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      I walked into the office of the man I’d killed nine years ago, and sat down to study him while he spoke on the telephone. These days, he used a dark-haired, lanky body as a vessel. He raised an eyebrow when I entered, but that’s because he had a magical ward protecting the entrance, and I’d walked through it like it wasn’t there. Being immune to magic had its benefits. There were drawbacks, too because healers can’t work their spells on me.

      The pinkie and ring fingers on my right hand were splinted and wrapped because the woman I thought of as my best friend broke them a few weeks before. So yeah, healing magic would have been nice.

      My broken nose didn’t hurt as much, and hey, I no longer looked like a raccoon because the bruising had gone down. If I’d had my way, I’d have stayed on the downlow until I completely healed, but protocols matter to the magical community, and I was required to report in. Not that I always follow protocols, but when I heard Blake Ravenwood was back, I wanted to see for myself.

      “I’ll have to call you back,” Ravenwood said into the phone. “I have an unexpected visitor.”

      He placed the old-fashioned phone receiver back in its cradle on his desk.

      “Still using a landline?” I asked.

      He stared at me. “Who are you, and how did you get in here?”

      “I’m your one o’clock,” I said. “And I walked in.” I held up my injured hand. “I’d offer to shake, but I’m trying to heal.”

      He didn’t recognize me, of course. Time is a many-layered thing, so he had no idea I’d killed him because for him, it had never happened. And for my part, I wouldn’t have recognized him either because he was using a different vessel this time around. Fortunately, the name Blake Ravenwood was printed on his door right over CEO. They’d spared no expense. I’d bet that sign cost three bucks and change.

      He got out of his chair and walked to the doorway. He moved his hand around the entrance then looked at me. “The wards are still set,” he said. “How did you get through them?”

      “I told you,” I said. “I walked.”

      He shot me a bemused expression, then returned to his desk. He jiggled his computer mouse to bring the monitor out of sleep mode.

      “I don’t have a one o’clock,” he said, clicking the mouse a few times.

      I shrugged. “It might have been two o’clock, but I was in the neighborhood.”

      “You’re Jonathan Shade,” he said.

      “In the flesh.”

      “You’re not making a good first impression,” he said.

      “Neither did you.”

      He raised an eyebrow again, and I thought he needed a bowl haircut and pointed ears so I could call him Spock.

      “Monica Chastain asked me to take a meeting with you, Mr. Shade.”

      “That’s funny,” I said. “She didn’t give me a choice.”

      “This is supposed to be my free hour for reading, planning, and private time. Before I send you away, I have to ask, how did you get past Shirley?”

      “Who’s Shirley?” I asked.

      “The receptionist.”

      I shrugged. “I didn’t see anyone when I came in.”

      He shook his head. “This is very unusual.”

      “Tell me about it,” I said. “As I recall, you were an ancient sorcerer who fought a group of powerful wizard cop dudes called the Seven. The story goes that you killed four of them, but the other three trapped your soul in three crystals because you were declared an evil son of a bitch unfit to walk the earth.”

      He stared at me for five long seconds, then leaned back and let out a massive belly laugh.

      “Was it something I said?” I asked, trying not to smile. Laughter is contagious.

      He got himself under control, wiped a tear from the corner of his eye, and shook his head. “The bigger the lie, the more likely people will believe it, I suppose. That’s not how things went down, but history is written by the winning side. The Seven. These days, you might call that their combined IQ.”

      “So not powerful wizard cop dudes?”

      “Sneaky little bastards were complete fools no one had ever heard of, and I didn’t kill anyone. They attacked me with a spell way above their pay grade. The spell backfired and killed four of them, then I saved the others. It took all I had to reign in the energy blast they unleashed, and when I dropped to my knees after saving them, they attacked me again.”

      “So, you’re just a victim of some bad press.” I gave him a disbelieving nod. “Right.”

      “I wasn’t a boy scout, but I was far from the evil sorcerer you seem to think I was.”

      “You know about boy scouts?”

      “I’ve been running this company for a little more than nine years, Mr. Shade. I’m very well acquainted with the way things work in this silly country of yours.”

      “Why should I believe anything you say?” I asked.

