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 If you have an unusual problem, only one man can help…




 Kansas City's foremost private investigator, DIRK GARRICK specializes in missing persons cases. But when his latent psychic abilities begin to awaken, he finds himself drawn deeper into the shadowy underworld of secret societies and occult crime.




In BLACK 19, Private Detective Dirk Garrick is rudely awakened one morning to find a beautiful, young apprentice assassin holding a knife to his back, demanding his help. Men with connections to the xenophobic secret society, The Dominion, are dying mysteriously and the assassin needs a psychic detective to help her unravel the secret of this new player on the scene. 

Garrick grudgingly agrees to help, even though he suspects this case will put him on a collision course with Dante Randal, Garrick’s most cunning enemy, and a man with powers far greater than Garrick’s own. 



















The man standing on Garrick’s porch was the thinnest human he’d ever seen outside of a skeleton.

Gaunt. That was the word. He was the gauntest man Garrick had ever seen.

Okay, that doesn't even make sense. Whiskey was muddling Garrick’s brain again.

“Can I help you?” Garrick‘s tongue was coated with a thick layer of cotton. He shivered. Yesterday, it had been seventy degrees; today, it was thirty. That was Autumn in the Midwest. He’d been fast asleep on the couch when the doorbell rang. He’d shucked off his shirt in the middle of the night, but thankfully, his nether regions were still covered by sweatpants. 

The TV was still flickering images from the main menu of the black and white detective noir DVD he’d been binging on the night before, the first of a four-disc set with ten movies each. He’d picked it up at The Lonely Bookworm, a used book store down in Westport. Most of the flicks were terrible - made on the fly back in the ’40s and ‘50s with a shoestring budget - but occasionally you stumbled on a gem. 

“I believe, yes, that it is I who can help you,” The man smiled wide, furthering the skeleton metaphor in Garrick’s mind. He wore a clean and pressed white suit complemented by white shoes and matching gloves. His face was pale, his eyes slightly sunken, and his hair had a white halo around his head. The only color on the man was his robin’s egg blue eyes and blood-red bow tie. 

Garrick squinted at him. People rarely went door-to-door these days, and no one wanted to try to sell anything to Garrick. He’d once made a Girl Scout cry—at least, that’s what people told him. That had been during his black-out drunk phase. 

“Mormon? Jehovah's Witness? Or Direct TV?” Garrick asked. “Doesn’t matter. Whatever you’re selling, I’m not buying.” 

He wanted to shut the door in the man’s face, but his arm didn’t seem interested in responding. The man’s eyes were giving Garrick some trouble. Usually, all Garrick had to do was look into someone’s eyes, and impressions would flood his mind. He rarely got full thoughts; mostly, his gift allowed him to feel emotions and catch glimpses of whatever agenda the person was trying to hide from him.

Skeleton Man’s eyes acted as a buffer, tossing off Garrick’s attempts to read him without apparent effort.

Garrick shook off his hangover and began to pay attention.

Despite being mentally bucked around like he was trying for eight seconds on a pissed-off bull, he managed to pull a little something from the man. “You’re Janus.” 

“No, I am not Janice,” the man said easily. “I’m Jay-nus.”

Right, Garrick thought. Like anus only with a J on the front.

“Although accurate, that’s not a very genteel way to put it,” Janus said.

Garrick narrowed his eyes. No one had ever been able to read his thoughts before, not even Daemon Kincaide, Garrick’s occasional mentor in the mystic arts and crafts.

“Yes, I see you’ve caught on to my little trick,” Janus said. “Now, you might ask yourself why I would give up a strategic advantage by alerting you to my ability.”

“I’d rather ask you,” Garrick said. “You seem to have all the answers.”

“When you figure that out, you’ll know why I’m here.”

“Great. You’re part of Daemon Kincaide’s Continuing Ed program,” Kincaide was one of those annoying teachers who refused to answer direct questions. Instead, he preferred figure-it-out-yourself methods: What-Is-The-Sound-Of-One-Hand-Flipping-You-Off type koans or abstractions like having strange people show up at Garrick’s door offering obscure techniques. Honestly, if Garrick had been paying for these lessons, he’d have demanded his money back by now. 

