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      Hunter waited patiently as the oh-so-cautious judge reviewed the files and papers spread before him. Michael John Adams, Hunter’s consul, sat beside him: a lawyer he couldn’t possibly afford but Cassie could, though she paid with favors and lunches with her mother instead of money.

      The courtroom was an odd mixture of old and new: Ancient wood panels made up the walls and the island of justice the judge sat behind, while modern stainless steel tables with metal chairs Hunter swore were specifically designed to be uncomfortable were on his side. No space for a jury—this was just a hearing room—but the pews behind him were also wood, a space for supplicants as well as those charged with generating news and circuses for the common man.

      The doors behind Hunter opened, catching his attention.

      A tall black dragon stalked down the aisle between the cheap seats, heading directly toward the judge.

      Hunter sat up straighter, coming to full attention and marking (again) where all the exits lay.

      The dragon was wingless—just an angular, all-black snake who walked on two legs—with tiny forearms and three fingers on each hand. Black scales covered the dragon from head to long tail, glistening as though tipped in poison. Wise, golden eyes perched above his long snout and refined whiskers dripped down to his chest.

      Of course, that wasn’t what most people saw.

      They could only see what the dragon wanted them to see: A tall Asian man, his black hair trimmed short with flecks of gray at the temples. He wore an impeccable camel-colored suit with a blue shirt and a red power tie. His gold cufflinks held rubies of power, branded with Chinese symbols Hunter couldn’t identify.

      Hunter knew better than to call the man a dragon, or point out his otherworldly appearance. Particularly since his own lawyer looked about ready to pee himself.

      “That’s him,” Michael John Adams whispered intently. “That lawyer who got himself attached to your case.”

      Hunter looked curiously at his own lawyer. He’d gone pale under his spray-on tan, his too-white teeth almost translucent. His suit—gray and somber—probably cost a tenth of what the dragon’s suit cost. And Hunter knew Michael John Adams paid top dollar for his appearance. Hunter’s own white button-down dress shirt and brown slacks looked like thrift-store rejections, comparatively.

      Hunter looked back at the dragon presenting his papers to the judge. Hunter assumed everything would be in order. That this man would become part of his legal team.

      It would not be a bad thing.

      While Hunter credited Michael John Adams with being very smart and knowing the law, he was merely a shark.

      Trembling in the presence of a killer whale.

      “You didn’t hire this man, right?” Michael John Adams asked Hunter for at least the third time.

      “I did not,” Hunter replied slowly. He didn’t bother looking at Michael John Adams, instead, his attention focused on the greater predator.

      The judge hesitated, still cautious, but he wasn’t going to block the assignment.

      Hunter had the feeling that the judge was just as curious as Michael John Adams about the dragon, where he had come from, what he was doing. The dragon was not the type of lawyer to normally get involved in such a tiny case as Hunter’s. He’d generally earn his keep by keeping the most dangerous bankers from being found guilty, not freeing a veteran from jail.

      Part of Hunter’s case was easily dismissed, as the drugs that had been found in his room had actually been planted: The policeman who had done it had confessed just before he’d hung himself. He’d been part of the crazy group of conspirators who’d been trying to raise the Old Gods and bring Hell on earth. Luckily, Hunter and Cassie had stopped them.

      However, there was that other matter of Hunter escaping from the county jail.

      The lie Michael John Adams had come up with hadn’t suited Hunter—that he was afraid for his life, particularly since a police officer had framed him.

      Hunter could take care of himself. Even with a whole platoon of cops coming after him.

      But it had seemed to satisfy the other officers on the case. They wanted Hunter afraid, scared.

      Obedient.

      Hunter almost snorted. As if that would ever happen.

      He wistfully realized that he sounded like Cassie. His blood brother. Sister. Whatever. His true friend and ally. He hadn’t told her about the hearing today, hadn’t wanted her sympathy if Hunter didn’t succeed in his latest bid for freedom.

      “Do you know who hired him?” Michael John Adams asked as the dragon gathered together the papers he’d shown the judge.

      Hunter shook his head. No, he didn’t know who the dragon worked for.

      Now that he’d gotten a look at him, though, Hunter had a good guess.

      Though why would Chinaman Joe, Cassie’s former employer and protector, be helping Hunter?

      Hunter had followed Chinaman Joe only a couple of times. It was obvious—at least to Hunter—that Chinaman Joe was not what he appeared to be. Not at all.

      However, Chinaman Joe had much higher connections than Hunter had expected, not just in terms of the Congressmen and women he knew (and discreetly supplied with sex toys and other indulgences) but with shadowy government figures as well.

      Of course, Chinaman Joe had known Hunter was there. Both times. Had confronted him.

