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			Abydos, Egypt, 1888

			The priest lay on the stone floor, his blood staining his white robes in shades of crimson and claret that matched the colors of the setting sun outside the temple. 

			“Why?” he asked, the word barely reaching the eleven men standing around him.

			“Because you couldn’t let well enough alone, old chap. Were these” – one of the men held up two canvas sacks – “really worth your life?” 

			The others in the circle nodded. A few smiled or chuckled as they hefted their own satchels, each bulging with the gold artifacts they’d taken from the lower levels of the ruins. They’d discovered it purely by accident, ducking into the entranceway of what they believed was just another ancient temple near the Valley of the Kings to escape a sudden dust storm. 

			Instead, they’d found themselves at the beginning of a warren of tunnels that led them deeper into the ground until they reached a pair of towering falcon-headed statues guarding the entrance to a cavernous chamber filled with statues, chalices, and jewelry. They’d stuffed sack after sack with jewelry, gold statuettes, and other artifacts without making a dent in the gleaming treasures lining the shelves and alcoves carved into the sand-colored stone walls.

			Celebrating their tremendous discovery – one they knew would make them rich beyond belief – they hadn’t noticed the man in the white robes until he spoke.

			“Thieves! You dare defile the Temple of Sokar?”

			Without saying a word, Simon Gordon drew his revolver and fired, the report more like an explosion as the shot reverberated from wall to wall inside the pyramid-shaped chamber.

			Reginald Oliver dropped his sack, the canvas muting the clang of metal on stone.

			“Good lord, Simon!” Reginald gestured at the Egyptian, who lay moaning on his back, tiny crimson rivers already filling the spaces between the stone blocks. “What the bloody hell were you thinking?”

			“You know what the locals do to grave robbers?” Simon motioned with his gun. “They chop off a hand if you’re lucky. Usually it’s both, and then you get thrown into prison. I prefer to avoid that type of fate. A corpse makes a bloody terrible witness.”

			Now they stood around the dying man, their faces etched with worry. 

			“Let’s just go.” James Collingsworth motioned toward the exit. “No one knows we’re here. With any luck, we’ll be halfway to Cairo before anyone finds this bugger.”

			Everyone muttered agreements and filed out of the room. Except Simon Gordon, who stared down at the man and shook his head.

			“Sorry, old boy. I can’t take the chance.” He pointed his gun at the man’s chest. The man moaned and lifted his head.

			“A curse upon you for your actions. I will have my revenge.” 

			“I don’t think so, sport.”

			Any reply that followed was drowned out by the roar of Simon’s pistol.

			The man’s body twitched and he went still. His eyes closed and his head lolled to one side.

			Hours later, long after the men had returned to their boat, two priests discovered their brother covered in blood and flies. 

			Only he wasn’t dead.

			“I will avenge this desecration, in Sokar’s name,” he whispered, red foam bubbling between his lips. “Bind my Ka so that I may return.”

			And they did.

		

	
		
			Port Said, Egypt,1888

			Simon Gordon knew something was amiss even before the two soldiers called out his name. The four Egyptian police officers accompanying him, their dark faces scowling in the late morning sun, portended bad news.

			“Yes, I’m Lieutenant Simon Gordon,” he responded, emphasizing his military title. 

			“You’re to come with us.” 

			“What is the meaning of this?” He backed up a step. He had a sick feeling he knew the answer. He’d woken to find the others already checked out of their rooms, despite them all agreeing the previous night they’d head to the steamship together.

			“The Inspector General requires your presence.”

			Simon backed up again, only to find his retreat blocked by two more officers. They each took an arm in a bruising grip. Before he could object, one of the officers opened his bag, revealing the top of a golden chalice. An inspection of his steamer trunk revealed it to be filled with artifacts and jewels.

			“Looks like your mysterious birdy was right,” a soldier said, confirming Simon’s fears. 

			I’ve been double-crossed.

			As the officers dragged him away from his belongings, he looked back at the ship, imagining the others watching from the railings and laughing.

			You’ll pay for this. All of you. I will have my revenge.
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			New York City, One Year Ago

			Silence filled the Egyptian Cultural Museum, from the shadowed alcoves of the exhibit halls to the empty corridors and offices, where only scattered safety lights pushed back against the darkness.

			Matt Schwartz loved the air of mystery the museum held late at night, the way the questions of the ages seemed to come alive and gain weight, each enigmatic treasure adding to the overall atmosphere. The museum wasn’t the largest in the city; the Museum of Natural History and even the Guggenheim dwarfed it. But in many ways its smaller size added to the experience, made a person feel as if they were really in an ancient burial chamber.

			He followed his regular route from room to room, his flashlight briefly illuminating each exhibit and bringing them to life for a moment. 

			As always, he saved the best room for last. The Mummy Room, he called it, although that wasn’t the official name. The sign on the wall read:

			New Kingdom

			c. 1570 BCE - c. 1069 BCE

			Age of the Pharaohs

			To Matt, though – and the hundreds of visitors that came to see it each week – it would always be the Mummy Room, as it had been since the moment the main attraction arrived.

			The mummy had no name, but that didn’t detract from its fascination. Just off the wide main hall, it lay in eternal repose in its unadorned black sarcophagus, a roughly human-shaped form wrapped in grayish-yellow cloth, a little less than six feet in length, indicating a person of medium height within the bindings. 

