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Rose Evangeline, private eye, wore a black turtleneck to hide her Adam's apple. She sat behind a sensible desk that she’d purchased from an online auction website and assembled herself. 

On the other side of the desk, her client looked much more like the classic detective than she, wearing a tan trench coat over a double-breasted suit with a large fedora. Only his unkempt gray beard peeked out. Rose scrutinized him, coming to the conclusion he was trying to be inconspicuous, not considering that inconspicuous individuals don't typically dress like Chandler dicks. 

Johnson. His name was Hieronymus Johnson. Maybe a pseudonym, but not something she felt like poking him about, not before they'd signed an employment contract at least, and she could be certain he wouldn't walk out on her. 

He’d called early that morning, when Rose was half awake, between her first alarm going off and the point when she could muster the courage to get out of bed, struggling to recall the dream she’d woken up from, the dream that had been so vivid in her mind only moments before, knowing it would fade away in ten, fifteen minutes, like dreams always did. 

Johnson’s voice was suave but anxious. He had a slight problem, something he wanted handled discreetly, and could they possibly meet to discuss it this morning at, say, nine o’clock? 

“We do discreet better than anyone else, Mr. Johnson. See you then.” 

Cecilia Montes came back into the bedroom, still in her pajamas, asking, “Who the hell is calling this early?”

“New client. Sounds nervous as hell. I’m meeting him at nine.” Rose looked at the time on her phone. Six forty-five. 

“Come back to bed, babe,” Rose said. “We have all the time in the world.” That wasn't quite true, but there was enough time for what Rose had in mind.

“Mr. Johnson, as I said on the phone, we're very good at handling our clients’ problems discreetly and professionally here,” Rose said. “Sure, maybe you don't want to be seen speaking with a private eye, but we're a small operation. We can keep secrets just fine.”

“You're quite right, Ms. Evangeline. I'm being rude.” Johnson removed the hat, revealing sickly, pruny skin. What little remained of his pencil-thin hair was slicked back with pomade. Early eighties, at least.

Rose said, “You were a little vague on the phone. Would you mind filling out the details for me now?” She had a steno pad open in front of her, ready to take notes. 

“The long and the short of it is that I’ve received a very odd threat.” Johnson reached into his trenchcoat and pulled out a small piece of paper with a waxy finish. He set it in the middle of the desk. 

Rose picked it up. It was a tarot card, she knew that much. After a moment of disorganization, the shapes on the card rearranged themselves into something recognizable: an escheresque tower struck by a bolt of lightning. At the top of the card: XVI. At the bottom: THE TOWER. She didn't know a lot about fortune-telling, but she gathered from the circumstances that it wasn't great.

She looked up and saw her client kneading his hands together. “Weird way to send a threat. ‘The Tower’? Do you work with the occult, Mr. Johnson?”

Johnson nodded. “You could say that. I am an antiquarian of sorts, trafficking in rare and valuable artifacts. This card falls under that umbrella. Not an antique, but rare–one of a kind. I sold the deck it belongs to recently. Normally, I would safeguard the buyer's identity with my life, but well, exigent circumstances. It was Talbot.”

“J.D?” 

Johnson nodded. “One and the same.”

J.D. Talbot was a powerful and prominent businessman–the kind of man who was on the cover of Forbes and Business Insider. Was. He’d been found dead in his penthouse apartment three days ago from an apparent overdose. Rose’s hunch was intentional, but her contact on the PD had told her it was going to be ruled an accidental death regardless.

Rose said, “I was not aware that J.D. Talbot was interested in...this kind of thing.”

Johnson cracked half a smile. He looked more relaxed, like Rose’s comment had soothed his troubles, though she couldn't pin down why. “You are not a believer.”

“A believer in what?”

Johnson spread his arms out wide in all-encompassing shrug. “The arcane arts. Esoterica. Magic, in a word.” 

“Detectives tend to be empiricists,” Rose said, “for professional reasons, if nothing else.” 

“That may give you a valuable perspective in this matter. My colleagues tend to overlook simple explanations.”

Rose looked at the tarot card again. She still wasn't sure what to make of it. “Mr. Johnson, is there anyone who might want to threaten you, or who might have a grudge against you?”