      And had made it clear that if Hunter had questions, he merely needed to ask Chinaman Joe.

      That Chinaman Joe had shown no fear of Hunter, that he seemed to know a great deal of what was actually going on in terms of the government’s secret goals, that he was devoted to Cassie, had all led Hunter to believe that he could trust Chinaman Joe.

      As far as he trusted anyone.

      Not as much as Cassie, but certainly more than the average Joe.

      Which again led to the question: What was the dragon doing here?
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      Hunter sat back, still uncomfortable in the damn metal chair, but feeling pleased. After the dragon had been approved by the judge, he started off by providing new evidence—cell-phone videos from more than one camera—in an attempt to prove that Hunter hadn’t escaped from the county jail because he was afraid of the officers there, but because he’d had to stop the mad bombers from killing thousands of people at the Aquatennial parade the previous summer.

      Along with classified government documents showing that Hunter was, in fact, a fairly strong pre-cog. One of the blessed, as those with paranormal abilities called themselves. Though Hunter preferred the term PA, along with the associations that Cassie gave them—Pain in the Ass.

      Hunter had never seen a video of himself fighting. He knew he was fast. Smooth. Some might say inhuman. The ghosts had taught him well.

      He hadn’t realized just how pale his white skin was—as Cassie said, the whitest white guy she knew. His light brown hair frizzed out around his head like a halo, his blue eyes wide and intense.

      The dragon had actually slowed down the recordings more than once to show the judge exactly how Hunter had defended himself, kicking, spinning, knocking his opponents to the side.

      That they, too, moved at superhuman speed appeared to be lost on the judge.

      Or maybe he believed the half-lie the dragon told, mentioning that Hunter as well as the others were all specially trained veterans.

      Lightly skimming over the fact that Hunter may have started training some of his opponents to fight like he did.

      It still rankled Hunter that none of them had been able to pick up his fighting style. They’d cheated. Instead of practicing each motion until it was silk, they’d called on otherworldly powers.

      Hunter could see why Cassie had called him a freak, though he was certain she meant it as a term of endearment. He could also see why the traitor, Josh, had recruited Hunter. (Yet another score that Hunter would have to settle once and for all after he got out.)

      However, the judge still seemed hesitant to dismiss all the charges against Hunter. He kept probing, asking questions about Hunter’s progress with his therapist (Hunter had learned to lie even better than he’d done with government training) as well as his drug use (non-existent at the time, though that would change the moment Hunter left custody).

      The dragon pulled out a final piece of paper and asked if he could approach the bench. “Hunter is already guaranteed employment,” he announced.

      Hunter blinked, but didn’t physically manifest his surprise.

      “Cassandra Lewis has agreed to employ Robert ‘Hunter’ Liefson in her private investigation agency,” the dragon said. “She’s a post-cog, and has worked with Mr. Liefson before.”

      He had a job? That was news to Hunter. He was also fairly certain that Cassie had never seen whatever papers the dragon currently showed the judge.

      “Private?” the judge questioned.

      “One of the few,” the dragon said proudly. “And very successful. You remember the three college girls who were murdered this past spring? Cassandra’s agency was the one who found the killer and brought him to justice.”

      The judge nodded, obviously impressed. “And since she’s running a private agency, as a post-cog, she and all her employees are subject to regular government oversight, correct?”

      “Correct,” the dragon replied. “And the results of those inspections are part of the public record. Would the judge like me to go print those out?”

      “No need,” the judge replied magnanimously.

      Hunter bit his tongue. Obviously something had gone wrong in one or more of those inspections or the dragon would already have them on hand.

      But the judge was fooled. That was all that mattered. He could almost see the words forming in a cartoon bubble over the judge’s head: Hunter could officially become someone else’s problem.

      “I hereby dismiss all charges against Robert ‘Hunter’ Liefson. You are free to go,” the judge said, banging his gavel down on the desk.

      Hunter found himself on his feet without realizing he’d moved.

      Slow. Slow.

      He had to go through the rest of the process. Collect what few belongings had been found on him. Sign miles of paperwork. Promise to be a good boy.

      However, his heart pounded in his chest as if he’d just run with a fully packed kit for five miles.

      After fifteen months, two weeks, four days, and twelve hours, Hunter was free.
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      Deacon found himself standing outside the Greyhound bus terminal in downtown Minneapolis. He recognized the building from when he’d traveled there, before. The sky was a thin blue, covered with long lines of white clouds. Cars whizzed by on the busy street just behind him, scenting the air with their obnoxious fumes.