“Indeed,” Janus said. “You’ve wandered into some dangerous territory here. You’ll need the skills I teach,” Janus stopped and glanced around Garrick’s porch. “I’d prefer not to continue this conversation in full view of the neighbors.”

Garrick snorted. “That’s not exactly the right outfit to wear if you want to remain incognito.”

He stiffened as the tip of a sharp knife pressed into the small of his back.

Janus’s smile grew even wider. “True, but it’s the perfect outfit to distract a target from noticing what’s going on behind him,” He nodded over Garrick’s shoulder, and the point went away.

Garrick turned slowly to face a girl who might have been 19 or 30. She had one of those faces that seemed eternally youthful.

“Allow me to introduce one of my finest students,” Janus said behind him. “You can call her by her cover identity, Holly Fredrickson.”

“Charmed,” Garrick said, scowling at her. He turned back to the door. “Now, just what-“

Janus was no longer standing in the entryway. Garrick didn’t bother walking outside and looking around quizzically. “You were the bomb in Poltergeist II,” He shouted before closing the door. 

Garrick briefly considered spinning around and shouting “Boo!” at the girl - to see how she’d react - but dismissed the idea. It generally wasn’t a good idea to play jokes on people with sharp objects in their hands. 

Holly had retreated to the couch and was gazing at him disapprovingly. Perhaps she didn’t care for his three-cushion sofa chosen because of its old beige weave. Garrick had picked it up from a thrift store in Kansas during one of his occasional searches for 1930s memorabilia. Garrick was a man out of time. He felt a connection to the pre-World War II years that he didn’t have with modern times. But, since time travel wasn’t one of the weird abilities he possessed, he just had to accept his fate. During that same trip, he’d also found a beautiful dark wood tube radio in perfect condition, apart from the burned-out wiring. He’d gutted it and used it to conceal his iPod speakers. He’d downloaded a number of Phillip Marlowe radio shows from the late 1940s. A nice whiskey and the dulcet tones of Gerald Mohr was a perfect evening, in his view—a solitary one, but perfect. 

The girl sitting on the couch, on the other hand, was average. She’d done everything in the world to make herself appear common, unremarkable. Her hair was light brown, worn in a ponytail, blue jeans, sneakers, and a light gray blouse. Nothing to distinguish her from thousands of other PYTs out there. Garrick guessed she could doll herself up like a supermodel if she wanted; she had the bone structure for it.

Like Janus, something about Holly’s eyes threw Garrick off. He’d have to learn that trick at the first opportunity.

The air conditioner kicked on. Garrick stormed over to the thermostat and shut it off. He found his t-shirt where he’d thrown it in his sleep and shrugged it back on, sparing Holly the sight of his goosebumps and erect nipples. 

“You don’t seem to be anything special,” Holly said. “Master Kincaide made it sound like many of his plans hinge on your abilities. He must see something I don’t.”

Garrick blinked. Everybody needed a sample backflip to prove I’m part of the circus. “You entered through the back door, off the kitchen, approximately three minutes before Janus rang my doorbell, spritzing WD-40 on the hinges before you picked the lock. You then hid behind the swinging door to the dining room and waited until my full attention was on Janus before moving up behind me. You stopped by the sofa, intending to duck down if I glanced back before you were ready. The knife is a slim, double-edged custom blade, probably blued, currently hidden in a flat sheath under your left pants cuff.”

Holly gave him a half-smile, “You’re good at guessing.”

Garrick shrugged, “You’re straight, but you want people to believe you’re gay so that men will leave you alone. Your parents were murdered when you were young, and you were abused in the foster care system, hence your inability to trust strangers. You’re a recent recruit to whatever school Janus is running and are still not sure you’re on the right side,” He cocked his head. “Oh, and you’re also wearing pink lace panties that were purchased for you by a would-be suitor,” Would-be was right. As far as Garrick could tell, the girl in front of him was a virgin. 

Holly’s half-smile stayed in place, but her eyes narrowed considerably. “I need to work on my psychic defenses.”

“Nah, you’re just as good as Janus at throwing off frontal inquiries. But people leave energy trails behind them, like exhaust from a car. I’m pretty good at getting impressions from those, however fleeting.”

