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* * *

      
        
        Oh, how the night owl calls,

        calling, calling from its tree!

        The moon is climbing through the sky

        with the child by the hand.

      

      

      
        
        
        Federico García Lorca, “The Ballad of the Moon.”
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* * *

      
        
        This book is dedicated to Frank Hotchkiss, my family and my friend.

        Poet, you are much missed.
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      In the pre-dawn darkness of November, I dug my shovel into the sandy soil and told the truth. “Everybody needs an escape hatch.”

      “No.” Lani Margolis pushed her shovel into the riverbank, her headlamp flashing golden light on the soil. “You need an escape hatch. The rest of us can deal with love.”

      “I can deal with love.” I shifted my face, beaming my lamp at the gritty grains that scraped against my shovel. “I just don’t want to feel…smothered.”

      Lani threw a spadeful of soil over her shoulder. “Keep lying to yourself, Raleigh.”

      “I’m not lying to myself.”

      She looked up. Under the headlamp, her Asian face resembled a soft moon. She shook her head. The metal rims of her glasses glimmered. “That might be the biggest lie you’re telling yourself.”

      “What?”

      “You’re madly in love with Jack and you’re totally afraid.”

      “I’m not—”

      “You’re afraid Jack doesn’t love you the way you love him.”

      I shifted my gaze. Just past 5:00 a.m. on the muddy banks of the Willapa River. Fog cloaked the nearby RV campground. We had arrived here early because of the tides, because it was clam-digging season, because when people popped up at first light, they would ruin our fossil-and-rock hunt.

      And we came early because I had a daily date at an insane asylum.

      “Lani, I couldn’t go to dinner with Jack, get up at 2:00 a.m., and drive out here with you.”

      She shook her head. “You’re afraid of how much you need him.”

      “Wrong—again. I skipped the date with him so we could find fossils. That’s all. And you should be grateful, you like fossil—”

      “I love fossils.” She stabbed her shovel into the riverbank. “But if I had a choice between digging for paleontological prizes and going on a date with a man as hot as Jack Stephanson, you and I wouldn’t be standing in the mud.”

      “Technically, silt and sand.” I pushed my shovel into the suede-colored muck. On the drive from Tacoma to the Olympic Peninsula, Lani had quizzed me about Jack, then proceeded to offer two hours of relationship advice. Easy for her. Lani married her soul mate.

      I changed the topic. “Where are these concretions anyway?”

      “Patience.” Lani wiped her perspiring neck. “You need patience, Raleigh. Keep digging.”

      I lifted my shovel, hefting the wet, heavy soil up the Willapa’s low-sloping bank. Thus far, our grand total of “paleontological prizes” consisted of two crushed cans of Olympia beer, one rusted wrench, a cracked ring that looked like it came from a gumball machine, and a Sterno stove, complete with one four-ounce can of unused fuel. I threw the soil on our growing pile of worthlessness. It landed with a plop.

      I called over my shoulder. “You’re sure concretions are here?”

      “Raleigh.”

      “We should go get breakfast. Pancakes.”

      “Dig.”

      “Bacon.”

      Lani ignored me, focusing on the dig.

      Concretions were a two-for-one deal for us. On the surface, they looked like gorgeously rounded river rocks. But when broken open, they released embedded fossils. Like geodes, only instead of crystals, concretions held the once-living witnesses of geological time. Lani, the marine biologist, would take the fossils, and I, the forensic geologist, would take the rocks.

      Leaning down, I sifted my fingers through the silty grains. I felt something solid. Round. I shifted my face, directing the headlamp on the object, and lifted it to the pre-dawn sky. “Amazing!”

      Lani swiveled her head, squinting through her glasses. “What is it?”

      “Incredible.” I carried the new object to her, dragging my shovel. “It’s a mini-bar bottle of booze—unopened!”

      Her dark eyes glittered under the headlamp. “You know what you are? You’re a pain in the coccyx.”

      “Imagine the history, Lani. One little booze bottle, carried all the way out here, then lost to geological time. And ironic, too. A glass bottle, deposited in sand and water, returning to its original chemical elements. Good thing we drove all the way out here to find—”

      “Shut up.” Lani snatched the bottle from my hand, chucking it at our discard pile. “Just keep digging.”

      “And now you see why paleontology bores me.”

      “Because—” She lifted another shovelful of wet soil, balancing the handle. “—you have no patience.”

      “That’s not true.”

      “Here we go again.” With a soft grunt, she lugged the soil up the riverbank.

      “I have patience.”

      “Waiting for the McDonald’s drive-through doesn’t count.”

      Just for that, I moved further down the riverbank. Keeping my back to her, I started digging an entirely new hole. Watch me. I sank the steel blade into the sand. I have patience. The shovel sliced through the soil, producing a soft sssftt sound. And I am not afraid of my feelings. I dug faster. Sssffft, ssffftt. Deeper. Then I heard thunk.

      I set down the shovel and dropped to my knees, combing through the loosened soil, cold and wet and granular. I touched something solid. And round. I yanked out a rock. “Ah ha!”

      The rock was round as a baseball. Reaching back, I grabbed the rock hammer that hung from a belt loop on my jeans. I tapped the claw against the smooth surface.

      Tap. Tap.

      Lani dragged her shovel over. She was silent.

      I looked up, smiling. “Told ya.” Tap-tap-tap. “I found a concretion.”

      “Don’t smash it,” she said.

      TAP.

      “Raleigh.”

      “This is me, being patient.”

      “No, not that.” Lani pointed, her headlamp falling like a spotlight into the hole on the riverbank. “Look.”

      “Beer can? Motel room key?”

      She shook her head, the light scissoring the darkness. “It looks like… money.”

      “Gold coins—with chocolate inside?” I kneeled down, brushing away the soil. It looked like a small weathered paperback. Lifting the sodden brick of paper, I brushed away the soil. A face stared back at me and after a moment, I recognized the high forehead of Andrew Jackson.

      “Oh, man!” Lani cried. “We’re rich!”

      “Whoa.” I blinked in disbelief.

      “That’s gotta be what—a thousand dollars?” She was vibrating with excitement. “Two thousand?”

      I turned the bundle carefully. Twenty dollar bills on top. Twenties on the bottom. One thick rubber band held the bundle together, dividing Jackson’s stern face. Judging by the thickness, this bundle was worth far more than one thousand dollars.

      Lani dropped to her knees, clawing through the soil like a dog chasing a bone. “Look—here’s another one!” She pulled out another bundle, shaking off the dirt, and squealing. “I can quit my teaching job. I can do research full—what’s wrong?”

      I clicked off my headlamp. When my eyesight adjusted to the darkness, I could see sunlight creeping along the jagged peaks of the Olympic Range in the distance. Beyond the foggy riverbank, RV windows were starting to show light. Any minute now, clam diggers would appear. With shovels. Lots of shovels.

      “Turn off your lamp.”

      Lani gaped at me. “Why?”

      “Turn off your lamp and put down the money.”

      “Raleigh—” She stopped when she followed my gaze.

      I got up and walked up the riverbank to my backpack. Unzipping the top, I yanked out gallon-sized Ziploc bags and returned to the money hole.

      Lani’s round face was somber as a waning moon. “Don’t tell me.”

      “Okay, I won’t.” I lifted both bundles of money and placed them inside the plastic bags. “Check the hole, see if there’s any more.”

      Slowly, she dragged her fingers through the soil. Then she stood, desultory as the slow river behind us, and pushed her shovel into the ground. I rolled up the bags and used a Sharpie to write on the plastic. Time, date, location.

      Lani lifted her face. “Does this mean we can’t keep the money?”

      I stared at Andrew Jackson. He didn’t look happy.

      “Lani, trust me. This is not the kind of money you want to keep.”
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      I pulled up to Western State Hospital for the mentally ill and looked over at my canine passenger.

      “My deepest apologies will never be enough.”

      Madame wagged her tail and climbed over the gear shift, settling into my lap. I stroked her soft black fur, reminded her that she was the world’s greatest mutt, and promised that her visit would only last one hour.

      Inside the looming gray granite building, holding the dog in one arm, I signed the front desk’s visitor log, spoke a few words to Gaelynn the receptionist, and waited for her to hit the buzzer that unlocked the stairwell’s steel door. I climbed the stairs and tried not to breathe too deeply. The air smelled of boiled peas and panic.

      On the other side of the next locked door, the red-haired nurse named Sarah waited. I handed her the dog. We said nothing—this was all routine now—but on my walk back down the stairs, more than my arms felt empty.

      Normally, as part of the daily routine, I went for a run. Running and running and running until lactic acid and burning lungs could consume my feelings. But today I climbed back in the white sports car nicknamed The Ghost and contemplated the plastic bags now resting on the passenger-side floor under a blue towel. I reached into my pocket and turned on my cell phone. No messages, voice or text.

      I redialed the most frequently called number.

      Jack answered on the second ring. “Harmon, if you’re calling to apologize—”

      “For what?”

      “For canceling dinner?”

      “Oh, absolutely. That’s why I’m calling. To apologize.”

      “Really?”

      I could hear the disbelief in his voice. “Yes, I’m sorry I canceled. How about tonight?”

      “Tonight? It’s Sunday.”

      “Nobody eats steak on Sundays?”

      “I don’t know if that place is open.”

      “We could go somewhere else.”

      He hesitated. “I’ve got court in the morning.”

      “We’ll go early. Beat the crowd.”

      A silence infused the phone, the kind of pause that comes between waves at the ocean. Anticipatory, expectant. I lifted my gaze to the asylum’s stone walls. My mother was locked inside. She wanted to see her dog every day. But not me.

      “You’re sure?” Jack asked.

      “Yes.” I dropped my gaze to the blue towel. “Tonight would be great.”

      “Okay, I’m looking at their website. They open at five.”

      Something inside my chest released. “Good.”

      “It’s dress-up,” he added.

      My chest tightened again. Sand in my hair. Silt under my fingernails. “Five thirty?”

      “See you there,” he said.
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      I owned one dress.

      Black velvet. Haunted with intrigue. And cut tight as European driving gloves.

      At 5:30 on the dot, I stepped inside El Gaucho, a dinner club with a reputation for the best steak in Seattle. Hair washed, hands scrubbed clean, and bucket purse slung over one shoulder, I stood near the empty maître d’ podium. No sign of Jack. Across the dimly lighted room, white cloth draped over round tables. Pale candles luminesced. And on the low stage, a four-piece jazz ensemble laced the night with Latin soul. I inhaled. Seared steak. Roasted garlic. My mouth sprung a leak.

      “Harmon?” Jack Stephanson stepped from the shadows.

      “Right on time.”

      His gaze locked on the dress. “Wow.”

      He wore a black suit. Like my dress, it was an astonishing sight compared to his usual nondescript FBI agent wardrobe. I clamped my mouth shut.

      “Harmon, that dress.”

      “You said dress-up.”

      “But you never follow orders.”

      I smiled. “You promised steak.”

      The maître d’ appeared behind the lighted wooden podium. Swarthy and suave, he gave Jack an obsequious bow. “Mr. Stephanson, would you and your wife—”

      “We’re not married,” I said.

      “Pardon.” Mr. Swarthy-Suave gave another bow. “Your table is ready, right this way, please.”

      Carrying our menus, he led us through the luscious darkness. Couples at the intimate tables leaned into each other, whispering, entranced by their own unique universe, populated by only two.

      Mr. Suave held out a chair at a table to the left of the stage. “Would you like to check your purse, miss?”

      “No, thank you.”

      “I assure you it’s secure.”

      “No, thanks.”

      He nodded, laid leather-bound menus on the white tablecloth, and hoped we enjoyed our meal.

      I opened the menu. My salivary glands turned into firehoses.

      “Harmon, thank you.”

      I placed my index finger beside the very important words filet mignon, and looked up. In the flickering candlelight, his eyes seemed as green as polished emeralds. I wondered about telling him the story behind this dress. But there was food to order. “For apologizing?”

      “For wearing that dress.”

      “See what happens when you offer a girl a good steak?”

      “How often can you eat steak?”

      His smile turned my heart into a crazy conga drum. I raised the leather menu, just in case the dress’s sweetheart neckline revealed my sudden arrhythmia. My gaze fell on the words Béarnaise sauce.

      “Harmon.”

      I looked up.

      Jack still hadn’t opened his menu. “You look absolutely gorgeous.”

      “Thank you.” Heart pounding, I returned to the menu and tried to breathe. Fresh crab meat. “How’s the Steak Oscar here?”

      “Good. But not as good as you look.”

      I closed the menu. Oscar, you have my vote. I glanced at the stage. The bass player was walking a sensuous rhythm through the air. When I looked at Jack, every note seemed to slide into those green eyes. Deep green. A color that could stretch to the ends of the earth and come back without ever losing its heat.

      I tilted my head. “Can I show you something?”

      “I’ve longed to hear those words.” He grinned. “Sorry. Couldn’t resist.”

      Before I could go further, the waiter appeared. Suave as the maître d’, he set down a bread basket and offered his name, but in the delirium of fresh-baked bread, I didn’t catch it. Jack said something. The waiter turned toward me.

      “And for you, miss, something to drink?”

      I ripped my gaze away from the bread. “Coke, no crushed ice.”

      He almost flinched.

      “And I’m ready to order my meal. Steak Oscar, medium. Thank you.”

      “Excellent choice. And for the vegetable, roasted asparagus or the broccoli rabe?”

      “Baked potato.”

      Jack let out a groan.

      “Potatoes are a vegetable,” I informed both men.

      “Potatoes are only a vegetable on the Raleigh Harmon food pyramid.”

      The waiter restrained himself. “And how would you like your potato dressed?”

      “Butter, sour cream, bacon—”

      Jack sighed. “Go ahead and bury the potato.”

      The waiter turned to him. “And for you, sir?”

      “Filet mignon, medium-rare. And broccoli rabe so I can live to eat another day.”

      “Perfect choice, sir,” said the waiter who knew where his tips were coming from. He took our menus and disappeared into the dark.

      Jack reached over as my hand dove for the bread. “Let’s dance.”

      “What? No. I can’t—”

      He was already standing, coming around behind my chair, taking my now-clammy hand and leading me onto the dance floor. The sax player ribboned his tune into the bass line. Jack slid his hand down my back, resting it on my hip.

      “This dress,” he whispered, drawing me close. “The velvet’s soft as a cat.”

      I resisted the urge to purr. “It belonged to a CIA agent.”

      “Really?”

      I swallowed. “I bought it. At a consignment store. In D.C.”

      “When you worked in the Bureau lab?”

      “The woman who owned it.” I tried to breathe again. “She was a spy. During the Cold War.”

      “Now I really love this dress.”

      Stroking my back, he led me across the dance floor and suddenly all the feline intelligence of the spy seeped into my skin. After a long moment of a losing debate, I leaned into his muscular body. Maybe Lani was right. Maybe I was scared of my feelings, scared he wouldn’t love me back. But what was the point of living like that? Like I was insisting on being lonely just so I wouldn’t have to feel any more pain. I closed my eyes. Nuzzled his strong jaw. Oh, he smelled good. So good. Kitty purred.

      And yet, when my mouth opened, these words escaped. “So, this thing I need to show you, it’s really important.”

      “Harmon.” His hand tightened on my hip. “The only way we’re going to talk about work right now is if you’re paying for this meal.”

      “I’ll pay.”

      He drew back his head, grinning. “Did you happen to notice your menu didn’t show any prices?”

      I stared into his eyes. Deep inside my rib cage, a terrified village stampeded, as if some volcano had blown up and fiery lava was now flowing toward their houses. The band seemed to realize this scenario because the keyboardist chose that very moment to send a B-flat into the world that glided through the room and circled the air like a love vulture.

      “Alright.” Jack set his hand back on my hip, sighing into my hair. “I hear your silence. Go ahead. Tell me.”

      I lifted my face. In two-inch-heels, I was still four inches shorter than his 6’3”. “Really?”

      “Really.”

      “We found some buried money.”

      “We—meaning you and Lani?”

      I nodded.

      “On that fossil-hunting trip?”

      I nodded again.

      He pulled me closer. “What kind of money?”

      “Twenties. All twenties.” My lips were next to his ear. I described the bundles, how they were held together by rubber bands. “And I’m guessing there’s at least ten grand there.”

      He turned us so that he faced the room of diners. I gazed over his shoulder at the band.

      “Where was this?” he asked.

      “On the Olympic peninsula in the town of Raymond.” I described the Willapa River, the nearby campground, how concretions were buried there.

      “Concrete?”

      “Concretions.” I could smell cologne on his neck. Warm pine and citrus. “They’re a natural phenomenon but kind of rare. There was once a shallow sea in that area. Volcanoes warmed the air. The sea grew coral reefs and warm-water marine life. Snails, clams, fish—”

      “Harmon.”

      “—burrowing shrimp.”

      “Okay.” He whirled me around. “Now fast forward the geologic timeline.”

      I laughed. In this moment, we owned our own universe. Just us. “Speeding up, the sea disappears and kills off marine life, their dead bodies deposited into sedimentary soil which then accretes around the corpses—”

      “Corpses.” He turned me around once more. “Please tell me nothing you are about to say will involve human corpses.”

      “At this point, humans don’t yet exist.”

      “Why don’t I feel any better?”

      “Because … the money.”

      “And we have to discuss this now?”

      “Well, no…”

      He drew his head back again. The color in his eyes shifted, more blue. Which meant it wasn’t just me. Jack wanted to know about this money, too.

      “My guess,” I said, ignoring his cologne’s warm scent, “is the money came from a bank robbery.”

      Like most new FBI agents, I’d spent my first years working bank robberies. I hated it. The job reminded me of baseball—an excruciating exercise in patience. Nothing happens, then something really happens, and you gather numbers, calculate their meaning, then wait for something else to happen. Just like baseball.

      “What makes you think the money’s from a bank robbery?” he asked.

      “Why not spend it? Why bury that much money in that location?”

      “You’re going to tell me.”

      “Somebody know the serial numbers can be traced. Which means the serial numbers were recorded. Which means banking.”

      Jack had worked bank robberies, too, before moving to the Violent Crimes Unit. “And when you and Lani discovered this money, neither of you called the local authorities?”

      “Jack, it wasn’t even five in the morning.”

      “Harmon—”

      “Monetary value alone makes it a federal investigation. The locals would just turn the money over to the Bureau. I saved us all a step.”

      “You think?”

      “I think, therefore, I’m right.”

      He gave me a smile that melted all the muscles around my knees. I leaned into him for another turn and the drummer eased the song to a close with a gentle brush over the snare. Holding my hand, Jack led me back to our table, did the whole polite maneuver with my chair, then sat down across from me. I shifted my feet and found my purse that I’d pushed deep under the white tablecloth. Reaching down, I opened it and pulled out the evidence bags now concealed in a nondescript brown grocery bag. I set the brown bag on the table beside the bread basket.

      “Harmon.” Jack stared at the bag. “You are the least romantic woman I’ve ever met.”

      “I know.” I smiled. “But would you have it any other way?”

      Our drinks arrived right at that moment, so I thought that was why he didn’t answer my question.

      But I was wrong.
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      Early Monday morning, still feeling fluttery from the romantic dinner with Jack, I climbed into the 1972 white Ghibli and headed north for Seattle. My mom’s dog was perched on the back ledge between the two leather buckets seats. For more than an hour we silently watched the wipers sweep across the sloping windshield, squeegeeing away the drizzle that leaked from the gray clouds. November in Seattle was mostly wet, mostly gray, but utterly nuanced, too. Perched on the outer edge of the North American continent, Seattle’s cloudy skies plumed with all the sensuality of slow-curling smoke.

      At the exit for the West Seattle Bridge, I peeled off the interstate and cut through south Seattle’s industrial section until I reached the mirrored-glass-and-steel office building with one small identifying sign. I turned toward the dog.

      “I won’t be long.”

      She sighed and moved into the passenger seat for a nap.

      Inside the Washington State Crime Lab, I signed the visitor’s log and clipped the ID badge to my jacket, walking up the cavernous stairwell feeling both hope and dread. At the top of the stairs, Tom O’Brien waited. His lanky body seemed older, more bowed at the shoulders than last year when we first met. His hair had gone gray.

      “I’ve got a rock that has your name on it,” he said.

      “Should I feel grateful, or concerned?”

      “Exactly.”

      In the Materials Analysis Unit, one male tech glanced up, gazing at us through his safety glasses. Behind him, the windows framed Interstate 5’s soaring concrete ramparts and the still-crawling morning traffic. I nodded at the tech, and made a mental note to leave town earlier today.

      “Before I show you that rock,” Tom said, leading me past the usual odd array of evidence, “I want you to see our new toy.”

      We passed the exam stations where more techs were working, plastic bags laying open on stainless steel counters, the usual baffling cornucopia of evidence spilling out. One coal-black wig with bright golden streaks. Two acrylic trophies that named the Salesman of the Year—one of them spattered with iron-brown droplets that had to be dried blood. And an American flag whose fifty stars now existed as burn holes. At the medical school skeleton standing in the corner, we turned left. The skeleton held an unlit cigarette between two bone-fingers, a sign overhead reading, “What doesn’t kill you makes you crazy.”

      Tom stopped at the door for the DNA lab and knocked, opening the door without waiting for a reply. Inside, two young women sat on counter-height metal stools and peered into oversized microscopes. Neither woman looked up until Tom began his introductions. Tracy and Darcy, he said. Which didn’t help me because both of them were tiny blonde women in white lab coats and hairnets, and when they looked over at me, both of them had wistful blue eyes. To tell them apart, I’d need DNA.

      “Raleigh’s the forensic geologist I told you about,” Tom said. “Her company’s offered to help us with some of the colder cases.”

      Not my company. But the company that had hired me. The company that was struggling to get a foothold in the private forensics business. I still hadn’t seen a paycheck that covered my expenses. But there was hope.

      “Could one of you show her the M-Vac?” Tom asked. “I think it’s a good idea before she starts working the Long Beach murder.”

      Darcy—or was it Tracy?—climbed off her perch and moved down the long counter. A steel box the size of a bread machine waited in the corner. Like some game show hostess, Darcy-Tracy swept her gloved hand over the machine. “Meet the M-Vac, our new liquid-based biological evidence collection system.”

      I smiled. “Pretend I have no background in forensics.”

      She glanced at Tom, as if saying, You said she was a scientist.

      “I’ll need to know how to explain it to a jury.”

      She nodded crisply. “The M-Vac sprays a sterile buffer solution over any surface and almost simultaneously vacuums it up, collecting all the cellular material present on that surface.” She glanced at me with those wistful eyes. “Better?”