“I have competitors in this business, certainly, and there are those who would say I've mistreated them–that’s true for most businessmen. It would be better for you to talk to my secretary about these matters, however, as my time is valuable, and if I don't leave soon, I may be late to my next appointment.” Johnson reached into his jacket and pulled out another rectangle of paper. “My business card. It has my personal number as well as the address for my shop, where you'll find my secretary. I'll let her know to expect you.”

Rose took the card. It read, “Hieronymus Johnson, antiquarian” and the name of his shop, the Oracular. Around the borders of the card were unrecognizable symbols, strange and angular intersecting lines, the tips like triangles.

“One more thing, Ms. Evangeline,” Johnson said. “If you find out who's doing this, I would like it very much if you could recover the tarot deck. It is very valuable.”

“Wouldn't it rightly belong to Mr. Talbot’s estate?” She could poke him now. She'd already reeled him in.

His face seemed to grow purplish for a moment before returning to its normal pallor. “I would reimburse Mr. Talbot’s heirs, of course. I doubt they would have the proclivities or aptitudes to appreciate it for what it's worth.” 

Feathers ruffled. Before he could get to the door, Rose said, polite as she could, “Mr. Johnson, you asked if I believed in the occult. May I ask the same of you?”

“Of course I do,” he said. “It would be a little hard in my circumstances not to.”

“Meaning?”

“It will be easier if I show you,” he said, and something began to happen to his face, something subtle and then unsubtle. 

The last thing Rose remembered before fainting was purple tentacles.

Johnson’s secretary, a mousy woman in her late fifties named Delilah Friedman, wore a vest decorated with calico cats. She shook Rose’s hand in the back office of The Oracular, in a part of town Rose rarely visited. Burger King on one side, strip club on the other. 

“Mr. Johnson’s business is built more on reputation than location,” Delilah said, “and that reputation is that he can get anything you want with absolute discretion–for a price, of course.” She sat behind a modest desk in an undecorated room. It was a welcome relief from the tacky maximalism of the sales floor.

Rose cleared her throat. “I’m sure you know why I’m here.” 

Delilah nodded. “I'm happy to answer any questions I can, but you must realize there are things I don't know about, or that Mr. Johnson wouldn't want me to share.”

“What do you mean?”

“Well, I'm sure you noticed–” she put one hand up to her chin, wriggling her fingers like tentacles. “It's hard to miss, isn't it? He's an odd guy, and he gets up to odd things.”

Rose felt a pang of relief having someone else confirm what she'd experienced earlier. She made a quick note in her steno pad, but she didn't follow up. Squid people mattered less to her than the paycheck Johnson promised.

She pulled out the tarot card. “Are you able to tell me the significance of this?” 

Delilah recoiled. “That's a bad memory. A very bad memory.” She took a big gulp of coffee. Composing herself, Rose thought. “It's from a tarot deck Mr. Johnson went to great lengths to acquire, which he then sold for a small fortune to that unpleasant man. I don't think J.D. knew what he was getting into, had to find out the hard way.”

“What's so special about this tarot deck?” Rose asked.

“For starters,” Delilah said, “It actually works. Most of them aren't worth the paper they're printed on. Completely useless, like personality quizzes or chiropractic. This one is supposed to actually tell the future–at least if you know how to use it right.”

“Did Talbot know how to use it?” Rose asked.

“I would hope so, or that's a lot of money gone to waste.” 

“How much, if I might ask?” 

Delilah shrugged. “Does it matter?”

“It might.” 

“Ask Johnson.” 

“All right then, Ms. Friedman.” Dead end. Rose changed the subject. “What does the Tower mean?”

Delilah said, “It’s about the worst card you can draw. It means destruction, annihilation, catastrophic change. You draw this from that deck, you better get your affairs in order.”

Rose said, “You really believe in that?” 

Delilah gripped the mug tighter. “My boss is a squid. There's a lot of things I don't have to believe, I just know. And I know the deck that card came from is the real deal.”

“And how do you know that?”

Delilah smiled. “I saw a demonstration. I saw the cards Talbot drew, and they didn't paint a pretty picture. I'm not surprised he's dead, and neither is Mr. Johnson. The only surprising thing is that card in your hands. The matter was supposed to be closed, then it showed up under the door yesterday morning. Spooked both of us like hell.”

