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      Getting old sucks, and not in a good way.

      I had aches and pains in places I never knew existed. My knees were shot, my hands always hurt, and old injuries flared so often, I worried if healing was something that could be undone. My hair thinned and turned a silvery shade of gray, my skin wrinkled, my bladder shrank, my hearing paid the price of attending too many rock concerts by bands who hadn't even been born yet. Damn, I missed the music I'd grown up with. I missed television. I missed cell phones. I missed the Internet. I missed toilet paper that didn't have splinters in it.

      On the positive side, I was one rich bastard, and being rich beats the hell out of being poor. There is something to be said for knowing which companies to invest in. Thank you, Standard Oil. Thank you, Ford Motor Company. Having money meant some other really cool things. I got to meet Charlie Chaplin and Buster Keaton. I got to talk to Edgar Rice Burroughs about John Carter and Tarzan. I got to drink champagne with F. Scott Fitzgerald, who preferred gin, and his wife, Zelda, at a party in New York City. I met Babe Ruth, and I learned firsthand that Ty Cobb really was an asshole. I met the Wright brothers and watched their first flight at Kitty Hawk. I told Aleister Crowley to his face that he was a douche bag. He thought I was a cranky old man who knew nothing about true magic. Excuse me, magick with a K. Don't forget the K, or the pretentious little prick will have a hissy fit.

      I watched Jack Dempsey smack the hell out of other boxers in the ring. I even got to cast my ballot to give women the right to vote. For a time, I considered paying Nikola Tesla's bills to arrange free power for everyone, but I worried that if I did anything big, I'd cause problems in the time stream.

      I could imagine my tombstone:

      
        
        Jonathan Shade

        born 1979, died 1926

      

      

      I was eighty-five years old fifty-three years before I was born. That still messed with what remained of my mind.

      Okay, my mind was still sharp, and I was comparatively healthy. I had to be because it was Tuesday, September 21, 1926, and I was waiting for myself to come back in time. Even here in New York City, all people were talking about was the hurricane that killed a bunch of people in Miami. To me, those people had been dead forever, but I nodded sympathetically when the doorman at my building told me his son lived in Florida. The guy's kid was fine, but when Mother Nature strikes close to you or your loved ones, you notice. That said, September 21st mattered to me for a much more personal reason.

      Henry Winslow was a wizard like his father, Elvin, before him. I'd killed Elvin Winslow back in 1877 without even knowing he'd been involved with magic. As for Henry, he was closing in on his fiftieth birthday, but he wouldn't live to see it.

      We shared an office on the thirteenth floor of a midtown Manhattan building. A young black man named Samuel operated the elevator, and he always smiled when I got on because I treated him like a human being. He smiled at me today too.

      “Time to go to the thirteenth floor, Mr. Easton?” Samuel asked.

      “Yes, it is, Sam. How's your mother? She kick that flu yet?”

      “Not quite but she's still breathing.”

      “Any day above ground is a good one.”

      My name is Jonathan Shade, but I'd been using the name Jon Easton for a variety of reasons, mostly because in a few days, a former lover of mine, Rayna Noble, would come back in time, and I didn't want her to know I was here, so I started using the last name of a former enemy-turned-friend-turned-betrayer because if she mistook me for him, that would be all right. Things had gone so wrong on our little time-travel excursion that I was working hard to make things right. Well, as right as I could. The next week was critical. Rayna was going to come back because Henry was going to die soon, and he would rise from the dead a few days later. If Rayna recognized me, which seemed unlikely since I didn't recognize myself when I looked in the mirror, she might mess things up. I needed to tie off a time loop here, and at my age, it was so hard to tie my shoes, I had to wear loafers.

      I walked those loafers out of the elevator and into the offices of Jon Easton Magic, Inc. as I'd done every morning for the past five years. To make certain things went the way I wanted, I prevented Henry Winslow's name from appearing on any leases or offices. He had his public stage magician performances, of course. I didn't want to change everything. I just needed to sway things a little bit this way or a tiny bit that way.

      Esther Carmichael sat at her desk, tapping away at her Underwood typewriter. Henry had written a book about magic, but he liked to write longhand, so I told him I'd hire a secretary to type it up for submission to a publisher. With his pedigree, it would sell. Henry was a key member of the American version of The Golden Dawn, a secret society. He wasn't sure about me hiring Esther, but I pointed out that she could also prepare memos and workbooks, take notes, and handle various other clerical duties for us. Henry didn't know that Esther and I had history in both the future and the past. Then again, neither did Esther. Thinking about time travel hurt my head--especially when I had to consider the ramifications of layering events.

      We mess with time at our peril, but sometimes it's necessary.