			Matt strolled over to the placard next to the sarcophagus. He’d read it so many times over the past year that he had every word memorized. The salient points returned to him as he stared at the unknown person in their casket.

			The sarcophagus of mud, dyed black instead of the usual gray or brown. The lack of a name on the coffin. The lack of a false door at the foot or head, which was typically placed there so that the person’s Ka, the Egyptian version of the soul, could leave the Earth for the land of the afterlife, the Duat. The strange inscription on the coffin’s lid.

			All very cryptic, and when the exhibit first opened, historians and Egyptologists had flocked to the tiny museum on the East Side to study it. 

			Who are you? Matt leaned closer. The dusty odor of the mummy tickled his nose. The desire to lay his hand on it rose up, as it always did when he stood near. But that was forbidden. The wrappings were incredibly fragile, ready to fall apart at the slightest disturbance. Even if nothing happened, the security cameras would show….

			Wait.

			The cameras weren’t on. There’d been a note about that, the video system being offline until the morning because the servers were getting upgraded. 

			This could be my only chance to touch history.

			Matt stared a moment longer. Finally, desire trumped guilt and he leaned over the railing to place his hand on the mummy’s chest, where the heart would be. The wrappings were rougher than he expected, almost brittle. The coarse fibers warmed quickly under his palm, and up close he swore he smelled hints of pine sap and hot tar. 

			As he held his hand against the mummy, he wondered what the man’s life had been like. Had he been an ordinary citizen, maybe a security guard much like Matt himself? Or perhaps the bastard son of a royal, buried in secret so as not to ruin the family name? The inscription on the sarcophagus gave no clue.

			“When the time arrives, the sleeper will awaken so that he may complete the vow.” Matt whispered the translation, which some authorities believed indicated the mummy had been a soldier or guard of some kind, charged with watching over someone in the afterlife.

			After a few more moments, Matt reluctantly stepped away. He had rounds to continue. He tapped his ID card against the sensor by the door to register that he’d checked the room at the appropriate time, and headed for the next exhibit. Two hours later, he’d completed his route through the museum and entered the New Kingdom Hall again. One more chance to touch history and then he was through for the night. His light flashed over the coffin and—

			Ragged strips of cloth were scattered across the floor and draped over the railing in front of the empty sarcophagus. 

			Vandals! Matt’s heart raced as he crossed the room. Someone had broken into the museum. He pulled out his phone. He had to call nine-one-one and….

			Why hadn’t the alarm gone off?

			Phone in hand, he turned in a slow circle, aiming his light around the room. All the doors and windows were alarmed. Which meant whoever had removed the priceless mummy had been in the museum before it was locked up for the night.

			And those same trespassers might still be around.

			His hand shook as he searched the room again. Nothing else seemed out of place. No one was hiding in between the cases. He tucked the light under one arm and swiped his phone screen open. He’d report the break-in and then head for the Security Office. 

			A sudden stench filled the air, rotten meat and something else. He turned.

			Dry, bony fingers grabbed his face. The stink of decomposing flesh enveloped him, drenching his nose and mouth with foulness. The fingers tightened, digging into skin with bruising force. A second hand gripped his throat, choking off his scream.

			An image appeared in Matt’s head, desert sands of blood-red, a black sun in a white sky, an ebony river filled with bodies. On the bank stood a green-skinned giant of a man, dressed in white robes and wearing a conical hat trimmed in gold. His eyes shone like golden coins.

			Then everything went black and Matt’s sense of self faded, the memories of his life dissolving until nothing remained.

			* * *

			Ahmes the Second, High Priest of Sokar, let the dead man fall. All that remained was a wizened husk inside the clothing, its skin stretched so tight the bones appeared ready to burst through. Ahmes, his own body fully restored, bowed and whispered a quick prayer of thanks for his resurrection.

			“Gratitude, Sokar, for delivering me to the land of the living and granting me the opportunity to right grievous wrongs. In the name of Osiris, I will not fail you.”

			Ahmes stripped off the remains of the linens his fellow priests had wrapped him in before he died, wrappings stolen from bodies of ancient kings and priests because there’d been no time for a proper burial ceremony. In order to enable his resurrection, he’d needed to be bound and entombed while still alive. The suffering had been immense.

			But worth the pain in order to enact his revenge.

			Strange words and wonderous images filled Ahmes’s brain as the dead man’s memories melded with his own. Truly, the world had changed during his time in the land of the dead. More years had passed than he’d anticipated, but his priests had done their job well. Instead of traveling the Duat to the Temple of Osiris for judgment, his Ka had remained with his Sek, his physical body, while his Ba, his essence, remained in limbo, hidden from all but Sokar. Once the proper touch activated the spell cast by his fellow priests, his full being had recombined. 

			Now, armed with all of Matt Schwartz’s knowledge, as well as his life force, Ahmes dressed himself in the guard’s clothing and made his way to the exit.

			It was time to carry out his blood oath.

		

	
		
			Chapter One

			New York City, present day

			“Help!”

			Tom Reardon stopped as the cry echoed off the darkened buildings. It had come from across the street, most likely the small alley between the Starbucks and the used clothing store. 

			At a little after two a.m., Sixty-Fifth Street was as close to empty as it ever got. The only businesses open were laundromats and bars, including McWill’s, the pub Tom had just left. The perfect time and place for a mugger to ply their trade.

