

[image: Cover for Seeds of Malice]



Seeds of Malice


A Psychic Visions Novel
Book #11

Dale Mayer


About This Book


Shunned by her friends, betrayed by her lover, charged with murder. Rinse, repeat…

After being acquitted of murder, botanist Fern Geller tells herself she’s turning her back on the past. She intends to learn everything she can about poisonous plants by completing a six-month contract at the Garden of Death. Only then does she find the answer she seeks. But, when she returns to the conservatory where the first murder took place, she discovers the new boss is missing and several others are dead. Fern is once again the chief suspect.

FBI agent London Behring should know best that appearances can be deceptive…and deadly. Fern is as beautiful as an angel, and just as gentle. He can hardly believe someone would accuse her of murder. The first set of murder charges against her had been dismissed. The question is, why would she come back to the scene of the crime – at the very moment she would fall under suspicion a second time? Does she possess the seeds of malice that would be required to walk away after committing so many crimes?

The one thing London knows he needs to do is keep his guard up at all times while he finds out the truth. Fern’s charm could prove to be the very lure that’s impossible for him to resist.

Sign up to be notified of all Dale’s releases here!


Your Free Book Awaits!


KILL OR BE KILLED

Part of an elite SEAL team, Mason takes on the dangerous jobs no one else wants to do – or can do. When he’s on a mission, he’s focused and dedicated. When he’s not, he plays as hard as he fights.

Until he meets a woman he can’t have but can’t forget. Software developer, Tesla lost her brother in combat and has no intention of getting close to someone else in the military. Determined to save other US soldiers from a similar fate, she’s created a program that could save lives. But other countries know about the program, and they won’t stop until they get it – and get her.

Time is running out … For her … For him … For them …

DOWNLOAD a complimentary copy of MASON? Just tell me where to send it!

[image: Complimentary Download]


Chapter 1
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Botanist Fern Geller pushed open the door to the Milton conservatory, one of Portland’s brightest tourist spots, and took a deep breath of fresh humid air. She preferred to work outside when given a chance, but, if not an option, she enjoyed working here. She used to come on a regular basis, but that was before…

There was a slight nip to the spring air. In contrast, inside it resembled the moist tropics. She loved them both, but going from one to the other was a little rough. She took her long braid and twisted it atop her head as she stood in place and took several more inhales, letting her lungs adjust to the shift in humidity. Also calming herself, shoving back the worry.

Loosening the top two buttons of her jacket, she strode through the main pathway toward the tour group ahead of her. The last thing she wanted was to get embroiled in a multitude of questions if she met the wrong people here, but she needed to know where the head of the department had hidden himself. It was a bit of a joke, but Reginald Drover preferred to be where no one could find him. A fascinating man to talk to—incredibly intelligent and extremely knowledgeable about his specialties—but the dispensing of his knowledge or the offering of any assistance was just not his forte.

How he maintained his position here was a mystery.

At least everyone else in the place was responsible.

The tour stopped to look at the orchids, and she caught sight of the tour guide.

Brittany. Good. She’d help. Fern stood in the back of the group and waited until Brittany’s glance landed on her. She smiled as Brittany’s face lit up. Brittany was a good kid, in her second year at the university, working on her own botany degree while helping at the conservatory on a part-time basis. Excusing herself from the group for a moment, Brittany walked toward Fern.

“Hey, I didn’t realize you were back in town.” Brittany opened her arms and hugged Fern. Stepping back, Brittany studied Fern’s face. “You don’t look too bad for someone who’s been working in the Garden of Death.”

Fern shook her head. “And I’m trying not to let anybody know I’ve returned,” she said drily. “I’m looking for Reggie. Any idea where he is?”

“No, today is my first shift in a couple days. I haven’t seen him yet. I suppose you checked all the usual places?” Brittany asked with a big smile. “It’s early enough he won’t have skipped out for the day yet.”

“Or so you’d assume,” Fern murmured. “In the months I’ve been gone, has he found any new hiding spots?”

Brittany shook her head. “I don’t think so, but then I’m only here a few hours a week now, so anything’s possible.

“Why only a few hours?” That wasn’t good.

Brittany shrugged, her eyes downcast. “I almost lost my job. Reggie said I could stay for four hours maximum. I know the budget costs have overrun, and, with the latest news, the donations and grants have almost dried up. I’m lucky to get even this much.”

“Interesting. Last I heard the conservatory was doing well.”

“Oh, it was,” Brittany said earnestly. “But, since you’ve been gone, you may not have heard all the rumors.”

“Rumors?” Fern shoved her hands in her pockets to keep her fists hidden away. Rumors were deadly. They could destroy anybody and everything in their vicinity, and were often created without a grain of truth.

“Two deaths in the last couple months. One was a maintenance man, the other a visitor. Apparently unrelated. Now people are saying the place is haunted,” Brittany added with avid horror. “Everyone is saying they’ve been murdered.”

Fern’s eyes widened in shock. That couldn’t be good. “Haunted? Murders?”

That was the last thing she’d expected Brittany to say. Fern knew a little too much fraternizing went on between the staff employees, causing some rumor trouble, and although they happened everywhere, when it came to grant money, nobody could afford to have the faintest whisper of wrongdoing.

“Yes.” Brittany leaned forward so none of the tour participants could hear. “And nobody knows what killed either of them.” She took a step back, hurriedly twisting around to look at her group, as if to ensure they weren’t listening in. “Be careful,” she told Fern. Brittany glanced again at the gathering of guests, shifting restlessly. “I have to go. Bye.” With a little finger wave, Brittany returned to the front of the tour group and said in a loud voice, “Okay, everyone, let’s move on to the cactus gardens.”

With happy murmurs they followed along.

Fern watched for several moments. This conservatory was one of the largest in the world, split up into multiple themes. It had always been a favorite of the public, and even housed a special plant that only bloomed once every twenty years. People flocked in to see that rare occurrence. All these efforts brought in a lot of extra funding.

Like any grant-run institute, keeping the money flowing was always a difficult job. Any suspicious deaths would dry up the funding quickly. And that couldn’t be allowed to happen.

With a frown, Fern retreated the way she’d entered.

Why two deaths now? Unless they were connected. Yet Brittany said they weren’t. But then Brittany was a student, not a detective.

Surely somebody would have more information. That somebody should be Reggie. Something else to ask him about. If Fern could find him… His admin should know his whereabouts.