      “Good morning, Mr. Easton,” Esther said. She wore a shapeless dress that still looked good on her. She was in her mid-twenties and full of life. Even after having her work in the office for the past six months, I still sometimes found myself staring at her, pleased that I couldn't see through her. In all the years I'd known her, she'd been a ghost. To see her as a living, breathing woman amazed me. She sometimes caught me gazing at her, and I suspect she thought I was a dirty old man. How could I tell her that we’d known each other before? That we’d shared intimate secrets? Those times were in the past and in the future, though that future no longer existed. She would think I was as crazy as all that sounds, and who could blame her? Some secrets needed to remain buried in the mists of time.

      “Good morning, Miss Carmichael,” I said. It was best to keep things strictly business and professional. I didn't want her to know me too well. To her, I was the owner of the business. I signed her checks, and as far as she was concerned, I ran the business, while Henry was the star who craved privacy. I removed my fedora and ran a hand through my hair to try to keep it out of my eyes. The long hair hid the earrings I wore. The earrings had a magical spell to translate any foreign language into English for me, which had saved my ass on more than one occasion in the past fifty years. I had an implant in the roof of my mouth that translated my words into whichever language the listener understood. While direct magic had no effect on me, these were items with magical spells built into them, so they worked just fine.

      Esther was calm and professional in her manner, not at all the sassy ghost I'd known. But it was still her. The kindness in her eyes was the same. The hopefulness in her manner. I sometimes wondered what she thought of my long silver hair hanging down from a terrible bald spot. If I lost any more hair on my head, I'd look a little too much like Riff Raff from The Rocky Horror Picture Show for comfort. I'd already done the Time Warp, so I didn't want any further association on that front, thank you very much.

      “Mr. Winslow needs you to attend a lunch meeting with him and Mr. Penick,” Esther said. She held out a slip of paper with the name of a restaurant and an address on it.

      “Penick is a weasel,” I said.

      “He's a respected author in the field, Mr. Easton.”

      “He's still a weasel.”

      She stifled a grin. “If you say so, sir.”

      “I can and I do. Mark Twain once said that The Book of Mormon was chloroform in print. All about the Occult Arts breaks noses.”

      “You hit someone with Mr. Penick's book?” Esther asked.

      “No, I damn near broke my nose when I tried to read it. Two sentences in and I was so bored, I face-planted on my desk. Amazing that such crap can see print.”

      “People will believe the strangest things,” Esther said. “Mr. Winslow writes about ghosts and spells and energy patterns in the air.”

      “You don't believe any of those things?” I asked.

      Her skin flushed and she put a hand to her mouth. “I shouldn't have said anything,” she said. “I'm so sorry.”

      “It's all right, Miss Carmichael.”

      “Please don't tell Mr. Winslow. He's a great magician, but that's all sleight of hand and--”

      “Not to worry; it will be our little secret.”

      “I need to stop beating my gums. I just feel a strange comfort when you're here.”

      “You can say anything to me, and it will go no further. I didn't hire you to believe what he wrote. I simply need you to type it.”

      “I can do that.”

      “Think of it as fiction if that helps.”

      “Like it's something out of Robert W. Chambers or Ambrose Bierce?”

      “Or even Henry James,” I said. “I'll let you get back to work.”

      I moved into my office and took a seat. Henry didn't like Carlton Penick, and while I'd managed to steer Henry away from most of the darker magic, he was still obsessed with immortality. Penick claimed to have translated a spell to grant everlasting life, but he'd refused to share anything about it. I had my suspicions about where that spell had originated, but I kept it to myself. He wanted a membership in The Golden Dawn, which had splintered into Alpha et Omega and Stella Matutina. Henry and I had managed to work our way into the Thoth Hermes Temple No. 9, and Penick desperately wanted in. Probably because of the sexual rituals. Hell, if my equipment still worked, I'd really want in too. Alas, for me it was like watching the movie Eyes Wide Shut. How a movie with that much nudity could be so boring was beyond me. Wake up, Little Johnny.

      Sorry. I digress a bit in my old age, remembering things that have yet to happen. Where was I? Oh yes.

      Henry knew he was going to die today; I’d never kept that from him. That made the lunch appointment with Penick the Weasel that much more important to both of us.

      Inside my office, I sat in a high-backed leather chair and turned toward the window. New York City in all its splendor spread out below. Important to me, and to the ritual Penick offered, was Cleopatra's Needle, an obelisk in Central Park visible from my office. The obelisk had been imported from Egypt, though it was older than Cleopatra, having been commissioned and carved during the reign of Thutmose III. It was one of three obelisks moved from Egypt in the previous century--one to New York, its twin to the banks of the Thames in England, and another which stood in Paris.