      Deacon shivered in the cool October…afternoon, he determined. He had no watch or modern phone that would tell him the time. He wore a long black jacket, similar to a duster, though without the wide shoulder pieces of a traditional coat, along with jeans, black cowboy boots, a white mock turtleneck and a black sports coat.

      He put his hand to his neck, just to see if his clerical collar might be there.

      It wasn’t.

      He didn’t deserve to wear it anymore. He knew that.

      Still, he hoped. And he always checked.

      He assumed that the rest of him looked as it normally did, a tanned white man in his late forties, strength in his hands and back from simple living and relying on himself, with sandy brown hair that was receding to show more and more of his lined forehead, pale brown eyes flecked with green, a generous mouth and small nose.

      A brown leather satchel about the size of a small duffle bag sat on the sidewalk resting against his left leg. Deacon picked it up, his hand and body remembering the weight though he wasn’t certain if he’d ever seen it before.

      The lord worked in mysterious ways around Deacon. Delivering him where he needed to be, placing him where the need was most acute, when it mattered, and he might make a difference.

      All the time.

      “You want taxi?” came a voice from behind Deacon.

      He turned slowly. A tiny black man stood beside a black town car, beckoning Deacon to come closer. He wore a white shirt and tie, tucked into an argyle sweater vest in different colors of green, along with nice black slacks.

      Deacon paused, considering. Where did he want to go, now that he was here? He hadn’t been to Minneapolis in a few years, instead spending his time tending the gardens in the monastery, south of the city.

      What was there for him to do here? What path did the lord want him to take?

      Then he remembered.

      The monastery. The fight with Beckett, the leader of his order.

      How Deacon had walked away, taking off his collar and choosing to go out into the mundane world.

      His order had once been pure, following the light of the One God, Ahura Mazdâ, keeping the three basic natural elements clean at all times: water, earth, and fire. Turning away from the Deceiver, Ahriman. Following the words and the teachings of Zarathustra.

      But the order had been corrupted. Deacon was certain of it. What with Beckett and his experiments, as if he was trying to reproduce what Friar Mendel had codified all those decades ago, and…

      “The roses!” Deacon said out loud.

      The taxi driver cocked his head to one side. “You want to go to the rose gardens?” he asked. He opened the back door of his town car. “Please.”

      Deacon smiled. The lord always provided.

      “Yes,” Deacon said, approaching the man. “The rose gardens, please.”
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      The driver seemed to recognize Deacon’s need to orient himself. He gave a running commentary as they drove out of downtown, up Hennepin Avenue until it dead-ended, turning left onto the cross street. The driver talked of the new buildings going in, how the neighborhoods had changed, how safe or unsafe a particular area had gotten.

      He seemed particularly pleased at the slang he was able to use. From his accent, Deacon assumed that he wasn’t native to America. He drove with the seat all the way pulled up, barely able to see over the steering wheel. The car smelled pleasantly of lemon oil and sage, not some horrible artificial cleaner.

      Deacon appreciated the tour. He didn’t know if the driver was taking the most expeditious route to the rose gardens, but he was taking mostly city streets and not cruising around the lakes.

      The driver took a right from the cross street, going up Dupont Avenue, a wide boulevard with an island of trees still blazing in their fall colors between the two lanes. Deacon stiffened as he looked out the window to his right.

      He’d forgotten that a large cemetery squatted to the north of the rose gardens, a tall iron fence separating the dead from the living, the green hill dotted with cold statuary sloping up and away.

      Could Beckett use that? Deacon was certain the bodies hadn’t been purified with the proper ceremonies before being buried. Though some had probably been burned with sacred fire and merely their ashes interred.

      First, Deacon had to see the roses.

      The driver drove past the gardens, then turned right, onto a gently curving road that ran toward Lake Harriet. Children played in the park next to the gardens, some game of tag or keep away that only they knew the rules for. A father held a kite over his head, running down the small slope so it might catch the wind, his daughter directing its path.

      The houses here stood tall and proud, buildings of grandeur and riches, the yards immaculately kept by workers, Deacon assumed. These homeowners wouldn’t sully themselves with plain, hard labor.

      He rubbed his weather-roughened hands together. Though he’d spent plenty of time inside, praying and meditating, he’d also spent a lot of time in the gardens, growing the food the brothers ate at the monastery.

      It was why he’d been able to realize what Beckett was up to, more quickly than the others.

      Though they were still under the high priest’s sway, and wouldn’t believe Deacon’s evidence. It was partially why he’d had to leave. The brothers believed Beckett, and no longer trusted Deacon.

      The taxi driver pulled up to the front of the formal gardens. He took Deacon’s cash and didn’t seem insulted by the tiny tip.

