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      “This is so stupid,” I said.

      Esther slid through the wall into my office and floated before me. “What’s so stupid?” she asked.

      “This game,” I said and pointed at my computer. I’d been playing a game of Solitaire called “Forty Thieves.” There was an easier version where you got a second trip through the deck, but I preferred the difficult setting.

      “More Solitaire?” she asked. “Boring.”

      “It improves my strategic thinking,” I said, which wasn’t true, but when a ghost says something is boring, it’s important to put up at least a half-hearted defense. Then it occurred to me. “You popped in here for a reason beyond curiosity, right?”

      “And how,” Esther said. “You have a potential client in the reception room.”

      “You could have led with that,” I said.

      “She could have read the sign and just knocked. Instead, she just stood there and stared at the ceiling like she was checking it for sigils.”

      And as if the client heard Esther, a knock sounded on the door.

      I raised my voice to be heard and said, “Enter at your own risk.”

      The door opened, and an older woman entered my office. She wore an elegant black dress, black gloves, and a black scarf over her long silver hair. She looked to be in her seventies, yet held herself like she could have conquered the world, but she didn’t like to get her hands dirty.

      “I trust you’re Jonathan Shade,” she said.

      “At first glance, you don’t strike me as the trusting sort,” I said, “but in this case, your trust is well placed.”

      “She looks rich, and ready to pay,” Esther said. “Don’t tell her to breeze off.”

      The client couldn’t see or hear Esther, so I didn’t respond.

      “My name is Rose Cavendish,” she said, and stiffened as she gazed over my head and out the window at the Denver skyline. She didn’t have an accent, but she held her nose so high she looked ready for the aristocracy, and her attitude was straight out of the I’m Better Than You Club.

      Normally, when people hire a P.I., they’re looking to have a problem solved, so they tend to be more polite, or even worried. Rose Cavendish looked like she wanted to send a servant with a pair of white gloves to verify her Rolls Royce was spotless. She gave me a disgusted look as she ran a finger over my bookshelf to see if I’d recently dusted.

      I had not.

      “It’s a pleasure to make your acquaintance, Ms. Cavendish,” I said, in a tone that sounded like we’d met in the Hamptons. Hard to pull that off with one foot on my desk and a smirk on my face, but I gave it the old college try.

      “You remain unimpressed,” she said and rubbed her fingers together to clean off the dust.

      “Sorry,” I said. “All my heroes have fallen, so it takes more than a name and a haughty attitude to impress me.”

      “I see.” She removed her gloves, studied her fingers for a moment, then met my gaze. “Let us begin. What do you know about Aleister Crowley?” she asked.

      I chuckled.

      “Do you find the question amusing?”

      I shrugged, decided it was best not to mention that I’d met Crowley because then I’d have to explain time travel. So I took a deep breath and spoke the following long-ass bullshit because it amused me. “Ozzy Osbourne wrote a cool song about him. He was initiated into the Golden Dawn. He couldn’t spell magic correctly because he had a spare letter K begging to be added to the end of the word. Early member of the Ordo Templi Orientis, also known as the O.T.O. He inspired Jack Parsons and L. Ron Hubbard to summon demons in the desert. He married a woman named Rose, which might be where you got your name, though hers was Rose Edith Kelly. He also married a woman named Maria Sanchez, and he was bisexual.” I drew a deep breath, then added, “Oh, and he looked like Uncle Fester from The Addams Family. Please tell me I passed the pop quiz. I couldn’t bear the failure if I got it wrong.”

      She stared at me. “All true, though magick with a K predates Crowley by centuries, but I think you know that.”

      “I do,” I said, “but it doesn’t make it any less funny in my mind.”

      “Understood,” she said and gave me a solemn nod of appreciation. “What religion did he create?”

      “Thelema,” I said. “Though most folks would call it a philosophy instead of a religion. Please don’t let that affect my grade.”

      “I am not a teacher.”

      “I don’t know,” I said. “Give you a ruler, you could smack knuckles with the best of them. Or is that only nuns?”

      “Stop insulting her,” Esther said. “She’s a potential client.”

      Esther was right, of course, but Rose Cavendish rubbed me the wrong way. Something about her just grated on me, and it had to be the look in her eyes, which suggested she owned me, but that didn’t mean I should be a dick. I eased off. “What brings you to my office, Ms. Cavendish?”

      “My son is missing, and I’d like you to find him.”

      “Tell me more.”

      “His name is Spencer.”

      I rubbed my chin. “Spencer Cavendish. I’m not familiar with him.”