			When the shout wasn’t repeated, he shook his head and continued walking toward the corner. Probably just some drunks on their way home. Or a couple arguing. He checked his phone. His Uber was still five minutes away. He should have been in bed hours ago instead of spending too much of his paycheck. But these days home was just an empty, cold place that did nothing but remind him of everything he’d lost. At least with several shots of whiskey inside him he could fall asleep the moment his head hit the pillow. 

			Another shout from the alley. Despite knowing better, old habits forced him to trot across the street and peer into the near pitch blackness. Sure enough, two murky shapes struggled, one of them pinning the other against the alley wall.

			Don’t interfere. You’re not a cop anymore. 

			Getting involved would just create all sorts of problems. Getting questioned. Maybe appearing in court. And possibly ending up with a bullet or knife in the gut.

			Except that wasn’t how his gram had raised him. You never turned your back on someone who needed help. He’d never forgive himself if somebody died when he could have prevented it. Cursing his southern-bred sense of honor, he entered the alley.

			“Hey! What’s going on?”

			The two shapes separated and one fell. As Tom’s eyes adjusted to the darkness, details appeared. The person standing was a male, not very tall, dressed in white pants and shirt under a gray coat. The woman on the ground was curled into a ball. Based on the layers of mismatched clothing, most likely a street person. A toppled shopping cart nearby added credence to his assessment.

			A sharp, musky odor surrounded them, like cheap incense. The woman moaned and Tom moved a little closer.

			“Ma’am, are you all right?”

			The woman’s head lolled back, revealing a shriveled death mask of a face. Her skin had pulled tight over the bones, drawing her lips back so that her teeth jutted out. Nothing remained of the nose except two holes. Opaque eyes stared up at him. A foul smell emanated from her mouth, stronger than the perfume in the air.

			Something slammed into him and his head struck the brick wall. Stars filled his vision and he cursed his stupidity for getting distracted. Hands grabbed him and a burning sensation engulfed him, as if his skin was on fire. He cried out. The gritty taste of sand filled his mouth and he sucked in the muddy scent of river water, much like the Mississippi where he’d spent his childhood. With one hand he tried to push his attacker away and with the other he drew his gun from its ankle holster. He pulled the trigger without aiming. The report was deafening in the small space. The stranger let him go and Tom toppled onto his side. Through tears of pain, he watched the man bolt from the alley.

			Then the darkness claimed him.
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			Detective Daniel Reese knelt next to the corpse and couldn’t help the stray thought that popped into his head.

			Jesus, Tom Reardon would’ve gone crazy for a case like this.

			Thinking about his ex-partner still turned his stomach, but they’d shared a car and a desk for more than five years, so as much as it pissed him off, it didn’t surprise him there were times when the man popped into his thoughts.

			Especially when it came to the grotesque mutilation of a prominent international businessman in an apparently locked room.

			Reardon always had a yen for the sensational and mysterious. Loved reading everything from whodunnits to unsolved true-crime books to the gossip pages. He got a thrill out of seeing someone famous at a bar or restaurant, even in Manhattan, where celebrities were as common as city rats – and often just as pleasant to deal with. It was something Dan never understood. He could give two shits if someone famous asked to share a cab with him. With the exception of a couple of sports figures and actresses, of course. 

			Given his choice, Dan would never ask for a high-profile murder case. Especially one this brutal. Nine times out of ten they just meant trouble. As in too much pressure from the brass to get things solved yesterday and the press constantly wasting his time with questions he couldn’t answer. And more often than not, they never got solved. And yet here he was, saddled with a whopper. When the story inevitably got plastered all over the news, Tom would probably have a good laugh over the irony of it all.

			Fuck it. Gotta treat it like an ordinary case. Do things by the book. No mistakes, no leaks in the press.

			Right. Not so easy when you had dozens of reporters already camped out on the other side of the yellow tape outside the building, braving the early morning drizzle. Nothing travels faster than gossip, especially when it involved the murder of a socialite. And this was so much more than an ordinary robbery or domestic situation that got out of control.

			Whoever killed Roger Collingsworth, CEO and dictator supreme of the Collingsworth empire, was a grade-A sicko. The old man’s head lay on its side a good two feet away from the body, and based on the extensive blood splatter, the decapitation happened while he was alive. A pretty nasty way to go. Dan assumed his neck had been cut at least partway through before the decapitation. A knife, a garrote, maybe some kind of mechanical device, although no weapon had been found. Not like someone, or even a couple of someones, could do that with their bare hands. And based on the footprints in the blood, there’d only been one attacker.

			The insanity didn’t stop there.

			In addition to being decapitated, the arms and legs had been severed and scattered around the room. And the body showed signs of torture. At some point during the savage attack, the killer burned a symbol into the victim’s midsection, right between the ribcage and stomach. The crusted blood and purpled flesh made it hard to make out, but to Reese it looked vaguely like a circle with an X through it.

			Which made about as much sense as the rest of the crime scene.

			This is not good. Who the hell branded their victims? Something premeditated like that typically meant either a serial killer or an organized crime hit.

			And wouldn’t Tom have loved that? 

