spend more than a week or two per year there. I prefer to ride the train and pretend Edward is still with me. He was a handsome man, so full of life.” She flipped open the watch to reveal a black-and-white photograph inside featuring a younger version of Priscilla with a young, bearded man. “This was taken by Joseph Draper in New York back in 1843. This was the first and last image of me with Edward.”

She passed the watch over to Brand, and as soon as the metal touched his skin, he could see Edward sitting at the table with them. Brand flinched but recovered quickly.

“He sees me,” Edward said.

“I see you,” Brand said with a nod.

“Don’t be silly,” Priscilla said. “I’m the only one who can—I mean . . .”

“Don’t sweat it, Priscilla. Edward isn’t the first ghost I’ve seen.”

“How can you see him?” Priscilla asked.

At the same instant, Edward asked, “How can you see me?”

“My guess is that the pocket watch was yours,” Brand said to Edward.

The ghost nodded. “Family heirloom. I’ve owned it for many years.”

Brand set the watch on the table, and sure enough, he could no longer see Edward, but when he touched it again, Edward was visible.

“As long as I’m touching the watch, I can see and hear you,” Brand said.

“But how is that even possible?”

Brand was tempted to sing a verse about magic from “Frosty the Snowman,” but as with so many things, the song wasn’t around in 1877, so he just said, “Residual magic.”

“In the watch?”

Brand laughed. “In me.”

Edward and Priscilla shared a look. Then Priscilla shook her head. “Magic?”

“Long story,” Brand said. “Let’s just say that I’m eccentric too.”

“While you’re at the table, perhaps you should put the watch in your shirt pocket so Edward can join in our conversation,” Priscilla said.

“Sounds like a plan,” Brand said. He tucked the watch into his breast pocket and nodded because he could still see Edward.

“There’s another ghost here,” Edward said. “A woman. An incredibly rude woman.”

Esther blew a raspberry at him.

Brand looked around. “I don’t see anyone else,” he lied.

“She’s right there,” Edward said, pointing at her.

“Well, you’re not the only person who died and had their spirit hang around. As long as she doesn’t do anything, I wouldn’t worry about it.”

“I don’t like you,” Esther said.

“I don’t like you either,” Edward said.

“Ghosts are mostly harmless,” Priscilla said. “Edward, just ignore her. And Miss Ghost, whoever you are, I’m sorry you died, but please leave us in peace.”

“And if you can hear us,” Brand said, “please stop aggravating Edward.”

The waiter brought the food. He placed a plate before each of them, including Edward, though he clearly didn’t see the ghost.

Brand took a bite of the eggs. They were delicious. He pointed his fork at Edward’s plate. “So, Priscilla, do you eat Edward’s food or is it fair game?”

She laughed. “You can have it if you’re still hungry when you finish your meal.”

Brand practically inhaled his food. He swapped his empty plate for Edward’s food.

“Don’t you chew?” Priscilla asked.

“My old boss was a big fan of Napoleon Bonaparte,” Brand said. “Napoleon allowed five minutes to eat, and when he was finished, everyone was finished. As my boss used the same tactic, I learned to eat fast.”

“Were you a soldier?”

Rather than say he was a magically engineered assassin, Brand simply nodded.

“You must have been a teenager during the war. I trust you fought for the North.”

Brand grinned. “I fought for the folks who paid me.”

Brand finished the second meal and noticed Edward staring at him.

“Problem?” Brand asked.

“No, I simply haven’t seen anyone eat that much that fast before.”

“So . . . how did you die?” Brand asked. “Or is that a rude question?”

Edward shook his head. “Let’s just say violently and leave it at that for now. I really don’t want to think about it, and Priscilla is eating.”

“No sweat,” Brand said. “I should probably get back to my compartment and leave you two lovebirds alone.” He dug for his wallet and pulled out some bills.

Priscilla slapped his hand. “Your money is no good here.” She smiled. “Will you join us for lunch?”

Brand shrugged. “I’d like that. Nice meeting you both.”

“Likewise,” Edward said.

Brand slid the watch back to Priscilla. He rose, thanked her for breakfast, and went back to his compartment. Esther hung back fifteen feet so she could glare at Edward.

Priscilla watched Brand leave then smiled at Edward. “I think he’s the one.”

Esther caught up to Brand. “Oh yes, she definitely likes you.”

 

RAYNA NOBLE

 

Lincoln Parker walked with Rayna into the morgue at Bellevue. Rayna didn’t know what to expect. The reception desk was unmanned, and a sweet, rotten aroma drifted into the hallway. They moved into the larger room, where slabs stood in two rows along the walls with metal embalming units at the foot of each table. Eight of the tables held dead bodies. Rayna could smell the formaldehyde mixed with the familiar smell of death. The floor was filthy and bloodstained. Most of the light came from large windows.

“Hello?” Lincoln called.

“Be right there,” a voice said.

“This is the oldest public hospital in the country,” Lincoln said, leaning against the wall.

“I’m not sure how that matters,” Rayna said. She kept thinking about Jonathan, and that made her miss him more with each passing moment. She needed something to distract her, so she hoped finding Winslow would be enough.

Lincoln shrugged. “Just making conversation.”

“I’m more interested in finding Winslow.”

“And I’m about to prove to you that he’s dead as Rudolph Valentino. He’s either on one of these tables or he’s in a wooden box in the next room.”

The attendant pushed through the doors and approached them. He wore a dark, stained apron over a button-down shirt. He wiped his hands on the apron but did not offer to shake hands. “Sorry, it’s been a nightmare today. What can I help you with?”

“I’m Agent Parker,” Lincoln said, flashing his Pinkerton badge. “We’re here to take a look at the body of Henry Winslow.”

“That won’t be happening,” the attendant said.

“It’s all right,” Lincoln said, holding up a five-dollar note. “We just need to verify his identity.”

“It’s not about the money. I’d be happy to show you the body, but I can’t do it.”

“Why not?”

“Because it isn’t here.”

“Did relatives pick it up? The funeral isn’t until early next week.”

“I suspect they’ll be burying an empty casket.” The attendant leaned forward and looked both Rayna and Lincoln in the eyes. “The body is missing.”

“What do you mean, missing?”

“I mean it’s not here. Disappeared yesterday afternoon. Ol’ Everett must have been nipping the bottle because he swears that when he went to raise a vein to start the embalming process, Winslow sat up, asked for his clothes, and walked out of here on his own two feet.”

 

 

 

 

 

 

 


CHAPTER TEN

 

 

JONATHAN SHADE

 

Ankhesenamun entered our residence behind her servant Tuya.

“We must talk,” Ankhesenamun said.

Kelly and I joined her under the colonnade while Tuya went to get drinks. My knee, back, and neck were killing me. My shoulder burned with pain, and my head felt as if Neil Peart were performing a drum solo on my skull.

“How is Tutankhamun?” I asked.

“Not well,” Ankhesenamun said. “The magicians are tending to him, but he was badly injured.”

Kelly nodded. “We’re very sorry,” she said. “Is there anything we can do to help?”

Ankhesenamun hesitated. “Did either of you see what happened?”

“Somebody threw a spear or a staff from a window,” I said.

“It was a spear,” Kelly said. “I couldn’t see who threw it.”

“That begs the question, who would want to hurt or kill your husband?” I said.

“The people adore him, so it must be someone in the inner circle.”

“Who stands to gain?” I asked. Naturally I was thinking of Aye and Horemheb. It seemed pretty obvious to me.

“I must warn you that Aye is blaming you.”

“Really?”

“He insists that my husband would not have held the chariot race had you not been here. That is not true. Tutankhamun has been planning the race for several days.”

“We’re the outsiders,” Kelly said. “We’re easy scapegoats if the inner circle is in on it. Even if they’re not, it’s easier to blame us than to look for the real attacker.”

“That doesn’t make sense,” I said.

“Sure it does. Aye thinks we set up the attack and made sure we could crash into Tutankhamun’s chariot.”

“But we could have been killed.”

“But we weren’t seriously injured, so that makes us look guilty.”

“And if we’d died, we’d be seen as kamikazes.”

“I don’t know what you just said,” Ankhesenamun said.

“Sorry. We’d have seemed like we were willing to die for the cause.”

“I know you were not involved,” she said.

“Thanks.” 

“Can you help my husband?” Ankhesenamun asked.

“I don’t know that there’s anything we can do,” I said. “We don’t have healing powers.”

“Please try to help.”

What could I say to that? I shrugged. “We’ll do what we can.”

Tuya returned with the beer.

“The magicians say your magic is powerful,” Ankhesenamun said when Tuya moved off.

I sipped my beer. I still didn’t like the taste, but it did have a good kick to it. “Different kind of magic,” I said since I didn’t want to admit that we had no magic. We needed to seem useful.

“Your wife is an amazing warrior.”

“The best,” I said.

“If someone in the court tried to kill my husband, they may try to kill me too.”

“Why would they do that?” Kelly asked.

“To take the throne.”

“Do you have children?” I asked.

Ankhesenamun frowned and shook her head. “We tried. We had two daughters, but they were stillborn. There are no male heirs. If Tutankhamun dies, I will be the last of the royal bloodline. The people still hate my father, so it is possible the priests want me to go west as well. We’ve done much to placate them, and I thought they were satisfied, but Aye says they won’t be pleased until we’ve passed into the afterlife.”

I nodded. “You’re talking like this is a life-and-death situation. Tutankhamun was hurt but you don’t think he’s going to die from a broken leg, do you?”

Kelly said, “Malaria. I saw a documentary a few years ago.”

“I do not understand,” Ankhesenamun said.

“Has your husband been ill?” I asked.

“The gods have been punishing him for our father’s actions, but he was feeling better.”

If he had malaria, the broken leg could easily get infected. That infection could definitely kill him. I knew he died young, but I certainly didn’t expect to be there when it happened. In my time, I figured some good drugs and a hospital stay would get him up and running, but unless they had real healers here, he’d have a rough go of it.

Kelly set her beer down. “If they want to take the throne, wouldn’t it make more sense to marry you? That way they’d have a legitimate claim because you’re of royal blood.”

“I will not marry a commoner.”

“You should be at your husband’s side,” Kelly said.

“The magicians don’t want anyone to interrupt them. They are trying to save him.”

We kept Ankhesenamun company for the evening. She was a lovely and intelligent woman. We talked about life in Thebes and how the people loved Tut because he reinstated the old gods after his father had made the switch to monotheism. The Egyptians seemed to have gods for everything. Amun, Anubis, Apis, Aten, Ahti, Ash, Anti, and that doesn’t even get us out of the As.

Late that night, Ankhesenamun returned to her residence. Kelly and I moved into the bedroom, and I felt myself getting a bit nervous. I wasn’t comfortable sharing the bed with her because it confused my emotions.

“How are you feeling?” Kelly asked.

“Like I got hit by a Mack truck.”

“I can give you a massage.”

“We should get some sleep,” I said.

“You don’t want a massage? You’ll be stiff and sore tomorrow.”

“I’ll be stiff and sore regardless. Sleep sounds really good.”

“Is something wrong?”

“Um. No.”

“Okay, while I’m feeling much better on the health front, I have to admit that I’m exhausted,” she said.

“Me too.”

She grinned at me. “You’re nervous.”

“No, I’m not.”

She laughed. “We’re just going to sleep.”

“Of course.”

“So why are you nervous?”

“I’m not nervous.”

She sat on the bed and removed her boots. She rose and peeled her shirt off.

I tried to look elsewhere, but I’m a guy, and if a woman is exposing her breasts, I’m going to look. Sorry, we’re just wired that way. She removed her pants and her panties to stand nude before me.

“Um. You’re not going to wear anything to bed?” I asked.

“Neither are you.”

“What?”

“We need to wash our clothes and hang them to dry before we go to sleep, so strip.”

She carried her dirty clothes into the bathroom. I couldn’t help staring at her ass as she left the room. I told myself to stop staring, and I did stop as soon as she was out of sight. I took a deep breath then let it out.

I’m with Rayna, I thought. I’m with Rayna. I’m with Rayna. It was like a mantra.

“Here goes nothing,” I said and stripped down. I put my keys, wallet, gun, and change on one of the adobe ledges then carried my clothes into the bathroom, covering myself as best I could with the handful of laundry.

“Over here,” Kelly said. She had a basin full of water with some kind of lathery substance in it. She worked her clothes over, rinsed them, and hung them over a small brazier. “This should give off enough heat to dry them overnight.”

I washed my clothes as best I could. She came over to help, and I tried to avert my eyes. She kept a grin on her face the entire time.

“Do I amuse you?” I asked.

“You’re trying so hard not to stare. We’re supposed to be husband and wife, and on top of that, nudity is not a big deal here.”

“It is to me.”

“Get over it. Let me see your shoulder.”

I turned so she could get a better look at the scrapes on my shoulder and arm.

“That’s not too bad, but you didn’t do a very good job cleaning it earlier.”

“I couldn’t reach.”

“You could have called me in to help.”

“I didn’t think of it.”

She took a sheet of linen, wet it down, and used it to clean my wounds.

Any injuries she might have sustained had already healed. She didn’t look to be running a fever anymore, so that was good.

“Looks like your hip and ass got a bit scraped up too,” she said.

“Are you staring at my ass?” I asked.

“A little,” she said. “Want me to clean the scrapes?”

“I can get it.”

She laughed. “Fine. You finish up here. I’ll go get the bed warm. Watch your step when you come in, though. I saw a scorpion earlier.”

“Great.”

She walked off and I watched her go, of course. I sighed, wrung out my clothes, and hung them next to Kelly’s. I cleaned the rest of my scrapes as best I could then looked for something to delay going back to the other room, but I was being stupid. If Rayna were here with me, I’d be in that bed already.

When you see someone one way, it can be difficult to change that view. And I wasn’t on the market.

There was no way Kelly was interested in me that way, though, so I needed to just get over it.

I walked back into the bedroom, scanning the floor for scorpions. I kept my hands strategically placed to cover myself.

When I climbed into bed, Kelly cuddled up to me and used my chest as a pillow. It felt better than it should have to hold her. Fortunately she went to sleep quickly. It took me a lot longer, but eventually I drifted off, and my dreams were of making love with her. I woke up thinking it was real, and I felt guilty, as if I’d cheated on Rayna. But it was just a dream, and Kelly was still sleeping with her head on my chest.

I didn’t know if I was relieved or disappointed.

 

BRAND EASTON

 

Night settled over the countryside, and Brand sat in his compartment, staring out the window at the darkness. He’d dined with Priscilla and Edward at lunch, but as they were joined by a man whose name Brand couldn’t recall, they didn’t get a chance to talk about much beyond the weather. Esther pretended Brand couldn’t see Edward, and while she gave the other ghost a few dirty looks, they were mostly well behaved. Priscilla wasn’t at dinner when Brand returned to the dining car. He missed having someone to talk to as it helped pass the time. There were too many people in the car, so he couldn’t talk to Esther without seeming as if he belonged in an asylum.

Back in their compartment, Esther struck up a conversation. “Do you miss Kelly?” she asked.

“Of course, but I’ve been missing her for a while.” Brand shook his head. “We broke up more than a month ago.”

“And you didn’t tell anyone? Not even me?”

“Especially not you. You’d tell everyone!”

“I would not. I would just tell Jonathan and Rayna.”

“My point exactly.”

“Why would you care if they know?”

“Jonathan just got back to being himself again, and I didn’t want to upset the balance. I’d have told him soon, but I didn’t want him worrying about Kelly when he was just starting a relationship with Rayna.”

“Worrying about Kelly? Why would he worry?”

“Have you noticed anything off about her lately?” Brand asked.

Esther frowned. “She seems more irritable.”

Brand laughed. “Maybe. Seriously, haven’t you been paying attention to anything for the past few months?”

“I’ve noticed that Jonathan and Rayna were all mushy mushy.”

“Esther, you do realize that Jonathan can never actually be with you, right? I mean, you’re dead and he’s alive.”

“We were in love.”

“What are you talking about?”

“For me it’s the past, but for him it’s the future. Well, it was the future.”

“Okay, you’d better explain yourself.”

“No. I really shouldn’t. What did I miss with Kelly?”

“She hasn’t fully recovered from the destroyer attack.”

“But the wizards—”

“Were wrong. Tell me what you were saying about the future.”

Esther crossed her arms. “I don’t want to talk about it. I hope she’s all right, though.”

“Kelly?”

Esther nodded. “Is she hurting?”

“She doesn’t feel pain. She’s just limited. But not to worry. Even with her limitations, she’s still amazing. I just hope she can heal enough by the time we face Winslow here . . . or in the twenties. Hey, you were living in New York in the twenties, weren’t you?”

“Yes.”

“Maybe we’ll meet the flesh-and-blood version of you.”

“I shouldn’t say anything about that.”

Brand leaned forward as realization dawned on him. “Hold on, you remember what happened, or in our case, what will happen then. That’s what you don’t want to talk about.”

“It’s already different.”

“How so?”

“Rayna wasn’t there. Then again, for all I know, maybe she was, but she died before Jonathan and Kelly got there. They talked about losing people a lot. Jonathan was with Naomi, but she was killed, and well, everything is different.”

“What about me?” Brand asked.

“I shouldn’t say anything more.”

“Esther? You have to tell me. Was I there or not?”

She shook her head.

Brand stared at the floor. “So I don’t make it.”

“I don’t know. Things are different this time, so I’m wondering if my presence affected things. For us, Naomi is already dead.”

“What do you mean?”

“Maybe you never hooked up with Kelly. You were with Ravenwood, so maybe they killed you and saved Naomi and that’s why Jonathan was with her when they arrived in my time. Or maybe you never signed on with Ravenwood. I don’t know but you weren’t with them and they never mentioned you that I recall. And when I met Jonathan and Kelly, they didn’t know me.” Esther covered her face with her hands and turned away. “What if things are different because of me?”

“I’m not following you.”

“Jonathan and I were lovers,” she said. “We met in December 1926. Winslow killed Kelly in the summer of 1927, and Jonathan didn’t want to go home. He stayed with me for two years before Sharon came to get him.”

“I thought Sharon couldn’t go to a time where she existed.”

“She came to New York, not to the Underworld. I don’t know if that matters, but they are separate dimensions.”

“So she lied.”

“I don’t know. It was a long time ago. I just . . .” Esther stared at the floor. “I should have kept my mouth shut.”

“No, I’m glad you talked to me. If things are different, it means anything can happen. If Winslow killed Kelly in the summer of 1927, that means we have to stop him before that.”

“I hope so. If things stay close to the way they were, Jonathan and Kelly will be joining us here soon. Though, I wasn’t here last time. I do remember Jonathan telling me that he had no problems with the first two aspects of Winslow. They found him and killed him quickly both in ancient times and here in the old west. Jonathan was always so sure of himself. He was proud of the fact that Winslow never even got to speak a word before Jonathan killed him. We won’t have to wait long, but I just hope things go the right way. When they get here, I’ll try to stay out of the way.”

“No. If I wasn’t here last time, I need to know everything you know so we can get as close to what happened as we can. Time can sort the details, of course, but the big things like when Winslow dies are going to matter.”

“I’ll do what I can.”

“That’s all any of us can do.”

 

RAYNA NOBLE

 

“I have to admit, I didn’t expect that,” Lincoln said as they left Bellevue.

“I did,” Rayna said.

They walked along the street toward the Pinkerton office. “I’ll check Winslow’s last known address, and talk to his associates. You should go back to your hotel. I’ll be in touch as soon as I have anything.”

“I’d like to accompany you if that’s all right.”

Lincoln stroked his mustache. “Whatever for?”

Rayna put a hand on his arm and stopped walking. As soon as he gave her his undivided attention, she said, “Because this could get even stranger.”

“Stranger than a corpse getting up and walking out of a morgue?”

She nodded.

“Well, my curiosity is definitely piqued,” he said. “I’d like to know how they missed his pulse and his breathing when they checked him in.”

Rayna smiled. “What makes you think he was alive when they brought him in?”

“Because dead people don’t get up and walk.”

“All right, but I want you to at least consider the possibility that he was really dead.”

“You trying to tell me that Jesus Christ came down here to pull a ‘Lazarus, come forth’ routine?”

“No.”

“Good because I don’t buy into that kind of horseshit. Pardon my French.”

“When all possible scenarios have been exhausted, look to the impossible.”

“Trust me. We haven’t exhausted the possibilities just yet. You go get some rest, do some shopping, or whatever you dames do, and I’ll start investigating.”

“I’m going with you, Mr. Parker. I have valuable information that relates to this case.”

“Like what?”

“Like the fact that Winslow was a member of The Golden Dawn.”

“What’s that?”

“An occult secret society.”

“Can’t be too secret if you know about it.”

“I’m just saying that we’ll want to look into any occult groups.”

He sighed. “And here I thought this was gonna be an easy case.”

“I’m coming along.”

“So you keep saying. Jeez. You dames get the right to vote, and you think you run the damn country.”

“We should be,” Rayna said.

He laughed. Then he started walking again.

Rayna shook her head and followed him. She knew things were different in the twenties, but she didn’t appreciate his condescending tone.

“You don’t like women?” Rayna asked when she caught up with him.

“On the contrary. I love women. I just think they should know their place.”

Rayna fumed. “There will come a time when women have the same rights as men, can perform the same jobs as men, and maybe even become president.”

“A dame president?” Lincoln laughed again, harder. “Lady, I’ll make you a bet. This country will elect a Negro for president before a woman.”

Rayna couldn’t believe this guy. She was insulted on several fronts. She didn’t like the term Negro. She didn’t like his attitude toward women. And she hated the fact that she would lose that bet. She glared at him and mouthed a few swear words but finally turned away from him and shook her head.

He laughed again. “Aw, did I upset you? Don’t you worry your pretty little head about it. Just understand that detective work is for men. You can come along, but if things get dangerous, I’ll handle it.”

 

 

 

 

 

 

 


CHAPTER ELEVEN

 

 

JONATHAN SHADE

 

The next morning, I woke up first. I disentangled myself from Kelly, but when I got out of bed, my right knee buckled, and I had to catch myself. I grimaced with the pain. My shoulder burned too, but the knee was by far the worst. I rose again, trying to step gingerly to see how much weight it could take. The knee was a bit swollen, but it didn’t look all that bad.

Kelly sat up.

“Nice view,” she said.

“Very funny.” I moved back to the bed and sat down, rubbing my knee.

“I was being serious. Is your knee jacked up?”

I nodded.

“Let me see.”

I raised my leg and rested it on the bed. She poked and prodded the flesh around my kneecap. It hurt but I’d been through worse.

“Put your foot on the floor,” she said.

She got out of bed and knelt before me so she could work on my knee.

The pain kept me from reacting to her nudity, but I pulled some linen over to cover myself anyway.

She massaged my leg and my knee. “I wish I had some ice,” she said.

“I don’t think they have ice around here,” I said.

“Not this time of year. They did make ice, but only when the night temperature would drop low enough to freeze water.”

“Just my luck. We’re here at the wrong time of year.”

“Could be worse. We could be here during the inundation.”

“That might have been better. We could have already left here to go after Winslow.”

“If we can get a boat, we can make the trip down the Nile, but if we’re on foot, you’re going to need a few days before you can do any real walking.”

“Great. How are you holding up?”

“Better than you,” she said.

“That’s not an answer.”

“Sure it is but you want a more detailed answer. I can handle any threat we might face here.”

“Well, you handled the warriors yesterday morning, but I think you felt that.”

“I don’t feel pain even now,” she said.

“I want you to feel a hundred percent again,” I said. “Not for me, but for you.”

She rested her arms on my knees and grinned up at me. “That’s the sweetest thing you’ve said to me in weeks.”

“Leave the sarcasm to me.”

“Right. So other than the knee, are you functional?”

“I’m okay,” I said.

“In that case we should get cleaned up before we go check on Tut. I don’t want you putting any weight on that knee right now, so I’ll help you shower.”

She rose and pulled me to my feet. The linen cloth fell away, and she put an arm around me to help me walk to the bathroom. I was conscious of her right breast pressing against me, and I felt a flutter in my nether regions.

Kelly grinned at me. “You’re waking up,” she said.

“Sorry,” I said.

She laughed. “And you’re blushing.”

I shook my head. “I can shower myself.”

“Suit yourself but we’re going to shower at the same time.”

“I don’t think that’s a good idea.”

“You shower with Rayna, right?”

“Yeah, but—”

“We’re both adults, Jonathan. We’re not going to be having sex. We’re just getting cleaned up. What’s the problem?”

“It’s too . . . intimate.”

“And sleeping in that bed isn’t intimate?”

I stopped trying to argue, and I tried not to stare too much while we showered.

Once we were clean, she helped me back to the bedroom. I sat on the bed. I felt like pulling her into bed with me and kissing her, and for a moment, I thought she wanted me to make a move, but that moment passed.

“I’ll get our clothes,” she said.

I sat there and thought about Rayna. I missed her but she felt so far away. Kelly was right here. I needed to shake off that feeling right now.

***

Kelly worked on my knee a bit more that morning then had me stand on it. It held but it felt as though someone were driving a piece of glass under my kneecap.

“I think you’ll be okay,” she said. “It’s going to hurt a little, but you can walk on it now.”

“It’s going to hurt a lot.”

“Try not to look injured, though. We may not be calling ourselves gods, but we want to seem invincible.”

“I’ll try.”

“Good. Let’s go check on King Tut.”

As we walked through the palace, my knee felt a little better. It hurt with every step, and I limped while Kelly and I were alone, but I found that if anyone else was near, I could walk on it without seeming to be injured. It hurt like a son of a bitch, but I could do it.

We ran into Tuya, and she led us to the bedchamber where Tut was surrounded by three physicians and Ankhesenamun. Sweat beaded up on his face and forehead. One of the physicians changed the linen bandage on Tut’s knee, and I saw the horrific wound up close. It was swollen and discolored. I suspected it was infected, but they didn’t have any antibiotics. He looked to be in severe pain, but he was toughing it out—not that he had much choice.

Ankhesenamun saw us. “Is there anything you can do?” she asked.

The physicians looked at us, hope in their eyes.

They wouldn’t understand infection. Bacteria were invisible so to them this was the gods being angry.

“You need to keep the wound clean,” I said because I couldn’t think of anything else.

“We are doing what we can.”

I nodded and pulled Kelly aside as another thought struck me. “What do you know about maggot therapy?” I whispered.

“Nothing. As a Sekutar, I don’t normally get infections. I was trained to kill, not to heal.”

“I don’t know much about it either, and somehow I don’t think they’d want me to piss on his knee either. Might seem insulting.”

“It might.”

We returned to Tut’s bedside.

He looked up at me. “I’m going to the west.”

I held his gaze for a moment, glanced back at his wound, then gave him a quick nod.

“I will join my ancestors in the afterlife.”

Again, I nodded. I hated not having something good to say to him, so I finally said, “You’ll be remembered as one of the greatest kings in all of history.”

He stared into my eyes, nodded, then closed his eyes.

The vizier, Aye, stepped into the room. He pointed at me. “There is a man with skin as pale as yours. He just arrived at the palace. His magic is strong, but his words are foreign.”

I glanced at Kelly. “You don’t think Brand managed to come back here, do you?”

She shook her head.

Aye touched my shoulder. “Will you see if you can communicate with him?”

I nodded. “Lead the way.” I figured with the translation magic, I’d be able to speak to anyone, and while part of me hoped it was Brand, another part of me hoped it wasn’t. My feelings for Kelly were mixed up right now, and I wanted time to sort them out before seeing Brand. It also occurred to me that it could be Winslow. But why would he be here?

Kelly and I followed the old vizier through the hallways lined with priceless treasures. Outside in the courtyard, General Horemheb and four warriors stood with spears pointed at a mustached man in his forties. While his dark hair wasn’t slicked back, I recognized him from the picture Brand had given me: Henry Winslow. He wore an Egyptian tunic and what looked like a robe of some sort.

“Shall I kill him?” Kelly asked. “We can end this whole thing right now.”

I felt something tugging at me, a feeling that I should just move right up to Winslow, put a bullet in his head and call it good. I resisted that urge. “Tempting . . . but let’s get the lay of the land first,” I said.

Kelly furrowed her brow. “We may not get an easier opportunity. He won’t be expecting it.”

I shook my head. “He’s at his weakest here. If we’re going to defeat him when he’s stronger, it would be wise to learn as much about him as we can now. Let me do the talking.”

Kelly shrugged. “Your call.”