      “He went searching for his sister,” Ms. Cavendish said. “My daughter.”

      “And her name is?”

      “Simona,” she said. “Simona Blackmore.”

      “Go on.”

      “The year before my husband, her father, passed away, she married a heavy metal guitarist⁠—“

      “Ritchie Blackmore?” I asked.

      “Joseph Blackmore. I am unfamiliar with Ritchie Blackmore.”

      That didn’t surprise me. She didn’t strike me as the sort of person who would enjoy Deep Purple or Rainbow.

      “Joseph is a member of something called Darker Darkness or some such nonsense.” She spoke the words as if they had cooties and she didn’t want to get any on her.

      “Never heard of them,” I said. “Please continue.”

      “Simona sent Spencer a letter written in blood.”

      “I trust you have it with you?”

      “Your trust is also well-placed, Mr. Shade.” She opened her black purse, and withdrew a folded tan parchment. She stepped over to my desk extended the letter toward me.

      I leaned forward and accepted it.

      The parchment felt weird. I unfolded it. The writing was rust-colored, so it could have been dried blood, but the words were nonsensical. Gross shark bites Melvin’s tongue. It had to be a code of some sort. I turned the page over and noticed there were a few dark spots on the parchment that looked like moles.

      Rose Cavendish gave me a thin smile as I ran a finger over one of the moles. “Yes,” she said. “The parchment is human flesh.”

      “Cool,” I said. “All right, Ms. Cavendish, you’ve piqued my interest. Please sit down, and give me the details.”
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      Rose Cavendish didn’t approve of the chairs I had for my clients to sit down and tell me their troubles. They were too common, I guess. But after unleashing an exaggerated sigh, she deigned to be seated. Maybe she’d apologize to her ass for having to be placed in a commoner’s chair later. I hoped her ass wouldn’t forgive her.

      “You can take pictures of this, but I’m keeping the original.”

      “Understood.”

      “I don’t know the origin of the flesh page. I don’t know what the message means. All I know is that Simona went on a European tour with her husband. She sent the letter from London, and briefly spoke with Spencer about it the night she arrived in Paris. That was the last time Spencer spoke with her. They planned to speak again in a few days, but she never called, and when he called her, she never answered.”

      She shook her head, then held my gaze as she continued. “When the band returned to the States, she was no longer with them. Joseph claimed that Simona chose to remain in Paris while they went on the next leg of their tour. So I phoned Simona, and got no answer. I left her a voicemail, and never heard back. Spencer talked to some of her friends. Florence spoke with her the same night Spencer did. She’s been worried sick, the poor dear.”

      “And her husband hasn’t heard from her since Paris either?”

      “Correct.” She fumed in her chair. “I despise Joseph. I hate his music. I hate his lack of personal hygiene. I hate that he uses more black eyeliner than any woman I’ve ever known. He even paints his fingernails black.”

      “It’s all part of the mystique,” I said.

      “And the drugs. Oh my goodness.”

      “If he repulses you so much, I’m surprised you even managed to have a conversation with the man,” I said.

      She cringed. “Oh, no. Spencer spoke to him and reported back to me. He called the hotel they stayed at in Paris, but they claimed Simona checked out, and they didn’t know where she was going. So Spencer decided to fly to Paris to try and find her. Now he’s missing, too. His phone doesn’t work. I keep getting a message saying the call failed. I should never have let him go, but he and Florence seemed so worried.”

      “Is Florence local?” I asked.

      “Yes.” Ms. Cavendish handed me a sheet of paper. “All the pertinent information is printed here for you.”

      I glanced at the page.

      Airline information, hotel reservation, phone number, etc. Bland details with no notes.

      “Not all of it,” I said. “There are two important things you didn’t type up.”

      She looked confused. “Such as?”

      “First, the note on the flesh parchment is in code. Do you think Spencer has a key to it so I can read what Simona said?”

      “I couldn’t find anything. What is the other important detail?”

      “You asked me to find Spencer. You didn’t ask me to find Simona, nor did you give me any of her information.”

      “Because I want you to find Spencer and bring him home. Simona married poorly, and must face the ramifications of her actions.”

      “That’s harsh,” I said.

      “I told her not to marry that man. He is obsessed with the occult. Worships Aleister Crowley. It’s all he ever wants to talk about with me. He makes my skin crawl.”

      “I see,” I said, though I really didn’t. My first guess was that he cultivated an interest in Crowley to have something he could talk to her about, but I could easily be wrong since a lot of rockers were fascinated by the self-proclaimed wickedest man in the world.