      As Deacon got out of the car, he realized the driver had also turned off the engine and was climbing out with him. The man really was tiny, coming up barely to Deacon’s chest. But he had an intelligence to him, a cleverness captured in his fine fingers and his half-smile.

      “Fresh air,” the man explained. He turned and faced the lake, tilting his head back to breathe in the cool wind from the water. “Is good air here.”

      Deacon smiled. “It is.” He paused, then shook his head and didn’t say anything more.

      While it would be convenient if the man was still there when Deacon was finished, so he could easily take a cab to wherever the lord directed him next, he needed to trust that the lord would provide.

      Besides, he might not need a cab next. Better to stay open, flexible, and let the lord decide and direct him.

      Deacon turned his back to the lake and faced the gardens. A row of trees ineffectually hid the gardens from the street, their leaves fallen and mere branches blocking the view. Beyond them, pink, blue, and purple hydrangeas lined the three-foot chain link fence that demarcated the area.

      No gate blocked the entrance to the gardens, but Deacon still paused at the opening.

      This was a sacred space, lovingly tended by many hands.

      He bowed his head reverently in greeting, in recognition, before he stepped inside.

      Long beds of healthy dirt spread to either side of the central path. Wood chips covered the ground, useful for keeping feet clear of mud during the summer rains.

      Roses of many varieties grew in the long beds. Even this late in the year, the air swam with their heady scent. In the far left corner stood a heaping pile of mulch. Deacon assumed that those who tended this garden also paid careful attention to the weather reports (whether on one of their media devices or what their bones told them) and were ready to come out and cover their plants, protect them from a heavy frost, at a moment’s notice.

      Deacon walked slowly down the center path, enjoying the plants on either side of him, but not stopping to pay them careful attention. Not yet.

      First, he had to see the rest of the garden. Determine where its heart lay.

      Then see if Beckett’s foulness had spread from the monastery in the south to here.
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      At the far side of the garden stood fountains. The one that drew Deacon was the turtle fountain. A broad, light brown pedestal stood in the center of the pool of sparkling water. A spiked needle above a long cone rose from the top of the pedestal, like a tall umbrella, slightly open. The pedestal sat on a large, octagonal block. A bronze turtle with its head outstretched squatted at each corner. No water spilled from their open mouths, or down from the top of the needle. Deacon decided he must remember to come back some summer so he could see the fountain at work. He imagined that the sound from it would be quite lovely.

      He paced slowly around the fountain, smiling at the mother sitting on one of the surrounding benches, holding a book with one hand and reading while the other carefully slid her baby stroller back and forth, the tiny child sound asleep.

      Was this fountain the heart of the garden?

      Deacon looked back at the roses.

      No. This wasn’t the epicenter. That had to be closer to the gardens to the west.

      He walked back along the path, back toward the formal gardens. To the north of the entrance, he noticed the old sundial. The bronze dial held the figure of a friendly sun at the bottom of it, its mighty rays spreading to the roman numerals.

      The sundial itself was imbedded on the top of a more modern marble pillar, with the words “Count only the sunny days” carved into one side.

      That was it. The heart of this place.

      Count only the sunny days. Pay no attention to the rain, the dark.

      The deceiver.

      No wonder Beckett had started with the roses first. Particularly knowing that the diseases he bred could easily be transferred to such a place as this.

      Deacon hurried back among the rose beds. He quickly checked one set of plants after another.

      The roses seemed healthy. Hearty. No yellow blight tinged their leaves. No black spots marred their beauty.

      Deacon took a deep breath.

      Maybe he had more time. Before Beckett was ready. Before he set the terrible wheels of his plan in motion.

      Deacon sent a brief prayer to the lord, thanking him for the respite. He slowly walked the rest of the beds of roses, just to make sure.

      But they were beautiful. The dwarf reds fierce with their tiny thorns. The wild Valentine’s Day blooms with their shaggy petals.

      Only when Deacon reached the end of the plots did he stop.

      Damn it.

      There. The very corner rose. The one labeled “the peace flower” with yellow and pinkish-orange petals. The one larger than most roses, a single blossom bigger than Deacon’s outstretched hand.

      In the very center of the rose, on the pale yellow heart, grew dark spots of blight.

      It wasn’t an ordinary disease. Deacon knew that. He’d seen it, and seen it run its course, too often in Beckett’s garden.

      The roses were rotting. Spoiling from the inside out.

      And they were just the start.
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      Deacon found himself standing on the median, between the biking and walking pathways of Lake Harriet. The late October sunlight was fading, the sun heading toward the horizon. The air had turned chilly. He pulled his black duster closer around his body. His hand still held his satchel.