      “Much. Once the machine collects the cellular material, then what?”

      “It starts searching the liquefied solution for DNA.”

      “The solution stays in the machine?”

      “Correct. One-stop shopping for us. It even gives us the DNA profile.”

      “Just like that?”

      She nodded. “We don’t even look at the collected cellular material. Yet we get the DNA profile.”

      “Wow.”

      “Yeah.” Darcy-Tracy sighed. “This wonderful little machine will probably replace me soon.”

      Tom was still standing by the door. “The M-Vac’s a game-changer.”

      “And y’all used it on this rock you want me to look at?”

      “Y’all.” Tom shook his head, smiling, and turned to the lookalike women. “Raleigh’s from the South but I think the Northwest is growing on her.” He looked back at me. “You’re correct. We used the M-Vac on the rock. It gave us three DNA profiles.”

      “Identifiable?”

      He opened the door wider, ushering me out. “That’s where you come in.”
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      The rock with my name on it waited on the other side of the lab at Tom’s exam station. We both pulled latex gloves from what looked like a Kleenex box and tugged them on. Mine took longer because my fingertips were damp with perspiration. The excitement. Some fear.

      “We’re coming up on seven months since the murder happened.” Tom lifted a large evidence bag. Inside, the rock was the size of a boxing glove. “This rock was used to bash in the skull of a fourteen-year-old girl.”

      I took the bag from him. “And the DNA?”

      “Two profiles were identified. The third remains unknown. And the rock. We don’t know where it came from or how it got there. However, I hear the prosecutor plans to use it as strong circumstantial evidence.”

      I heard doubt in his voice. “And you think…what?”

      Tom shrugged. His shoulders seemed to slope even more. “Depends on who you ask. The brand new prosecutor out on the peninsula thinks he’s got this case all locked up. And he might.”

      “But you’re not sure?”

      He didn’t reply.

      I took the rock out of the bag and carried it to the windows that faced the interstate. At first glance, it appeared to be a granite. But the crystals were too large. More like a pegmatite, the metamorphic rocks grown from slowly cooling magma in an enclosed area. “Tell me about the case.”

      “Middle of May, this year, a girl’s body was found at night on the beach, a place called Long Beach.”

      I looked up. “California?”

      “Southwest Washington, a peninsula on the Pacific coast.” He nodded at the rock. “Her DNA showed up on it. And the DNA of the man who found her. That guy’s now the prime suspect.”

      I looked up again, hearing something in his voice. “You don’t think that guy killed her?”

      “I don’t know—and I don’t even know about not knowing. If you know what I mean.”

      I did, because once upon a time I worked in a lab similar to this one. Sometimes the evidence colluded with facts, and sometimes it insinuated disconcerting questions, growing as dangerously as hairline fractures in glass beakers. Tom had worked in the state lab for decades. I trusted his judgment. “The third unidentified DNA—that’s what’s bothering you?”

      “That, and the investigation was superficial. Not really anyone’s fault. The girl was killed right before the tourist season kicked off. They don’t have a lot of law enforcement resources available out there anyway, but the summer crowds really eat up their time.” He took in a deep breath, straightening his back. “And the guy who found her body can only afford a public defender.”

      “You think he’s innocent?”

      “Like I said, I don’t know. Twenty-one years ago, when I took this job, I probably wouldn’t have given it a second thought.” His long face tightened. “But I’m old enough now to realize my mistakes. And the repercussions. Maybe I’m overly cautious, but I don’t want to make any mistakes if I can help it.”

      “So you need me to—what? Identify the rock?”

      “Right. That whole geology-mineralogy thing you do. Find out where that rock came from. Maybe the geology can help us track who owns that third DNA. And if you can do more than just geology, we would appreciate it.” He paused. “I read about your case last month in the Cascades.”

      I turned the heavy stone. The crystals spread in soupy puddles. Milky splashes of quartz. Black fists of some base mineral—biotite, feldspar, olivine?—and glistening sheets of metallic-hued mica. I ran my finger down the most obvious incongruence, one smooth vertical coring column, about eight inches deep and two inches wide. “Did you guys core it?”

      “No. It was already like that. But I wondered… does it mean something?”

      “Could, given the host material.” I explained how sometimes slow-cooling magma produced near-perfect crystal, provided the chemical compositions were ideal and pockets of air were available that allowed the crystals to grow unimpeded. I hefted the rock higher. The coring’s symmetrical striations showed the use of a diamond blade, and a professional’s skill. Perhaps a jeweler. “I’ve seen pegmatites with crystals several feet long. Given the right chemistry, the crystals are highly valuable.”

      “What about the rest of the rock?”

      I turned it, feeling a certain kind of dread invade my heart. “I don’t think this rock is native to coastal Washington. No signs of how it got here?”

      “That’s one of the things bothering me. The prime suspect had a rock collection.”

      I gazed at Tom over the jagged edges. “Let me guess, including a pegmatite—a rock like this?”

      He nodded.

      Dread snapped on its heavyweight belt and dove into my gut. “This suspect—what’s his story?”

      “He claims innocence.”

      “Naturally.” I tilted my head. “Yet you seem inclined to believe him.”

      “Like I keep saying, I don’t know. But the case is highly circumstantial, which means whatever we find here in the lab can sway a jury one way or another. Meanwhile, all his public defender has is that there’s one unidentified DNA profile. The case goes to court in January.”

      “And you think—”

      “I think people get away with murder, Raleigh. And I think innocent people can get framed.”

      “That’s why people hire lawyers.”

      “Agreed. But we’re not talking about O.J. Simpson here. This guy’s just a middle school science teacher. He took out a second mortgage to post bail, and he’s going to court with a public defender who doesn’t have the time or money—or frankly the experience—to conduct a more thorough investigation.”

      I raised an eyebrow.

      “Don’t give me that look,” he said. “I could let it go. I could. But in ten years, it’ll still bother me. And don’t pretend you don’t know exactly what I’m talking about.”

      I turned the rock again. We all had cases that haunted us. The only thing keeping ghosts away was certainty. Some kind of assurance we’d done all we could, we’d fought the right fight, found indisputable facts. And I was intrigued by this pegmatite. On my many hikes around the state, I couldn’t recall seeing many pegmatite outcroppings. Maybe one in the North Cascades last month. But I was almost sure none existed on the sandy shores on the Pacific Ocean. “What about the victim?”

      “Krystal Jewel.”

      I lowered the rock. “What?”

      “That was her name.”

      I watched him. Was this like the med school skeleton, more gallows humor? But his long face looked terminally serious. “You’re not joking?”

      “No. Her name’s stuck in my head. She was found behind a sand dune by her science teacher. He also claims he picked up the rock because it was right next to her head—he thought she’d fallen and hit her head on it. He carried her body to the nearest road and called the police. He swears he did not kill her.”

      “And you believe him?”

      “You keep asking me.”

      “Because you’re asking me to take this case.”

      He nodded, as if to say, Fair enough. “Then let me clarify. I don’t disbelieve him. And I also don’t blame the local police, they did all they could. Maybe I was ready to say the same for myself, until Peter called—”

      Peter Rosser, my boss.

      “—and I thought of you, because of the rock.”

      My boss, Peter, had made the state an offer it couldn’t refuse. His private forensics lab would work for free on cases that were either getting cold—or gone ice-cold—for free. His one stipulation was that if our work solved the case, the state would then reimburse us for our services. Having managed the state forensic lab in Spokane, Peter knew the depth of the backlog. And the state trusted his work. Meanwhile, I wasn’t crazy about this idea since I was already broke. But private forensics labs had to earn their reputations. And this was honest work.

      “Think you can help?” Tom asked.

      I walked the pegmatite back to his exam station and set it beside the evidence bag. “I’ll try.”

      Looking almost happy, Tom reached into a lower cabinet and pulled out a three-ring binder. “I copied everything in our file. And you can take the rock because you’re now the lead investigator. Just don’t lose it.”

      “Promise.”

      He packed the items, then created a paper trail that included Peter’s new contract with its financial offer. I waited, as patiently as possible, but unknowns always bothered me. When Tom was finished with the paperwork, I asked, “Was this girl sexually assaulted?”

      He offered me a pen, then turned the chain-of-custody forms toward me. I held the pen—and his gaze, waiting for him to answer.

      “Tom, I need to know.”

      His face tightened. “Not that night.”

      My stomach clenched as I signed the documents. At fourteen, I was riding my bike around Richmond, learning about geology, oblivious to sexual assault. The following year, I met Lani. We got into some scrapes and discovered our callings. Now, we were adults. That’s how it’s supposed to work. Girls are supposed to grow up and follow their dreams and live to adulthood. Instead, kids get killed… then people like me and Tom O’Brien and Peter Rosser made a living trying to figure out who and why and how. I handed Tom the pen.

      “You okay?” he asked.

      I nodded. “Fine.”

      But as I made my way back to my car, carrying the evidence, my mind refused to let go of the image of this one girl whose life ended at the water’s edge.
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      With Madame on my lap, I drove north to Pioneer Square and parked across the street from the geologic wedding cake known as the Smith Tower, a white granite neoclassical beauty that housed my new office.

      Shrugging into my backpack, I crossed the street and let Madame make a quick visit to the tiny park beside the Tower. The dog tiptoed around the homeless people slumbering on wooden benches under plastic tarps and crept into the deep ivy, politely leaving her scent where nobody ever walked. She trotted back to the corner where I waited.

      “You have the manners of a true Southerner,” I said. “Now let’s get to work.”

      Built in 1914, the Smith Tower was originally the tallest skyscraper west of the Mississippi—all thirty-eight floors. Inside the russet marble lobby, I shucked off my pack and looked for the elderly black guard named Patterson. He operated the antique Otis elevators, the brass contraptions that rattled while framing the exposed floors flashing by. But the guard’s desk was empty. Not even his coat was there. Some weeks back, I’d heard cutbacks were coming. Old buildings like this one ate money. And new tenants demanded the same bells and whistles found in modern offices.

      “Looks like we’re taking the stairs,” I told the dog.

      Twelve stories later, the rock in my pack feeling like 100 pounds, we trudged down the hallway, the dog’s toenails clicking on the white hexagonal tiles. My corner office faced the waterfront, at the far end. Most of the other offices up here were empty but we had a dentist who came in once a week, two architects who never spoke to anyone—or each other, and a psychologist named Lezlee whose office was directly next to mine. Passing her pebble-glass door, Madame paused. On the other side, someone was weeping.

      I keyed open my door. Madame trotted inside and hopped on the old leather couch that remained where Harry Anderson parked it forty years ago, below the large window that faced Puget Sound. In the kitchenette, I filled Madame’s water bowl, took a Coke from the mini-fridge, and booted up my computer. Only then did I turn on my cell phone.

      Five messages waited.

      First up, Lani.

      “Raleigh, I’m making this call on an actual cell phone—did you turn yours off? How dare you!” My childhood friend shunned cell phones even more than I did. She also rarely emailed and refused to live in a house that wasn’t on wheels. “I was listening to the news and they just said a ton of money was found buried on the Olympic Peninsula. Did you talk to them? Call me!”

      Second message was from my boss, Peter Rosser. The man who made the offer the state couldn’t refuse. “Howdy.” Peter’s voice twanged like a cowboy. “Just hopin’ everything’s okey-dokey. Fill me in when you got a minute.”

      I was making my to-do list as the third message began.

      “Harmon.”

      I looked at the phone. The pause in his voice was noticeable.

      “Turn on your cell phone.”

      The fourth message was also from Jack.

      “You need to get to the Bureau. This morning. 9:30 a.m. Sharp.”

      I glanced at the time: 9:52 a.m.

      Which explained the final message, sent nineteen minutes ago.

      “Harmon, why can’t you just keep your phone on?”

      I looked at the dog, laying on the couch, her black face resting on her paws.

      “Ain’t love grand?”
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      Eight minutes later, I was jogging up Second Avenue—without the dog—as drizzle spattered the air. Men in black trench coats rushed down the sidewalk in the opposite direction as if a game clock was running out. At Spring Street, I hung a right and burned my quads up the hill’s thirty-degree tilt. In the street, a city bus groaned past and screeched to a stop at the hilltop, the long carriage precarious as a teeter-totter.

      Jack was waiting at the corner. He wore a dark suit, not nearly as nice as the one worn last night at El Gaucho. And the way he looked at me was nothing like his expression when I was wearing that spy dress.

      “What’s the matter?” I asked.

      “Stop turning off your phone.”

      “Sometimes I need some peace and quiet.”

      “I would advise you not to admit anything like that during this meeting.”

      “What meeting?”
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      Back in the days when I worked for the FBI, I maintained a fairly consistent problem with authority. My superiors inflicted a variety of disciplinary measures, including a probationary transfer to the Seattle field office. I was assigned to the Violent Crimes Unit and given a mentor who turned into a torturer…Jack.

      Since I’d left the FBI—amicably, depending on who you asked—our boss Allen McLeod got promoted. He was now the ASAC. Assistant Special Agent in Charge of the entire office.

      God help us all.

      “Before I start speaking, I want to say something,” McLeod said, ushering us into his new office, five floors above his last office. The sparkling-clean desk faced two gray upholstered chairs. I took a seat.

      “Have a seat, Raleigh.”

      Jack closed the door.

      “Close the door, Jack, would you?”

      I glanced over, hoping for some shared levity, but Jack refused to meet my gaze.

      McLeod sank into the black leather chair behind the desk. He was a large man with an odd diffuseness, like a grizzly bear that woke up from hibernation unsure whether this was the right month for it.

      “Raleigh, your private work seems to be going very well.”

      Last month, my private investigation into a murder helped close a long-running Bureau case. “Thank you, sir.”

      “And now, the shoe is on the other horse.”

      I glanced at Jack. He continued to ignore me. “Yes, sir.”

      “Still calling me ‘sir.’ Just for that, I want to hire you.”

      I looked at Jack. Nothing. “Hire me, sir?”

      “But like I just said, I need to say something before we talk about this, get some verbal confirmation from you.”

      One more glance at … nope, nada. “Sir, I’m not sure—”

      “We’ve been over this before, Raleigh, when you were an agent. I know you know we don’t allow fraternization. Or sororization, you being a woman.”

      “I’m sorry, I still don’t—”

      “No dating. No romances on the Bureau’s time. You know that.”

      “Of course, but—”

      “So even if you’re working for us as a consultant, any relationship between you and Jack needs to be purely plutonic.”

      Plutonic. My mind was already inserting the correct word—platonic—as I turned to face Jack. Friends only. Now he met my gaze. And his eyes were the blue-green of a lagoon smothered with deadly algae. Friends.

      “Jack tells me nothing romantic is going on between you two,” McLeod continued. “I just need to hear it from you and we can get this consultation moving for this case.”

      My mind swam through the bits of information, flailing like a victim thrown in the algae lagoon. Bad ideas bumped into me like flotsam. Platonic? I knew Jack, he wouldn’t lie to McLeod. So that’s how he saw it—nothing romantic. My heart curled into a fetal position. Platonic. That’s how he wanted it. I forced a smile to stretch across my face.

      “That’s correct, sir. Nothing romantic. But I’m still not quite clear on the case you’re referring—”

      “I’m getting to it.” McLeod drove his big index finger into the call button on his desk phone and spoke into the intercom. “Tell Pierce the meeting’s back on.” He released the button and went into a long tirade about leaks to the press. How we couldn’t afford that. How Jack assured him the leak didn’t come from me. How we were all a family here at the FBI, even if I was like a distant cousin now, and it was probably somebody in Evidence Control who let the “scat out of the bag” because everyone wanted their “fifty minutes” of fame. He continued to remind us what leaks did to law enforcement, and the entire time he was speaking, all that went through my mind was—Jack wants us to be friends. That steak dinner at El Gaucho? It was goodbye.

      I glanced over once more. He had realized we were a mistake. Over the best filet mignon in Seattle, Jack had changed his mind. And his words echoed in my mind: Harmon, you are the least romantic woman…

      “… and that bring me to D.B. Cooper,” McLeod was saying. “Raleigh, you know about Cooper, right?”

      I snapped back. “Pardon?”

      “D.B. Cooper.”

      “The hijacker?” I blinked. D.B. Cooper was a legendary cold case for the Bureau. More than forty years ago, he’d hijacked an airline and disappeared without a trace. The FBI was still tracking down clues.

      McLeod gaped at me. “Is there another D.B. Cooper I should know about?”

      “No, sir.” I forced another smile. My teeth ached. “I’m just not that familiar with the case.”

      “Raleigh, you need to change that attitude. Knowledge will determine your loot in life.”

      “Yes, sir.”

      The door swung open—without a knock—and a man nearly as large as McLeod strode into the room. His black hair was going gray and his face looked wind-burned. When he looked at me, his eyes felt like a direct slap to the face.

      “Agent Pierce Grant,” McLeod said. “This is Raleigh Harmon.”

      I stood, shaking the man’s strong hand. “Nice to meet you.”

      His eyes said otherwise. He dropped into the other chair facing McLeod’s desk. Behind us, Jack remained standing—and now I realized why he’d stood in the first place. He knew this guy was coming to take the other chair. I focused my gaze on the one speck of dust resting on McLeod’s desk.

      “Pierce is our investigative expert for cultural property crimes. Art, artifacts, jewelry.”

      I nodded.

      “Pierce, in your thirty-five years with us, you’ve recovered how much in stolen property?”

      “Last count, around four hundred million dollars.”

      McLeod burst into the grin of a bear who finds a dripping honeycomb. “That’s why we call him The Finder.”

      All three men seemed to be waiting for me to say something about The Finder. “Very impressive.”

      “Pierce has worked tirelessly on the D.B. Cooper case.”

      “Not from its true beginning.” Agent Pierce Grant chuckled. It was a metallic sound, like toy trains uncoupling. “But when the trail went cold, the original agents gave me the case.”

      McLeod looked at me. I thought about bears waking up hungry in the woods. I thought about the name Pierce and how the verb made a good mnemonic device for remembering this man’s name, along with Grant—the Union general who destroyed the South. I thought about anything that would keep me from thinking about the words nothing romantic.

      “Pierce will be leading up this investigation. He knows the Cooper case forward and backwaters.”

      I nodded, my mind brushing aside the malaprop, scrambling to figure out what was actually happening. Finally, two words came. The money. The money that Lani and I dug up. The serial numbers on the bills. Traced. Traced to D.B.—

      “Cooper bills turned up some years back, too. Pierce did tremendous work following up on that. What year was that again?”

      “Eighty-one.” Grant turned to me. “You probably weren’t even born yet.”

      I nodded. Why didn’t Jack let me know before this meeting?

      “Raleigh’s not from around here. She might not understand some details. Here in Seattle, Cooper means more to us. He landed and took off from Sea-Tac.”

      “Hold on.” The agent’s piercing eyes glared at McLeod. “She’s working for us?”

      “Everything’s purely plutonic.”

      “I thought we decided this, we’re calling her in only to question her about the money.”

      “After you left this morning, Jack made a good point. Raleigh’s done some excellent geology work, inside and outside the Bureau. That money was buried, just like before, so we need a geologist. And with the holidays coming up, Raleigh can move faster on the materials analysis than our own lab.”

      “But we already have a geologist.”

      Jack spoke up from behind “That geologist retired. And he’s got terminal cancer.”

      The silence hanging in the room sat on my ribcage. One million seconds later, Pierce swiveled his red face toward me.

      “On the afternoon of November 24, 1971, a man calling himself Dan Cooper boarded a Boeing 727 in Portland. While the plane was airborne, this same man called over a stewardess and displayed the contents of his briefcase. The stewardess saw wires and whatnot. Cooper informed her that the device was a bomb. He then handed her a note demanding $200,000 in cash upon the plane’s arrival in Seattle. Today, that amount is equivalent to a million dollars. Cooper demanded the money in twenties only. He also demanded four parachutes. And food for the crew.” Grant’s lip curled. “Such a thoughtful guy, making sure the pilots and stewardesses didn’t go hungry while the FBI scrambled to meet his insane demands.”

      I blinked. What was with his bitter attitude?

      “After receiving the $200,000 in twenties, the four parachutes, and the food, Cooper released everyone on board except for three pilots and one flight attendant. Night had already fallen and it was raining. Cooper ordered the plane fly to Mexico. About forty-five minutes after takeoff, Cooper sent the flight attendant in the locked cockpit with the pilots. From that point on, we are only able to deduce what transpired because we lost our eyewitness. Several hours later, the plane landed in Nevada to refuel and Cooper was no longer onboard. Two parachutes remained. We also found several personal effects.”

      “One tie and one tie tack,” McLeod said. “But nothing else in more than forty years. Except some of the money.”

      “Identified by serial numbers,” Grant said. “In 1980, a kid in Oregon found about six thousand dollars. And now, somehow, you’ve discovered another ten grand.”

      So I was right—federal crime. I considered turning around and sticking out my tongue at Jack. But no tongues allowed. Now we were platonic.

      “Raleigh?”

      “Yes, sir.”

      “Thoughts?”

      “Uh, the soil can offer some significant clues.”

      “No kidding.” Grant muttered. “That’s why we hired a geologist the first time.”

      “Who is now retired,” Jack added, “and dying.”

      Grant spun around. “He can still help us. He knows this case.”

      “Did you talk to him recently?” Jack asked.

      “No, but what’s your point? You seem awfully busy with missy here.”

      Missy? I wanted to reply, I’ll give you Missy, you big—

      Jack got there first. “Harmon had no idea that the money was linked to the Cooper case, until right now.”

      Grant’s face resembled a boiled red potato. “What’s your point?”

      “My point,” Jack continued to lean against the wall, Mr. Casual, “is that the geologist we used before is now retired. And very sick. Meanwhile, we have a local forensic geologist who’s worked for the Bureau, a former agent—”

      “Former agent.”

      “—who is one of the best investigators I’ve ever worked with.”

      My heart uttered a pathetic little squeak. I gazed down at my clasped hands. My platonic clasped hands.

      “Let’s get all this out in the open.” Grant seemed to be addressing me so I looked up for another slap to the face. “I know all about how the Bureau released you. We don’t usually let go of good agen—”

      “Alright, alright.” McLeod lifted his right paw. “Take it easy, Pierce. Let the past bury its dead dogs.”

      He glared at McLeod. “She was fired.”

      McLeod’s paw made a seesaw gesture. “There’s no point arguing about this right now. Fact is, we’ve got Cooper bills. Let’s get on it. Pierce, more than anybody, I know how you want this case closed. Since Raleigh dug up the money—”

      “We should be interviewing her as a suspect.”