      She dismissed it all with a wave of her hand. “Find Spencer. Bring him home to me. If you bring Simona home to her husband, I won’t object because Spencer still loves his sister, but if you leave her behind, that’s all right with me too. Please understand that I will not pay you extra to bring her home. My concern is only for Spencer’s safety. He’s been gone for a week. He’s never been gone this long without calling me, and I fear something terrible has happened.”

      I leaned back in my chair and opened my mouth.

      “Don’t say it,” Esther told me.

      She knew me too well. And she was right. Asking a mother if she’s ever considered the possibility that her son faked a letter so he could escape from her clutches was an ill-advised tactic to employ on a client.

      “Do you have pictures of Spencer and Simona?” I asked.

      “I have pictures of Spencer on my phone, but I don’t know how to send them to you.”

      “Open your phone, find a good picture, and hand it to me,” I said.

      She pulled a Samsung Galaxy from her purse, tapped in her code, opened her photos, selected one, and passed the phone over.

      Spencer looked to be around fifty years old.

      I emailed it to myself. He looked stodgy and pudgy in a brown tweed suit. His head was round, he wore thick glasses, had short hair with a hairline that had pulled a Bonaparte’s retreat, and sported a graying goatee.

      “What does Spencer do for a living?” I asked.

      “I support him, so he works for me.”

      “Doing?”

      “Taking me shopping, scheduling appointments, taking the car in for service, that sort of thing.”

      “What about hobbies?”

      “Why?”

      “I’d like to get a sense of him. It could make a difference. For example, if he collects something, he might stop at a specialty shop.”

      “He was a librarian for a short time. He and Simona both. They worked with rare books, documents, and such. Acquired special collections or something. They sold some to collectors, of course, but they stopped doing that when Simona got married. All of it sounded so dreadfully dull.”

      I glanced at my computer screen where the game of Solitaire waited.

      Esther stepped into the desk and stared down at me. “Just take the job already,” she said. “It might not be all berries, but it’s better than playing boring games on your computer.”

      She was right. But human skin for parchment aside, this didn’t feel like my kind of case.

      “Why come to me?” I asked.

      “Because you came highly recommended.”

      “You might want to hire someone in Paris,” I said. “Local P.I.s know the city and⁠—“

      “Absolutely not,” she said. “I have my reasons for choosing you. And I’m willing to pay in cash.”

      “Take the job,” Esther said.

      “I don’t speak French,” I said.

      Rose Cavendish was not deterred. “I understand there are apps that do very good translations these days.”

      “The expenses could add up,” I said.

      “I don’t care. Please find my son, Mr. Shade.”

      In that moment, she didn’t look as superior. She looked like a worried mother. Flesh parchment aside, I didn’t want the job, but Esther shot me an intense stare, and I gave in.

      “Fine,” I said. “I’ll find your son for you.”

      “Thank you, Mr. Shade.” She dug around in her purse again, and pulled out an envelope stuffed with cash. “Will this suffice for payment?”

      “I don’t turn down cash, but wouldn’t you rather send the payment electronically so you’ll have a record?”

      “A record is precisely what I want to avoid,” she said. “Please bring my son home within a week. He’s never been away this long before, and I don’t like it.”

      I didn’t know what to say to that, so I said nothing.

      Rose Cavendish exited my office.

      Esther popped out to the hallway to make sure she left, then appeared beside me again.

      “She’s gone. Weird old bird, but that’s a lot of cabbage.”

      I thumbed through the cash. “It’s chump change, but you’re right. It beats playing Solitaire.” I hesitated then added, “Barely.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            3

          

        

      

    

    
      Simona Blackmore was 45 years old, but looked ten years younger in her picture on social media, so I figured it was an older image. Her long, dark hair framed her face nicely, but she was doing the Ronnie James Dio devil horns while sticking out her tongue. The other images were older and some were of different people with the same name.

      She had an Instagram account, but only four photos appeared. One was of a Pitbull wearing dark sunglasses. One was of a plate of food that I couldn’t identify and wouldn’t have risked eating. One was of her husband on stage with pyrotechnics going off behind him as he made a face and bent a guitar string during a solo. He had predictably long, dark hair much like Simona’s. The caption told me that Rose was wrong about the name, of course. The band was called Deeper Darkness. If that didn’t work out, they could reform as Deepest Darkness. I’m here all week.