			Dan gritted his teeth. He had to stop thinking about Reardon, otherwise he’d go home in a rotten mood and take it out on Joanna. Again. Which he didn’t want to do, considering they were finally making headway in working past the events of last year. There’d been some tough months, but he was beginning to believe that much like the imminent flowers of early spring, their relationship would blossom again.

			Christ, I sound like a freakin’ poet. Dr. Fleck will be so proud.

			“This one’s gonna be a sonofabitch,” a voice said behind him. Dan turned and saw Imelda Salonga, the short, stocky ME, standing there, a clipboard in her hands and her ever-present pen cap in her mouth. She chewed on them constantly. No one, not even her staff, knew where all the pens resided, other than the one tucked into the gray hair above her ear. Dan had often pictured a Bic graveyard somewhere in Salonga’s office, a drawer filled with capless pens that would one day overflow onto the floor.

			“Yeah, don’t I know it.” Dan shook his head. “What can you tell me?”

			“Besides the obvious?” Salonga indicated the body parts strewn everywhere. “Judging from the splatter, decapitation occurred pre-mortem. Possibly some or all of the dismemberment as well, depending on how fast it occurred. I have no idea of the murder weapon, or weapons, but I can tell you it wasn’t a knife or electric saw or anything normal. The wounds are too jagged.”

			“Great.” Dan stood up. “Your guys ready to take him?”

			“Yep. And don’t bother telling me to make him a priority. He’ll go right to the top of the list. VIPs always do. Call the office later and either Liz or I should have some preliminary info.”

			“Thanks.” Dan’s stomach gurgled. He’d gotten the call just after two in the morning. Now his stomach was going to be off schedule all damn day. He glanced around the crime scene and spotted his partner, Chad Driscoll, interviewing Collingsworth’s wife. 

			I better get over there. God knows he’ll probably forget to ask something important. Or even worse, get the information wrong.

			Driscoll was what most detectives referred to as a Hanger. A year away from retirement and no longer giving a shit. For Hangers, the job became nothing more than a paycheck to be collected and overtime hours to bank so you could max out your retirement credits. Keep your nose clean, stay under the radar and away from anything that hinted of controversy, take on as much extra paperwork as you could so you do your OT without having to go out in the field. His thoughts would be more on the condo he’d bought in Boca than any clues or evidence in the room. On a case like this, he’d be more hindrance than help. Probably push for either the feds or Organized Crime to take over.

			Jesus, I hope I never get like that, Dan thought, joining the baggy-eyed, gray-haired detective just in time to see him close his notebook despite the wife still talking. 

			Smooth as he could – although not smooth enough to avoid a dirty look from Driscoll – Dan eased himself into the conversation.

			“It’s pretty early in the morning and I know you have a lot to take care of,” he said to Adele Collingsworth. She was easily twenty years younger than her husband and still dressed for the gala she’d attended before coming home to find her bedroom turned into an abattoir. Tears and eyeliner created black rivers on her cheeks and she held a tissue to her nose. “Why don’t you come down to the station later today? We can get the rest of your information then.”

			The woman gave him a grateful smile and nodded. 

			Before Driscoll could object, Dan motioned two officers over and had them set up a canvas of the neighborhood. 

			“And I want the tapes from the outside security cameras of all the nearby buildings,” he added.

			He waited until the ME’s men bagged the body and the Crime Scene Unit finished their photos. Then he and Driscoll headed back to the precinct to get started on the paperwork. Driscoll said nothing during the ride, just stared out the window and glowered as the imminent sunrise added a thin stripe of pink to the night sky.

			For Dan, it was one of their best rides together ever.
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			Tom Reardon watched the tired-eyed officer tap-tapping away with his index fingers and had to fight the urge to just take the keyboard and fill out the report himself.

			As much as he understood his frustration had everything to do with being on the other side of the desk for the first time in his life and not sleeping in almost twenty-four hours, rather than the typing prowess of Officer Chase, it took all his will power to remain seated.

			Being back in his old precinct for the first time since quitting the force didn’t help. He kept glancing around the room, half afraid he’d see someone he knew, half disappointed when he didn’t.

			Finally, Chase slid his chair back. 

			“Okay, Mr. Reardon, we’re done. We’ll be in touch if we need to speak to you again. Thank you for your help. Are you sure you don’t want a ride to the hospital or something?”

			Tom touched the tender spot on the back of his head. It ached, but he’d been hit harder. All he wanted was to crash for a few hours and forget the night had ever happened.

			That’s what you get for trying to be a good Samaritan. 

			“Nah, I’m good. Thanks anyhow.” 

			Outside, the chilly mist and rain of the past few days had finally moved out and dawn promised a sunny, pleasant day, enough of a rarity in early April for Tom to pause and savor the sensation of sun on his face. A reddish, hand-shaped mark on his arm stung like a sunburn, and his head still throbbed. That, combined with his imminent hangover, told him he’d be spending most of the day in bed. On top of that, he stunk of booze and alley refuse, but at least he was alive. Next time he wouldn’t be so quick to—

			“What the hell are you doing here?”

			He recognized the voice instantly. Daniel Reese.

			“’Morning to you, too, Dan,” he said. Reese still looked exactly the same. A little on the thin side, his sandy-colored hair mussed from his habit of running his hand through it when he was thinking. Dark circles under his gray eyes and a fatigued edge to his voice told Tom his old partner had worked a case all night. Probably a bad one. In the old days, the two of them would grab breakfast and decompress before heading home. 