      A newspaper lay open on my desk to an article about Howard Carter. For the past few years, the world couldn't stop talking about him and the discovery of the tomb of Tutankhamun, the boy king. I'd met Tut, but I knew his wife, Ankhesenamun, better. She'd stolen away through time first with me, then with the version of Henry Winslow I was trying to stop. She'd be arriving here in about five months.

      When I tried to work everything out in my mind, I felt like something bigger was happening than my little jaunts through time and being trapped in the wrong century. It all went back to ancient Egypt. The obelisk stood there in the park, the hieroglyphics carved into the sides telling stories about wars in later times. Three obelisks from ancient Egypt relocated to different parts of the world. I knew it was important, but if someone asked why, I wouldn't have an answer.

      On the surface, it didn't seem to be anything.

      It was just a big block of stone weighing in at one hundred forty tons.

      But the deal was made in 1877.

      And 1877 was the year Henry Winslow was born.

      Coincidence?

      There were three obelisks.

      Winslow split himself into three parts using a scroll he'd stolen from the Forbidden Texts in his quest for immortality.

      Egyptian kings were considered gods, and they sought immortality. Their tombs were filled with the items they'd used in life so they could have them in their next incarnation. That suggested physical rebirth. Most of the tombs were robbed, so those items were gone. The tomb of King Tutankhamun was nearly intact. Robbers had managed to get into some of the chambers but not all of them. I'd seen Tut's ghost in ancient Egypt during the burial ceremony for the young king. He'd been worried about Ankhesenamun, but he went with Osiris into his tomb.

      Round and round, a mishmash of history and numerology swirled together and apart, and all of it signified nothing or everything. Take your pick.

      If I'd been younger, I'd have tried to hire on to Carter's team to help excavate the site. They were still pulling treasures out of there. They'd cut Tut's mummy in half to get to the jewels wrapped in his linens. Tut had planned to use that body. His ghost had been waiting there.

      I wondered what became of him.

      Tutankhamun had been forgotten for thousands of years, but now he was the most famous Egyptian pharaoh. He had achieved immortality of a sort, but not the way Woody Allen wanted--by not dying. Immortality didn't sound like a good thing to me. I didn't want to live forever. If not for the job at hand, I'd have been ready to head off into that dark, good night many years ago.

      All of those tenuous connections could easily be attributed to coincidence. But it didn't feel like it, especially when you piled them together, and in all my years, one thing I knew to trust was my gut instinct. That didn't mean I was immune to second-guessing myself.

      As humans, we love patterns. We look for them everywhere because they help us make sense of the world around us. Correlation is different from causation. Just because there were three obelisks didn't mean it mattered that Winslow divided himself into three parts. It's not like one part went to England and another to France. But all three obelisks had been in Egypt. Winslow lived most of his life in San Francisco, but relocated to New York when he was in his forties. I'd made sure we moved when the original Winslow had. Why New York?

      Ostensibly it was because of the secret society. But Chicago would have worked just as well for that. There was a temple in the Windy City. We went to New York instead. And Winslow's offices faced Central Park so he could see that obelisk. He'd been fascinated by it too. I'd never pushed him to learn anything about Egypt. I'd never told him I'd been to Egypt.

      Still, he was fascinated by Egyptian magic. He was drawn to items like the jade stones known as the Emerald Tablets of Thoth the Atlantean, which is what I figured Carlton J. Penick had found. The temple was the Thoth Hermes Temple No. 9. Nine is three times three, so the numerology of it fit the numbers Winslow wanted.

      Correlation. Causation. Coincidence?

      I'd been puzzling over these things for years.

      The first version of Winslow I met stole the Emerald Tablets from beneath the Great Pyramid.

      He'd been drawn to me in ancient Egypt.

      His next avatar waited for me in 1877. The draw there was powerful too.

      I suspected that once he died and came back, he'd feel pulled to me in 1926, but I would already be there in his presence.

      The obelisk cast its enigmatic shadow into the park but refused to give up its secrets.

      Was it pointing to anything? Or was it pointing to nothing?

      Patterns out of chaos?

      We always try to bring order to the random nature of things, and sometimes we want so badly for it all to make sense that we fool ourselves into believing that they do.

      Sometimes they do mean something, and sometimes they don't.

      I closed my eyes and napped until lunch.
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      At my age, I didn't care if I arrived on time. Getting there alive was good enough.

      The hostess, an attractive brunette in her twenties, gave me a smile when I stepped into the restaurant. “Good afternoon, Mr. Easton. It's nice to see you again. Mr. Winslow and Mr. Penick are expecting you. If you'll follow me . . .”

      “Lead on,” I said.

      She clutched a menu to her chest, turned, and led me into the depths of the cavernous restaurant. They kept the lights low and the tables spread out to give privacy, or the illusion of it, to the guests. My hearing might not be as sharp as it once was, but I could still overhear a conversation at another table if I focused on it.