      “Good thinking.” Jack stepped away from the wall. “She wasn’t even born when Cooper hijacked the plane. But I’m sure she had something to do with the crime.”

      McLeod rose behind his desk, a grizzly at full height. For all his faults, including mangling the English language, the man kept a tight grip on office politics, strangling the worst of it with his command. Which was probably why the Bureau kept promoting him even as malaprops meandered from his lips. Staring up at his bulk, I felt like a kid in the principal’s office, sitting between recently divorced parents who couldn’t stop arguing with each other.

      “You two, take a break.” McLeod looked at them but pointed at me. “Raleigh, you stay.”

      Behind me, I heard the door swing open. It closed with a firm click.

      McLeod sat down again. “You understand what’s going on?”

      Yes. Nothing romantic.

      “Sir, I think it would be best for all of us if you explained my role here and what you’re expecting of me.”

      “Here’s the deal. Pierce owns this case. He’s worked it like a dog for decades. And he’s The Finder. Guy can find anything, anywhere. But Cooper’s eluded him, just like he’s eluded the entire resources of the federal government. But now, Pierce is three months away from retirement. I can see the hunger in his eyes—he wants to be the one to close this case. Before he retires.”

      I recalled that Bureau rules forced all agents to retire at age fifty-seven. No exceptions. Which explained his resentment toward me. A young discredited agent, possibly stealing his glory at the last minute. I didn’t really blame him.

      “Way back when,” McLeod continued, “Jack did a little work on the Cooper case. Last night, when he called me at home and said you’d found this money, he asked to be part of reopening the Cooper investigation. And you might want to know, he really pushed to bring you on board as our consultant. But, like I told him last night, we can’t have any conflicts of interest here.” McLeod paused. “Any conflicts, Raleigh?”

      I shook my head. “I’m working on a state case. There’s no connection to this matter.”

      “Good. That’s what I wanted to hear. Now go downstairs, Jack’s worked up the contract. Sign it and you’re cleared to go.”

      I stood.

      “One heads-up,” McLeod added. “Around this part of the country, Cooper’s turned into a cult hero. Don’t talk to them press. About anything. Not even one ‘no comment.’ You remember what I always told you?”

      I wasn’t sure. The bear had told me so many things. But I found the exact thing he wanted me to say right now. “A closed mouth gathers no foot.”

      McLeod beamed. “Welcome back to the Bureau, Raleigh.”
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      Numb as an iceberg lost on the Arctic Sea, I rode the elevator down to the Violent Crimes Unit. Ten days before Thanksgiving, the atmosphere rippled with an insistent murmur. Agents inside their cubicles enunciated orders into phones, pushing matters forward before the winter holidays brought the federal government to a standstill. As I passed the cubicles, several faces turned toward me. I didn’t look back.

      Jack’s desk was right where it’d been when I worked here. Only the desk was cleared of all the hot-babe photos. Some weeks ago, a former colleague told me that only one photo stayed on Jack’s desk. A photo of me. But I guess she was wrong. There were no photos on his desk.

      I stepped closer. He was typing on his keyboard, oblivious to my presence. I kept my tone nonchalant. “McLeod says you’ve got some paperwork for me.”

      His eyebrows rose. “You’re on board?”

      “Of course,” said the iceberg.

      “Great.” He slid the paperwork toward me. “Initial the statements, sign on the last page, and you’re good to go.”

      Good to go.

      I initialed my obligations to the truth. All my responsibilities to the Bureau. And my agreement to report immediately any conflicts of interest that might arise in the course of this investigation. I signed at the bottom of the last page, testifying to a true and authentic statement at the risk of prosecution. I slid the paperwork back toward him.

      “Good.” He typed another sentence, then closed the document. “I was going to get an early lunch. Want to join me?”

      My stomach was so empty I could eat a telephone. “I need to get back to the office.”

      His gaze traveled over my face, his eyes a clouded turquoise color. “I’m glad you’re working with us.”

      Glad? The iceberg drifted on the surface of a frigid sea. “Should be interesting.”

      “And McLeod’s glad to have you back, too.”

      He waited, as if expecting me to say something.

      So I did. “See you around.”

      I turned and crossed my old training ground, that fierce bullpen of ambitious special agents, the place where I screwed up too many times to count.

      And I vowed that would never happen again.
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      On Second Avenue, I stopped at Jerry’s Juicy Burgers. Twice a week for the last six weeks, Jack and I had eaten lunch in here, Jack positioned at the table in back to keep an eye on the entrance. Now I stood at the cash register, facing the young guy named Silas, and ordered two double cheeseburgers, two large fries, and one chocolate shake.

      “And extra mayo on the side,” Silas added, ringing up the order on the cash register. “And I’ll hold one burger.”

      “Why?”

      “For that guy. Your boyfriend?”

      “He’s not my boyfriend,” I said. “And this order’s to go.”

      You’re good to go.

      Away.
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      I carried the white bags of therapeutic salt and grease into the Smith Tower. Patterson was here now but I told him to stay seated.

      “I feel like taking the stairs today.”

      I climbed all twelve flights by lunging across every other step, begging the burn in my thighs to incinerate the sharp splinter lodged in my heart. By the fourth floor, I was bickering with myself. Why didn’t Jack ask me first? By the sixth floor, I’d come up with the exact words he could’ve said. “Here’s the deal, Harmon. We need to play it cool for this case. But nothing else has changed. We’re still dating, we’re still exclusive—” But by the twelfth floor, I was ready to be honest with myself. The exact words I wanted to hear were, “I turned down the Cooper assignment. I’d rather be with you than work this case.”

      Heaving like a fugitive with cops in pursuit, I made my way down the tiled hallway to my office. He didn’t even bother to explain it to me in his phone message! Passing Lezlee’s office, I heard somebody yelling. I knew exactly how they felt. I keyed open my door. Madame jumped off the couch and came wagging toward me.

      I raised one of the bags. “This is an authentic doggie bag.”

      She waited patiently while I uttered a grumbling grace—which perhaps made it no grace at all—and then we ate. I dipped my fries in mayo, ran a computer search on Washington State pegmatites, and within ten minutes the iceberg was melting. Comfort food, geology, and a woman’s best friend. It worked, sometimes.

      After washing my hands of grease, I unrolled my U.S. Geological Survey maps of western Washington. The name “pegmatite” was a descriptive term, not chemical. It referred to an igneous rock—former magma—that had cooled slowly, developing large but amorphous crystals. My maps showed several pegmatite outcroppings, but none within even fifty miles of the Pacific coast. Two commercial quarries mined pegmatites, one north of Seattle, outside the town of Granite Falls. The other was near the state capital in Olympia.

      Taking the rock from my pack, I held it up to the north-facing window where further down Second Avenue, the Space Needle’s discus peeked between the glassine skyscrapers. Under November’s gray glow, the pegmatite’s mica sheets flashed silver. The darker minerals glimmered like spilled ink. And I ran my finger down the cored-out cavity, feeling those spiral striations of the grinder. Somebody cored this stone like an apple, but took the core and left the rest. Why?

      With my ruler, I measured the cavity’s base—nearly seven inches wide—then calculated the possible carats. Depending on the chemistry, this missing crystal might be worth tens of thousands of dollars. That was the simplest explanation for Why.

      Since the host geology would help reveal the missing crystal’s chemistry, I took an unglazed ceramic tile from my pack and scraped the pegmatite’s dark base across the surface. The stone left a dark brown, nearly black streak. Iron, possibly, but tainted with something even heavier. With a magnet, I tested for magnetism and felt a slight pull. My mind ran through a list that included magnetite and chromium. The usual suspects. But no help at all right now.

      I was lifting my cell phone to call Peter when I saw the time.

      Madame lay on the couch, rolled onto her back, small paws in the air. Belly full and satisfied. Not one canine care in the world.

      I regretted changing that. “Madame,” I said. “It’s time to go.”

      Go.

      Away.
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      Pegmatite in my pack, clothes changed for running, I wove The Ghost through traffic for ninety minutes. Between the stop-and-gos, the dog tiptoed over the gear shift and settled into my lap. And licked my chin.

      When I pulled into the parking lot of Western State Hospital with no time to spare, the gray granite building climbed toward the softer gray clouds, as if implying this fortress for the insane would never be anything black and white. Only gray.

      “Ready?” I said in a voice that sounded like the nurse holding the long needle. “It’ll be over before you know it.”

      She quivered in my arms as I signed the visitor’s log. Gaelynn, the receptionist, reached over the counter to pet her.

      “That’s exactly the kind of dog I want. What’s her breed?”

      “Mutt.”

      Gaelynn buzzed the door, and upstairs the red-haired nurse waited, everything moving like clockwork. Like trains that run on time. Like nothing was at all strange or scary or sad about this whole routine in which my own mother welcomed the dog and refused to see me.

      “See you in an hour,” I said to Madame as the door closed.
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      I ran.

      I ran across the street to the sprawling 340 acres of Fort Steilacoom Park. November wind whipped cold air and swirled dried brown leaves into tiny cyclones dancing around the historic barns and antique tractors. Once upon a time, the asylum’s mental patients farmed these acres. It was part of their therapy. Now iron plows sat idle, the forged elements returning to the earth as rust. Work. It was my therapy, too, and each time my mind drifted back to Jack, I sped up, sprinting from the thought. I focused on river soil and D.B. Cooper. A cored-out pegmatite and Krystal Jewel and the single suspect dubious to Tom O’Brien. And I thought about Tom’s reply, when I asked if she’d been sexually assaulted. “Not that night.”

      I had no right to feel sorry for myself.

      Forty-five minutes later, I crossed back to the hospital grounds. In the parking lot, I slowed to a walk and took out my cell phone to call Peter.

      “Howdy-do,” he answered. “How’s the offer with the lab?”

      “We have a case.”

      “Hot diggity.”

      “Don’t get too excited. I’m not sure how much help we can offer.” I described the pegmatite, its murderous use, and Tom’s doubts about the main suspect. “Right now, I’d describe the rock as an average pegmatite. Mica splotches like dollhouse windows, puddles of milky quartz, and some darker mineralogy that could be a mix of iron and magnetite. The most interesting part of it is a seven-inch coring in the base. Somebody removed something.”

      “Mineralogy?”

      “I’m working on it. I got a streak. Darkest brown, almost black.”

      “Heavy metals.”

      “My thought, too. My USGS maps show two peg quarries in western Washington.”

      Peter made a humming sound.

      I checked my watch and started walking toward the asylum’s entrance. In the front door’s glass, I saw my reflection—a woman wearing lycra running gear, her ponytail a wind-whipped mess. That woman didn’t look like somebody carrying a broken heart. I forced my feet to keep moving and focused on Peter. “What are you thinking?”

      “You ever get a gander at a chrome tourmaline?”

      “Not in person.”

      “Thing’ll hypnotize you. I’m talking about the greenest green on God’s green earth.”

      Green as Jack’s eyes? I yanked open the front door. Stop it. “Valuable?”

      “Depends on how much quartz is in that pegmatite. How much did ya see?”

      “Abundant.” Tourmaline, a silicate mineral like quartz, took on jewel tones depending on the metals also present, such as aluminum and chromium. “There’s plenty of quartz to produce tourmaline.” I stepped inside the asylum, waved to Gaelynn. She buzzed the door. I headed up the stairs, my legs feeling like heavy metals had invaded my bones. “What about magnetism? It was mild, but it was there.”

      “That means chromium’s still possible,” Peter said. “You check Moh’s scale?”

      Moh’s scale measured a mineral’s hardness. That test was going to be my next step, but time ran out. Because a dog needed to get to an insane asylum. At the third-floor landing, I leaned my ear against the locked door. Noise. Voices. All indistinct yet troubling. Like people underwater crying for help. I stepped back and remembered the phone. “Peter?”

      “Not going anywhere, cowgirl.”

      His tone, it told me he knew.

      He knew my schedule, what time I had to be here with the dog. “Thanks.”

      “No problemo, amigo. But if you got a minute right now, can I ask you a question straight up?”

      “Go ahead.”

      “No fussin’ around, you think we can solve this one?”

      I stared at the locked steel door, waiting for it to open. “What works in our favor is, nobody’s tracked the pegmatite. That’s an advantage for us. On the negative side, it sounds like the entire trail went cold so quickly they wound up pinning the crime on the easiest suspect.”

      “You talk to him?”

      “Not yet.”

      “Alright, I’m trustin’ your judgment. Take a stab at this one. And just keep asking the right questions. Eventually answers show up. Problem is, they’re usually riding into town on an old broke-back mule. Know what I’m saying?”

      The door swung open.

      “Here you go—” Sarah stopped, seeing the phone at my ear. Her voice dropped to a whisper. “Sorry.”

      I nodded my thanks, accepted Madame, and headed downstairs, telling Peter goodbye.

      The dog wrapped her paws around my arm.
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      Eleanor Anderson was eighty-four-going-on-sixteen and kept a daily appointment with a martini.

      At five o’clock on the world’s longest Monday in recent memory, I found her sitting in her favorite chair in the living room of her rambling Victorian, sipping the daily four-olive dirty martini. All of that was normal. What I didn’t care for was the way she was smiling at me. Or how her dark eyes sparkled with mischief behind the rhinestone frames of her glasses.

      “What?” I said.

      “I heard the news today, oh boy.”

      “From who, the Beatles?”

      “Don’t try to change the subject.” She gave the martini a delicate sip. “They’re saying somebody found some D.B. Cooper money.”

      I listened to Madame in the kitchen, lapping water. Dehydrated from crossing the Sahara of insanity. I lifted my can of Coke and guzzled.

      “Young lady.” Eleanor fixed her glittery gaze on me. “That’s the same money you and Lani dug up. Isn’t it?”

      “Eleanor—”

      “I could charge you rent.”

      “Don’t say a word to anyone. Especially reporters.”

      “So it was D.B. Cooper’s money!”

      “No. It was bank money. Which means it belonged to other people.”

      “Oh, please.” She withdrew a toothpick of olives from the glistening drink. “Finders keepers.”

      “Yeah, it doesn’t work that way.”

      “In almost half a century, nobody’s found all that money. Now it should be declared community property.” She bit down on an olive, chewing and thinking. “The news report said the FBI was investigating. Is Jack involved?”

      I guzzled more Coke.

      “I see,” said the woman wearing glasses.

      I polished off the soda and suppressed a belch so powerful it made my eyes burn. At least, I told myself that’s why my eyes were watering.

      “Oh, no.” Eleanor sat up. “He’s reverted to acting like a troglodyte?”

      “You remember my boss at the FBI, Allen McLeod?”

      She thought about it. “The man with all the malaprops?”

      “He got promoted.”

      “Naturally. Managers often rise to the level of their incompetence.”

      “Jack convinced McLeod to hire me as a consultant.” I hesitated. The words ached in my throat. “The only requirement is, Jack and I can’t be romantically involved.”

      “You’ll find another job.”

      I stared down at my Coke can.

      “Raleigh? You did turn down that job.”

      I looked up. Eleanor was a blur. “Jack agreed to the terms right away.” I pressed my palms into the aluminum can, crushing it. “Apparently he wants us to be friends.”

      Her chin was rising. I closed my eyes, wiped my face, and braced myself for the words of Tennessee Williams.

      “It’s almost impossible for us to believe that someone we love doesn’t love us.”

      I sighed and opened my eyes. “Who said that?”

      “Reverend Shannon. Act 2 of The Night of the Iguana. In that very moment when the good reverend delivered that line, I cursed Tennessee Williams himself.”

      “What for?”

      “That single sentence precipitated my first divorce. But, heavens, put that out of your mind.” She set the drink on the antique side table. “There’s something I’ve wanted to do for years, and now it seems we can.”

      “Kill Jack?”

      “Later. I’ve always wanted to attend the D.B. Cooper festival.”

      “There’s a festival?”

      “Every year, right here in Washington. I hear it’s a worthy celebration of a successful outlaw.”

      “Criminal.”

      “Raleigh, the man didn’t hurt anyone.”

      “He hijacked an airplane full of innocent passengers. His briefcase contained what looked like a bomb.”

      “And he let everyone go. If you ask me, he showed tremendous generosity. Any lesser thief would’ve robbed those people of their possessions. Instead, he gave them a priceless gift.”

      “Which was…?”

      She waved her hand with a flourish. “A story to tell for the rest of their lives.”

      “That’s what matters—the story?”

      “Of course! What are we without our stories?” She picked up the martini, giving it a swirl. “We can go to the festival and you can case the joint.”

      “Pardon?”

      “Whatever it is you law-abiding types do.” She swung the toothpick of olives. “Conduct research. Search for clues. Play the heavy.”

      “Among people worshipping a criminal?”

      “Mendacity.” Her chin was rising again. “It’s the system we live in.”

      I knew that line. “Cat on a Hot Tin Roof.”

      “Excellent.” Eleanor peered keenly through the rhinestone glasses. “But who said it?”

      “Brick.” My life. It was officially pathetic. “Act two.”

      The never-retired actress sat back, pleased. “My work is starting to pay off.”

      But I’d learned enough for one night and headed for the kitchen. Already the lunch grease had worn off. But as I was about to cross the threshold, I stopped and looked back at Eleanor. “Can I ask you a personal question?”

      She bit the last olive. “Only if it utterly offends me in the worst way.”

      “When you were married to Harry, did he ever win an argument?”

      “Of course not.” She batted her mascara eyes. “Should I assume this means you’ll take me to the Cooper festival?”

      I left the room.

      My phone buzzed as I was pulling dinner from the fridge. I took it from my pocket, expecting Peter. But it was a text message. From Jack.

      Get to the Bureau tomorrow morning. 8:30 sharp.

      I texted back: This is why I turn off my cell phone.

      And then I did just that.
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      Hair still wet from the shower, I drove into Seattle without Madame, parked at the Smith Tower, and trudged up the hill to the FBI. As I was signing the visitor’s sheet, one of the uniformed guards behind the bulletproof glass slid a plastic visitor’s badge toward me.

      “Raleigh Harmon, right?”

      The badge displayed my old FBI agent photo but with today’s date. There was also an expiration date—nine days away. Thanksgiving Day, in fact. I thanked the guard and clipped the badge to my brown suede blazer. In the elevator, two white-collar agents discussed the Seahawks’ chances of making the Super Bowl. I glanced down at the badge. In the photo, that brown-haired, brown-eyed woman wore a stoic smile. When the elevator doors opened, Jack stood waiting. My heart performed an Olympic-worthy somersault. I stepped around the agents.

      Jack wore another suit, still not nearly as nice as the El Gaucho suit, but navy blue like the world’s deepest freshwater lake. And a topaz tie that matched his blue eyes. Blue to make me feel blue.

      “Morning,” he said, as the elevator closed behind me. “Going for a hike?”

      I pinched my lapel. “Blazer.”

      “And jeans.”

      “These are my good jeans.”

      “And boots.”

      “For a platonic relationship, you sure pay a lot of attention to my wardrobe.”

      One corner of his mouth quirked up. “One of us needs to.”

      My face burned. For ten years, I wore the unofficial uniform of government law enforcement. An ironed blouse under stiff blazer, drab dress slacks, low heels. Now I could wear whatever I wanted and do the professional work. I narrowed my eyes. “You brought me here for inspection?”

      “Grouchy. Didn’t get your Coke for breakfast?” He walked across the half-empty bullpen.

      I followed, flashback after flashback washing through my memory. The particular quick chirp of the desk phones. The acrylic smell of Xerox toner. And all the many times I’d walked this same path through these cubicles, despising this gorgeous guy walking in front of me. My face burned hotter. I wanted to stick my head out the window and let November slap me.

      Jack stopped at the conference room door, swinging one hand into the room, flicking on the lights. “I reserved it for two hours. Is that enough time?”

      “Depends.”

      “No, it doesn’t. I’m telling you, you have two hours. And McLeod wants me to reiterate the rules.”

      “What … rules?”

      “See, already we have a problem.” Jack shook his head. “Remember that paperwork you signed yesterday? It listed rules.”

      I despised him. “For your information, I—”

      “Number one, don’t take anything.”

      “McLeod never said that.” But maybe Agent Pierce Grant did.

      “As that document stated,” Jack said, stretching out each word, the slow pace countering my defensive jabs. “Don’t even take pictures of this evidence.”

      “I’m supposed to rely on my memory—are you kidding me?”

      Jack took hold of my elbow and moved me into the room, closing the door behind us. The breeze created by the swing of the door wafted his citrus-musk cologne over me. I held my breath.

      “Harmon, I’m going to chalk this up to you being from Virginia because you don’t seem to understand what’s going on here. The Seattle field office, more than any other field office in the entire country, considers D.B. Cooper one gigantic black eye. We’ve been chasing this guy for decades and have almost nothing to show for it. I have done heavy negotiations for you to even look at this evidence. Consider these articles equivalent to what was found in Tutankhamun’s tomb. You better guard them with your life, because that’s exactly what the Bureau will take if anything happens to these records.”

      I set down my backpack and smiled, sweet as Southern tea. “I’d expect nothing less from them. Now if you’ll excuse me—”

      “Second item. Contact the geologist.”

      I glared at him. Dear God. I hated the most attractive man on the planet. “You mean, the retired geologist. The man who is battling terminal cancer?”

      “Look, he was our go-to way back when the first bundles of money turned up. Get down there and see if he can help us going forward.”

      I took off my blazer and draped it over one of the leather chairs encircling the oval conference table. In front of the chair, a cardboard box waited on the table beside several three-ring binders. I skimmed the numbers on the box’s side, reading the evidence identification.

      “Where does this geologist live?”

      “Outside Vancouver.”

      “Canada?”

      “No. The other Vancouver.”

      “Which is where?”

      “Across the river from Portland.”

      “Terrific. I think Canada is closer.”

      “Harmon, if you leave early enough, you can get there and be back in time for…”

      He didn’t need to finish that sentence. We both knew what it meant—in time for Madame’s visiting hour at the asylum.

      I yanked out the chair and sat down, restraining a sigh. More road trips. Just what I didn’t need. The state’s cold case required at least one trip to the coast, three hours each direction. Now I could add southern Washington to the commute. And, judging by the date on my ID badge, everything needed to get done ASAP. I tried to imagine that urgent schedule combined with making sure Madame got to the asylum every afternoon. Perspiration prickled across my shoulders.

      “What’s wrong?” Jack asked.

      “Nothing.”

      He leaned down, one hand pressed against his azure tie. Before I could stop breathing, I caught another swoon-worthy scent of cologne. I yelled at my heart to die-die-die but his voice was low…forceful. “If you need any help, Harmon. I’m one phone call away.”