We approached our quarry. “Welcome to Egypt, Mr. Winslow,” I said.

His eyes widened and, for a moment, I thought he recognized me, but that was impossible. The look of recognition disappeared, and he stared harder at me. Finally he smiled. “You know my name? You speak English and you sound American,” he said.

“You’re three for three.”

“And you certainly aren’t dressed for Egypt.”

“You know this man?” Horemheb asked.

“I know of him,” I said to Horemheb. “This is the first time we’ve met. He’s the stranger we came to Egypt to find.”

“You have me at a disadvantage,” Winslow said. “May I inquire as to your name, sir?” Winslow asked.

“I’m Jonathan Shade. This is Kelly Chan.”

“Delighted to make your acquaintance, though I don’t understand why an American man and a Chinese woman would be in Thebes so long before the birth of Christ. In addition, I’m still curious why you know my name and why you would have come here to find me. How would you even know I was here?”

I thought again that I could kill him and we could move forward in time, but it didn’t seem prudent because I didn’t know how Horemheb and Aye would react to it. They might be cool with it, but they might think such an aggressive act meant I needed to die too. Of course, we might instantly disappear the moment he died, but I didn’t want to risk it. Besides, I was curious about him.

“How is it that we can understand you but not him?” Aye asked. “And why can he understand you but not us?”

I dismissed his question with a wave of my hand. “My magic is strong,” I said.

“For someone with strong magic, you seemed to be favoring one leg over the other when you came out here,” Winslow said. “Tell them I mean them no harm.”

“Is that true?” I asked. I had to be careful what I said because both sides could understand me.

“True enough for now. I’m simply exploring the country.”

“Why would you do that?”

“Because ancient Egypt has always fascinated me. Now will you tell me why you know my name?”

“I’m psychic,” I said.

“I doubt it,” Winslow said. “Did Persephone send you?”

I gave him a grin. “She’s dead,” I said. 

“The only way you’d know that is if you’re from the Underworld.”

“Not true.”

He nodded. “Unless you’re the one who killed her.”

“That’s the way the story goes,” I said.

“What is he saying?” Horemheb asked.

“He says he’s just traveling through the country, enjoying the sights of the pyramids, the Sphinx, and the various temples.”

“Where is he from?”

“Across the sea,” I said.

“Should we kill him?”

“I’ll tell you as soon as I know,” I said. I considered just saying yes because they might be able to get rid of him for us. Unfortunately I sensed he had great power either inside or at least on his person. I could feel the hum of energy. “So, Mr. Winslow, have you picked up any souvenirs on your journey?”

He smiled. “Nothing they’ll miss. How did you kill Persephone?”

“With great skill.”

He grinned. “Playing it close to the vest. I can understand that. And what brings you here?”

“Perhaps the same souvenir you found.”

“The tablets are mine, but you told them you were after me.”

“What did he find?” Horemheb asked.

Shit. I forgot they could understand my side of the conversation. “He bartered for an amulet.”

“How is that possible? He doesn’t speak Egyptian.”

“Tell him I got it in Nubia,” Winslow said.

“I didn’t say he bartered for it in Egypt,” I said. “He simply said he picked up an item on his travels. I would guess he got it someplace where he speaks the language.”

Horemheb nodded.

“Is he dangerous?” Aye asked.

I gave Winslow a sly grin. “Are you dangerous?” I asked.

“Why would I be dangerous? I’d simply like to find a place to rest before I continue my journey. These men accosted me in the street.”

I turned to the vizier. “He says he’s not dangerous and that he’s just passing through but needs a place to stay for a short time.” I turned back to Winslow. “How long?”

“I don’t know,” he said with a shrug.

“He doesn’t know how long,” I told Aye.

“Perhaps he can find a place to stay in the city.”

I didn’t want him to get away. “I think he should stay here,” I said.

“Very well. He will be your responsibility,” Aye said. “He will stay in your residence, and when you leave, he must leave as well.”

I wasn’t sure I liked the idea of him staying in our residence. I just wanted him close enough that we could keep tabs on him. I glanced at Kelly and she frowned.

“What did they say?” Winslow asked.

“You’re to be our guest,” I said. “Do as we say, and you’ll be fine. Disobey us, and we’ll have to kill you.”

“I’m yours to command as long as you don’t try to take anything from me or return me to the Underworld,” he said. “I can’t go back there.”

“Keep that in mind.”

Horemheb gave me a grin. “I may start to like you,” he said. “You speak to him as I would, and from your eyes, I know you’re telling the truth.”

I gazed into Horemheb’s eyes. “Honesty is the best policy,” I said.

“Except when it’s not,” he said.

 

BRAND EASTON

 

Brand and Esther went to breakfast, but Priscilla and Edward weren’t at their table. Perhaps Priscilla was sleeping in. Brand ordered a big meal and watched the people in the dining car. He couldn’t help thinking that in his time, all of these people had been dead for decades and in some cases for more than a century. Yet here they were, alive and going about their lives, oblivious to the man from the future and the ghost who had yet to be born.

“You look lost in thought,” Esther said.

“Yeah, sorry,” Brand said softly. He didn’t want anyone at a nearby table to hear him talking to himself. “I was hoping Priscilla and Edward would be here.”

Esther shrugged. “I’m not trading ectoplasm with that crazy ghost.”

Brand grinned. “Edward and Priscilla are very much in love, so that won’t happen even if you wanted it to.”

“What?” Esther asked. “You don’t think I could steal a dead man from a live woman?”

“That’s not it,” Brand said. He was going to continue, but the waiter brought a tray of food over.

“Here you are, sir,” the waiter said.

“Thanks. Has Miss Scarlet been in yet?”

“No, sir. She sometimes keeps odd hours. Shall I tell her you asked after her?”

“Sure. You wouldn’t happen to know which car she’s in, would you?”

“I can check the passenger list, sir.”

“Thanks,” Brand said, surprised. He’d expected the man to say it was confidential. Times had changed.

When the waiter left, Esther said, “You were saying?”

“About?” Brand asked.

“You didn’t think I could steal Edward away from Priscilla. Does that mean you think I’m ugly?”

Brand shook his head. “Love is blind, Esther. If Edward didn’t love Priscilla and it was a choice based solely on looks, you’d win every single day and twice on Sunday. If you were corporeal, I’d be all over you, and you’d be trying to get a restraining order on me.”

“You’re just saying that. Eat your food before it gets cold.”

“It’s pretty good chow,” Brand said.

“I don’t even remember what anything tasted like. I don’t remember smells either. Or textures.” She frowned and looked down at her translucent hands. “Being dead sucks.”

“Being alive ain’t a picnic either. I stubbed my damn toe when I got up this morning and the damn thing still hurts.”

“At least you can feel things.”

Brand set down his fork. “Sometimes it’s best not to feel.” He tossed his napkin on the table then dug in his pocket for some cash, which he tucked under his plate.

“You’re not going to finish that?”

He shook his head. “Not hungry.”

The waiter brought a tray to another table, but when he saw Brand leaving, he rushed over and touched Brand’s arm. “Excuse me, Mr. Easton, but Miss Scarlet is in car four.”

Brand nodded. “Thanks. I left you something extra under the plate.”

“Thank you, sir.”

Brand left the dining car with Esther in tow.

“Are you going to go wake that woman up?” Esther asked.

“No,” Brand said. “You’re going to step through the wall to see if she’s all right.”

“Well, I guess it gives me something to do.”

“I figured you’d see it my way.”

They moved through the cars until they reached number four.

Priscilla had the entire car to herself. A narrow passageway ran down the side, and the rest of the car was her compartment. Esther passed through the wall.

Next thing Brand knew, Esther flew backward out of the wall, through the side of the train.

“Esther?” he called.

“Help!” Esther said.

Brand stared out the window and saw Esther floating outside the train.

“What are you doing, Esther?”

Brand could barely hear her reply over the sound of the wheels charging over the train tracks.

“Getting strangled,” she said, kicking her legs and trying to claw at her neck with her hands.

Priscilla exited her compartment and stood behind Brand. She wore a nightgown, and her hair was tucked under a nightcap. “Edward, no!”

Brand turned and saw that Priscilla held the pocket watch.

“May I?” Brand asked.

She handed the watch to him. Now Brand could see that Edward had Esther by the throat and was trying to send her away from the train, but she wouldn’t go any farther. She was fifteen feet from the nearest typewriter key, which Brand had in his pocket.

“Edward!” Brand shouted. “Let her go! She’s my friend!”

“Do as he says, Edward!” Priscilla said.

“I saw her earlier, but that was a common area. Now she’s invaded my space,” Edward said. “I’m getting rid of her!”

“Esther, just pop back inside.”

Esther disappeared and Edward shot farther from the train. Esther reappeared beside Brand.

“Good idea,” she said. “I was too flustered to act.”

“He can’t hurt you, right?” Brand asked.

Priscilla looked around. “Hurt me?” she asked.

“Not you,” Brand said to Priscilla. “My friend Esther is here. She’s a ghost too.”

“Really?” Priscilla asked. “Why can’t I see her when I can see Edward?”

“You have an emotional bond with Edward. You probably can’t see any other ghosts.”

“None here to see,” Esther said.

Edward phased through the compartment wall and glared at Esther. “This is my train!”

“Says you,” Esther said.

“Edward, you need to calm down. Esther is my friend.”

“She’s dressed strangely.”

“She died back in the twenties,” Brand said.

“That dress and haircut wasn’t in style back in the twenties. She looks like a harlot.”

Esther raised a fist. “You stupid ragamuffin, you should just beat it. You don’t know anything from nothing.”

“Both of you, cool it,” Brand said, holding out his arms as if he could stop them.

“This is my train,” Edward said again. “She’s not welcome!”

“Edward,” Priscilla said. “Please stop. Brand’s friend is welcome to be here. Give her a chance.”

“I don’t need a chance from some sappy palooka,” Esther said.

“Be nice, Esther,” Brand said.

“He thinks I’m a pro skirt.”

“He said you look like a hooker, not that you are one. They don’t dress like you these days.”

“They didn’t back then either,” Edward said.

“Put a sock in it, Edward,” Brand said.

“Or what?”

“You don’t want to push me,” Brand said. “I have a good friend who can get rid of ghosts.”

“Nonsense!”

Priscilla grabbed Brand’s arm. “Please don’t do anything to Edward.”

“Get him to play nice,” Brand said.

Priscilla reached for Edward. Her eyes pleaded with him. “Edward, please!”

“Fine,” Edward said. He pointed at Esther. “But she can’t come into our compartment again.”

“Like I’d want to come into your stupid compartment,” Esther said.

“Esther, that’s enough,” Brand said.

She rolled her eyes.

“Sorry about the problem,” Brand said to Priscilla. “When I didn’t see you at dinner or breakfast, I was a bit worried.”

“I wasn’t hungry,” Priscilla said. “It’s all right. I appreciate your concern.”

“Well, we’ll let you get back to whatever you were doing,” Brand said. He handed the pocket watch back to her. “Come on, Esther.”

Brand exited the car and headed back toward his compartment.

Esther caught up to him. “That ghost is an asshole,” she said.

“You got that right.”

“That old bat is a weird one too.”

“She’s actually pretty nice,” Brand said.

“Her compartment is a mess. She’s got old, dusty books scattered everywhere and a blanket covering the back half of the place. I didn’t get to take it all in because that jerk attacked me, but she’s a slob.”

“She’s old and rich,” Brand said. “She’s allowed to be eccentric.”

“If you say so.”

 

RAYNA NOBLE

 

Lincoln Parker looked tired when Rayna approached his desk at the Pinkerton office. She sat down, held her purse in her lap, and met his gaze. The office was busy this morning, but she didn’t pay attention to the chatter of typewriters or the various discussions at other desks.

“Did you learn anything?” Rayna asked, hopeful. She hadn’t slept much the night before. She missed having Jonathan beside her. Even if they were just sleeping, hearing him breathe was soothing. Spending the night alone just made her worry about him. If he died back then, he’d have died thousands of years before she missed him. That made the loneliness even more unbearable.

Lincoln ran his hands down his face, yawned, and rubbed at his eyes. He blinked a few times. His tie was mostly undone, and his suit was so wrinkled, he’d probably slept in it. “I have a lead,” he said.

“You look like hell.”

“Thanks for noticing. I could say the same about you, but my mother raised me to be polite.”

“Whatever. So tell me about the lead.”

“I talked to a buddy of mine who’s a Freemason. He told me about a number of occult groups who meet at various places in the city, but he said there wasn’t a chapter of The Golden Dawn here.”

“He was familiar with them, though?”

“Yes. Evidently, The Golden Dawn was a splinter group from the Freemasons. He rattled off the names of the guys who started it, but I didn’t bother to write them down.”

“Damn. I was hoping there would be a chapter here.”

“Well, that’s where my lead comes in handy. My buddy told me about an offshoot of The Golden Dawn that does meet here. They’re called Alpha et Omega, and they meet at the Thoth Hermes Temple. I have the address, but they don’t have another meeting until October first.”

“That’s this coming Friday,” Rayna said.

Lincoln nodded. “Indeed it is.”

“I guess that means you’re my date Friday night.”

“Getting paid to go out with you,” he said with a grin. “Lincoln Parker, gigolo for hire.”

Rayna frowned. Jonathan was supposed to be her date. “Not that kind of date,” she said.

“You’re one strange bird.”

“I’m in a relationship, so don’t get any ideas.”

“So where’s your boyfriend, and why hasn’t he put a ring on that finger yet?”

“He’s on a trip, but he’ll be back soon. Not that it’s any of your business.”

“Touchy, touchy.”

“No touching. Just pick me up at my hotel.”

“The meeting is an exclusive membership-only kind of thing.”

“Your friend can certainly get us invitations.”

“What if they don’t admit women?”

Rayna shook her head. “It’s an occult group, Lincoln. They’re bound to have sex rituals, so of course they admit women. Get us those invitations.”

“I’ll see what I can do.”

“No. You get them. Failure is not an option.”

“An invitation may require an introduction, and that will undoubtedly cost a pretty penny.”

“Keep the penny on the homely side,” Rayna said. “I’m on a budget.”

He nodded.

Rayna pushed herself to her feet and stared at Lincoln. “Go home and get some sleep. I’ll see you Friday.”

“I may need you on Wednesday to pay for the introduction.”

She hesitated. She could easily afford whatever price his friend would name, and she was certain it was the right group. After all, Winslow had gone after the Emerald Tablets of Thoth, and the meeting was at the Thoth Hermes Temple. Still, she didn’t want to overpay. “We can meet your friend on Wednesday to discuss price. Tell him to be reasonable, though.”

“All my friends are reasonable,” Lincoln said.

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 


CHAPTER TWELVE

 

 

JONATHAN SHADE

 

Back in the residence, Kelly and I finally got some alone time with Winslow. We sent the servants away, which confused them a bit. Never having had servants, we were used to doing everything for ourselves, but more important, we didn’t want anyone else around to overhear our conversation even if they could understand only one side of it.

We sat outside under the colonnade. The afternoon sun blazed in the sky, but we enjoyed the shade in the courtyard. We had cups of beer and a few snacks the servants had brought before we sent them away.

“So,” Winslow said. “Time travel. It’s so H. G. Wells. How did you get here?”

“I think we should ask the questions,” Kelly said. “To be perfectly honest, I’m thinking we should just kill you and be done with it.”

“Not very hospitable,” Winslow said.

I took a drink of beer. It was definitely an acquired taste, but it was starting to grow on me. “You escaped from the Underworld,” I said.

He shrugged. “It seemed like the thing to do.”

“You divided yourself into three aspects.”

He smiled at me. “Somebody’s been doing their homework.”

“Kelly thinks it’s a good idea to just kill you, and I’m inclined to agree with her,” I said. “This is your chance to talk me out of it.”

“You’re going to do whatever it is you’re going to do, Jonathan. If you choose to kill me, I won’t try to fight back.” He spread his arms wide. “Grab a dagger and run me through.”

“So you want us to kill you so you can join your next aspect?”

“Physical spirit,” he said. “You have no idea how long it took to get that spell to work.”

“Close to ninety years, I’d say.”

“All right, perhaps you do have an idea how long it took. So as I’m a physical spirit held together by my own consciousness, you can’t really kill me. You can disperse me, but that’s about it.”

“And you don’t care one way or the other?” I asked.

Winslow took a drink of beer and set the cup down on the small table. “Let me tell you what I think,” he said. “I think you’re a good man, and I think you’re making Kelly into a good woman. I think if you knew the score, you wouldn’t rush to disperse me. Instead, you’d want to know more about what I did and why I did it.”

“What makes you think I’m a good man?” I asked.

“Because somebody sent you after me, and they wouldn’t trust just anyone with such a task. Of course, they also wouldn’t tell you the whole truth before sending you either.”

“Maybe there wasn’t time for a full explanation.”

He laughed. “You’re joking, right?”

“He jokes a lot,” Kelly said, “but not about this.”

He nodded. “So Chronos told you he could keep the portal open only for a limited time.”

I didn’t say anything, but I didn’t have to. He could see it on my face.

He shook his head. “And you believed him? The man controls time, Jonathan. He can literally freeze time, roll it backward or forward to his heart’s content.”

“You came back here for the Emerald Tablets of Thoth,” I said trying to change the subject.

“We’ll get to that,” Winslow said. “First, though, you need to understand that if he told you there were timelines that would erase you from existence, he was simply lying. There’s nothing I can do to change the timeline. I might be able to change who does something, but certain events are set in time and space, so they’re impossible to change. Maybe someone other than John Wilkes Booth could kill President Lincoln, but Lincoln will still be killed at the Ford Theater. That’s a set point in time. And don’t get me started on layered timelines. That can be an even bigger mess. Magic really mucks up the system.”

“And yet you’re trying to change things for yourself.”

“Of course. I don’t fancy being dead and spending eternity in the Underworld.”

“So you want to be your own father?” Kelly asked. “That’s just gross.”

He looked at her, confused. “What are you talking about?”

“We were told you were planning to become your own father.”

“Don’t they teach science in your time? My parents provided the chromosomes required to make me. If I sleep with my mother—something I would never do—but if I did, even if I were to succeed in impregnating her, she wouldn’t give birth to me. She’d have a completely different baby.”

“You know about chromosomes?” I asked. “So you kept up with what happened in science after you died?”

“They were talking about chromosomes when I was a child, Jonathan. In the early 1900s, they determined that the Y chromosome determined the sex of a child. I may not be well informed about the science of your time, but I certainly know the science of my own time. It would be impossible for me to be my own father. And while my childhood wasn’t a picnic in the park, it wasn’t so bad that I’d want to change who my father was. I have good memories too.”

“So why did you send an aspect of yourself to the months before you were born?” I asked.

“What makes you think I had a choice? I couldn’t send my spirit to any time when I was alive, so I chose to come here to get the tablets, knowing I’d be able to go forward once my second spirit reached the moment of my conception or my birth. I’m not sure how that part works. Regardless, at that point I’ll be pulled forward to my dead body, which by now should already be animated by my third aspect, and if all goes well, I’ll be able to use the power of the tablets to heal it. At that point I’ll be practically immortal. It’s a good plan, and as I already have the tablets, I’m golden.”

“I don’t trust you,” Kelly said.

“But you trust Chronos and whoever else was involved in sending you back? Let me pose a few more questions to you. If you kill me here, what happens to you?”

“Maybe we shouldn’t tell you because then you’ll know too much,” she said.

He laughed. “Chronos knows I had to use three aspects because that’s how the spell works. So if I were a gambling man, I’d say he set up a link between you and a few other people. You’ll have someone back around 1877, when I was conceived and born, and you’ll have someone in 1926, right after I died. You kill me here, and my spirit rejoins my second aspect in 1877, so you get pulled forward to the person or people you have there. You kill me there, and you go to 1926 or 1927, if things take a while, where you have another person or group of people. How am I doing so far?” He gave her a wink.

Kelly frowned.

I sighed. “For the sake of argument, what if you’re right?” I asked.

“Based on your clothing, you’re not from 1926, and as you knew it took me nearly ninety years to figure out how to go back, I’m guessing you’re from the twenty-teens. So let me toss one last question your way just for sport. What happens when you kill me in the 1920s?”

“We go back to our own time.”

“So you have a link to someone in the twenty-teens?”

I felt like I’d been punched in the gut. I swallowed hard. That bitch Sharon knew I planned to kill her for betraying me, but if I couldn’t get back to my own time, I wouldn’t be able to make good on that.

Kelly and I exchanged glances, and I saw that she’d worked it out too. Sharon wasn’t a link. We didn’t have a way to get home. Our links didn’t extend to our own time.

“Fuck,” I said.

“And that’s why they rushed you,” Winslow said. “They wanted to keep you from thinking it through. You can follow me through time to wherever your links are, but after you vanquish me in the 1920s and send me back to the Underworld, you won’t have a way home. On the positive side, I suspect you’ll know enough of history to make some good investments, and you can live out your days in relative comfort.”

“Fuck,” I said again. 

“There is an alternative,” he said.

“What’s that?” I asked.

“Come with me. I’ll share the power of the tablets with you. I can keep you both at your current age. You’ll have until the time you’re born to find a way back to your own time, and I will do everything in my power to help you get home safely. As you’re not dead, it’s even possible that when you’re born, you’ll automatically be pulled forward to your correct time.”

Unfortunately, even if he were telling the truth, the tablet wouldn’t work on me. But it would work on Kelly.

He leaned forward. “Out of curiosity, what kind of horror stories did they tell you about me? What dastardly deeds did I supposedly commit? Or did I maybe plan to commit?”

“What difference does it make?” I asked.

“I just want to know what lies they told you. Had you heard of me before they came to you?”

I shook my head. “No.”

“If I’d been such an evil person, killing people or gathering magical powers to do terrible things to people, don’t you think you’d have heard of me? When I was a child, Jack the Ripper struck in Whitechapel. While opinions vary as to the number of victims, it’s likely there were only five between August and November of 1888. Five deaths and people were still talking about the Ripper murders when I died in 1926.”

“I suspect the severity of the attacks might have something to do with it.”

“Perhaps. But if I were such an evil man, why had you not heard of me? Can you at least entertain the possibility that they lied to you about me? They didn’t like the fact that I stole a scroll and escaped, so they made me out to be some kind of monster. I swear to you, I’ve never killed anyone. I’ve never intentionally harmed anyone. If I’d been the kind of monster they must have told you I was, I’d have been in the depths of Tartarus and I wouldn’t have been able to get into the Stacks to access the Forbidden Texts and escape.”

“How did you die?” I asked.

He seemed surprised by the question. “They didn’t tell you?”

“We were told you wanted to go back to hunt down and kill the man who murdered you,” I said.

“Typical. They probably lied to you about everything. I wasn’t murdered, Jonathan. My wife was sick, and I thought I could save her using my magic. I used all my focus to pull her illness into me and it worked. The problem was that I couldn’t shake off the illness myself. It weakened me too much and I died. I’m trying to get back so I can be with Lucy. I healed her so if I can get back to her, we can live long, healthy lives together. Travel the world. Enjoy life.”

“You were a member of The Golden Dawn,” Kelly said.

“Technically I was a member of Stella Matutina, which was about as close to The Golden Dawn as we had in America, but we were still just a group of magicians.”

“I need to talk to Kelly alone,” I said. “You wait here.”

Winslow nodded. “Very well.”

Kelly and I went inside, all the way back to the bedroom. “We really screwed the pooch,” I said.

“So it would seem. Do you believe him?”

“Yes, I think he’s mostly telling the truth. That means Sharon lied to us. She said he was a powerful sorcerer knowing I’d think that meant he was evil.”

“To be fair, every sorcerer you’ve encountered has been evil.”

“Most of them. A few were just dicks.”

“So what do we do?”

“I think we’ll have to work with him. Get back to Brand and Rayna and see if we can find a way home.”

“What he said about Tartarus,” Kelly said. “Is that true?”

“Hell if I know.”

“You’ve been to the Underworld.”

“I’ve been to California too, but that doesn’t mean I can tell you how to get to Redondo Beach from Sacramento.”

“Would they hide the Forbidden Texts in Tartarus?”

“They’re in the Stacks, but so far as I know, that’s in a pocket dimension.”

“So he could still be lying to us too.”

“I’m sure he’s giving us his spin on things, but I think he’s been more honest than Sharon.”

“Why are you so pissed at her?”

“We don’t have time to go into that.”

“Jonathan, we have nothing but time.”

 

BRAND EASTON

 

The next morning, Priscilla entered the dining car, saw Brand eating breakfast, and approached the table. “May I join you?” she asked.

“Of course,” Brand said and gestured to an open chair. She could have sat in Esther’s seat, but Brand knew Esther wouldn’t appreciate it. He turned to Esther. “Is Edward with her?”

“No,” Esther said. “I’ll let you know if he turns up.”

“Edward is still upset,” Priscilla said. “Based on your inquiry, is it safe to assume your ghost is here with us?”

“Yes,” Brand said. “Esther is sitting across from you. She says hello.”

“I do not,” Esther said.

Brand ignored her. “How are you feeling this morning?”

“Exhausted,” Priscilla said.

The waiter approached the table. “Good morning, Miss Scarlet. The usual?”

“Yes, please.”

The waiter looked at Brand. “Is there anything else I can bring for you, Mr. Easton?”

“I’m good. Thanks.”

“Certainly, sir.”

The waiter moved off, and Brand stared at the table for a moment then picked up a piece of toast. As he buttered it, he said, “So why did Edward get his panties in a twist?”

Priscilla chuckled. “Panties in a twist?” She blushed. “Oh my!”

Brand smirked. “It’s an oldie where I come from,” he said and took a bite of toast.

“It’s certainly a colorful expression. Edward is very territorial. He feels terrible about how he behaved.”

“Better check the price of those wooden nickels,” Esther said.

“It’s all right,” Brand said. “Nobody was hurt.”

“I’m still rather embarrassed by the whole thing,” Priscilla said.

Esther rolled her eyes. “You’re not buying this bridge are you?”

Brand shot Esther a glare then softened his gaze as he turned back to Priscilla. “Really, it’s all right. You’re the only friend I’ve made on this train, so I’m not going to let an innocuous misunderstanding derail things.”

“Pulling out the ten-dollar words,” Esther said. “Why are you trying to impress this dame? She remind you of your mother or something?”

Brand shot Esther another glare.

“Oh my god! She really does remind you of your mother!”

“Esther, why don’t you go outside?”

“Because I don’t want to.”

“Go anyway.”

“You’re just trying to get rid of me.”

“That’s right.”

“Well, I never!” Esther said. She rose and stormed through the wall. She couldn’t go far, but Brand just wanted her to stop distracting him.

Brand nodded. “All right, she won’t be back for a while.”

“Perhaps that’s just as well,” Priscilla said.

The waiter brought a tray over and placed Priscilla’s breakfast on the table. He started to set Edward’s standard meal down too but jumped back when Priscilla slammed a hand on the table.

She opened her eyes wide, clutched her chest, and slipped down the chair a bit.

“Miss Scarlet?” the waiter said.

“Priscilla!” Brand said and moved to keep her from falling.

She blinked her eyes a few times. “I’m so sorry,” she said. “I’m feeling faint.”

“Is there a doctor on board?” Brand asked.

“I don’t need a doctor,” Priscilla said. Her breathing settled back to something near normal, and she shook her head. “But I could use some help getting back to my compartment. I need to rest.”

“I can get someone to assist,” the waiter said.

“It’s all right,” Brand said. “I’ll take her.”

“Very well, sir.”

Brand tossed some cash on the table. He helped Priscilla to her feet. She leaned against him, and he half carried her out of the dining car and back to her compartment.

“I keep embarrassing myself in front of you. I do apologize for the inconvenience.”

“No worries,” Brand said. “Are you sure you don’t need a doctor?”

“I’m positive. I just need to lie down.”

“What’s going on?” Esther asked as she was pulled along fifteen feet behind Brand.

“She’s not feeling well.”

“Or she’s trying to lure you back to her place,” Esther said. “That little vixen.”

Brand slid the compartment door open and helped her to the bed.

The door slammed shut.

Brand spun but didn’t see anything. “Edward? She’s just tired. Don’t get upset.”

“He’s not upset,” Priscilla said.

Esther was pushed back, likely by Edward. “Let me go,” Esther said, confirming it was the other ghost.

Priscilla pulled down the blanket that blocked the back half of her car.