      Henry and Penick rose from their seats as I approached. Penick's pinstripe ensemble was a size too big. Penick had a pencil-thin mustache, which made him look like a shady conspirator from central casting. His hair was slicked back and looked like a victim of the BP oil spill. Henry wore a smartly tailored brown suit. He kept his hair short and styled the same as he had in his original timeline, but he had an easy, charismatic smile. I hoped my influence had something to do with his manner. By the same token, when you like someone, you tend to see their better qualities. I’m the wrong man to judge how different he was with me in his life as opposed to the way he was the first time around, when he grew up on his own.

      “Glad you could make it, Uncle Jon,” Henry said as he pulled out a chair for me.

      “We waited for you to arrive before ordering,” Penick said as he took his seat. He tried to hide his irritation.

      I eased myself into my chair and tossed an eye-roll out there for Penick to catch.

      He did.

      I smiled inwardly. He was so easy to manipulate, and I needed the win.

      “We're here to discuss business,” Penick said. “I can bring a lot to the table.”

      “After lunch, Carlton,” Henry said. “Uncle Jon likes to eat before we turn the discussion to business.”

      This was a bit of manipulation as well because I didn’t care when we discussed business; it was just a minor power play to make Penick wait.

      “To be honest, I don't understand why Mr. Easton needs to be here.”

      “Because I trust his opinion about the quality of the magic any aspirants care to bring to my attention.”

      “I think my work speaks for itself, and with all due respect, he looks like he should be at home waiting for the Visiting Nurses to show up and take care of him.”

      “I didn't get much sleep last night,” I said, “but I'm still kicking.”

      “You should be retired.”

      “I'll retire in 1929,” I said.

      “If you live that long.”

      “What? You're not going to share your immortality spell with me? I'm crushed.”

      “Old men trying to be funny are simply pathetic.”

      “Tell that to George Carlin.”

      “Who?”

      “Never mind.”

      “All right, you two,” Henry said, “can we please try to play nice?”

      “We can try,” I said, “but I make no promises. I hate Prohibition.”

      “What does that have to do with anything?” Penick asked.

      “Lunch with you would be much easier if I could have a stiff drink.”

      He glared at me. Yes, easy to manipulate.

      We made small talk through the meal, followed by coffee and cake afterward.

      “Can we talk business now, or do you need to finish your cake?” Penick asked.

      “Cake is good,” I said. “But I'm fine with expanding the conversation to business.”

      “Excellent.” Penick patted his lips with a white napkin, dropped it on his plate, and leaned forward. “Henry, have you decided about my application?”

      Henry furrowed his brow. “I'm not sure you're a good fit for the Thoth Hermes Temple,” he said. “You're reckless and you crave power for the wrong reasons.”

      “Everyone craves power,” Penick said. “I already have more power than most, and I'm gaining more regardless. You don't think my spell will work?”

      “I have no way of knowing that unless you share it.”

      “My other spells all work. My magic is strong.”

      “I don't believe you're that powerful,” I said pointing my fork at him. “Can you conjure up a spell to prove you can control your energy flow? From what we've uncovered in our research, you burned down your neighbor's house trying to create a fireball.”

      “It didn't burn down,” Penick said. “I didn't anticipate a shift in the wind, but there was minimal damage, and nobody was hurt.”

      “That time.”

      “Careful, Mr. Easton. I've been cooperative to this point, but you don't want me as an enemy.”

      “You going to hurt an old man?” I asked.

      “Gentlemen,” Henry said. “We're here to work this out to our mutual benefit.”

      “That's right,” Penick said. “You want my immortality spell, and I want membership in the temple. It's a fair trade. I should qualify on my merits as a wizard alone.”

      “Prove it,” I said. “Work a spell to make me shut up for five minutes.”

      “I doubt anyone has that much magic,” Henry said with a grin. “Carlton, may I at least see the spell in question?”

      He hesitated. “Fine. I'll show you a copy from a rubbing I did of a tablet.” He reached into his suit coat, pulled out a sheet of paper, and handed it to Henry.

      The page had been rubbed with charcoal over a stone tablet. The markings looked familiar. Henry studied it for a moment and frowned.

      “This is incomplete.”

      “I'm not going to show you a complete spell without getting something in return,” Carlton said.

      “What language is this?”

      Carlton smiled. “It's not English or Latin, but I'm not telling you anything else until you grant my admission.”

      “A spell to create immortality would require some special rituals and energies.”

      “That's right and I don't have access to the energies I'd need to make it work for me.”

      “What are they?”

      “Why should I tell you that?”

      “Because if what you tell me doesn't match up to what I know would be required, I'll assume you're not being honest with me.”

      Carlton fumed. He slapped his hands on the table. My coffee sloshed in the porcelain cup, but I'd taken a few sips, so it didn't spill. “Why would I lie?” Carlton asked.