Fern hurried toward the office building, and, pulling out her ID card, swiped it to gain entrance. Only it wouldn’t open the doors. She swiped a second time, and it still didn’t work.

Through the double glass entryway doors, she saw someone inside, walking toward the exit. She stepped back out of the way, waiting until he opened the door. She flashed her card, and he held the door for her to enter.

Inside she headed down the long hallway to the stairwell. She took the stairs over an elevator any day. She studied her card, wondering if it had been damaged. Or had enough change occurred in her absence that her rights and access had been revoked, and no one had told her?

But then why would anyone do that? She was on the board, an active member in good standing. Sure, she’d been gone for six months. That was likely the cause of the problem. Maybe they’d been forced to upgrade the security system, and, as she hadn’t been around, her access may not have been sorted out.

Feeling better for that explanation, she picked up the pace and almost ran up the last set of stairs. A lot of research was done here. Although they were listed as office buildings, the main offices were at the back behind a separate locked entryway altogether. She’d phoned Reggie’s earlier this morning and left a message, telling him that she’d be coming to see him. It was foolish in that she doubted he ever listened to them.

Rebecca Ferguson wasn’t at her desk out front like she normally was.

Finally reaching Reggie’s office, Fern knocked gently on the wooden door. She gazed through the window beside the door, and it appeared dark inside, empty. Getting no answer, she knocked harder, then reached for the doorknob and turned it. It was unlocked. She pushed open the door.

She could tell it was empty with one glance. Exactly as she had figured. Damn.

She walked through the larger outer office and into the inner one in the back. If he was here, he’d be in the back corner. But it was empty too. His desk was cleaned off. Walking back out, she closed both doors and headed to the little coffee room at the end of the hall.

There she found two people, both strangers in official-looking business suits, their backs to her as they faced the huge wall-to-ceiling window.

“Have either of you seen Reggie?”

The two men pivoted her way.

She gave them a casual nod.

She couldn’t see the second man as he now stood slightly behind the first, who stepped toward her and asked, “No. Why do you want to see him?” The other man straightened but remained silent.

She gave the first guy a startled look. Not what she’d been expecting. She followed up with a noncommittal answer. “I was hoping to talk with him this morning.” She shrugged. “Only he’s not in his office.”

She turned to leave, but the first man called back, “Why would you expect him to be?”

She froze. Then very slowly she turned around to stare at the two men studying her. She still couldn’t see the second man. “Why wouldn’t I? It’s his office.”

The first man’s lips tilted in a sneer.

She studied him, then asked, “Who are you? And just what the hell is going on here?”

“Maybe we should be asking you that question. Dr. Death, isn’t it?”

Her heart froze. That name. Dear God. When would she ever be able to discard it? She kept her face blank as her spine stiffened and her blood pumped through her veins at triple the normal rate. If she could just get one breath out…

The first man stepped closer and pulled out a badge that he held up for her to see.

FBI. She stared at it with a horrible sense of déjà vu. Like hell she wanted anything to do with these two. Ripples snaked down her spine, but at least her chest moved properly. And she breathed.

She shook her head and took a step back. “Why is the FBI at the conservatory?”

“We’d like to see your ID,” the first man said with a hard smile. “A nickname is not the same as proper identification. If you don’t mind…”

“And, if I do, particularly as you seem to think you know who I am,” she snapped, “what then?”

He took one more step toward her, conveniently in front of the second man, blocking her view again. “Then we’ll have to insist.”

She snorted in disgust. “Of course you will. After all, that’s how you deal with people, isn’t it? Manhandle your way into places where you’re not welcome and through situations without any finesse or care for someone else. Especially not for the truth. Typical,” she said in a waspish tone.

She was instantly sorry for spouting out her wrath, but she had no love for the FBI—or any law enforcement. The FBI just topped the list. It was hard to forgive them for the treatment she’d received at their hands. At least Derek, London’s brother, wasn’t here—her ex-fiancé who’d betrayed her in the worst way. That would just be the icing on the cake. She’d be running like hell back to England and the proffered extension on her contract at Alnwick Garden.

Still, antagonizing these men right off the bat wasn’t the smartest move. “Look, I’m just trying to find Reggie. Do you know where he is?” She pulled her card from her pocket and handed it over. The agent took it and read her name. Instantly a frown whispered across his face. And she knew he’d heard her name before. At least the family name. Damn, she didn’t need this. “So where is he?” she asked quietly.

“We don’t know. He’s gone missing.”

She raised both hands. “Why not just say that from the beginning? He loves to do that, it’s what he does. We spend half our days looking for him just so we can get a few problems solved around this place.” She turned back to the door. “Thanks for nothing but wasting more of my time.”

As she walked through the door, the first man called out, “We mean, he’s gone missing, not just unavailable for a few hours or a day.”

She froze.

“That is, of course, one of the reasons we wanted to speak with you.”

She bowed her head. Of course it was.

She pivoted, her emotions carefully removed from her expression. “And why would there be an ‘of course’ in there?” She waited a long moment for one of the two men to speak. When they stayed silent, she gave a gentle sniff. “I thought so.”

With a hard spin, she headed out the door once again.

And heard the first man ask in a low tone, “Did you kill him?”

The pain ricocheted inside through her gut and bounced off her bones before shooting a rod up her spine. “No. I didn’t.” And she took another step, the ache deep inside almost too much to bear.

“How can we believe you? You killed the previous head of the department.”

She stood stock-still and closed her eyes, shaking her head. This would never go away. It didn’t matter how many times she denied it or held up the acquittal for all to see. As far as anyone else was concerned, she’d killed Ben Kimball, the former head of the conservatory. The man Reginald Drover had replaced. It didn’t matter to anyone that Ben needed killing in the worst way.

She kept her eyes closed, even when she heard movement. One of the men stood before her now.

When she lifted her eyelids, her body jolted with the shock of recognition. Her heart, well, it knew her mate—and the pain of losing him. No, it wasn’t Derek—it was someone much worse.

It was London Behring, Derek’s hardass and way-too-sexy brother.

Shit.


Chapter 2
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“Hello, Fern.” London’s voice was hard, cold.

She’d never known it to be otherwise, except in the very beginning when he’d been the complete opposite. But she’d been fooled by one brother, and it hadn’t taken long to see through the second. Both untrustworthy. Both played with women’s hearts. Both would do anything to make their own agenda happen. It didn’t matter who got hurt.