      “Believe whatever you like,” he said. “It’s a free country for now, though it does seem to be sliding toward an oligarchy or autocracy. Now if you’ll kindly exit my office, I’d like to get back to my private time. I’ll see you at two o’clock for your scheduled appointment.”

      “I think we should just get this over with,” I said. “Then you can extend your private time into the next hour.”

      “I have many demands on my time, Mr. Shade.”

      “Maybe, but if my sister can get me an appointment with you at the drop of a conical wizard hat, I figure we can get this done in two shakes of a centaur’s tail, and we’ll be rid of one another.”

      “Monica is your sister?”

      “Yes.”

      “You didn’t say that.”

      “You didn’t ask.”

      “But Monica has power. You have a mouth on you, but I wouldn’t call that a magical ability.”

      I shrugged. “You haven’t seen me at the singles bars.”

      “Where I suspect you get slapped a lot.”

      “Maybe you have seen me at the singles bars.” I spread my hands. “It’s what you might call a numbers game. Get slapped nine times, but get lucky on the tenth.”

      “Come back at two, Mr. Shade.”

      “This is just some stupid protocol thing where I’m supposed to let DGI know I’m back in town. It can’t take more than a couple of minutes, tops.”

      “You’ve already wasted more than that,” he said.

      I held up my index finger. “But I made you laugh.”

      He sighed. “The truth is I have a one-thirty appointment.”

      I pulled out my phone and checked the time. “That’s a good twenty minutes from now.”

      “You don’t have a clue how this works, Mr. Shade. Your sister is supposed to call me at two o’clock. You’ll be waiting in the reception area while she briefs me on what I need to know. Then I call you in for a discussion.”

      I remained seated.

      He stared at me for a moment. “You knew exactly how this was supposed to go down.”

      I spread my hands again. If I wasn’t careful, he might think it was my favorite gesture. “I don’t like waiting around, and if I’m honest, I knew this was your so-called Hour of Power, though most successful businesspeople do that at the beginning of their day.”

      “So, you came here early on purpose.”

      “Yeah,” I said, nodding. “See, I checked you out online, talked to some people, did my due diligence, you might say. But in the end, I knew I wanted to meet you in person before you were briefed.”

      “I can hardly wait for you to tell me why.”

      “Because I have to decide whether or not to kill you again.”
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      Blake Ravenwood laughed again, but the humor drained from his face when I didn’t smile.

      “You aren’t joking,” he said.

      “The way I see it is you have a lot of good people fooled. I don’t trust you, and I don’t like the idea of having to look over my shoulder to see if you’re coming after me.”

      “If I wanted you dead, Mr. Shade, I could do that right here, right now.”

      “That’s more like the Blake Ravenwood I expected,” I said. “Bring it on.”

      “You’re challenging me?” he asked and stood up.

      “Take your best shot, Blake. Let’s see those massive sorcerer skills people rave about all over social media.”

      Now he just looked confused again. “No one raves about magic on social media. Not real people anyway.”

      I shrugged. “It sounded better than singing ‘Heard It Through the Grapevine.’ Not my best karaoke song.”

      He waved his hand through the air. “Is this some sort of joke?”

      I stared him down. “In a moment, I’m going to vault across your desk, and kick you in the chest, and like the sheriff in Billy Jack, there’s not a damn thing you can do about it.”

      I let the words sink in, then rose, vaulted across the desk, and planted my left hand on the top. I launched a snap kick to his chest that drove him back into his chair, which in turn slammed into the wall.

      When I slid over to his side of the desk, I reached out and grabbed him by the throat with the thumb and forefinger of my right hand, keeping my wrapped ring finger and pinky out of harm’s way.

      “Nighty night,” I said, closing off his carotid arteries.

      His eyes widened, and he tried to break my grip, but I had leverage. I knew it would only take a short time, and sure enough, his eyes rolled back, his head wobbled, and he collapsed into his chair.

      He wore a nice suit, but the tie was loose. I tightened it up, and a few seconds later, when he opened his eyes, I gave the knot a twist with my left hand. I sat on his desk, so I could look into his eyes as his world swam into focus.