			“Well, look at that.” Chad Driscoll joined them. “You tryin’ to get your old job back, Tommy-boy? Or did you get busted for drunk and disorderly?”

			The older detective gave an exaggerated sniff in Tom’s direction and laughed before continuing past them.

			Tom shot him the finger and then glanced at Dan.

			“They put you with Driscoll? For fuck’s sake, who did you piss off?”

			Dan shook his head.

			“His partner retired. Captain Green said there wasn’t anyone else.”

			“That sucks. Y’all just pull a big case or something?” The question came automatically to Tom, as did Reese’s answer.

			“Homicide. Dismembered body in a locked house. You’d love it. What’s your story?”

			The way Dan asked it, Tom understood he’d smelled the booze, seen the dirt and scrapes. Even exhausted he wouldn’t miss those things. Of course, Driscoll had noticed, too, which meant they were obvious enough for a third-grader.

			“Bad luck. Stumbled onto a murder in progress and tried to stop it. Fired a round and the guy ran off, but not before he nearly broke my skull.”

			“Where—?”

			“Hey, Pieces! You coming or what? Or are you and lover boy having a moment?” Driscoll’s words caused several officers standing outside to look over at Dan and Tom. Dan’s face went hard. Tom knew he hated the nickname Pieces – as in Reese’s Pieces – that Driscoll and some others had teased him with back in his first days as a detective. Apparently, Driscoll had no problems resurrecting it. 

			Or bringing up the reason Tom and Dan weren’t partners anymore.

			“Yeah.” Dan looked at Tom and it was obvious any thawing of the enmity between them had been lost. “You better get going, too. I’m sure there’s a bottle and a whore waiting for you.”

			Dan’s words hit Tom harder than the blow to his head. His reply came out before he could stop it.

			“Tell Joanna I said hi.”

			“Fuck you.” Dan’s face twisted in anger and his cheeks turned red. Tom immediately regretted his dig, but frustration and guilt prevented him from taking it back. Instead, he headed down the steps, his old friend’s gaze stabbing him in the back the whole way. He kept walking and didn’t stop until he turned the corner. 

			Only then did he allow himself to cry for everything he’d lost, and the part he’d played in it.

			He’d screwed up royally. Totally misread things. He understood Dan’s antipathy, and he’d taken responsibility for his actions, something Dan couldn’t do. Instead, Dan had gone beyond mad. Blamed everything on Tom instead of admitting they’d all been at fault. Hell, the strip poker game had been Dan’s idea to begin with.

			And then the next day, Dan asked to be reassigned, effective immediately. When Tom tried to talk to him about it, Dan told him to go fuck himself and never come near him or Joanna again.

			Tom stuck it out for a few weeks, thinking Dan would calm down. But the silent treatment didn’t end, not just from Dan but the whole station; he’d taken early retirement and left the NYPD. Better to lose a chunk of his pension than deal with the ghost in his life. Sure, he could have transferred to a different precinct, but it wouldn’t make much difference. The rumors would follow. And when it came right down to it, he didn’t want to partner with anyone else. Dan Reese had been his best friend in the world and every time he saw a police uniform it reminded him of what he’d lost.

			Instead, he’d found work as a security guard. Not nearly as rewarding as being a detective, but it was easy work and it paid the bills.

			With a sigh, he wiped his tears away and flagged down a cab.

			Dan was right about one thing.

			He needed a drink.

		

	
		
			Chapter Two

			In a darkened room on the East Side, a naked man knelt on the floor. Five scented candles provided just enough light to read the spell.

			“Hear me now, Ushabti Akil Ahmose

			Hear me from the depths of the Underworld

			The time has come for you to leave your chains behind and rise again

			Hear me, Ushabti Akil Ahmose

			I have need of your service

			Hear me, Ushabti Akil Ahmose

			I call you to do my bidding

			And rid the world of one who stands in my way, he who is named Shaun Prescott.

			Send him to the Duat and reap the favor Sokar will bestow on you for your gracious offering of this unworthy Ka.”

			After intoning the final words, he placed the paper over the nearest candle and let it burn until the flames licked at his fingers. Then he dropped it into the glass bowl where he’d previously placed three drops of his blood. Once it burned away, he blew out the candles from right to left, the opposite order he’d lit them. 

			He leaned back and contemplated what was about to happen.

			He’d been nervous the first time he used the spell. Would it work? Had he sacrificed everything for a lie? Only when he saw the morning news did he know for sure the magic was real. Collingsworth had been a warning to the others, and now Prescott would prove he meant business. No doubt that would motivate the rest to accede.

			Finally, he would have everything he’d ever dreamed of. 

			And more than that, there would finally be justice.
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			When he first felt the gentle breeze against his skin, Shaun Prescott paid no mind to it, his attention totally occupied by the evening’s Asian stock exchange numbers on his computer screen.

			Then he remembered the windows in his office didn’t open.

			Glancing up, he saw the most curious sight. A miniature tornado had formed in the center of the room, comprised of what looked like grayish-brown rags, all whirling and spinning.

			And growing larger.

			“What the hell…?” Prescott heaved himself from his chair, his ample belly pushing against his desk as he stood. The breeze built to a heavy wind that was hot against his skin, and then the tornado disappeared with a sharp pop! that reminded him of a boy shooting a cap gun.