She gave him a hard look right back and said, “London.” Her breath still caught at the sight of him, at his name on her lips—and at the hint of color around him … and his partner. She blinked, and the green tinge disappeared. She shook her head. That had to be her imagination.

The first man looked from London to her and said, “You two know each other?”

“Not really,” Fern said. “Interesting, London, how you can now work a case you’re personally involved in. I thought that wasn’t allowed.”

The first man looked briefly confused, shrugged and said, “The bosses put him on this case, so, whatever trouble you cause, it won’t wash.”

“Of course not. The FBI does whatever it wants with whomever it wants, right?”

London said, “Cut the crap. What do you know about what’s going on here?”

“Nothing. I just got back into town. I came to see Reginald. I left a message on his answering machine this morning. I expected him to be around today.” She waited a few moments, getting nothing but silence in return, and then said, “So, unless you’re arresting me, taking me to FBI headquarters, or to the local police station, I really must go. Always a pleasure.” Fern spun on her heels and walked out, shutting the door very quietly behind her. She wanted to slam it but knew it would just make London happy.

Derek had been an asshole, but London, well, his actions had hurt her more than she could say. London was a bastard. Apparently she was a slow learner. She’d thought she’d gotten that message by now. It was just hard to accept. Even though her heart had taken a quivering jump of joy at the sight of him, at the sound of his voice, once that emotional jolt had calmed down, she faced reality.

The man was lethal. And not in a good way.

Where the hell was Reggie? If he was truly missing—as in, involuntarily—it would be bad for the conservatory. They couldn’t weather another suspicious incident. The possibility that something could have happened to him made it that much worse. He was both friend and colleague. She lifted a hand, wincing to see the tremors, not just in her fingers but throughout her whole arm.

Confrontation always gave her the shakes. Her childhood hadn’t given her the social skills to handle conflict with others.

She headed to the cafeteria. It was a faint hope, but Reginald had been known to sit in the backroom to work. His theory being that, if he couldn’t be found, he couldn’t be asked questions, and that was the only way he’d get work done. She wandered through the cafeteria, looking over the many tables and into the little nooks and crannies where the staff came for their breaks. But so far found no sign of Reggie. With eyes on the manager, she walked over to Denise and asked, “Have you seen Reggie today?”

Denise shook her head. “No, not at all. I hadn’t expected to see you today either.” She wore a big smile. “Welcome back.”

“Thanks. I just got home yesterday. I was supposed to meet with Reggie as soon as I landed. He never did confirm, and I haven’t seen him yet. I figured I’d better come in today anyway and find him.”

Denise nodded. “As always, who knows where he is?”

The two women exchanged knowing looks, Fern hiding her growing concern. Thanking Denise, Fern turned and headed out the back door. People sat outside in some nice sunny spots, but Reggie wasn’t one of them. It was also possible Reggie hadn’t shown up for work; in which case, he could be at his house, although no one seemed to be there last night as she left the airport to drive by it, with no lights on inside or out and no cars in the driveway.

She resumed her quick tour of the conservatory property. No Reggie. She returned to her vehicle. Inside, dread piled up. She sat in her car for a long moment and then decided she had to find out for sure.

She left the parking lot and drove to Reggie’s home. She still wasn’t sure he lived in the same place. She’d kept in contact with him for the last six months, and he hadn’t said anything about moving, but that didn’t mean anything. Reginald was just as forgetful as he was good at avoiding people. She pulled into his driveway, happy to see it looked the same as it had late last night. She got out and checked the side garage door. She recognized Reggie’s vehicle inside. That was a good sign, right? Although, last night she hadn’t exited her vehicle to check Reggie’s garage. The car may have been there even then. She walked up to the front door and knocked.

No answer. She pressed the doorbell and waited. And waited. Nothing. She was afraid to open the front door. She looked in through the windows but couldn’t see anything. Not quite knowing what else to do, she walked around to the back door where the kitchen veranda was. As she neared the porch, she froze.

She saw no sign of anyone. It was quiet. However, there was a smell, not of death or decay—although both were here.

But of poison.

She slowly backtracked and came up against a hard body. She screamed and bolted. Only to get snagged and held firm. She twisted in hard arms to glare at London. Of course it was him. “What the hell are you doing scaring me like that?”

He raised an eyebrow and stared at her. “What the hell are you doing here?”

“I told you at the conservatory, I’m looking for Reggie. You say he’s missing. Well, I’m worried. Did you get a warrant to go in?”

He just stared at her, as uncompromising and unhelpful as always. “Why were you backing up?”

“Because I didn’t like the smell,” she snapped. She didn’t know if he understood. Probably not. In London’s case, it was way too confusing to know what he thought.

He raised his head and sniffed the air. Shrugged. “I don’t smell anything.”

“Of course you don’t.” She shook her head, freed herself of his hands that he still hadn’t dropped and turned to walk around the house to her car.

“Where are you going now?”

“Home.”

“What about this smell you were talking about?” he asked in a mocking voice.

She shrugged. “The only thing I can do is tell law enforcement. Since I’ve told you, I’ve taken care of my civic duty.”

She picked up speed. She didn’t know if he would continue to follow her or not, but she wasn’t hanging around. She had no idea if Reginald lay inside the house, but now that more suspicious circumstances had been encountered, she hoped London would do the right thing.
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London watched the craziest, wildest, most passionate woman he’d ever met flee from him. Again. No love was lost between the two of them. Not now. Maybe not ever. But given the circumstances surrounding their association, that was probably a damn good thing.

She had been charged with multiple murders; the case had gone to trial, and she’d been acquitted. He hadn’t been a part of that circus, yanked off the investigation by his bosses, although he knew she blamed him. If only for not stopping the police and FBI on their trumped-up charges against her. Maybe if their positions had been reversed, he’d have felt the same. He hadn’t had a chance to explain his side of the issue, and he wasn’t sure he could say much. All the evidence had pointed to her, but had it? He knew the cops were pissed when she’d walked.

But, for him, it had been a huge relief. She was a powerful narcotic, and, when around her, he’d struggled to kick the addiction. Before the trial, she’d been alive with laughter and joy. So beautiful, ethereal, as if not of this world. He’d been fascinated. But, during it, she’d been exhausted and terrorized, proclaiming her innocence. Thankfully, the jurors had agreed.

She had left the country soon afterward without saying a word to him.