      He grabbed my wrist and tried to pull it away but I was too strong. He raised his other hand and let loose an energy blast that washed over me and blew out the wall behind me. Drywall and chunks of wood flew across the hall. The blast tore through the wall across the way and ripped through the window of that office.

      “You’re gonna need some repairs now, Blake,” I said.

      He stared at me dumbfounded.

      “Cat got your tongue?” I asked.

      “You—”

      I tightened the tie, twisting the knot into his throat.

      “Oh, were you saying something?” I asked, then eased the tension so he could breathe.

      The look on his face was priceless. His mouth made an O of surprise and his eyes were so wide his eyebrows threatened to jump into his dark hair. His face turned red.

      A man in the office across the hall called out, “Mr. Ravenwood? Is everything all right?”

      “Stay in your office,” I said. “Mr. Ravenwood is busy.”

      The guy in the office was a wizard, so he ignored me and rushed into the hall.

      I glanced back at him. “We’re just having a chat,” I said. “Go back to your desk or I’ll call my friend over, and trust me when I tell you that you don’t want to piss her off.”

      He didn’t believe me. His hands glowed white and he fired off an energy blast at me.

      It washed over me, but blew up Blake’s computer and shattered the window that looked out on the Denver Tech Center.

      “Not cool, dude,” I said. Then I raised my voice. “Kelly?”

      “Ms. Chan?” the office guy said. He didn’t even try to protect himself, and the look on his face when she kicked him down the hall would have been fun to watch, but he was out of frame too fast.

      “You’re making a mess, Jonathan,” Kelly said.

      “Kelly?” Ravenwood said.

      Kelly glared at him. “I don’t know you,” she said.

      “But you accepted an independent contractor position a few months ago,” he said.

      “Wasn’t me,” she said.

      “Okay, your hair is longer, but⁠—”

      I tightened the tie until he shut up. Then I loosened it.

      Kelly looked at me. “The receptionist lady is chewing through her gag. Turns out she has a lot of sharp teeth hidden inside her mouth. You want me to stay here? People are calling to complain about the elevator now that they’re getting back from lunch.”

      “I’ve got this,” I said. “Can you have Esther check the offices again? She missed the guy you just kicked.”

      Kelly glared at me a moment then sighed. “Hey, Esther, come here!” Kelly called.

      Esther popped into the hallway. She looked in at me. I still sat on the desk and held Ravenwood at bay.

      “What’s up?” Esther asked as she ran a hand through her short, ghostly hair.

      “You missed someone.”

      “Oh, horse feathers,” she said. “I thought he was dead.”

      “He is dead,” Ravenwood said. “But he owed the company money, so he agreed to be reanimated to work it off.”

      “This flat tire is Ravenwood?” Esther asked. “He looks different.”

      “He has a different body,” I said.

      “And how. If I was alive, I might let him cash a few checks.”

      “That’s nice,” I said. “Let me know if the dead guy gets up and comes back here.”

      “He’s not coming back,” Kelly said. “His body is three doors down, but his head is all the way down the hall.”

      “Three doors down?” I asked. “In that case, let me know if the head starts singing ‘Here Without You.’”

      Kelly rolled her eyes. “Come on, Esther. Let’s get out of here before the jokes get even worse.”

      With that, Kelly walked away, and Esther floated after her. Kelly’s attitude bothered me, but I didn’t have time to think about it right now.

      “Where were we?” I asked Ravenwood.

      But at that moment, Victor Pavlenco, an asshole vampire, folded out of a shadow behind Ravenwood. He did a quick double-take, then grinned as he stepped into a beam of sunlight.

      “Jonathan Shade,” he said.

      “Victor,” I said. “You might want to step to the right unless you want to catch fire.”

      He turned and let the sunlight caress his face. He spun around and smiled at me.

      “Neat trick,” I said.

      “You two know each other?” Blake asked.

      “Unfortunately,” Victor said.

      “What are you doing here, Victor?” I asked.

      “I have an appointment in ten minutes. Last time I saw you, I believe we were in some godforsaken place like the mountains of Tajikistan. But we can catch up later.” He looked at the damaged room. “Love what you’ve done to the place. Why are you strangling the CEO?”

      “He’s trying to decide whether or not to kill me,” Ravenwood said.