“An interesting ability you have.”

“Just the application, darling,” Garrick said, yawning. “I’m a detective. I’ve spent half my career rooting through people’s garbage. It’s not the picture people present to the world, but the trail they leave behind that reveals them.”

Holly nodded. “I thought I was supposed to be the teacher here, but clearly, I’m the student.”

“That’s the usual conundrum Kincaide puts us in. You get used to it after a while. Why are you and Reverend Kane interrupting my beauty rest?”

“Nightmare.”

“Not usually. Whiskey usually throws me into a deep slumber.”

Holly rolled her eyes. “You’ve been playing cat and mouse with him for quite some time. He’s at a low level in the Dominion hierarchy but is growing in power.”

“Dante Randal,” Garrick spat. Randal owned a string of gentlemen’s clubs throughout the Midwest and was a Dominion operative who styled himself by the kooky codename “Nightmare.” Garrick had stumbled onto Randal’s schemes several times and had barely survived to tell the tale. “You got a death wish? He’s no one to tango with.”

He padded into the kitchen. His girlfriend, Sophia, had gifted him a Keurig machine for his birthday. He’d grumbled about having a damned hipster device in his house, but he had to admit it made a good cup of coffee, especially when he was too hungover to measure grounds.

Holly followed. “Got decaf?”

“Is that what assassin’s drink?” Garrick asked, examining a mug for cleanliness. 

“You’ve heard of Mr. Janus?” Holly said, doing a passable job of hiding her surprise. 

“Nope. Both to that and decaf,” Garrick said. “Dark roast and cheap-ass creamer.”

Holly shrugged. “When in Rome.”

Garrick handed her a mug. “You and Colonel Sanders’ long-lost brother stink of death, but neither of you has the aura of a psychopath. You’re both cold and calculating. I’ve bumped into a few pro hitmen in my day, and you have the same vibe. Frankly, I’m a bit shocked that Kincaide would associate with hired killers. That seems like more of a Dominion move.” 

Garrick still didn’t know exactly who or what the Dominion was. He wasn’t inclined to believe in conspiracies or secret societies trying to control the world, but most of the people in his professional circle were convinced of the Dominion’s reality. Garrick wasn’t sure if that was proof of a conspiracy or evidence that he needed a new group of friends. 

“Mr. Janus runs an honorable trade,” Holly said stiffly. “He refuses contracts on innocent people. The assassin’s role is to restore balance by preying on predators. We’ve taken down mob bosses, serial killers, sex traffickers. Men who were above the law, who escape prosecution through bribes and threats.”

“Nice sales pitch. Almost sounds like you believe it.”

“The Dominion would not give us a choice on who to kill. Whatever Kincaide’s personal feelings on the subject of assassination, I’m guessing he’d rather have us with him than against.” 

Garrick shrugged, “Strange bedfellows and all that,” He raised an eyebrow at her. “You understand I’m a detective? I’m very good at finding things out, usually, things people would rather have stayed hidden. I specialize in finding missing persons. I try to stay away from death dealers.”

“Yet, you’re always surrounded by them.” 

Garrick finished his coffee and considered another with a whiskey tag in it, but he decided that would set a bad example for the young lady. He’d have to wait until she was out of the room. “So, are you here to enlist my aid in making Mr. Randal a corpse? If so, good luck, and I’ll make a note to send flowers to your funeral.” 

“Dante Randal is a threat, Mr. Garrick,” Holly said. “And he seems to have taken a peculiar interest in you. I’m not here to get you involved in a murder so much as to help you survive when he attacks.”

“That’s quite generous of you, Ms. Fredrickson. Now, why don’t you cut the crap and tell me what you’re dancing around.” 

“You don’t have many friends, do you?” Holly frowned.

“I have two, Jack and Jim,” Garrick. “And you’re stalling.”

Eyes narrowed, Holly sighed. “People are dying, Garrick. Assassinated. Professional hits. Mr. Janus knows all the top players. None of them are involved.”

“You want me to find an assassin?” Garrick asked. “Aren’t you better suited to that task? And what does this have to do with Randal?”