			In its place stood a mummy.

			Easily seven feet tall, with shoulders so wide it looked like it wore a football player’s shoulder pads beneath its wrappings.

			This can’t be real.

			Creatures from mythology didn’t exist.

			And yet there it was, strips of filthy gauze dangling from the wrappings covering its herculean body. Black holes occupied the places where its eyes should have been, and its mouth was a toothless cavern. Staring into those empty spaces made Prescott dizzy, like looking down from a tall building. The emptiness sucked him in like an ebony whirlpool. A hot, arid heat surrounded him, redolent with the sulfurous odor of rotting vegetation and swamp water.

			When it spoke, its voice was dry as the desert and yet deep and resonant at the same time, as if the bindings covered an empty shell and the words echoed from inside it.

			“Shaun Prescott.”

			Hearing his own name brought Prescott back to his senses. He removed his snub-nosed revolver from the top drawer. Like his father before him, he always kept it with him. A rich man could never be too careful.

			“That’s right. Now go to Hell, whatever you are.”

			Prescott took careful aim and pulled the trigger six times in rapid succession. His hours of practice at the range hadn’t gone to waste. Each bullet struck the center of the wide chest, raising small clouds of dust.

			None of them had any effect.

			The creature charged with surprising speed and tossed the heavy desk aside as if it were cardboard. It gripped Prescott’s neck with fingers strong as iron. Prescott let out a choking gasp while the creature’s other hand tore through his jacket and shirt and pressed against his chest. 

			The barbeque pork smell of burning flesh reached Prescott’s nose at the same time a horrible burning sensation erupted beneath his ribs. The fire spread through his torso, trapping his screams in his lungs and paralyzing his limbs. The creature threw him to the floor. Bones shattered but the pain barely registered, seared away by the inferno torching his nerves. Hands of iron twisted his body and something dropped into his lap.

			His own arm.

			Blood sprayed across the rows of first edition books on the shelves and rained down on a priceless Oriental rug that had been in the Prescott family for six generations. In rapid succession, the creature ripped away Prescott’s other arm and his legs. The last thing he saw before blackness claimed him were gore-soaked hands reaching for his face. There was a sensation of falling down a bottomless shaft and his cries echoed in a vast emptiness. Then his body returned, and with it his senses.

			In that moment, Shaun Prescott discovered there were things far worse than death.

			* * *

			The creature disappeared with another cap-gun pop. In its absence, the only sound came from a single fly buzzing back and forth with delight for the unexpected banquet.

			Until the morning, when Prescott’s secretary discovered his body.
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			“Jesus Christ. This is worse than the last one. What the fuck is going on?”

			Dan Reese stood in the middle of Shaun Prescott’s midtown office, his voice muffled by the paper mask he wore. The stench of blood and shit was so strong even the giant dab of menthol jelly under his nose couldn’t entirely block it out. Two patrolmen had already lost their breakfasts in the bathroom; he had no intention of joining them.

			But it sure was getting hard not to.

			“My guess is voodoo,” Driscoll said, holding a handkerchief to his nose. His face had a decidedly green tinge. Seeing the older detective fighting the urge to puke made Dan feel a little better. 

			“Voodoo? Because of the symbol?”

			They’d found the same crazy design seared into Prescott’s flabby chest, right above his stomach. This time it was a little clearer and the crime scene guys had gotten some good pictures. A definite circle, with a crude star drawn inside.

			“Damn straight, Pieces. That’s the mark of the devil. The last couple years, the goddamned Haitians have been trying to make a name for themselves in Manhattan. I’ll bet right now a bunch of them are sacrificing a chicken or goat, dancing like savages and burning their mojo shit as part of some ceremony. I say we turn the whole thing over to Organized Crime.”

			Dan bit back an angry reply. Not because he was afraid of calling Driscoll out on his blatant racism – he’d done it before – but because he had a sinking feeling the man might be correct in his assumption. Caribbean gangs, including the Haitians, were on the rise in the city, and who knew if some of them used ritualistic killings to spark superstitious fears?

			Except…. 

			“Wait a minute.” Dan put his hand out to stop Driscoll from walking away. “Why would a couple of corporate giants like Collingsworth and Prescott be involved with Haitian gangs? Or any gangs. What, they suddenly decided to start smuggling ganja?”

			“That’s for someone else to figure out.” Driscoll pointed at the pieces of the body, one at a time. “You see that shit? I don’t want whoever did that coming after me. Not when I’m so close to retirement I can fucking taste it. You should be thinking the same thing. That could be you lying there the next time if you step on the wrong toes.”

			Driscoll stepped past him and headed for the door, pausing just long enough to strip off his blue latex gloves and drop them in a crime scene basket.

			Dan stared at the retreating form and wondered how the hell a cop like Driscoll ever made it to detective. 

			Fucking coward. Fucking piece-of-shit lazy-ass coward. Let him turn in his report. A real cop doesn’t give up a case unless he solves it or gets forced to give it up.

			“That could be you lying there the next time.”

			Dan took another look around the room and hated himself for wondering if maybe Driscoll had the right idea after all.

		

	
		
			Chapter Three

			“Mrs. Prescott, I’m terribly sorry to hear about your husband’s death.”