Rose scrunched her nose. Playing it cool so Delilah wouldn't clam up again. “So, what, it's all about the card? It doesn't matter if Talbot is dead? Seems callous to me.”

Delilah said, voice even, “Mr. Talbot knew the risks involved. Besides, this is what we have police for.” 

Rose said, “Sorry, sorry. I’m just trying to get a better picture of what I’m dealing with. You understand. Two more questions, if that's all right.” 

“Go for it.”

“First, are you aware of anyone who might wish harm on Mr. Johnson?”

Delilah leaned back in her chair, pulled a folder out from her desk. “I printed this off just for you. List of everyone banned from the store. It's not too long. I figured it’d be nice to have a physical copy.”

Rose skimmed the list, folded it, then stuck it between two pages of her notepad. She’d study it later, when she had privacy and some more time to ponder the mess she'd stepped into.

“Last one. How exactly did Mr. Johnson acquire the tarot deck?”

A chuckle. “That's at the top of the list of things I don't need to know. Besides, if Mr. Johnson didn't tell you how he got it, he didn't think it was relevant to the case.”

Rose smiled. “With all due respect, as the detective on this case, that's for me to decide.”

“It's really not. Now, if you don't mind, I need to get back to work. It's a stressful time for everyone here at the shop, you understand.”

Rose shook the secretary’s hand and left the back office without saying anything. She wandered about the salesfloor, trying to gauge what it was Johnson did. To her undiscerning eyes, the shop wasn't anything special: the same faux-mystical tripe–incense, crystals, books on spirituality and the hermetic tradition–that you could find in any curio shop in the States. 

Maybe that was the point. Maybe it was all set dressing. The shop got enough traffic to pay the bills, while Johnson’s more lucrative sales took place in back rooms. Something you needed to know someone to get in on. The domain of gentlemen’s clubs, with whiskey and cigars and misinformed discussions of kabbalah. Or perhaps such business had passed into the twenty-first century, and now took place on internet forums–the invite-only kind, ones she had never heard of and never would. 

Near the front of the store in a set of display cases were tarot decks and books on interpreting the cards. Rose flagged down a shop clerk–name tag Ruben–and asked, “Do these actually work?”

Ruben rolled his eyes. “Of course they work, but they require a skilled practitioner to interpret. It's not a matter of laying out a hand like you're playing poker. These handbooks here give the basics, but if you want a taste of what a master cartomancer can do, you can always schedule a reading.”

“No, that's all right.” Rose pointed at one of the decks. “Can I get that one maybe? And one of the handbooks you mentioned.” She'd charge it as an expense.

Purchase in hand, Rose went out to the parking lot and opened the passenger door of a tan Hyundai. 

“How’d it go?” Cecilia asked.

“I think there's something Johnson’s secretary isn't saying, not yet at least.”

“Yeah?” 

Rose rubbed her temples. “She said Johnson keeps her in the dark, but she also made it sound like he let her sit in on a meeting with Talbot. How do you square that?” She wasn't sure that was it, but the hunch was there, and she wasn't going to ignore a hunch. 

“Would it help if I go in there and rough her up for you, boss?” 

Rose smiled, gave her a peck on the cheek. “I appreciate the enthusiasm, but I’m gonna have to say no.”

“All right then. Where to next?” 

“I hate to say it, but I think we're going to have to speak to Hudson,” Rose said.

“Hudson?” Rose could feel the disapproval in Cecilia's voice. “Fuckin’ Hudson, of all people?”

“I want to know what the cops know. I texted him already, and he's going to meet me for drinks later.” She pulled out the tarot book. “I want you to flip through this when you get a chance, see if you can find anything useful in here. I'll fill you in on what I learned while we drive.”

Rose picked the bar less for its merits–the cocktails were watery, the ice bemuddled–than its obscurity. A good place to meet people who might not want to be seen in public with her. 

She sat in a booth near the back, running a fingernail along a crack in the green plastic upholstery. She was halfway through her ginger ale–she never drank on a job–when she saw Matthew Hudson walk through the door and raised her hand half-heartedly in greeting. She wasn't looking forward to this reunion.