      “To get into the temple,” I said.

      “But if I lied about the spell, you'd know it as soon as you tried to work it.”

      “And you might claim we were doing it wrong.”

      “But . . .” He sounded hurt. “I'm a man of great power. You should want me in your group.”

      “Your temperament leaves something to be desired,” Henry said, unflustered.

      “Fine,” Carlton said. “You need life energy from the mother and father of the initiate who desires immortality. The ritual is pretty simple, but because of the power required, you'd need to do it underground in a strong bunker capable of withstanding the blast. You'd also need the complete chant from the tablet and a large block of clay or an iron tub, depending on the mass differential of where your body was in its prime state.”

      “Which tablet is it?” I asked, expecting him to lie.

      Carlton smiled and told the truth. “Tablets I discovered in Egypt. The Emerald Tablets of Thoth the Atlantean.”

      “Atlantis?” I said with derision. I knew Plato probably had been talking about the Minoans, but I wanted to get under Penick's skin to keep him off guard.

      “Believe what you want, old man. The Emerald Tablets are real.”

      “And we're supposed to believe you've translated them and that they hold the secret to eternal life?”

      “I haven't translated them completely,” Penick said. “It's not like they're written in any known language, and I don't have a Rosetta Stone to help work things out.”

      “It's all right, Carlton,” Henry said. “Jon just wants to make sure we're not wasting our time and yours.”

      “You have the ability to translate the tablets completely?”

      “I can put together a team to translate them,” Henry said with a nod. “It might take a few months.”

      Weeks for a team. As for Henry, I'd seen a different version of him translate the tablets back in ancient Egypt in a matter of days. They were full of gobbledygook about the Halls of Amenti and other such nonsense, but buried within the poetry was some true magic and hints at what it would take to grant eternal life. Rebirth, actually. The truth is that as with the Zoroastrian religion and the Christian copy, resurrection required death before eternal life could be attained. This held true in the religion of the ancient Egyptians as well, and as one of the few nonfamily members to attend a mummification ritual performed by the Men of Anubis, I knew they believed rebirth was possible. In the view of many occultists, the problem with the Egyptians was that they had a propensity for scrambling the brains and pouring them out of the skull. The Egyptians believed the soul resided in the heart, while the occult practitioners with real power believed it was in the brain. Different times, different beliefs.

      Over the years, I'd done enough research to know both were probably wrong.

      I had a much different belief now. I'd come to it from seeing ghosts and reanimated corpses. One in particular had clearly died and been brought back, but with mud, twigs, and straw stuffing his skull instead of a brain. Yet he was able to carry on a conversation as though he were a regular man. His name was Ben Crawford, and from what I'd learned, Henry's father had seen Crawford killed and had performed a ritual to bring him back to life not as a regular man, but as a golem. Crawford had been especially difficult to dispatch.

      My theory ran more along the lines of something fringe researchers were talking about in the twenty-teens. That our sentience, our soul, and everything we are, is like a radio signal, and if you tune in to the right frequency, it's there. Without being tuned in to our bodies, it's still there, but it's not wearing the meat suits we walk around in. Evidence pointed to it, but I hadn't been able to properly test it, and I wasn't sure how to go about running a test like that beyond bringing someone back from the dead without a brain or a heart to see if they're still them. Because the ghosts of people are able to think and reason, it seemed to me that a body tuned to them would simply give them a physical manifestation.

      All of that was pie in the sky, but with Penick's unknowing help, I planned to put it to the test. Of course we couldn't just let him in. If access to the temple were too easy, he wouldn't value it. Also, the harder he worked to win our trust, the more likely he'd believe it when we granted him what he sought. I'd still have to keep an eye on him. We'd been stringing him along for months now, and while I wanted it to take longer, we were out of time. Today was Henry Winslow's last day among the living. He would return. That much was already set in motion and beyond my control.

      Henry talked about how he and his team would work to translate the tablets, but he knew it wasn't going to happen that way. He knew that if he didn't play it as if he had a future, he wouldn't have one at all.

      Penick could barely contain his enthusiasm. “Grant me admission, and I'll work with you. Maybe we can both attain immortality.”

      “Leaving me out of it?” I asked.

      “I don't mean to offend you, Mr. Easton, but I have great magic, and as such, I can detect other people who also carry that energy with them. Mr. Winslow has great power. You, sir, have nothing.”

      “Oh, Mr. Penick,” I said. “You're failing your admission test. If you can't detect my power, perhaps you are unworthy of our organization.”

      He slowly turned toward me and took his time reaching out with his senses to try to detect any magic he may have missed. He shook his head and smiled. “You have zero magic, Mr. Easton.”