      I reached for the box. Jack straightened. I looked inside. “Where’s the rest of it?”

      “That’s it.”

      “You’re kidding.”

      “I am definitely not kidding,” he said, walking out of the room.
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      In the wake of Jack’s exit, I fanned my face with my notebook before cataloging the contents of the box. It didn’t take long. The entire collection of physical evidence in the D.B. Cooper hijacking included the following:

      Two parachutes, left behind on the airplane

      One black necktie, ditto

      One pearl tie pin, ditto

      Dan Cooper’s Northwest Orient Airlines airline ticket purchased in Portland, ditto

      Fourteen bills from the bundle found in 1981 by a boy digging on the banks of the Columbia River

      But the twenty-dollar bills that I dug up weren’t in the box. I sat for several moments, tapping my pen on the table. Was the money not there because of Jack… or Agent Grant? Or even McLeod? Did someone send the money to the FBI lab in D.C.? With one week before Thanksgiving, the soonest that material would get examined was January.

      But none of that was my problem, I decided, opening one of the binders.

      Neither of the two parachutes taken by Cooper was ever recovered. Not even a shred of the material. When the plane left Seattle with the $200,000 in twenty-dollar bills, delivered by agents in the Seattle FBI office, Cooper was wearing the black tie and tie tack. Speculation swirled around why the hijacker left the tie and pin behind. A calling card, perhaps. Or a taunt. Or just a mistake.

      I read over the witness statements. The passengers all described him as “polite.” Even courteous. As Eleanor said, he didn’t hurt anyone. The pilot who flew the plane out of Seattle felt that “bump of air” somewhere over southern Washington. When the plane landed in Reno to refuel, the rear stairs were open. Aviation experts theorized that Cooper lowered the stairs and jumped in the vicinity of southern Washington or northern Oregon. But he disappeared into thin air.

      I placed my phone on the table to keep track of my time. More than thirty minutes had already elapsed. I snapped on exam gloves from my pack and picked up each physical object, writing down descriptions in my notebook, along with the figure $5,800. That was what the boy found on the banks of the Columbia River. Roughly half of the money went to the insurance company covering the ransom, and half to the boy. The fourteen bills given to the FBI were carefully preserved in an acid-free evidence bag.

      Before placing the $200,000 in the briefcase, agents recorded the serial numbers and had the bank bundle the money in multiples of $2,000 so Cooper could count it quickly.

      I went back to that figure from the first discovery, $5,800. Not a multiple of $2,000. Either $200 was missing, or the money was re-bundled. From the photographs in the binder, it looked like the bank-issued paper markers were missing. I wrote in my notebook, “Repackaged bills? Who? Cooper? An accomplice? Or did ten $20 bills deteriorate while buried in the soil? Evidence?”

      I picked up the evidence bag with the original bills. Eroded around the edges, with the thickened texture of money that goes through the washing machine and dryer. The other kind of money laundering.

      I glanced at my phone. An hour had passed.

      I continued through the binders, searching specifically for any reports from the geologist. I found several. His name was Tim Bureley, a professor who specialized in sedimentary geology at Portland College. Bureley proposed two theories for the bills’ appearance along the Columbia. The money could’ve been buried there long before it was discovered in 1981 because that same year, the state of Oregon dredged that portion of the river to reinforce some eroding sand banks. Bureley drafted a graph that showed the engineering work removing nearly a decade of accumulated sand and soil, which would place the bills close to the surface. Close enough that the boy found them by simply digging a fire pit.

      Bureley’s second theory was that the bills originally landed further upriver. Natural forces picked up the bundles and eventually deposited them down river. Continuing with that theory, the geologist highlighted the hijacked plane’s flight pattern, and the location where Cooper was purported to have jumped. He then linked up the upriver streams and waterways feeding the Columbia. If that was the case, the geologist hypothesized, the most likely location for the dropped money was at the Washougal River. It flowed directly into the Columbia and sat under the plane’s flight path. Also, water turbulence could easily produce the weathered condition of the outer bills. He also noted the soil deposition rates for downriver burial.

      I leaned back in my chair. Not bad.

      Not bad at all.

      Feeling a begrudging respect for Tim Bureley, I wrote down his name and contact information, hoping none of it had changed since 1981—a hope built on the desire to avoid asking Jack.

      Behind the geologist’s report, I found the mineralogy analysis conducted by a D.C. Bureau geologist. Same job I had for five years before becoming an agent. The job I loved until my dad was murdered and suddenly trying to solve crime from a laboratory didn’t feel right anymore. I drew a breath, held it tight, and read over the trace evidence. Silica in abundance. No surprise, sand was primarily silica. Other trace minerals included iron, magnesium, some organic matter from the river, all the usual suspects one would expect from that section of the Columbia River. And a special note on some chemical anomalies, later identified as Mount St. Helens ash. That volcano was just fifty miles north of the Columbia, and it blew only three months before the money was found in 1980.

      I checked my phone for time. Thirty-eight minutes left.

      Quickly, I glanced through the third binder. There was an interview with the boy who found the $5,800 in 1980, along with interviews of his parents and other witnesses camping in a nearby RV park. His parents had sent the boy to the river to start the evening fire. The kid dug down about fifteen inches and—bingo—found the money.

      I got up, stretching my legs, and thought back to the hole I dug on the banks of the Willapa. It was roughly the same depth as that kid’s fire pit. I picked up the binder with the original photographs of the 1980 money. A similar rubber band wrapped around the eroding bills.

      Speeding through the rest of the information, I noted the names of the original agents—long gone from this office, some possibly dead—and saw that Agent Pierce Grant came on the case in late 1981. Given his impending retirement, I figured Grant joined the Bureau straight out of college. Which fit his temperament. Grant was one of those agents-for-life. And he would close this case to put the final notch on his belt.

      One more check on time. Eight minutes.

      I flipped through pages and pages of leads, interviews, tips, all of them dead ends. Reading through them, a jaded feeling settled over me. Agents had bird-dogged every single scrap of information, and the leads grew progressively weirder. In 1992, a surgeon called the Bureau to suggest that his transgender patient was D.B. Cooper. The patient was brought in and he-she confessed to the hijacking. But there was no corroborating evidence for his-her statement. When government lawyers informed him-her that the statute of limitations was still running, he-she recanted.

      I shook my head and looked at my phone.

      Time to go.

      I shrugged into my blazer, once more wondering about the bills I’d found. I didn’t believe in luck, but Grant would need it if he hoped to get that evidence through the D.C. lab. Right now, the most pressing agenda in Washington was the President pardoning a turkey.

      I slung my backpack over my shoulder and opened the conference room door. I stepped out, expecting to see Jack.

      He wasn’t there.

      But several agents looked up. And immediately looked away.
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      I reached Tacoma in record time and picked up Madame. Eleanor was just getting home from an enormous shopping spree for glittery objects nobody needed. She once more mentioned the D.B. Cooper festival, but I barely listened. Madame needed to get to her daily appointment with dementia.

      While the dog visited the asylum, I ran laps around Fort Steilacoom Park. Slow and steady, my footsteps almost as measured as a military march, I wound past the old barns and rusting farm equipment. Now the ground supported soccer fields and cupped puddles in baseball diamonds, the sodden sand a color of an oiled catcher’s mitt. I kept a measured pace, willing my mind to comb over the facts of Krystal Jewel’s murder and the disappearance of D.B. Cooper. I refused to think of Jack.

      When it came time to retrieve Madame, I crossed the park’s middle section. No larger than one of the nearby baseball diamonds, it was enclosed by a low stone wall. It was also Washington state’s saddest patch of land. Between the years 1876 and 1953, some 3,000 mental patients were buried here because nobody came to claim their body. Some of them lay in mass graves. Others received a small metal marker. But those markers had no names. Only numbers.

      As I reached the low stone wall, I started my prayer. But as I was rounding the wall’s second corner, I noticed an old red Subaru. It was parked next to the graveyard, its back hatch lifted despite the falling rain. Inside the graveyard, a woman was digging the ground with a shovel. I stopped. She had long gray hair, the strands wafting on the wind like smoke.

      When she pried one of the grave markers out of the ground, I stepped over the wall, heading toward her. “Excuse me.”

      She looked up, startled.

      “What you’re doing?” I asked.

      She pointed at the ground. A small rectangle of black granite rested on the turned soil. “I found my grandmother.” She brushed back her long gray hair, leaving a smudge on her cheek. “Come look.”

      Now I wanted to run away. I didn’t want to look. But she gazed at me expectantly, as if yearning for somebody to share this moment.

      The mossy grass felt spongy under my running shoes. As I stood beside her, looking down at the headstone. Rain water pooled in the engraved lettering.

      
        
        Martha Lee Counsel

        1898 – 1949

      

      

      “It’s lovely,” I said.

      “My father always said she died during the Depression.” She wiped away another loose strand of hair. “But I started doing my genealogy this year, you know, on the Internet?”

      I nodded.

      “I found the 1940 census. It says my grandmother was alive back then.” She nodded toward the road. “Patient at Western State Hospital. So I called the hospital. They had some of the old records. My grandmother died in there. She was number 2983.”

      I had to force the words out. “I’m glad you found her.”

      She gazed around the thin grass. “But who’re all these other people—doesn’t anybody even care?”

      I glanced across the rows of numbered graves. Rows and rows of little metal markers like the one she’d just dug up. On the other side of the wall, her old car waited, its rear hatch dented and letting in the rain. When I glanced back at Martha Lee Counsel’s gravestone, the polished surface seemed to shimmer. That kind of black granite cost money. Custom engraving, too. Yet her granddaughter had paid, then drove here with her own shovel.

      Kneeling on the ground, she set the small stone in place, tamping down the loosened soil. Wind eddied around the wall, brushed back her long hair. She seemed to have forgotten about me. I walked away.

      But as I was stepping over the stone wall, I heard her say something.

      “There,” she told the gravestone. “That’s much better.”
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      On the East Coast, sunrise will steal the breath right out of your body. The fresh, pastel-hued resurrection always looked like earth’s first day.

      On the West coast, sunset stole breath. Even during cloudy winter evenings.

      With Madame curled in my lap, I drove along Highway 101 toward the coast. A horizontal band of amber sunlight smoldered beneath banks of gunmetal clouds, like lamplight leaking from beneath a closed door. With each mile closer to the ocean, the hues deepened until burnt amber blazed against darkest sapphire. If the eastern sunrise was earth’s first day, the western sunset was earth’s last breath, the final gasp of air before we woke up in another world.

      The road ended at the Pacific Ocean. My GPS said to turn north, moving up the extended estuary known as the Long Beach Peninsula. Twenty-eight miles of sand, the landmass was created by steady deposition from the Columbia River to the south. In geologic terms, Long Beach was considered young—only about 10,000 years old—and one day it could disappear when the earthquake known as the “Big One” hits Seattle. Everyone living here knew this, on some level, because I drove past a dozen roadside signs for the “tsunami evacuation route.” No spit of sand survives a tsunami. But denial was the human ego’s best friend and summer tourists still came here by the thousands, collecting pretty sea shells and licking ice cream cones. As I drove up Pacific Avenue, I saw that the winter off-season left one drive-in joint open, a Mexican restaurant serving two-for-one taco specials.

      I turned right off Pacific Ave, moving away from the ocean. The road narrowed. My headlights showed weather-beaten houses on either side, like tufts of sea grass. At the end of the road, I found an unkempt saltbox and parked on the shoulder. Madame and I got out, stretching our legs. The night felt damp and cold. The air smelled dank, like stagnant swamp water.

      Before leaving the asylum, I changed back into jeans. Now I shucked into the blazer, wondering about leaving the dog in the car. But she’d already suffered a three-hour drive—after an hour with certifiably insane people—and deserved more than a walk. So I let her follow me to the house where several small windows, cloudy with condensation, glowed into the darkness. On the creaking wooden porch, I lifted my hand to knock but someone started hollering inside. A woman’s voice. Then I heard a child crying. I looked down at the dog. Her head was cocked to the side, listening.

      “I get it,” I whispered. “But it’s not like we can come back tomorrow.”

      I knocked.

      The door flew open so fast the wind sucked my loose hair forward.

      “Who’re you?” She was stout with pale eyes that bulged. Frizzy blonde hair circled her large head. “What d’you want?”

      I smiled, hoping to take things down a notch. “I’m Raleigh Harmon, I called this afternoon…”

      “What for?”

      “I said I was working on your daughter Krystal’s case. The state hired me.” I stretched out my hand.

      “Oh.” Avis Jewel gave my wrist a snap, like someone throwing crumbs off a dishtowel. “Didn’t think you’d show up tonight.”

      Even though I’d said that’s what I was doing. “Is now a good time to talk?”

      “No.”

      I tried to come up with something. Anything. But I had no experience with that response. Nobody—at least, nobody innocent—had ever turned down my help when it came to investigating a family murder. My polite response should be an offer to come back another day. But given the distance, it might be weeks before I got out here again. Avis Jewel seemed to read my mind.

      “But you might as well come in.” She walked away, leaving the door open. Madame followed me in. As I closed the door, I noticed deep scratches on the jamb. Dog scratches. But no dog came to greet us.

      I followed Avis Jewel’s departing back through a short alcove and then we were in the kitchen. The old house had an odd layout, as if the kitchen was added later, when kitchens stopped being total fire hazards.

      Not that the risk of fire was decreasing here. Blue flames leaped from the chipped white enamel range, licking two aluminum pots. Across from the stove, three small children ate white bread and red jam. The youngest child, seated in a plastic high chair, smeared the jam across the white tray. The other two sat at a plastic table. And all of us jumped when Avis Jewel slammed another pot on the stove. Water splashed out, sizzling in the flames. She turned the heat higher and snapped dry columns of spaghetti pasta over the water.

      Avis moved to the sink, filled with dishes, and wiped her hands on a green towel. “You’re, what, some kinda detective?”

      “Not exactly.” I took a business card from my pocket. “Forensic geologist.”

      She read my card. Her face seemed both soft and hard. Tender fleshy cheeks, toughness of steel around the eyes. When she looked up, her face reminded me of the water on the stove, ready to boil. “You get some kinda reward—how much?”

      Madame stood behind me in the doorway, far enough back that the children hadn’t noticed her. I wanted to step away, start over. Not a chance. “I work for a company hired by the state. We get paid only if we help close the case. And we’re compensated only for our services.”

      “I knew there was money in it.” She flipped my card into an empty can of tomato sauce. “But so long as money’s not coming outta my pocket, what do I care?”

      Now the children spotted the dog. The two seated at the table gasped. “A dog!”

      In the highchair, the jam-painter pushed herself higher. Or he did. All three had plain faces and brutally chopped haircuts. I felt a grave pity for Madame as the two got up from the table and came toward her. Lots of cheeseburgers were in her future. “I understand your cynicism. The system seems broken sometimes. But I’d like to help. Your daughter deserves justice.”

      “Justice.” Avis’ slashing laugh sounded like swords crossing. “You talk to that bastard?”

      I glanced at the children. One was kneeling beside Madame, the other was trying to pick her up. God bless that dog, she didn’t snap at either of them. “I’m not sure who you’re referring to.”

      “Didn’t do your homework, did you? His name’s Joel Fisher.”

      Joel Fisher, the prime suspect. The science teacher. “I’ll be talking to Mr. Fish—”

      “Mister?” Avis slashed out another laugh. “How dare you, after what that rat-bastard done to my oldest child.”

      Another glance at the children. They gave no sign that the words startled them in any way. Avis continued.

      “Tells my daughter to go down to the beach—at night—and watch some special moon. You gotta be kidding me.”

      The lunar eclipse. It was noted in that paperwork Tom O’Brien gave me. Joel Fisher had told his students at North Beach Junior and Senior High School—combined, due to the coast’s low population—that the best place to view that night’s lunar eclipse was on the beach. Fisher himself went down to the ocean that night. That’s how he found Krystal’s dead body, he claimed, dead beside the bloodied pegmatite.

      “Lunar eclipse, my ass.” She shoved metal tongs into the pot, slicing at the pasta. “That pervert. He wanted it dark, that’s what it was. Eclipse? That means ain’t no light shining on the beach. And dumb Krystal, she wanders down there with her drawing book. Pitch black out—how can you draw with no light?”

      I took one more glance at the little ears as Avis launched into a graphic rant about what happened that night. I raised my hand, trying to stop her, but she only narrowed her lashless eyes and barreled forward more forcefully. Madame wiggled forward, escaping one of the child’s clutches to stand between me and the ranter at the stove.

      Avis looked down at the dog. “What the hell?”

      “Mrs. Jewel, I don’t need the crime scene details. But could you tell me more about Krystal? How she spent her free time, who her friends were. Anything that might help—”

      “Artist.”

      “Pardon?”

      “She wanted to be an artist. She drew things, all the time. I couldn’t get her nose out of that drawing book.”

      I didn’t find anything like that in the evidence. “Do you have Krystal’s drawing book?”

      The pot boiled over. Avis made no move for it. “You want it?”

      “It might help.”

      She snapped down the heat and walked toward the doorway, still holding the tongs. The children jumped out of her way. Even after she left the room, the children continued to stare into the darkened hallway, as if her return would bring any number of surprises, none of them good.

      “I can’t find it,” Avis said, returning with the tongs. “I can tell you this though, somebody wanted my child dead. That’s a fact. Krystal, she didn’t have one enemy. Quiet kid. Even as a toddler she’d waddle around here with a full load in her diaper and not say nothing. Not like these brats.”

      One more glance. The children stood in the doorway, gazing at Madame who continued to stand guard beside me. But their expressions shot an arrow into my heart. The reverent awe for the dog. Those scratches on the door. They’d had a dog. I looked back at their mother, wondering what she’d done to the dog. “Anyone aside from Joel Fisher who might’ve—”

      “My deadbeat husband.”

      The notes didn’t mention any “Mr. Jewel.” But I remembered Tom’s comment about sexual assault. “Is your husband around?”

      “He left, years ago.” She rapped the tongs against the pot, water hissing in the flames. “He ain’t Krystal’s daddy anyway.”

      “Who is, then?”

      “He’s dead. Drank himself six feet under. I got a new husband.” She threw a look at the children. “And he’s worse. Shows up second Wednesday of every month, just to get my social security checks.”

      I tried not to judge her. It wasn’t my place, or my right, and it would only make this case more difficult. But sometimes people who were brought low by life got high on victimhood. It became their identity. The sad situation, worn like a bright shining badge of validation. Victims who never took responsibility for anything. I could feel that attitude radiating from Avis Jewel. And perhaps it explained why she seemed uninterested in justice for her daughter. Justice might steal her own victimhood.

      I reached into my pocket and extracted another business card, placing it on the plastic table. The card would probably wind up in the trash again. But maybe not.

      “If you think of anything that might help our investigation, please call me. And if her sketch book turns up, I’d like to see it.”

      “Yeah, sure.” She sneered. “Wouldn’t want you to lose out on that money.”

      In a hollow voice, I told the kids it was time to say goodbye to the dog. They hugged Madame. She and I let ourselves out. Walking back to The Ghost, a terrible thought flitted through my mind, sour as the dank night air.

      At least Krystal was no longer here, suffering.
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      The next morning, I woke to another summons from Jack. Just as urgent as the others, but it held one small grace.

      Reserved you parking space in garage.

      Sure enough, when I pulled up to the FBI building, the metal grate facing Spring Street lifted. Inside, the guard waved me over, directing me to a visitor’s space beside his booth. As I got out, he walked over.

      “Jack said to watch for a hot white car. But, man, what is this thing?”

      “A Ghibli.”

      “Jib—what’s that, Italian?”

      I nodded, grabbed my backpack. “On loan from a friend.”

      “You got some friend.”

      I agreed and clipped on my visitor’s badge, riding the elevator up to Violent Crimes and expecting fireworks because I was ten minutes late.

      And here they were.

      “You’re late,” barked Agent Grant.

      He was already in the conference room. But no sign of Jack. When I glanced back at Grant, his red face and hostile gaze made me wonder if he shared DNA with Avis Jewel.

      “Sorry.” I set my backpack in one of the conference chairs. Another cardboard box was on the table with fresh ID numbers but smaller than the previous box. I felt a rush of hope. “I got here as soon as possible but there’s this bad thing in Seattle called traffic.”

      He seemed slightly mollified. Slightly. “We need you to move on this matter ASAP. We don’t have a lot of time to waste, coming up on the holidays.”

      Not to mention his retirement in January. “I understand the urgency. But I’ve got another case. It requires travel over to the Olympic peninsul—”

      Jack stepped into the room. And I hated myself, because the first thought that slipped into mind was Yum.

      Grant had other thoughts. “You’re late, too? What is with you?”

      Jack walked over to where I stood by the table. His eyes. His eyes were a frustrating mixture of blue and green, storms on a turquoise sea. He looked me over. “Late night?”

      “Yes.”

      “Doing what?”

      “None of your business.”

      He flinched. The slightest flicker of … of … something filled those aqua eyes. But his recovery was too quick. I couldn’t name it.

      Grant chuckled. “I heard this girl had spunk.”

      Girl? I looked at Jack.

      His eyes iced to blue. “Ready to get to work?” he asked.

      “Always.” I shrugged out of my blazer, draped it over the chair.

      Grant reached for the box, removing the lid. “After much deliberation, we’ve decided you should examine these bills you dug up. Save us time.”

      I glanced at Jack. Unreadable as a Chinese newspaper. “Thank you.”

      “Don’t thank Jack.” Grant pushed the open box toward me. “Some geologist in our D.C. lab vouched for you, said you’d do a good job. Plus, if you screw up, we can always send it to them later.”

      What an endorsement. I peered into the box. One standard microscope. One small box of glass exam slides. An evidence bag, condensation clouding the inside. But through the mist on the plastic, I saw that high forehead of Andrew Jackson. At your service, Mr. President.

      I plugged the scope into the sockets running down the center of the conference table. Then I removed my tools from my pack. Condensed atlas of optical mineralogy. Notebook. Vaseline. At the back of my mind, I wondered about the geologist in the D.C. lab vouching for me. I even wondered whether I should’ve kept that job instead of applying for Quantico. Look how things turned out. No longer an agent, platonic with Jack, and taking abuse from the big-shot veteran Grant. I lifted my pack’s inside flap. Jack and Grant were talking, but their voices seemed far away as I removed the ruler and the sealed surgical steel scalpel.

      “Harmon?”

      I looked up.

      “Did you hear what Pierce said?”

      You mean, calling me a girl? “No. Sorry.”