			Tom Reardon considered saying something else, but nothing came to mind. He’d never met the man in person, despite working at one of his buildings for the past six months.

			“Yes.” The tall, thin woman sitting across from him in the study – a room larger than Tom’s entire apartment and decorated in a style best described as antique tycoon – nodded and sipped a cup of tea. Despite her snow-white curls, hardened to an immobile shell by layers of hairspray, he knew she was only in her sixties, a decade younger than her now-deceased husband.

			After several seconds of awkward silence, she spoke again.

			“I’m sure you’re wondering why I asked to see you. It has come to my attention,” she continued, before he could answer, “that you previously worked for the police department. As a detective.”

			“Yes, for several years. I took an early retirement for…personal reasons.” He wasn’t sure how much to say. The cause of his leaving had never been made public, but someone with Leslie Prescott’s connections could have his whole history on her desk in five minutes.

			“Don’t worry,” Mrs. Prescott said, her rheumy eyes showing a glint of something that might have been humor or challenge. She spoke with a pronounced Boston accent. “I know it didn’t involve anything illegal. Your background check would have shown that. I find myself in need of someone with investigative experience, as opposed to security and protection.”

			“I’ll help any way I can,” Tom replied, wondering where the conversation was leading. It couldn’t be anything to do with her husband’s murder; the police would be handling that. Something investigative? That usually meant corporate espionage. Or perhaps she thought someone was stealing from the company? But she had all the resources of Citadel Protection at her beck and call. Why turn to a shift supervisor from a warehouse?

			“Mmm hmmm.” She stared at him with the sharp eyes of a bird.

			“Why don’t you tell me what the problem is,” he said, hoping to steer the conversation away from his employment history.

			“What do you know about my husband’s death?” 

			“Just what’s been in the press. They’re withholding most of the details, but I gather it was, um, gruesome.” Tom didn’t add that it was all every security guard at Prescott Industries had been talking about for the past two days. Considering it happened right under the night shift’s noses.

			She nodded and went on. “I am afraid that whoever…took his life may very well be coming after me next. Which is why I want you to find whoever killed him.”

			“That’s the police department’s job.”

			“The police will do their best, I’m sure,” Mrs. Prescott said, “and my connections with the mayor’s office have assured me Shaun’s death will be given top priority. However, it’s no secret their resources are spread too thin. And while I have the utmost faith in my own staff to protect me…well, my husband was guarded by those same employees, and look what happened. It begs the question of how, unless there was assistance from within. Who better to ascertain that than someone on the inside, so to speak?”

			Tom considered her request. There really wouldn’t be much he could do without stepping on the police’s toes. But if he said no, she might fire him on the spot.

			“I’ll triple your hourly rate . And a retainer up front.”

			It took a supreme effort to not show his surprise, but Tom managed it. Triple? That would be huge; money had been tight since he left the force. And knowing how long murder cases could take to solve, he might be looking at weeks. Even months.

			“Mrs. Prescott, I believe we have a deal.”

			* * *

			Dan Reese had just parked the car when he saw a familiar face exiting Shaun Prescott’s apartment building. Putting his hand on Driscoll’s arm, he said, “Wait a minute.”

			“What? Why…hey, twice in one week. What’s he doing here?” Driscoll squinted against the bright sunshine and watched Tom Reardon make his way through the usual crowd of morning pedestrians on the sidewalk. 

			“He’s on the list of employees. A security guard at one of Prescott’s warehouses. You didn’t see that in the case file?”

			Driscoll shrugged, meaning he hadn’t done more than skim through the notes.

			“Ain’t that a helluva coinky-dink. Think we should bring him in for questioning?”

			“No.” Dan shook his head as Reardon flagged down a cab. “Let’s just talk to the widow again, like we planned.”

			Still, Dan found himself wondering about Reardon’s presence. The Upper East Side wasn’t his usual environment. Sure, maybe he knew someone who lived in the fancy chrome and glass tower, but that really would be some hell of a coincidence, especially only two days after Shaun Prescott’s murder.

			Inside, a security guard led them to a private elevator, which took them to the penthouse. Two heavily muscled, armed security guards escorted them into a finely appointed study, where the thin but healthy-looking elderly woman waited for them. They’d already taken her statement the morning of the murder, but phone records had shown Prescott and Roger Collingsworth had spoken the day before Collingsworth’s murder, which even Driscoll couldn’t accept was random.

			“Mrs. Prescott. Once again, our condolences for your loss.”

			“Yes, yes. Thank you. You have more questions? I assume that’s why you’re here.” Her Bostonian accent changed here to ‘he-ah’.

			“A few. How well was your husband acquainted with Roger Collingsworth?”

			“Very. They were lifelong friends. Attended the same schools, their families traveled in the same circles.”

			“Did they have any enemies in common?” Driscoll asked.

			“Quite likely dozens of them.”

			“What?” Dan looked up from his notebook. 

			“They ran multinational corporations. You don’t achieve that kind of success without having your share of enemies.”

			“Anyone who’d actually want them dead?” Driscoll scratched at his thinning hair, not even bothering to take notes. 

			“Well, it would appear at least one person did. It’s your job to find out who. Yours, and my new Chief Investigator, Thomas Reardon.”

			“You hired Tom Reardon to find out who killed your husband?” Dan couldn’t believe his ears.