“Good evening, Detective Hudson.”

“Evangeline.” He made a point to never call her Rose. Lighting a cigarette, he asked, “This about Talbot?”

“I’m working on a matter related to his death. I'm not at liberty to discuss my clients’ private affairs.”

“And I'm not at liberty to discuss official police business, yet here we are.” He smirked at her. Rose hated when he got like this, but he was one of the few detectives who would speak to her at all. They went way back.

She pulled the cigarette out of his hands and took a drag. It was a poor attempt at a power play, and he laughed at her. She thought about blowing the smoke in his face but restrained herself. “Tell me what you want to know, and I'll decide if it's worth it. I am not under any circumstances giving up the identity of my client.” 

Hudson took the cigarette back from her and said, “No need. I know you're working for Hieronymus Johnson and his voodoo shop.”

“And how do you know that?”

“We have him under surveillance. He was at your office this morning, and later you showed up at his shop. Doesn't take a genius.”

“That’s good. You never were much of a brain.”

“Ha.”

Rose sipped her ginger ale. “You gonna interrogate me or are we gonna shoot the shit all evening?”

“Didn’t know you were in a hurry.” 

“Hud.” She hadn't meant for the glass to hit the table so hard. 

He put his hands up. “All right. What kind of business is Johnson up to? What’s the connection with Talbot? I'm gonna grab a drink so you have time to think, then we can decide how to proceed.”

Hudson put out his cigarette and walked to the bar. Five minutes later he came back with a double bourbon. 

Rose said, “He wasn't at the shop when I came by, so maybe you're tailing both of us.”

Hudson said, “I wouldn't tail you. Professional courtesy and all that. There's eyes on his shop, naturally.”

“Naturally. Find out anything interesting?” Rose asked.

“Nope. Your turn.”

“All right then.” She weighed how much to reveal. She already knew she couldn't tell him about the squid shit. “Like you said, he's into witchy crap. It's serious business for him. He has a reputation for procuring rare items on the sly, and he procured something for Talbot recently.” 

“And what might that be?” 

“Did you find a tarot deck at the scene?” 

Hudson crooked an eyebrow. “What the hell does J.D. Talbot want with a tarot deck?”

“Maybe he just wanted to look at the pictures,” Rose said.

“I’m being serious.”

“Regardless of whether either of us believes in this stuff, Talbot did. Did you find a deck or not?”

“We weren't looking for it, but no, can't say we did.”

“Anything else missing?” Rose asked. 

He paused, seemed to be considering the question. “Why would there be? Officially, this was an accidental overdose.”

“Because a billionaire can't afford clean coke, and the very expensive fortune teller shit he just bought walked off by itself–from the penthouse apartment of the Delany Building, no less.”

“Like I said, officially. Whoever took out the bastard wanted it to look like an accident,” Hudson said. “It wouldn't look like an accident if a bunch of Rolexes went missing. They took what they were there for and left.”

“And what they were there for was this tarot deck.” 

“Why, though? Is a card game worth all this trouble? It's just some pieces of paper.”

Rose said, “It’s gotta be worth something, right? Talbot went to a lot of trouble to get it, and someone else went to even more trouble to take it off his hands. Someone killed for it, Hud. I'm trying to figure out who.”

“Friendly word of advice,” Hudson said, lowering his voice, “this case is closed and shut. You find a killer, there's not anything we can do about it. It's nothing to do with me or you. It's just politics, you understand?”

“I know how it is.”

“That said, you get closure of any kind, I'd appreciate a call–for my own benefit. Call it professional curiosity.”

Rose said, “I get it.”

Hudson threw back the rest of his bourbon. “This is about all the time I have. Need to get home soon.”

“Drinking and driving, are we?”

“Fuck you, Evangeline.”

“All right, I won't say anything else about it,” Rose said. “One last thing, though, Hud. I asked if you found anything interesting staking out Johnson’s shop. Did you?”

Hudson put on his jacket. “Not much. Keeps odd hours. Comes in the middle of the night sometimes. There's no solid proof, but I get the sense he's maybe dipping his toes in the less savory side of the antiques business. Based on what you told me, that's probably just, what'd you call it? Procurement. And if you want my honest opinion, I'd tell you if this was a murder investigation, he'd be up there on my list of suspects.”