      What was he going to do? How was he going to stop Beckett? Stop the spread of his carefully bred diseases?

      Stop the world from going to hell? Stop the purifying fires from starting, until the world was burned clean and life could start anew?

      “Excuse me,” came a voice from behind Deacon.

      He turned, startled.

      The tiny black taxi driver stood behind him.

      “You look like you have many ghosts,” the man said wisely, nodding his head.

      Deacon couldn’t help but smile. Yes, maybe he did.

      “I know someone good with ghosts,” the taxi driver said. “Come. I will take you to Cassie.”

      Deacon nodded and followed the man.

      The lord would provide.

      All Deacon had to do was to make sure that it was actually Ahura Mazdâ doing the providing, and not the Deceiver, Ahriman.

      Deacon had been fooled before.

      He would not be tricked again.

      This Cassie had better know what she was doing. Had better be solidly on the side of good.

      Or she might find herself blasted to hell by an avenging angel.
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      Damn it! Hakeem—my tiny Ethiopian taxi driver—had to stop sending me his relatives as potential clients.

      A wizened old black woman sat in front of me, her hands gnarled like claws from arthritis. She wore a colorful red, yellow, and orange African scarf wrapped high around her hair, though her outfit was pure western: a tailored peach-colored jacket with a cream silk blouse and sleek black pants—probably all from some designer I’d never heard of or cared about. Dark eyeliner circled her eyes, making them seem much larger and cat-like. She wore a bright red lipstick that overemphasized her greedy mouth. She smelled of patchouli and curry, making my stomach rumble.

      I’d skipped lunch today. Again.

      My office probably didn’t meet her standards. It was part of an old warehouse that had been reconfigured into offices, with tall ceilings and wooden floors that showed their age. I had the corner office on the second floor. Rectangular windows took up most of the two walls looking out on the street, making the place seem light even during a gloomy February. Wavy glass filled the tiny panes, delineated by lead casing.

      When we got an Alberta clipper blowing in a storm from the north, I was always afraid the rattling window panes would snap loose, but they’d held. So far.

      My desk was a broad expanse of oak, second-hand, battered and scarred. Papers and folders lined the edges of it. It suited me. My client couldn’t see the locks on the drawers on my side, new and responding only to my thumbprint.

      It was one of the ways I stayed compliant with the government regulations—a term I’d grown to hate.

      The guest chairs were also used, but hey, at least they matched—brown vinyl on silver frames. Kinda comfy too, though my own chair was a masterpiece of engineering that I adored, perfectly adjusted to support my back and my wide hips, and the exact height for my long legs to touch the floor. Hell, Thomas, a gay friend who worked in the sex toy shop downstairs, had even said it showed off my tits. I’d bought it new, from one of Hakeem’s “relatives” who’d given me a good deal.

      There wasn’t much else in the office. A black metal, four-drawer filing cabinet in the corner that I was gradually filling with the cases I’d solved. It took a standard key lock, though I knew that rankled Dennis, my inspector. He’d make me change it out, buy more biometric locks, if he could.

      A two-drawer cabinet sat discreetly in the corner, under the tall windows. It contained a small, built-in fridge that generally worked, along with a cheap coffee pot on top.

      All I needed was a cooktop and a cot, and I could live here.

      Not as if I didn’t kinda already live in my office already, particularly if I was working hot and heavy on a case.

      The woman—Mrs. Okpara—pressed the knuckles of her tiny hands together, almost as if in prayer. “Please. You must help me find Miss Cecelia.”

      I swear I needed a sign outside the door of my office that said, in big letters, “I can’t find your damn cat.”

      As a private investigator, particularly one with paranormal abilities, I was often hired to find things that went missing. As long as they were important things, stuff that left an imprint on the timelines. I was a post-cog. I generally wasn’t invited to the party until after it had already started.

      Things like a pet gone missing, though—that was just too damned hard to trace. It was possible. But it took hours.

      And who was gonna pay me for all that time spent searching through one timeline after another trying to find a damned cat who probably didn’t want to be found in the first place? Hell, for all I knew, the cat was happy to be gone from the grasping harpy in front of me.

      That was the other problem with Hakeem’s relatives, or cousins, or whatever bogus family claim these people made.

      None of them had money.

      And I was running out. Fast.

      Business had boomed when I’d first started my practice. Some of it had been the curiosity factor—I was new, one of the very few private psychic investigators. The government preferred to keep all of us with paranormal abilities under its thumb, working for its contractors. Going private meant a shit-ton of paperwork.

      Plus regular inspections from Dennis, the asshole from the government who’d been assigned to oversee my operations.

      Some of my original clients had been recommended by my mother. I had to admit, her people were willing to pay top rate without blinking an eye.

