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      I’m a homicide detective. Portland, Oregon is my beat. It’s also my hometown. Not a hotbed of crime, but not exactly peaceful either, and today was starting off with a bang. Barely zero-seven-thirty and we already had a murder to investigate.

      My partner, Jack Barnes, parked our department issued dark blue sedan across the street from a marijuana dispensary on Northeast Sandy Boulevard. The uniforms had already cordoned off the area with yellow crime scene tape, but even this early in the morning civilians were piling up on the sidewalk to either side, trying to get a look. I’d been a murder cop long enough to know that regular, law-abiding citizens got a thrill out of being near the scene of a crime… as long as the police were already present and said citizens knew everything was safe.

      Jack figured it was a result of too many cop shows on television. I thought their fascination with death was part of human nature and had existed long before TV crime shows found their way into our shared world view.

      Whatever.

      The civilians were there, and we ignored them as we exited our car and ducked under the crime scene tape. Occasionally the perpetrator would join that crowd, curious about how his work was perceived, but not often. A quick glance confirmed that one of the uniforms was scanning the civilians with a cell phone camera. Good. All the bases were covered.

      Jack took the lead as we flashed our badges to the uniform in charge.

      “I’m Detective Jack Barnes and this is my partner, Detective Gus Collier,” Jack said, pulling a small spiral-bound notebook from his pocket and clicking his pen open. Glancing at the man’s name badge, he continued, “What can you tell us, Officer Reynolds?”

      The uniform nodded. He stood at ease, relaxed but ready, feet solidly planted, thumbs hooked in his belt. “I was walking my beat this morning and noticed the lights on inside. That’s unusual at zero-seven hundred when they don’t open until ten hundred hours. So I looked in, saw the body, and forced the door.” He glanced at the building and shook his head. “Guy was already dead. I called it in and secured the scene.”

      “The door was locked?” I asked.

      Reynolds nodded. “The back too. I checked when I cleared the building. No sign of a break-in. Everything seemed secure, except for the body… and it looked like he had help getting dead.”

      Jack grunted his thanks and strode into the building accompanied by Officer Reynolds. I hung back, surveying the scene. A normal, well-kept Portland sidewalk beside a busy four-lane street. The marijuana dispensary was a single story, stand-alone building— flat roofed, its exterior walls painted dark green with deep gold trim. The display windows were clean, the shop well-lit. In short, it appeared to be a solid small business operation.

      Time to get moving and see what Jack had found inside.

      Wait, Gus. Don’t go in yet. Sarah appeared beside me, floating a few inches above the sidewalk and shimmering in the morning sunlight. My ghostly partner had been with me for close to six weeks now— ever since I’d investigated her murder at the summer solstice— but her unexpected appearance still caused an adrenaline rush that made my heart hammer.

      I glanced around. The uniforms were all occupied and no one was close enough to notice, so I answered her. “Why not?”

      Look at the threshold.

      I knelt down and examined the space between the sidewalk and the doorframe. A fine line of some type of powdered crystal ran from one side of the opening to the other.

      “What is it?” I murmured.

      Part of a ward, Sarah answered. Use your sight. Examine the doorframe.

      Six weeks wasn’t really long enough to change the habits of a lifetime. I’d always considered myself a regular guy. Sure, I’d been teased my whole life about being the seventh son of a seventh son, but I never put any stock in the legends. After all, I’d never had any special abilities. At least, not until six weeks ago; not until Sarah’s ghost turned my understanding of reality upside down.

      My twenty-eighth birthday just happened to fall on the summer solstice this year, giving me a double whammy of weirdness. Twenty-eight is seven quadrupled, which makes it a very auspicious time for a seventh-seventh to come into his power. Plus, the summer solstice is one of the Old Ones’ eight holy days.

      The universe chose to celebrate my awakening by allowing a corpse— Sarah’s as it turned out— to speak to me at the murder scene I’d been called to investigate.  And while I’ve grown fond of Sarah, I’ve got to tell you, I’ve had better birthday presents.

      I discovered that Sarah Allen was another seventh-seventh, and that she’d been murdered in a blood magic ritual in order to steal her nascent powers. My partner Jack Barnes and I solved the case… with Sarah’s supernatural help. But by the time it was all over, Sarah and I had bonded. She chose to stay in this realm instead of moving on, and I was happy to have her help.

      But she still freaked me out when she just appeared out of thin air.

      Now, I know what you’re thinking: “This seventh-seventh nonsense is just that… nonsense. Supernatural hooey dreamed up by superstitious people with too much time on their hands and overactive imaginations.”

      Trust me. I wish you were right, but you’re not. Sarah is a real ghost, and I’m not delusional.

      And yes, she’s female, so how can she be a seventh-seventh? Well, it turns out that even though I fit the traditional profile— the seventh son of a seventh son— gender isn’t really an issue. Birth order is the determining factor. Sarah is the seventh child of a seventh child. If she’d made it to her twenty-eighth birthday, she would’ve come into her power. Unfortunately Jason Morgan murdered her on the cusp of the summer solstice in order to co-opt her abilities before they had a chance to blossom.