Those months apart had helped him get his life together after his parents’ death, just one month before the trial. His brother was still a mess today. And, for some of that, London placed the blame squarely on Fern. She had a lot to atone for, even if she hadn’t been involved in the murder of the former department head or the other three people who had died.

That another department head was missing… Well, that was something to think about. The conservatory had had two suspicious deaths in the last six months. He knew the local cops were desperately trying to put her at the scene at the right time. But, according to everything they’d found, she’d been in England and firmly off their list of suspects.

Except on her days off when she’d traveled the countryside. In the cops’ minds, she’d sneaked back into the States somehow. More frustrated and angrier than ever, the cops still waited for her to make a mistake. As London considered Reginald’s unknown whereabouts, he had to wonder if that had just happened.

Steve, his partner for the last five months, walked up. “What the hell’s going on?”

London gave him a quick glance. “Not a whole lot to tell. She was acquitted of the murder of the previous head of the department. And, according to her, just arrived stateside.”

“Well, I doubt she’s stupid enough to immediately murder the second one.”

London shrugged. “As we well know, murderers aren’t always logical.”

“Sounds like she’s been set up to me,” Steve said.

“I considered that. And, if there’s one thing this woman has, it’s enemies.”

“Including you?” Steve asked. “If you were involved with her, I wonder why you were assigned to this case. Crossing lines like that is not the smartest.”

London nodded. “Sometimes you must do everything you can to put the past behind you.”

“How is your brother?”

“The same.” With that he turned toward Reginald’s kitchen door. “She said she smelled something. I have to admit she looked terrified.”

Steve walked up to the back door and sniffed. “I can’t smell anything.”

London nodded. “She’s always had a nose for danger, and for death. If she said she smelled something, I believe her.” London motioned to the kitchen door. “Let’s check.”

Steve turned the handle and pushed open the door silently. They didn’t have to step any closer to recognize the odor. The smell of death.

“Shit,” London whispered.

Both pulled their weapons and entered cautiously, calling out to identify who they were, and slowly walked into the kitchen.

The room was empty, but a definite odor came from the right side. London motioned at his partner and slipped into the other room. He stopped at the doorway.

There was a body all right. But not the one he had expected. Instead of Reginald, London found a middle-aged woman in jeans and a sweatshirt. He approached carefully but found no visible sign of trauma. She lay crumpled on the floor, her face twisted, her hands at her side as if clutching her belly.

Considering the earlier look on Fern’s face and that nose of hers, poison would be an easy guess. But they’d have to wait for the autopsy. London searched the room for more victims. Then he and his partner searched the main floor and found nothing. They moved upstairs to check all the rooms on the top floor. No sign of Reginald. They silently made their way to the basement. And again found nothing out of the ordinary.

Beside the victim once more, London called it in. He turned toward his partner. “So, we have a dead woman in Reginald’s house. He wasn’t married, but he did have a long-time partner.”

Steve looked around. “So was he kidnapped from here, or is he still missing on purpose?”

“Meaning?”

“Is he just avoiding his duties at the conservatory and has no idea what happened here? Did he kill this woman? Did he see who did? Did he interrupt something, then ran for his life? Or did he pull a disappearing act and left his partner to face whatever trouble he alone got himself into?”

“Was he the kind of man to do that? We need to know more about him,” London said, quietly studying the orderly room. Outside of the body, there was little disturbance to the home.

“I’ll run a background check on him. And her. Canvass his neighborhood and interview his coworkers. According to the staff we’ve spoken with so far, he’s likely hiding somewhere, hoping the rumors will die down over the two recent deaths. But now, with this”—Steve pointed at the dead body—“I’ll ask around some more.”

London nodded. “The forensics crew will be here soon.” He turned in a slow circle. “We need to find anything here before this place becomes so damn crowded we can’t even walk through it.”

“Also my run on the license plates confirms his car is here. If he’s intentionally missing, wouldn’t he have taken his own wheels?”

“Or he drove off with hers…” London cast a look at Steve. “Or he left on foot. Or he’s been driven by someone else, either willingly or not.”

Steve nodded. “Logical assumptions.”

London snorted. “Which just means we’re probably wrong on all counts about what happened, and we haven’t considered everything yet.”

The two grinned. They’d worked enough cases to know how true that often was.

“Anything to the rumors about her?” Steve asked.

Her. Fern. London shrugged and gave as neutral an answer as he could. And failed. “No idea. I just know I fell hard, but she was charged soon after, and I didn’t know which way was up for a long time.” And he hadn’t had enough time in their relationship to learn who she really was on the inside, but he kept that to himself.

“Interesting woman.”

“No. Secretive. Reticent. Lethal in so many ways. Interesting is way too mild a term.”
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The bitch was back. He couldn’t believe it. He’d been waiting for this day for months. Talk about great timing. He’d driven past her house, as he always did, when he saw her. For a long moment, he froze in place, unable to even breathe. When he finally could, joy took over. It was all he could do to curtail a crazy dance.

Now he could put his plans in motion. He would make her pay. Like she should’ve the last time. Now he wouldn’t give the courts a chance to let her walk. He would make certain she suffered forever. If the cops didn’t pick her up and charge her within days, he’d hold his own personal tribunal. And he’d ensure she was found guilty.

It was hard to contain his joy, to believe that the time was now.

He’d put so much effort into his last attempt only to have it all blow up into nothing.

When he’d watched her burst into tears of joy at her acquittal, he’d been ready to kill her right then and there—just reaching out, snapping her neck in front of everyone.

But then he’d have paid the price, and that was not acceptable. Only one person here would pay, and that was her.


Chapter 3
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Fern drove home with careful precision, her fingers locked on the steering wheel as she tried to control the panic rising inside once more. She’d calmed down after seeing London again, although her mind still struggled with the green hue she’d seen. She didn’t see auras. These were warning cues to her. And witnessing the hardened wariness in London’s gaze… Regardless of what she’d been through, his months hadn’t been easy either. She didn’t want to sympathize. She wanted to stamp down her happy emotions and use her hate to keep him at bay.

But it wasn’t working.

The smell of poison at Reginald’s house was the same one she couldn’t get anybody else to detect at her trial because the participants’ senses weren’t that acute.

She’d had no idea hers was that discriminating, so definitive that she could detect toxins. She hadn’t known how to convince anybody else poison was involved. Thankfully, her lawyer had, and that trick had turned the tide in the trial. She still had nightmares, thinking about what could have happened if he hadn’t set up those tests for her—ones done right in the courtroom in front of the jurors’ eyes.