      The last photo was of a dark building at night in London where Aleister Crowley had reportedly lived with a friend at some point.

      The veracity of such places was often in doubt as people pushed for notoriety to draw tenants or tourists.

      The caption read, “Crowley lived here after he left Boleskine House, another place I would love to visit.”

      Boleskine House was in the Scottish Highlands. Crowley had owned it for a time, and even lived there. People claimed it was haunted. In 1973, Led Zeppelin’s guitarist, Jimmy Page purchased the mansion. Page had a fascination with the occult as well, and maybe still does. I don’t know. I’ve never met him. He remains one of my favorite guitarists. Yeah, I got tired of Zeppelin for a few years when they were so overplayed, but I’ve lived a long life, skipping around in time, so my appreciation for the music was rekindled.

      Page had a massive collection of Crowley books, and that mattered because ten minutes later, I was looking at a picture of Spencer Cavendish in his mother’s basement, arms spread wide to bask in the glory of his occult book collection. I spotted a number of Crowley books on the shelf, and a familiar yellow dust jacket on a massive tome by Israel Rigardie called The Complete Golden Dawn System of Magic. I’d owned a copy of the book when I was a teenager.

      The picture accompanied an article about Spencer’s collection. The article was originally published in a free Denver newspaper that I used to pick up at Wax Trax, my favorite record store over on 13th. I’d never seen this particular article, so I gave it a read.

      Long story short, Spencer and his sister Simona worked at an unnamed library that specialized in occult texts. They haunted used bookstores, estate sales, thrift stores, and later online sites to assemble their own collection of books. The reporter asked about a rumor that he and his sister had acquired texts from the library after digitizing them. “That would be theft,” Spencer said, and dodged the question. He then went off on a tangent about a group of men based in New York City back in the early 1970s, who went into libraries dressed as priests. They stole rare books, and sold them on the black market. They were eventually arrested, of course, but many of those texts were destroyed.

      One popular and infamous book that came from those robberies was the Necronomicon, a leatherbound edition that claimed to be the actual book discussed in a number of H.P. Lovecraft stories. I’d flipped through that book, and it had as much to do with H.P. Lovecraft as it did with H.R. Pufnstuff.

      Then the article took a turn I didn’t expect. The reporter asked why they collected occult books, and Spencer replied, “To honor our late mother, Rose Cavendish, who we believe was an illegitimate child of Aleister Crowley himself.”

      Late mother?

      I Googled Rose Cavendish.

      I found an obituary with a picture of the woman I’d just seen in my office.

      Rose Cavendish 1921 - 2007.

      Okay then.

      I opened a new tab and looked up her husband, Robert, but had to scroll past listings for the actor and a few others before I found him. He died in 2006, a few months before Rose. It didn’t list a cause of death.

      I went back to the tab with Rose’s obituary.

      I studied the picture. Definitely the same woman unless she’d been cloned or had a doppelgänger running around. She certainly looked like a living person. Esther would have been able to tell she was a ghost. She had corporeal form because she carried the cash in her purse.

      But if she was born in 1921, she looked great for her age. I scratched my head.

      Esther stepped through the wall again.

      “That dame has a swanky jalopy,” she said. “Long and sleek limo with her own driver dressed to the nines.”

      I nodded. “Did you know she was dead?”

      “Say what?”

      “D-E-A-D,” I said.

      Esther frowned then shook her head. “That dame was breathing, Jonathan. Stiffs don’t get winded going down stairs. Then again, stiffs don’t normally walk.”

      I pointed to the computer screen. “According to Olinger Mortuary over on Hampden, she died back in 2007. She didn’t look like a zombie to me. Maybe I should ask Amadi about it. He’d know.” Amadin Zannou was a local voodoo priest. We were friends so he had me call him Amadi. His protector was Omolara, and I’d recently been given permission to call her Omo.

      “Could it have been her mother?” Esther asked.

      “Her mother was Gertrude Cavendish, who may have had a fling with Aleister Crowley himself.”

      “Well, at least the stiff didn’t stiff you on your payment.”
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      A few phone calls told me that Spencer had checked out of his hotel, and they didn’t know where he’d gone. I called other hotels, and didn’t turn up anything at all.

      I wasn’t ready to hop on a plane just yet. I figured I should pay Joseph Blackmore a visit first, and I was waiting on a return call from Florence Welker.

      As I drove out to the address Rose Cavendish supplied, Kelly called me.

      I cruised down Alameda in my 1977 black Trans Am. “This is the Bandit,” I said. “Come back, Snowman.”