      “Oh, he’s off his meds again,” Victor said. “Loves killing people like us.”

      “You want to be next?” I asked.

      “Not especially.” He leaned against the wall, far enough away to watch, but also close to the shadow cast by a filing cabinet should he want to escape.

      “You’re not going to help me?” Ravenwood asked.

      “You can’t handle a simple private investigator?”

      “I tried blasting him.”

      Victor looked at the mess. “I can see that.”

      “Victor,” I said, “get the hell out of here.”

      “But I like to watch.”

      “Then shut your blood hole.”

      “Blood hole?” he asked. “That’s a new one.”

      “Pull him off of me,” Ravenwood said.

      Victor shook his head. “Where this one goes, his protector can’t be too far behind.”

      “Kelly,” Blake said.

      “Not the same Kelly we know,” Victor said and held out one hand. “Well, she is,” he flipped his hand over, “but she isn’t. Things get rather complicated when Jonathan shows his face.”

      “Enough,” I said.

      “What are you going to do now, Jonathan?” Victor asked. “You could toss Blake out the window.”

      “That won’t kill him,” I said.

      “You could shoot him.”

      “Bullets won’t kill him either.”

      “You could cut off his head with Kelly’s sword.”

      “Stop helping,” Ravenwood said.

      Victor moved forward and patted Ravenwood on the shoulder. “Oh, stop worrying, Blake. If Jonathan was really going to kill you, he’d have done it already.”

      “Why do you say that?” Ravenwood asked.

      “Because he’s killed you before.” Victor smiled at me. “Sorry, were you keeping that a secret?”

      “Nope,” I said.

      “But I don’t even know him,” Ravenwood said to Victor.

      “Oh, but he knows you,” Victor said. The vampire put a hand on my shoulder, but I shrugged it off. “Touchy. Look, Jonathan, can you hurry this along? If you’re going to kill him, get on with it. If not, I need to get his help with something.”

      “Why don’t you go wait in the lobby?” I said.

      “Because your Kelly is out there, and if she sees me, she’ll try to cut off my head. I’ll just go back to my corner.”

      He retreated to the corner and gave me a little wave.

      “Shit or get off the pot,” Victor said.

      I sighed and released Ravenwood’s tie. I leaned close to him. “We can dance again if the song is right.”

      “I’m an excellent dancer,” Ravenwood said and straightened his tie. “Who the hell are you?”

      I slid off the desk and loomed over Ravenwood. “I’m the guy who can take you off the gameboard, Blake. Remember that.”

      “Yeah, yeah,” Victor said from the corner. He lowered his voice and tried to mimic me. “Stay out of my way or I’ll come back and kill you in some creative and horrible way, or insert other threats here.” He went back to his normal voice, waggled his fingers toward the door and added, “You can go now. The grownups need to talk.”

      “I want to know who he is,” Ravenwood said.

      Victor waved off the comment. “He’s immune to magic, and he’s a pain in the ass. Forget about him, and let’s talk business.” Victor turned to me. “Private business.” He winked at me. “Means you can go now.”

      Leaving like that would be anticlimactic. I glared at Victor. A vampire basking in sunlight? And then I noticed the ring.

      I pointed at it. “That ring’s Egyptian, isn’t it?”

      He put one hand over the other to cover the ring. “I said you can go now.”

      “Symbol of Aten there if I’m not mistaken,” I said.

      “Like you’re some ancient Egypt professor?”

      Rather than tell him I’d spent some time in ancient Egypt, I said, “I know a little.” I’d heard about the Rings of Aten a while back, but he didn’t need to know that either. I smiled. “Maybe I should take that ring from you, and toss you into the sunlight to see how you fare. What do you say?”

      “I’ll pass,” Victor said.

      “Who is this guy?” Ravenwood asked.

      “He thinks he’s a badass, but mostly he gets lucky, like when I saved him from one of the Men of Anubis.”

      I shook my head. “That’s not the way I remember it.”

      “Then your memory needs a refresher.”

      “Not from you,” I said, dismissing him. I straightened Ravenwood’s tie. “Jury’s still out on you, Blakey boy. Tell Monica hello for me,” I said, then walked out of the office. I leaned against the wall beside the door, and strained my ears to listen.