      Grant’s sigh hissed like a deflating bike tire. “You mind telling us what you’re doing? We need to report back to McLeod this afternoon.”

      Yes, I minded. “No problem. Could you get me some computer paper? Plain white.”

      Jack left the room. I took a seat in front of the scope, snapped on latex gloves, and began speaking out every step. When Jack came back in the room, laying the paper beside the scope, my self-talking felt awkward. But within two minutes it no longer mattered if J. Edgar himself had walked into the room. In pursuit, I was in the zone, on the hunt.

      After carefully removing the rubber band, I picked up the scalpel and scraped the surface of the top-facing bills. Grains of silt and sand rained on the white paper. I dusted the sediment on a glass slide smeared with the Vaseline and placed it under the scope’s lens, peering through the eyepiece and adjusting the focus. “Average-grained sand and silt. No apparent aberrations in terms of surface structure. I would say it’s standard river soil for that area of the Olympic peninsula.” I picked up my pen and noted color and some of the various organic material. Reaching into my pack, I found the small plastic bottle of hydrochloric acid. I squeezed one drop on the slide, and watched. “Fair amount of bubbling,” I said, writing the same in the notebook.

      “Yeah, okay.” Grant said. “What’s it mean?”

      “Indicates possibly high degree of calcium is present.”

      Jack stood opposite me, leaning casually against the wall, like someone waiting for a cab. Grant, meanwhile, hung over my left shoulder. His large body generated heat in an already-warm room. And I knew he felt that heat because every few minutes, he pulled a handkerchief from his front pocket and dabbed his forehead.

      None of us asked to open the conference room door.

      I parted the stack of bills.

      “Careful,” Grant said.

      Without raising my head, I glanced at Jack. Now his expression was totally readable. Do not mess with Grant.

      “Thank you,” I said in my best Southern accent, placing the rubber band on a fresh glass slide. I looked through the scope’s lens. “Parched surface, cracks in the rubber.”

      “And,” Grant said. “It means…?”

      “It means I’m trying to make this fast. The rubber’s decay might be a quicker way of assessing how long these bills were buried, instead of going through the decay of all the individual dollar—”

      Grant leaned closer, his enormous body blocking the fluorescent lights overhead. “Let me look.”

      Another glance at Jack. Harmon…

      I pushed back my chair. “Let me give you some room.”

      Grant bent down to the scope, peering into the lens. When he started fiddling with the focus knobs—badly—I didn’t help. “How long do you think?” he asked.

      “How long has the money been buried?”

      He looked up with beady eyes. “No, how long before lunch.”

      Using every ounce of self-control, I rolled out the granddaddy of my peacemaking tools—the polite smile. “I wouldn’t want to say my guess is certain, but because of the presence of calcium in the soil, which you saw in the bubbl—”

      “Yeah.” He rolled his hands, telling me to speed up. “The dirt bubbled.”

      “Which means the soil is alkaline. Not highly acidic. Ph levels influence decay rates. More acid means more decay.”

      “So, how long?”

      “Right now my guess is about weeks and months. Not years. The rubber band is intact, still has some elasticity, and the bills are in pretty good shape, considering.” I gritted my teeth into the second polite smile. “Should I continue?”

      “That’s what we’re here for.”

      Grant stepped back from the scope. I reached into my pack and found the Ziploc baggie holding my soil sample from the Willapa riverbank. I’d taken it that morning with Lani, knowing somebody would need it. As I stared at another exam slide, Grant asked what the “dirt” was. I told him.

      He smirked. “Why didn’t you turn that dirt over to the FBI?”

      I hesitated. He had a point. It was an oversight on my part. Back then, I suspected the bills were part of a bank robbery, not the Case of the Century for the Seattle field office.

      “Well?” Grant demanded.

      “Harmon offered me the soil.” Jack pushed himself off the wall. “When she turned over the bills, the day she dug them up.”

      I glanced down at the microscope. Wait—what? That night at El Gaucho, I handed him the bills. Not the soil sample …although …there was soil on the bills. What a clever save. I wanted to look up, see Jack’s face. He was being truthful. Just like my dad dealing with my mom’s paranoia, always telling her the truth but letting her assumptions work for us. I held a deep-deep breath and scraped the scalpel over a bill taken from the bundle’s middle. I dusted that inner soil onto another glass slide, then turned the viewing platform on its axis, cranking the magnification to 200X.

      Grant’s shadow fell over my right shoulder. “What do you see?”

      My heart stopped. I twisted the focus knob and zoomed in on rounded grains of brown silt. Like beads. I also saw pale opaque dots of quartz, possibly the calcium, or even a calcium-bearing element, whatever had bubbled under the HCl solution. But that wasn’t what stopped my heart. Reaching back, I took tweezers in my rock kit.

      “Are you going to tell me?” Grant asked.

      “Soon as I know something.” I used the tweezers to divided the grains, pushing away silt like a knife getting green vegetables away from red meat. When the most important piece was centered in the viewfinder, I rotated the viewing plate. My heart was pounding. I spoke without looking up, without giving Grant an opening to shove his big face into the lens. “Jack, please hand me the brass sieves. They’re in my pack. Unbuckle the brass top.”

      Using paper like a cone, I funneled this latest soil into the eight-inch canister, the grains dancing on the mesh filter. I rebuckled the top and handed the stack of connected sieves to Grant.

      “Shake it.”

      His left eye twitched. “Wha—”

      “Shake this canister side-to-side until I tell you to stop.”

      His dark eyes flashed with anger, but I was already turning away, picking up another twenty-dollar bill from the middle of the pack. Behind me, the geological percussion began, the sound of soil sluicing through the metal filters and screens. I scraped down the next bill and put that soil under the scope. More silt. And about a dozen grains that—geologically speaking—shouldn’t be there. I listened to the brass percussion, certain the sieve process was finished. But why ruin a good thing?

      After thirty seconds, I turned and smiled. “Thanks. I’ll take it from here.”

      I unbuckled each canister. The interior screens had divided by the grains by size, and the tiny shards I hoped for waited in the second-to-last cup. Sprinkling them on another Vaseline-smeared slide, I bent over the scope. Oh. Wow.

      “Harmon?”

      I adjusted the focus knobs. Then readjusted.

      Grant panted at my side. “You better tell us soon, honey.”

      I lifted my face, my tongue begging to reply, Call me Honey one more time and I’ll call you Fatty. But I only smiled. Because I’d just struck gold. “Hypersthene and feldspar enclosed in vesicular glass jackets.”

      Jack laughed.

      Grant glared at him. “Why is that funny?”

      “Because …” Jack shook his head. “Never mind. Harmon, keep going.”

      “The vesicular jackets are made of glass. The glass encloses other minerals. That indicates that before cooling, the minerals floated in a liquid silica magma.”

      “Try that again,” Grant said.

      I pushed away from the scope. “Take a look yourself.”

      Grant bulldogged forward. I glanced over at Jack, and my chest ached. One part thrill of the hunt, one part despair. Swallowing the second part, I stared at Grant’s ruddy profile as he peered into the scope.

      “At extremely high temperatures, silica will turn into liquid. But with an extreme drop in temperature, it quickly turns into glass. For instance, when a volcano explodes. The lava inside—liquid magma—spews into the air and, for lack of a better word, the silica freezes into glass.”

      Grant, still bent over the scope, said nothing. I glanced at Jack. He mouthed the words Good job. My heart kicked me.

      “Do you see those rectangular shapes?” I asked Grant. “They look sort of like throat lozenges.”

      He twisted the focus knobs, back and forth, hard, then lifted his face. A frown pulled down his forehead, his cold eyes disappearing in folds of heated flesh. “Yeah. I saw that. What about it?”

      “Did you see the dark fragments—they look like peppers inside the lozenges?”

      “Yeah.” Grant backed away from the scope. “What’s it mean?”

      “This is just my educated guess at this point, but I’m fairly certain this soil contains Mount St. Helen’s ash.”

      I waited, letting the fact sink in.

      It didn’t.

      “Whoop-de-doo,” Grant said. “You obviously don’t know much about this area, especially for a geologist. St. Helen’s blew its top clear off. Ash went everywhere. My car was smothered.”

      “Then you weren’t parked in Seattle.”

      His fleshy face looked confused, like an overfed baby trying to use logic. “I was still in school at Gonzaga.”

      “Spokane?” I walked to the white board on the wall behind my chair and picked up the black dry-erase pen, drawing a rectangle. “Let’s say this is Washington state.” I drew two curvy horizontal lines at the bottom. “And let’s say this is the Columbia River carving the boundary between Washington and Oregon.” About three inches above the river, I drew a triangle, then crossed out the top quarter. “St. Helen’s blows its top, May 18, 1980.” I moved the marker to the left, toward the Pacific Ocean. “The jet stream that day coming in from the ocean blew east.” From the ocean, I drew a wavy line to Mount St. Helens, then thicker lines as I continued across the state. “The jet stream picked up St. Helen’s volcanic ash and carried it east. Two hundred and fifty miles away, Spokane received a massive amount of ash. Meanwhile—” I lifted the pen, moving it south of the volcano. “Portland, close enough to see the volcano on a clear day, received a much smaller amount.” I moved my marker north of the triangle. “Same with Seattle. Some ash, but nothing like the quantity that fell on areas east of the volcano.” I smiled. “Like Spokane, where, as you said, your car was smothered.”

      Grant didn’t even try to hide his disgust. “You’re saying this money was in Spokane and wound up on the Olympic peninsula? That sounds far-fetched.”

      I replaced the top of the marker and walked back to the scope. “D.B. Cooper hijacked the plane in 1971. That’s almost nine years before St. Helens blew up. We need to figure out how that ash got on these bills—even deep inside the bundle.” I took out that slide and replaced it with the slide of Willapa riverbank soil. I turned the focus. “Also, there’s not even a trace of volcanic ash in the local soil. The ash on these bills tells me they were brought there.”

      The silence was deafening. And pleasing.

      Until Grant spoke.

      “How can you be sure it’s St. Helens’ ash?”

      Because as a kid, I was obsessed with volcanics. If I went to a shrink, they’d tell me it was a subconscious connection to my mother’s volcanic moods. Whatever. But when I was in elementary school, the world’s best dad fed my obsession, giving me books on Vesuvius and Mount St. Helen’s eruption. I memorized the process, the mechanics, the timeline. And I memorized those glass jackets. They made so much sense to me, because that’s how I survived my mom’s explosions. I kept a clear protective coating around my heart. Like glass.

      “I recognize the mineralogy,” I told Grant. “And given the local soil, we can say these bills were located somewhere else prior to being buried.” I figured Grant wouldn’t even be rounding first base yet, so I added, “We also have the rubber band. Lack of decay means these bills were likely buried recently. That also indicates a prior location.”

      Another silence. Which pleased me even more.

      Not wanting to gloat, I picked up my pen and drew a sketch of the glass jackets in my notebook, adding flecks of feldspar and magnetite. As I drew, I was struck by something strange, how dealing with my volcanic mother had now brought me success on this battlefield. What a mystery it was, how the terrible things we wanted to wish away could end up benefiting us.

      “Now what?” Grant asked.

      “I’d like to get the exact chemical composition.”

      “You just said it was St. Helens ash.”

      “That’s the start. But the exact mineralogy is crucial. Especially the relative proportions—percentages of each mineral. There isn’t just ash here. And if we find the same relative mineral composition somewhere else, it’s like a fingerprint. Those proportions might also help me locate where the money’s been all this time. Like a trail of breadcrumbs.”

      Grant shook his head. “This evidence doesn’t leave this building.”

      Fine. I’d done my part.

      Not wanting to argue, I started packing up my gear. This guy, the stubborn agent. Highly successful with stolen artifacts. Probably hogged all the glory, too. But I also felt a begrudging respect for him. Fighting crime on behalf of a government bureaucracy that wanted all paperwork in triplicate hadn’t corroded Grant’s passion for justice. Admirable. No wonder McLeod liked the guy. But right now, I’d given my all and my stomach was growling. I unplugged the scope and put it back in the box.

      “Harmon?” Jack’s voice was softer than usual. “Could we get the equipment you need, and bring it in here?”

      I wiped down the slides. “You’d need to find a scanning electron microscope hooked to a computer with the software programs that can calculate the relative mineralogy of the soil sample.” I looked up. “Either of you have that hanging around here?”

      Grant turned to Jack. “What about our geologist?”

      Our geologist. The guy would never see me as legit. I put the slides in their box.

      “Harmon’s going to go talk to him.”

      “When?” Grant looked directly at me.

      I glanced over my shoulder, pretending to look for something else. “Soon.”

      Jack said, “Today.”

      “Good.” Grant headed for the door. “I’ll let him know you’re coming. Today.”

      He left the door open. Jack and I both waited to hear the ding of the elevator on the other side of the bullpen. Even then, Jack leaned through the doorway, making sure Grant was really gone.

      “Harmon—”

      “Don’t start with me, Jack. That guy’s got serious issues. I’m not his punching bag.”

      “Punching bag? How would you feel? The biggest case of your entire career starts to break three months before retirement. And the consultant hired by the Bureau doesn’t seem to share the same sense of urgency. You want me to believe you’d react any differently?”

      “No.” I grabbed my pack and headed for the door, turning at the last moment. “And maybe that’s why I don’t work for the FBI anymore.”
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      Muttering under my breath like a patient at my mother’s asylum, I grabbed a burger from Jerry’s Juicy Burgers—extra fries, extra-extra mayo—and carried the food to my office. I ate quickly and combed through some information on pegmatites. Before I was ready to stop, it was time to pick up Madame at Eleanor’s house.

      But when I pulled up to the proud Victorian in Tacoma, a white cargo van waited in the driveway. The sign on the side door was written in curly script:

      Marvelous Martin’s Masquerade.

      Beneath that, a question asked: Why be you when you can be someone else?

      Walking toward the back door, my best guess was that someone finally came to pick up Eleanor’s many costumes and props, the remnants from her acting days that filled several rooms of the house.

      I should’ve known better.

      Eleanor opened the back door before I could even touch the knob. “How do I look?”

      She wore go-go boots, black patent leather go-go boots. Her skirt was fire-engine red and hung above her matchstick legs, topped off with a similarly eye-blinding red jacket decorated with oversized silver buttons. And crowning her white hair was a ridiculous red cap with a black bowstring around the brim. I looked at the brass name plate pinned to the jacket, but couldn’t read it because it was facing the ceiling.

      “Are you wearing falsies?” I asked.

      She turned sideways, exhibiting her newly robust profile. “If Blanche had these babies, Stanley would’ve been an entirely different character.”

      I nodded, mostly out of shock, and stepped inside.

      Eleanor sashayed away, her boot heels clicking on the floor. When I closed my eyes, the red outfit appeared, burned on my retinas.

      “Raleigh,” she called out, leaving the room. “You still haven’t told me what you think?”

      “Yeah, where’s your fire engine?” I looked around the kitchen. No dog. I followed Eleanor into the living room, ready to call out for Madame, but Eleanor started bellowing.

      “Marvin! Oh, Marvelous Marvin! I want you to meet someone.”

      Maybe it was that burger from the diner, bad mayo or spoiled meat, because I seemed to be hallucinating. There, on the edge of the living room’s oriental carpet, Madame lay with her head between her paws. Her gaze locked on a small bald man who was dancing with a headless seamstress dummy. It wore a red outfit just like Eleanor, and the bald man gripped pins in his mouth, humming.

      I whispered, “Madame.”

      She trotted over. I picked her up. Quickly.

      “Marvin!” Eleanor continued trumpeting, although we were all in the same room. “Fate has smiled upon us. Raleigh’s home early. Go size her up!”

      “Uh, Eleanor? Halloween’s over.”

      “And speaking of Halloween,” she said to Marvin as he plucked pins from his lips, “Raleigh refused my Princess Kosmopolis costume. Can you imagine? Who could turn down that gorgeous outfit?”

      Marvin’s voice was somewhere between a squawk and a honk. “Nobody can wear it like you!”

      She batted her eyelashes then pivoted toward me. I jumped back, shielding the dog from a direct hit from the new chest. “Marvin’s a genius with needle and thread.”

      Right there, I got a bad feeling. I also didn’t like the way Marvin was looking at me.

      “Oh my!” He squawk-honked. “Eleanor, she’s the exact size you gave me. I don’t think we need any alterations.”

      “Alterations?” The bad feeling deepened. “Whatever you two are up to, count me out. I hate dressing up and I hate—”

      Marvin swiveled the headless dummy. “But look, it’s marvelous!”

      I almost dropped the dog. The outfit was identical to Eleanor’s, from shiny black boots to the ridiculous red cap. But the skirt was way, way, way too short.

      Eleanor, doing some kind of dance, kicked up a booted leg. Or maybe she was having a stroke. “We’ll be a hit!”

      Madame squirmed in my arms, probably because of my tense grip. “This seems like a lot of lead time for Halloween.”

      “We can wear it then, too.” Eleanor go-go’d over to me. “But first we take them to the D.B. Cooper festival.”

      “What?”

      “You said you’d take me.”

      “I said—”

      She spread out both arms, the chest incredibly expanding even further. “And look at our costumes!”

      Our. I glanced at Marvelous, hoping that’s who Eleanor meant by our. But he was giving me that same evaluative look, like a man choosing which goldfish gets fed to the piranha.

      I felt a shaky sensation. “What are you talking about?”

      Marvelous beamed. “Eleanor’s had this fabulous idea. Everyone goes to the Cooper festival dressed as the hijacker. You know, dark skinny tie, white button down shirt. Bor-ing. You two are going to be the stewardesses.”

      “No.”

      Eleanor pinched the brass name plate on the pneumatic chest. Her name was engraved above the words Northwest Orient Airlines. The badge looked eerily real.

      “Back when I was playing Mrs. Goforth in The Milk Train Doesn’t Stop Here Anymore…”

      While Eleanor prattled about Marvelous’ tailoring skills, I glanced down at Madame. Let the cynics insist dogs can’t understand humans—I will go to my grave knowing the dog just rolled her eyes.

      I tried again. “Eleanor, I’m doing surveillance down there. That would mean dressing subtly in order to—”

      “Young lady.” She waltzed toward me, her rhinestone glasses twinkling as though they’d waited all their lives for this outfit. “You cannot back out of your promise.”

      “But—”

      “But nothing.” Her chin was already rising. “Most peoples’ lives are just trails of debris, with nothing to clean it up except death.”

      “Mizvunnaples.” Marvelous’ mouth was full of pins again. He yanked them out. “Mrs. Venable. Suddenly Last Summer.”

      Eleanor pointed a ringed finger at him. “And when did she say that?”

      “Act one,” Marvelous said. “Scene one.”

      She turned to me, her smile so wide I could only sigh and plead for mercy.

      “Okay, I’ll go,” I said. “But on one condition …”
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      The condition was this: I would take Eleanor to the D.B. Cooper festival if she would take Madame to the asylum. Today. Despite flinging one hand to her forehead and offering a wildly exaggerated sigh while quoting her favorite playwright about martyrdom, Eleanor finally agreed.

      With a reassuring kiss, I gave the dog to Eleanor, then climbed into The Ghost.

      Heading south, I followed my GPS to the town of Vancouver. From there, I turned East and took a two-lane road alongside the Columbia River. Each time I glanced over, sunlight flashed on the flowing water like silver spears hurled from another world. Soon the road climbed, moving into the Columbia Gorge, a geologic marvel that began during the Miocene era—about twenty million years ago—and today was a stunning chasm that stretched eighty miles back from the Pacific Ocean, plunging 4,000 feet deep in some parts. As the road climbed, the glistening river on my right, my GPS froze. The phone lost its signal. I stayed the course, going on memory, and found an open gate that matched the address. Three signs nailed to the trees gave warnings. Private Property. No Trespassing. No Soliciting.

      The Ghost bounced past the signs, down a rutted road bracketed by thick dark evergreens—until there were none. The open field appeared as sudden as a northwest sun break. In the middle of the field, an odd structure waited. It was wooden, octagonal, with small windows. A house, apparently. But it looked more like some giant child had dropped his Rubik’s Cube.

      I parked behind an old blue truck sitting in the driveway. Dried mud caked the truck’s back flaps and flecked the license plate that read PANGEA. Yep, geologist’s work truck. Pangea was the ancient landmass that once gathered all the Earth’s continents, before plate tectonics pulled them apart.

      Grabbing my pack, I walked to the apparent front door. It was painted blaze orange. Maybe to keep hunters in the forest from shooting at it.

      I knocked. Several times. No answer.

      I walked back to the blue truck. It looked like most geology trucks. Dented and dinged and rusting, ready for backroad rock hunts. Inside the cab, the rack built to hold guns displayed various-sized shovels and rock hammers. This was definitely the right place.

      I started around the side of the building and heard a man’s voice calling out.

      “Hello?”

      His voice was coming from the back, calling out again as I came around the side of the octagonal building. And gasped.

      Seventy yards of cleared land stretched to an abrupt edge. Hundreds of feet below, the smoke-colored basalt cliffs channeled the Columbia River like melted pewter. I stood, awestruck.

      “Like it?” asked the tall balding man waiting on the back deck. He leaned on a cane. “The view’s free of charge.”

      I extended my hand. “I’m Raleigh Harmon, the forensic geologist working with the FBI.”

      Despite his thin frame and the cane, Tim Bureley’s handshake felt strong. “Jack Stephanson said you wouldn’t get here until tomorrow.”

      “My schedule suddenly opened.” Thanks to Eleanor. “I was going to call you from the road but I lost my signal.”

      “Hardly a signal out here, I’m pleased to say.” His smile folded back the jaundiced skin of his face, like aged parchment paper. He stepped toward the back patio door, stumbling, then recovered with the cane. “Come on in. Just don’t let the cat out.”

      As we stepped inside, a black cat appeared. He hissed at me, and darted away.

      “Silly thing adopted me,” Bureley said, closing the glass door behind me. “Now I’m attached to it.”

      I nodded but was more interested in the octagonal house. The downstairs floor had no corners, just a half wall that divided the open floor space. One iron staircase spiraled to a second floor. And the kitchen, which sat in the middle of the space, was curved, like a wheel. Bureley hung his cane on the curving edge of the black granite counter, and picked up a waiting sifter.

      “Not watching your weight, are you?” He held the sifter over a tray of golden doughnuts.

      “Never.”

      He gave the sifter two squeezes. Powdered sugar, falling as softly as fresh snow, dusted the doughnuts. “Take your pick.”

      The first bite swept sweetness over my tongue, a weightlessness layered with meaning. Food like a dream. When I swallowed, I tasted parts of my childhood. Bakeries. Joy. And though I’d just met the man, I hummed.