There were bags of herbs spaced around the compartment with lit candles, pentagrams, and other occult symbols. Brand started toward the door, but Priscilla grabbed him in an incredibly strong grip. She slammed him to the floor, and vines sprouted from the rug, encircling Brand’s wrists and ankles. He tried to pull free, but they were too strong.

“You bitch!” Brand said.

She smiled at him. “That’s witch,” she corrected.

 

RAYNA NOBLE

 

Lincoln and Rayna entered Central Park and wandered along the lovely path. Rayna appreciated the trees and flowers. It was an oasis in the center of a dirty city. They approached a park bench near a small brick bridge. A middle-aged man wearing thick glasses, a hat, and a black trench coat sat waiting for them. Rayna thought he looked like a skinny Clark Kent. Behind him stood an empty bench, and Rayna suspected that was why he chose that location. There were quite a few people in the park, and most of the benches were occupied, while other people sat on the grass, eating lunch.

“You sit beside him,” Lincoln said. “I’ll sit behind you.”

Rayna nodded.

The man watched as Rayna approached and sat down next to him. He waited until Lincoln was seated behind them before he spoke. “I’m Thaddeus Milton,” he said.

“Rayna Noble,” Rayna said, giving him a nod. 

Thaddeus wore white gloves and did not offer to shake hands. He kept his hands folded in his lap, and he looked around at the various people in the park with suspicious eyes.

“You seek an introduction to Alpha et Omega,” he said, lowering his voice.

“That’s right,” Rayna said, wishing he’d just name a price and be done with it.

Again he looked around as if spies would be waiting to kill him for speaking to an outsider. “Such an introduction is unusual.”

Rayna forced herself not to sigh. She knew introductions were common. How else would they get members? But she nodded and said, “Of course. And I appreciate you being amenable to making said introduction.”

More looking around. “There is a high price to be paid.”

“Not too high, I hope.”

“Five hundred dollars.” He stared at her as if waiting for her to cough and choke.

Rayna had expected ten times that price even allowing for 1920s values. Was this guy serious, or had she simply misjudged the currency rates? As she knew he expected to haggle, she had to fight to keep from grinning. The guy must be an amateur. “I was thinking more like fifty dollars,” Rayna said.

“This is a waste of my time.”

“Fifty dollars each,” Rayna said.

He shook his head. “I’m sticking my neck out for you, and I don’t even know you.”

“But you know Lincoln.”

Thaddeus adjusted his glasses. “Three hundred.”

“One fifty.”

He bit his lip. “Do you know how risky this is?”

Rayna smiled. “Look at me,” she said.

He looked.

“I’m young and I’m easy on the eyes.”

He nodded. “I can’t argue with that assessment.”

“They’ll thank you for the introduction, Thaddeus.”

He placed a finger on his lips and nodded. “Two hundred.”

“One seventy-five and that’s final.”

“Very well. Make the payment to Lincoln. I can’t be seen taking your money. I’m going to leave now. You two need to wait five minutes before you go.”

Rayna forced herself not to laugh. “Whatever.”

Thaddeus looked around one more time then slid to the end of the bench, rose quickly, and strode across the stone bridge, moving past an old man who looked vaguely familiar. The old man shambled off, and Rayna forgot about him.

Rayna laughed. “Your friend is a character.”

“He takes the Order seriously,” Lincoln said.

“What’s your cut?”

“What do you mean?”

“He’s having me pay you, so I know you get a cut. How much?”

“Twenty percent.”

“Thirty-five dollars.”

“I have bills to pay.”

Rayna wasn’t sure how one hundred seventy-five dollars in 1926 would compare to 2014 money, but she suspected it would be less than a thousand dollars. She had shoes that cost more than that. 

 

KELLY CHAN

 

I wasn’t happy having Henry Winslow staying in our residence. Wow. Here I am saying our residence as if it belonged to us. As if we were a couple. Winslow was an intruder, though. 

Sadek and Tuya brought a few male servants over, and they partitioned off a sleeping area for Winslow. To his credit, he did what he could to give us some privacy. Like the Egyptians, he was under the impression that Jonathan and I were man and wife.

Jonathan slept while I lay awake thinking. Getting home didn’t matter so much to me as long as I was with Jonathan. Wherever he was, that’s where I wanted to be so I could protect him. If Winslow was lying and he tried to hurt Jonathan, I would kill the man. Jonathan seemed to trust him, though, and while I didn’t want to believe Winslow, he did seem to be honest, and what he said made sense.

I turned onto my side and stared at Jonathan while he slept. He was keeping a secret from me and had been keeping that secret for a good six months. Last December he’d changed significantly in a matter of hours. He’d gone from a joking, fun-loving man who could always find a way to make things work to a hardened killer. The change was so sudden, it shocked me. I tried not to think about it, but staring at him in the darkness, I couldn’t help it. 

What had happened to him?

Four months later, we protected Rayna from the Marshall Clan, a group of men from another dimension who killed her family. About the time he started sleeping with Rayna, he shifted back to being able to joke around, but he still had that hard edge. She’d softened him some—humanized him. But that hardness was still coursing through him. I liked that he could joke around again. I liked that he could pretend he was his old self.

I was supposed to be the hardened killer.

Being with Brand was an okay distraction, but just when Brand started to get interesting, we broke up.

I remembered the night he took me home from DGI. I shoved him aside when he tried to help me to bed.

“I can do it,” I said.

“I know you can,” Brand said, “but I’m here for you.”

“I don’t want you here,” I said. I didn’t want anyone there. I was supposed to be completely healed, and I wasn’t supposed to be afraid.

If he saw that fear, he wouldn’t respect me.

“I gave up everything for you,” he said.

And it was true. He’d been a Sekutar warrior. He’d still had years before the residual magic would fade and he’d be a normal man again. But he gave that magic to me.

“That was your choice,” I said.

Brand looked stunned and hurt.

“Well, if that’s the way you see it,” he said.

“It is,” I said, regretting the words even as they left my mouth.

“Well, I guess that’s it, then.” He turned and left me alone.

I could handle being alone. I was always alone.

Brand called me the next morning to apologize even though I was the one who owed him an apology. He forgave me and we didn’t tell anyone about our breakup. We didn’t spend much time together unless Jonathan set something up. So it was easy to slip back into the lonely life I’d led prior to Brand.

I felt like a bitch because Brand gave up being a Sekutar to save me, and I knew he loved me, but I just wasn’t in love with him. He seemed to think I wouldn’t want to be with him now that he was a regular man. The trouble is that I didn’t really want to be with him even when he was a Sekutar, but I’d been so lonely that I took what I could get.

But what I wanted—what I’d always wanted from the moment he saved me—was Jonathan.

I wasn’t sure we could have a real relationship. I wasn’t sure he’d want to be with someone like me. With a little time, I hoped to see if there could be something more there. I felt we were making progress even though I felt bad because he was with Rayna. I just hoped he would see me differently and might soon choose to be with me instead.

But Winslow had to come along and get in the way.

I had half a mind to get up, go to his room, and strangle him in his sleep.

Instead, I got up and pulled on one of those sheath dresses the servants had brought. The dress came to just below my breasts, and I hung my hair to cover myself. My regular clothes were drying.

I slipped out of the residence and wandered the grounds. There were a few guards out, but they didn’t see or hear me. I knew how to carry myself, and my footfalls were so silent, I wouldn’t disturb a rabbit.

In the distance, I saw Ankhesenamun standing under the colonnade leading into the royal palace. She leaned against an adobe railing with her head down.

As I approached, I intentionally made some noise so she’d look up.

“It’s late,” I said. “I see you can’t sleep either.”

She smiled at me, but it was a sad smile. “Please, come over.”

I joined her at the rail.

“You’re dressing like an Egyptian,” she said with approval.

“Yes,” I said. “How is King Tutankhamun?”

She shook her head. “He’s going to die. The gods have willed it.”

“What happens to you if that comes to pass?” I asked.

She stared at the ground. “I will have to choose a husband.”

Women were mostly equal in Egypt but not when it came to rule. When Hatshepsut ruled, things were fine, but she was really coregent with her son. He preferred warring to ruling, but when he took over as pharaoh, he had her name struck from all the records and temple walls. She’d done a lot of building, but as far as Egypt was concerned, she no longer existed. Ankhesenamun would need a husband because she didn’t have a son. Whomever she chose would rule, but she would lend her husband legitimacy through her royal blood, even though the Egyptians hated her father, Akhenaten.

I understood all of that, so I simply nodded. “We spoke of this briefly. Have you given it any thought since then?”

“I have.” She sighed. “I don’t want to marry anyone in the royal court. I’ve seen the way Aye looks at me, but he is an old man and a commoner. I suspect he and Horemheb had something to do with the attack during the race, but I cannot prove it.”

“I was thinking the same thing.”

“If I marry one of them, they will keep me around for a short time then kill me as soon as they feel the people have accepted them. I’m young. I have many years ahead of me. But only if I choose correctly. I’m thinking I should contact Suppiluliumas because he has many sons. If I marry one of them, I would be safe for a time.”

When I looked into her eyes, I saw that she was scared.

“I don’t understand all your customs. Would people accept a foreign king?”

“They will not have a choice. There may be dissent among the royal court, but the people know their place, and when they see that life is good for them, they will not be a problem. Horemheb will not like it at all. He has led campaigns against the Hittites before. He will be furious, so if I do this, he must not find out in advance. He would be a very dangerous enemy.”

“If it comes to that, Jonathan and I will protect you. We are very good at what we do.”

“Your husband’s magic is strong. Even Aye says so, and Aye is not easily impressed. But I do not wish to delay your journey. I know you’re only passing through.”

We hadn’t told her Winslow was our man because it seemed wise to have her believe she was beholden to us. I didn’t expect Tut to live more than a few days, and from that point, it would be seventy days before he would be buried because his body would need to be mummified first, and they’d have a period of mourning. By the end of that seventy days, Ankhesenamun would need to choose a husband. I didn’t think anyone would try to kill her before that because they needed her royal blood.

Seventy days was a long time. Brand and Rayna were expecting us to finish sooner than that, but I couldn’t turn my back on this girl.

“I’ll speak with my husband,” I said. “He’ll see things my way. We will stay to protect you until you are safely married.”

 

 

 

 

 

 

 


CHAPTER THIRTEEN

 

 

JONATHAN SHADE

 

The next morning, I paced the room, thinking about whether or not I should have killed Winslow. Part of me felt I’d missed my golden opportunity. Part of me felt he wasn’t a bad guy at heart. He just wanted to live.

What he said made sense, but by the same token, he was here to gain power and once he had that power, he’d be impossible to defeat. As such, he could easily be tossing out a load of crap to keep me from killing him while I could.

But I kept going back to the idea that Sharon had tricked me.

There was no way home.

Kelly entered the room. “How’s your knee?” she asked.

“It hurts but I can walk on it. Where were you last night? I woke up and you were gone.”

“Talking with Ankhesenamun. Tut is going to die in the next day or two.”

“Well, he did die young. If he wasn’t supposed to die at this point, he would have kicked off soon anyway, so time will even things out.”

“What about Ankhesenamun?”

“What about her?” I asked.

“They’ll force her to marry someone, and they’ll probably kill her.”

“I’m not as up on Egyptian history as you are. Is that how things are supposed to go down?”

Kelly shrugged. “I don’t know but I don’t like that idea. I think we should stay here and protect her until she has a proper husband.”

“You just said they’ll probably kill her at that point. So are you really saying we should stay here and forget about getting back to Brand and Rayna?”

“She’s thinking about lining up a husband from another land. If we can make sure she’s safe until that marriage is secure, it would mean a lot to me.”

“How long would that be?”

“A few months.”

“Brand and Rayna are waiting for us. I feel like we should have already gone to them.”

Kelly gave me a guilty look. “I sort of promised Ankhesenamun that we’d stay here for her until she was married.”

I closed my eyes. “You did what?”

“She’s afraid. Our job is to help people, and Ankhesenamun needs our help.”

“What are you proposing?”

“We can take Ankhesenamun around Egypt and see the land. Then once Tut is entombed and she has a husband in place, we can go.”

“By ‘go’ you mean kill Winslow.”

“Just his aspect. He has two more.”

“You’ve had some time to think. Do you believe him?”

“About Sharon?”

I nodded.

Kelly frowned. “I don’t know what to believe.”

A knock sounded on the wall, and Winslow leaned in. “Sorry to interrupt,” he said. “Are you discussing when you’re going to kill me?”

“More like if,” I said.

“May I offer an alternative?”

“I’m listening.”

“I can go forward to my next aspect as soon as I can use the tablets. I can take you with me. That way, you won’t have to kill me.”

“And we should trust you why?” Kelly asked.

“I’m trusting you right now,” he said. “You could kill me at any moment and move forward in time, but you haven’t done that. Deep down you know I’m telling the truth.”

“And you think you can get us back to our time using the tablets?”

“No. But I can keep you young while you work out a way to get home.”

“How long will it take you to work out how to use the tablets?” I asked.

Winslow shrugged. “Hard to say. It’s complicated but I hope to be able to translate enough to make a go of it within a week or two. Of course, it might take months. I wish I could give you a better answer, but it’s very draining to work on it because it draws power from me as I study it. I need to draw from it instead.”

“What do you know about this time period?” I asked. “Do you know what happens after King Tut dies?”

“I have no clue. I remember all the fuss when they uncovered his tomb. Howard Carter was quite the celebrity for a few years. But I don’t know anything about what happened to Tutankhamun or his wife.”

“I trust you overheard our conversation?”

“Most of it. Sorry. Voices carry in here.”

“Then you know my dilemma.”

“I do. You have a choice to make, Jonathan. Do you want to kill me now?”

“I don’t want to kill anyone, but technically you’re already dead.”

He grabbed my hand and pulled it to his chest. “Really?” he asked.

I could feel his heart beating.

“You died in 1926.”

“And I’m alive right now. Is my life forfeit so you can go kill me again?”

“It’s not like that.”

“It would be murder, Jonathan. I’ve done nothing to you, and you’re talking about ending my life.”

I turned away from him. “Damn it,” I said. “This whole situation sucks ass.”

Winslow put a hand on my arm and pulled so I’d turn around. “You have a gun,” he said. “Take it out and put a bullet in my head right now.”

“No.”

“If you’re going to kill me, just get it over with already.”

“No!” I said.

“You want me to do it?” Kelly asked.

“No,” I said.

“Good because I think we should help Ankhesenamun.”

I sat down on the bed. “Fine. Whatever. We can help her.” I looked at Winslow. “You can see if you can translate the tablets, but if you try to leave here without us . . .”

He smiled, clearly amused. “I can’t leave here without you. Charon linked you to me. I could feel that pull the moment you arrived here. That’s why I came to Thebes. If I leave here, you’ll be pulled forward too. So you needn’t worry about me leaving you stranded.”

“So what do we do now?” I asked.

Kelly looked at the floor. “We wait for Tutankhamun to die.”

***

The next day, King Tutankhamun released his final breath and moved into the afterlife.

***

The mourning began.

The women in the palace tore their hair and clothes in grief, and they tossed sand on their heads. And I mean they tore their hair in a literal sense. Some of these women actually yanked out tufts.

For the next few days, Tut’s body remained in the palace. A steady stream of mourners went in to view it. Kelly and I were admitted because Ankhesenamun insisted. She joined us in the bedchamber.

She stared at her husband for a time then cast her eyes to the floor.

“I miss you, my love,” she said.

“We’re very sorry for your loss,” Kelly said. “Tutankhamun was a great king.”

“To speak the name of the dead gives them life in memory,” Ankhesenamun said.

“People will be speaking Tutankhamun’s name thousands of years from now,” I said. “He will never be forgotten.”

“Thank you.”

“Is there anything we can do for you?” Kelly asked.

“I have hired a man to weave fresh linens for my husband’s mummy. I want him to have new wrappings.”

Kelly nodded and for my benefit, she said, “As I understand it, mummies are normally wrapped in the bed linens their families tear into strips so the deceased can go into the afterlife with something familiar.”

Ankhesenamun nodded. “That will not be the case for my beloved Tutankhamun.” She turned to me. “I fear that the embalmers may damage or destroy my husband’s body, and he will need it in the afterlife. Would you be willing to oversee the mummification?”

“Uh,” I said, trying to think of a way to respond.

“I will command the Men of Anubis to allow you to witness the mummification. As you are a foreigner and won’t be using their knowledge, they will permit it. I have many duties to which I must attend, and I would be grateful if you would do me this courtesy.”

How could I say no to her? Answer: I couldn’t.

***

I don’t know how much of a stink the embalmers made, but the queen would not be denied, and a few days later, I found myself in a tent on a hill with three men who were there to mummify their king. They were known as the Men of Anubis. One of them was a priest, and he wore a big black jackal mask as if he were Anubis himself.

The process fascinated me. I’d never witnessed a mummification before. I did my best to stay out of the way. I knew the family of embalmers didn’t want me there, so I didn’t want to further upset them.

They positioned Tut’s body on a wooden embalmer’s board, and they had several boards running perpendicular beneath his corpse like railroad ties.

First, a man entered the tent and drew a red line about two and a half inches long on the left side of Tut’s stomach.

“Slitter,” the Anubis priest said.

A young man holding an obsidian knife stepped forward. He moved with gentle precision and sliced open Tut’s stomach with a quick incision that matched the red line the previous priest had drawn.

Four stone jars stood on a small table, and the lids were painted to look like Tut’s face, including his crown right down to the cobra jutting from the front. I’d seen a documentary about mummies on cable a few months before, but in the show, the canopic jars had lids shaped like a falcon, ape, human, and jackal. They were the four sons of Horus. Tut got his own likeness for his canopic jars, though. I didn’t ask why.

The priest removed Tut’s spleen, speaking prayers so softly as he worked that I could not make out the words. He pulled out all twenty-two feet of intestines, the kidneys, and the liver, which was a lot bigger than I expected. They put each organ in a separate jar. As Egyptians believed they thought with their hearts, the priest did not remove Tut’s heart but left it in place. Tut would need to be able to think in the afterlife. The priest filled the stomach cavity with packets of natron, which was like a blend of baking powder and table salt. It would help to dry out the body. Another priest put some incense into the stomach cavity too. Myrrh. 

The next step was to remove the brain.

The priest took a long iron rod with a hook on it. He pushed it up through Tut’s nose, broke through the bone behind the eyes with a squick sound, and twirled the rod around like a whisk to break up and liquefy the brain. Again, they believed the heart was the location for thought, so the brain had no purpose.

They flipped Tut’s body over and let his brain drain out through the nostrils. I’ll spare you the details, but watching it made my stomach turn a couple of flips.

They rolled him over again. Now the priest wrapped the rod with clean linen and inserted it into the nostril. He pushed it in, moved it about, and pulled it out. Needless to say, the linen came out soaked in blood and brain matter. The priest swapped the dirty linen for clean and repeated the process until he could insert clean linen and have it come out white.

They poured a resin mix into Tut’s nose, which would solidify and help keep any bacteria from having a field day. Next they scooted Tut’s body up a bit so his head hung off the board and his chin aimed at the roof. The priest poured still more resin into Tut’s nose. After that, he shoved some frankincense into the skull, probably to help with the smell.

The final step for the first day was to bring in massive amounts of natron. They put some beneath the corpse then buried the body in natron. They must have used six hundred pounds of it.

“We shall leave him in the place of cleansing for thirty-five days,” said the priest.

I was impressed with myself because I didn’t toss my cookies during the entire procedure.

 

BRAND EASTON

 

Brand wanted to kick himself for trusting Priscilla, but he couldn’t because the weird plants growing out of the train’s floor held him securely in place. Priscilla danced around him, sprinkling dust and chanting some sort of spell. That didn’t bother him so much. She wore a gray dress with white ruffles at the sleeves and collar.

“Well, at least you’re not naked,” Brand said.

She ignored him and kept chanting.

He didn’t know whether or not Edward was present because he wasn’t touching the pocket watch, but he also couldn’t see Esther.

“Esther!” Brand said.

“She’s indisposed,” Priscilla said.

Priscilla sprinkled one more batch of dust on Brand.

She knelt beside him. “I’m really sorry to do this to you, but we need your body.”

“If I had a dollar for every time a woman told me that,” Brand said with a grin.

“For someone who’s trapped, you don’t seem particularly fearful.”

Brand glared at her. “You might think about that.”

“You simply don’t know how powerful I am.”

“But, Grandma, I was nice to you,” Brand said.

“I’ll be nice to you too. This will be over quickly.”

“Let me guess. You want to put Edward’s spirit in my body so you two can have wild monkey sex.”

“There’s much more to it than merely sex but yes. You’re going to go to sleep, and Edward will be guiding the buggy, as it were.”

“Good luck with that,” Brand said. “I’m not that easy to vanquish.”

“The spell will work its magic, and you’ll go to sleep. Then Edward will take over.”

“Lady, you’ve snapped so far from reality that I don’t even know what to say to you.”

“Flattery will get you nowhere,” she said.

Brand tried again to pull free of the vines, but they were too strong. He figured his best bet was to allow Edward to try to possess him. Then he’d simply pretend to be Edward, and Priscilla would set him free. A solid right cross would solve his dilemma. Except now he noted another little problem. He was getting sleepy. Very sleepy.

“Well, shit,” Brand said right before everything went dark.

 

RAYNA NOBLE

 

Rayna moved along a row of books in the library. She wanted to know more about what she might encounter at the Alpha et Omega meeting. Would Winslow be there? Did she need to seem knowledgeable about the occult? She scanned the titles in the section she considered to be pseudoscience at best: Occult Chemistry by Annie Besant and C. L. Leadbeater, The Occult World by Alfred Percy Sinnett, A Dweller on Two Planets by Phylos the Thibetan as told to Frederick S. Oliver.

She started to pull the Oliver book off the shelf when a young man pushed it back into the row. “You don’t want that one. Silliness about Atlantis.”

Rayna turned to face the man. He stood nearly six feet tall but seemed taller because he was slender and wore a suit with thin vertical stripes. His dark hair was slicked back, and his mustache looked so thin, it might have been drawn on with a pen.

“Perhaps I want to read about Atlantis,” Rayna said.

The man gave her a small shake of his head. “Not in that book. Stick with Timaeus and Critias by Plato.”

“While I appreciate the advice of strange men, I rarely take it.”

“Am I a strange man?” he asked.

“You’re a stranger to me.”

“Then please allow me to introduce myself. I am Carlton J. Penick.”

“I’ve never heard of you.”

“I would be surprised if you had. May I inquire as to your name?”

“My name is Rayna.”

“No last name?”

“I gave it up for Lent.”

He smiled. “As Easter is long past and you don’t strike me as a Christian, I’ll take that as you telling me it’s none of my damn business.”

“I don’t strike you as a Christian?” Rayna asked.

“You wouldn’t be haunting the occult section if you were.”

“Know thy enemy?”

“I think not. As it happens, I am well versed in all things Atlantis, so if you have any questions, I would be delighted to answer them for you.”

“I’m not sure I believe in Atlantis,” Rayna said.

“I didn’t say I was a believer, simply that I have accumulated a great deal of knowledge about the subject.”

“I don’t really want to know about Atlantis,” she said and began scanning titles again, running her forefinger across the spines of the books.

Carlton placed a hand on hers, stopping her on a book titled All about the Occult Arts by Carlton J. Penick.

Rayna looked at Carlton. “Why, Mr. Penick, this can’t be a coincidence.”

He met her gaze with confidence and just the hint of a suggestive smile. “As I said, I have accumulated a great deal of knowledge.”

“So you stalk women in libraries in hopes of impressing them?”

“I detect a dismissive attitude.”

“Then you’re very perceptive. Have a nice day, Mr. Penick.”

“You, too, Ms. Noble.”

He turned and walked toward the exit.

“Wait. I didn’t tell you my last name,” Rayna said.

He held up a hand and waved back to her but did not turn around. She considered going after him but frowned and pulled his book off the shelf instead. She flipped it open to the introduction and began reading about how Carlton Penick was a Freemason who graduated to other groups as his knowledge grew, and he was seeking the source of magic in the world.

She closed the book and looked at the front cover. There wasn’t a dust jacket. The cloth had been stamped with the Eye of Horus. She carried the book over to a table, sat down, and began reading.

  

 

 

 

 

 

 


CHAPTER FOURTEEN

 

 

JONATHAN SHADE

 

Kelly, Winslow, and I walked along the east bank of the Nile. The river flowed north, and we walked with it. I kept an eye out for crocodiles but didn’t see any. A few boats drifted past. The sun beat down on us, so I took off my shirt and tucked it into the waist of my jeans next to my Glock. I’d left my shoulder holster in the room.

Kelly spoke first. “Ankhesenamun wants to send a letter to a Hittite king named Suppiluliumas to have him send a prince for her to marry.”

“Why would she do that?” Winslow asked. “The Hittites are enemies of the Egyptians.”

“She doesn’t want to marry a servant, and there isn’t a male heir,” Kelly said.

Winslow shook his head. “She should just marry someone from the royal court.”

“She has a lot of choices,” I said. “Aye is old enough to be her grandfather. Horemheb is an asshole. I haven’t met anyone else here who could be a king.”

“She should marry Horemheb,” Winslow said. “He’ll be out fighting battles, and she can do what she pleases.”

“It’s not that simple,” Kelly said. “I think that Aye or Horemheb, or maybe even both of them, are responsible for Tut’s death. Think about it. Tut took the throne at the age of eight, so odds are Aye basically ran the country. Now that Tut is old enough to rule, Aye regrets losing the power, so he wants to kill Tut before there’s a male heir.”

“That would be motive,” I said. “He and Horemheb seem close, so I suspect them both.”

“I don’t think they’ll kill her at this point. They need to marry her to be legitimate kings, but just to be safe, we need to keep an eye on things. If she sends a letter and the Hittite king sends a prince, we’ll want to see about protecting him too.”

“If Supper Guy--”

“Suppiluliumas,” Kelly said.

“Yeah, Supper Guy. If you think I’m going to try to pronounce that, you’re crazy as a shithouse rat.”

“You didn’t even try.”

“I know my limitations. So if Supper Guy sends a prince, don’t you think he’ll have bodyguards and an entourage?”

“Of course.”

“So they can look after him.”

Kelly shook her head. “I don’t trust Aye and Horemheb.”

“One or the other or both might be innocent of wrongdoing,” Winslow said. “Some people make snap judgments without having all the facts, after all.”

“Hey, I didn’t kill you,” I said.

“For which I thank you,” he said. “But don’t you think the vizier and the general deserve the benefit of the doubt?”

“Well, I’m doubting their benefit,” I said. “Does that count?”

***

The next week was uneventful. Ankhesenamun sent a messenger to the Hittite king, Supper Guy. I mean, really, what kind of name is Suppiluliumas? It’s like his parents had extra letters they wanted to just toss in there because they bought them at a bargain sale. I started calling him Sup. Kelly didn’t even smile when I mentioned that if I ever met the guy, my first words would be, “’Sup, Sup?”

She just rolled her eyes, so I kept saying it all day long.

I didn’t see Aye much that week. He was busy setting up a small tomb for Tut in the Valley of the Kings on the west bank of the Nile. Normally kings built their tombs to be massive affairs, but as Tut died so young, they had to make do with what they could. Aye supervised the painting of the tomb walls. I remembered seeing images of the walls when I was a kid, and I recognized a lot of the furniture the servants set aside for transport to the tomb. Tut was to use all of it in the afterlife. I didn’t want to tell them that a guy named Howard Carter would find the tomb in 1922 and that the gold masks, chairs, cool compound bows, chariot, and everything else would find its way into a museum, or that I’d see it when I was little kid.

Steve Martin’s “King Tut” was stuck in my head, but I didn’t sing it to anyone this time.

Ankhesenamun was in mourning, and while I didn’t see much of her, Kelly did. I asked if she wrote it down in the notebook she had in her pack, but she shook her head.

“That’s all between her and me. When I die, I know you’ll read those notebooks, or someone else will, and I won’t betray her confidence.”

So the days were pretty much the standard: get up early, wish I could jump to the twenties to see Rayna, then talk to Kelly or Winslow, who seemed to genuinely care about how Ankhesenamun felt.

“I’ve lost loved ones,” he said. “My heart goes out to her.”

I also caught him doing small kindnesses for people when he didn’t know I was looking. As he and I grew up in the States, even though we were in different centuries, we couldn’t wrap our minds around the way the poor expected to stay poor. It was their place, so while a little boy accepted a piece of bread one morning, the same boy refused to accept a piece of gold.