      “What just happened?” Ravenwood asked.

      “Forget about him. We have business.”

      “What do you need, Victor?”

      “You still have Kelly on retainer, right?” Victor said. He spoke louder than necessary.

      “I might,” Blake said.

      “I have a job for her, but if it comes from me, she probably won’t take it. Since I just saved you from certain death, maybe you could call her?”

      I stepped back into the room. “Kelly Chan?” I asked.

      “This guy is like a bad penny,” Victor said.

      “Somehow I think Victor chose to speak loud enough for me to hear,” I said.

      Victor pointed at his chest. “Would I do a thing like that?”

      “You would.”

      Ravenwood frowned. “What the hell is this, Victor?”

      “I’m just tossing out an idea here,” Victor said.

      “Wait a minute. You want me to hire Jonathan Shade to help you?”

      “I don’t want him involved, but he comes with his own Kelly Chan, and with what’s coming, two Kelly Chans would be so much better than one.”
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      Ravenwood scheduled a meeting for the next morning, and as Kelly, Esther, and I left the building, Kelly said, “You went in thinking you might have to kill the guy, but now we’re working for him? What the hell?”

      “It’s all berries,” Esther said.

      “No, it’s not,” Kelly said. “I hate wizards.”

      “But he’s hot to trot,” Esther said.

      I shook my head. “I didn’t accept the job. I said we’d take the meeting. And Esther, I don’t think Ravenwood likes his women on the ethereal side.”

      “Says you.”

      “Says me,” I said.

      “We need to go car shopping,” Kelly said.

      “You’re determined that we should settle down here in Denver?” I asked.

      “I like Denver.”

      “Even though there’s another you here?”

      “The city will be twice as safe.”

      I glanced at my phone. “Five minutes,” I said.

      “What?”

      “For the Uber driver,” I said, looking at his name on the app. “Space Cowboy.”

      Kelly looked over my shoulder at the app, rolled her eyes, and said, “I need a truck.”

      “Of course, you do,” I said, then gave the vehicle situation a bit more thought. “I might not bother with a car.”

      “Why not?”

      “I hate traffic, and it seems worse here than ever.”

      “Because of the weed,” Kelly said. “Everyone wants to get high, so they’re all moving here.”

      “Driving the prices up,” I said. “The cost of living is a lot higher now than when we lived here.”

      “Are you going to get a new office?” Esther asked.

      I wasn’t sure I wanted to stay in Denver, but Esther and Kelly both stared at me until I said, “If I can afford it.”

      Kelly rolled her eyes. She knew how much money I had.

      “You can afford it,” she said.

      “For now. But I might have to work,” I said. “A lot.”

      “Starting tomorrow,” Kelly said.

      A few minutes later, a Ford Taurus pulled up.

      “That’s our ride,” I said.

      The driver rolled the window down. “Ride for Jonathan?” he asked.

      “You Maurice?” I asked.

      He nodded.

      Kelly shot me a look. “Don’t do it,” she said.

      “Do what?” I asked.

      “Whatever Steve Miller joke you were leading up to. Drop it now.”

      “I don’t mind,” Maurice said. “As long as the tip is good.”

      I slid into the backseat with Kelly.

      “I wasn’t going to go there,” I said.

      “Yes, you were.”

      “No, I really wasn’t.”

      Maurice glanced back at us, smiled, and raised an eyebrow. “If he has something original for me, I’ll comp the ride.”

      Kelly let loose a scoffing breath. “Trust me, he doesn’t have anything original.”

      I raised a finger. “You know that pompatus⁠—”

      “—isn’t a real word,” Maurice said.

      “He got you,” Kelly said.

      Esther grinned.

      “He did,” I said.

      Maurice laughed, and rattled off variations of all the jokes I had in mind, including the one about being Batman’s high nemesis hitting on Catwoman with tokes from a catnip bong, so he really had heard them all.

      He even had several I hadn’t considered, so I gave him a twenty-dollar tip when we reached our hotel.

      Esther went with Kelly, so I walked to my room alone.

      The problem with being alone in a hotel room with nothing to do for a while is that it provides too much time to think.