Home now, she parked, got out and walked to the rear of her house. She’d left it empty while in England.

And she was more than ready to leave the country again. Particularly knowing a job—and friends—waited for her across the pond. Inside she put on the teakettle, walked to her laptop and turned it on. She could return to Alnwick Garden and do another six months there. Put all this behind her. Walk away before she was embroiled to a level she couldn’t get out of. She knew full well that the chances of getting through another court case with a second acquittal were almost nonexistent. Some people were determined to see her behind bars even now—and could manufacture evidence to keep her there. She knew that firsthand.

So many people believed she’d been a killer. They were wrong. And, if not for some unique friends, Fern would have gone down. The hardest thing about leaving the country the last time had been leaving her few, but true, friends behind. Yet they could communicate on a level she’d barely accessed. She’d worked hard to gain it though and hadn’t been lonely once her skills had increased. In fact, while keeping in touch with her special friends here, she’d met several telepathically similar ones in England. According to them, an entire underworld of people existed with the ability to communicate on different levels. Fern wasn’t sure exactly how much of it she believed, but they had stood by her in her darkest of times. For that she’d be forever grateful.

Considering everyone else had ditched her.

Girlfriends, coworkers, family, friends, and London. Derek had been worse. Even her extended family hadn’t believed in her.

And that had hurt, and still did, a lot. Then again, they didn’t know her. She’d just assumed family stood behind one another. Where she’d gotten that idea, she didn’t know. But the dream had blown up in her face. Again.

She had been well-respected in her field until charged with murder. She was a botanist, following in her parents’ footsteps—only they’d been interested in herbs that healed, whereas hers lie in cultivating those that killed.

In many cases, there was a lot of overlap.

Her fascination had started in childhood and never stopped. Her grandfather, also a botanist, had died from an accidental overdose from picking tea leaves, something he did all the time. But this time, he’d mixed a lethal concoction. She’d often wondered if it had been an accident or intentional. He’d died while she was a child. Her parents rarely spoke of him. It captivated her that something so green and lovely looking could be lethal in so many forms. It had taken her decades to get where she was today. The last six months at the Garden of Death, as it was called, had been an eye-opener. She knew most of the toxic plants; but, to see the precautions necessary to grow these particular ones, especially in such close confines to each other, well, she’d been hooked.

The experience had also been a welcome breather after her nightmare trial.

Still, Ben Kimball, the former head of the Portland conservatory, had been poisoned. With Fern a specialist in her field, well published on the subject, all interests had been on her. It didn’t matter how stupid it was to kill somebody with your own specialty. Better to kill using somebody else’s.

But, when she had tried to convince the police of that, she’d gotten nowhere. So she tried to convince the FBI. No luck. Such was life when people feared you, distrusted what you had to say or just didn’t want to look too close. Particularly when London’s brother was involved. Derek had a lot of pull, and a lot of friends. He’d spread a great deal of poison, sowed numerous seeds of doubt.

She’d survived. But she wasn’t a masochist. She couldn’t go through that again.

With her laptop up and running, she quickly checked her email. One from Brent in England, asking her to please return. He didn’t feel good about her trip home. She gave a strangled laugh.

And he didn’t know about the email threatening Reggie that had sent her running home. The timing had been too perfect. Her six-month contract was over, and she’d been considering this trip already.

She hit Reply and typed an answer to Brent’s email.

Glad you said that because I don’t either. Now the new head of the department has gone missing. Of course, the FBI wants to talk to me. They were involved last time too with Ben’s death as he’d consulted for them on several high profile cases.

Tears filled her eyes as she tried to explain. She’d spent many a long afternoon telling Brent about the case. A concerned stranger, he had helped her by letting her talk things through. He’d instinctively trusted her. She didn’t want him to think that was unfounded. When she finally finished her message, she sent it to him.

Just then her email dinged, signaling a new arrival in her in-box.

It was from Reginald. Excited, she opened the email and froze.

If you are getting this, it means I’m dead.

She sank slowly back in her chair as she continued to read.

Every day an alert comes up, to Send or Not Send. Every day up until now I could say, no, don’t send. Therefore, if you’re getting this, I’m in no condition to stop it from being sent. In that case, you’re in danger. Last time was a witch hunt. You survived, and got out. I was so happy for you, so proud of you. I never believed you were guilty.

At the same time, I haven’t been completely honest. Not sure it’s possible anymore. Things got very distorted, so completely confused. I wanted to call you back several times to help me. Two people have died here over the last six months. The cops said the deaths were accidental. They are wrong.

Thankfully, you were out of the country at the time, so nobody could pin them on you. But I suspect someone. I just don’t know how to find out the truth without stirring up more problems. For you. For me. For the conservatory.

The worst-case scenario is that the killer found me. Trust me, he knows I’m looking at him. In which case… well, I couldn’t stop this email, so draw your own conclusion.

The best-case scenario is that I’ve had a heart attack after a long-lived happy life, and it’s forty years in the future, and you’re wondering why the hell I sent this to you. But I know better. Also, I received several threats. I’m not a fool, no matter how much I give that impression, but I saw things in my life I didn’t really care for, and I like most people even less. What I really do love is this conservatory. I’d tell you to run the hell away, but I know you won’t do that either. I hope we get a chance to meet again. But, if not, you’ll know why.

There the message ended.

She stared at it for a long moment, shaking her head. Into the quiet room around her, she whispered, “Why Reggie? Why?”

This was so not what she needed.

Her phone rang. She answered, her mind still consumed with the email. And then she saw the name. She gave a broken sob and said, “Hello, Stefan.”

“You’re transmitting very loudly again.”

“I’m sorry.” She tried to shut down the amplification of her thoughts.

He sighed. “Did you tell anyone about the letter that brought you home?”

“I just had some shocking news on top of a shocking day.”

“Yes, it’s been growing until about two o’clock this afternoon.” His voice gentled. “Right now, though, whatever you just saw or did vibrated off the charts.”

She sniffled, trying hard to stop crying. “You could tell? Without knowing the source?”

“I would explain if I could, but it’s not always possible. So what’s going on?”

She told him of the events leading to today’s email from Reggie, ending with, “It’s déjà vu. The letter-writer didn’t even watch or care that I had followed the instructions. I came home in the twenty-four-hour time frame, but Reggie is missing now, as of yesterday morning.”

“No, it’s not déjà vu,” he snapped. “What happened last time shouldn’t have. It sure as hell is not about to repeat itself.”