“Why would Johnson hire me to investigate a crime he committed?”

Hudson shrugged. “You're the detective. Figure it out, Robbie.” With that, he left the bar.

She wanted to swear at him for calling her that name, but she didn't. She couldn't afford to. She sat there white-knuckling her ginger ale and counting to ten over and over again until she was certain he’d had enough time to drive away. Only then did Rose get up, pay her tab–Hudson’s too–and head out to the car three blocks away, where Cecilia was waiting for her.

Rose had already decided not to mention anything to her about Hudson's jab. That would just make Cecilia angry, and if Cecilia was angry, they'd have to work it out before they could get anything else done. Instead she asked, “Find anything good?” 

Cecilia said, “Looks like he's been on a stakeout, or he's just a slob. Burger wrappers, what looked like a porno mag. I didn't know people still bought those.”

“Department logs web traffic.”

“He could use his phone.”

“I think Hud is the kind of guy who needs a big picture to really visualize anything.”

Cecilia snorted. “I didn't think I could jimmy the locks safely where he was parked, so I just peeked through the windows.”

“What about the tarot book?”

“Skimmed it. What Delilah said about the Tower is about right, but interpreting these things isn’t an exact science. And you're not supposed to draw just one, but a handful, so you get a big picture of someone's future.”

“I don't think there's any mystery in that,” Rose said. “The card was just to send a message. Why would they send a whole bunch if the deck is so valuable?”

“Here's a question: If the deck is so valuable, why'd they send a card to begin with? Won't separating the set ruin its value?” 

It was a good question, one Rose had been mulling over herself. “And why did Johnson give it to me?”

“Well, that one's easier. If he doesn't have the card, it can't work its juju on him.”

“It’s just a card, Cecilia, a piece of paper. What can it really do?” 

“You saw a squid man and you don't think that, just maybe, you should suspend your disbelief for a little bit?” Cecilia said.

Rose shook her head. “It's easier to believe something you've seen than something you haven't, and I haven't seen any evidence that this piece of paper does anything special. Besides, if it was some sort of spell, what would he need me for? That's his wheelhouse, not mine.” 

Rose knew Cecilia well enough to expect a riposte, but it didn't come. “What are you thinking? Do you have any idea what to do next?” 

Rose really wasn't sure. She had a feeling the question she had asked Delilah–the unanswered question, about where Johnson got the tarot deck–would give her a better perspective on things. If Delilah wasn't talking, that meant Johnson was her best option. Like he’d said, Rose was an outsider: she didn't have connections in whatever insular world he inhabited, and any attempts she made to poke around his business would not go unnoticed. 

“I think I'm going to have to speak to Johnson again,” Rose said. “There are still too many loose threads. But it's late and that can wait till tomorrow. Let's get back to the apartment and get some sleep.”

Cecilia put it in drive, and they were off. 

Cecilia and Rose lived in an apartment above their small office space, accessible from a central stairwell. The door was unnumbered, with only a slot for mail–a slot with something small and flat lodged in it. Rose felt its glossy finish and its rounded edges and knew immediately what it was. 0. THE FOOL. 

Rose showed it to Cecilia. “Whoever took the deck knows we're working on the case. They might be watching Johnson, or they might have seen me in his shop and maybe recognized me from somewhere.” 

“You want me to look up what this one means?”

“No,” Rose said. “The message is pretty clear.”

They were inside now, coats off, Rose sitting on the couch trying to get a better look at the card in the light, Cecilia pouring herself a whiskey. Rose said no, she wanted to be vigilant, keep herself sharp in case whoever left the card came back. 

Rose pulled out the Tower card to compare it with the Fool. She was certain they were from the same deck, with the same abstract, angular style. Without the text on the bottom and the numerals, she might not have realized what either of them was, but once she’d seen it, she couldn't unsee it. The Tower was simple enough, an angular lightning bolt striking a crumbling stone tower. 

The Fool, though, was harder to make out even when she knew what she was looking at. She had to squint just right to see the figure at the center of the card standing on a precipice, unaware of any danger. A jagged crown rose from its head. The torso and the legs were colorful triangles, much more colorful than anything on the
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