“We believe the assassin isn’t aware they’re a killer.”

Garrick closed his eyes. He hated it when Fate bitch-slapped him. “And Dante Randal is an expert at creating mind-controlled slaves.” 

“Exactly.” 

“Fuck,” Garrick said, reaching for the whiskey.




Garrick was still cursing when the doorbell rang. Garrick’s partner, Frank Hanson, was standing there, holding a Starbucks cup. 

Garrick gave him the stink eye. “So, when are you going to start wearing plaid shirts and grow a man bun?”

“Big talk from a man whose fashion sense is stuck in Raymond Chandler’s drunken imagination,” Hanson replied. “I’m expanding my boundaries.”

Garrick ushered him in. “Or they’re being expanded for you.” 

Frank Hanson was a former homicide cop in Kansas City and the retired Chief of Police from West Barton, KS. He was one of the most deeply conservative men Garrick had ever met, which made his friendship with Dirk all the more interesting. Garrick had also recently learned that Hanson was dating Paige Garvey, owner of one of the few strip clubs not under Dante Randal’s thumb. Garrick found that partnership hilarious, considering you couldn’t even say the word “boob” without Frank’s face turning the same shade of red as his thinning hair. 

Holly had wandered into the living room, holding her coffee. Now, it was Hanson’s turn to give Garrick a hairy eyeball. 

“What? She snuck in the back door,” Garrick shrugged. “I can’t help it if I’m irresistible.” 

“Like a porcupine in a petting zoo,” Hanson replied. 

“I’m not one of his conquests,” Holly interrupted. “I’m a… client.”

“A case?” Hanson said. “Wow, golly gee. We haven’t had one of those in a while. I was starting to think I would have to sell watches out of the trunk of my car to make ends meet.” 

“Yeah, about that…,” Garrick said. 

Hanson closed his eyes and slowly shook his head. “Y’know, for a guy who takes bitter and cynical to levels Lenny Bruce would have thought extreme, you sure end up with a lot of charity cases.” 

Garrick shrugged. “What can I say? I’m an old softie for assassins.”

Hanson blinked. “Come again?”

Garrick looked at Holly. “Go on, catch him up,” When she hesitated, Garrick said. “It’s okay. We’re practically married. He knows all the dirt on me. This is the world-famous Frank Hanson. Fastest gun this side of my living room.”

Hanson inclined his head at Holly. “Someday, I’ll write a biography. They can use it as a cautionary tale at AA meetings,” Hanson winked. “So, what do you have that will probably endanger my life while making it increasingly harder to afford a good Stetson?” 

Begrudgingly, Holly filled him in. 

After she finished, Hanson whistled and shook his head at Garrick. “You don’t mess around when it comes to upping the ante, do you?” He looked Holly in the eye. “Here’s the thing, young lady. I used to be a cop. I’ve had to… relax my moral standards a bit, considering the weird cases this guy stumbles upon, but that doesn’t change my basic law-abiding nature. You say you’re an assassin, and I’m going to assume that’s just some kind of Millennial slang my old conservative brain doesn’t understand. But, when we find this hitman you’re looking for - and we will find him - we plan to capture and turn him over to the proper authorities. You try and actually kill anyone, and I’ll capture and turn you in. Capeesh?”

Garrick watched the exchange with interest. Holly nodded a bit stiffly. She looked as if she wanted to challenge the older man to try and take her in, but she was professional enough to keep her mouth shut. Garrick couldn’t help but notice that Hanson was very pointedly not looking at him. Hanson was aware that Garrick had killed in the past but stubbornly refused to acknowledge those acts as anything other than self-defense. That wasn’t strictly true, but Garrick wasn’t about to test the limits of their friendship by forcing the issue. If Hanson wanted to sidestep an unpleasant reality with semantics that was his little red wagon. Garrick preferred to drink heavily until his conscience went away. 

“And if you think he can’t make good on his promise, let me warn you that there’s no one with more dirty tricks up his sleeve than an old ex-cop,” Garrick warned. 

“And the older we get, the more treacherous we become,” Hanson said. “Lucky for you, I’m still a spring chicken.”