“I couldn’t stop it then either,” she reminded him.

“No, but the killer has been active since, while you were in a totally different country. I heard another two died at the conservatory…” he let this voice trail off then added in a stronger tone, “We need to consider that the threatening letter was more about getting you to return than harming Reggie.”

“I heard about that today as well, since I deliberately didn’t follow the US news while I was gone.” She took a deep breath and added, “And speaking of bringing me home to the US, somebody’s dead inside Reggie’s house.”

She winced at Stefan’s sharp inhale.

“But I don’t know who.”

“Let me check,” he said, his voice fading.

She waited. If there was ever an odd couple, she and Stefan were it. She didn’t even know who he was until she had been charged with murder. He had walked into the police station, stepped up to her and said, “I believe in you. Don’t give up.” She’d never seen him before—and he was too gorgeous to forget.

She was so desperately in need of a friend then that it hadn’t mattered he was strange, possibly crazy, or that the stories he told her had all the same nuttiness to them. For some reason, she trusted him. Felt like she knew him. He certainly did her. The things he said about her, well, they’d all been true. Except for one. She had no psychic ability at all. She had a great sense of smell; that was it.

Stefan came back on the phone and said, “Yes, somebody is dead in that house. However, it’s a female. The energy clinging to the dining room is that of a middle-aged woman.”

She slumped in her chair. “Maybe Reginald’s partner, Pam? If that’s the case, where is Reggie?” The unknown was making her crazy too.

“No idea,” Stefan said in a low voice. “Are you going to tell London why you came back?”

She shivered. “That would be the last thing I’d want to do.”

“You tried to handle this on your own then. Are you sure you want to do it that way again? London could be a huge help if he wanted to.”

“And there’s the trick. If he wants to. Remember he blames me for his brother’s condition? He’s thinks I’m guilty of killing Ben and three others from my trial.”

“He’s also had some time to think. Maybe enough to realize things weren’t as they appeared.”

“He’s also had time to reconsider and reaffirm my guilt. He wasn’t friendly today, Stefan.”

“No. It probably shocked him to see you,” he said. “He wasn’t part of that original circus.”

“But we’ve always known he was in the background. His brother pointing the ‘evidence’ at me, keeping everyone directed at me, focused on me.”

“But we never clarified Derek’s motivation for that. Easy to say he’s guilty. A killer himself because of that. But it could just be because he’s jealous about you and London.”

“Sure, but who else could be doing this? I’m as much in the dark now as I was then. But it’s happening all over again.”

“Did London say anything to you, implicating that you were involved?”

“No, not in so many words. His partner just loved the coincidence that I’m back in town and that Reginald’s gone missing.”

“Yes, wonderful timing, isn’t it? That should help us sort this out.”

“Why on earth do you trust London? I’ve never understood that.” Stefan had been a staunch supporter of London since the beginning.

“I don’t have proof to justify it, but I can read his energy. He cares about you, yet is conflicted because of his brother’s statements.”

She shook her head. “I hate it when you talk like that. What do I do? Leave the country again?”

“That’ll just make you look guilty.”

“As far as everyone is concerned, I am. Already tried and convicted. I wouldn’t be surprised to see the police at my door this evening. Or in the next hour.”

“Remember your thoughts are important, so don’t send out negative energy.”

She snorted. “London saw me. He’s got everything all mapped out and sees me as guilty already.”

“No, he doesn’t,” Stefan said quietly. “I’ll check out a few things and get back to you. Stay calm, and take care of yourself.”

[image: *]*

London made an excuse to slip away from Reginald’s house. The forensic team had arrived, and he was in their way. The coroner was en route, and the place swarmed with people already. London didn’t object to the process, but he had somebody he needed to keep in the loop. Saying good-bye to Steve, London headed for his vehicle.

Instead of returning to FBI headquarters or the police station, he took a circuitous route and drove around the winding driveway at a huge private mansion. He parked around back and got out. The rear doors to the house opened before he ever got to them.

Bruno, the manservant, inclined his head and said, “He’s waiting for you in the office.”

London nodded. “Thanks.” He walked straight down the main tiled hallway and took a left, heading into the office. He stopped in the doorway and rapped on the doorjamb.

Dr. Sartain looked up, then smiled and motioned for him to come in. “You have news, I presume?”

London glanced around—saw his boss standing in the corner and felt reassured, even though the director said nothing. London walked to the closest chair and sat. Sartain dealt with poisons and chemicals on a global level. He often consulted with the FBI on terrorists’ cases. London didn’t understand the connection to this one except that Dr. Death had been on their private watch list for a long time. Unfortunately.

“Some.” London gave a brief edited version of what they’d found so far. He was uncomfortable with the duplicity involved in his job now. He wasn’t as much undercover as checking out the process and the people involved, as well as Fern’s involvement.

“Any idea if she’s actually guilty?” Dr. Sartain asked.

London strummed his fingers on the armchair. “No, she isn’t. Which means someone is setting her up.”

His boss raised his eyebrows.

Dr. Sartain’s gaze was piercing and dark as he stared at London. “Any idea who?”

London shook his head. “I think we’re back to the same problem we had last time.”

The doctor leaned back, tossed his pen on the desk and interlocked his fingers in front of him. “There have been a lot of deaths. All suspicious, pointing at her. Somebody must really hate her or thinks she’s the easiest one to throw suspicion on to keep himself safe.”

“I can’t argue with either of those statements,” London said.

“And what is your intuition telling you?”

London turned to stare at the window.

The doctor laughed. “I know you’re uncomfortable with the question, but I’ve never met anybody with a stronger one.”

“My intuition is also not unbiased.”

“Of course not. Not only was your brother involved, but you were hung up on her yourself.”

London pinched back the words threatening to burst free. This wasn’t the time or the place.

“Did you sleep with her?” the doctor asked. “Sorry for the personal question, but it’s part of your history, and we must know if it plays into this investigation.”

London shook his head. “It didn’t get that far.”

Dr. Sartain nodded his head in a regal motion. “It’s probably just as well. She was your brother’s girlfriend, correct?”

“Earlier.” London nodded. “They’d broken if off months before she and I got together. Still, I’ve often wondered how much him turning her in had to do with finding her in my arms.”

“I imagine a lot.”

An air of quiet contemplation followed, then his boss added, “People will do all kinds of things for reasons that have nothing to do with the obvious. If Derek thought you two were screwing around on him, then it’s possible he would throw her under the bus.”