      While it had been a lifetime ago, my mind drifted back to the first time I met Blake Ravenwood. He’d been using wizards as vessels because he didn’t have a corporeal body at the time. And he’d murdered people.

      That meant I was right to kill him back in the day.

      Right?

      Or had I jumped the gun? Was I wrong to take him down?

      He didn’t meet any resistance this time around, and he didn’t strike me as being a bad guy. He’d been running DGI for the better part of ten years.

      Granted, no one is all good or all bad, but I remember feeling he’d tipped the scale on the balance sheet so far in the evil direction that he had to go.

      He’d killed people.

      Though in most cases, someone was trying to kill him.

      He’d tried to get me to back off, and I wasn’t willing to do that. I was so obsessed with winning Naomi back that I would have done anything.

      Was I the reason he’d killed so many people?

      But he murdered Naomi’s mother Kathleen before I was even involved. In fact, that was why I got involved. It was the catalyst that sent Naomi to my door.

      Ravenwood killed Kathleen in cold blood. Hacked her apart with a sword in a damn grocery store.

      Why?

      Why would he have done that?

      Because he was a bad guy, of course.

      But that didn’t ring true to me anymore.

      David Miller had helped set Ravenwood free. Kathleen was David’s wife, and she was a powerful wizard in her own right. And she’d been with Al, another wizard from DGI. Why was she at the grocery store with Al?

      Was she having an affair?

      Were they concocting some method to trap Ravenwood back in those crystals?

      Hell, I couldn’t remember Al’s last name. To be fair, I’d lived more than a lifetime since then.

      Did it matter?

      Davidson. That was it.

      And who was in charge of DGI back then? Some German lady I thought of as Hitler with Tits. But what was her name? Ann? No, it was longer. And more German. The name wouldn’t come to me.

      DGI wouldn’t have anything searchable on the internet, but I grabbed my laptop and hopped online anyway.

      I did some searching, checking obituaries, and news stories, and everything I could think of.

      I found an obituary for Naomi Miller, who died in 2010. Reading her name was like a punch in the gut. I skipped to the end where it said she was survived by her parents, David and Kathleen Miller.

      A bit later, I found an obituary for David Miller, who died in 2016. Heart attack. Even wizards can’t win them all.

      But Kathleen was still alive. She’d be in her mid-sixties. That stirred up the old ghosts of memories, and I recalled that the Millers had a house in Castle Pines.

      Armed with that knowledge, it was easy to get the address.

      Esther drifted through the door.

      “Can you open the door for Kelly?” Esther asked.

      Fortunately, I’d seen Esther in my peripheral vision, or she’d have startled me. I got up and opened the door.

      Kelly gave me a lopsided grin. “Perfect timing,” she said.

      “My psychic powers are activated.”

      “Is that what you’re calling Esther today?”

      “No,” Esther said.

      I laughed. “No, you don’t want to be my psychic power?”

      “No,” Esther said. “As in, no, don’t be a sap.”

      “What are you talking about?”

      Esther pointed at my open laptop. “Kathleen Miller. Leave the old bird alone.”

      I spread my hands. Yeah, it was getting to be a thing now. I needed to concentrate on not spreading my hands so much. “I wasn’t going to see her.”

      Kelly walked over and looked at the laptop. She gave me the side-eye.

      “Okay, I was thinking about it,” I admitted.

      Kelly closed the webpage with the address, but she didn’t say anything more about it.

      Esther wasn’t done, though.

      “Snap out of it, Jonathan,” she said. “You think that old bird wants a dead guy who dated her daughter to show up on her doorstep, hat in hand?”

      “I wasn’t going to wear a hat,” I said.

      “Kelly, can you hit him for me?” Esther asked.

      I put some distance between us. “I’ve taken enough damage lately,” I said, cradling my hand with the broken fingers.

      If Kelly felt bad about that, it didn’t show on her face. “I’m going to go buy a truck,” she said.

      “Maybe you should go with her,” I said to Esther.

      “I’ll stay here and keep you from being a knucklehead.”

      Kelly grinned then left the room, and Esther floated in front of me with her arms crossed.

      “So, you’re just going to glare at me all day?” I asked.