“Have you considered quitting detective work and taking this comedy routine on the road?” Holly asked.

“It’s been considered,” Hanson said. “But the last thing we need is to expose young Garrick to more opportunities for drunken debauchery. Now, do we have a list of victims our mysterious hitman has taken out?”

“Locally, a man named Jan Hooper.”

“Hoop? You’re kidding, right?” 

“Know him?” Garrick asked. 

“Of him,” Hanson said. “He ran a real estate firm out in Gladstone. Big one, too. Over a hundred agents. Practically every police department had a file on him for a multitude of sins: racketeering, extortion, prostitution, you name it. He was one of those guys whose name was linked to dozens of investigations, but he always came out smelling like a rose. We were all sure he was doing something illegal, but no one could figure out just what. He was the White Whale for a lot of detectives. Not unlike Dante Randal.”

“So, what happened to him?” 

“Heart attack,” Hanson replied. “Far as anyone knows…” he gave Holly a meaningful look. 

“I don’t have any intel on how it was done,” Holly said. “That’s partially why I’m here. Mr. Janus is certain Hooper is a victim, but the how, why, and who has eluded us.” 

“What makes Janus so certain?” Hanson said. 

Holly hesitated, “There are two more names on our list: Holden Snow in New York and Clint Hood of Austin, Texas. Like Hooper, they were men with rumored ties to crime. All of them died under supposedly normal circumstances. All of them also had ties to the Dominion, although it’s doubtful they were aware of that.” 

“That would explain why no one could pin anything on them,” Garrick said. 

Hanson held up a hand, “Before I put on my tin foil hat, let me say this sounds awful circumstantial.”

“It does, which is why we need a psychic detective to investigate. Call it an intuitive hunch, but when men the Dominion has been using as support staff start dying suddenly, it makes everyone itchy.”

“Well, far be it for me to poo-poo a good hunch,” Hanson said. “I’ve solved quite a few cases following my nose,” he turned to Garrick. “Got a plan?”

“Shower, change into an antiquated suit, dust off a fedora,” Garrick said. “Then we’ll head down to Hooper’s company. See if I can pick anything up. You?”

“I’ll go give Terry a shout and see if he can pull up Hoop’s file. It’s doubtful they did an autopsy, but you never know,” Terry Douglas was the local Medical Examiner. While not strictly a member of Garrick’s circle, he and Frank Hanson went way back. “I’ll also call on an old cop buddy of mine. He’s retired, but nailing Hoop was a passion of his back in the day. Maybe he’ll have some interesting leads only a psychic bloodhound can follow up on.” 

Holly looked at Garrick. “I’ll meet you at Hooper’s business. I need a change of clothes, too.”

“Alright,” Hanson said. When no one moved, he added, “Well, unless you guys want a rah-rah cheer to get jazzed up, let’s get moving. We’re burning daylight here.” 




Terry Douglas was downtown Kansas City’s main Medical Examiner and one of Frank Hanson’s oldest friends. He had an organizational style that could only be referred to as “freshly burgled.” This applied to his home as well as his office. It wasn’t that he and his wife Linda were dirty per se; their home was immaculate underneath the clutter. In a way, the Douglas’s were both obsessed with death. Terry lived and breathed his work and had written several textbooks on the art of carving up dead bodies for fun and profit. Linda Douglas, on the other hand, was an end-times Bible enthusiast who had mountains of research on the Book of Revelation. Most people found the couple creepy, but Hanson had always enjoyed their obsessive natures. They were interesting and fun people, far more so than his other acquaintances who wasted their time worrying about whether their TV was bigger and newer than their neighbors. The Douglas’s were at peace with the path fate had chosen for them, however unorthodox it may have appeared to others. 

They’d met nearly thirty years ago. Hanson had been a young recruit desperate to trade in his uniform for a detective’s suit. Terry had been cutting his teeth in the morgue under old Kermit Krause, a man whose greying Wyatt Earp mustache Hanson had envied from day one. Hanson had always tended towards portliness, even back then. Terry’s skinny body and shock of wiry hair made him resemble one of those old Troll pencils they used to sell in the eighties. The hair was close-cropped these days, and he’d managed to create a little volleyball paunch at his midsection, but he still had the wide-eyed enthusiasm for dead things Hanson had first seen three decades ago. 