Winslow didn’t speak the language, so he kept offering the gold and the little boy kept pushing it away. Winslow looked confused.

I came up behind him. “The boy says gold is for the wealthy.”

Winslow turned to me. “Oh, you startled me. Can you tell him I want him to have it?”

“He won’t take it. You have to remember, they don’t have money here. Everything is done on a barter system. Gold doesn’t have any value to him as it’s something only the wealthy have.”

“If they’re wealthy, they have money,” Winslow said.

I shook my head. “They have property, they have privilege, they don’t have to work the shit jobs, they have better food. Except for that sand-filled bread.”

“So the poor don’t aspire to change their station in life at all?”

“Near as I can tell, they believe in order. The rich are supposed to be rich, and the poor are supposed to be poor. It’s always been that way, and they don’t want to upset the balance. To change that would offend the gods.”

Winslow shook his head.

“We grew up in different times,” I said. “And different lands. How are things going with the tablets?”

He shrugged. “So far the magic eludes me. The tablets are written in Atlantean, and they’re very difficult to translate.”

We chatted about other things as we wandered around.

Egypt was amazing. There were so many beautiful things to see. The craftsmanship amazed me. We saw giant obelisks, massive buildings, and the stylized Egyptian art. Some days Ankhesenamun walked with us. We saw temples that took my breath away. The colors continued to astonish me. They were so rich and vibrant. So often pictures made Egypt seem like a monochrome place, but the ancient world was full of color.

The days rolled by until an emissary finally arrived from the Hittites.

***

Ankhesenamun agreed to meet the emissary, but she wanted Kelly and me to be present. Aye was on the west bank, working with the crew on Tut’s tomb. Horemheb attended the meeting, though, and this was the first he learned about the letter.

Ankhesenamun’s letter went something like this:

 

My husband has died. I have no sons. They say you have many sons. Send me one of your sons. I will marry him and make him king of Egypt. Never will I marry a servant of mine.

I am afraid.

 

Horemheb led the emissary into the meeting hall. This surprised me as there were hundreds of functionaries who could have done this. 

I estimated around fifty people in the hall between the bodyguards, standard bearers, court officials, and various royal personages. Kelly and I stood with the bodyguards.

Horemheb led the emissary to the edge of the dais where Ankhesenamun sat. “I present Khattusa-zita, emissary from Suppiluliumas,” he said.

Khattusa-zita was a short man who bowed deeply and had a deep intelligence shining in his eyes. I suppose working as an ambassador, he had to find ways to keep from getting killed, and being smart and respectful probably added many years to his life.

Horemheb stepped back to watch and listen with the rest of us.

“You may speak,” Ankhesenamun said.

“Please forgive me,” Khattusa-zita said.

“You have done nothing for which we need to forgive you. I trust you have a message from King Suppiluliumas?”

“Yes. He wants me to verify the story in your letter.”

Ankhesenamun nodded. I knew from something Kelly had said that she expected this. She and Sup were enemies, so such a strange request was unlikely to be taken at face value.

“Every word is true,” Ankhesenamun said. “You may tell Suppiluliumas that I do not have a son. As he has many, if he will send one, I shall marry the prince, who will become the king of Egypt. There is no hidden agenda. I simply do not wish to marry a commoner. I shall send an envoy back with you to verify that this is true. Time is short. My husband will be buried in less than fifty-six days. The prince must reach me here in Thebes before then.”

***

“This is an outrage,” Horemheb said once the meeting was over. “The Hittites are our sworn enemies! We should crush them, not invite them to rule over us.”

“Clearly, I disagree,” Ankhesenamun said. “You always counseled my husband wisely, General. You won many battles, and I have the utmost respect for you and your abilities. But if you would take a moment to look around, you will see there is no royal male for me to marry here. I will not defile Egypt by marrying a servant. It will not happen.”

“Better a member of the royal court than a foreign enemy,” Horemheb said.

“And who would you suggest?”

“Your best choices would be either Aye or myself. The vizier ran Egypt after your father died. He restored the old gods. The people will accept him before they will accept a foreign dog. If you were to marry me, you’d have the strength of the army with you. Either of us is preferable.”

“It is not your choice, General. Your army could not protect my husband from a lone assassin.”

“The king died because of them,” Horemheb said, pointing at Kelly and me. “If that foreign visitor could have handled a chariot, our king would still be alive.”

Ankhesenamun shook her head. “I was there, General. I saw what happened. The spear cast from a window went through the spokes of my husband’s chariot. Yes, they crashed into Tutankhamun’s chariot, as did Ammon. But they did not hit my husband as he’d been thrown clear. If I thought any of them had anything to do with the attack, I would have them all executed.”

“I can still arrange that,” Horemheb said.

“It is not your place. They are friends to Egypt. They are friends to me in my time of mourning.”

“They were supposed to be just passing through.”

“I invited them to stay. You will abide by my wishes, General. I am the regent, and do not forget that royal blood flows through my veins.”

Horemheb fumed but rather than continue the argument, he spun and stormed out of the hall.

Ankhesenamun turned to us.

“Jonathan, Kelly, I would speak with you.”

We bowed and approached the dais.

“I have asked much of you already, but I would ask one more favor. Will you go with the emissary Khattusa-zita and see to it that if Suppiluliumas agrees to provide one of his sons, that the prince arrives here safely?”

There was no way we could refuse the queen of Egypt. While it was phrased as a request, we knew better. She felt she was safe until Tut was ensconced in his tomb. She had trusted bodyguards and royal servants to protect her. After Horemheb’s outburst, she feared for the safety of the prince.

It didn’t matter that the prince would have bodyguards, servants, and his own entourage. Ankhesenamun had seen us in action. She’d seen Kelly take down ten men in as many seconds, and she’d seen me call forth my thunder when I shot a royal magician.

Kelly and I bowed.

“We would be honored,” I said.

“Then it is settled. You will leave in the morning.”

 

BRAND EASTON

 

When Brand next opened his eyes, he was still in Priscilla’s compartment, but he was no longer fastened to the floor by vines. Instead, he found himself in her bed. Paralyzed.

He tried to speak but couldn’t.

He blinked and found that he could at least shift his eyes around, but he couldn’t turn his head. For the first time since being enrolled in the Sekutar program, Brand Easton felt true fear. It clutched his stomach and twisted.

His heart thundered.

He struggled to move but couldn’t even twitch his toes. His breath came in shallow gasps.

Priscilla came into view and smiled. “Oh, good. You’re awake.”

She gazed into his eyes.

“No witty remarks? Oh, that’s right. You can’t speak. You can’t move. I’ve allowed enough leeway for you to breathe, but that’s about it. You already know what I’m going to do to you, of course.”

Brand couldn’t reply so he simply stared at her.

“You can struggle all you want, but it will do you no good, so you may as well submit when Edward enters your body.”

Priscilla moved out of his view, but she kept speaking.

“The ritual will begin precisely at midnight,” she said. She moved back into view and held up Edward’s pocket watch. “And I shall time it with this.”

She laughed and looked to her left. “Oh, Edward, you amuse me so.”

Brand couldn’t see Edward, and for that he was thankful.

“Oh, I’m being rude,” Priscilla said. “You can’t hear or see Edward without this.”

She placed the pocket watch on Brand’s chest. Edward flashed into view, standing beside Priscilla. He was smiling.

“I can’t wait to take physical form again at long last,” Edward said.

“If you’re wondering about your ghost friend,” Priscilla said, “she’s learned that my power is strong with spirits too. I can’t hold her forever, but if you could turn your head to look behind you, you’d see that she’s bound and gagged. My Book of Shadows is full of so many great spells.”

Brand had never felt so helpless.

“Oh, it’s nearly time,” Priscilla said. “Get ready, my love.”

“I’m ready,” Edward said as he climbed on top of Brand. As he was a ghost, Brand couldn’t feel him, but having Edward gaze directly into his eyes from mere inches away was unnerving. “How about you, Brand? Are you ready? Speak now or forever hold your peace.”

Priscilla laughed again. Edward gave her a smile. They looked at the watch. Edward waited until the second hand swept up to twelve.

Midnight.

Edward entered Brand’s body.

Priscilla chanted her spell.

Brand felt Edward’s presence.

He tried again to fight back.

“I think not,” Edward said but Brand’s lips moved to speak the words, and Brand’s vocal cords delivered the sounds.

Edward sat up.

“Did it work?” Priscilla asked.

Edward pulled her close and kissed her on the lips. “Yes, my love. Your magic is so strong, Brand had no fight in him at all. I am in total control.”

 

RAYNA NOBLE

 

Thaddeus Milton’s car pulled up in front of the Pinkerton’s National Detective Agency. Lincoln stood in the rain, holding an umbrella over himself and Rayna, and he kept her covered as he opened the car door.

“Ladies first,” he said.

Rayna slid into the car. Lincoln sat down and tucked the umbrella away on the floorboard before closing the door.

Thaddeus sat in the front seat with his driver, an elderly, nondescript man clad in a chauffer’s outfit complete with cap. Thaddeus wore his standard black suit with white gloves. He looked over the seat at his new passengers.

“You’ll need to don these,” he said and passed two black linen hoods to Lincoln and Rayna.

“You’re kidding, right?” Rayna said looking at the hood.

“Secrecy is of paramount importance,” Thaddeus said. “Unless you’re a member of the Mystery School, you cannot be allowed to know its location.”

“Best to play along,” Lincoln said and pulled the hood over his head.

Rayna frowned. She’d spent an hour fixing her hair and didn’t want to ruin it with a stupid hood, but she knew Thaddeus wouldn’t let his driver put the car in motion until she donned the damn thing. She sighed and pulled it on, trying not to mess up her hair too much.

She couldn’t see a thing in the hood.

“Very good. All right, Lester, take us to the temple.”

Rayna felt the car lurch forward, and she could tell when they were turning or slowing or stopping. Based on the number of turns, she knew they were taking a roundabout way to the temple.

Twenty minutes later, the car swerved to the curb and stopped. Rayna knew they were at the temple because Lester shut off the engine.

“Please leave the hoods in place,” Thaddeus said. “Lester and I will lead you inside.”

Rayna shook her head. It wasn’t as if she’d recognize the neighborhood, though it was possible Lincoln might. Lester opened her door and helped her out of the car, keeping an umbrella over her.

“This way, ma’am,” he said in a low voice. She heard the patter of raindrops on the silk umbrella. He touched her elbow and guided her, warning her to step over a puddle of water and up for the curb then up again for the stairs leading to the entrance.

When they were finally inside, Thaddeus said, “You may remove your hoods now.”

Rayna carefully removed her hood and patted her hair, wishing she had access to a mirror. She heard classical music playing deeper in the building. 

Lincoln’s jacket was wet as Thaddeus had not used the umbrella to keep them dry. She thanked Lester for keeping her free of the rain.

“My pleasure, ma’am.” He looked at Thaddeus. “I shall wait in the car.”

“Very good. Thank you, Lester.”

The foyer had a number of racks loaded with coats. Lincoln and Rayna shrugged out of their jackets and draped them over others on one of the racks. Thaddeus folded his coat and slung it over a banister that guarded a stairwell to the second floor. He opened a small closet and pulled out one black robe and two white robes.

“You’ll need these,” Thaddeus said, handing each of them a silver mask and a white robe. Thaddeus fastened a gold mask over his own face before putting on his hooded black robe.

“It must be Halloween,” Rayna said as she put the mask and robe on. Lincoln nodded and did the same.

“Follow me,” Thaddeus said.

He led them down a hall to a grand room filled with people clad in black robes. Here the music was much louder. The members all wore golden masks. On a dais in the center of the room, a man and woman, nude except for their masks, performed a sex act for the crowd, and on the far side of the room stood a man in a red hooded robe and a black mask.

“And wait here,” Thaddeus said as they entered the grand ballroom.

Rayna and Lincoln exchanged glances while Thaddeus crossed the room to speak with the man in red. Thaddeus bowed to the man and moved back over to where Rayna and Lincoln waited.

“The Master will see you,” Thaddeus said to Rayna. He shook his head at Lincoln. “But you need to wait here. There’s a chair in the corner.”

“That’s fine,” Lincoln said. “As long as I have a nice view of the woman on stage, I’ll be happy to wait.”

Rayna followed Thaddeus around the crowd of robed people. Some were male; some were female. All were watching the spectacle on the dais, and she noticed that some of the audience had their hands in one another’s robes.

Thaddeus led her to the Master in red. “Master,” he said, “I present Miss Rayna Noble, a seeker of truth and a holder of beauty.”

As he spoke the words, Thaddeus bowed and backed away to give them privacy. He moved over to join the crowd watching the couple have sex. Rayna wouldn’t call it making love as it was an animalistic thing with heavy grunting.

“Do you seek to join the temple, Miss Noble?” the Master asked.

“No,” Rayna said. “I came here looking for information.”

The Master nodded. “As it happens, I have accumulated a great deal of knowledge on a wide variety of subjects from Atlantis to the Akashic Records.”

Rayna smiled under her mask. “Mr. Penick, I presume.”

“You may call me Carlton,” he said.

“I guess Thaddeus told you my name.”

“Oh, another mystery shredded and tossed on the wind.”

“Right. I read some of your book.”

“Some?”

“It’s a long book, and the library was closing.”

“I do hope you’ll go back to read the rest.”

“Perhaps.”

“You seek information. Can you be more specific?”

She considered walking around the subject a bit, but the music was loud and the grunts behind her were distracting. “I’m looking for a man named Henry Winslow.”

“What a shame,” Carlton said.

“What do you mean?”

“I was hoping you were looking for me.”

“Sorry to disappoint you.”

“Turn around,” he said.

“Why?”

“They’re about to climax together,” Carlton said.

“I don’t consider sex to be a spectator sport,” Rayna said.

“Perhaps you’re doing it wrong. Observe.” He placed his hands on her shoulders and turned her to face the couple on the dais. Their bodies writhed and their fingers clutched one another. “See how they rise and fall as one? This is the holy union. The ultimate sacrifice. The little deaths that only two can share.”

Rayna thought the guy needed to get out more.

“And they fall to the floor, spent, having given all of themselves to one another. There is no more intimate act on the physical plane where both partners live.”

“What does that mean?” Rayna asked.

“It is so beautiful,” Carlton said as if he hadn’t heard her question. “So very beautiful.” He sounded wistful.

“Okay,” Rayna, said turning back to face him. “Do you know Henry Winslow?”

He sighed. “I did know him. I’m sorry to say he’s passed on to another plane of existence, shuffled off this mortal coil.”

“Pushing up daisies, kicked the bucket, yada yada yada,” Rayna said. “Only you and I both know he’s back.”

“Do you wish to join our temple? Become an initiate?”

“I already answered that question. Sidestepping 101. You could be a politician.”

“I am a politician, though this is the only office I care to hold. Do you wish to be an initiate?”

“How many times do I have to answer that question?”

“At least once more.”

“Right. Does it involve having sex in front of all these people? Because if so, I’m going to have to pass.”

“I’ve seen what lies behind that mask, Miss Noble. You have no reason to be modest. You are one of the loveliest women in the temple.”

“The Thoth Hermes Temple,” Rayna said.

“Number nine,” Carlton said.

“Weren’t Thoth and Hermes the same deity?”

“Different names, Egyptian and Greek, and the answer is yes. Different aspects of the same god, but a god by any other name wouldn’t be as sweet.”

“Shakespeare said it better. So why the redundant temple name?”

“To be honest, the temple was founded in 1897 by Lockwood and Whitty, so I’m not the one who chose the name.”

“Of course not. You’d have chosen the name Carlton J. Penick’s Sex Palace.”

“How droll.”

“Are you going to tell me about Winslow?”

“Perhaps another time. Will you reconsider your answer and agree to be initiated? If so, I will join with you in front of my brothers and sisters. It’s a truly great honor.”

Rayna laughed. “For you. I think I’ll pass.”

“Then you may never find the answers you seek.”

“Nice try,” she said. “You get points for showmanship, but I’m not big on PDAs.”

“What are PDAs?”

“Public displays of affection.”

Carlton nodded. “Thaddeus will show you the way out.”

He motioned to Thaddeus, and the man hurried over.

“Yes, Master?” Thaddeus said.

“Miss Noble doesn’t meet the requirements for initiation at this time. Please see to it that she and her friend get home safely.”

“Yes, Master.”

“Once you’ve seen to that task, I want you to return. We have something to discuss, you and I.”

“Of course, Master.” Thaddeus sounded nervous. He took hold of Rayna’s arm. “It’s time to go.”

“This was a waste of my time,” Rayna said, “but I guess Lincoln will be happy thanks to the peep show.”

 

 

 

 

 

 


CHAPTER FIFTEEN

 

 

JONATHAN SHADE

 

The next morning, a man named Hani joined us as Khattusa-zita, Kelly, and I boarded a cedar wood barge on the Nile. Khattusa-zita was glad we were going with him and was happy to answer questions. He told us that the cedar was imported from Lebanon because wood was so scarce in Egypt. Oarsmen were already in place, though I suspected we’d let the slow current carry us most of the way.

Hani approached me. “I am the envoy for the queen. You will not speak to the Hittite king. That is my duty. You will not speak to me. That is my choice.”

I just gave him a nod.

While Hani and the servants loaded provisions, I watched an eagle soar through the sky. The great bird did a quick nosedive into the water of the Nile and shot skyward again with a fish in its talons. One of the oarsmen watched too. He whispered to the guy on his left that it was a sign.

The sand along the bank was black, and the pungent smell of water and fish assaulted me. The Nile was a huge river. I knew it was the longest river in the world, and I knew we’d see plenty of crocodiles along the banks. Beyond that, I didn’t know what to expect.

I saw a few fishermen on papyrus rafts off in the distance, their skin browned by the sun.

“May Hapi be with you,” a servant said as he placed a basket of bread near me. It took me a moment to realize that Hapi was a god. At first I thought the translation was skewed and the guy was either telling me to be happy or he was trying to say, “May the Force be with you,” thousands of years before George Lucas was born.

“Thanks,” I said because I wasn’t sure how to respond.

Before too long, we cast off from the shore and began the long journey down the Nile. Hani stood near the bow as far away from everyone as he could get. The man didn’t like conversing with anyone, and as his face seemed stuck in a permanent scowl, I figured we’d just avoid him as much as we could on a barge.

Kelly sat on the starboard side, clenching and unclenching her fist. She stared at her hand when she opened it; then she shook it a bit.

“You all right?” I asked, taking a seat beside her.

“I’m still lacking some feeling in my right hand,” she said. “Nothing to worry about but it’s annoying.”

I took her hand and began massaging it.

She stared at my thumbs as I worked, trying to knead the feelings back into the nerves. The wizards had removed the pain receptors, but she was supposed to be able to feel other sensations so she’d know how tightly to grip a sword or how much pressure to apply to a carotid artery to knock someone out.

“Are you sure it’s wise to leave Winslow here?” she asked.

“No,” I said. “But he’s right that if he decides to pull a Houdini, we’ll be pulled along with him. Well, you will, so if you feel a pull like that, you’d better grab me.”

“You trust him a lot more than I do.”

I laughed while I rubbed her hand, applying good pressure. Her hands, while deadly, were also soft with the exception of calluses on her knuckles. I had similar calluses, of course. Years of martial arts had built them up. “I trust everyone more than you do.”

She tilted her head, as if considering that, then grinned. “You act as if I don’t trust anyone.”

“Who do you trust?” I asked.

She met my gaze. “I trust you.”

I realized that I was now simply holding her hand. It felt more intimate, especially with those words echoing in my head and her brown eyes staring into my own. “Yes, well, I . . . uh,” I said and let go of her hand. “Maybe I should check on Khattusa-zita.”

She took hold of my hand, and when I started to rise, she shook her head as she pulled me back down. “He’s fine. He’s watching the water and making sure the oarsmen are ready should they be needed.”

I didn’t know why I was so nervous. I’d known Kelly for years. We’d fought together. We’d saved each other’s lives. Granted, she’d saved mine a lot more than I’d ever saved hers, but we were friends and business partners and allies. I felt as if I were trying to swallow a frog.

I looked across the river, and Kelly pulled gently on my hand to get my attention.

“Keep massaging,” she said. “It feels good.”

Well, it gave me something to do. I found that I wasn’t putting much pressure on her fingers now. It was more like a caress. I didn’t want to meet her gaze, so I looked at her mouth. Her lips were slender but inviting, so I looked at her chin. I took a deep breath.

“Are you okay?” she asked. Her voice was gentle.

I looked into her eyes again and nodded. I wanted to lean forward and kiss her, but my heart beat too fast. Did I want to risk crossing that bridge? Once crossed, things would never be the same. I opened my mouth to speak but couldn’t find the words, so I turned away. I felt guilty, as if I were a jerk trying to cheat on Rayna. How would she feel if she knew I was tempted by another woman?

And the ship sailed down the Nile.

 

BRAND EASTON

 

Wind howled in the distance like a hurricane in a tunnel. Brand tried to move, but the paralysis was complete. Something dark fluttered past his vision. He tried to track the motion with his eyes, but it was too fast. A voice whispered in his ear, and the wind died and howled around the words as if they were contained in those silent moments.

“You’re mine,” the empty voice said.

The wind slowed and silence settled around him.

His fingers clawed at the sheets. He moved!

But Brand didn’t do the moving.

His body sat up as if on its own.

“Did it work?” Priscilla said, and Brand could see her standing in the compartment, hope filling her eyes.

Brand’s right hand moved up and cradled her cheek. Brand’s voice spoke words that Brand didn’t mean to say and ended with, “I am in control.” Then he kissed her.

“At last!” Priscilla said. She embraced him, held him as if she hadn’t held someone for decades.

Brand could feel her arms around him. He wanted to push her away, but his arms engulfed her and pulled her close, holding her tightly.

Brand looked through his own eyes, thought his own thoughts, but had zero control. He could feel his body as it touched things—the cloth of Priscilla’s dress, the silky smoothness of her silver hair, the warmth of her breath on his neck.

He wanted to scream, but instead he found his lips meeting hers again. He was a passenger in his own body, and Edward was the driver.

Brand tried to scream, but no sound issued forth save his voice under Edward’s control saying, “I finally have you back in my arms, my love, and I shall never let you go.”

 

RAYNA NOBLE

 

Three days after the meeting at the Thoth Hermes Temple, Rayna met Lincoln in front of a clothing store. She stared through the window at the brand-new—but vintage to her—dresses. Some were plain and some were elegant, but she missed blue jeans and sports bras more than anything.

Lincoln approached her. “Walk with me,” he said, glancing around.

“What’s wrong?”

“Hopefully nothing,” he said.

“You weren’t at the office Saturday,” she said, rushing to keep up as he moved along the short block and turned right onto a long street.

Lincoln pressed himself to the wall and chanced a glance around the building back the way they’d come. “You can’t resist my charms, eh?”

“What charms? Are we being followed?” Rayna asked.

“This way,” he said and moved to an open doorway. Inside, the foyer of the building had two staircases: one that went to the upper floors and one that descended into the basement. There were no lights on the lower level. Lincoln moved down the stairs into the darkness.

Rayna followed him. “What—?”

“Shh!”

Lincoln pulled her down the stairs into the shadows and watched through the open doorway as a young man stopped in front of the door. He looked around but then looked at someone out of Rayna’s field of vision in the distance. He shrugged and held his hands out to his sides with palms turned to the sky. A moment later, he pointed into the doorway, nodded, and entered the building. He glanced down the stairs briefly then upstairs.

Rayna heard footsteps on the level above them.

She saw the man move to the stairs and heard a woman gasp.

“Oh! You scared me,” she said.

“Sorry,” the man said. “Did you see a man and woman come up the stairs?”

“No, but I just left my apartment a moment ago. Just going to the market to get some tea.”

The woman exited the building. Rayna saw that she was elderly and squat. She turned left and moved down the street.

The man remained on the stairs, unmoving, for what seemed an eternity.

“Damn,” he said. He jumped down to the landing and glanced once more down the stairs into the darkness.

Rayna was afraid he would come down the stairs, but he shook his head and left the building, turning right and moving down the block.

“That guy has been following me since Saturday morning. I spotted him instantly, but I think that was his intent.”

“Why would he be following you?”

“I think he was at that temple.”

“How would you know with the masks and robes?”

“Because Thaddeus is dead.”

“What?”

“Police found him in an alley with his throat cut. What did you say to the guy in red?”

“Nothing. I mean, I asked about Winslow, and I turned him down when he wanted to bed me.”

“He had plenty of women there to sleep with. You’re a doll but there were a dozen like you in that house for the taking, and believe me, they were definitely being taken.”

“How do you know?”

“Because I went back.”

“How could you have found the place?”

“I followed Thaddeus after we dropped you off.”

Rayna frowned.

“Shh!” Lincoln said and hunched lower in the shadows.

Outside the building, the man returned to view. He kept shaking his head. Again he entered the building. He glanced down the stairs, squinted, then sighed and moved upstairs.

“We need to go now,” Lincoln whispered. “There has to be another guy off to the right, so we’ll go back the way we came.”

They crept up the stairs. Rayna could hear the man tromping up several flights of stairs above them.

“Now,” Lincoln said.

They rushed out of the building, turned left to take the short block back toward the clothing store, and ran right into Mr. Carlton J. Penick.

“Why, Miss Noble,” he said, aiming a pistol at her. “How wonderful to see you again.”

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 


CHAPTER SIXTEEN

 

 

JONATHAN SHADE

 

The boat drifted along the Nile at little more than walking speed. The oarsmen were along for the ride, but they weren’t helping with the speed, so I assumed they were there to help us get back. Hani the messenger looked bored. Ankhesenamun wanted him to reinforce what she’d told the Hittite king in her letter. Hani kept to himself, though he did spend some time speaking with Khattusa-zita.

There was no wind, so we didn’t bother to hoist the sail.

“What do you think?” I asked Kelly. “Three or four days to get to the delta assuming we travel at night too? Twice that if we stop and make camp?”

“We’ll be stopping,” Kelly said.

Khattusa-zita approached us. “May I join you?” he asked.

“Of course,” I said, thankful for the distraction. I needed to keep my mind occupied.

“I am impressed with your Egyptian,” Khattusa-zita said. “Will you require a translator when we reach Hattusa, or do you speak Nesite?”

“I would greatly appreciate a translator,” I said, thinking it would give me an advantage. Kelly glanced at me and nodded her approval.

“King Suppiluliumas will be delighted by this turn of events. To marry one of his sons to an Egyptian queen will bring peace for the first time since before Akhenaten.”

“I’ve heard that the king is a great warrior,” I said because all kings like to be thought of as great warriors.

“Indeed he is. He took the Arzawan territory all the way to Hapalla. He crushed the Mitanni kingdom, and by now he should be back from his siege of Carchemish, where the last of the Mitanni tried to hold out. His greatness will be the subject of songs for the ages.”

I’d never heard of any of the places Khattusa-zita mentioned, but he seemed to think they were important, so I said, “Impressive.”

Khattusa-zita nodded. “I look forward to being your translator. You will be a friend to the Hittites and Egyptians, and I shall be proud to call you friend as well.”

Okay, I thought. I wasn’t sure what brought that on since Hani was going to do all the talking, so I just nodded and agreed with him. When he got up and moved back to the bow, I turned to Kelly. “Did you get any of that?”

“You know next to nothing about history,” she said.

“I don’t know much about the present. Our present. You know what I mean. I’m an Ugly American.”

“Well, you’re not that ugly,” Kelly said.

“So can you enlighten me about any of that with your historical expertise?”

“Right,” she said. “Like I know anything about the Hittites.”

I smiled. “I know they were in the Bible. Does that count?”

Kelly laughed and it felt great to hear her let loose a bit. “Khattusa-zita knows Ankhesenamun asked us to go on this journey. That means we must be important. As such, he’s looking to be friends with us so he will gain stature as well.”

“If you say so.”

“I just wish we could buy a Guide Book to Hattusa.”

“Yeah, I don’t think Amazon delivers to ancient Egypt. So here we are, a couple of Ugly Americans going to another country where we know absolutely nothing,” I said. “What could go wrong?”

“I wish you wouldn’t invite troubles that way.”

***

We made camp along the bank in the middle of nowhere. Several oarsmen stood guard, but near as I could tell, the only danger was from scorpions, snakes, and crocodiles.

“It will get very cold tonight,” Khattusa-zita said. “We have extra linen blankets, but body heat will be a good thing too.”