      “And how,” she said.

      “Very well, oh wise and wonderful one, what do you think I should do?”

      “How should I know?”

      “All right, other than going to see Kathleen, what should I not do?”

      “Don’t be a dewdropper. Don’t be a sap. Don’t upset Kelly. Don’t ignore me. Don’t…”

      She went on for a while, but I’ll spare you.

      I sat down on the bed and listened to her tell me all the things I shouldn’t do. Unfortunately, it didn’t help me determine what I should do.
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      The meeting at DGI started late. The conference room held a long mahogany table with twelve leather chairs placed along the sides and at the ends. In spite of that, the place was standing room only.

      Kelly and I entered and leaned against the wall beside an old man in jeans, a western shirt, and a cowboy hat. He removed the hat when Kelly looked at him, and revealed a bald head. He looked vaguely familiar, but I couldn’t pull up his name. He didn’t recognize me at all. He simply gave me a nod and said, “Howdy.”

      I nodded a greeting and looked around.

      Victor sat beside a young Black man, who engaged the other Kelly in conversation as she sat beside him. She seemed to like him. As I leaned against the wall, her eyes met mine, and she grinned. Her hair was cut short, but she remained as lovely as ever. She said something to the young man, then pushed her chair back, and walked around the table to reach me.

      “Hi, Jonathan,” she said, and gave me a hug. She glanced at her duplicate. “Hello, other me.”

      The two Kelly Chans nodded to one another.

      “Do you know anyone here?” short-haired Kelly asked me. She smelled good, like a rose that wants you to notice it’s there, but not to overwhelm you.

      “I know Victor.” It surprised me how much I liked seeing this version of Kelly again.

      She nodded. “I’ve heard there’s no love lost between you.”

      “That’s one way to put it,” I said because while I knew she was talking about Victor, I was thinking of how much she reminded me of the original Kelly. Layered time could go fuck itself, but at least short-haired Kelly liked me. Not that the other Kelly didn’t, but it was just never the same. I thought we’d bonded okay, but I suspect it was like growing up with the original Star Wars, then having the special edition foisted upon you. Han shot first, dammit. You still liked the movie, but the original just felt better. And over time you liked the special edition less and less. Don’t get me wrong. I still liked Kelly just fine. I glanced in her direction and she looked like she’d rather be anywhere else. Maybe I was her special edition, too, and she was sick of hanging with me.

      “What happened to your fingers?” short-haired Kelly asked.

      I turned to meet her eyes and gave her a shrug. “The other you broke them.”

      “Huh,” she said, “I can’t wait to hear that story. But we can save it for later. Meanwhile, let me point out some of the players here.”

      “Will there be a test?” I asked.

      She smiled, and her eyes sparkled. “Of course. The older woman in the beige business suit is Anselma Kaiser.”

      I squinted at the woman in question, and recognition dawned. Take away ten years, and sure enough, she was the German woman who’d run DGI back in the day.

      “She’s mean,” I said.

      Kelly grinned. “I don’t know her well, but you’re probably right. She runs the Berlin office. The man to her right is Al Davidson, he was in charge here before Ravenwood took over.”

      He’d been with Kathleen when she was killed.

      Al wore a business suit, and what little hair he had was silver. The last ten years had not been kind to him, and he looked a lot older than I remembered. In fact, I doubt I’d have recognized him if we passed on the street.

      “I’ve met him,” I said.

      “He’s practically retired these days, but Blake wanted him here.”

      “I think the cowboy is named Frank Cantrell,” I said.

      Kelly grinned. “I’ll take your word for it. I don’t think I’ve ever met him.”

      “I haven’t met this version of him.”

      “That’s still weird to me,” she said.

      Esther popped into view beside our Kelly. “Ravenwood is on his way down the hall,” she said. She looked at the second Kelly. “I like the hair.”

      “I don’t,” Kelly said, and her fingers absently touched the short strands. “But it will grow back. It’s nice to see you again, Esther.”

      “Likewise.”

      “If Blake is almost here, I should go back to my seat.”

      I didn’t want her to go. “Can you give me the names of the rest of these people first?”