			“Yes. I’ve already spoken with the people at Citadel about his special assignment working directly for me. I expect that you and he will share all your information. I told him the same thing.”

			“Ma’am, we’re the police. We don’t share information with hacks.” Driscoll gave her a sour look.

			“Well, if you won’t, I will. You do have to share your information with me, I presume?”

			“Um, technically, no, we don’t.” Dan tried his best to sound apologetic, when all he wanted to do was tell her how foolish she was being.

			Leslie Prescott frowned. “We’ll see what the mayor has to say about that. I imagine by this time tomorrow you and Mr. Reardon will practically be partners.”

			Dan bit off a potentially career-destroying retort and considered his words before speaking. 

			“I’ll be happy to share whatever information my commanding officer indicates Mr. Reardon should have. You understand I can’t break policy without orders.”

			“Of course. Now, please get on with your questions.” She gave an imperious wave of the hand. “I have a business to run.”

			* * *

			Three hours later, Dan sipped a cup of bitter station house coffee while staring at a desk covered in crime scene photos, reports, and his own notes. Outside, the sun baked the day into something more appropriate for June than April, but you wouldn’t know it in the station, where windows coated in decades of grime created a perpetual dusk that always made Dan feel as if he hadn’t gotten enough sleep.

			A few feet away, Driscoll lackadaisically worked his way through the statements of the guards who’d been on duty the night of Prescott’s murder. 

			The phone rang and Dan stared at it a moment before answering. Either the captain or the lab, and he had a rotten feeling he knew which one. His guess was confirmed a moment later when Captain Green informed him in no uncertain terms that Tom Reardon was to be treated as a member of the investigation, with one-hundred-percent access to any information he asked for.

			“He’s now a senior member of Leslie Prescott’s security team,” Dan told Driscoll, after hanging up the phone. “Serving as our liaison to her.”

			“Ain’t that some shit.” Driscoll stood up. “All right, I’m calling it a day. I gotta pick up a bunch of crap at the store before I head home.”

			“What? It’s not even two o’clock yet.”

			Driscoll shrugged. “Wife’s got some kind of shindig planned for tonight.”

			“Jesus, Chad. We’re kind of in the middle of something here.”

			“Sorry. The time off was approved before all this went down. If you need help, call lover boy.” He waved and left.

			“Sonofabitch.” Dan watched his so-called partner exit the detectives’ bullpen. Maybe I should ask for a new partner. I don’t think I can wait until that asshole puts in his papers. Now I’ll be here twice as late—

			The electronic buzz of his phone interrupted his thoughts. 

			“Detective Reese? It’s Liz Cho.” Cho was one of the Medical Examiner’s assistants, a portly doctor who, as far as Dan could tell, worked around the clock. “Doc Salonga is in autopsy but she left word to call you as soon as we got any results in. Said it was top priority.”

			Dan pulled his notebook over. “She was right. What’ve you got?”

			“Not much, I’m afraid. Cause of death in both instances was massive trauma, most likely violent decapitation, although she won’t rule out one of the other injuries. They happened so close together in terms of time that I doubt we’ll be able to say which one came first. We haven’t determined what type of weapon the assailant used, either.”

			“The assailant?” Dan asked.

			“Yeah. Evidence indicates a single person in both cases. Someone very large, based on ecchymosis.”

			When Cho didn’t say anything else, Dan slapped his notebook closed in frustration. There’d been only one set of unidentified footprints at the scenes, which jibed with the single killer theory. But it seemed impossible that one person could carry out such violence.

			“That’s it? Dismemberment and bruises? I saw that with my own eyes. Can you at least pull fingerprints from those bruises?”

			“No. We think the killer wore gloves. Something rough and heavy enough to leave abrasions. I’m about to do a microscopic examination of the wounds for tool marks and trace, and we’re waiting for the results from Prescott’s fingernail scrapings.”

			“Great. Thanks.” Dan hung up and then jumped when the phone rang again before he even took his hand off it. He was startled a second time when he heard his wife’s voice on the other end, calling from the Crime Scene lab, where she worked in the Hair and Fiber department.

			“Joanna? What’s wrong?” She never called him on his work phone. 

			“Nothing. I just wanted to update you. The team recovered some cloth fibers that appear to match the ones found in Collingsworth’s bedroom. I’m running analyses on them now. Also, I saw the ballistics report and figured I’d give you a heads-up. The six casings from Prescott’s office all matched his gun. One had a partial print, which turned out to be his.”

			“Six casings and not one slug. Tell me how that happens.” 

			“The only way is if they stayed inside the target.”

			“Yeah, and apparently it’s a big one.” He told her about the call from Cho.

			“That would explain the lack of fingerprints at the scenes. But someone that big should stand out.”

			“You’d think. Security cam footage doesn’t show anyone going up to Prescott’s floor around the time of the murder. We’ll have to review it again, and question the security guards again as well. Looks like I’ll be working late.”

			“Pick me up whenever you’re done and we’ll grab takeout. Love you.”

			“Love you, too,” he said, and hung up. 

			Christ. Thanks again for bailing, Driscoll.

			He picked up a pen and threw it at his partner’s desk, knowing damn well half his anger came not from being saddled with a shit case and having to do all the grunt work on his own, but because a piece of him still wondered if Joanna really did love him.

			Or, rather, if she still loved him enough.
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