      I could practically hear Kelly roll her eyes. “Are you going to keep doing that? It’s been months.”

      “Breaker, breaker, that’s a big ten-four.”

      “Whatever,” she said. “Esther just popped in and told me you were hired by a dead woman to locate her son. Is he dead, too?”

      “I don’t think so,” I said. “And I don’t think Rose Cavendish is dead either. She’s got a death certificate, and a burial plot at Fairmount Cemetery, but I suspect the grave is empty.”

      “Are you going to check?” Kelly asked.

      I pulled up to a red light and stopped. “I don’t think that’s necessary. She paid up front.”

      “All right,” she said. “It’s certainly not the strangest thing we’ve dealt with.”

      “That’s the word on the street.”

      “Esther also said the son disappeared in Paris.”

      “Oui, mademoiselle,” I said.

      “I wouldn’t mind a trip to Paris,” she said.

      “Who would cover the dojo?”

      “Jessica can handle it.”

      The light changed. Two cars soared through the red light. Once they were gone, I accelerated. “Cool. Think she’d watch the cats for me?”

      “You could ask her, but I think she’s allergic.”

      “It’s all right. Mrs. Harris can check on them. They like her.” Mrs. Harris was my next-door neighbor. She had five cats of her own, including a female named Hoshi who went into heat shortly after I moved in. Crichton decided he really liked her at that point. He was soon to be a father, and he was rather proud of himself.

      Mrs. Harris was delighted about the upcoming litter of kittens. She wasn’t too thrilled when Crichton beat the crap out of one her male cats who got a little too frisky with Aeryn, but she got over that. Crichton had established dominance, and none of her cats would mess with him or Aeryn now.

      Crichton ruled the roost. He was a cool, cool cat.

      Kelly and I talked about a TV show she liked, but then I pulled up to the Blackmore house. That makes it sound more impressive than it was. It was actually a ranch house in Aurora just off Del Mar Park.

      I parked, and got out of the car.

      The house was nondescript. Just red brick with cream colored siding and a large bay window facing the front. A rusted gray van was parked in the driveway. It didn’t look to be long for this world. The back might have been held together by a plethora of bumper stickers. One read, “Rock on!” and had the silhouette of a guitar beside it and a few musical notes.

      Another read, “When I listen to my music, so do the neighbors.” And based on the song “Monsters” by Shinedown blaring inside, I had to agree that it was true. The other bumper stickers were skulls, pentagrams, and a Supernatural sticker that read, “Driver picks the music, shotgun shuts his cakehole.”

      I walked up to the front door. There was a doorbell, so I rang it.

      The Shinedown song ended and “Prosecution Blues” by the Cold Stares kicked in as the door opened to reveal a shirtless slender man in black pants. His hair was blacker than the devil’s heart, and his eyes were unfocused. He did a bit of bobbing and weaving as he tried to find his balance.

      “Yo,” he said. “Who are you?”

      “Jonathan Shade,” I said and showed him my P.I. license. “I’m looking for Simona Blackmore.”

      “She ain’t here, man.”

      He stank of marijuana. I’ve never liked the smell.

      “Are you Joseph?” I asked.

      He hesitated, then nodded. “Yeah, man.”

      “Cool song,” I said.

      He leaned back, grinned, and said, “Yeah, man. It is.”

      “Can I have a few minutes of your time? It’s important that I find Simona.”

      “She’s, like, in Paris, dude.”

      “Have you spoken to her?”

      “No, man. We had a fight. But she left me a voicemail. Man, it’s kinda cold out here. You want to come in?”

      The temperature was in the sixties. It was late October. Then again, I wasn’t a skinny dude without a shirt. “Sure,” I said.

      He held the door open, and I slipped past him into the darkened house. Black drapes covered the big window. A row of guitars on stands lined the wall between two stacks of Marshall amps. A thrift store couch took up the center of the floor, and a short coffee table with bite marks on the corner stood before the couch. A bong sat in the center with a bag of grass beside it, and a couple of lighters.

      Beyond the living area, I could see the kitchen, and part of a hallway that led to the bathroom and bedrooms. A poster of Lemmy from Motorhead pointing at the viewer hung on the wall with a word balloon saying, I want you to rock and roll.

      Joseph closed the door, and rubbed his arms. He found the remote on the coffee table and turned down the music. Then he let himself drop onto the couch.

      “You want a hit?” he asked, pointing at the bong.

      “No thanks,” I said. “I’m on the clock.”

      “Mind if I partake?”