He wandered off to help build a small fire.

After a dinner of fish with some flavorful spices and beer, Kelly and I wrapped ourselves in linens and huddled close for warmth.

The temperature plummeted but Kelly and the linens kept me reasonably warm. The temperature didn’t bother Kelly, of course, so she rested on top of me.

With her head on my chest and her arms around me, I felt safe. I told myself that if it hadn’t been freezing, I might have been more bold, but I knew better because I didn’t deserve to be with her. Still, I used the excuse of being cold to hold her tightly. She didn’t seem to mind, but then again, she was sworn to protect me, and my enemy that night was the temperature.

Spending such an extended period of time with her without training or any real danger was more pleasant than I expected. I mean sure, she’s always been attractive, but she’s also a magically engineered assassin. And holding her every night and seeing her all day every day, I found a new appreciation for her as a woman. I had to keep reminding myself I was with Rayna. I loved Rayna. But Rayna wasn’t here, and the more time I spent with Kelly, the less I thought about wanting to be with Rayna and the more I thought about wanting to be with Kelly. It was more than a little confusing, but there you go.

I wanted to tell her she looked lovely, but all I could say was, “Good night.”

“Night,” she said.

So much for romance.

***

A few days later, we skirted around an island in the Nile, and Khattusa-zita said, “Get up. We can see the pyramids in the distance.”

Hani frowned. “I have seen the pyramids many times.”

The rest of us moved to the center of the boat and stared at the majesty of the pyramids as we moved past Giza. Hani might have been unimpressed, but to everyone else, they were amazing to behold even from a distance of five miles. They didn’t look like they do in modern times. I stared in awe because they were covered by tightly fitting casing stones polished to shine like mirrors.

We passed them in the early afternoon, so the sun reflected off them so brightly, they could probably have been seen from the surface of the moon. I marveled at the view, stunned by their beauty.

As it was still early, Hani insisted it wasn’t a good place to camp. That was a shame because I would have loved to have hiked over to them to see them up close. I felt like I was with Chevy Chase in National Lampoon’s Vacation, stopping to see the Grand Canyon. Take a quick look and say, “Nice. Let’s go.” I felt ripped off. How can you go to Egypt and not go up to the pyramids? Especially in ancient Egypt. We could have approached them nearly a thousand years before Herodotus.

Oh well. Maybe on the return trip.

***

Night.

The day had been hot, and now the night was growing cold. My belly was full of fish when I stretched out on the ground with Kelly and we wrapped ourselves with blankets. We were in the Nile delta now, and the land was green and marshy.

“I have something I have to tell you,” I said to Kelly as I put my arms around her.

She looked at me expectantly. “I’m listening.”

I gave her my most serious expression. “I’m really sick of eating fish every damn day.”

She made a suction noise, pulling her tongue away from the roof of her mouth. “You’re a dork,” she said.

“It gets old. I like some variety.”

She rolled her eyes.

I figured I’d switch subjects. “How are you feeling now?”

“Better,” she said. “Physically, that is.”

“Something wrong psychologically?”

“Yes. You need to talk to me.”

“We’re talking.”

“Promise you won’t dodge the question?”

“What question?”

“What happened between you and Sharon?”

I sighed. “Do we have to go there?”

“I’ve given you space, Jonathan. And I’d keep giving you that space, but I know it’s important.”

“It’s history. Well, future history.”

“It affects our future.”

“Because we have no way home.”

Kelly nodded. “I’ve been thinking about that all day, and I think it has something to do with whatever happened between you two.”

I nodded. “It does. She betrayed us.”

Kelly looked confused.

“When we faced Persephone on the bridge,” I said. “Sharon was supposed to show up to help.”

“You killed Persephone. It was one of the coolest things I’ve ever seen you do. You had zero hesitation. It was almost like you set it up that way intentionally. I was impressed. Best use of katars ever.”

“Yeah.”

“There’s something you aren’t telling me.”

I looked into her eyes, and I felt tears well up in my own. I swallowed hard and sat up. Kelly sat up too and placed a hand on my shoulder.

“What happened?” she asked. Her voice was gentle, and her eyes held a sympathy I knew I didn’t deserve.

I turned away from her. “I don’t want to talk about it.”

“It can’t be that bad. We won.”

I shook my head.

“Talk to me,” she said.

“Let it go,” I said.

“You know I can’t do that.”

“Please,” I said. “I don’t want to talk about it.”

She squeezed my shoulder. “You need to talk about it. You’ve been hiding from it for too long, and I need to know what happened.”

“Kelly, I can’t.”

“Talk to me. It’s important.”

I spun to face her and pushed her hand away from me. “You died. Okay?”

“Excuse me?”

“It’s something I see every night when I’m trying to go to sleep. It’s something that haunts my dreams. I wake up in sweats some nights and can’t catch my breath. It’s something I never want to see again, but I see it every single night.”

I got up and looked down at her. She didn’t say anything. It’s like she knew I needed time to get it out, and I knew she was right and that I had to tell her. I’d held it in for so long.

“Persephone killed you. She snapped her fingers and . . .” I looked away. “She killed Darla and Brand too. Your blood was all over me. I couldn’t save you.”

Kelly rose and put her arms around me. “But you did save me. I’m here now. I’m not a figment of your imagination.”

I looked in her eyes then shifted my gaze to the ground. “I grieved for you, Kelly. Sharon never showed up. I counted on her, and she never showed up. And my stupid faith in her got you killed.”

“But I’m here now,” she said, placing her palm on my cheek.

My anger battled my shame, and I fought to keep from crying.

“If I died, how is it that I’m here?” she asked.

“I found a way to go back. It took five years, but I did it. And as soon as that bitch Persephone showed her face, I killed her.”

“So you saved me. You saved us all.”

She kissed my cheek. Then she slowly turned my face toward her, and she kissed my lips.

It felt good but I felt undeserving. I pulled away but she held me firm and kissed me again. She started to pull me down to the blankets. “You could have told me this sooner,” she said. “You saved my life, Jonathan.”

“I took away an honorable death, something you’ve always wanted.”

“I’d rather be alive,” she said. “It means I get to spend more time with you. Let me thank you.”

She kept kissing me. I’d been so worried that she’d be upset and see me as a failure. Someone who needed a do-over and cheated to get it. And here she was, kissing me. She wasn’t upset at all. She was happy to be alive.

She kissed me again, and this time I returned it. I needed her acceptance. I needed her.

I’m ashamed to say I didn’t even think of Rayna. Kelly was all I wanted and all I needed.

 

BRAND EASTON

 

“This body is strong,” Edward said. “Far stronger than I ever was.”

Priscilla smiled at him. “We were fortunate to run across a man like Brand.”

Brand didn’t see it that way. Brand watched everything as a paralyzed passenger in his own body. He tried to exert control over anything—raising an eyebrow—with no luck whatsoever. He couldn’t speak. He couldn’t move.

“What about that irritating ghost?”

“She won’t be getting free anytime soon. Don’t worry about her. I can keep her spellbound. She won’t be able to move or speak. We’ll just leave her here.”

Brand wanted to cry out to Esther. He didn’t know what she could do if Priscilla had her magically bound, though. He wished Jonathan and Kelly would hurry up. Jonathan could take down the witch with ease.

Of course, for Jonathan and Kelly to get here, they would need to defeat Winslow’s first aspect. And as they hadn’t arrived yet, Brand didn’t know how long that might take. They were already later than he expected. Brand certainly didn’t want to play ride-along while Edward and Priscilla made up for lost time in the bedroom.

“Shall we return to New York?” Priscilla asked as she ran a hand along Brand’s cheek. “We can switch trains tomorrow.”

“I don’t care where we go as long as I’m with you,” Edward said.

“Then I choose New York.”

“Excellent. First thing I want to do is buy some new clothes. Your friend Brand has no sense of fashion.”

“There will be a layover in Council Bluffs. We can buy you some new clothes there.”

Brand considered this. If Edward ditched Brand’s clothes, he wasn’t likely to take the keychain, and without that, Esther would be left behind in Iowa. As long as he still had that typewriter key, Esther would be nearby. But how could he get Edward to keep it?

 

RAYNA NOBLE

 

Rayna stared at the pistol in Carlton’s hand. She knew it was a small gun, but it looked huge when it was pointed at her. Lincoln saw it too, and he put his hands up.

“Lower your hands,” Carlton said. “You’re both going to do exactly as I say, or I’m going to start putting holes in the lovely Miss Noble, and none of us want that to happen.”

There were other people on the street, so someone should have noticed them, but everyone seemed to be lost in his or her own little world.

“What do you want?” Rayna asked. 

“A nice steak topped with mushrooms sounds good at the moment. I shouldn’t have skipped breakfast.”

“That’s not what—”

“I know what you meant, Miss Noble. You’ll find out soon enough. Both of you, turn around and go back the way you came.”

“And if we refuse?” Rayna asked.

“Don’t argue with the man,” Lincoln said. “I don’t want to see you shot.”

“He won’t shoot me,” Rayna said. “I’m the one he wants.”

Carlton smiled. “You’re too perceptive, Miss Noble. You are correct, of course. You are the one I want. That makes Mr. Parker here superfluous.”

“You won’t do anything in broad daylight,” Rayna said.

“You really don’t know me,” Carlton said. He shot Lincoln between the eyes.

Lincoln fell backward and was dead before he hit the sidewalk.

Rayna froze. She didn’t know what to do. Her hands shook and she couldn’t speak. When she found her motor control again, she knelt by Lincoln, stunned. “What did you do?”

People turned at the sound of the gunshot. Some people ran away, a few ducked, but nobody approached Carlton, who seemed bored by the entire event. There were no policemen nearby. No one would help. Rayna placed a hand on Lincoln’s chest as tears welled in her eyes.

“I’m so sorry,” she whispered, and the words felt empty. Lincoln was dead because of her.

Carlton grabbed her arm with his left hand, pulled her to her feet, and turned her. She tried to reach back to Lincoln, but Carlton was too strong. He held the gun at waist level in his right hand, aimed at her, but not positioned where she could reach it. “Walk,” he said.

“We can’t leave him here.”

“I said walk.” He pushed her forward.

Rayna felt tears run down her cheeks. She wanted to do something, but she didn’t want to get shot in the process. She stepped over Lincoln’s corpse. She didn’t want to leave him, but her mind wouldn’t work properly. This wasn’t real. It couldn’t be! When they turned the corner, the man who’d been following Lincoln exited the building.

Carlton smiled. “Hello, Mr. Baker. Look who I found.”

“Sorry, boss.”

“There’s a body around the corner. Make it disappear before the police arrive. I’ll see you back at the temple.”

“Yes, sir.”

Carlton dragged Rayna down the street. A yellow and black checker cab turned the corner. Carlton stuck his gun in his pocket then flagged the cab down. The driver wheeled over to the curb.

“Get in,” he said.

Rayna’s mind swam back to the reality of the situation. Jonathan had told Rayna that the worst thing a person could do in a kidnapping was to allow oneself to be transported to a secondary location where the kidnapper controlled everything. A person could be raped and tortured for weeks or more if the abductor was skilled. She knew her survival depended on getting away right then.

Carlton smiled at her. He leaned close and whispered, “Don’t even think it. Get in or I’ll shoot the cab driver. I’ll still get you into the car, and I’ll drive it myself. The driver’s life is in your hands now. Do you want another man to die for your disobedience?”

Rayna didn’t want to be responsible for anyone else’s death. She closed her eyes and wished she had Kelly’s skill set. She might be able to fight this guy, but from the way he carried himself, Rayna knew he was a professional and she didn’t stand a chance. If she had time, she could call on her fire, but time was something she did not have.

She wished Jonathan were there. Where was he? What was he doing? She missed him as a lover, of course, but now she missed him as a protector. She had no choice, so she climbed into the cab.

 

JONATHAN SHADE

 

Sometimes you see a person one way, and it seems impossible to change that. For years, I’d seen Kelly as a friend, and our relationship was really more a sibling kind of thing even though we weren’t related.

Kelly was beautiful. She was also deadly, but tonight she was all woman. We kissed and at first it seemed wrong in a forbidden pleasures kind of way. That was all right. We kissed and I caressed her cheek. She ran her hands down my back and pulled me close. I placed a line of kisses down her neck.

She pulled my shirt off and kissed my chest. Then she took off her shirt. I kissed my way down her collarbone to her chest. I cupped her left breast with my right hand and I stopped.

“What’s wrong?” she asked.

“You look amazing,” I said.

She smiled. “So do you.”

“Are you feeling what I’m feeling?” I asked.

“That depends on what you’re feeling.”

“We’re at a turning point here. We can go forward and—” 

“That’s exactly what we’re going to do,” she said. “I’ve wanted you for so long.”

I may not be the quickest on the uptake when it comes to recognizing when women like me, but when a beautiful woman says she’s wanted me for a long time, that deal is ready to be closed, so that’s exactly what I did.

As cold as the night was, we were soon hot and sweaty. I won’t give you the play-by-play since this isn’t a sex instruction manual. I won’t brag about how good I was or how amazing she was, so use your imagination.

Keep going. You still haven’t reached the level we did.

Okay, maybe I will brag a bit. It’s not everyone who can legitimately claim to have slept with a Sekutar warrior and lived to tell the tale.

Afterward, lying in each other’s arms, I knew there was no place I’d rather be. The only thing missing was the soundtrack, so I imagined U2’s “All I Want Is You” playing softly in the background.

 

 

 

 

 

 


CHAPTER SEVENTEEN

 

 

JONATHAN SHADE

 

The next morning, I woke up with Kelly in my arms. She was already awake, just gazing at me. When I opened my eyes, she kissed me. “How are you doing this morning?”

In response, I simply took her in my arms and kissed her with passion.

When I pulled away, she smiled and her smile lit up my world. “That good, huh?”

“Oh, yeah,” I said.

Khattusa-zita walked over to us. “Food is ready. After we eat, we’ll resume our journey.” He seemed a bit gruff this morning, but he didn’t get any the night before, and I suspect he heard us, so he may have been jealous.

“Thank you, Khattusa-zita,” I said.

He gave me a nod and a slight bow. “We are preparing your favorite,” he said with just the hint of a grin.

I turned to Kelly. “Let me guess. Fish?”

She grinned. “You were expecting Chinese? If so, I’m not on the menu this morning.”

“Damn it.”

“Look at it this way,” she said. “You have something to look forward to for tonight.”

“Promise?”

Kelly laughed and took my hand, and we walked over to where the oarsmen and servants were gathered. The smell of fish reached us and I sighed. “You’re right. It’s not Chinese.”

***

The next few days brought more meals of fish. If I never ate fish again, it would be too soon. The nights were colder, but Kelly and I managed to stay warm and happy. That leg of the journey was by far the best. We made eyes at one another in the daytime, stole kisses when we could, and spent the nights making love under the stars. Who could ask for more?

I felt the occasional twinge of guilt, but I hadn’t seen Rayna in more than a month, and while I still loved her, I also loved Kelly. The truth was that Kelly and I just felt right. So yeah, I felt a bit like a jerk, but when I held Kelly in my arms, all of that went away and I thought of nothing but her. We were living in a different world, and everything felt right.

I remembered the old song by England Dan and John Ford Copley “It’s Sad to Belong,” but in my case, the right one had been there the entire time. I simply hadn’t realized it. And my belief was that if the right one does come along, I’d be a fool not to rearrange my life to make things work. Maybe it’s selfish but to not do so would be hurting the one I truly loved and needed too. And if I felt I wasn’t with the right one, how could I give my all to the wrong one?

***

Hattusa was a big city surrounded by massive walls to keep their enemies out. We’d left the oarsmen and servants with the boat, and Khattusa-zita had horses in a stable to take us across the land. This leg of the journey was just the four of us—Khattusa-zita, Hani, Kelly, and me.

The journey along the coast then inland took a few days. Khattusa-zita led us to a gate decorated with elaborate reliefs depicting sphinxes, lions, and warriors. We dismounted and walked the horses up to the gateway, where Khattusa-zita talked to the sentries. Once we gained admittance to the city, I was impressed by the timber-and-mud buildings that lined the streets. Hani looked bored. He was a quiet little guy, and even on this last leg of the journey, he hadn’t said more than three words to me.

In the distance, on a ridge, stood the acropolis, a royal residence. Khattusa-zita pointed it out.

“That is our destination,” he said. “We will report to the king in the morning, and he will make a decision. If he believes us, he will certainly choose one of his sons to marry the queen of Egypt.”

“And if he doesn’t believe us?”

“We will be put to death.”

“Seriously?” I asked.

He laughed. “No. I just wanted to see your reaction.”

“Aren’t you the funny one.”

His smile and nod suggested that he certainly thought so. “I will arrange lodging for Hani, you, and your wife, but first we need to tend to the horses.”

The smell of food cooking with interesting spices wafted through the streets, and my stomach rumbled. For the past several days, we’d been eating mostly bread, which was better than the steady diet of fish, but I was worried about grinding my teeth to nothing.

“Is there an inn where we can get some food?” I asked.

“I have bread in my pack along with some dried fish. There will always be fish,” Khattusa-zita said. He slapped me on the back. “I jest with you, Jonathan. We will get food for you. Meats and cheeses and beer.”

“Now you’re talking.”

“Of course I’m talking. How else could I tell you about the food?”

Kelly laughed.

I shook my head and followed Khattusa-zita to the stables. People gave us odd looks, but we were foreigners, so that stood to reason. I was glad we were with Khattusa-zita, though. The people didn’t look pleased to have strangers in town.

Once the horses were cared for, Khattusa-zita led us to a tavern, where we had a good meal for the first time since we’d left Thebes. Hani left after the meal, saying he needed his rest. Khattusa-zita agreed that was a good plan, so we got a room.

He promised to come by for us first thing in the morning. The moment after I bade him farewell and closed the door, Kelly was all over me.

She smiled. “This will be our first time in a real bed.”

 

BRAND EASTON

 

Brand gave up on struggling with Edward for control of his body and resigned himself to his fate. Edward closed his eyes and went to sleep, and Brand’s mind remained active for a short time. He tried one more time to move his body, and to his amazement, he managed to twitch a finger, but it took all his effort. He considered that. Priscilla and Edward were both sleeping, so maybe the spell was on autopilot, and without Priscilla’s attention and Edward’s will, it might wear off at night.

He knew it would take monumental effort because the spell was strong. So he relaxed and allowed himself to drift off to sleep.

The next day, he didn’t fight at all. He simply rested, trying to sleep his way through the day, ignoring what Edward did with his body. Trying to sleep when the body was awake was nearly impossible, but resting and just going along for the ride wasn’t difficult at all.

Every now and then, he would see Esther, but she was unable to speak, and while she could move her eyes, the rest of her appeared to be paralyzed. She looked scared at first, but as time wore on, she simply looked acquiescent.

While Priscilla and Edward discussed their future, Brand rested and let his own thoughts circle around the problem, looking for a way out.

The train rolled into Council Bluffs, and Brand wanted to try to fight for control of his body, but he knew it wouldn’t work. He wanted to break free before Jonathan and Kelly arrived. After all, it would suck balls to require a rescue when he hadn’t even found Winslow. But he didn’t have the energy to escape yet.

So he bided his time.

“The train back to New York doesn’t leave until tomorrow,” Priscilla said. “I’ll buy tickets and meet you at the clothing store. You go get yourself fitted for something nice. You aren’t going to be a cowboy. You’re a gentleman.”

Edward nodded. “I can’t wait to put on real clothes.”

“Do you have money, or shall I give some to you?”

Edward searched his pockets and pulled out Brand’s keys and a wad of cash. “Well, would you look at this,” he said. “Brand was loaded.” He glanced at the keys on the chain. “Are these keys?”

“They look strange, but he’s a strange man. Use his money for clothes. I’ll see you in a bit.” She kissed him and moved off toward the ticket window.

Edward returned the keys and cash to his pocket then strode away from the station in search of a clothing store. As Edward didn’t bother looking behind him, Brand couldn’t see Esther being pulled along, but since he had the typewriter key in his pocket, he knew she was there.

When Edward entered the clothing store, Brand saw racks of clothing. A tailor helped another customer, measuring the inseam of a pair of trousers. The man turned toward Edward. “I’ll be right with you, sir. Feel free to peruse the racks.”

Edward thanked the man and began looking for clothes that appealed to him. Brand could feel some of the man’s emotions radiating through his body, and while he sympathized with the guy for having been a ghost for all those years, the son of a bitch needed to get the hell out so Brand could be himself again.

But Brand restrained himself. He knew he couldn’t fight back just yet. He didn’t want Edward to know anything was wrong. Whether the spell was weakening due to time or distance or if Brand was working his way through it due to residual magic didn’t really matter. What mattered was that Brand was getting some kind of mobility, and he’d need to use it at the right moment. He wished he could count on some help from Esther, but as Edward moved around the racks, Brand could see her floating nearby, still unmoving.

The tailor approached. “Thank you for your patience, sir.”

“That’s all right,” Edward said. “I rather like these pants,” he said holding up a pair. “I also like this shirt and this coat.”

He spread them out on a counter.

The tailor nodded. “Very nice, sir. Are these for a friend?”

“They’re for me.”

“Well, sir, I don’t think these will fit you.”

“You can make adjustments, right?”

“I can take things in and let things out a bit, but you’re going to need a much larger size.”

Edward looked down at the body he inhabited. He laughed. “I suppose you’re right.”

The tailor led him to another rack of clothes. “Anything on this rack can be tailored to fit you.”

“Thank you,” Edward said and began looking through the available shirts. He frowned. “I don’t much care for any of these.”

“I’m very sorry, sir. We don’t get many men your size in here.”

“I’ll just have to make due, I suppose,” Edward said. “It’s just for a few days.”

After making his selections, Edward stripped down to his boxers. He placed his coat, shirt, pants, and gun belt with the Colt on the counter.

“Oh my goodness,” the tailor said, looking at Brand’s muscles. “Do you work as a blacksmith or on the railroad?”

“I was a banker,” Edward said.

He dressed in the new clothes and let the tailor make his measurements, marking the adjustments required.

“Very good, sir. I can have these for you on Wednesday.”

“That won’t do. I’m leaving town tomorrow, and I’m taking my girlfriend to dinner tonight. Can you make the adjustments now? I’ll pay you for the rush job.”

“Sir, I have too much to get done today, so . . .”

The tailor stared at the stack of cash Edward removed from Brand’s pocket. Edward started piling bills on the counter.

Brand fumed inside. Not that he’d earned any of that money, but it was all he had. He didn’t want to see it wasted on expensive clothes. He felt clothes should be rugged and made of something that wouldn’t tear easily in a fight.

Once enough bills were stacked up, the tailor practically rubbed his hands together. “I’ll have these ready in an hour, sir.”

“I’ll wait,” Edward said.

Fifteen minutes later, Priscilla entered the store. “Perhaps you should get dressed,” she said.

“I’m waiting for my new clothes,” Edward said.

“Wear your old clothes until they’re ready. We can go window shopping.”

“I’m not putting those worker’s clothes on again. I’m just going to have the tailor dispose of them.”

Brand felt his irritation rise. He liked those clothes. They were good and strong.

More important, his key ring was in his pants pocket. That ring held one of Esther’s typewriter keys, and he didn’t want to have her left behind. What if the spell never wore off? She wouldn’t be able to pop to Jonathan and Kelly when they arrived. She would be stuck here forever. He tried to will Edward to walk over to the clothes, but subtlety didn’t work. Thinking about it meant nothing.

Brand tried to turn toward the counter, but with Edward awake, even with all his effort, he couldn’t get his body to move.

Priscilla agreed to wait. She spent some time looking through the racks of clothing. Brand spent the time trying to get Edward to move, but it was no use.

When the tailor returned with the new clothes, Edward dressed in them. Priscilla smiled her approval.

“Thank you,” Edward said to the tailor.

“You have a nice day, sir,” the tailor said.

Edward moved toward the exit. Brand threw everything he had into getting Edward to turn and go back for the keys, but Edward didn’t even notice.

“Oh, sir?” the tailor said.

Edward turned. “Yes?”

“You still have belongings in these clothes. Would you like them, or shall I donate them to the church?”

“What do I have there?” Edward asked.

The tailor carried a handful of items over, including the keychain. Esther floated behind him, and Brand tried to focus to have Edward grab the keys.

Edward looked up at Esther and saw her floating there.

“Hand them over,” Edward said.

The tailor passed them to him.

Brand wanted to sigh with relief. He saw the relief in Esther’s eyes too.

But that meant Edward saw the relief.

Edward exited the shop, holding the door for Priscilla.

As they walked away from the shop, Edward glanced back at Esther. “Brand saw me when he held the watch.”

“That’s right. Ghosts can attach themselves to objects which hold significance to them.”

“You think his ghost friend could be attached to any of these? She’s following us without moving.”

Priscilla glanced at the objects in Edward’s hand. “It’s possible. Get rid of them. We’ll see what happens.”

Edward grinned. He closed his hand, cocked back his arm, and threw the possessions as far as he could.

Esther flew fifteen feet behind the keychain and stopped when it landed. She squirmed but couldn’t move toward them.

“That answers that question,” he said.

Brand wanted to sigh. He had lost.

Without that key, Esther would be abandoned. Brand saw her as Edward walked away. Her eyes were wide, and he knew she realized her plight. He wanted to call out to her, but there was nothing he could do.

 

RAYNA NOBLE

 

Carlton J. Penick sat in the backseat with Rayna, keeping the gun pointed at her. The gun was in his right hand, and she sat on his left, so she couldn’t reach it. She wasn’t sure that was a bright idea anyway. It was too far away, and it was too big a chance to take. She noticed that he kept it low so the cab driver couldn’t see it in the rearview mirror.

“You weren’t entirely honest with me, young lady,” Carlton said.

Rayna didn’t respond. She didn’t think he’d kill her, but she hadn’t expected him to kill Lincoln either.

“You’re a woman out of place here,” he said.

She just looked at him.

“You don’t need to speak. Your silence is quite telling.”

“Where are you taking me?”

“Oh, she does speak. Wonderful.”

“Are you going to answer me?”

“I was hoping to surprise you.”

“You’re taking me to Winslow.”

He laughed. “There goes the surprise.”

The driver pulled up in front of a building, but Rayna had no clue where in town the place was located. It was a shorter trip without the rain and extra turns, assuming they were going to the Thoth Hermes Temple. There was a mixture of cars and horse-drawn buggies on the road. 

Carlton paid the cabbie’s fare and gave him an appropriate tip. He helped Rayna out of the cab, Carlton keeping the gun in his pocket, but she knew it was aimed at her. Carlton waved to the cab driver, and the driver pulled back into traffic.

Rayna started toward the door.

“Where do you think you’re going?” Carlton asked.

“Inside. That’s why we’re here, right?”

He laughed. “We have a few blocks to walk. I wouldn’t have a cab drop us off at the temple.”

“Paranoid much?” Rayna said.

“Just enough. That’s why I’m still breathing and your detective friend isn’t.”

“He did nothing to you!”

“On the contrary, he was getting too close.”

“And now I’m too close.”

“Big difference,” Carlton said leading her along a short street.

“How’s that?”

“Because I like you. Also, Winslow will want to meet you.”

“Why would he want to meet me?”

“Because you know the man who killed him.”

“I doubt that.”

“You’ll see. In the meantime, I’ll just warn you that while he does want you alive if possible, if you try to do anything to him, I will kill you.”

“He’s weak.”

“He just came back from the dead. I wouldn’t call that weak.”

“If he had any real power, he wouldn’t have sent a lackey like you to get me.”

“Oh, you silly woman. You can’t upset me.”

“Because you know your place?” Rayna asked. She knew she was pushing it, but he’d tipped his hand a bit by letting it slip that Winslow didn’t want her harmed. In addition, she’d been concentrating and had drawn on her fire. Her stomach burned and she knew she could breathe a good plume, but she would get only one shot.

“Because I stand to achieve something no other human has ever done.”

“Win Asshole of the Year three times running?”

Carlton laughed. “I may have to upgrade my crush on you from like to love. Beautiful, smart, and sassy. Would you marry me?”

“You overestimate your appeal.”

“No matter. I’d get bored with you soon enough.”

They turned down a long street. Rayna tried to find a street sign, but Carlton shoved her along, and she nearly lost her balance.

“Walk faster,” he said.

“You’re not supposed to hurt me,” Rayna said.