      Particularly when I produced the goods.

      But they’d dried up. I’d solved a bunch of what the cops would have called cold cases and not much new had come along.

      And the government expected their pound of flesh, in the form of fees and taxes.

      Quarterly.

      If I didn’t have so much overhead, I probably could have made it on the slim pickings that had fallen my way recently. Chinaman Joe rented me this office practically for a song. Certainly not for the money it was worth, even if it was on the “wrong” side of downtown Minneapolis.

      Though the neighborhood was gentrifying. Hell, they’d even opened a “Whole Paycheck” supermarket just up the street.

      But I had bills. Bigger bills than I’d originally been expecting, almost all of them generated by government regulations.

      And the eggs the woman was offering me, from her own chickens that she raised in the back of her yard, wouldn’t cut it.

      “I’m sorry about your cat,” I told the woman for the third damned time. “I can’t find him.”

      “Her,” Mrs. Okpara correctly me curtly. “Hakeem said you were the best.”

      I sighed. Hakeem was right. I was one of the best in the city.

      I still didn’t want to take the time to find her damned cat. I needed to go out and beat the bushes again, see if I could round up a real gig that paid me a lot of money.

      “I’ll give you one dozen eggs a week,” Mrs. Okpara told me, “for six weeks,” she emphasized, upping her original bid from four weeks. “Plus, three chickens for cooking when the winter comes.”

      Free food would have been nice. If I cooked.

      The oven in my shithole apartment had been upgraded from a fire hazard to an inefficient yuppie thing that took forever to come up to temperature. After the management had “refurbished” all the units, they’d changed the name of the complex, calling them lofts instead of apartments, and had doubled the rent.

      Stupid hipsters couldn’t tell the difference and were throwing money to rent an “authentic” shithole.

      “I’m sorry,” I told the woman, shaking my head and at least acting as if I had regrets. “I really can’t take the time. Someone else will have to do the search for you.” That at least gave her hope that some fool out there would take her money.

      Though they were probably a scam artist and wouldn’t help her at all.

      But it wasn’t my problem if people were dumb enough to fall for that kind of shit.

      Mrs. Okpara nodded and looked down at her continually grasping hands. She sighed deeply.

      She wasn’t about to cry, was she?

      I hated it when clients—particularly merely potential clients—applied the waterworks to get me to change my mind.

      But she didn’t. Instead, she looked up and pierced me with a strong glare. “Hakeem told me that you might be a very strong bargainer, unlike most white people.”

      I restrained from snorting at the woman. I wasn’t bargaining. I was saying no as politely as I could.

      But for Hakeem’s relatives—the cousins and aunts and uncles and all the people he claimed he was related to—no just meant that they hadn’t struck a bargain yet.

      Mrs. Okpara reached down beside the chair and pulled her oversized light-brown leather purse into her lap. It was big enough to hold one of those cartoon dynamite bombs, the round black ones the size of a bowling ball.

      Great. Dealing with another mad bomber would just kind of make my week.

      However, she didn’t pull out something as outlandish as that.

      Instead, Mrs. Okpara pulled out a single rose. The pink petals had been bruised during their interment, the outer edges creased and black. The rose hadn’t been grown in a professional hothouse. The stem grew crooked, with many wicked thorns sprouting from the dark green stem, both big and small. We’d had an usually long summer that year—though it was already October, the temperatures were just starting to drop.

      The old woman placed the rose on my desk, halfway between us. Papers and folders sat piled up along the edges of the old wooden artifice, like a barrier or moat all had to cross.

      What the living hell was this?

      When Mrs. Okpara said nothing, I leaned forward and carefully picked up the rose, trying unsuccessfully to keep myself from being pricked by one of the mini-thorns that grew all along the stem like beard stubble, in between the bigger thorns that could gouge an eye out.

      The scent of the rose filled my office quickly. Heady and wild. I had a sudden flash of memory. My dad had sometimes gotten roses for my mom, back when he’d been alive, well before I’d been kicked out of the house. I recalled coming down into the kitchen before my parents had gotten up, finding a bouquet of dark red blossoms sitting on the fancy marble island, the scent invading the entire space.

      I reluctantly brought the rose closer. It looked healthy, at least to my physical eyes. A baby-girl pink, with many layers of petals surrounding a fading yellow center. Small points of green underlay and supported the petals. Running my finger along it, I was surprised at just how soft it felt. A paradox, soft petals and dangerously sharp thorns.

      However, something lay at the heart of the rose. Something that my physical eyes couldn’t see. Like that old poem I half-remembered from high school, by William Blake, about a sick rose and an invisible worm.