Thankfully, the house didn’t smell like dead things. Linda baked like it was a commandment. Today, the place carried the distinct, almost Christmasy scent of gingerbread. 

Linda was out when Hanson arrived. She attended a bible study with the rest of her clique at the local Lutheran church. She often had trouble attending church regularly as she and her friends tended towards the rowdy side and had little patience for any “women should submit to their men” nonsense. 

Terry led Hanson back to his study. Terry hated the modern term “mancave” and would chew you out if you used that descriptive in his presence. He yearned for the old days when men had a place to study and learn while smoking cigars. Terry didn’t actually like cigars, but the sentiment was clear nonetheless. He’d turned a spare bedroom into a library/shrine to dead things. He had framed photos on his walls that only a mortician with a strong stomach could appreciate. Soft classical music played from somewhere indeterminate. 

“Old Hoop, huh?” Terry said, dropping down into a massive leather chair behind his desk that squeaked its disapproval. He was the type to aim his ass for the seat and let gravity do the rest instead of just easing himself down. “I’d heard he dropped dead but didn’t think anything special of it.” 

Hanson moved a stack of books on serial killers off a folding chair and sat down. He shucked off his jacket and laid it across his thighs. After the autumn chill outside, the warmth of Terry’s office was almost suffocating. “I’m not convinced there is anything more than a heart attack at work here. But we have a client who is convinced foul play was involved, so I need some expert opinions.”

Terry absently scratched behind his ear. “Weeell… the autopsy report was pretty conclusive. He died of a heart attack, no doubt about that. No unusual chemicals, no outside trauma to the body.”

“So that’s that, then.” 

“Not quite,” Terry said, digging through a stack of manila folders on his desk. 

“Shit.”

“And Shinola,” Terry replied. “Now, I don’t have any real evidence that he was murdered or anything, but since he’s dead, I was able to gain access to some of his medical records, including his last physical.” 

“Well, don’t keep me in suspense.”

Terry found the folder he’d been looking for and passed it over after wiping off a few cake crumbs. “The problem is, Hoop was healthy, damned healthy for a man his age. He didn’t drink or smoke. Ate health foods, even went vegan a few years ago. He exercised regularly. No heart problems, nor any family history of heart issues. He was a healthy bastard who came from a long line of healthy bastards. Damned unusual for a man like that to drop dead of a heart attack suddenly. I mean, it is within the realm of possibility, but it’s just damned unusual.”

Frank scanned the contents of the file. Jan Hooper had just had a physical in January and - for a man of 60 - was in great shape. The only prescription drug he took regularly for physical issues was for mild arthritis pain. He’d had a cardiac stress test the year before and came out clean. “So, how would someone induce a heart attack in a man like this without leaving a trace?”

Terry shrugged. “There are chemical compounds that could cause that reaction without showing up on routine analysis. But those are both rare and very expensive. Not to mention easy to trace to the purchaser. Hoop was strictly a middle-man. I can’t see anyone taking the time or effort to kill him like this. Losing him might slow down a few criminal plots, but it wouldn’t stop them. What would be the point in killing him quietly?”

Hanson slipped on his poker face. Terry Douglas was completely unaware of the strange, secret lives that Frank Hanson and Dirk Garrick lived, and Hanson aimed to keep it that way. Terry was extremely observant, but if he’d noticed curiosities in the cases Hanson asked him about, he knew enough not to ask about them. Terry had worked with cops often enough to know there were often aspects of a case they legally couldn’t talk about, especially in the middle of an investigation. Private eyes were on even shakier ground concerning the law and privacy.

Terry blinked at Hanson’s sudden stone expression. “I see. One of those, is it?” 

“It is. Sorry.” 

“No apology necessary. I know the drill,” Terry said without an ounce of rancor. “Have you talked to Martin yet?”

“He’s next on my list,” Martin Oliver was an ex-cop who’d had an obsession with bringing down Jan Hooper. “How’s he handling Hoop’s demise?”