      Henry smiled. “Not quite true, Mr. Penick. Look again.”

      Penick frowned and leaned toward me. “Give me your hand,” he said.

      I held out my hand. He took it and held on to it, closing his eyes to try to focus as intently as possible with all of his senses.

      “Do you feel it?” I asked.

      He hesitated. He knew a wrong answer would mean he was done. Finally he let go of my hand and faced Henry. He smiled. “It's a trick question,” he said.

      “How do you figure?” Henry asked.

      “You're wanting to see if I'll lie to gain access to the inner circle.”

      “Will you?” I asked.

      The look he gave me would melt steel. “You, sir, have no magic at all. I stand by my initial assessment, and regardless of what you decide, I do not doubt my ability to detect magic in all its forms. Especially when I'm truly focused. You are a regular old man, and if I were a gambling man, I'd bet you're into the final four years of your life. Assuming you don't have a fatal accident or end up the victim of a homicide, you'll be dead before 1930 of natural causes.”

      Henry put on a serious face. “What do you think, Uncle Jon?”

      “I think telling someone in their eighties that they're going to die soon is rude, but it doesn't require any kind of special power or magic.”

      “Do you approve of Mr. Penick as an applicant?”

      I leaned back in my chair. “I do not like Mr. Penick. I think he's a power-hungry imbecile who places himself above the rest of mankind.”

      Penick glared at me.

      I grinned. “However,” I said, “the question wasn't whether or not I like him; it's whether or not he qualifies to be initiated.”

      Henry nodded. “Exactly. I'm prepared to give him my approval, but the final decision lies with you as you are in charge of all admissions.”

      Penick held up his right index finger. “May I ask a question?”

      “You just did,” I said.

      “I'd like to pose another, then.”

      “Good save. Ask your question, Mr. Penick.”

      “Why is it that you, a man with no magic, has so much sway over a hermetic order of magicians and wizards?”

      “Keep asking that question, Mr. Penick. If you ever figure out the answer, you'll be in a position to take over Mr. Winslow's office.”

      “I don't understand.”

      “I doubt you ever will but you're young. How old are you?”

      “I'm twenty-six.”

      “Very young,” I said. “You have time. I won't be around much longer, and when I'm gone, a game of musical chairs will elevate every worthy member a level or two. If I have to answer your question, you won't be among them. If you accept the fact that I'm a prime member of the group, you'll come to understand why in due time.”

      Penick nodded. “As I grow older, I appreciate the mysteries in life more and more.”

      “Good answer.”

      “And,” Henry said, “I suspect it's the right answer.”

      Penick smiled but then forced his facial muscles to relax. He turned to me. “Was my answer correct?”

      “It was,” I said and hesitated for dramatic effect, “acceptable.”

      Penick relaxed. “Outstanding,” he said.

      Henry extended his hand, and Penick went to shake it, but I caught both of them by their forearms. They looked at me.

      “He needs to know before he accepts,” I said.

      “You're right,” Henry said.

      “I need to know what?” Penick asked.

      “We'll need you to deliver the Emerald Tablets of Thoth to our office before three o'clock this afternoon, or you won't be admitted.”

      “That's less than two hours from now.”

      “And you'll need to leave them there. We'll transport them to the temple this evening. You'll have full access to them along with the team, but they must remain at the temple.”

      “I'll have full access?”

      “And a special dispensation. You'll be accorded a high-ranking position in the temple with additional privileges for your service.”

      “What privileges?”

      “You're aware of the fertility rites performed three nights a week?”

      He shifted around in his chair as if a mouse had just crawled under his seat. “I've heard rumors.”

      “You'll have right of first choice with the women on your initiation night.”

      He smiled and I suspected he wouldn't be able to stand up without embarrassment for a few minutes.

      I smiled back at him. “There is a catch to that, of course.”

      “What catch?”

      “Everything must be consensual.”

      “Meaning?”

      “Each woman you choose has to be willing.”

      “Will they be?”

      “I'm not here to give you advice on how to talk to women.”

      “That's not what I mean. Are these women there simply to tell me no?”

      “You'll be in a position of power, so unless you're a complete loser who can't close the deal, it's unlikely any will refuse you. But if anyone says no, you must honor his or her decision.”

      “His?”

      I shrugged. “I'm not judging. I just sense that you might swing both ways.”

      “I . . . prefer women,” he said.

      “Do you accept the terms?”

      “Before I accept, may I ask why you need the tablets today?”

      “I'll answer that only after you accept. If you decline the invitation, you won't need to know.”

      He took a deep breath. “Of course I accept. This is the culmination of a lifetime of striving toward excellence in the occult circles.”

      “Very good. Hold out your right arm.”