      Abilities I now possessed, but still needed to be reminded to use.

      I sighed, ran a hand across my eyes, and allowed my second sight to slip into place. When I looked at the doorframe again I saw that the deep gold trim paint was covered in glowing glyphs and runes. The lowest ones actually touched the powdered crystal. The entire opening shimmered with power.

      “But people have been moving in and out through that door all morning,” I whispered. “Hell’s bells! Jack went in just a couple of minutes ago.”

      It’s not a ward against normal humans, Sarah said. I’m not exactly sure what it protects against, but I’m betting I won’t be able to cross it. I can feel the power from here.

      “What about me?”

      She shrugged. No clue. Try it and see.

      I scowled at her. “Thanks for your concern.” I said, trying to keep my sarcasm in check.

      Really. I tried. Scout’s honor.

      Sarah grinned, and I stuck a finger into the open doorway. A buzz of power stung me and I jerked my hand back. If a finger caused that much of a jolt, I didn’t want to consider crossing that void with my whole body.

      Jack appeared on the other side, a frown creasing his forehead. “What?” he asked. “You waiting for an engraved invitation or something?”

      Jack’s not the best looking guy in the world— his hair is thinning and going gray, his cheeks are constantly stubbled, and he’s got a definite spare tire around his middle— but he’s a solid detective and a good friend. He used to give me a lot of grief about the seventh-seventh thing, but after discovering it was the motive for Sarah’s murder, he’d stopped teasing me. He decided if some loony took it seriously enough to kill for, it wasn’t a laughing matter.

      He doesn’t know that I came into my power during that investigation, or anything about Sarah other than as a murder victim, but his decision has made my life easier, so I’m grateful.

      “Look at this,” I said and knelt down to examine the powder again. Jack mimicked me from the other side. “What do you make of it?”

      “No clue,” he said. “Might be important; might not. Better grab a sample just in case.” He pulled an evidence bag out of his pocket and scooped a bit of the powder into it, breaking the seal.

      The wards winked out of existence, allowing Sarah and me to follow Jack into the shop’s interior. The corpse, a young man, sprawled face down in front of a softly illuminated, and very bloody, glass-front display counter. Blood pooled on the floor around his upper body.

      “Someone slit his throat?” I asked Jack, glancing at the pattern of arterial spray that coated the front of the glass display.

      He nodded. “The medical examiner will say for sure, but it looks like he was kneeling in front of the counter when someone grabbed him from behind and....” He didn’t finish the sentence, but pantomimed slicing a throat.

      I swallowed and nodded toward the counter. “Yeah. If he’d been standing, the spray pattern would be higher. On the top of the counter and the wall behind, not just on the front.” I paused before asking, “Identification?”

      “David Howe, according to his driver’s license.” Jack nodded to a wallet encased in a plastic evidence bag and resting on top of the display case. “That was in his pocket. Cash and credit cards are still there.”

      “So, not a robbery,” I said. “Or at least, not of him. Any idea if anything was taken from the store?”

      “Place looks pretty neat,” he said, and I had to agree. Except for the blood, the display case appeared untouched and the shelves behind the counter boasted neat rows of various types of cannabis products.

      Officer Reynolds approached. “Excuse me, detective. I’ve got the information you asked for.”

      Jack turned to confer with him, while I stepped aside to examine the scene… and talk to Sarah.

      “Where’s the ghost?” I asked quietly.

      He’s already moved on, she said. I saw the light while we were still outside.

      I nodded and breathed a sigh of relief. I didn’t really want to have to deal with another ghost. I’d learned with Sarah that even though the victim might know who killed them, they were incapable of providing the information. A fact that was frustrating to both the living and the dead.

      “Reynolds is contacting the owner,” Jack said, turning to join me again. “Nothing looks out of place, but there could’ve been a lot of cash on hand.”

      I nodded. Marijuana dispensaries were in limbo as far as finances went. They were legal in many states, including Oregon, but credit card companies wouldn’t deal with them since they weren’t recognized nationally. Most banks refused to do business with them as well. This meant that dispensaries tended to deal in cash, and often had to store that cash on the premises. A risky enterprise in more ways than one.

      Hell of a coincidence, Sarah said, gazing at the sign proclaiming the name of the business.

      I quirked an eyebrow at her to encourage her to elaborate. Jack was too close to risk asking her directly.

      This place is called “First Fruits”, she said.

      I shot her an annoyed glare. I could read after all.

      She glared right back. I thought you were reading up on the ancient holy days, she said, shifting her position so her cute little fists rested on her nicely curved hips. She’d been a very attractive young woman, blonde and blue-eyed with a lithe, athletic body. Too bad she was forever doomed to wear the blue hospital scrubs she’d been murdered in. Sarah had been a doctor, a resident in her last year of training at Sisters of Mercy Hospital.
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