“I’m not supposed to kill you. There’s a difference. If you behave, you’ll see tomorrow’s sunrise. If you prove to be too much trouble, you’ll be taking a dirt nap before dawn.”

Rayna scanned the street, trying to pick out landmarks, but New York of the 1920s didn’t look like New York of her time, and as she’d never lived in the Big Apple, she knew she wouldn’t really have a clue about the geography anyway.

“As I was saying before you so rudely but amusingly interrupted me, I shall be among the chosen few.”

“You went from being unique to being one of a few?”

“We shall achieve something truly extraordinary. We few, we proud, we shall be immortal.”

“I hate to burst your bubble,” Rayna said, “but nobody is immortal. As a friend of mine is fond of saying, if you can bleed, you can be killed.”

“With the magic we’ll gain, nobody will be able to kill us.”

“Would you care to make a wager on that?”

“You won’t be alive to pay, my dear.”

“Neither will you.”

“Oh, and you think you’re the one who can take us down?”

“Not me,” she said. “But someone will. It may not be today, hell, it might not be this year, but I’ve seen the future, Mr. Penick, and you are not a part of it.”

He gave her a smile. “Not yet,” he said.

 

 

 

 

 

 

 


CHAPTER EIGHTEEN

 

 

JONATHAN SHADE

 

We met with the king of the Hittites the next morning. I didn’t think it wise to crack any jokes, but I also didn’t try to say the guy’s name because there was no way in hell I’d be able to pronounce it. It’s hard enough to spell.

King Suppiluliumas was an older man who held himself with the confidence of a proven warrior. He still looked muscular and ready for combat. He sat on his opulent throne in a large hall on a ridge overlooking Hattusa. While it didn’t sport the colors the Egyptians used, it was still an impressive room with plenty of space. The floor was bricked over, and the walls had patterns painted on them but none of the cool paintings the Egyptians favored. 

A number of guards and statesmen stood in various parts of the room. Several young men sat in chairs lined up behind the throne. One of the men whispered in the king’s ear. He nodded and faced the room.

“I understand my ambassador to Egypt has returned,” Suppiluliumas said.

Khattusa-zita approached when called. “Yes, Your Majesty.”

“You’ve brought foreigners with you,” he said, looking at Hani, Kelly, and me. We didn’t approach. We kept our heads bowed respectfully and waited. This was Khattusa-zita’s show, and he promised he’d keep us safe. If he failed, Kelly would launch into battle, so I wasn’t worried.

“They were sent by the queen of Egypt to accompany your son, should you accept her offer, Your Majesty.”

“The letter was genuine?”

“Yes, Your Majesty.”

“And why should we believe any of this?”

“Please allow me to introduce, Hani. He is a messenger from the queen of Egypt.”

Hani stepped forward. The little guy suddenly seemed to have a presence when he spoke. He rarely said anything to any of us, so I was surprised when his voice carried so much authority. “I have with me a letter from Queen Ankhesenamun. With your permission, I shall read it to you.”

“Very well,” said the king.

Hani pulled a papyrus tube from the waist of his kilt. He unrolled it, cleared his throat, and read, “I am angry that you doubted the sincerity of my offer. Never shall I take a servant of mine and make him my husband. I have written to no other country. Only to you have I written! They say your sons are many, so send one to me. I will marry him. To me he will be my husband, but in Egypt he will be king!”

Suppiluliumas shook his head. “If I send a son, you will take him hostage. I do not believe you will make him a king. Did not her husband raid Kadesh?”

Hani nodded. “And you attacked our holdings in Amki in response, but what my queen speaks is the truth. We can put an end to our hostilities. You need only supply a son who can become the king of Egypt.”

Khattusa-zita stepped forward. “Your Majesty, I have met with the Egyptian queen. I have verified her letter, and now Hani has also spoken to its veracity. Spring is upon us, and the queen is soon to lay her husband’s body to rest in a tomb. Do we send Hani and the foreigners back to Egypt alone, or do we send them back with a king?”

The king rubbed his chin and nodded. “This could be a very good thing. We can expand the realm and extend our power. No more wars with the Egyptians. It would be beneficial to have Egypt as an ally.”

The young man behind the king whispered in his ear again, and the old man nodded. The king turned to the young men lined up behind the throne. He pointed to a handsome young man. “Zannanza,” he said. “You shall unite the Hittites with the Egyptians.”

“You honor me, Father,” Zannanza said, bowing his head.

“You shall prepare to leave for Egypt immediately, my son. This is a wonderful day for the Hittites. We are making a friend from an enemy. Tonight we celebrate.”

***

It took several days to assemble a wedding party. Prince Zannanza had an entourage of seventy-five men, twenty bodyguards, and at least a hundred servants.

Khattusa-zita introduced us to the prince the morning we left to return to Egypt.

Hani, Kelly, and I bowed to the prince. He barely acknowledged us before waving us off with a dismissive finger twitch. He turned to an adviser and said, “My father has finally found a way to get rid of me. I’ll bet the queen is ugly and barren. I’d rather be leading a military campaign.”

Hani shrugged as if he’d expected this reaction, and he wandered off to prepare for the journey home.

I wanted to say something to the prince, but Kelly pulled me back.

“Not worth it,” she whispered.

“Ankhesenamun deserves better.”

“He’ll sing a different tune when he sees how lovely she is,” Kelly said.

“Maybe.”

“The prince just won the lottery. He gets a gorgeous wife, loads of wealth, and he gets to be the king of Egypt.”

“Maybe I should kill him and take his place,” I said.

Kelly laughed. “You’re too old for Ankhesenamun.”

“So are Aye and Horemheb, but they both seemed interested.”

“Speaking of those two, I think we’ll need to be ready for them to attack when we get back to Egypt. They aren’t going to want an enemy as a ruler.”

I nodded. “They won’t know what hit them.”

Kelly smiled. “You’ve got that right.”

“No,” I said. “You got that right. Say it right or don’t say it at all.”

“Clearly you’re not an English teacher.”

“It’s a rock-and-roll thing,” I said. “Bust out your inner Lynyrd Skynyrd.”

“I’ll pass,” Kelly said.

“What would you sing?” I asked.

“Kelly Clarkson. She has a great first name.”

“You don’t have hazel eyes.”

“No, but I’m stronger.”

I couldn’t argue with that. We laughed and joked, and talked about the things we missed from our time. We tried to enjoy the ride back toward Egypt. I wanted to make sure Ankhesenamun would be all right. Then we could try to get back to Brand. I sure hoped he and Esther were getting along.

 

RAYNA NOBLE

 

When they entered the Thoth Hermes Temple, Carlton escorted Rayna to the basement. They went down the old stairs into a darkened room. An awful aroma permeated the area. It smelled like a rotting corpse. Rayna wrinkled her nose and tried to breathe through her mouth. Little puffs of steam escaped her lips as she kept the fire stoked in her stomach. Her kind had tended dragons and had a few special skills.

A single electric lightbulb cast a circle of light on the stone floor. In the center, Rayna saw a wooden chair. On the outer edges of the light, she could see men standing in the shadows.

“The chair is for you,” Carlton said.

Rayna hesitated and Carlton shoved her forward. She staggered into the chair, nearly knocking it over.

“Please sit down, Miss Noble,” a voice in the darkness said.

“Am I speaking with Henry Winslow?” Rayna asked.

“Yes. Now please sit down.”

Rayna pulled the chair back a few feet so she wouldn’t have the light directly above her. She sat down and tried to see the faces of the men in the shadows. They all wore black robes and gold masks just as they had at the meeting.

“Can someone light some incense?” Rayna asked. She heard a shuffling in the shadows, and she wished she had something to mask the awful aroma. She pinched her nostrils closed. “Guess not. What do you want?”

“I’ll be asking the questions. You’ll be providing the answers.”

Rayna shrugged. She figured she might be able to learn a lot from the questions asked.

“You’ve been searching for me,” Winslow said.

“That’s not a question,” Rayna said.

“Why are you trying to find me?”

Rayna took a slow breath, wincing at the stench. What would Jonathan say? “I have a set of encyclopedias to sell you, but clearly I should have brought deodorizer.”

One of the robed men chuckled, but Carlton moved in front of her. “Show some respect,” he said and kicked her chair over backward.

When the chair hit the stone floor, Rayna wasn’t ready for it, and her breath escaped in a jet of flame. She hit her head on the floor. It hurt but not as much as losing that flame. It would take some time before she could restore the fire.

“What the hell was that?” Carlton asked. He rushed forward, preparing to kick her.

“Carlton, no,” Winslow said.

“She’s like some circus performer breathing fire!”

“And now she’s breathing steam. The threat is past. Do not harm her.”

Carlton clenched his fists and grimaced, but after another moment of hesitation, he stood down.

“Are you all right, Miss Noble?” Winslow asked.

“So far,” she said. She climbed to her feet, rubbed her head, and righted the chair before sitting down again. She glared at Carlton.

He smiled at her and stepped backward, swallowed by shadows.

“You are the second link,” Winslow said.

It wasn’t a question, so Rayna didn’t answer. She wondered for a moment if Carlton would be upset by her silence, but Winslow spoke again before Carlton did anything.

“Your mission is to kill me, but how do you kill someone who is already dead?”

“I suppose that depends on what kind of undead thing you are at this point. And my mission is not to kill you. My mission is simply to locate you. And guess what? I just did.”

“Miss Noble, I’m in touch with the other two aspects of my spirit. I know you were sent by Charon and Chronos, and that Jonathan Shade and Kelly Chan are in ancient Egypt while Brand Easton is somewhere in the 1870s. I haven’t met him yet, but I suspect I will before too long.”

“Was there a question in there somewhere?” Rayna asked. She readied herself in case Carlton or one of the other cowards in the shadows tried anything.

“I’m simply letting you know that I’m very much aware of what’s going on. I’ll ask you the same thing I asked your friends in the past. How do you expect to get home?”

“What do you mean?”

“You don’t have a link back to your own time. How do you expect to get home?”

“We’ll kill you and that will send us back.”

“Not without a link to your own time.”

Rayna thought about that. What Winslow said made too much sense. They really didn’t have a way home. She tried to keep the concern off her face when she realized it but failed.

“And now you see your dilemma.”

“We’ll find a way.”

“Perhaps, but I can help you if you help me.”

“Why would I help you? You’re a murderer!”

“I haven’t killed anyone.”

“Your asshole lackey here killed my friend.”

Winslow shuffled in the shadows. “What is she talking about? What did you do, Carlton?”

“Only what needed to be done. That detective was getting too close to finding us,” Carlton said.

“I did not give that order,” Winslow said.

“It was a judgment call,” Carlton said.

“A bad judgment call.”

“Baker got rid of the body. It’s fine.”

“I disapprove.”

“Yeah?” Carlton said. “Well, you need me, Henry! If not for me, you’d still be rotting in that morgue, or you’d be six feet under right now. Remember that.”

“And you need to remember that without me, you won’t be alive in six months. The cancer is spreading, Carlton.”

Carlton shook his head. “I don’t get it, Henry. Why don’t we just kill this bitch and be done with her? That way those others won’t be able to come here.”

“You imbecile,” Winslow said. “I want them to come here.”

“But that Shade guy killed you!”

“He didn’t know me then.”

“For all you know, that spell pulls him to your living body to kill you before coming here to destroy your corpse.”

“The timeline has already changed, Carlton. The Jonathan Shade who killed me won’t be there to kill me now. It’s a paradox or it’s a layered time event. Either way, things will get interesting.”

“What the hell are you talking about?” Rayna asked.

“Time has already been altered, Miss Noble. In the original timeline, you weren’t here. Nor was Brand Easton. In the original timeline, Jonathan Shade and Kelly Chan came back here with Charon, who was calling himself Sharon, and a woman named Naomi Miller.”

“Sharon couldn’t come back here.”

“Of course he could come here. Charon lied to you, Miss Noble.”

“Enough of this!” Carlton said. “What good does she do us if she’s alive?”

“If she’s alive and unharmed, I can win Jonathan Shade to my side,” Winslow said. “And if I can’t do that, we’ll still want Miss Noble alive because killing people is wrong and because she knows a good portion of what happens in the next eighty-some-odd years. Properly motivated, she will share that knowledge, and we will all live much more comfortable lives.”

“Why would I share with you?” Rayna asked.

Winslow laughed and stepped into the light. As she expected, Winslow was the source of the stench. His rotting body looked terrible. He gave her a smile. “How would you like eternal life?”

“Do I have to look like you?” she asked.

“Once my aspects reach me, I will be whole and the rotting will reverse itself.”

“So you hope.”

He smiled. “It’s all part of the spell, my dear.”

“Right. I think I’ll pass. I’ve known you only for a few minutes, and it already feels like an eternity.”

“I do hope you’ll change your mind. I don’t like hurting people.”

“Good. Then don’t.”

“When it comes to torture, it’s not me you need to fear. Carlton loves inflicting pain. Do us both a favor and don’t force me to unleash him. This doesn’t have to get ugly.”

Rayna met his gaze. “We’ll see about that.”

 

 

 

 

 

 

 


CHAPTER NINETEEN

 

 

JONATHAN SHADE

 

They attacked before we reached Egypt.

Kelly spotted the Egyptian army on a scouting run, and when she reported back to me, she said, “We should probably take a different route. There are too many of them.”

“Define ‘too many.’”

“Thousands.”

“Let’s talk to Khattusa-zita,” I said.

We approached the emissary, who rode his horse next to the prince’s stallion.

“We need to talk,” I said. Kelly and I were on foot, as were most of the men. The guards were on horses, and they flanked the group.

Prince Zannanza ignored me because I wasn’t royalty and, therefore, wasn’t fit to speak to him. I didn’t care. I just wanted to talk to Khattusa-zita.

“Give me a moment,” Khattusa-zita said and turned back to the prince to continue their conversation.

“We don’t have a moment,” I said. “There are thousands of Egyptians waiting for us, and they’re armed with bows, swords, chariots, you name it.”

Khattusa-zita looked at me, confused. “Is it a welcoming party?”

“Yeah,” I said walking alongside his horse. “They’d like to welcome our heads to the ground.”

“You speak nonsense, peasant,” Zannanza said.

“There’s an entire army gathered, so I wouldn’t call that nonsense.”

“How could you see this army? You’ve been walking with my men all day.”

“My wife borrowed a horse, rode ahead, and scouted the territory,” I said.

“So now I’m to listen to a woman? Be gone, fool.”

“If Kelly says an army is ready and waiting for us, she’s right.”

“If so, that would mean this whole thing has been a trap. I should have my men execute you.”

“You won’t have time for that,” Kelly said, interrupting.

“How dare you speak to me!” Zannanza said.

I saw what Kelly was talking about, and my heart sped up.

“We have bigger problems than you feeling insulted,” I said and pointed behind him.

About the time he turned to look, the first arrow sailed toward the party. It landed harmlessly, but the next arrow struck one of the prince’s trunks on the nearby caravan wagon.

I spun toward Kelly. “How did they get here so fast?”

“Different group,” Kelly said. “These are here to drive us into the full strength of Horemheb’s army.”

Charioteers raced toward our party. The drivers urged their horses on while the archers fired arrows into the air.

“Keep the prince safe,” I said.

“I’m on it,” Kelly said. She grabbed the indignant prince, pulling him from his horse.

“What are you doing?” he yelled.

“Shut up and stay behind me,” Kelly said as she drew her sword.

I knew he was safe, so I grabbed his horse, mounted, and raced toward the attackers. I pulled my Glock but didn’t fire. While the horse was moving, I wouldn’t be able to hit anything, and I didn’t want to waste bullets. I needed to focus on riding too because I was not a very good horseman. It’s one thing to ride at a leisurely pace, and it’s another to ride into battle.

Khattusa-zita raced alongside me. “We should be heading the other way,” he shouted.

“Not safe. This is the best way to go.”

“Where is Hani?” Khattusa-zita asked.

“How should I know?” I hadn’t seen him since the previous night. The quiet guy ate alone and retired early. I hadn’t given him much thought. “We can’t worry about him now.”

“He is the queen’s envoy. He must be protected.”

“He’s on his own for now.”

I reined the horse to a stop, took aim, and shot the driver of the closest chariot. My horse spooked at the sound of the gunshot, but I hit the driver in the shoulder, and he dropped the reins. His chariot swerved out of control. He tried to adjust, but he overcompensated and the chariot rolled over, crashing to the desert sand.

Khattusa-zita tried to catch my horse, but an arrow struck him in the eye, and he fell from his mount.

“Shit!” I said. I tried to rein my horse, but the sound of the chariots roaring toward us was too much, and it fought my every move.

I glanced back and saw a chariot bounce over Khattusa-zita’s corpse. One of the wheels broke, and the chariot crashed.

I tried to shoot from the running horse, but my aim was too far off. An arrow sailed past my ear, and I tried to make myself one with my horse, kicking it to go faster toward our fleeing party. The stallion adjusted to the battle situation and responded to my actions when I guided him.

The Hittite entourage raced toward the waiting Egyptian army. I didn’t know how far away the army was, but I knew it had to be close if the other group was attacking.

There were too many horses and men racing away, and I couldn’t get them to change direction. The smell of feces filled the air as many of the men voided their bowels. The term scared shitless is often proven in battle or high-stress life-and-death situations. The body lets go of anything that doesn’t matter for survival, including the sphincter. Fortunately I’d already had a bathroom break that morning.

My horse raced forward, and I gave him his head, hoping I could get to the front of the group to guide them off to the side to get away from the army, but as soon as the group crested the next rise, a wave of arrows darkened the sky, and I saw men falling from horses, carriages toppling, and people scattering in all directions.

I heard the thunder of horses and chariots, and I knew our group was doomed. The Egyptian army came at us from front and back, and as the prince’s entourage panicked, chaos ensued.

Egyptians in chariots roared into battle. Drivers maneuvered expertly around the chaos while their archers fired arrows into the men. Some of the archers used composite bows, while others used smaller bows, which were easier to fire from the moving chariots.

As I neared the main group, I saw that there were lines of archers on the ground too. Foot soldiers held large self-bows that had the tips curved away from the bowstrings. They shot barrages of arrows over the battlefield. The soldiers numbered in the thousands. I didn’t have enough bullets to make a difference here. There were simply too many soldiers. On top of that, there was no way I could retrieve all my spent casings or stray bullets.

I watched as one of the prince’s men leaped from his frightened horse into one of the chariots. He tackled the archer, trying to cut him with a knife, but the archer blocked the blow with his wrist guard and managed to get his bow around the man’s head. The archer twisted the bow, slamming the man against the side of the chariot, then pushed him over. The man hit the sand hard, and I saw him trampled by horses racing to the melee.

Every time I reined in, warriors fired arrows at me. I shot several soldiers each time, but it didn’t make any difference. I told myself not to use the gun, but in the heat of battle I couldn’t stop pulling that trigger. I was a man possessed. Warriors were everywhere, and the gun was in my hand. I fired over and over without thinking about it. I doubt I killed many men, but I probably injured quite a few. I don’t know how many times I reloaded, but against a massive army, my Glock wasn’t going to turn the tide. I fired again unable to stop, and the slide locked back, empty. With some good luck, all those bullets and casings would be lost to the sands of time. If luck turned the other cheek, I’d see this battlefield discussed by men in suits on some History Channel special about out-of-place technology in ancient times.

Kelly guarded the prince, so I knew as long as she was there, the prince would survive. In the confusion of battle, I lost track of her, but when I spun the horse around, I spotted General Horemheb.

And he spotted me.

I reached for a fresh magazine, but I was out. Horemheb raced his chariot toward me. I holstered the Glock and aimed my horse in his direction. As Horemheb crossed the sands, a soldier vaulted at me, knocking me from the horse. I hit the ground hard, rolled, and staggered to my feet. 

The warrior tried to attack me, swinging his short sword, but I managed to leap back just in time to avoid the blade. I couldn’t face him barehanded, so I ran toward a fallen Egyptian. I grabbed his short sword then spun around to face my attacker.

He swung his blade. I parried and followed that with a kick to the guy’s shield, which protected him from head to knee. He staggered backward but brought his shield around in time to block my next attack. He spun and slashed with his sword. Steel rang against steel, blending with the din of battle around us. I knew Horemheb was closing on us, and I needed to deal with this guy fast or I’d be dead meat.

The warrior engaged again, shoving me backward with his shield. I managed to keep my feet, but as he raced toward me again, I knew I had to retreat. I nearly fell over a corpse but managed to block the next attack. My heart thundered and I worried about it going too fast. The faster one’s heart beats in battle, the harder it is to control motor functions. I had to maintain control and try not to give in to the tunnel vision, even though it was my body trying to protect me.

I lost sight of Horemheb as I faced the warrior. I knew Horemheb would have trouble getting past the fighting men in his chariot, and I wasn’t too worried about the archers since they weren’t likely to fire into the crowd for fear of hitting their own men in the constantly moving melee. With a little luck, I could dispatch my opponent quickly.

The warrior hacked and slashed, and I couldn’t find an opening. It was all I could do to parry the blows, while he easily blocked my attacks with his shield. My hands ached from the crashing steel reverberating through my bones. As I worked to block the attacks, I realized the warrior was far better trained in combat than I. The short sword I used didn’t have one of those hooks like the khopesh swords I’d seen in Thebes, so I couldn’t catch that shield and pull it down with my blade.

In a fair fight, this guy would eventually kill me. Sadly I suspected that most of the soldiers here were better trained than I. Not that Kelly wasn’t a great trainer, but these guys had all seen combat in wartime. I’d had special training, and I knew I was very good. I’d fought some individual guys, and I’d even killed a few Sekutar warriors, but they were overconfident, and I’d had the element of surprise. The Egyptian soldiers trained to be the best, and I knew some of the warriors were probably hired mercenaries. They killed for a living. They had more training than I did, and their training was specifically geared to this kind of combat with these weapons. I was out of my league, and I knew it.

I needed to do something fast before this guy wore me out. Adrenaline kept me going, but I knew that was temporary, and I felt my vision narrowing as my heart raced faster. I needed to give myself over to the training Kelly had given me. I shoved the man’s shield to push him back and used that momentary break to draw a deep breath. I thought about trying to grab his shield with my hand to pull it down, but I couldn’t risk it because the guy was so fast, he’d probably cut off my hand at the wrist.

It was tough to keep my surroundings in mind. I didn’t want to back into someone else. I also didn’t want another warrior to stab me from behind, so I kept trying to circle around as we parried and attacked. I couldn’t just run away because there was no place to run to.

The warrior grinned, clearly recognizing that I was getting tired. He thrust with his sword. I blocked it and went up high with my own short sword, and as soon as he raised his shield to block, I let myself drop to the ground. As I went down, I swung hard for his legs. The blade bit deep into his shin.

The warrior cried out in pain and fell to the side.

I scrambled atop him, pulling his shield away, ready to deliver a fatal blow when I felt something smash into my back.

I fell on the soldier, rolled off him, and saw General Horemheb smiling, shield in one hand, sword in the other. He raised his sword for the killing strike.

At least I would die in battle.

I waited for the deathblow, unable to block it.

 

KELLY CHAN

 

When the battle broke out, I smiled. It had been a long time since I’d been truly in my element. While most of my missions for DGI back in the day were stealth infiltration and assassinations without being seen by others, my favorite pastime was actual battle where I could kill anyone or anything that came within range of my weapons.

Zannanza was an ass, but I kept him behind me, knowing he was necessary if Ankhesenamun wanted to remain in power to rule Egypt. She could control this little worm by batting her eyes at him. Of that, I was certain, and I wanted to know that another woman would run Egypt as Hatshepsut had done before her and as Cleopatra would centuries from now.

I began with my composite bow. I fired arrows into warriors from six hundred feet away. During our chariot race in Thebes, I quickly adjusted my technique to fire the lighter arrows from a heavy bow. My first few shots weren’t very accurate that day, but now that I understood how to fire the weapon properly, I adjusted my draw, my hold, and my aim so the light arrows would still fly true and strike their targets.

Moving targets are harder to hit, of course, but as I didn’t have to adjust for riding in a chariot, I found it to be easier than I expected. I ran out of arrows quickly, so I pulled the Beretta Jonathan had given me. As soldiers drew near, I shot them down. There were extra magazines, but they were still in the pack back in Thebes. I had not expected to use a gun.

Zannanza cowered at the sound of the gunfire. I grinned inwardly.

When I ran out of bullets, I tucked the gun away and drew my sword. Now the fun could really begin.

As I waited for warriors to reach me, I looked around and saw Jonathan on horseback, firing at approaching soldiers with his Glock. Then I saw a warrior tackle him and knock him from the animal. Jonathan found a sword and engaged with the warrior.

The warrior was good, but I knew Jonathan was better.

A soldier raced at me, thinking he could strike with a cudgel. I gutted him with my sword, spun around, sliced another soldier open, then kicked another away from Zannanza. I spun around and from the corner of my eye, I saw Horemheb jump out of a chariot, heft his shield, and race toward Jonathan, who seemed to be having trouble with his opponent.

Jonathan didn’t see Horemheb.

I killed another soldier, grabbed Zannanza, and shouted in his face, “Stay close to me!”

His eyes were wide as saucers, and sweat beaded on his forehead. He gave me a nod, and I moved toward Jonathan at a dead run.

Jonathan dropped to the ground and cut the warrior’s legs. He still didn’t see Horemheb.

“Jonathan!” I screamed but he didn’t hear me over the roar of battle. He crawled onto the downed warrior and pulled the man’s shield aside.

I didn’t have any arrows.

Horemheb raced up behind Jonathan.

I didn’t have any bullets. I was too far away to stop him.

Horemheb slammed into Jonathan’s back with the shield.

Jonathan grunted as the shield drove him forward.

“No!” I yelled as I pulled several shuriken from my belt.

Jonathan fell onto the soldier and rolled off the man to the ground.

Horemheb raised his sword, said something I couldn’t hear, and moved to kill Jonathan.

But now I was closer. I let the shuriken fly.

Two of them struck Horemheb in the back; two of them stuck in his hand. He dropped the sword and fell to his knees. I kicked him aside and knelt by Jonathan.

“Fancy meeting you here,” he said around his pain.

“Shut up,” I said. “I need to get you to safety.”

“You need to ow!”

As I pulled Jonathan to his feet, he moaned and pointed behind me.

Zannanza stumbled up to us. “This was a ruse the entire time,” Zannanza said. “You led me here to kill me.”

Evidently he’d already forgotten that the only reason he was still alive was because I was protecting him. He pulled a dagger.

“Really?” I said.

Jonathan needed me. I didn’t know this Zannanza guy beyond the few days of traveling, and I already didn’t like him. If Jonathan died because this ass slowed me down, I would never forgive myself.

“Ankhesenamun can do better than you,” I said.

I lifted Jonathan in my arms. 

“I think I can walk,” Jonathan said.

I ignored him and threw him over my shoulder in a fireman’s carry. I also ignored Zannanza, who brandished his dagger at me with shaking hands. He was the least of my worries. Right now I had to get Jonathan to safety. Nothing else mattered.

Zannanza didn’t try to follow. He just stood there with the dagger in his hand.

Soldiers tried to attack me as I carried my friend and lover away from the battleground, but they quickly met their deaths at the end of my blade. I must have looked like an insane woman running across the bloody wasteland, man over my left shoulder, sword in my right hand.

When we reached relative safety, I checked Jonathan’s back. He had a bad scrape where Horemheb had slammed him with the shield, but the general must have wanted Jonathan to see the real blow before it came, so the first one was just to get his attention. Perhaps I should have returned to the battle, but I needed to make sure Jonathan was safe. 

I watched the Egyptian army slaughter Zannanza’s entourage. 

It didn’t take long.

Toward the end, Zannanza stood with dagger in hand, turning in circles. General Horemheb approached him, one hand injured from my throwing stars and bleeding from the wounds in his back. Otherwise, he didn’t seem much the worse for wear. He took a spear and ran Zannanza through.

I shook my head. “We tried to protect them.”

“Really?” Jonathan asked. His tone suggested that he didn’t believe me.

Was he right?

I did a bit of soul searching. Could I have kept Zannanza safe?

Yes.

Could I have saved him as well as Jonathan?

Maybe.

But the risk to Jonathan was too great. There were too many warriors down there, and they were very good at what they did. I was still a far cry from a hundred percent, so I stood by my choice to get Jonathan to safety.

After all, I barely knew Zannanza and his men, but I loved Jonathan.

In the end, that made all the difference to me.