      He took a deep breath and extended his arm. I pulled a small dagger and a glass vial from my coat. He started to pull away because he knew that I was going to take some of his blood, and it's not wise to allow your blood to be bottled where wizards can get to it. But he really wanted to be admitted to the club, so he tensed but held steady as I made a small cut to his wrist and let a bit of blood pour into the vial.

      “Why today before three?” he asked as he pressed a napkin to his cut.

      I tucked the vial into my pocket then met and held Carlton's gaze. “Because today between five o'clock and six o'clock, a man named Jonathan Shade will murder Henry Winslow.”
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        * * *

      

      At precisely 2:59, Carlton J. Penick stepped into our office and approached Esther's desk. He carried a heavy canvas-wrapped package tied with ropes. He cleared his throat, but Esther didn't look up. She kept her eyes on the handwritten manuscript beside her and kept typing.

      “Excuse me,” Carlton said.

      Esther still didn't look up. She continued typing as if she hadn't heard him.

      “This is heavy,” he said.

      “Then set it down,” Esther said and kept typing.

      I grinned and kept watching from my office.

      “I'm here to see Henry.”

      Esther removed her hands from the keyboard and finally deigned to look up. “He's not here right now and you're disturbing me.”

      “You're a receptionist,” he said. “You're supposed to greet me and see what I need.”

      “What you need is to take a course in manners.”

      “How dare you speak to me like that!”

      “You might want to look into taking a Dale Carnegie Human Relations class. I hear they're the berries these days.”

      I could have let it go on, but we needed those tablets and I didn't want Carlton to get so mad that he changed his mind. I pushed myself to my feet and went out into the main greeting area. “Hello, Mr. Penick,” I said. “Henry will be back soon, but we can put the package on his desk.”

      “This woman should be fired.”

      “She's not a receptionist,” I said. “She was hired to type Henry's book, not to greet people.”

      “She's rude.”

      “I rather like that about her,” I said and opened the door to Henry's office.

      “I'll speak to Henry about this. I don't like anyone disrespecting me.”

      “Might consider becoming a hermit,” Esther said.

      “I am a man of great importance,” Carlton said. His face turned red, and flecks of spittle shot from his mouth as he spoke.

      I placed a hand on his shoulder and guided him into Henry's office. “It's all right, Mr. Penick. Let's just go in here.”

      “Don't try to placate me, Mr. Easton.”

      “Calm down, Mr. Penick. Just place the tablets on the desk. I'll introduce you to the wonders of the temple tomorrow evening, and I'll speak to the women to build you up as a great leader and future star so they'll be eager to please.”

      The thought of women throwing themselves at him must have done the trick. I knew I'd best hire a few prostitutes to make sure he wouldn't get rejected.

      “Where is Henry?” Carlton asked. He set the tablets on the desk.

      “He's tending to a few personal affairs.”

      “Do you know this Shade person?”

      I nodded.

      “Why haven't you taken any security measures?”

      “You said it yourself, Mr. Penick. To attain immortality, one must first pass through the veil of death. Jonathan Shade murdering Henry is destiny. In order for Henry to be reborn, he must die. He understands that, but he has a few last I's to dot and T's to cross.”

      “I'd feel better if he were here.”

      “If who were here?” Henry asked as he walked into the office.

      Carlton spun and smiled. “It's good to see you, Henry,” he said.

      “It's been so very long since lunch,” I said.

      Henry didn't acknowledge my comment. He shook Carlton's hand. “Thank you for bringing the tablets. May I?” He gestured to the package.

      “Of course,” Carlton said and stepped back.

      Henry approached the desk. He opened a drawer, pulled out a large dagger, and sliced through the ropes.

      The canvas loosened but didn't fall away.

      Henry peeled the fabric down to reveal a stack of jade tablets. They were slightly brown with age, but the emerald color was unmistakable. The last time I'd seen them was in ancient Egypt when a different version of Winslow had them. Henry lightly ran his fingers over the tablets. He breathed in softly and held his hands on the sides with reverence. He lifted the first tablet.

      “They're heavier than they look,” he said.

      “Much,” Carlton said.

      Henry turned the tablet over, hefted it, and let a smile spread across his face. “They're beautiful.”

      “And priceless,” Carlton said.

      I kept my mouth shut. As an old man, I could probably get away with more smart-assed remarks, but I wanted Carlton to drop these off and leave. I didn't want to upset him any further. We were almost there, and I'd been waiting years for this moment to arrive. Things would speed up from here, but this needed to play out the way I planned. That meant it was time to shift tactics a bit.

      “Uncle Jon, have you arranged for Carlton's limousine?”

      I nodded. “Mr. Penick, the chauffeur is scheduled to pick you up tomorrow evening at eight.”

      Carlton pulled a cigarette case from his jacket and opened it. “I have my own driver,” he said, slipping a cigarette between his lips.