      “Knock yourself out,” I said. I didn’t bother to sit down because other than the couch, there were a couple of fold-up chairs around a card table in the dining room.

      He took a hit off the bong, set the lighter down and held the smoke in his lungs. He slowly let it out and smiled. “That’s some good shit right there, bro.”

      “Cool,” I said. “Any chance I could listen to the voicemail?”

      He pointed skyward. “You betcha,” he said, and pushed himself to his feet. “Phone’s charging in the bedroom. I’ll be right back.”

      He staggered down the hall.

      I heard him say, “What are you still doing here? Get the fuck out. I got company.”

      A few seconds later, a topless girl in yoga pants stumbled into the living room. She had blonde hair that caressed her bare shoulders and bright blue eyes.

      “Hi,” she said and gave me a smile.

      “Hi,” I said and smiled back.

      She tilted her head and asked, “Are you staring at my tits?”

      “Guilty as charged,” I said. “But to be fair, you do have them on display.”

      “Joe said I have pretty titties,” she said. “Do you agree?” She leaned this way and that to give me a better look.

      “They’re very nice,” I said.

      “Thank you. I sometimes model for life drawing classes at the Art Institute, so I’m used to being naked. But I’m not a professional dancer or anything. Not that there’s anything wrong with that. It’s just not my scene.”

      “It’s all good,” I said. “No explanations required.”

      “You’re cute,” she said.

      “You’re high,” I said.

      She giggled. “Only a lot. Do you see my shirt around here anywhere?”

      “I do not.”

      She just stood there, arms at her sides, not even trying to cover herself as she scanned the floor. She wasn’t the least bit self-conscious. “Couch cushions,” she said.

      She walked over, yanked a cushion off the couch and picked up a T-shirt. She held it over her head. “Look what I found.”

      “It looks like a shirt to me,” I said.

      She shook it out, and her breasts danced. I suspect I lost fifty IQ points right then and there.

      Joseph stepped into the living room. “Marcy, put your tits away. He doesn’t want to see them.”

      “I think he likes seeing them,” Marcy said, but she put the shirt on anyway.

      “Sorry, man,” Joseph said.

      “Nothing to apologize for,” I said.

      She stepped up to me, leaned close and whispered, “If you asked me out, I’d say yes.”

      “Good to know,” I said.

      “Go home, Marcy,” Joseph said, and pointed to the door.

      She looked at her feet. “My shoes and my purse are in the bedroom.”

      “Then get them and get out.”

      “You want me to come over again tonight?” she asked. “I don’t want to be lonely.”

      “I don’t know,” he said.

      She moved over to him, grabbed his hair and pulled his head down so she could kiss him. This took longer than I expected.

      When she let him go, he said, “Yeah, baby. You can come over tonight.”

      She winked at me. “You’re welcome to join us,” she said.

      “Thank you, Marcy, but I’ll be out of town tonight.”

      She smiled, and went to get her shoes and purse.

      Joseph gave me a knowing wink. “She’s crazy as a shithouse rat, but she’s phenomenal in the sack.”

      “The voicemail?” I asked.

      “Yeah, here you go.”

      He pressed a button to put the recording on speaker.

      A female voice said, “Hey Joe, sorry about yesterday, but I really do want a divorce. My lawyer will send the papers over next week. I’m going to hang here in Paris or maybe go to Scotland. I’ll call you when I get back to the States.”

      I nodded. “Did her lawyer send the divorce papers?”

      “Nope.”

      Marcy came out wearing her shoes, and carrying a small black clutch. “Was that Simona?” she asked.

      “Yeah,” Joseph said. “Voice mail from last week. She wants to fly solo.”

      “You’re better off without her,” Marcy said. “She’s freaky as fuck.”

      “What’s freaky about her?” I asked.

      “She’s all into weird sex magic rituals,” Marcy said. “I’m fine with multiple partners, but I don’t like having hot wax dripped on my coochie.”

      Joseph shrugged. “Simona likes her candles and her ceremonies.”

      Marcy glanced at her phone. “My Uber is one minute out.” She smiled at me. “Nice to meet you. I didn’t catch your name.”

      “Jonathan,” I said.

      She moved back over to me. “Nice to meet you, Jonathan. Give me your phone, and I’ll put my number in it so we can hang.”

      “My girlfriend would kill me,” I said.

      She laughed. “A loyal man. You’re an endangered species.”

      “So I’ve been told.”

      She smiled, said, “Your girlfriend is lucky to have you.” She kissed me on the cheek, then gave Joseph a wave before she walked out the door.