 

BRAND EASTON

 

After a night of passionate lovemaking, Brand didn’t think it could get any worse. Over breakfast in the dining car, Priscilla looked at Edward. “Can you feel Brand inside you?”

Edward shrugged. “A little.”

“Not to worry,” Priscilla said. “When we get to my house in New York, I’ll be able to remove his spirit. He’ll be dead but his body will live on with you as its sole occupant.”

Brand let that sink in. He wondered if the link Chronos and Sharon had created was bound to his body or his spirit. If the latter, Jonathan and Kelly wouldn’t be pulled to the 1870s. If the former, at least Brand would be avenged.

Either way, he was not a happy camper.

 

RAYNA NOBLE

 

Rayna paced the floor in a large bedroom. She was a prisoner, but so far, Winslow had been true to his word, and he’d kept Carlton from doing anything to her. Still, even though the room was nice, she wanted to leave. The door was locked, and there were always two men stationed outside.

They brought her meals, and she had an attached bathroom, but there were no windows and no chance of escape. She could have built up her fire and burned the place down, but what purpose would that serve? Winslow made sure she would be comfortable in her captivity, and while Rayna didn’t like being under his thumb, she didn’t want to kill anyone either.

Based on the layout of the building, she suspected this inner chamber was one of the private sex rooms. She hoped they’d changed the sheets. She’d spent some time checking out the books on the bookshelf, but they were mostly written in French, and the few English texts she found were esoteric occult titles recounting the history of some secret society that had been around since ancient Egypt. Had it been written to compete with television and movies, she might have been able to decipher it, but the author or authors loved to drone on and on about the ancestry of this or that member of the club. If she had insomnia, those books would be an instant cure.

She was of two minds about her current predicament. She wanted to be free, but at the same time, she knew that if she simply remained here, when Jonathan and Kelly came forward, they would come right to Winslow. Mission accomplished. Right?

But Winslow wanted them to come here.

What if they were nauseated from the journey? They would fall right into Winslow’s clutches. In spite of looking like an extra on The Walking Dead, he’d been kind to her so far. He didn’t seem like an evil mastermind. He seemed genuinely concerned about her well-being. He refused to allow Carlton to take her to the chamber. Instead, he’d had two other men escort her. Was it variation on good cop/bad cop? Carlton scared her. But Winslow was the boss.

Would Carlton follow him simply for the chance to cure his cancer? Maybe. But she suspected there was more to it than that.

Rayna kept looking around the room, trying to work out a way to escape. On the other hand, perhaps she needed to remain here for now. Winslow was a talker. Her ears and her brain could be her best weapons in this battle. Perhaps he would tell her how to defeat him.

She allowed herself a grin. She may be a prisoner, but at least the accommodations were excellent.

Rayna spun toward the door as she heard a key fumbling in the lock.

She clenched her fists, keeping her wrist straight as Jonathan had taught her. If someone came in here thinking she’d be an easy target, that fool had another thing coming. If he had weapons, she might be able to take them away. Rayna was very good with a variety of weapons.

The door swung inward, and a man in black robes and a gold mask stepped inside. From his neck and chin, she could see he was an old man. His grin looked familiar.

“Who are you and what do you want?”

The old man smiled. He was a bit hunched over, and Rayna’s first guess was that he must be in his eighties.

“I want to be young again, of course.”

“Do I know you?” she asked.

He shook his head. “That would be telling.”

“You look familiar.”

“Oh, you’ve seen me a few times. Once at Sully’s on Lexington and once in Central Park. You saw me at the temple too, but you wouldn’t have known.”

“What’s your name?”

“Better if I don’t say. I’m just here to warn you. That’s all.”

“Warn me about?”

The old man took a deep breath. “Many years ago, I met a man from the future named Jonathan Shade. He and I spent some time together before he died. That man loved to sing the strangest songs.”

“Wait a minute,” Rayna said. “What do you mean ‘before he died’?”

“Oh, I’m so sorry, ma’am. For me it’s been so many years. I should have told you in a nicer way.”

“He’s really dead?” Rayna sat on the bed. She buried her face in her hands. “What happened?”

“There’s not much I can tell you, Miss Noble. I met Jonathan in the 1870s. He was tracking down a man named Henry Winslow. A man I also now know very well. Jonathan told me some things that made me a wealthy man. In return, he asked me to keep an eye out for you. I got a message when you checked in to the Aberdeen, and Charlie told me you went to a speakeasy. I lost track of you a few times. As Jonathan used to say, getting old sucks.”

“I don’t understand.”

“Jonathan asked me to pass you a message, but he told me not to give it to you until you’d found Winslow.”

“Message?”

“He wanted me to tell you he missed you and that he loved you. And he wanted me to tell you not to try and fight Winslow.”

“Why?”

“He told me if I met Winslow, I’d know, but I’ve known Winslow for years, and I still don’t understand it myself.”

“I know he’s dangerous.”

“All men are dangerous.”

“I came here to get you out of this place,” the old man said.

“What about Kelly and Brand?”

The old man shrugged. “I don’t know. Jonathan talked about them, but I don’t know what happened. If they fulfilled their mission, they’ll be along soon.”

The old man cocked his head to the side then shambled over to the door.

“Someone’s coming,” he said. “You need to get out of here right now.”

“Winslow won’t hurt me.”

“It isn’t Winslow who scares me, Miss Noble. It’s that madman, Carlton J. Penick. Come with me.”

“If you want to live,” Rayna said.

“What?” the old man said.

“The second Terminator movie. Jonathan and I watched it together on Blu-ray.”

He shook his head. “I don’t know what a Terminator or a Blu-ray is. They sound dangerous, though.”

“You know what movies are, right?”

“Of course. The General and Safety Last are my favorites.”

“I don’t know those.”

“Buster Keaton and Harold Lloyd,” the old man said. “They make wonderful movies. But we need to get you to safety.”

He led her out of the room. Two men lay unconscious in the hallway outside her door. The man led her down a long staircase and to the front door.

“Please do not pursue this any further. Jonathan did not wish to see you harmed.”

“What about Kelly and Brand? If they show up, I mean.”

“You may tell them where Winslow is living. And warn them about Carlton. He’s the immediate threat. Be safe, my dear.”

Rayna stopped as she opened the door. She turned back to the old man. She wanted to pull his mask away, but the old man had already shuffled back to the staircase.

She saw Carlton at the top of the steps.

“What have you done?” Carlton asked. “There are two men on the floor up here.”

“I set her free,” the old man said with defiance. 

“You should not have done that, Mr. Easton,” Carlton said and pushed past him.

“She’s long gone,” the old man said.

Carlton rushed down the stairs.

Rayna ran as fast and as hard as she could. She made it to the corner and ducked around it.

Two thoughts kept banging up against Rayna’s mind as she moved farther away from the temple at a more normal pace. Jonathan was dead and Carlton called the old man Mr. Easton.

Brand. If Winslow died, why hadn’t Brand been pulled forward to her?

What the hell happened in 1877?

And what could she do in 1926?

Especially if Jonathan was dead?

She walked the streets of New York, feeling more alone than ever as the tears rolled down her cheeks.

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 


CHAPTER TWENTY

 

 

JONATHAN SHADE

 

I’m not proud of it, but I bitched, moaned, and whined as Kelly carried me across the battlefield. In my defense, my back was killing me, and every step she took was like someone taking a hammer to my spine. 

Kelly dispatched warriors left and right without slowing down. Zannanza tried to keep up, carrying his dagger, and Horemheb followed him, but they both fell behind, and after Kelly killed a final warrior, she made even better time. I tried to tell her to stop, but she either ignored me or thought I was ranting and raving like a lunatic.

She finally set me down toward the top of a hill where we could look over the battlefield and watch the Egyptian army slaughter Zannanza’s men. Horemheb blocked Zannanza’s escape, keeping the man moving in circles, trying to find a way to safety.

I lost sight of things for a moment as Kelly shoved me down to examine my injury. She held me down and told me it was just a scrape and that I would soon have a nice bruise to go along with the dull pain.

In the distance, she and I watched Horemheb slay Zannanza.

***

I had to trust Kelly to get us back to Thebes. I don’t seem directionally challenged when I’m in Denver, but thanks to the mountains, I always know which way is west. Out here, everything was just sand. I had a compass on my cell phone, but that was in my pack in Thebes. 

It hurt to walk, but I knew I needed to man up and not complain about it. I think I did a pretty good job.

 

KELLY CHAN

 

The trip back to Thebes was uneventful, but I did get tired of Jonathan’s complaining about the pain. After a few days, he got better about it, but there for a while I wanted to tell him to grow a pair.

 

JONATHAN SHADE

 

A few days later, I was feeling much better. It took time to get back to Thebes because the barge was gone and there was no sign of the oarsmen. We negotiated passage up the Nile to get back to the palace, and I wanted to sleep for a week.

As we approached the compound early one morning, two guards met us at the doorway. They barred our entry, crossing spears before us.

Kelly glared at them, and they looked nervous. I wondered if they’d been at our demonstration a few months back. I half expected one of them to say, “You shall not pass,” but neither spoke to us. One called out, “Tell General Horemheb the strangers have returned!”

Either Horemheb left his men behind or the entire Egyptian army was a lot faster than I thought. It made sense to travel ahead and let the army march back at their own pace. We should have moved faster.

A short time later, Horemheb and Aye exited the palace gate along with twenty large men armed with blades. Horemheb had a smug look on his face. “You show great courage and great stupidity to return here,” he said.

“We were emissaries of the queen,” I said. “We’re here to make a report to her.”

“Ankhesenamun is grieving,” Aye said. He wore a crown with a cobra on the front of it. “She does not wish to speak with you.”

“You’re an adviser and nothing more,” I said. “You can’t speak for her. We were tasked with a mission, and we will report to her.”

Horemheb stepped closer. He had the confidence of a man who’d already won the war and was simply deciding whether or not to kill or enslave the losers. “She—”

His mistake was a combination of getting too close and being overconfident.

Kelly slammed into him like a Mack truck. She drove him against the wall, pinched off his carotid artery, and held it for a few seconds. The general went limp. By that point, the soldiers sprang into action. The closest stabbed her in the back with a sword. Another swung a blade, but I was fast enough to jump in and knock him off balance. Kelly let Horemheb drop to the sand and spun around. She whipped out her own sword and, in a flurry of action, sliced off a soldier’s arm, another soldier’s head, and clanged steel with several others before jumping back. She still had a sword protruding from her back.

“Mind if I use that?” I asked, pointing to the offending weapon.

“Be my guest,” she said and turned so I could pull the blade from her body.

I smiled as blood dripped from the steel to stain the sand. The soldiers backed up a few steps, not sure what to do. Aye hid behind one of the larger men.

The man swallowed hard when I brandished the blade in his direction. “You may want to step aside, son,” I said.

“I will not back down from my duty to the king,” he said and tried to attack.

Before he could raise his weapon, I stabbed him in the shoulder.

“Don’t make me kill you,” I said.

Aye gathered his courage and pulled the soldier back. The soldier clutched at his wound. It wasn’t deep, but it bled more than I expected. Aye faced me. Sweat beaded on his forehead. He knew he couldn’t affect me with magic, so he didn’t try. He looked tired.

“We are burying Tutankhamun today. Ankhesenamun still has preparations to handle, but I will bring her to meet you in the audience hall.”

“Now you see how easy that was? Why didn’t you just agree to that in the first place?”

“Because you failed her.”

That hurt, but I glanced at Horemheb, who was beginning to stir. “Only because you sent the general here to kill the prince.”

“I didn’t send anybody.”

“Then who did?” I asked.

Horemheb pulled himself to his feet, looking a bit groggy. “The queen.”

“Not a chance,” I said.

“Who else could issue an order for the army?”

“You.”

He shook his head. “I follow orders. The queen is the regent. She gave the order.”

 

 

 

 

 

 

 


CHAPTER TWENTY-ONE

 

 

JONATHAN SHADE

 

Aye led us to the Great Hall while Kelly kept hold of Horemheb. The vizier sent a servant to bring the queen.

Once the servant was gone, Aye approached me. He looked around at the soldiers and lowered his voice to a whisper. “I believe the queen killed her husband.”

“What?”

“Do not make me repeat it. My magic is strong, but the queen rules Egypt. You weren’t supposed to make it back here.”

“I know. You and your buddy Horemheb tried to have us killed.”

“We were following orders,” he whispered.

“I don’t believe you.”

“I understand but when the queen returns with Henry Winslow, you will thank me for alerting you. Provided she doesn’t have you killed on the spot.”

“That doesn’t make any sense. You’re lying.”

Aye shrugged. “Am I? Ankhesenamun was older than Tutankhamun, and she felt the throne was hers by right. She is the one with royal blood. She is the daughter of Akhenaten and Nefertiti. Tutankhamun was born of a foreign princess, Kiya, a mere second wife. Nefertiti was the Great Royal Wife. Ankhesenamun was able to control Tutankhamun for a time, but recently he started making decisions without her. He was disappointed that she could not bear him children. He was ready to take a second wife—one who could provide him a son.”

“Tutankhamun loved Ankhesenamun. I could see it in his eyes.”

“Yes, he did, but he had to think of Egypt. She knew she was losing her control.”

“I’ve also seen the way you look at her, Aye.”

“She came to me in the night, asking if I could give her a son. I will not deny that I looked forward to those nights.”

I shook my head. “You had the look of someone who wanted her but hadn’t had her yet.”

He nodded. “She has not come to my bed. Not yet. I have been hopeful, and my Great Wife has given her consent. I knew Ankhesenamun would claim any child belonged to Tutankhamun. And yes, I wanted her. She is lovely. Alas, that is not to be. While you were gone, she has been consorting with your foreign friend.”

“Impossible,” I said. “He can’t speak Egyptian.”

“One day his words were unknowable; the next, he spoke fluent Egyptian. He claims to be the living son of Thoth. His magic is strong.”

Damn. I knew we shouldn’t have left him alone. I didn’t know what to think. I didn’t want to believe Horemheb and Aye, but I had to consider the possibility. Could Ankhesenamun have had second thoughts about marrying a Hittite? Could she have ordered our deaths too?

Kelly shoved Horemheb into a chair. “Ankhesenamun would not have betrayed us,” she said.

“You don’t have to believe anything we say,” Horemheb said. “She will be here soon, and then you’ll know our words are true.”

We didn’t have to wait long.

Ankhesenamun entered the audience hall with Winslow at her side. They were flanked by a group of scribes and servants. Ankhesenamun looked as radiant as ever in a simple sheath dress. Winslow was dressed like an Egyptian with the wide collar, arm- and wristbands, a kilt, and sandals. He also wore a white linen wrap. His eyes were surrounded by dark makeup that swished off toward his temples, and his head had been shaved. Amulets dangled around his neck.

They moved to the front of the hall, stepped onto the dais, and sat in the large chairs. The scribes knelt and unrolled blank papyrus, and their servants placed ink pots and brushes before them.

Ankhesenamun whispered something to Winslow and he nodded.

She raised a hand for a moment, and everyone fell silent.

“Welcome back, Jonathan and Kelly,” she said.

“Thank you,” I said.

“You did not bring a Hittite prince with you.”

I didn’t say anything.

She looked at me for a moment then turned her gaze to Kelly. She frowned and returned her gaze my way. “Where is Hani?”

“I haven’t seen him since the battle,” I said. “If he hasn’t returned, I assume he’s dead.”

Ankhesenamun looked past me. “Are you dead, Hani?”

“No, my queen,” a voice said behind me.

I turned to see Hani in the entrance. He didn’t have any road dust on him, and he wore a colored kilt. He looked well rested and slightly amused.

Ankhesenamun nodded to him then gave me an impassive stare. “You were tasked with protecting the prince.”

Again I remained silent.

“Do you admit failure?” she asked.

“Did you send an army to kill the prince?” I asked.

She hesitated. “After careful consideration, I determined that the Egyptian people would not wish to have an enemy as king.”

“So I guess it didn’t occur to you that if you hadn’t had him murdered, he wouldn’t have been an enemy? Marriage is a common way to bring kingdoms together. It has always been that way, and I suspect it will be for thousands of years.”

Winslow leaned over and whispered in her ear. She nodded and her eyes narrowed as she spoke to me. “Do you presume to lecture me?”

Based on her tone of voice, I knew I was already driving a tractor trailer on thin ice. “No,” I said. “I was simply thinking out loud to make sure I understood that you have a different perspective on how things work. My apologies.”

“Evidently you have a great deal for which to apologize.”

“I do?”

“Hani,” she said.

“Yes, my queen,” Hani said.

“Please tell me again what you saw during the battle.”

This ought to be good, I thought.

“This one,” he said, pointing at Kelly, “was protecting Zannanza but decided to abandon him to protect this one.” He pointed at me. “Then these two ran like cowards and disappeared into the hills, leaving everyone else to die.”

Or maybe not so good.

“Is this true?” Ankhesenamun asked.

Kelly nudged me. “Let me take this one,” she said.

“Be my guest,” I said.

Kelly stepped forward. “It is true to a point. We were outnumbered by thousands, and I had to make a choice. I could protect Zannanza, a man you would have despised, or I could protect my friend. General Horemheb was preparing to kill Jonathan, so I did what I felt was appropriate and I got Jonathan out of there. Once I had Jonathan safe, I looked over the battlefield and felt it was better to let Zannanza die rather than kill your entire army.”

Horemheb laughed. “You think you could kill an army all by yourself?”

Kelly calmly turned to look at him. “Yes,” she said.

He stared into her eyes, and I know he saw nothing but confidence. His smile vanished and he didn’t try to argue.

Winslow clapped his hands. “Bravo,” he said. “I believe she probably could.”

“As long as she didn’t have to protect anyone, she definitely could,” I said.

“So in essence, you’re saying you did the queen a favor,” Winslow said with a grin.

“We failed in our mission to protect the prince,” I said. “But to be fair, we weren’t expecting to face the Egyptian army.”

“Always expect the unexpected,” Winslow said.

Ankhesenamun placed a hand on Winslow’s shoulder. “Thoth speaks truth and wisdom,” she said.

I glanced at Kelly and mouthed the words, Thoth speaks?

She shrugged.

What the hell happened in our absence?

Aye rose and approached the dais. “I grow weary of this meeting, and there are still preparations to make for the burial. Shall we execute them or send them to work the mines?”

Again, Winslow leaned toward her and whispered in her ear. She grinned and nodded. Then she faced Aye. “Is my husband’s tomb prepared?”

“It is.”

“We shall lay my former husband to rest, and when we seal the tomb, Jonathan and Kelly will be with him to be his servants in the west.”

The vizier smiled and nodded. He shared a look with Horemheb.

The general turned to me. “It would seem your days in this world are few.”

“They always were,” I said.

“You realize you’ll be dead within a week once we seal you into the tomb. The gods will suffocate you.”

“At least I won’t have to look at your ugly face anymore,” I said.

Kelly stepped close to me. “I think it’s time to end this,” she said and pulled a dagger from her belt. “Grab hold of me.”

I took hold of her left hand. She whipped the dagger up and let it fly at Winslow.

The dagger flew straight and true.

Until it slowed and stopped five inches from Winslow’s heart.

“Good aim,” he said. He reached out, plucked the dagger from the air, and tucked it into his own belt. He held out his hands with his palms together, thumbs toward the ceiling as if he were in prayer. He let his hands drift downward until they aimed at me and Kelly.

Kelly stiffened.

“Are you all right?” I whispered.

“He’s using magic,” she said.

“I’m not ready to go yet, so I think you two should have separate rooms for the time being,” he said. He spread his hands.

Kelly flew to the side, and the motion was so sudden, it pulled her from my grasp. She crashed into a group of servants then fell to the floor.

Winslow looked at me and raised an eyebrow. “How odd. You’re still standing.”

“His magic is strong,” Ankhesenamun said. “Our best wizards could do nothing to him.”

I walked toward the dais.

“Winslow, Winslow, Winslow,” I said. “Your magic sucks.”

Winslow switched to English. I could tell because the words were clear. “If you kill me now, you’ll be stuck here in Egypt.”

Ankhesenamun pointed at me. “Guards, seize him!”

My plan was to grab him, drag him over to Kelly, then break his neck. I could have killed him before the guards reached me, but he was right that I’d be stuck here while Kelly would disappear. The guards grabbed me. I could tell they were nervous, but I didn’t try to fight them. I just gazed into Winslow’s eyes.

“I’m going to kill you,” I said with a smile.

The guards started to pull me away. I struggled to hold myself in place a moment longer so I could turn to Ankhesenamun. “Kelly trusted you.”

The guards started to pull me away, but Ankhesenamun held up a hand. They kept hold of me but allowed me to stay where I was.

“I really do like her,” Ankhesenamun said.

I shook my head. “You’re missing the point, Ankhesenamun. You upset her.”

“That’s not important.” She motioned for the guards to take me away.

I held my place long enough to say one more thing before the guards dragged me away from the dais. “Oh, it’s important,” I said, “because before the day is out, she’s going to kill you.” 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 


CHAPTER TWENTY-TWO

 

 

 

JONATHAN SHADE

 

Winslow and Horemheb came to see me in the room where I’d been detained. They had an entourage of soldiers and servants with them. My hands were tied with leather thongs. I clenched and unclenched my fists over and over, but the thongs had zero give to them. Winslow carried my backpack, which held my cell phone and some extra magazines for the Beretta as well as a few for the Glock.

“I believe this is yours,” Winslow said and dropped the pack on the floor. “Perhaps it will be useful in the afterlife.”

Horemheb motioned to the soldiers, and they moved over to pull me to my feet. They held me still while the general got in my face. His breath could have killed a rhino at twenty paces.

“I don’t think you’ll have much use for your possessions as Ammit will eat your heart.”

It took me a moment to realize what he meant. Kelly had explained to me that in the Egyptian view of the afterlife, Anubis would weigh a heart against the feather of Maat, and if the heart weighed more, a monster named Ammit would devour said heart. As the Egyptians believed the mind and soul resided in the heart, Horemheb was telling me that I would be judged unworthy and would not be granted eternal life.

I didn’t have a snappy comeback, so I just grinned at him. The truth was that I was afraid. I couldn’t kill Winslow while I was separated from Kelly, or I’d be trapped in ancient Egypt. And I knew I wouldn’t be able to get close to her before they locked us in Tut’s tomb. While I didn’t remember Howard Carter finding extra skeletons in the tomb in any of the accounts I’d read about the discovery of Tut’s treasures, it was entirely possible that by failing here, time would be changed. Maybe the ripple effect wouldn’t be terrible, but maybe it would.

A butterfly flaps its wings in Africa, I thought. Of course, I was in Africa, so maybe it should be “A modern man dies in ancient Egypt, and civilizations never rise.”

Horemheb looked as if he wanted to punch me, but instead he simply stepped back and allowed Winslow to approach.

“How are you feeling, Jonathan?” Winslow asked.

“Like I should have killed you when I had the chance.”

“Why didn’t you?”

“I’ve been asking myself that exact question for the past thirty minutes. So why haven’t you killed me yet?” I asked.

“Because unlike you, I’m not a murderer.”

“Unlike me?”

“I can see into your soul, Jonathan. I translated the Emerald Tablets. The power there is truly incredible. In any case, I can look in your eyes, and I can tell you’ve taken lives. You’ve considered yourself judge, jury, and executioner on more than one occasion. If I were you, I wouldn’t want Anubis to perform the weighing of the heart ritual. All that guilt against a single feather? Surely the scales will tip.”

“Thanks for the vote of confidence. Where’s Curly?” I asked.

“Curly?”

“If Horemheb is Larry, you’re Moe, then Aye has to be Curly.”

He looked at me as if I were insane. “What the hell are you talking about?”

“The Three Stooges. I guess they weren’t around in your time, but I thought you Underworld people kept up a bit more with the changing times. Charon sure did.”

“Perhaps in some areas, the people were afforded such luxuries.”

“But not in Tartarus,” I said.

He laughed. “You really think I was destined for Tartarus? In that vernacular, I was in the Asphodel Meadows. Unlike many, I didn’t drink from the Lethe, so I never forgot my former life. That’s how I was able to sneak away and find the Stacks so I could access the Forbidden Texts. In my view, I simply held fast to my True Will. Reality, my dear Jonathan, is a blend of belief systems that flow into the Truth.”

“Sounds like bullshit to me. Where is Aye?”

“Ankhesenamun’s husband is preparing for the burial ceremony.”

“Tut was her husband.”

“Yes, and Aye is her husband now. Did you not notice that he wears a crown with a cobra on it?”

“Not really.”

He shrugged. “Oh well. I suppose not all detectives are as quick on the uptake as Sherlock Holmes. It’s a shame, really, because that crown should have been a bright shiny clue to the situation you were walking into. Are you prepared to meet your fate?”

“Not especially, but I am bored with your small talk. Go ahead and tell me to kiss my ass good-bye and I’ll see you at the ceremony.”

 

KELLY CHAN

 

I hate wizards.

My wrists were bound by light, and while I could focus and pull my hands about six inches apart, they snapped back after that and the spell grew stronger for a time.

My ankles were also bound by light, but I had more leeway there, so I could walk. Before several servants led me out of the Great Hall, I tried to kick one of them, but I couldn’t pull my leg up to chamber it in preparation for a side kick. Without the coil, there wouldn’t be any power in the kick, and as I couldn’t raise my leg high enough for a roundhouse, I would be stuck kicking someone in the shins. It was a situation unfit for a Sekutar warrior.

Here I was, nearly back to full strength, but that goddamn Winslow had to go and mess it all up. I made a mental to-do list, and killing him was right at the top.

I started counting off the body parts I could tear away from him one by one, but before I’d reached the knees, Ankhesenamun entered the room where I was being detained. She had a handful of servants with her.

“I hope you’re proud of yourself,” I said and spit on the floor. She was lucky I didn’t spit in her face.

She glanced down at the spittle then met my gaze. “You understand nothing of our ways.”

“You were afraid and you asked us for help. We agreed to help you, and you repaid us by betraying us. What’s to understand?”

“Our king must be Egyptian.”

“And that’s a reason to execute a foreign prince, alienate the entire Hittite nation, and try to have your emissaries killed?”

“As I said, you don’t understand. The Hittites are our sworn enemies. Aye and Horemheb both explained to me how they would send a worthless son to slay me while I slept. Then we would be ruled by a Hittite.”

“Aye and Horemheb crave power.”

“You met the prince, Kelly. Do you believe he would have made a good king?”

“I believe you could have controlled him and run Egypt yourself, using him as a figurehead.”

“Yes, I considered that as a possibility, but I learned from Winslow that Suppiluliumas selected Zannanza.”

“You learned that from Winslow?”

She nodded. “He has powerful magic. He created a vision in the air before me that allowed me to see what was happening as it occurred. You met Zannanza and I know you did not like him. I could see your expression when you turned away from him. But did you know he’s an expert with a dagger? Did you know he’s slain many men and women while they slept?”

“You sent the army to kill us.”

“And yet you and Jonathan are both alive. My orders were to slay the Hittite prince and his entourage but not to harm you, Jonathan, or Hani.”

“Horemheb tried to kill Jonathan.”

“Only because you both killed many Egyptian soldiers.”

“So you want me to believe you’re a good person.”

“I am trying to do what’s best for Egypt.”

“Then set us free.”

“You are now enemies of Egypt. I cannot change that. You killed too many men.”

I shook my head. “We didn’t have a choice.”

“You could have broken away from the battle sooner.”

“You sent us to protect the prince.”

“I must do what is right for Egypt,” she said again. “Toward that end, I have married Aye.”

“You married that dried-up old man?”

“Egypt needs a king.”

“You don’t even like Aye.”

“Egypt needs a king, and the king must be Egyptian. However, I am doing you a great honor by allowing you to serve Tutankhamun in the afterlife. You should appreciate the gesture.”

“I don’t.”

Ankhesenamun shrugged. “History will remember you as friends of Egypt because of my actions.”

“I don’t care how history remembers me,” I said. “My purpose is to live and to protect the man I love.”

“Your husband. His magic is strong too. But he has many weaknesses.”

“Everyone has weaknesses. What do you plan to do after you’ve sent us to the afterlife with your husband?”

Ankhesenamun took a deep breath. “I will do what I must for Egypt. I will do my duty as a Great Royal Wife with Aye and conceive a son.”

I shook my head. “You disappoint me.”

“What you think of me is less important than what the people of Egypt think.”

With that, she turned and left.

 

 

 

JONATHAN SHADE

 

Prelude to a showdown.