      “I'm sure you do, but tomorrow evening, you'll be riding with Mr. Goodman. I'll be at the temple to make introductions, and you'll be assigned a private room should you ever care to stay the night. I suspect you'll avail yourself of that room from time to time.”

      He lit the cigarette and blew out a cloud of smoke. “I suspect I shall,” he said and raised an eyebrow.

      Yeah, I'd need prostitutes for that first night. No doubt about it.

      “Thank you for bringing these by, Carlton,” Henry said.

      “You're welcome,” he said. “By the way, you should fire your secretary.”

      “Why would I do that?” Henry asked.

      “Because she's rude.”

      “Hmm,” Henry said. “I've never noticed that. I'll consider your suggestion. Now if you'll excuse me, I'd like to have a closer look at these tablets.”

      Carlton huffed.

      “Oh, Carlton?” Henry said, glancing at various tablets before setting them aside.

      Carlton stopped, drew on his cigarette, and slowly turned to face us. “Yes?”

      “I'll have Miss Carmichael type up some directions for you to follow once I'm gone.”

      “Directions?”

      Henry studied another tablet. “Yes, if I'm to die, I want to make sure certain preparations are complete for me to be reborn. You're wrong about clay and underground bunkers and such. If I'm reading this correctly, there may be a few challenges in front of me.”

      “You can read the tablets?”

      Henry gave him a smile. “Of course.”

      “But I thought they required an entire team to translate them?”

      “It would take an entire team.” He shrugged. “Or just me.”

      “But--”

      “That will be all, Carlton. I have some reading to do now. Uncle Jon, can you escort him out?”

      I walked over and moved to guide Carlton toward the door.

      “Don't touch me,” he said.

      “Don't be like that,” I said. “You're getting what you want.”

      He stormed out of the office, stopped in front of Esther's desk, and cleared his throat.

      “You might want to get that checked,” Esther said without looking up.

      He clenched his fists.

      “We appreciate you making the special trip, Mr. Penick,” I said, pushing him away from Esther's desk.

      He got in my face. “You tricked me. He can translate those tablets all by himself! How am I to be involved in it if he can do that?”

      I wasn't about to tell him I'd guided Henry in his areas of study to make certain he could read those tablets. “Don't worry. You have an important part to play.”

      “That limousine had better be on time, Mr. Easton.”

      “You'll find things to be very different a few days from now. Be patient, grasshopper.”

      “Grasshopper?”

      “The oxen are slow, but the earth is patient.”

      He looked confused. “What?”

      “Up is down and sideways is straight ahead.”

      “Are these clues?” he asked.

      I nodded. “Think on those. Step out into the hall with me for a moment, Mr. Penick.”

      The look of confusion gave way to one of distrust. “Why?”

      I gave him a wink and stepped out of the office.

      He stood there a moment but finally followed me into the hallway.

      I put an arm around his shoulders. “What I'm about to say has to stay between you and me.”

      He really looked distrustful now. “What's your game?” he asked.

      I looked around as though making certain no one was within hearing range. Then I pulled him close and lowered my voice. “Henry doesn't trust you.”

      “Nobody trusts me,” he said softly. “I'm well aware of that.”

      “I trust you,” I said.

      “You don't even like me.”

      “But I trust you to do what is in your self interest in every situation.”

      I almost lost him with that one, but curiosity got the better of him. “Go on,” he said.

      I smiled. I knew I had him where I wanted him. “We'll talk more of this after he's dead,” I said, cocking a thumb over my shoulder toward the office.

      “About what?”

      “You want real power,” I said.

      “I have real power.”

      “I mean real power, Mr. Penick. Not parlor tricks and minor magic. I mean the power to command respect. The power to take what you want and have others kneel down before you to bask in the glory of your presence.”

      For a moment I thought I was laying it on too thick, but he kept lapping it up. His eyes gleamed.

      “Once Henry is dead and things move forward, there will be a power vacuum at the temple. I'm getting a bit long in the tooth to keep going. I've been trying to hide it from Henry, but you saw right through that. I don't have much gas left in the tank.”

      “What do you want?”

      “I want my youth back.”

      He nodded. “And I want to keep mine.”

      “Our wants and needs are currently in alignment.” I walked him down to the elevators, but when he moved to push the button, I blocked his hand. “When Henry comes back from the dead, he's not going to be the same. He's going to be in a weakened state for a few months.”

      He dropped his hand and stepped back. “That doesn’t sound good.”





OEBPS/images/vellum-badge.png





OEBPS/images/break-section-side-screen.png





OEBPS/images/wizard-nocturne.jpg
GARY
]O NAS

Author of Sunset Spe ter.

y

WIZARD S NOCTURH

THE SIXTH JONATHAN SHADE NOVEL