      A Honda Accord pulled up, and she climbed into the back. When the car wheeled away from the curb, I thanked Joseph and stepped outside hoping I didn’t smell too much like ganja.

      I sniffed my shirt.

      “Wow,” I said as I headed to my car. I could probably get a second hand high just from breathing the fumes from my shirt.
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      Traffic sucked, as aways. I called Rose Cavendish while I crept down Colorado Boulevard. She answered on the third ring.

      “This is Rose,” she said.

      “Jonathan Shade,” I said.

      “You can’t already have results,” she said.

      “Just verified that Simona hasn’t been in touch with Joseph.”

      “I don’t care about Simona,” Rose said. “I want you to find Spencer.”

      “Since he’s looking for her, it makes sense that if I do the same, I’ll be likely to find him faster.”

      “I suppose that makes sense, but I don’t like it.”

      “Two questions,” I said. “First, what library employed Spencer and Simona?”

      “Fine,” she said as though it wasn’t fine at all. “It wasn’t a library exactly. It was a private collector. I don’t recall his name. But that was five years ago. He moved to London. They sometimes found and mailed books to him, but he has an assistant across the pond who handles his main acquisitions. What was the other question?”

      “Did you fake your death?”

      Silence.

      Then she said, “You looked into me.”

      “I like to know something about the people who hire me.”

      “I see.”

      “According to public records, you died in 2007.”

      “This isn’t something I’d like to discuss on the telephone. Where are you now?”

      “Colorado Boulevard near Evans.”

      “There’s an Indian restaurant behind the Sprouts Farmers Market just past Amherst,” she said. “I’ll meet you there in twenty minutes.”

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      It took her twice that to get to the restaurant. I waited for her inside, and the hostess led her to the table.

      She wasn’t wearing the scarf now, and her silver hair looked like a lion’s mane in a windstorm. She slid into the booth across from me.

      “Thank you,” she said to the hostess. “Are you waiting on us, too?”

      “No, ma’am. Becca will be with you momentarily.”

      “Excellent.”

      “Enjoy your meal.” The hostess wandered back to the front of the restaurant.

      “If you’re hungry,” she said, “this meal is on me.”

      She was much nicer in public than she was in my office. It was like she’d donned a public persona. An actress playing on the world stage.

      “Good afternoon, Ms. Cavendish,” a young waitress said. “It’s nice to see you again.”

      “Hello, Becca. This is Jonathan.”

      “Hi,” Becca said. “Do you want the buffet or do you need a few minutes with the menu?”

      “We’ll pass on the buffet,” Rose said. She turned to me. “The buffet is good, but I much prefer to order from the menu.”

      “I looked over the menu already,” I said “I could go for some tandoori chicken and some ice tea.”

      “Excellent choice, sir.” Becca turned to Rose. “The usual?” she asked.

      “No,” she said. “I had butter chicken a few days ago. I’ll switch things up and go with the chicken tikka. Water to drink. No ice, please.”

      “I love the chicken tikka,” Becca said. “I’ll have the drinks and some fresh, hot naan bread out momentarily.”

      When the waitress was gone, Rose studied me for a moment. “I’m trying to decide how much to tell you,” she said. “I don’t believe it’s relevant as I simply want you to find my son.”

      I held her gaze. “I’ve handled some crazy cases, and in my experience, when a client insists on not telling me pertinent details they think are unimportant, things get dangerous.”

      “I don’t require protection,” she said, and a hint of the cold woman I’d met earlier broke through the facade.

      “Didn’t say you did. I just think that if a dead woman hires me, I should know the story.”

      “Obviously, I am very much alive.”

      “So it would seem.”

      “Would you like to check my pulse?”

      I shook my head. “Not necessary.”

      “Becca is bringing the drinks and bread. When she’s gone, we’ll talk.” She brightened as Becca approached.

      “Water with no ice for you,” she said and placed a glass of water sans ice before her. “Ice tea for the gentleman.” She placed my tea on the table. “And naan bread to share.” She placed the bread in the center of the table. “Can I get you anything else?”

      “We’re doing quite well, thank you, Becca.”

      The waitress nodded and headed to another table.

      Rose sipped her water. “Try the naan,” she said.

      “Talk.”

      She looked around as if she expected spies to be watching her. “I was part of a secret society. Are you familiar with Cornelius Agrippa?”

      “German occultist back in the 16th century,” I said. “Doctor, lawyer, alchemist, occultist, mercenary. Best-known for his Three Books of Occult Philosophy. Go on.”