      “Tastes that good?” Bureley frowned at the doughnut in his large hand. He’d taken one bite, the powdered sugar ringing his mouth. “Tastes like metal to me. But the doctors want me to put on some weight. So I eat these darn things.”

      Not knowing what to say, I did the only polite thing—I chewed with my mouth closed.

      “Don’t know if that Stephanson fella told you, but I got some bad cancer,” he continued. “It went to my pancreas.”

      I stopped chewing. “I’m sorry to hear that.”

      “You and me both. And chemo’s made everything taste like titanium oxide.” He drew his hand over his mouth, wiping away the sugar. “Let’s talk rocks and take my mind off it.”

      I finished my doughnut and followed him into the living area. But once again, I stopped, awestruck. “Wow.”

      “The view?” Bureley deposited his long body in a well-worn reading chair, its back to the picture windows. He pointed at the chair opposite. “Sit there, you can gawk at the cliffs instead of looking at me.”

      I sat, gazing at the rocky cliffs, their basalt edges brushed by gray clouds as misty as pulverized pearls.

      Bureley crossed his long legs, and winced. “That Stephanson fella said you might not get here for awhile. Said you have a geology case with the state—something important. But I guess they told you the Cooper case is urgent for the FBI.”

      I set my pack on the floor. I was a little surprised Jack called him instead of Grant. “So Jack called you?”

      “Said you were a good geologist and you found the bills yourself.”

      “It was an accident. I was digging for concretions.”

      “Whereabouts?”

      “Raymond.”

      “Not familiar with it.”

      “Small town on the Olympic Peninsula, where the Willapa River feeds into a shallow bay. Ideal conditions for concretions, that slow and steady deposition.”

      “What kind of fossils did you find inside the concretions?”

      “None.” I smiled. “The money sort of diverted us.”

      He chuckled, that jaundiced skin folding back again. “Maybe if I could’ve found buried treasure, some of my students would’ve enjoyed geology.”

      “Portland College, is that right?”

      “Fifty-one years. And I’d still be there as emeritus except for this blasted cancer.” He adjusted his position, pain evident in another quick wince. “I came out here in the seventies with my wife. We were those hippies driving VW buses.” He turned his head, nodding at the view. “She loved it here. Loved the whole landscape of the Northwest.” For a long moment, he stared out the window. Then, as if remembering his guest, he turned back. “What about you, Miss Harmon?”

      “Raleigh, please.”

      “Raleigh.” He smiled but now it was tinged with the same sadness I saw when he mentioned his wife. “What do you need to know from me?”

      I took out my notebook, flipping the pages. “I read through the Bureau’s files and saw your theory about that Cooper money that was found back in 1980. Your notes said you believed that money was deposited by an upstream source?”

      “Correct.” He lifted his cane, pointing out the window. “People look at the river and see water. But I see FedEx. You checked out my flow chart?”

      “No, sir. Only the interpretation of the flow chart.”

      “I’ve got a copy.” His tired eyes brightened, the geology professor coming to life. “Want to see it?”

      “I’d love to see it.”

      Pushing himself up with the cane, he thumped across the wood floor to the other side of the single partitions. Rows of file cabinets stood against it, and Bureley bent down and yanked open a bottom drawer. “Now remember, when I wrote this up, we didn’t have computers.” He carried back a manila folder and handed it to me. “I had the plane’s flight pattern, speed of travel, and the location where the FBI thinks Cooper probably jumped out. We factored in the man’s approximate weight, and the weight of the money. Combined all that with the hydrogeology models, and did some algebra on those objects falling from ten thousand feet against the strong winds of a rainstorm.” He paused. “You know there was a big storm that night?”

      “I read about that.”

      He settled into the worn chair again, another quick wince. “I’ll shut up so you can look it over.”

      I opened a folded map, the pages fragile with age but the block lettering as precise as a rubber stamp. The calculations on the side column impressed me. Bureley had even factored in autumnal rainfalls that influenced Columbia’s flow rate, which then influenced the deposition rates. I didn’t look up until I read through the rest of the file and the black cat came creeping back into the room as if stalking a mouse. The moment I started speaking, the cat dashed away.

      “You ran a test?”

      “I sure did. That year, I was teaching sedimentary geology. Seemed like a good lesson for my students, though I didn’t tell them the real reason behind the experiment. We built a bundle with newspaper, same size and weight as those bills that boy found. Since my theoretical model kept pointing to the Washougal River, we drove up there. It’s a strong feeder into the Columbia and close enough to where Cooper jumped. We set the bundle on the banks of the Washougal with a tracker tag from one of my buddies in the Fish and Wildlife Department.” He leaned forward, excited. “You see where that bundle landed?”

      I placed my finger on his hand-drawn map. “Fifty yards upstream from where that kid found the money.”

      He sat back, grinning so hard his eyes almost disappeared.

      I couldn’t help but smile with him. Geology, it rocked.

      “Took almost two months for the bundle to get off the Washougal’s banks. Got banged up coming down the river, of course, but that’s what we wanted to see, all the effects of turbulence. You could say I was right. But I had a second theory. You see my description of the state working the sandbanks along the Columbia?”

      “I did.”

      He made a scooping motion with one long hand. “They were dredging that channel, right before the kid found the money. Either theory could be right. Or a different theory altogether. That’s science for you, never really settled. Not until they catch Cooper himself.”

      “Any foreign mineralogy in the bills?”

      He looked puzzled. “What do you mean?”

      “Any soil that couldn’t be explained as natural to the location.”

      “Not that I recall.” He rubbed his chin, thinking about it. “Just river deposits. But back then, we didn’t have fancy forensic equipment.” He sat back. “If I could start my career over right now …”

      I said nothing. A man facing the end of his life didn’t need someone minimizing his regrets. They were real. And not my business. “How long did the state dredge the river?”

      “Excellent question. My memory isn’t what it used to be, but I seem to recall it was a couple months. You’re thinking—tell me.”

      “Extensive dredging would change the riverbed’s topography, which would automatically affect the river’s flow pattern.”

      His eyes twinkled. “I hope you prove me wrong.”

      “I’m sorry, I—”

      “Don’t you be sorry. Prove my theory wrong. That’s good science. And I’m relieved to hear you thinking this way. When the FBI told me they had a new geologist, I didn’t know if the guy was any good. Well, first, he’s not a guy.” He smiled. “And second, you can take that file with you. I feel a certain confidence in you, Raleigh. So look over my notes in case I might’ve missed something. I was ready to come up with another theory, but the FBI agent working on the case didn’t want contingencies. Only black-and-white answers. I told him—What else is science but contingencies?”

      I proceeded with caution. “You worked with Agent Grant?”

      He nodded. “Still there?”

      I nodded.

      “Still a big fat bully?”

      My laugh bubbled up.

      Bureley laughed, too, and pounded the cane into the floor. “You poor girl!”

      “Worse than you can imagine. Grant retires in three months. He wants this case closed before he leaves.”

      “That’s him alright. Driven. I don’t exactly blame him, we all want to catch that thief.” Bureley leaned forward again, pointing the cane at the folder in my hands. “But to be honest, Grant’s why I kept a copy of all my notes. Covering myself. And now I hope you find another theory, a better theory.”

      I turned the pages in my lap. If I had questions, now was the time to ask them. At the back, he had marked drafts Theory A and Theory B. Reading them over again, I thought Bureley must’ve been an excellent professor. Nothing pedantic or boastful. Just heavy research and solid hypotheses. When I looked up, his eyes were closed. The large hands rested in his lap, folded, the way they might appear in an open casket. A pang of sorrow struck me.

      I slid the file into my pack and, from the corner of my eye, saw the black cat lurking near the file cabinets. I stood up. The cat bolted. Bureley’s eyes still hadn’t opened.

      “Thank you for your time,” I said.

      He blinked. “All done?”

      “For now.”

      He pushed himself up. “Take these platinum doughnuts with you.”

      As he thumped toward the kitchen, I gazed around the space. On top of the file cabinets, one faded photograph stood alone. It showed a pretty woman with a cap of short dark hair. His wife, perhaps. Otherwise, I saw no sign that another person lived here. No pictures of children, or grandchildren. The loneliness in here was palpable. I stared out the window, feeling more comfort from the rock face across the river than this empty house. The cliffs had turned a dusty charcoal color in the gloaming afternoon.

      “Think you’ll come back?” He leaned on his cane, a brown bag in his other hand.

      “Of course,” I said, hoping, but unsure that was the truth.
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      Holding that bag of doughnuts, I stood outside Bureley’s house and checked my phone. Hoping to catch a signal, I moved around the truck named PANGEA. Hoping, too, for a call from Jack. Or a text. Or…anything?

      Nothing.

      I slid the phone back into my pocket and stole one last look at the view. Winter’s afternoon was that blue-black wash of coming night. The wind had kicked up, too, whisking over the basalt cliffs and blowing back my loose hair. Here in this lonely location, the wind sounded mournful, a crying sound, as if passing over the top of an empty bottle. But after a long moment, the crying sounded so real that I turned to look at Bureley’s windows. Was the dying man crying? I couldn’t tell. But in a split-second, memory flashed. Another grown man crying.

      My dad.

      At seventeen, I was already a veteran of insomnia’s night wars. Long hours lying in bed, my mind racing with worries. In my third-floor bedroom in the old mansion on Monument Avenue, the winter wind would wrap its loose arms around the house and lay its head on our roof. A mournful crying. But on that one night, the sound didn’t come from the wind. Heart-wrenching sorrow wound its way upstairs, staggering under my door. I lay there, heart pounding, feeling torn between the urge to run downstairs and comfort my dad, and the certainty that I would only embarrass him. I rolled over. The clock read 3:27 a.m. Someone crying at that hour wanted privacy. I knew that, even then. Because it was how I cried.

      Now, as I lowered myself into The Ghost, the memory continued. The next morning I’d come down the servant’s stairs dressed in my school uniform of blue plaid skirt and white blouse to find my dad in the kitchen, cooking bacon and eggs. The signal that my mother wouldn’t be getting out of bed today. Was that what he’d cried about?

      “Morning, Dad.”

      “Hey, kiddo.” His face looked slack, like someone who’s peered into an abyss. “You have anything planned for this afternoon?”

      “Not that I know of.” I sat at the pine table. “Why?”

      “Maybe we could go shooting.”

      “Sure.”

      I turned away from Bureley’s property, riding the river road, yet could still feel the ache in my heart, fifteen years later. That image of my dad on that morning. All his good cheer. Getting up, making a special breakfast. Because he loved me. And that was love—setting aside your sadness to let someone else feel joy. But even as a teen, I knew something more. “Dad, are you okay?”

      He’d turned, caught off guard. The blue in his eyes was prismatic as cut crystal. “Why do you ask?”

      “You seem…tired.”

      He carried my plate to the table and sat down across from me with only a cup of coffee for himself. “Thanks for noticing.”

      “Anything I can do?” My heart was pounding. I wanted to know. I didn’t want to know. I wanted to know. “Anything?”

      He sipped the coffee, met my eyes, and looked away. He gazed out the French doors to our empty patio where the wrought iron chairs wore black winter clothing. “Sometimes the cases that come through my courtroom deeply affect me. So much tragedy happening to nice people.”

      I picked up a slice of crisp bacon, snapping it in half. “So what do you do?”

      He looked back at me. “Pardon?”

      “What do you do, when a case affects you?” My heart beat faster. Maybe he would tell me why he was crying. I wanted to know. I didn’t want to know.

      Instead, he asked me, “Did I ever tell you what John Wesley said?”

      Normally, I groaned. His “did I ever tell you” questions irritated me. But this was love. I said, “No. What did John Wesley say?”

      “Do all the good you can. By all the means you can. In all the ways you can. In all the places you can. At all the times you can. To all the people you can. As long as ever you can.”

      “Oh.” I snapped another slice of bacon. “And that’s how you cope?”

      “It helps.” He almost smiled. “One day, you’ll understand.”

      Driving away from the dying geologist’s house, I stared into the gathering dark and changed my plans, heading for the Washington Coast.

      Because now I understood.
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      For the first half hour of the drive, I thought about the details in Krystal Jewel’s murder. When the rain came, it drummed its fingers on The Ghost’s roof and sent shivers down my spine. After an hour, I switched on the radio and scrolled the AM dial, hoping somebody could keep me awake for the next two hours.

      Within five minutes, my blood pressure was jacked.

      On the local news, the lead story covered the new developments in the D.B. Cooper case. Where the money was found, how much, that the FBI was actively pursuing leads.

      “We need people to come forward.”

      Before they even named that voice, I recognized it. Agent Grant.

      “If you have any information about this money,” he was saying, “or how it came to be buried in that riverbank, please call the FBI immediately.”

      I leaned into the dashboard, yelling. “You told me no press!”

      The newsreader broke in. “—found in the town of Raymond, the twenty-dollar bills match serial numbers believed to be in the possession of infamous hijacker D.B. Cooper.” There was even an FBI “special hotline phone number” for tips, repeated three times.

      Then came the weather report. More rain. Surprise!

      I snapped the dial to silence, and sped up.

      Forty minutes later, mist spritzing the night air, I drove through Raymond and saw what we’d wrought. Flocks of people stood on the muddy banks of the Willapa, flashlights scything the darkness and shining on the water. Beside the road, bedraggled men held signs labled PARKING $5. Cars streamed into the nearby campground.

      Grant wanted to close this case. That was clear. But it ticked me off that nobody updated me on releasing information to the media. And if I needed to get anything from that riverbank, that search was now futile, contaminated by the hordes hunting for the legend of D.B. Cooper and the stolen money.

      I sped up again, zipping past the Olympic peninsula’s misty estuaries. Logging trucks rumbled in the other direction, winding around the deep evergreen forests. I tried to imagine how a man wearing dress clothes could parachute from 10,000 feet into this rugged landscape—at night, during a storm—and leave no trace whatsoever. Not even one shred of clothing caught on a tree branch. Not even one lost shoe. Who could do that?

      Maybe only a legend.

      It was close to seven o’clock, The Ghost’s pop-up headlights once again pointed at the Pacific Ocean, when I took that same main drag through the town of Long Beach. On a side street, I found the small wooden house. Tidy, simple, it sat one block away from the beach with a picket fence shedding white paint. I checked my GPS. This house was exactly .75 miles from the Jewel’s place. A fact noted in that binder Tom O’Brien gave me.

      I got out, taking a moment to stretch my legs and twist my torso to release the kinks from a long drive. Taking a deep breath, I closed my eyes, drinking in the fresh scents. Brine and sea. Air coming straight off the ocean.

      “Who’re you?”

      I turned. A small girl stood at the white picket fence. A front light on the house illuminated her blonde hair, pale as saltwater taffy.

      “My name’s Raleigh. Who are you?”

      “Lily. Why are you here?”

      “I’m looking for Joel Fisher.”

      “Why?”

      “Because I’d like to talk to him.”

      “Why?”

      “You ask a lot of questions, Lily.”

      “I bet you do, too, Raleigh. And that’s why you’re here. To ask a lot of questions.”

      I closed my car door and walked to the fence. I had a feeling. “Is your dad around?”

      “My dad doesn’t teach school anymore. You should find someone else to answer your questions.”

      The door opened. He was leaner than the mugshot photo in the file. And looked twenty years older than his thirty-two years. He came down the three front steps, wiping his hands on his jeans and stood beside the girl, placing one protective arm over her shoulder. “May I help you?” he asked.

      “Joel Fisher?”

      The reaction came like lightning. Fear, fury. Then firm resolve, a parent who refused to react in front of their child. “Do I know you?”

      I glanced down at the girl. “Do me a favor, I’ve been in that car for a long, long time. Could you get me a glass of wat—”

      “Lily, no!”

      But the girl had already slipped from his arm, running up the stoop, darting into the house. She called out something, but I didn’t catch her exact words.

      “Who do you think you are coming—”

      “Mr. Fisher, neither one of us wants your daughter hearing my questions.” I took out my business card. He snatched it from my hand. “My firm’s been hired to work on the case. I’m here to ask a few questions. Would you mind?”

      That same lightning strike of fear and fury flashed in his eyes. “Who hired you?”

      “The state.”

      His face looked struck, as if I’d pistol-whipped him. But the girl had appeared on the steps, holding the glass of water in one hand and a leash in the other. And at the end of the leash was a cat. Wearing a hat and clothes.

      She handed me the water glass. “This is Miss Vogue.”

      I was at a loss. What do you say about a cat wearing a white bonnet and a tiny tulle skirt? “How old is Miss Vogue?”

      “A lady never tells her age. I’m nine.”

      “You’re eight,” said her father sternly. “And you may walk Miss Vogue to the corner.”

      Lily opened the picket gate. “What about around the corner?”

      “No.”

      “Not even to the—”

      “No.”

      She sighed. “Alright.”

      I waited until they passed The Ghost, then turned to speak to Joel Fisher. His gaze was pinned to the girl, her pale hair and clothing glowing against the darkness. I wanted to start asking questions, but the look on his face stopped me. His eyes shone not with pride, but a wound. Some fracture, an interior break where feelings leak out. “Mr. Fisher, even the state has doubts about—”

      “I have a phone.”

      “And if I’d called, you would’ve talked to me?”

      His gaze faltered. Lily reached the corner stop sign and looked back at us.

      “No questions in front of my daughter. That’s all I ask.”

      “You have my word.”

      He gave me a strange look and called the girl inside.
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      We four—the accused, his daughter, her fashionable cat, and the unwelcome forensic geologist—were in the compact kitchen. I sat at a rustic but seaworthy kitchen table. The girl climbed a step stool and removed four plates from a cupboard.

      “Not at the table, Lily.”

      “But Miss Vogue enjoys pot roast.”

      “She can enjoy it after we’re done eating.”

      “Miss Vogue says that’s an insult.”

      He glanced over his shoulder. “You speak cat?”

      “Fluently.”

      I laughed. Joel Fisher threw me that look, that teacherly expression of annoyance. But it was mixed with the slightest bit of understanding. His child was precocious.

      Climbing off the step stool, Lily picked up the leash while the cat batted its white paws at the bonnet’s dangling ties. Lily addressed her father, hands on her hips. “When will the pot roast be tender?”

      “Twenty-five minutes.”

      “We shall retire to my room.” She turned to me. “I mean, if that’s alright with you. You’re the guest.”

      “Perfectly alright.”

      “Nice adverb—perfectly. Don’t you love adverbs? I do. Like, adoringly.” She led the cat, adoringly, down a hallway made of batten board. Wood knots protruded through the thin gray paint. Lily stepped into a room and closed the door.

      Joel Fisher twisted the oven knob down to zero. “I’ll give you nineteen minutes.”

      What, no pot roast? I kicked myself—that was not the right question. “Do you own a rock similar to the one found beside Krystal Jewel’s body?”

      He gave me that teacherly look again. “You’re the geologist, use the proper name. Unless you think I’m too stupid to know what a pegmatite is.”

      “You’re far from stupid. So why did you tell Krystal to go to the beach that night?”

      Fury and fear flashed again. We stayed like that, holding, holding, holding our stares. “I didn’t just tell her. I told all my students.”

      “Did anyone else go to the beach, too?”

      His shoulders slumped. “They asked if going would affect their grade. When I said no, they all laughed. All except one student.”

      “Krystal.”

      “She was my best student.”

      Something in his tone made my radar quiver.

      He guessed my thought. “And nothing was going on between us.”

      This was another reason I didn’t phone ahead. The element of surprise worked in my favor. However, I didn’t count on his eight-year-old daughter, who showed none of the hallmarks of abuse—no shame, no pathological shyness, no painful lack of confidence. “Is Lily’s mother around?”

      “No.”

      “When will she be back?”

      “Never.”

      “That soon?”

      “She left me the day after they locked me up at the Grays Harbor jail. Dropped Lily off at my parents’ house. I haven’t seen her since, but my lawyer’s telling me to make plans. She’s filing for divorce and…” He looked away. The window over the kitchen sink framed two feet of black night. Fisher stared at his reflection looking back at him. “I wanted my daughter to live in a place where she would be connected to nature. I’ve loved living here. Lily, too.”

      I didn’t have time for soliloquies. “Mr. Fisher—”

      He whispered, “You think I killed her?”

      I shifted in my chair. “That’s not for me to decide.”

      “Another vote of confidence.”

      “Would you like me to say yes?”

      His whisper sounded like a hiss. “If I killed Krystal, why am I talking to you?”

      Any number of reasons. I’d interviewed some of the most charming people in the world, stone-cold sociopaths who lied to family and friends, all the people they purported to love. “Your DNA on the pegmatite—”

      “That’s another thing.” He was still whispering. “If I owned a pegmatite, why would I use a pegmatite to murder somebody?”

      “You still own it?”
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      As I entered Joel Fisher’s garage, an eerie sensation swept over me, bordering on déjà vu. Long tables displayed everything from jellyfish floating in formaldehyde to dried seahorses. The rock samples ranged from weathered sea glass and sandstones to limestones and marble. And, yes, one pegmatite. I stared at the rock’s bulky contours and thought of my high school science teacher. His spare room looked just like this, a museum of natural wonder. The born teacher’s hobby space.

      “Here.” Fisher walked over to the far table and picked up the bowling ball-sized dark stone, hefting it with one hand, inadvertently proving he could handle it just fine.

      I needed both hands, turning it to examine the mica sheets and globs of quartz.

      Fisher crossed his arms. “You might as well have it since you work for the state. My lawyer—when he speaks to me—says that rock’s going to be some ‘clue’ for the prosecution. I was ordered to keep it. Which is nuts. But then, this whole thing is nuts.”

      In the dark host material, green crystals the size of peppercorns erupted. I ran my finger over their contours. Sharp, the many-faceted crystal structure of tourmaline.

      “You’re just looking into the geology?” Fisher stood across the table.

      “Why?”

      “It was the lunar eclipse.” He picked up a dried sea urchin, tapping his fingers against the calcified points. “I’ve learned you need to capture the imagination of middle schoolers. By high school, it’s gone. So I kept telling them to go see the eclipse. Krystal went. Probably to get away from her mother.” He put the urchin down. “There I said it. Avis Jewel is a rotten mother.”

      “How many people live in this town—full time, five hundred?”

      “Six hundred.”

      Avis would talk. She would tell people there was a new investigator on the case. She would talk if only for another chance to raise her own victimhood and run down Joel Fisher. Maybe Fisher had heard, maybe he was prepared for me to come here. “Police report said you claimed to have missed the entire eclipse.”