 

There have been times in my life when I witnessed great magic. The wizards at Dragon Gate Industries wielded some powerful magic, but those guys and gals were amateurs. I’ve seen powerful sorcerers, and I’ve seen the destruction they’ve wrought, destroying entire city blocks. I’ve seen dragons. Hell, I rode a dragon named Clara, and my semigirlfriend Rayna is from another dimension and is not quite human.

I’ve also met gods. Persephone is an obvious example here, though some claim she wasn’t really a god. Sorry, if you can take over the Underworld and keep Hades pussy-whipped for millennia, you can consider yourself a god. I’ve certainly met demigods of various types and magical beings such as Charon, even though that’s more of a job than a real demigod situation. The magic bleeds into the worker over the centuries.

Chronos probably qualifies to some extent too, and like most gods, demigods, and powerful beings I’ve met, he was a dick. That old saying about absolute power might need a slight amendment. The more power someone has, the more likely they are to be a complete asshat. Your mileage may vary.

I should probably talk a bit about ghosts here too. I never had a weekly ghost-hunting TV show, but that’s because I don’t like to advertise that I can see spirits. Besides, you don’t normally find ghosts in dark houses as those stupid shows want you to believe. Ghosts like to be around people because it reminds them of life. Ghosts stick around for a few reasons. Sometimes they have unfinished business, and once they feel they’ve completed that business, they go away. Most fall into that category, but it has to involve some powerful emotion if they keep hanging around. Most of the time, when someone dies, they don’t feel the need to stay. They just move on to whatever it is that comes after.

Some ghosts will stick because of magic, of course. A magical slaying combined with a spell to keep the ghost on the earthly plane isn’t that strange, and sometimes a ghost will remain because of the power of love. Sorry if that gets a Huey Lewis song stuck in your head. Most of the ghosts wandering the world are suicides. If someone hates their life so much that they violently kill themselves, there’s a good chance the ghost will stick. There are ways to get them unstuck, of course.

In any case, up to this point, I had not encountered any ghosts in Egypt. That’s not strange. Other than Esther, I rarely see ghosts in Denver. Every now and then when someone dies in front of me, I can see the spirit, but that often means there’s magic involved.

When Tutankhamun died, I didn’t see his spirit rise up or anything. He was just dead.

So that’s a late chat about magic, gods, and ghosts to clarify a few things before I move forward. The reasons will be clear soon enough.

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 


CHAPTER TWENTY-THREE

 

 

JONATHAN SHADE

 

The sun began its descent as ten guards escorted me to a long procession of people. My wrists were still bound, but my ankles were free, so I could walk. They had me wear white sandals and a white headband, but otherwise I remained in my blue jeans and button-down shirt. I had my pack strapped to my back. 

People lined the banks of the Nile, and we crossed the river in a barge. As we stepped from the barge on the west side of the river, I pulled for the thousandth time on the straps that held me. I couldn’t see Kelly anywhere, nor did I see anyone else I knew. The guards were all burly men with white kilts, broad collars, and bald heads. Their makeup was identical with the black eyeliner being the most prominent.

On the west side of the Nile, we followed a procession along a path to the Valley of the Kings. 

The procession consisted of a group of musicians playing somber music. Behind them, several oxen pulled a sledge through the sand, and atop the bier was Tut’s mummy encased in three separate coffins—the first was made of gold, the others of wood with the embellished likeness of the boy king painted on the sides.

A group of a dozen men, whom I recognized as palace officials, clad in white kilts and, like me, white headbands and sandals, marched behind the oxen.

Just ahead of us were Ankhesenamun, General Horemheb, and other people I guessed were important to the royal family and some priests who wore animal masks, including one with a jackal head representing Anubis. There were also some wailing women who cried and yes, wailed.

I looked around for Kelly but still couldn’t spot her. Most of my guards moved off to station themselves in other areas. Two remained close at hand in case they were needed. For all they knew, I might race to Tut’s body and try something stupid. But what could I try?

The truth was that I didn’t have any magic. I was immune to direct magic, but I didn’t see how that would matter. They were going to say a few words, perform some rituals, and a small contingent of Egyptians would bury Tut’s body in a sarcophagus in his tiny tomb, where it would remain undisturbed until 1922, when Howard Carter would discover it. If they closed me and Kelly in there, we’d die eventually. 

If Winslow’s aspect died here, we’d be pulled forward in time, provided Kelly had hold of me, so maybe our skeletons wouldn’t be waiting when Carter entered the tomb. But would we still be alive when Winslow moved on? I’d rather be in charge of that decision. As I stood there, watching the people milling about as if waiting for a Rolling Stones concert to begin, I realized Winslow would make sure to keep his distance from me and from Kelly for the duration.

“Are they treating you well under the circumstances?” a voice said behind my left shoulder.

I turned and saw Winslow walking behind me.

“Aren’t you the brave one?” I said. So much for keeping his distance.

Winslow sped up to walk beside me and surveyed the crowd. “Do you think they realize they’re about to watch history here? They’re going to see King Tutankhamun buried in a tomb where he’ll stay for more than three thousand years. It’s mind boggling to say the least.”

“I could strangle you,” I said.

Winslow laughed. “That would be stupid. You’d be stuck here. Kelly is behind the servants who are carrying Tut’s possessions, which will be buried with him. You can’t get to her quickly, so it’s far better to witness this momentous event, though I will admit it’s still rather hot. I wouldn’t mind a dash of fresh rain to cool things down a bit.”

“Are you planning to do something crazy?” I asked. I kept pulling on my bonds, and they were beginning to give a bit.

“Aleister Crowley once told me that the Egyptian priests were magicians and that their magic was both real and powerful.”

“Your buddy Aye is a wizard, but I don’t think his magic is that strong.”

“Not to one such as yourself with perfect balance, but look at what these people have accomplished. They built the pyramids and the sphinx. They craft massive obelisks, sail them down the Nile, and erect them in their cities. They build temples from stones weighing hundreds of tons. That may be child’s play in your time, but it’s not something we could do during my lifetime.”

“I don’t think we could do it in my time either,” I said. “What about it?”

“Aren’t you the least bit curious how they managed it?”

“Slave labor is cheap.”

“But the pyramids weren’t built by slaves.”

“So you think gods from another world built them?”

“No. The Egyptians themselves built them. I think they saw their temples and pyramids as a way to stand up to the sands of time and create something that would last many thousands of years. It’s their way of reaching out to touch the immortal soul of man.”

“Or proof that the pharaohs had massive egos and wanted the largest tombs ever.”

Winslow gave me a confused look. “Tombs? This is the Valley of the Kings. This is where most of the tombs are located.”

“Yeah, but weren’t the pyramids tombs too?”

Winslow shook his head. “Have you ever heard of a body found in a pyramid?”

“Well, no.”

“Have you ever seen a tomb after the time of Imhotep that doesn’t have paintings and reliefs depicting the life of the deceased? By way of comparison, have you ever seen any paintings or reliefs depicting the life of a pharaoh inside a pyramid?”

“Again, no.”

“That’s because the bodies are all in tombs where they belong. The pyramids are definitely not tombs.”

“Haven’t they found sarcophagi in pyramid chambers before?”

“Yes. When a priest wants to travel to the dimension of the gods, he climbs into the sarcophagus and goes there. It’s a gateway for instant transportation to the realm of gods known to some as the Guardians of the Sky.”

“And you know this, but nobody else does?”

Winslow laughed. “Most of the people here probably know that. However, you need the correct rituals to accomplish the transport. I translated the tablets. I traveled to the Great Pyramid. I climbed into a sarcophagus and spoke the spells and made the journey. I have stood in the Halls of Amenti. I learned the magic of the gods. The scroll I found in the Forbidden Texts was right. I am like Hermes, Thrice-Born.”

I wiped sweat from my forehead, wondering if the procession would ever get where it was going. “Sounds like you might want to have that checked.”

“And who was Hermes?” he asked.

“Gee, I didn’t know there was going to be a pop quiz. The world’s first hermaphrodite?”

“You jest, but you’re in the right arena. After all, the first hermaphrodite was supposedly the child of Hermes and Aphrodite. All that aside, Hermes was first known as Thoth in Egypt. He was the self-created god of wisdom, and his teachings were the basis for all hermetic forms of magic.”

“And he was called Mercury in Rome,” I said. “Do I pass the test, O Great and Wondrous Teacher?”

He ignored my jabs. “Three aspects. Sound familiar?”

“Sounds like you have delusions of grandeur.”

“Aspirations toward grandeur would be more accurate.”

“I’ll make a note.”

The musicians stopped playing, and the people all gathered at the opening of Tut’s tomb. I wondered if any of the people here gave any thought to becoming tomb robbers. I could see servants carrying vast amounts of golden objects.

“I thought the tomb was supposed to be a secret,” I said.

Winslow grinned. “The people here all know their station. The workmen who built the tomb have their own lives in their village. The servants know they are mere servants. Yes, there could be grave robbers, but we both know that even if a few of them get into the outer chambers, the real treasure of Tut’s tomb will be safe until Howard Carter and Lord Canarvan break through the chamber wall to find wonderful things.”

The people grew silent, including the mourning women.

Aye stood to one side of the bier and motioned to the priests. “You may come forward,” he said. He wore the blue crown of the pharaoh and a leopard skin.

Winslow leaned toward me and whispered, “Aye thinks he’s the high priest. A few nights as Ankhesenamun’s husband, and he’s all smiles.”

“About that. Why did she marry him?”

“He was going to be king anyway. I told her she could buy herself some time by going along with it. After all, she really upset them with her letter to the Hittites.”

“But she gave the order to kill the prince.”

“You really need to learn to read between the lines a bit, Jonathan. Yes, she gave the order. It bought her time.”

“We could have been killed.”

“And she would definitely have been killed. You should also know that she needed Aye to promise to do the Opening of the Mouth ceremony so her beloved Tutankhamun would reanimate and could breathe, and eat, and ultimately go to the afterlife. She— Oh, they’re getting started. I wish Aleister could see this.”

The Anubis wannabe and the other priests pulled the nested coffin from the sledge and stood it up so Tut seemed to be standing. He looked like a dried-out husk with his arms crossed over his chest. Ankhesenamun stepped forward. She held a burning stick of incense and let the smoke waft around Tut’s mummy. The wailing women made good on their name as they placed garlands around the coffins.

As these things were happening, the priests were chanting spells.

“They’re quoting from the Book of the Dead,” Winslow said.

I could barely make out any of the words over the wailing women. “I’ll take your word for it,” I said.

Two servants pulled a calf to the forefront of the group. The priests kept chanting. The Anubis guy slit the throat of the calf. Blood spilled on the ground as the calf dropped to the sand and died.

One of the priests chanted as he sprinkled something that looked like salt on the mummy. I wasn’t close enough to see for sure.

Finally, Aye stepped forward. He held an adze, a curved wooden axe with an arched metal blade. He motioned toward the darkening skies, and the wailing women grew silent.

Aye adjusted the leopard skin draped around his back and began to speak. “My mouth is opened by Ptah,” he said and touched the adze to Tut’s mouth. “The bonds that gag my mouth have been loosed by my city-god.”

I glanced over at Winslow and saw that he was mouthing the words with the vizier-turned-king.

“Thoth comes fully equipped with magic,” Winslow mouthed and Aye spoke.

I felt an electrical pulse in the air. Surely it was my imagination.

“My mouth has been parted by Ptah with this metal chisel of his with which he parted the mouths of the gods.”

This went on a while, and I realized the electricity in the air was actually magic, and it seemed to be coalescing into a whirling tornado of power.

King Tutankhamun stepped out of his mummy.

“What the—?” I whispered.

Nobody else seemed to notice him.

He walked over to Ankhesenamun and gazed into her eyes. “I miss you, my wife. My only love. I wish I could take you with me, but you are young and have much of life yet to live.”

She kept her head bowed, and tears streamed down her cheeks, blurring her mascara.

Tut moved over to Aye, who stopped chanting. For a moment, I thought Aye could see the ghost of Tut, but he stepped through the ghost and motioned for the priests to tip the coffin onto its back again.

Tut turned and saw me. I gave him a slight nod.

He looked surprised. “You can see me?” he asked and tried to move toward me. Fifteen feet from the coffin, he jerked back.

Was he tied to the coffin the way Esther was to the pieces of her typewriter? Or was there some other magic at work here?

The energy still spun in the air, and I could feel it washing around me like a cool breeze.

Maybe I should have said something to Tut at that point, but he was too far away, and nobody else could see him, so I didn’t think it wise to call attention to myself.

The priests closed the coffins each in turn.

“Three coffins,” Winslow said. “They may represent the ka, the ba, and the akh.”

“The what?” I asked.

“The three parts of the soul in Egyptian belief.”

The priests lifted the coffin, and Aye led them into the tomb, followed by Ankhesenamun and General Horemheb.

“We don’t get to go?” I asked. “I’d like to see the inside of the tomb.”

“As would I,” Winslow said. “But we are not permitted inside. They’re simply going to place the coffin in the red quartzite sarcophagus.”

“You can bring up the image, right?”

“Oh, Jonathan, are you so out of tune with what’s happening?”

“What do you mean?”

“You’re perfectly balanced. Light magic. Dark magic. I’ve never encountered anyone like you, and I know Charon looked for you for centuries. Don’t tell me you can’t feel that.”

“The whirling winds of magic at around two o’clock?” I said, cocking my head toward where the magic seemed to be forming and fading from something humanoid to something more like smoke.

He nodded. “Good. You are aware. I dare not call on any other magic at the moment. My magical focus needs to remain where it is.”

“You’re doing that?”

He grinned and gave me a wink.

“It’s time to move on from this existence, but I need one more thing before I go.”

“You’ve been talking to distract me.”

“I’ve been chatting. I like you, Jonathan. You’re a complicated man. I really don’t think you should weigh your soul against the scales because, well, a feather? But I do think overall, you’re a good man.”

“What the hell are you doing?” I asked as I strained against the leather bonds.

“Let’s just say the show isn’t over yet.”

I twisted around, saw the guards flanking us, and tried to look past them to find Kelly in the crowd. The light dimmed as the sun sank, and I couldn’t see her anywhere.

I didn’t know what Winslow planned, but I knew it couldn’t be good. From the tomb, I heard footsteps as the procession returned from placing Tut in the tomb.

Energy swirled in the air.

Ankhesenamun exited the tomb first. She glanced over at Winslow and gave him a nod.

What were they up to? Had they worked some deal for Winslow to remain here as king of Egypt? Winslow was in his mid-forties and Ankhesenamun was maybe nineteen. Many men prefer much younger women, and for Ankhesenamun, taking Winslow over Aye would be an improvement in the looks and age department, but it didn’t make sense. He was a foreigner. As such, he would be no better than the Hittite prince.

I tried to pull free of my bonds to no avail. Should I attack Winslow anyway? Should I just let things play out? The magic couldn’t hurt me.

But what about Kelly?

She was a magically engineered assassin.

Magic could affect her.

Where the hell was she?

Aye stepped out of the tomb, the blue crown still on his head. He removed the leopard skin and handed it to a priest, completely unaware of the magical statue beginning to solidify in the darkening light.

Some wizard he turned out to be.

“Where is Kelly?” I asked.

“She’s on her way,” Winslow said. “I need her for the show. Cast your eyes skyward, my twenty-first-century friend.”

Uh-oh.

Clouds whirled in the sky, and as soon as I looked up, lightning flashed.

Ten minutes earlier, there hadn’t been a cloud in the sky.

God, I hate magic.

“Not straight up, Jonathan. Over to the right.” Winslow pointed.

Now I saw her.

Kelly appeared to be lying supine ten feet above the ground, her arms dangling. Four wizards held their hands aloft as if pushing her up on a cushion of air.

“My helpers,” Winslow said.

“Set Kelly down.”

“Oh, I’m not in control of her. I’m too busy calling forth a god.”

As he said that, one of the priests exited the tomb wearing the jackal mask of Anubis.

“The God of Death,” I said.

Winslow nodded.

“Anubis.”

Winslow gave me a disgusted look. “You really need to brush up on your Egyptian mythology, Jonathan. I’m calling forth the adoptive father of Anubis.”

“I don’t know who that is,” I said, but as I spoke, the magic solidified, and I saw the green-skinned god of the Underworld holding a crook in one hand and a flail in the other. He wore all white, including his crown.

“Osiris,” Winslow said.

“The dickless god. Great.”

Osiris rose up and stood ten feet tall. He drew a deep breath, and the winds blew toward him.

Everyone fell silent.

Aye stared at the god, transfixed.

Winslow, who was the only one who heard my dickless comment, shook his head. “Isis gave him a wooden phallus.”

“And that’s where we coined the phrase ‘got wood’?”

“You throw out jests, but I suspect that’s simply to cover your fears.”

Great. A sorcerer thinks he needs to psychoanalyze me before a big fight. What pissed me off most was the fact that he was right. What the hell could I do to stop a god? Especially when my hands were tied—literally.

Osiris turned and spotted Kelly floating in the air toward him.

He extended his crook, caught hold of her leg, and pulled her down. She appeared to be sleeping, but at least she wasn’t bound.

“What’s he doing?”

“He needs more magic. He’ll pull it from the other wizards through your friend.”

I didn’t know what to do. I shook my head. “Is she all right?”

Winslow shrugged. “For now.”

Osiris held Kelly to his chest, letting her rest on his forearms. His fake curved beard pressed into her abdomen as he bowed his head. Then he shoved her into the air above his head, balancing her on his flail and crook as he cried out, “Feed me!”

The four wizards stumbled toward the god, their eyes growing wide.

“No!” they yelled in unison.

As I watched, they aged from young men to old men then shriveled to desiccated husks and crumbled to dust that flew forward and drifted off into the wind in less time than it takes to tell you about it.

“You might need your hands free,” Winslow said. He waved a hand in my direction, and the leather bonds snapped.

I rubbed my raw wrists. Why had he set me free?

“Come with me,” Winslow said and started down the slight incline toward the god.

I didn’t want to go anywhere near that thing.

Over by the tomb, Aye stepped forward and stared at the gigantic god. He smiled and opened his arms toward the green-skinned guy.

“O great Osiris,” Aye said. “Exalted art thou on thy throne!”

“Who dares speak to me?” The god’s voice would make milk curdle.

Aye stepped back. “I am Aye, king of Egypt.”

“Thou hast stolen the throne,” Osiris said, his voice thundering.

“Pardon me,” Winslow said. “Do you know who I am?”

Osiris turned his gaze on Winslow but still held Kelly aloft. “A tiny worm. You aren’t even of Egyptian stock.”

“Be that as it may, I am the one who gave you physical form, O Great One.”

“I fail to see the significance.”

“I can also take it away.” Winslow sounded calm, as if he were simply chatting with a friend about what’s for dinner.

Osiris tossed Kelly to the side and strode in our direction. I wanted to back up. I did chance a glance behind me and saw that the guards were all kneeling with their heads pressed to the ground. I spun back toward Osiris then checked around us.

Everyone save Aye, Winslow, and I were kneeling.

I did the prudent thing. I knelt and bowed my head toward the ground too. As I did so, I pulled on the strap of my pack so the canvas bag hit the ground beside me. I reached inside and rummaged around.

“I am Osiris! I am the ruler of the dead and the king of the living!”

“I’m Henry Winslow. I will be born long after you’re no longer worshipped.”

I pulled a magazine from my pack and drew my Glock, glad they hadn’t taken it from me. I loaded the gun and tried to control my breathing.

Osiris looked confused by Winslow’s statement.

Winslow stared up at the god without fear. “I challenge you to a magical duel. The stakes are simple. If my champion defeats you, I get your crook and flail.”

“Your champion?” Osiris said.

“Yes, this man over here, cowering in terror.” He pointed at yours truly.

“What the hell are you doing?” I asked.

Winslow grinned. “I need those instruments before we go. That’s all.”

“Then you fight him.”

Over by the tomb, Aye finally found his tongue. “O Great Osiris,” he said, his voice breaking a bit, “thy strength is vigorous, and that man”—he pointed at me again— “is an enemy of Egypt.”

“Why have you not slain him?”

Aye went back to silent mode, and he shrank to his knees.

Osiris whirled back to face Winslow. His flail sparked with lightning, and his crook hummed with power.

“You have nothing to offer me,” Osiris said.

“Not true,” Winslow said. “I offer you the woman you used to draw energy from the magicians. She is infused with magic and would be the perfect vessel for Isis.”

Winslow pointed at Kelly, and she sat up, shaking her head.

“What happened?” she asked.

“You are now a prize to the victor, my lovely warrior,” Winslow said.

Osiris looked at Kelly. “Rise before Osiris,” he said.

Kelly gave him a disgusted look. “Fuck off,” she said.

“This one has spirit,” Osiris said. He nodded. “I like that.”

“Very well, if your magic can defeat my champion, you may have Kelly as the vessel for Isis. If my champion defeats you, I get your crook and flail.”

“He is but a man. I am one with the stars. I am—”

“A loudmouth,” Kelly said. “Jonathan, are you all right?”

“For the moment,” I said.

Winslow spread his hands. “Do we have an accord?”

“No,” Kelly said. She didn’t have any weapons on her, but she raced toward Winslow anyway.

I knew what she was doing. If she could kill him and grab me, we could avoid the battle with Osiris and pop forward to the relative safety of the 1870s.

Unfortunately Winslow also knew what she was doing. He held up a hand, and Kelly hit a magical wall. She bounced backward. Winslow turned his attention to her, and I aimed my gun at him.

“Let her go,” I said.

“Or you’ll shoot me?” he asked. “You’ll be trapped here.”

“Right,” I said and shot him.

Winslow grabbed his shoulder, sat down, leaned forward, and vomited. “You shot me,” he said.

“Noticed that, did you?” I said.

“What is the meaning of this noise?” Osiris said.

“Family squabble,” I said. “Nothing to do with you.”

Kelly and I moved toward Winslow. As soon as we touched hands, I planned to shoot him in the head.

I hate adverbs. The one I hate more than any other is the word unfortunately.

That damn word causes me more problems.

This time it reared its ugly head because unfortunately Osiris didn’t like playing second fiddle. He snapped his flail, and it struck Kelly in the face with a flash of light. Kelly flipped sideways in a handless cartwheel right into King Tut’s tomb.

Winslow held his shoulder, blood leaking between his fingers.

The ghost of King Tut stepped through the wall of the tomb and saw the prostrate people including Ankhesenamun. He looked at Osiris then at me.

“Tutankhamun,” Osiris said. “I shall be with you soon. First I must slay this enemy of Egypt.”

“He is not an enemy,” Tut said.

“Thank you,” I said.

Osiris gazed at me, surprised. “You see the spirit of Tutankhamun?”

“Kinda hard to miss,” I said.

Ankhesenamun looked up. “My beloved is here?”

“Stay down, Ankhesenamun,” I said. “You’ve done enough.”

Kelly staggered out of the tomb. She couldn’t see Tut, but she could tell something was going on.

“My wife always does what she thinks is best for Egypt,” Tut said.

“Her actions have nearly gotten me killed,” I said. “They still might if Hulk Junior here has anything to say about it.”

Tut didn’t get the reference, of course, so he simply ignored it. “I wish to move to the afterlife,” he said to Osiris. “You are the guide and the gateway. We have no purpose in this land anymore.”

“I wish to live in this realm,” Osiris said. “To taste the air, to see the stars, to feel the bones of my enemies crushed beneath my feet. I wish to have her as the vessel for Isis.” He pointed at Kelly.

“Calm down, O Great One,” I said. “We can work this out without violence.”

“I enjoy violence,” Osiris said. He aimed his crook at me, and a bright light flashed out of it.

The light hit me square in the chest.

Like all magic, it flowed around me harmlessly.

“Your call, asshole,” I said and aimed my Glock at him. I pulled the trigger time and again. Bullets slammed into his chest and head.

Osiris was a god.

The bullets had no effect.

Those guys on that Ancient Aliens TV show saying the gods were flesh-and-blood aliens were so full of shit.

Osiris flung his arms open wide. Lightning shot from his crook and flail. Thunder rumbled in the clouds. Rain fell in the desert. The prostrate people began inching backward, trying to get out of the way of the coming battle.

Osiris unleashed a great deal of power into the air. Lightning flashed from above and struck his crook and flail, making them glow with a fierce power.

“I shall destroy you!” Osiris said.

Massive amounts of power flowed through those items.

I raced forward, thinking a lot of magic had been expended to create his physical form.

Now a lot more magic was being pulled into the whip and the hooked staff.

I leaped into the air, using Osiris’s thigh as a stepping stool to vault myself higher. I twisted in midair, caught the whip and crook, and surprised the god when I yanked them from his grasp. I came down behind him, whipped the flail around his neck, hooked the crook around his throat the other way, and pulled as hard as I could.

“Close your eyes!” I said.

All that built-up energy needed someplace to go.

I clenched my eyes shut as tightly as I could.

The god struggled to pull free, but I felt his neck beginning to give. I pulled harder, knowing fresh magic is easier to break.

Osiris exploded in a flash of brilliant light.

I felt it blast around in all directions.

The crook and flail went dead, and I dropped to my knees.

Nobody spoke.

I let the silence hang for a moment then said, “Well, that was interesting,” and opened my eyes.

“Are you all right?” Kelly asked.

“Never better.”

King Tut’s ghost gave me a nod. “I can feel the pull of Osiris in the Underworld. Thank you. Please do not let my wife suffer. They will kill her for what she’s done.”

He stepped through the wall into his tomb.

The palace officials slowly rose. They looked around and patted themselves to make sure they were all still alive.

Aye stormed in my direction but stopped after a few steps, realizing if I’d blown up a god, a man wasn’t likely to be much of a threat.

“What have you done?”

“I dispersed a god. All in a day’s work. Well, night’s work.”

“You killed Osiris?”

“Osiris can’t be killed,” I said. “He’s back at his station in the Underworld, guiding souls to the afterlife.”

He wanted to say or do something, but I could still see fear in his eyes.

“Smile, Aye,” I said. “I’m not staying here. You get to rule Egypt for however long you have left. Or would you like me to stick around?”

“No,” he said quickly.

I moved over to him, and to his credit, he didn’t back away. I leaned close. “You got away with murder,” I whispered. “If I thought you had more than a few years left in you, I’d kill you where you stand.”

He backed away from me. “The gods have spoken,” he said to the people. “The old ways are best. Let us place Tutankhamun’s belongings in his tomb.”

He moved toward the tomb entrance, his hands glowing white to provide the light the servants would need to carry everything inside for Howard Carter to find in three thousand years.

General Horemheb walked over to Winslow. I carried the crook and flail in that direction.

“You are an enemy to Egypt,” Horemheb said. “You called a god here to do your bidding, but you are not a god. We serve the gods. For your folly, you must die.”

Wait. What?

He pulled a sword and ran Winslow through.

Winslow gasped.

I broke into a run. “Kelly!”

She heard me and raced toward me.

Winslow tried to draw another breath and failed. The light faded in his eyes.

“Hurry, Jonathan,” Winslow said. “I’ll hold as long as I can.”

I heard him but the significance didn’t register at that moment. All I could think was I needed to reach Kelly before she disappeared into the future to leave me stranded in the past.

Every step seemed to take forever.

“Hurry,” Winslow said. “Can’t. Hold. On.”

He pitched forward onto his face.

Kelly’s hand closed on my arm.

Something grabbed my other arm.

The world swam around us.

Blue and white lights flashed and spun around us.

Kelly’s eyes met mine. She motioned to her right. I turned my gaze that way and saw Ankhesenamun clutching my arm.

Then the world solidified.

We dropped to the floor of a dark room.

Something hot and wet spilled on my arm.

“What the hell was that?” a woman’s voice asked.

“I don’t know,” a familiar voice said.

“Brand?” I said. “Is that you?”

A gas light glowed to life, illuminating an old woman and Brand in a king-sized bed. They were clearly in postcoital snuggling mode. We were in a large bedroom in a nineteenth-century mansion.

The hot wetness was vomit. Ankhesenamun wiped her mouth but couldn’t keep from retching again.

Kelly looked up at Brand.

“Please tell me that’s not your great-great-grandmother you’re sleeping with,” she said.

My head spun from the time travel. Everything felt surreal.

Then the old woman spoke again. “Edward? Kill them.”

Brand grabbed a gun from the nightstand beside the bed and pointed it at my face.

“Well,” I said, “this should be fun.”
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