      The flower in my hand tugged at me.

      I started and nearly dropped it.

      It wasn’t that the flower was alive. Or that the worm that inhabited it had suddenly started wiggling.

      No, the stupid blossom tugged at my other senses, my pre-cog abilities.

      There was something there, at the heart of this rose. Something more than met the eye. Something that wasn’t right. Something bigger than just bad horticulture or bugs.

      I contained my sigh. What the hell did it mean?

      I really didn’t want to have to go and save the world. Again.

      Besides, who the hell was going to pay me to go do that? Sure as shit it wouldn’t be Loki or Odin or one of the other gods.

      Still. I couldn’t ignore this rose.

      It was a portent of…something. What, I had no idea. I was a post-cog, not a pre-cog.

      I was pretty sure I wouldn’t like whatever it meant, when I figured it out.

      As I peered at the rose, I cursed Dennis and his upcoming visit in a day or so. I needed to be able to see better. There was something off with this damned flower. And I couldn’t take any of the poisoned pearls drug to enhance my paranormal abilities. Not until after the inspection.

      Plus, what did it mean that Hakeem, the guy who drove me around, was getting more sensitive to what was best called weird shit? That he’d known that the rose would pique my interest?

      He’d done this more than once. Like that old man he’d brought in whose daughter had been acting strange. I’d ended up busting an entire drug ring that had started supplying nasty shit to teens. Or the middle-aged woman who’d wanted me to follow her husband, believing him to be cheating, only it turned out to be something much darker and bigger involving working girls from overseas.

      I was going to have to have a talk with Hakeem and figure out what he was sensing.

      Everyone got hunches. His were getting scarily accurate.

      “I need to see your garden,” I told Mrs. Okpara as I slowly stood. I had no idea what the hell I needed to see. Or if I even needed to see anything there. Or if the problem actually lay somewhere else.

      The greedy smile Mrs. Okpara gave me made me feel like I was about to be the main course for her next meal. “Bon,” she said.

      That made me stand up straighter. What the hell? Ethiopia wasn’t a French-speaking area of Africa.

      It wasn’t as if I believed the claims of relations that all the clients Hakeem brought in made.

      This was something different. Like the rose.

      It struck me as off.

      I tried to give the rose back to Mrs. Okpara.

      She waved her claw at me. “You keep it.”

      I really didn’t want to just leave it lying in the middle of my desk. It would infect the wood, I just knew it.

      I grabbed a bottle of water from the mini-fridge, opened it, took a swig, then put the rose in that, leaving it on the cabinet, next to the coffee pot.

      Wasn’t as if it could make the coffee I brewed any more foul. I did that on purpose, as a defense mechanism, so no one would just help themselves to my brew when I wasn’t in the office.

      The look Mrs. Okpara gave me as I turned back made my skin crawl. Avarice, tinted with triumph. Like a cat who’d just cornered the perfect prey, who would give it hours and hours of entertainment.

      I picked my battered smart phone up off the desk—way out of contract and needing upgrades I couldn’t afford. I nearly faked receiving an emergency call just so I wouldn’t have to go with this woman.

      But “stubborn” was my middle name, or at least that was what Mother had told me on more than one occasion.

      I had two mysteries in front of me. What Mrs. Okpara really wanted—she didn’t need me to find her damned cat, that was for certain.

      And the mystery of the rose.
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      I made Mrs. Okpara give me her address before we left. I wrote it down on an orange sticky note, then placed the note carefully in the center of my “out” board.

      Now, a sane person, coming into my office and finding that I wasn’t there, would just call me. I had a cell phone. I kept it charged. I almost always answered it.

      However, Hakeem, my mother, hell, even Chinaman Joe, weren’t necessarily sane.

      Instead, they’d freak. Assume that I’d gone missing, kidnapped or worse. So I always put my whereabouts on the damned corkboard I’d bought just for that purpose.

      Mind you, since I’d saved the world a couple of times from insane shit, I could see why they’d be worried.

      Plus, I had friends who dropped by occasionally—like Tom, or de’Angelo, or Tess—to make sure I wasn’t working myself into an early grave. I’d made a real effort to rebuild our friendships, jokingly telling them that I’d “learned the lessons of Sam.”

      When Samantha had been my girlfriend, I’d disappeared on everyone. Even though I knew better and had said I would never be that type of person. I’d broken promises and never hung out with my friends.

      I wouldn’t ever do that again. Particularly since my friends formed what Hunter called my “spy network.”

      Honestly, they were less than an effective “network” and more “Scooby gang.”

      Dr. T was the only one who always called and never stopped by. We talked regularly, going out for coffee twice a month.

