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I am ever so pleased to introduce my regular readers to Peter Skvorecky, who joined me in writing this, the third Marnie Baranuik “Between the Files” short story.
Deadhead
sits after
Last Impressions
and before
Wrath & Bones
in the Marnie Baranuik timeline, and can be considered Marnie 3.1. I’m grateful that Peter took time away from his swords and sorcery writing to play around in my world for a while, and hope you will enjoy this project as much as we have.

 

 

 

For my mother, her gentle nature,

her nimble mind, her green thumb.

This one is for Lynda.

 

 

 

 

I STOOD ON THE BACK PORCH,
gloved hands on hips, taking cover from the downpour under the corrugated tin overhang above the door. My backpack was annoyingly heavy, slung over my right shoulder, so I dropped it by my feet, taking care that it didn’t land on the part of the cracked cement that was darkened by rain. The storm had quieted some, the thunder gone, but the late afternoon rain drummed on the old metal canopy like it had no intention of ending the concert. I was hoping there wouldn't be an encore, and just barely managed to squelch my own urge to holler, “Freebird!”

Batten stood like a meat monolith beside me, glowering at the shrubbery, whose leaves were dancing in the deluge.

“Well,” I agreed. “That shit ain’t right.”

“Ya think?” It was ironic that my very first official client was former FBI Special Agent Mark “Kill-Notch” Batten, star of many of my self-directed Marnie After Dark fantasies, and the man who doubted my entrepreneurial skills more than anyone else. He flipped the bird passionately, first at me and then at the source of his distress, a honeysuckle plant currently invading his postcard-sized yard, as if his hand gestures actually had any magic outside the bedroom or the gun range. It was a highly amusing spectacle, but I did my best not to smile; I had to bite down on my lip pretty hard to keep things serious. He saw right through it the minute my eyes watered, and pointed at the plant to emphasize his problem.

Kill-Notch was rarely pleasant when we weren't naked, but his balls weren’t usually in this much of a twist (I'd tried that once; he'd hated it). I wondered what was really rustling his jimmies; certainly not this over-enthusiastic creeper?

“Less face-noise, dickbreath,” I said, trying not to grin at his overreaction. “It’s Tuesday. Tuesday is my day off. Tuesday is
always
my day off. That hasn’t changed. Furthermore, it’s pouring rain and almost dusk. Not the best time for gardening. I don’t even know what you want me to do here.”

His jaw rippled unhappily, doing its clench-unclench dance. “I planted that
yesterday
.”

“Apparently, you shouldn’t have,” I pointed out helpfully. Said plant had declared war on the rest of the garden and had gone on a chlorophyll-fueled blitzkrieg. With twisting vine and glossy leaf, thick, brown branch and curling, exposed root, it was quickly choking out everything in its path. That was hardly unusual in honeysuckle; it liked to run happily amok. But normal plants took years to spread like this. If I stared at this one long enough, I could swear I could
see
it growing. It was a tad unnerving.

“Diagnose the problem,” he ordered.

“It loves your yard. You have stumbled upon the Platonic ideal of honeysuckle environments. Maybe you should sell cuttings. I know, you could do a beefcake marketing spread, call it 'Belt Buckle and Honeysuckle' and just pose in front of it, shirtless, in that pair of jeans that makes your ass look amazing. I bet you'd sell a lot of cuttings and calendars. I'll go get my camera.”

He blinked at me in disbelief.

“Maybe you have an especially green thumb?” I guessed, using my positive thinking. I thought my ex-coworker and positivity coach, Special Agent Elian de Cabrera, would be proud. “Maybe it’s vigorous?”

“It’s a mutant.”

I spied the empty pot in the recycling bin. “Marked down from twelve dollars to four. An on-sale mutant honeysuckle. Score.”

“Can’t believe I have to say this,” he muttered, making hand motions that looked like he was exaggerating the size of either a fish he caught or his dick. My eyes tracked his bobbing hands, trying to figure out what they were trying to tell me. Certainly, it was a mystery. “Listen to me. Focus. Marnie.”

“Yes, Mark?”

“I don’t want a mutant honeysuckle.”