“He’s a mess now,” London said. “So, whatever he did back then triggered a series of events that affected him. Of course, he says she tried to kill him, but he survived the attack.”

“Your brother is not the most stable person,” Dr. Sartain said shrewdly. “All kinds of reasons could be going on in the back of his head for his actions.”

London rose. He had done what he was supposed to, but he really didn’t want to be here. The whole situation made him uncomfortable. Spying on coworkers, friends, and family, none of that sat well with him. Especially keeping tabs on his brother. All this was bad news.

The doctor motioned at him. “Sit down. We’re not done.”

Biting back a retort, London sat. Just then Bruno walked in, pushing a tray with coffee and cookies. London wanted to decline, but, at the same time, good manners kept him where he was.

“I don’t quite understand what your role is in all this,” London said.

“And you don’t need to,” the doctor said. “Suffice it to say that the poisons being used in these murders are ones we should know a whole lot more about. My research team is working very closely to develop antidotes. We must have access to who has this kind of information and doing it on a global scale so we can combat it.”

London’s boss spoke up. “He has clearance at the highest levels.”

“People are dying,” London said. “One found today, two within the last six months, and four related cases that we know of from before.”

“And we could quite possibly put Reginald on that list as of now.”

London nodded. “I’m afraid to say that’s a possibility, but it’s quite likely true.”

“I only met with him once or twice. Reginald was many things, but he was not a people person,” Dr. Sartain said. “He’s a simple man with simple needs, and one of those was to keep to himself. He should never have been appointed as the head of the conservatory, but he had the most experience.”

“And often that’s all anybody needs. He was there when needed, and wasn’t when unnecessary,” London said quietly. Too much mystery shrouded this case. It had gotten very cloak and dagger. He was also concerned why he’d been picked for this assignment. Part of him wondered if they were suspicious of him. Hoping to catch him too while he played their games.

So not London’s preferred management style.

London wondered how to get additional information on Sartain without it getting back to him or his boss. Hell, what about his own boss? London needed to know so much more. It boggled the mind that one civilian corporate CEO commanded so much governmental loyalty. Then again, any specialist like Sartain who consulted for the various government agencies at this level, didn’t have to pull hard to get the information they needed to stay abreast of current cases. Operating in the blind like this was not London’s idea of a good time. It also went against his ethics. But who in the hell could he share his theory with? Who could he trust? Maybe he could play his own game within theirs. Meanwhile, keeping Fern in his sights.

So continuing on with this charade allowed him to do that.

“She said she smelled something.”

The doctor froze, his cup midway to his lips. He stared at London. “When?”

London explained. “She never said what, and I certainly couldn’t smell anything.”

“Did she make it to the back door?”

London shook his head. “I watched her go to the back steps. She made it to the porch and then stopped about three feet from the door, and, instead of turning around, she literally walked backward, down the stairs again. I was there within seconds, but I didn’t detect any odor.” He studied the doctor, surprised at his reaction. His smug smile meant something London had said just confirmed a belief the doctor held. It didn’t make any sense.

“Fern’s nose is, as we know, very sensitive. Even in her court case she was forced to prove the extent of her ability—and it turned her case around.”

London winced. He’d forgotten what the prosecutor had put her through and how the defense had to prove her ability to smell highly toxic substances from a distance greater than most people’s senses allowed. London knew the audience had been captivated. The jurors had certainly not been convinced until the defense got up and ran several tests. At that point, he knew they had been swayed, and the prosecutors were unable to find a way to change that. It’d been downhill from there as far as the prosecution had gone. On the surface, from the start, it had looked like a slam-dunk case, but she’d gotten away with it. As much as anybody ever got “away” from murder charges—considering her life had been destroyed regardless of her not-guilty verdict.

“Dr. Death is an appropriate nickname.”

“Lots of people have been acquitted of murder charges,” London snapped. “I doubt they all have that nickname.”

“No, but she researches poisonous plants. And then, after escaping a murder charge, went to work at those gardens which, of course, are named the Garden of Death. That just added to her notoriety.”
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Apache License
                           Version 2.0, January 2004
                        http://www.apache.org/licenses/

   TERMS AND CONDITIONS FOR USE, REPRODUCTION, AND DISTRIBUTION

   1. Definitions.

      "License" shall mean the terms and conditions for use, reproduction,
      and distribution as defined by Sections 1 through 9 of this document.

      "Licensor" shall mean the copyright owner or entity authorized by
      the copyright owner that is granting the License.

      "Legal Entity" shall mean the union of the acting entity and all
      other entities that control, are controlled by, or are under common
      control with that entity. For the purposes of this definition,
      "control" means (i) the power, direct or indirect, to cause the
      direction or management of such entity, whether by contract or
      otherwise, or (ii) ownership of fifty percent (50%) or more of the
      outstanding shares, or (iii) beneficial ownership of such entity.

      "You" (or "Your") shall mean an individual or Legal Entity
      exercising permissions granted by this License.

      "Source" form shall mean the preferred form for making modifications,
      including but not limited to software source code, documentation
      source, and configuration files.

      "Object" form shall mean any form resulting from mechanical
      transformation or translation of a Source form, including but
      not limited to compiled object code, generated documentation,
      and conversions to other media types.

      "Work" shall mean the work of authorship, whether in Source or
      Object form, made available under the License, as indicated by a
      copyright notice that is included in or attached to the work
      (an example is provided in the Appendix below).

      "Derivative Works" shall mean any work, whether in Source or Object
      form, that is based on (or derived from) the Work and for which the
      editorial revisions, annotations, elaborations, or other modifications
      represent, as a whole, an original work of authorship. For the purposes
      of this License, Derivative Works shall not include works that remain
      separable from, or merely link (or bind by name) to the interfaces of,
      the Work and Derivative Works thereof.

      "Contribution" shall mean any work of authorship, including
      the original version of the Work and any modifications or additions
      to that Work or Derivative Works thereof, that is intentionally
      submitted to Licensor for inclusion in the Work by the copyright owner
      or by an individual or Legal Entity authorized to submit on behalf of
      the copyright owner. For the purposes of this definition, "submitted"
      means any form of electronic, verbal, or written communication sent
      to the Licensor or its representatives, including but not limited to
      communication on electronic mailing lists, source code control systems,
      and issue tracking systems that are managed by, or on behalf of, the
      Licensor for the purpose of discussing and improving the Work, but
      excluding communication that is conspicuously marked or otherwise
      designated in writing by the copyright owner as "Not a Contribution."