      I’d tried to interest her in some “extracurricular” activities. She always put me off. Hell, I wasn’t even sure if the woman was gay.

      But honestly, I wasn’t convinced she knew, either. We’d danced around the topic and each other for over a year now.

      I must admit, I was getting tired of waiting.

      However, no one else understood me like she did. My abilities. My need to use my gift. She provided an attractive outlet when I was stuck on a case, always coming up with a clever observation or a new avenue I could pursue.

      Even if what I really wanted to pursue was her.

      I threw on my heavy leather jacket—the one that hit the top of my butt and made it look good. I wore my tall black boots that day, knock-off Doc Martins that I’d laced with bright red laces, my jeans stuffed into the tops. I’d upgraded my wardrobe since I’d started working on my own, meeting with clients who had money, and so I wore a nice cream-colored silk shirt over a bright pink lace camisole.

      I called the look “naughty office girl.”

      It worked for me. Particularly with my bleached blonde hair, short and slightly spiked along the center, a faux Mohawk.

      I followed Mrs. Okpara out of my office, down the stairs, and out to the street. Chinaman Joe’s Good Luck Parlor—a fancy sex-toy shop and my former place of employment—took up half a block. My office was right above it. At least Chinaman Joe had finished the construction downstairs. The past summer had been a hell of noisy nail guns and obnoxious paint fumes. He’d moved the live peep booths from the front of the store to the back after Angela, the prostitute, had been killed in one of them.

      Made customers walk all the way through the store to get to the girls. Don’t know if he had more sales and impulse buys as a result. But the girls were safer, and that was what mattered.

      The building itself was a turn-of-the-century (the last century) warehouse, made of old brick. The front windows were all arched, pretty, like cathedral windows. Iron sunflowers sat in the center of each arch stone. The side we walked along was more industrial, with square windows and metal dividers between the panes. A place for work.

      Mrs. Okpara didn’t say anything. I was happy to be left to my own thoughts as we briskly walked down the surprisingly clean sidewalk. I remembered the bad old days when the gutters were often lined with condom wrappers, candy wrappers, and the remains left by the winos.

      The sun played peek-a-boo with the clouds, fluffy and white against the brilliant late afternoon blue sky. Cold winds out of the north foretold the coming winter. I wasn’t looking forward to it, but I wasn’t about to move to Florida or some such nonsense, like my mother had hinted at. The air smelled of fresh-cut wood from the construction up the street, more new hipster pods going in.

      Across the street sat an old chain restaurant. The building looked like a castle, built out of white stone. It had been turned into a gentleman’s club, with gray brick extending half a block out the back. The front windows had been painted over white, the glass door replaced with a solid black one, a gold star in the center of it, lines spreading out, radiating like it was infected with some sort of venereal disease.

      I didn’t think Mrs. Okpara would take well to being teased about parking so close to such an establishment.

      Her car was what I expected: a sleek, black Mercedes sedan with tinted windows. I was surprised she didn’t have a driver.

      Then again, maybe she was too controlling to allow anyone else in the driver’s seat.

      The leather in the passenger seat warmed quickly—at least she had first-rate heaters. The car smelled of leather and dirt, as if Mrs. Okpara had been hauling compost for her garden. And fire, too, as though she’d been burning receipts in the ashtray.

      Not cigarettes, which was good, I supposed. My fingers itched at the thought. I’d cut back on my smoking—didn’t look good in front of the uptight Swedes who were my clients. Hadn’t quit. Would always be addicted.

      I found the car unsettling. It should have smelled pristine. New. Or of some exotic flower I couldn’t identify. Another paradox to solve.

      Mild traffic greeted us once we got out of downtown and onto the freeway. I was surprised that Mrs. Okpara lived in northern Minneapolis, until I thought about it. She was probably surrounded by all of her relatives, cousins, uncles, sisters. North Minneapolis was in flux, neighborhoods turning over quickly. It wouldn’t be too difficult to locate all of one family nearby as the houses changed over.

      I understood the value of such a network—I’d been trying to recreate something like that myself with my friends. However, Mrs. Okpara and Hakeem had a huge advantage in that everyone in the chain understood that they held an important place. They were used to working together. Giving and owning favors was a way of life.

      Trying to get my friends together and organized, all going in a single direction, was like herding goldfish. I’d say herding cats, but goldfish moved in more than two dimensions.

      The neighborhood that Mrs. Okpara pulled into had already been gentrified. The lawns were well tended, raked clean of leaves, mulch already applied to the more delicate plants. We hadn’t had a good hard frost yet, but that was only a matter of days. Fresh paint adorned more than one of the houses, in colors not generally seen in the uptight, Swedish neighborhoods
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