“Then I hope you saved the fucking receipt.”

“Marnie!”

“Yo! What have I told you about chucking a tantrum?” I squinted at the big vein pumping in his temple. It looked like it was going to burst. “Did you
smoke
some of this plant or something?”

His eyes blazed. “You said Ten Springs would be a great place to buy a house.”

I
had
said that, and he’d subsequently bought this place; he lived in the back half of the house, and he and I were in negotiations to run offices out of the living and dining rooms, his preternatural predator hunting business on the left, and my as-yet-unnamed psychic detective business on the right. The negotiations might have taken place in the bedroom, kitchen, and master bathroom. Or maybe I'd just wanted them to.

“It
is
a great place to buy a house,” I maintained. “It's apparently an even better place to plant honeysuckle.”

“You said Ten Springs would be better than Boulder because it would be quieter, more peaceful. I believe the word you used was ‘serene.’”

“I never said ‘serene.’” I made air quotes. “I can’t promise serene. Or maybe I did, but I lied. I do that. And that plant is pretty quiet, even if it's, uh, eating your entire yard. Was it that close to the fence a minute ago?”

“This is not serenity. This is chaos and mayhem. The soil is cursed. The water is cursed. This plant is an animal!”

“Your profoundly flawed grasp on biology, both mundane and preternatural, offends my deeply professional mien,” I said with a not-unaffectionate chuckle, shaking my head at him. “You’re way too wound up about this. It’s not going to come over here and strangle us like a python.”

“Sure about that?”

I wasn’t. The way the leaves twitched made me nervous. Probably, the movement was caused by the heavy drumming of the rain. Probably. Then again, this was a ten-year spread made in a single day; Batten was right, it was unnatural.

“Can you fix it?” he asked.

I sighed. “Agent Batten, I am a dual-Talented psychic, a forensic psychometrist with secondary clairempathy, who, until a few months ago, had a very prestigious job working for the FBI’s Preternatural Crimes Unit,” I reminded him, though we’d quit the PCU at the same time and he knew damn well what I did there. “I have a PhD in preternatural biology. Additionally, I am very well versed in the dark arts.”

“Not hearing a yes.”

I shrugged. “I am neither a botanist nor a plant exorcist. Side note: I'm almost entirely certain ‘plant exorcist’ isn't a real thing.”

“Fine.” He exhaled hotly through his nostrils. “What do you suggest I do?”

“Cut down the mightiest tree in the forest with a herring. Pruning shears? A weed whacker? Maybe some Agent Orange? Got any napalm in your nightstand for those evenings when you miss me extra bunches?”

He made an indecipherable noise like a bull about to charge and pointed aggressively towards a patch of the honeysuckle's wild growth.

I followed his stabbing finger to the east end of the garden, where a pair of pruners stuck out of the tangled vines, pointy ends facing out, gripped hard by wiry-looking brown branches. I felt one corner of my lips tug up. “Tell me that plant actually took the tool from your goddamned hands. Tell me you got disarmed by a shrubbery. That's gotta be more humiliating than the time
I
took you down. Hey, maybe Rob Hood could teach your vine some moves and make it his new deputy.”

Batten sighed, a long and defeated sound, and waved my attention toward the other end of the garden. A push-style lawnmower was barely visible as a glistening, metal lump under a jumble of leaves. Cheerful, creamy blooms bobbed around the handle of a shovel. The more I stared, the more garden implements popped out, like an agricultural
Where’s Waldo
. The thing that finally cracked me up, though, was the sight of Batten’s favorite back-up gun, the Taurus, sticking out of the dirt and wrapped between thick, girdling roots. I had once used that gun to blow off the top of a zombie deputy’s skull. Apparently, Batten tried to use it for landscaping, and failed.

“You did
not
try to shoot it,” I said, knowing full well that he must have.

“I just moved in a month ago,” he growled. “I wanted a garden oasis, a retreat from the stresses of the job. And this is what I get. A fucking plant monster.”

“Did you buy magic beans?” I eyed him suspiciously.

“No.”

“Were you a cockknob to the saleswoman? Did she mutter at you in Middle Hungarian after you turned your back on her?”
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