“Dunno. Haven’t talked to him in a while. He’d been working on putting together some puzzle pieces since he retired, but as far as I know, he had bupkis on Hoop.”

“Sounds like bupkis is going to be the name of the game on this case,” Hanson said. 

Terry scrunched his face up. “There is one odd thing in his medical record.”

Hanson held up his hands, “Well?”

“I didn’t mention it earlier because you asked about his physical health, which is fine. But there was something odd in his psychological file.”

Hanson frowned. “I didn’t know he had a psych file.” 

“Nothing earth-shattering. He wasn’t suffering from anything overly debilitating.”

“So, what then?”

“OCD. He was also a germaphobe all his life. One of those guys that had to wash his hands a dozen times a day. He saw a therapist once a week and took anti-anxiety meds.”

“Is there a point here? Can those account for his heart trouble?”

“No,” Terry said. “What’s odd is that six months ago, he pronounced himself cured. He quit seeing his shrink and stopped filling the anxiety meds. That kind of OCD doesn’t disappear overnight, especially in a man his age. There’s also this little mystery,” Terry handed him a picture of Jan Hooper’s face from the medical examination prior to his autopsy. 

“He’s ugly, so what?”

“I can see why your detective business isn’t flourishing,” Terry said, shaking his head. “Where’s the mole, Sherlock?”

Hanson did a double-take. Jan Hooper had always had a large mole on the right side of his nose. It was now absent. 

“When did he have that beauty removed?” Terry said. “I don’t see any surgery scars, nor is there anything in his medical record to indicate he ever went to a dermatologist. I don’t have access to any intel, but I’ll wager that mole vanished around the same time as his OCD.”

Hanson stared at the picture. “So, what happened to old Hoop six months ago?”

“That’s the $5,000 bonus question,” Terry said. And here’s another: What else changed, and why?”




Gladstone, Missouri, was only a ten-minute drive from downtown Kansas City. From Garrick’s point of view, it was identical to every other suburb he’d ever driven through. Corporate-owned fast-food restaurants and grocery stores, with houses that were all variations on the same floor plan—no style at all. 

But, he supposed some folks found that blandness comforting. Distracted as they were by work and family, people needed to have their choices restricted in order to feel free. Too many options caused anxiety and stress. Oh sure, people might make plans some weekend to try “that new Mexican restaurant out on North Oak Trafficway,” but by and large, they’d eat at McDonald’s or Wendy’s and order the same value meal every time. They’d go to see a generic sequel to a familiar franchise before taking a chance on an original cinema. A new car would be an updated version of the one they’d driven for a decade. 

Garrick now existed outside that bubble of familiarity. He always had, really, but there’d been a time when he’d tried to fit in. But that hadn’t been his path. Fate had brutally ripped him away from this safe world of little league soccer games and Sunday church bake sales. Perhaps that was why he was drawn to the early twentieth century: it represented a world before corporate conveyor belts began dominating with its cookie-cutter sameness. A world where each business, home, and automobile was as unique as the person who created it. 

To Garrick, the glittering attractiveness of the suburbs was the trap of the spider’s web. Whole lives were lived according to schedules and routines: grow up, get married, have kids, work, retire, and die. Garrick knew firsthand there was more to life than that dull plan, but just try convincing the majority of people they were capable of more. They didn’t want a unique life; they wanted a normal one. 

The homogenous nature of the suburbs did, however, provide excellent cover for criminal activities. People assumed that crime only happened in “bad” neighborhoods. But they were only thinking in terms of muggings, robberies, and shoot-outs. The major players didn’t hang out on the streets, spray-painting graffiti on buildings. They lived in half-million dollar houses, drove BMWs, and coached Little League teams on weekends. Crime was, in many ways, a pyramid scheme: the money continuously flowed up, and the guys at the top weren’t going to live in squalor. 

Hooper Realty occupied one floor of a six-story building, sharing its space with several dentists, lawyers, and a job placement service. From what Garrick knew about Jan Hooper, he never dealt with the scum at the bottom, so he had no need to secure a more private location. He was a middle-man, one of the best out there. He laundered money, created connections, and doctored books. He was deeply involved in the “organized” part of crime. He had satellite offices
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