      “Sure. Next to Victor is T.J. I’m supposed to say he’s a companion to Lenora, who is not here. He’s actually devoted to Vera, but that’s a long story for another time.”

      “Sounds like we’ll be trading stories,” I said.

      She grinned. “I hope so. Okay, next to T.J., you have Geoffrey Windsor in the nicely tailored suit with the ascot.”

      “What’s with the pencil-thin mustache?”

      “He’s not a Jimmy Buffett fan, so you’re wasting an attempted joke.”

      Both versions of Kelly clearly had my number, but short-haired Kelly was amused instead of annoyed.

      Geoffrey removed his round-rimmed glasses, blew on the lenses, and wiped them with a handkerchief as he surveyed the people in the room.

      Kelly continued speaking. “They came from the vampire contingent. Geoffrey was a companion to William Sinclair.”

      “You know I’m not going to remember any of this,” I said.

      She pointed at the Black guy. “Who’s that?” she asked, testing me already.

      “T.J.”

      “And what is he?”

      “A companion, whatever that is.”

      “You know what that is.”

      “I really don’t,” I said.

      “Take a stab at it.”

      “Companion to a vampire? Like Renfield in Dracula?”

      “Which means?”

      “You didn’t read Dracula?” I asked.

      “I saw the movie.”

      “The old one with Bela Lugosi or one of the newer ones?”

      “One of the Christopher Lee versions, I think. Oh, I also saw the one with Gary Oldman.”

      “Christopher Lee was the best Dracula, but Renfield wasn’t in any of those movies. The Oldman version had Tom Waits as Renfield.”

      “Okay. I like Tom Waits.”

      “Me, too,” I said. “As for the book, all those letters were just too boring.” She just looked at me, so I added, “All right, I read it as a kid. I preferred the movies. Maybe I should try it again as an adult. I might appreciate it more.”

      “You might. So Renfield is basically Dracula’s loyal sidekick.”

      “Bingo. A bit insane with a penchant for eating rats.”

      “Lose the insane rat-eating and yes, companions are loyal to their bloodsuckers.”

      “I’m glad we straightened that out.”

      “So, who is T.J. loyal to?” she asked.

      I shrugged. “Told you I’d fail. But I think you mentioned two people. Vera and Laura?”

      “Lenora. Trust me. When you meet her, you won’t forget her. “

      “You said there was more to that,” I said.

      “You are paying attention. I’m impressed. And Geoffrey is loyal to…?”

      “Someone you just mentioned. Last name reminds me of the Knights Templar … Sinclair.”

      “That’s right. William Sinclair.”

      “And when I meet him, I’ll remember him, too. Right?”

      She grinned. “You won’t be meeting him. I ripped off his head.”

      “Good for you,” I said, and from the look on her face, I realized she meant she had literally ripped off his head. “Okay, then.” Definitely Kelly Chan.

      “That means Geoffrey is a Watcher,” she said.

      “Like Giles in Buffy?”

      “Not exactly.”

      “Right. Giles got involved. This clown watched you rip the guy’s head off, so he’s not that loyal.”

      “Loyalty is something of a moving target with these folks.”

      “Sad, but true,” I said.

      “When Geoffrey was with Sinclair, he was still a Watcher, but he was elevated to Lead Watcher.”

      “I’d rather have a companion like Inara in Firefly.”

      She grinned. “Of course, you would.”

      I liked the sparkle in her eyes. She appreciated my dumb jokes like familiar reminders of a past we didn’t really share. Her Jonathan Shade was dead, but I was the next best thing. Maybe even better because I had more life experience.

      We would have gone on, but Blake Ravenwood entered the conference room arm in arm with a lovely young woman in a green dress that hugged her curves in all the right ways.

      “Eyes in your head,” Kelly said. “That’s my friend, Amanda.”

      “Like the Boston song.”

      “You won’t be taking her hand. She’s enamored with Blake.”

      “Curses! Foiled again,” I said and snapped my fingers. I wasn’t as good at snapping my fingers with my left hand, but there you go.

      She gave me a mischievous smile. “You should be used to getting foiled by now.”

      “I love you, too,” I said.

      She grinned. “If only that did it for me.”

      “Hey. The stakes go in the
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