      "Contributor" shall mean Licensor and any individual or Legal Entity
      on behalf of whom a Contribution has been received by Licensor and
      subsequently incorporated within the Work.

   2. Grant of Copyright License. Subject to the terms and conditions of
      this License, each Contributor hereby grants to You a perpetual,
      worldwide, non-exclusive, no-charge, royalty-free, irrevocable
      copyright license to reproduce, prepare Derivative Works of,
      publicly display, publicly perform, sublicense, and distribute the
      Work and such Derivative Works in Source or Object form.

   3. Grant of Patent License. Subject to the terms and conditions of
      this License, each Contributor hereby grants to You a perpetual,
      worldwide, non-exclusive, no-charge, royalty-free, irrevocable
      (except as stated in this section) patent license to make, have made,
      use, offer to sell, sell, import, and otherwise transfer the Work,
      where such license applies only to those patent claims licensable
      by such Contributor that are necessarily infringed by their
      Contribution(s) alone or by combination of their Contribution(s)
      with the Work to which such Contribution(s) was submitted. If You
      institute patent litigation against any entity (including a
      cross-claim or counterclaim in a lawsuit) alleging that the Work
      or a Contribution incorporated within the Work constitutes direct
      or contributory patent infringement, then any patent licenses
      granted to You under this License for that Work shall terminate
      as of the date such litigation is filed.

   4. Redistribution. You may reproduce and distribute copies of the
      Work or Derivative Works thereof in any medium, with or without
      modifications, and in Source or Object form, provided that You
      meet the following conditions:

      (a) You must give any other recipients of the Work or
          Derivative Works a copy of this License; and

      (b) You must cause any modified files to carry prominent notices
          stating that You changed the files; and

      (c) You must retain, in the Source form of any Derivative Works
          that You distribute, all copyright, patent, trademark, and
          attribution notices from the Source form of the Work,
          excluding those notices that do not pertain to any part of
          the Derivative Works; and

      (d) If the Work includes a "NOTICE" text file as part of its
          distribution, then any Derivative Works that You distribute must
          include a readable copy of the attribution notices contained
          within such NOTICE file, excluding those notices that do not
          pertain to any part of the Derivative Works, in at least one
          of the following places: within a NOTICE text file distributed
          as part of the Derivative Works; within the Source form or
          documentation, if provided along with the Derivative Works; or,
          within a display generated by the Derivative Works, if and
          wherever such third-party notices normally appear. The contents
          of the NOTICE file are for informational purposes only and
          do not modify the License. You may add Your own attribution
          notices within Derivative Works that You distribute, alongside
          or as an addendum to the NOTICE text from the Work, provided
          that such additional attribution notices cannot be construed
          as modifying the License.

      You may add Your own copyright statement to Your modifications and
      may provide additional or different license terms and conditions
      for use, reproduction, or distribution of Your modifications, or
      for any such Derivative Works as a whole, provided Your use,
      reproduction, and distribution of the Work otherwise complies with
      the conditions stated in this License.

   5. Submission of Contributions. Unless You explicitly state otherwise,
      any Contribution intentionally submitted for inclusion in the Work
      by You to the Licensor shall be under the terms and conditions of
      this License, without any additional terms or conditions.
      Notwithstanding the above, nothing herein shall supersede or modify
      the terms of any separate license agreement you may have executed
      with Licensor regarding such Contributions.

   6. Trademarks. This License does not grant permission to use the trade
      names, trademarks, service marks, or product names of the Licensor,
      except as required for reasonable and customary use in describing the
      origin of the Work and reproducing the content of the NOTICE file.

   7. Disclaimer of Warranty. Unless required by applicable law or
      agreed to in writing, Licensor provides the Work (and each
      Contributor provides its Contributions) on an "AS IS" BASIS,
      WITHOUT WARRANTIES OR CONDITIONS OF ANY KIND, either express or
      implied, including, without limitation, any warranties or conditions
      of TITLE, NON-INFRINGEMENT, MERCHANTABILITY, or FITNESS FOR A
      PARTICULAR PURPOSE. You are solely responsible for determining the
      appropriateness of using or redistributing the Work and assume any
      risks associated with Your exercise of permissions under this License.

   8. Limitation of Liability. In no event and under no legal theory,
      whether in tort (including negligence), contract, or otherwise,
      unless required by applicable law (such as deliberate and grossly
      negligent acts) or agreed to in writing, shall any Contributor be
      liable to You for damages, including any direct, indirect, special,
      incidental, or consequential damages of any character arising as a
      result of this License or out of the use or inability to use the
      Work (including but not limited to damages for loss of goodwill,
      work stoppage, computer failure or malfunction, or any and all
      other commercial damages or losses), even if such Contributor
      has been advised of the possibility of such damages.

   9. Accepting Warranty or Additional Liability. While redistributing
      the Work or Derivative Works thereof, You may choose to offer,
      and charge a fee for, acceptance of support, warranty, indemnity,
      or other liability obligations and/or rights consistent with this
      License. However, in accepting such obligations, You may act only
      on Your own behalf and on Your sole responsibility, not on behalf
      of any other Contributor, and only if You agree to indemnify,
      defend, and hold each Contributor harmless for any liability
      incurred by, or claims asserted against, such Contributor by reason
      of your accepting any such warranty or additional liability.

   END OF TERMS AND CONDITIONS

   APPENDIX: How to apply the Apache License to your work.

      To apply the Apache License to your work, attach the following
      boilerplate notice, with the fields enclosed by brackets "[]"
      replaced with your own identifying information. (Don't include
      the brackets!)  The text should be enclosed in the appropriate
      comment syntax for the file format. We also recommend that a
      file or class name and description of purpose be included on the
      same "printed page" as the copyright notice for easier
      identification within third-party archives.

   Copyright [yyyy] [name of copyright owner]

   Licensed under the Apache License, Version 2.0 (the "License");
   you may not use this file except in compliance with the License.
   You may obtain a copy of the License at

       http://www.apache.org/licenses/LICENSE-2.0

   Unless required by applicable law or agreed to in writing, software
   distributed under the License is distributed on an "AS IS" BASIS,
   WITHOUT WARRANTIES OR CONDITIONS OF ANY KIND, either express or implied.
   See the License for the specific language governing permissions and
   limitations under the License.
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