      “My family was always into the occult. Not the transactional variety where you bind demons and force them to do things, but transformational where you gain actual power to do things yourself.”

      “I’m familiar with a variety of practices including actual wizards, sorcerers, witches, and more.”

      “We aren’t wizards like your friends at Dragon Gate Industries, but our magic can seem similar.”

      “Friends is a bit strong,” I said.

      “I’m aware,” she said. “What I mean is that we aren’t genetically bred to use magic. We do it the hard way.”

      “I understand.”

      “The group I worked with…” She stopped and considered her words. “Let’s just say they took a turn into the alt-right Nazi arena.”

      “I’ve dealt with some of those people before,” I said, thinking of Senator Class and a group of Nazis hiding in Argentina.

      “That’s why I came to you,” she said. “I heard through the grapevine that you took part in a ritual that granted immortality.”

      “I took part in a ritual, yes. It did not make me immortal.”

      “According to my sources, you’ve lived a longer life than I have. And yet, you don’t look a day over thirty-five.”

      “We’re not here to talk about me,” I said.

      “Try the naan before it gets cold,” she said.

      I ate some of the bread. “It’s very good. Get back to your story.”

      “It’s quite simple. I faked my death to get out of the group.”

      “The O.T.O.?” I asked.

      “No, though some of them have gone to the extreme far right these days, too. I’m not at liberty to disclose the name of the organization.”

      “You don’t look your age,” I said.

      “Thank you. Perhaps, like you, I went through a ritual. Not immortal per se, but I slowed the aging process. I’m starting to feel the years creeping up on me, though.”

      “You still use your name,” I said.

      “They found me, and I accepted a deal. I would stay out of their business, and they would leave me alone. They didn’t care about me, after all. They cared about my late husband.”

      “First rule of Fight Club,” I said. “Got it. I have to ask, though. Do you think they recruited Spencer and Simona?”

      “No.”

      “You’re sure?”

      “They aren’t welcome. They don’t have the financials, and they don’t have the pedigree.”

      “Bloodlines matter to this group?”

      “Of course.”

      “And they believed you were one of Aleister Crowley’s illegitimate daughters.”

      “They did.”

      “Are you?”

      She didn’t respond for a moment. More considered words. “My ancestry was traced and found wanting.”

      “You switched the DNA sample,” I said.

      “I did not.”

      “Someone did it for you?”

      She raised an eyebrow, and said, “I can neither confirm nor deny your supposition.”

      And at that moment, Becca brought our food.

      We ate in silence. The food was good.

      Becca brought the check, and said there was no rush. Rose paid in cash with a generous tip. At this hour, there weren’t many customers, so Rose leaned back and drank more water.

      “Was the group an offshoot of the Golden Dawn?” I asked.

      “You aren’t going to let this go.”

      “Look,” I said. “If your husband was part of a secret society and they let you out of it because someone on the inside helped you convince them you weren’t in the right bloodline, it’s possible that they decided to recruit Spencer and maybe even Simona.”

      She shook her head. “A few of the wives were allowed to attend some of the ceremonies, but we were never full members. As the wives died, the group went back to being just another bunch of rich old white men with one or two exceptions. They have their fingers in many things, but they are not recruiting new members. And Simona wouldn’t fit in with them at all. Too feisty and opinionated.”

      “And Spencer?”

      “They never liked him. They let him acquire rare books for them, but when my husband died, they stopped calling him.”

      “How did your husband die?” I asked. “The internet didn’t supply a cause of death.”

      She simply grinned.

      My phone rang, and I checked the caller ID.

      Florence Welker.

      I turned the phone so Rose could see the name.

      “You should take that.”

      I got up and answered the phone as I walked toward the restrooms. After all, Rose was only going to dodge my questions, and even in her friendlier mode, I wasn’t about to join her fan club. Better to talk to Florence.

      “Shade Investigations,” I said. Look at me being all professional and shit.

      “Mr. Shade, this is Florence Welker returning your call.”

      “Thank you for calling, Ms. Welker. I’d like to speak to you about your friends, Spencer and Simona.”

      “I’m at work right now. I don’t get off until eleven, but if you want to swing by the store, we can talk upstairs while I eat lunch. Well, dinner.”

      “Sounds good. Where do you work?”

      “Whole Foods. My lunch is at six.”

      I checked my watch. It was 4:28.

      “No problem,” I said. She gave me the address, and I let her get back to her break.
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