      “We had a fight. My wife, that night when I left the house? She threatened to divorce me. Take Lily. I was upset, I walked around the block. Three or four times. I had to get myself under control. I teach middle schoolers. You can’t show them any weakness or they turn into jackals.”

      “And when you finally went to the beach, you found Krystal?”

      “She was wearing a T-shirt and shorts.” He picked up the urchin. “I was taking off my jacket for her, it was cold—”

      “Cold, in May?”

      “Yes!” He steadied himself. “Wind comes in from Alaska. Even in summer. Did Avis Jewel happen to mention she didn’t even know her daughter went out that night?”

      He knew I’d talked to Avis. “Meaning, what?”

      “Meaning she thought Krystal was home. The police had to tell her.”

      “What’s that got to do with the girl’s murder?”

      “A lot. Something’s going on in that house. Avis hooks up with all kinds of detestable men. Any one of them could’ve followed Krystal to the beach that night.”

      “Yes. And Avis is a rotten mother. But how would you react?”

      “What?”

      “How would you react, if your daughter died like that?”

      I expected anger. I wanted it—anything to crack his controlled demeanor. But he only moved back, staggered almost, and set himself on a metal stool beside the table. “I suppose I deserved that. But I’m fighting for my life. It’s my word against everything else. Nobody can back up where I was when she was killed. Lily was asleep. My wife…soon to be ex-wife…”

      He didn’t finish. The case file noted that his wife had told investigators she didn’t remember arguing with her husband. Didn’t remember what time he went out. Couldn’t remember if he owned two pegmatite specimens. All she would say was that her husband acted “strange” all afternoon.

      “You don’t believe me, do you?”

      I checked my watch.

      When I looked up, Lily and Miss Vogue appeared at the door. I wondered how long she’d been listening. A child that smart, she must know something. I lifted the rock, speaking to Fisher as if I never saw his daughter standing there with her wise eyes. “Thanks for letting me look at this specimen. Where did you find it?”

      “Outside Seattle.”

      “Granite Falls?”

      “Farther north, toward Bellingham.”

      Lily pushed forward into the garage. “Father, surely the pot roast is tender now.”

      “Ten more minutes,” he said, before adding “please.”

      She sensed something, I could see it in the way she and the cat silently walked away, carrying an invisible set of questions. Fisher and I both waited for a sound… her door closing.

      He sighed. “I’m sure Lily’s going to want you to stay for dinner.”

      “Thank you, but I need to get going.” Tom O’Brien had questions, so did I. But I didn’t want to get charmed out of objectivity. I lifted the rock. “Can you give me the address of the quarry and when you were there?”

      He pushed himself off the stool. “Can you keep me off death row?”

      When I left his house five minutes later, I still hadn’t answered his last question.
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      I drove The Ghost to the end of Joel Fisher’s road, where the sand dunes rose like walls. When I stepped out, wind coming off the ocean blew back my hair. I twisted the strands into a ponytail, tugged off my boots, and jogged onto the beach.

      Mid-tide, Washington’s longest beach was about forty yards wide. Above me, amber moonlight stitched together night, and far ahead, one pair of headlights beamed into the darkness. Cars were legal on this beach, just like that beach in North Carolina where Lani and I met as teenagers.

      Pacing my steps, I counted my way toward the location mentioned in the police file. Wind rushed over my face and on my left, the tide drew water away, a shushing wash of waves, and I tried to imagine what this night beach felt like to a fourteen-year-old girl, secretly escaping to witness a lunar eclipse, carrying her beloved sketch pad. Tom O’Brien hadn’t mentioned the sketch pad, and it wasn’t collected in the crime scene evidence. I made a mental note to find it.

      When I saw the skeletal outline of a dead tree, I turned right, jogging away from the water. The tree was notable because so few of them grew in coastal sand, and because it was the tree that marked the final Northwest stop for Lewis and Clark, their initials still carved into the trunk. I slowed to a walk, still counting my steps, as the sounds of wind and waves filled my ears. Deafening white noise. And during a lunar eclipse with a full moon, the tides would’ve been even stronger, louder. Maybe that was some kind of mercy. Maybe the girl never heard her killer approaching.

      I stopped at the location where her dead body was found. Turning a full circle, I gazed at the surroundings. No beach houses nearby. A quarter mile back, the tourist hotels stood facing the hummocky dunes and sea grass and ocean. Otherwise, all that was here was sand and ocean and darkness.

      I took out my phone, turning on the flashlight. Divots of sand cupped small pools of water. When I shifted the light beam, I saw heavy shovelfuls of sand heaped beside the pools, like shallow graves. A fresh shiver rattled down my spine. Krystal Jewel, according to all the interviews I read in the police report, had no enemies—and no friends. Quiet, artistic, she kept to herself, no doubt also traumatized by her home life. A bad start for a creative girl, and finished with one crushing blow to the skull. I turned another slow circle. Was she killed during the eclipse, I wondered, or after. And in that moment when her short unhappy life was taken, did the moon stand still? Was there a kind of evil so repellent that God himself was forced to pause in horror?

      I snapped off my flashlight.

      Walking back to the car, I combed over the other details. No other attacks were reported out here, nothing that linked to her killing in any way. And with no other suspects, it seemed possible Joel Fisher killed Krystal Jewel. But I understood why Tom had doubts. DNA was forensic proof, but in this case, it carried some circumstantial elements. We needed that third DNA for conclusiveness. And yet, Fisher’s state-appointed lawyer was already telling him to find a place for his daughter. Because any reasonable jury might convict him.

      Pushing through the sand, calves burning, I knew that finding the source of that pegmatite wasn’t just a long shot. It was a long, long shot.

      When I made it back to The Ghost, leaning on the hood and brushing the sand off my feet, I considered one other clue. The abuse, the molestation. Someone close to the victim, I suspected. Family? Avis Jewel’s latest husband? Even, possibly, Joel Fisher?

      I turned the ignition key. The Ghost growled to life, prowling the night like a white panther. At the main intersection, where the lane led out of town, the road was bare, damp from an earlier rain. I sat there for several minutes, thinking, wondering, deciding what to do next. Because whoever stole Krystal Jewel’s life might also be the person who stole her innocence. Maybe she planned to come forward, name her predator.

      I turned onto the bare road, knowing that if I could find that man, I would very likely find her killer, too.
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      On my way out of town, I stopped at the only open restaurant, that cantina with two-for-one tacos. Inside, an enormous sombrero hung over the cash register. Behind the counter, a dark-haired woman with blue tattoos running up and down her muscular arms mopped the burnt-orange floor tiles. The place was otherwise empty.

      “Hi,” I said.

      She didn’t break the mop’s stride. “I’m closing in ten minutes.”

      “It’s to go. Two tacos, please? Extra cheese. One extra-large Coke.”

      She dropped the mop and huffed into the kitchen, leaving me with a local newspaper somebody had discarded on an empty table. Four-pages thin, The Chinook Observer reported on weather, fishing, tides, and school sports. The basketball teams were winning, and I finally got an answer for all those divots dug into the sand. This week was clam season.

      “Hey. You ready?” The dark-haired woman plunked a brown bag on the counter, right beneath the suspended sombrero. I tilted my head around it and handed her the money. She punched the cash register like it had personally insulted her. Behind me, the door groaned. A cool breeze brushed across the back of my neck. The woman behind the cash register looked up.

      “Go away,” she said.

      Standing in the open doorway was a short red-haired female wearing a police uniform. “Maggie, there’s two minutes left.”

      “And I’m closing in two minutes.”

      “Throw everything into one of your stale taco bowls, I’ll take it.”

      The dark-haired woman started to hand me my change, but I pointed to the empty tip jar. She gave me a begrudging look of thanks, then stomped back into the kitchen. I picked up my bag and turned toward the cop. Her skin was heavily freckled—the skin of an outdoorsy redhead—and an embroidered patch on her right shoulder read Long Beach Police. Her name tag read Officer T. Franklin.

      “Hi.” She smiled. “How’re you?”

      “Better.” I shifted the bag and took out a business card. “You got a minute?”
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      The ocean district’s police department kept a satellite office on Pacific Avenue, next to an ice cream shop. Around the corner, a high sign curved over the wooden boardwalk heralding the “World’s Longest Beach.”

      Tammy Franklin led me to her corner of the office and pulled up an extra chair at her desk. No one else seemed to be around. We unwrapped our meals in silence. I took a bite of my taco. The meat was cold.

      Tammy Franklin dug a plastic fork into her taco bowl shell, as if searching for something. “Who’ve you talked to so far?”

      “Avis Jewel and Joel Fisher.”

      Her fork stabbed some shredded iceberg lettuce. “And what’d you think?”

      “Avis seemed defensive. Fisher seemed scared. He also had opportunity to commit the crime, but I don’t see the motive. Unless you can convince me he was having an affair with Krystal Jewel.”

      She wiped her mouth with a paper napkin and chewed. It was hard for me to guess her age because she seemed girlish one moment, in her early twenties. But when she frowned she looked older than me, maybe because of the freckled skin. It was deeply wrinkled from the sun. But overall, she had a wiry vitality, as if the amber curls of her hair were actually copper wires ready to conduct electricity.

      “At first,” she said, swallowing, “I totally thought Fisher did it. Fights with the wife, meets a student at night on the beach. It was like, Right, buddy, the whole lunar eclipse thing is a great story. Smooth move. But now I wonder if he’s actually telling the truth. Which almost sucks because all the evidence still points at him and everybody around here’s ready to convict him. Even though nine months ago, they loved the guy.” She combed the fork through the beans and corn and chicken and rice and beef and shredded cheese—every single leftover from the cantina’s kitchen—and sighed. “Here’s what I think, just between you and me. Fisher’s probably telling the truth but he seems totally guilty. Whoever actually killed Krystal Jewel probably has a story that sounds totally innocent. Sucks. Am I right?”

      And there it was again—that young and naive part of her combined with law enforcement wisdom.

      “Tammy, how long have you worked here?”

      “One year come February.” She took another bite of the kitchen-sink meal. As she chewed, freckles danced on her face. “I never expected to get a murder case. I mean, domestic calls? All the time. Especially in winter when people get stir-crazy. But nobody out here kills each other. People just get mean with the drizzle. I spent the summer tagging people for speeding, open containers of alcohol, clam digging out of season. And drugs, because that crap is everywhere now. Winter was supposed to be easier.”

      “Are you from around here?”

      “Naw. San Diego. Joined the Navy out of high school. Military Police for three years.”

      I sipped my Coke. “San Diego has better weather.”

      “Not for me. The sun hates me.” She lifted the plastic fork, pointing at her face. “Sun makes my face look like I lost a paintball fight. Soon as I left the Navy, I came up here. Rent’s cheaper and there’s more rain than sun.”

      I nodded, waiting a moment to get back to the case. “The coroner found signs of repeated sexual abuse. Any idea who that perp might be?”

      She frowned and scraped her fork across the bowl, gathering rice and black beans, then dropped her fork, as if unable to eat. “I’m still learning, okay? I’ve only been a real cop ten months.”

      “That’s fine. Just wondering if you had any idea who’s responsible.”

      She gathered up the taco shell—and my garbage—and walked it to the door, dumping it in the trash can sitting outside on the sidewalk. “I can tell you this,” she said, coming back to the desk. “Half the people in this town must be related to the Jewels. That family’s been here for generations. Unfortunately, they’re not choosy about who they sleep with.” Her lip curled. “I mean, it’s literally disgusting.”

      “Are you saying incest?”

      “I wouldn’t rule it out. Krystal’s dad had skipped town before I got here. But the next guy Avis hooked up with is a real loser.” She reached down to a desk drawer, yanking a couple times, then lifting a work boot and delivering a good kick. The drawer popped open. “Back when I suspected Joel Fisher, I went down to the middle school. Just to ask around, you know.”

      She laid a black plastic binder on the desk and flipped through the pages, glancing up at me with sea-blue eyes. “School nurse is great. She’s been there so long she treated parents when they were little kids. Even some grandparents. She told me Krystal came into her office a lot, complaining of stomach cramps. Like, all the time with stomach cramps. But always at the same time, every day. During art class.”

      “Did she say anything else, anything more conclusive?”

      “The nurse saw bruises on her body.” Tammy Franklin pointed to the small of her back, where her gun belt wrapped around her uniform. “Looked like she’d been whipped.”

      Avis. The food in my stomach curdled. “The nurse reported it?”

      She sighed. “People around here don’t report.”

      “What about an anonymous call to Child Protective Services?”

      “Great idea, except the CPS social worker is Avis’ cousin. I told you, the Jewels have cousins like I have freckles. See what I’m saying?”

      “Nothing happened about the beatings.”

      “Well, not nothing. The school nurse later ran into Avis at the A&P. People heard her in the frozen food aisle threatening to call the cops if she ever found another mark on Krystal again.”

      “Good. And?”

      “Two weeks later, Krystal was dead.” She pushed the open binder toward me. “The nurse blames Fisher, like everybody else. I think they all want to feel better about not doing more.” Her ocean-blue eyes held a storm of sorrow. “I’m not judging any of them. I pretty much did the same thing.”

      I turned the pages. Pages and pages of handwritten notes and photographs, speculations and checklists. Officer Tammy Franklin visited the combined middle-and-high school three times. She went to the Jewel house twice, and was turned away by Avis both times. She also attended Krystal’s funeral, taking notes on attendees and those who appeared suspicious in any way. Joel Fisher wasn’t there. He was in the Grays County jail. Franklin went there, too, to interview him. I looked up at her somber freckled face. “Why isn’t this information in Krystal’s file?”

      “That is her file.” She blinked. “Right there.”

      “I’m talking about the file with the state patrol.”

      “Oh.” She gazed down at the paperwork. “I didn’t think I had anything to give them. I mean, these are just my thoughts. Not any official investigation.”

      A wave of despair washed over me. The longest of long shots just got longer.

      She squinted. “Did I screw up?”

      “Not on purpose.”

      “So I really screwed up.”

      “You don’t have a supervisor?”

      “Chief retired end of summer.” She glanced around the tight space. “City council’s still interviewing people. There’s only three of us for the winter. Me and another guy, we rotate. I take nights—keeps me out of the sun—and the part-time guy takes two days. In the summer we get four more part-timers. One of them’s the husband of the school nurse, that’s how I found out about her.” She blinked again. “How bad did I screw up?”

      I looked at the notes. Tammy Franklin kept detailed records. Time, place, who was present. Military training. “How old are you, Tammy?”

      “Why?”

      Because she was a newbie cop and a diligent investigator—of her own initiative. “Because I think you might want to apply to the FBI someday.”

      “Really?” Her grin broke out the dancing freckles. “Ya think, really?”

      “Yes, really.” I closed the binder, handing it back to her. “Make me some copies of your notes. Let’s see what we can find.”
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      The Ghost lived up to its name on the drive home, soaring like a white apparition down dark roads and through evergreen forests tall enough to make moonlit clouds disappear. I wove through the empty little fishing towns and thought of Krystal Jewel skipping art class when she apparently loved to draw. On the night she died, she took a sketch pad to the beach. A sketch pad her mother claimed she couldn’t find. The mother who was probably beating her. And maybe allowing her boyfriend to molest her.

      Before I realized it, The Ghost was floating across the Tacoma Narrows Bridge and dawn was sneaking across the eastern horizon. I pulled into Eleanor’s driveway, tiptoed upstairs, and slept like the dead.
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      When I woke, a soggy gray daylight was leaking through my bedroom window. Next to me in bed, something thumped on the covers. I lifted my head.

      Madame wagged her tail, then traversed the mounds of twisted blankets to curl up beside me. Judging by the blankets, I didn’t sleep like the dead. More like the distressed. My feet were tangled in the top sheet and my hair poofed, probably from racking my head back and forth on the pillow all night. In my last dream, I slogged through quicksand, crying, and going nowhere fast.

      With the dog beside me, I waited several long moments before checking the clock.

      The time was 1:24 p.m.

      I kissed Madame’s soft head, showered, dressed, and ate sugary cereal while Eleanor trumpeted instructions at me about this evening.

      The D.B. Cooper festival.

      I promised.

      We were going.

      Tonight.

      I drove the dog to the asylum and sat in the car, reading through Officer Franklin’s notes. She’d included a short local news article from The Chinook Observer. Three years ago, sixth-grader Krystal Jewel won a local art competition. The newspaper featured her winning entry on its front page, a charcoal drawing of a tidal pool. I pulled the copy close to my eyes, examining the speckled sea creatures shown floating in still water. Starfish. Baby crab. Kelp. Technically, the drawing was very good, especially for a kid. But something more than technique was at work. Her drawing conveyed a forlorn and haunting suspense, as if asking the viewer to wonder whether these creatures would still be alive when the tide came back.

      I lifted my face, staring out the sloping windshield, barely seeing the November gray. In my last forensics case—an abduction-murder in the Cascade Mountains—the victim’s father refused to give up. He wanted answers. He demanded justice. He pushed me. But Avis Jewel? She didn’t want my help.

      Why not?

      Taking out my phone, I dialed Officer Franklin’s number. She sounded happy to hear from me, and was just starting her night shift.

      “Were you at the crime scene that night?” I asked.

      “Yeah. It was awful.”

      “Did you find a sketch book?”

      “Uh-huh. It was in the sand, kinda near where she died. Her mom wanted it back.”

      “So Avis has it?”

      “Yeah …”

      “Go by her house, see if you can get it back.”

      Tammy Franklin sighed. “I screwed up again, didn’t I?”

      “Not on purpose.”

      “You say it like that counts.”

      “Because I think you’re the kind of person who never makes the same mistake twice.”

      “Thanks.” She gave a shorter sigh, relief. “I needed to hear that.”

      “Let me know if Avis won’t turn over the sketch pad. We’ll figure something out.”

      I ended the call and walked into the asylum, thinking about my own screw-ups. One of them was right here, right now. Ten years ago, straight out of college, I went to work for the Bureau’s forensics lab. But I told my mom I was working as a geologist, because my dad and I didn’t think her paranoia could handle the FBI connection, especially since she sometimes got the idea our water faucets were bugged with listening devices. But truth never stays buried forever. And when my mom found out the truth about my work—how I’d kept it secret from her—her mind fractured. So did our relationship.

      Closing the door behind me, I waved to the receptionist, Gaelynn. She buzzed the locked stairwell and I climbed the steps, feeling bad about myself. And thinking about something my dad used to tell me.

      Give the grace you want for yourself.

      Yes, I’d screwed up. Just like Tammy Franklin.

      But not on purpose.
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      Ninety minutes later, the dog in Eleanor’s kitchen lapping water like she’d just crossed Death Valley, I stood in the living room, arms extended as Marvelous Marvin and his magic push pins worked the hem of my fire-engine red stewardess skirt. I refused to look down.

      Eleanor stood directly across from me wearing an identical stewardess uniform. “Shorter!” she exclaimed.

      “No,” I said.

      Marvelous came dressed as D.B. Cooper. White button-down shirt. Skinny black tie. Dark trousers. Wayfarer sunglasses, now pushed up on his forehead, threading his dyed-brown hair.

      “Marvelous.” I lifted my right foot. “You’re sure they wore go-go boots?”

      He plucked pins from his mouth. “Oh, yes, these uniforms are exact replicas.”

      “Oh, Raleigh!” Eleanor tapped around the floor, red hat bobbing like a cardinal on too much caffeine. “Enjoy these boots. They could give Nancy Sinatra a run for her money.”

      I groaned.

      But the torture wasn’t over. Eleanor was rummaging through more Marvelous props in an open suitcase on the floor. When she straightened, her ringed hand held a plastic cigarette filter, roughly the length of a conductor’s baton. “You used to be able to light up on planes. To be historically accurate, we need cigarettes.”

      “I’m not smoking.” Unless smoking would make me ill and I could stay home. I was about to propose it when the doorbell rang and Eleanor kicked up her boots, sashaying across the living room to the front door. She opened it and asked, “Coffee? Tea? Moi?”

      “Wow.” Jack stood on the front porch. “Quite a costume, Eleanor.”

      I opened my mouth. What the—

      “Isn’t it, mah-ve-lous?” Eleanor gave a spin, flaring the red skirt. “Come see Raleigh.”

      No. Please. No.

      Martin was pinning my skirt, keeping me from running away. Jack stared at me. My face flushed until it matched my ridiculous outfit.

      “Young man!” Eleanor wagged the cancer baton at him, nearly taking out his eye. “Where is your costume?”

      “You’re looking at it.” Jack lifted his right arm, where a brown leather briefcase was handcuffed to his wrist. “I’m the FBI agent who delivered the ransom money.”

      “Oh.” Eleanor glanced back at her accomplice. “Marvelous, what do you think?”

      What did I think? Why is Jack here?

      “It’s brilliant!” Marvelous said. “He even looks like an FBI agent.”

      “Imagine that.” Eleanor pulled Jack deeper into the room, waving her wand at me. “Don’t you think her skirt could be shorter?”

      Jack grinned. I felt the perspiration beading my forehead, trapped by my stupid red cap. More perspiration was erupting across my shoulders, hugged by the silly red jacket. I tried to move my feet, cooking inside the patent leather boots, but Marvelous kept jabbing pins into the hem.

      “Well?” Eleanor demanded.

      Jack continued to stare.

      “No,” he said. “I think she looks just right, for undercover.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            20

          

        

      

    

    
      The four of us didn’t fit in The Ghost. And by law, FBI agents were prohibited from transporting civilians in government-issued vehicles. Although we might all fit in Eleanor’s Lincoln Town Car, tonight she was, as she put it, “imbibing adult beverages.” And nobody volunteered to drive that land yacht.

      So we climbed into Marvelous’ van and headed out of town.

      “OOOh-kla-homa!” Eleanor sang from the passenger seat.

      In the van’s back, Jack and I sat amid the myriad theater props cluttering the floor, looking like the Bureau’s evidence control room. Prosthetic limbs. Green-feather boas. Several cartons of commercial-grade hair dye. One stuffed monkey.

      Marvin sang along with her. “Okla-Okla-Okla-Okla-Okla—”

      Jack scrunched up his face. “Show tunes?”

      “Brace yourself, Eleanor’s just getting started.”

      Marvin hung a sharp right. The stuffed monkey rolled into Jack’s face. He yanked it away, glaring at me like I’d thrown it at him. “Did you talk to the geologist?”

      “Weren’t we supposed to keep this whole thing under wraps?”

      He gripped the monkey’s arm. “What are you talking about?”

      “McLeod ordered me not to speak to the media. But last night I heard Grant broadcasting the news to the entire world. You want to explain that?”

      Carefully, Jack set the monkey down on a stuffed purple throne adorned with brass buttons. “Harmon, let’s start over. Did you talk to the geologist?”

      “Yes.”

      “How’d it go?”

      “Total party. It’s not like the guy’s dying.”

      He glanced at the front seats where Eleanor and Marvelous were leaning toward each other, cruising down the freeway and harmonizing to the next song that reminded us when you’re a Jet, you’re a Jet all the way.

      “It’s unfortunate the geologist is dying,” Jack said. “But if he wasn’t, you wouldn’t have this case. And I believe you’re the one who can figure out what’s going on.” He waited, as if expecting me to reply to his compliment. “Did he help you?”

      “He gave me all his notes.”

      Jack smiled. “I had a feeling he’d do something like that. He was thrilled to hear about your background in forensic mineralogy.”

      I stared at the stuffed monkey. Maybe I was wrong, but that thing looked like it was laughing at me.

      “Harmon.”

      “What?” I asked the monkey.

      “Why didn’t you tell me about this Cooper festival?”

      I shifted my gaze. Jack’s expression was still hard to read. He seemed mad at me, but not furious. Something bothered him. Which was fine, because something bothered me. “Why didn’t anyone tell me about Grant’s media announcement?”

      “I don’t know.”

      “Jack, he gave away the exact location. I drove by there last night. The riverbank looked like Black Friday at the Wal-Mart.”

      “Grant’s got seniority. I don’t control him. But technically, by not telling me about this festival, you’re violating your contract with the Bureau.”

      “No, I’m not.”

      “If Eleanor hadn’t called, demanding to know my costume, you would’ve gone to this thing without me. Bad move. All your case-related work needs to be cleared by me or Grant.”

      “But Grant has a big mouth.”

      His forehead tightened. “Why does he bother you that much?”

      “Because.” I made eye contact with the monkey again—he seemed to know how I felt. “Grant wants me left in the dark. That makes my job harder.”

      “Welcome to my world.”

      I wanted to look over at him. But I kept my gaze on the monkey.

      “Just so you know,” Jack continued, “the woman hosting this Cooper festival was on our radar from way back, from when that other money was found. Grant even interviewed her. She turned around and filed a lawsuit against him.”

      “She sounds fabulous.”

      “Seriously, Harmon.”

      “Seriously? If you know she filed charges against an FBI agent, why are you showing up at her festival dressed as an FBI agent?”

      He grinned. “Because no FBI agent would come to her festival dressed as an FBI agent.”

      I rolled my eyes. “Your Hawaiian shirts theory.”

      “Absolutely.” Jack wore loud Hawaiian shirts for most of his undercover assignments, convinced that any person hoping to hide wouldn’t wear look-at-me shirts. “But our problem isn’t my costume.”

      Marvin changed lanes like somebody avoiding roadkill, a swerve left that tumbled me into the monkey’s purple throne, then another that slammed me into Jack. I scooted away as fast as possible, tugging down the too-short skirt.

      Jack adjusted his briefcase. “The problem is your stewardess outfit.”

      “For the record, this is not my outfit.”

      “The problem is, no guy will be able to take his eyes off you.”

      The silly cap tilted forward. I gave it a push, and felt my face burn into a matching hue, my mind combing over his words, listening with every strand of DNA for one ounce of flirtation in his statement. There was none. This was work. Business. That statement was not a compliment.

      “As for Grant,” he continued, “take my advice. Don’t make it personal.”

      I turned my head forward to stare out the van’s windshield. The looming green highway sign said the next exit was for the capital city of Olympia. Not even halfway to our final destination, and Eleanor was just beginning the play list for Seven Brides for Seven Brothers.

      “Tell me about the geologist,” Jack said.

      I took a moment, letting the dozen sandbags that had latched onto my heart sink deep. Don’t make it personal? Got it. Let’s get to work. “The geologist kept excellent records. I’m going over his work. There’s a lot he covered.”

      “I’ll let Grant know. You don’t have to tell him yourself.”

      Doing me a favor. And yet, only more sandbags hooked themselves to my chest, dragging down my throat until it felt like I could no longer speak. I wanted to ask him, wanted to know. Wanted to hear the answer straight from his gorgeous mouth when I asked, Is this our new relationship—work? But I could only stare out the front windshield, watching the gilded dome of the state house shine against the night sky. My fault. Right after Jack’s hands caressed my velvet hips, I tossed that bag of buried money on the table. Nice move, Harmon. I stared at the stuffed monkey. His glassy brown eyes gave me my answer. Don’t make it personal.

      Three hundred years later, the van came to a stop. Eleanor adjusted her rhinestone glasses, peering out the windshield. “My, look at all the trucks!”

      Marvelous leaned forward. “You sound alarmed.”

      “Au contraire! I’m eager to meet such a target-rich audience!”

      Jack opened the van’s back doors and immediately went to help Eleanor. I stepped over some prosthetic limbs and jumped out, my black go-go boots clattering on the gravel lot. Above us, a large red neon sign flashed Sally’s Bar. Jack walked Eleanor to the entrance, one hand holding her elbow, the other cuffed to the brown briefcase. I felt a pathetic stab of jealousy for both.

      When Jack opened the bar’s front door, a honky-tonk music howled out. Eleanor clapped her hands, then latched onto Marvelous’ arm, sashaying inside like the first stewardess of the world’s oldest airline.

      Jack held the door for me, his gaze sweeping over my outfit. “Be careful,” he said.

      I listened, carefully.

      But his concern was nothing personal.
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      The bar smelled of stale smoke, cheap beer, and Old Spice, like this place had been holding its breath since 1972. The main room formed a square, connected to a back area. I could see a platform decorated with D.B. Cooper memorabilia, including a blowup doll dressed in the hijacker’s last known outfit—white dress shirt, skinny black tie, slacks, Wayfarer sunglasses—just like the many, many Cooper doppelgangers that packed this room. Eleanor’s red hat looked like an emergency siren.

      Jack leaned into me. Despite heated orders to my olfactory membranes, they disobeyed. Pine and citrus musk invaded my brain. I held my breath. He raised his voice, trying to be heard over the music blaring from the ceiling speakers.

      “See you in thirty minutes,” he said. “And stay careful.”

      I made my way to the back, heading for the Cooper display. Sawdust covered a concrete floor and with every step, the wood shavings clung to my boots. I kept trying to kick them off, but the cold outside had licked some electrical charge over the patent leather. By the time I reached the display, my feet looked like they belonged to Sasquatch. I stared at the back wall. An enlarged crime sketch showed the hijacker’s expressionless face. A nondescript face. With those sunglasses, he could be anybody.

      “Well, hello there.”

      I turned to find one of the D.B. Coopers smiling at me. He also wore the sunglasses and had an NW Airlines ticket tucked into the breast pocket of his black suit jacket like some rigid handkerchief.

      “Come here often?” he asked.

      I suddenly wished this stewardess outfit came with sunglasses, so I could roll my eyes undetected. Instead, like any good stewardess serving her drunk passenger, I smiled. “First time, actually. You?”

      “Every year for eleven years. I’m Earl.” He stuck out his hand. “Earl Folsom.”

      His palm felt chilled from the cold bottle he was holding.

      He leaned in closer, reading my little tag. “Raleigh, is it?”

      Thanks, Marvelous.

      “Yes, Raleigh.”

      “Does Raleigh have a last name?”

      “Stewardesses never have last names.”

      He lifted his beer in some kind of salute, as if acknowledging my point. “How do you like this thing—pretty cool gathering, huh?”

      “A real production.”

      “That’s Sally.” Earl pointed the bottle’s brown neck toward the bar. “Sally’s probably got more Cooper stuff than the FBI.”

      “Really?”

      “She’s obsessed. Just like her mom. You heard about that money?”

      “The stuff someone just dug up?”

      “Sally took off yesterday, hopped in her car and was gone.” Earl went into a long description about the money. How it was found—wrong. The exact amount—wrong again. And all the people who were now searching for more—and better off buying lottery tickets. I didn’t blame him for having bad facts. He got them from the media. “Sally didn’t get back ’til this morning. I was worried she’d cancel the festival.”

      “She find anything?”

      “Well.” Earl raised and lowered his eyebrows. “She wouldn’t say.”

      I glanced over at the bar. Two women worked behind a horseshoe-shaped slick of varnished wood. One was a doe-eyed young woman with long brown hair the color of cedar. The other woman had long silver hair, and despite her age—mid-sixties, I guessed—looked like she came equipped with a powerful engine. Mixing drinks, shouting commentary, pulling beer taps, she motored between her customers with a raspy laugh that told me exactly where the stale odor of cigarette smoke came from.

      “Sally, she’s the owner?” I asked Earl.

      “Her grandmother, Lulu, started the place. Way back in the fifties. It was mostly for loggers, guys like my granddad. Then Lulu died. Her daughter, Sherry—Sally’s mom—took over. When Sherry died, Sally took over. That was in 1980.”

      “Which one started the D.B. Cooper festival?”

      “Sherry.” Earl’s leather loafers shifted in the sawdust, coming closer to my furry boots. “Sherry’s really something. She runs a gambling operation out the back of this place. Membership fees, the whole nine yards.”

      “It was never busted?”

      “Naw, just timber guys coming in here. Blowing off some steam. No drugs. Not even much fighting. So the cops always looked the other way.”

      “Even now?”

      Earl looked away, as if suddenly uncomfortable with my questions.

      “That sounds pretty cool,” I said, glancing over at Sally.

      She was pulling a draft and calling to someone over her shoulder. The ideal tavern personality, outgoing and friendly, your best friend and closest confidante at the bar. I also gave her points for filing a claim against Grant. Harassment probably. I even wished she’d won.

      I looked back at Earl and pretended to be Eleanor, batting my eyelashes. “So why’s Sally obsessed with D.B. Cooper, is there some connection?”

      “Well.” Earl’s leather loafers seemed to grow risers, standing proudly to explain things to little ol’ me. “Right now, we’re only about ten miles from where Cooper jumped out over the Columbia River. And that night there was a storm. People say the winds could’ve blown him over this way. I also heard somebody say the FBI thinks Cooper laundered the money real quick. You know the best way to launder money?”

      I batted my eyes. “In the washing machine?”

      Earl chuckled. “Gambling, that’s how. If Cooper went gambling that night, he could’ve unloaded all them bank bills and picked up clean money, all before the newspapers and TVs started reporting on what happened. Cooper escapes, and the suckers are left holding bad serial numbers.”

      “Wow, you’ve really thought about it.”

      Pride lifted him again. “Not just me. Everybody around here talks about it. Thing is, whoever got the bank money that night, they could never come forward—know why?”

      “Because they were embarrassed they lost?”

      Another chuckle. “Because they were gambling illegally, with their buddies. You want to turn that money over to the Feds, have them bring down your fun? Everybody’d hate you.”

      I tilted my red-capped head, acting coy. “Nobody comes here to gamble except locals?”

      “Why, you want in?” He smiled wolfishly.

      I looked around the bar. So many Coopers, so little time. Eleanor was regaling some large men near the bar. Marvelous was talking to a female D.B. Cooper. And where was Jack?

      Earl shifted his position. “So, Raleigh-with-no-last-name, where do you live?”

      “Reno.” Not a lie. Cooper’s plane eventually landed in Reno, and I was the stewardess. “Nevada.”

      “That’s why you were asking about the gambling. It’s legal where you come from.”

      “Right. Would you excuse me, Earl?”

      He blinked, startled. “What? Oh. Sure. Yeah. See you around.”

      I navigated through the crowd like a stewardess shoving her drink cart down the plane’s narrow aisle—“excuse me, pardon me, excuse me—” until I found Jack.

      He was bellied up at the bar’s far end, resting an elbow on the briefcase placed conspicuously on the counter. The drink in his right hand held a lime and the glass was full. But you’d never know, given the way Sally was paying attention to him. Jack smiled at her, and five miles away, cold butter melted.

      Sally dunked a high-ball glass into the sink’s soapy water. “You sure I haven’t seen you before?”

      “Oh, I’d remember.” Jack lifted the glass to his lips and sipped. But his Adam’s apple didn’t shift. Agents on duty couldn’t drink alcohol. I wanted another eye roll. Was it too much for his reverse psychology theory to come in here dressed as an agent and ask for a nonalcoholic drink?

      Sally smiled back at him. “Nobody’s ever come here dressed like an FBI agent.” She kept smiling but I noticed tension in her lined face. Like the smile was held together with guy-wires. “So what’s in the briefcase?”

      “Two hundred grand.” Jack winked. “Well, minus the amount dug up. You know how much that is?”

      She shrugged. Not believably. “I heard it was a setup.”

      Jack set his glass on the bar. “What kind of setup?”

      “Bait.”

      He frowned. “For what?”

      “Just something I heard.” She gave another shrug, just as unbelievable, and lined up the wet glasses to dry on the rubber mat. “Keep it under wraps.”

      “I will.” He flashed another smile. “You must hear a lot.”

      “What makes you say that?”

      “Look at this place.” More butter melted, all the way to Antarctica. “You’ve got yourself a whole tribe of Coopers.”

      “Yeah. We have some fun.” She glanced at me, her cool gray eyes taking in my flashy red outfit. Every ounce of melted butter froze. “Get you something—coffee, tea—a trip to Mexico?”

      Jack laughed.

      “Coke. Please. No crushed ice.”

      “Oooh. No crushed ice. Fancy lady.” She strode down the wooden pallets that covered the floor behind the bar.

      Jack and I remained silent. The loud murmur of the crowd boxed my ears and on the jukebox, a singer warned about a bad moon rising on the right. When I turned to my right, I saw it dressed as an FBI agent.

      “Hi,” he said, still melting butter. “Any chance you get to keep that costume?”

      “None. In fact, at midnight I turn into a pumpkin.”

      “And drive men out of their gourds.”

      The big flirt. First Sally, now me. All for work.

      Sally plunked down a glass of Coke—no ice at all—and glanced at Jack. “You two together, make it one tab?”

      “No, ma’am.” Jack winked at her. “The stewardess says I’m in the wrong seat.”

      “Typical.” Sally’s smile was a high-wire act. “I’d find a new seat.”

      “Hey, Sal!” A heavyset Cooper lifted his sunglasses, standing down at the other end of the bar. “How ’bout some service over here?”

      She turned and walked away.

      “Wow, Jack, I don’t think she appreciates your humor.”

      “Flirt with me.”

      My head snapped toward him. “Excuse me?”

      “Harmon, she’s catching on. Cover us. Act like you want me, like you want me to go home with you tonight.”

      My throat strangled itself.

      “Harmon—”

      “Okay.” I glanced around, stuffing down the blush coming up my throat. “But I’ll need some acting lessons. Where’s Eleanor?”

      He picked up his drink, touching it to his lips. “Then act like we don’t know each other.”

      “That’s easy. I don’t know you.” I turned my back to him. The sea of Coopers looked like somebody had called central casting.

      “Fighting’s good,” Jack said. “Now act like I’m turning you down.”

      I picked up my Coke. “I’m sorry, is your reverse psychology not working?”

      “The woman looked shocked when she saw me. Like she knew I was the real deal.”

      “Imagine that.” I leaned back against the counter. “I guess your charm doesn’t work on every woman.”

      His eyes shifted to aquamarine, and something painful floated there. But I looked away. Take it from the stuffed monkey. Don’t make it personal.

      Jack slowly set down the drink. “You find anything talking to that guy?”

      Smiling like I was flirting with him, I told him about my new buddy Earl and the gambling setup that was here for generations. “There’s a theory around here that Cooper landed in the area and laundered the money gambling. Maybe that’s why he bailed out of that plane when he did. Maybe the lumberjacks helped him dispose of the parachutes.”

      Jack glanced over at Sally. “Money that couldn’t be spent. Or the law would drop on her.”

      The two of us glanced in opposite directions, like people playing it casual and looking for better prospects. I listened to the jukebox, telling the story of me and Bobby McGee. “Earl said Sally high-tailed it to the buried money location. Almost didn’t make it back for the festival. Why would she be that keen about the money? She doesn’t seem broke.”

      Jack looked around the bar, and I followed his gaze. Across the back area, a braided rope tied from wall to wall held a dangling sign. Closed To The Public. No Trespassing.

      When he looked back at me, his piqued interest stopped my heart dead. Only it wasn’t for me.

      “How good an actress is Eleanor?” he asked.

      I picked up my Coke. “Every day she deserves an Oscar.”

      “How about death scenes?”

      “Death scenes are her favorite. She says they remind her she’s alive.” I looked over, suddenly suspicious. “Why?”
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      Somebody raised a toast to D.B. Cooper and the cheers swam around me, loud cries of people hiding behind costumes, drinking, celebrating. As the happy noise died down, one tiny aging stewardess clutched her chest, shoved a falsie out of the way, and cried, “Oh! The pain—the pain!”

      On cue, Jack and I ran for her.

      Eleanor latched onto the edge of the bar, waited two beats for Jack, then collapsed into his arms. “My heart—it’s my heart!”

      I bent down, hearing Jack whisper in her ear. “Don’t overdo it.”

      Fat chance. I straightened. The many faces of D.B. Cooper stared back at me. The would-be hijackers looked suddenly subdued. Raising my voice to project panic, I waved my arms. “I think she’s having a heart attack!”

      Sally came running from behind the bar. I glanced down at Eleanor. Her fake eyelashes were quivering like spider legs.

      “Ma’am?” Sally whisked down to Eleanor’s side. “Ma’am, can you hear me?”

      Eleanor lifted one ringed hand, before letting it flop on the sawdust floor. “This is the end!”

      Jack looked up at me. His expression said her acting was a bit much. But why not? Everyone in here was acting.

      As if hearing my thoughts, Eleanor once more raised her hand. The fingers glittering with diamonds and rubies grabbed a nearby pant leg. It belonged to a D.B. Cooper of lumberjack size. Eleanor yanked his pants.

      “What the—” The guy dropped.

      Eleanor’s eyelashes were fluttering again as she rasped, “There is nothing without the kindness of strangers.”

      Jack glared at me. “I don’t think we have long.”

      Fortunately Marvelous appeared. He wasn’t in on the ruse, but he gave a very helpful scream. “Eleanor—my God! Somebody call an ambulance!”

      I waved my phone. “Calling 9-1-1.”

      “Hurry!” Marvin wailed. “She’s dying!”

      Someone else ran for blankets. A glass of water appeared. I gripped the phone against my ear, kicked my boots through the sawdust, and made sure my voice carried above the crowd. “Hello? Can you hear me? This is an emergency!”

      I kept moving, speaking into the dead phone until I reached the rope with the no-admittance signs. I glanced back. The crowd ringed around Eleanor and the jukebox Rolling Stones insisted I couldn’t always get what I wanted—but if I tried sometimes, I got what I needed.

      I whipped a go-go boot over the rope and slid into the darkened back area. Five more steps and the crowd seemed to disappear. I flicked on the phone’s flashlight feature and found two doors. Both had signs reading NO ADMITTANCE. Which to me looked like—OPEN BOTH.

      The first door was that same thin wood that model airplanes are made of. It had a simple knob lock. The other door, however, was steel secured with a deadbolt. Reaching into my Marvelous-styled hat, I yanked out two bobby pins, bit off the little plastic ball ends, and twisted one pin into an L-shape until it looked exactly like the torque wrench used by locksmiths. Whispering prayers, I wiggled the pins into the deadbolt. Down the hall, the crowd exclaimed. Eleanor was milking the attention. Good thing because the lock took longer than I hoped.

      When it finally popped, I stepped into the room, closed the door, and coughed. The cigarette stink was even more powerful in here, and deeper. That rank heavy spice of cured tobacco leaves. Cigars. I lifted the phone, scanning the light around the space.

      My phone buzzed.

      Text from Jack: Someone else calling ambulance.

      I texted back: How much time left?

      NONE, he wrote.

      Cushioned metal chairs were parked against two walls that showed bulging drywall seams. I placed my hands on the surface, pressing, feeling for any hidden chambers. My phone buzzed.

      Harmon!

      Three tables were in the center of the room. Each one was covered with green felt. Poker, blackjack, craps. I turned, shining the light’s beam behind me, and found a shrine.

      D.B. Cooper’s shrine.

      Newspaper clippings.

      I stepped closer.

      Maps.

      November 25, 1971. Front page of The Seattle Times. The Tacoma News Tribune. The Oregonian. And beyond. St. Louis Post-Dispatch. New York Times. The next section held updated clippings from the seventies and eighties and nineties—every single time something that ever came up about D.B. Cooper. I walked along the wall, examining the maps. One looked like an aviator’s map, displaying flight routes for Northwest Airlines. Curved blue lines leaped from Portland to Seattle to Reno. Another map looked identical to the technical analysis I found in the FBI archives. The third map showed a different route, drawn by hand, and stopping just north of the Columbia River. I leaned in closer. Something was written at the terminal point. The path ended … here. Sally’s Bar.

      My phone buzzed.

      Ambulance one minute away, tops.

      In the distance, a siren wailed, becoming louder with every second. Lifting the phone, I took pictures of the wall and the room, then slid the door lock in place. But as I closed it, I caught another whiff of something, an odor humming under the cigars. Something as rancid as greed. Decades of it seeping from those shoddy walls and that shrine to a thief named Cooper. Were all those newspaper clippings just idle folklore? Maybe. But the maps? Maybe not.

      But one thing seemed certain. Cooper had help that night. And that help meant mutually assured destruction—one person talked, everyone went to jail.

      I walked down the darkened hall. In front of me, the main door burst open. EMTs rushed inside, laden with equipment and a body board. I pressed my cell phone to my ear.

      “I can’t hear you!” I said to the silence on the other end. “It’s all broken up.”
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      Marvelous was a wreck—and close to causing one—as he floored the van, speeding behind the ambulance. I gripped the captain’s seat. Jack braced himself in the back, silent as still water.

      “Marvelous,” I said, as the van peeled around turn. “You can take it easy, Eleanor was acting.”

      “Eleanor’s always acting.” He punched the gas pedal. “But this was real.”

      “No, I’m telling you, it was fake.” I glanced back at Jack, stabilized between the stuffed purple throne and the seamstress mannequin. The sight would be funny, except for his dead-serious expression. I nodded toward our berserk driver, calling in backup.

      “Marvin,” he said, in his strongest FBI voice, “we told Eleanor to pretend she was having a heart attack.”

      “Is that so?” Marvelous’ voice rose several octaves. “Then you’re either really cruel or really stupid.”

      “Excuse me?” I squeaked.

      He swung the van around a right turn so quickly I slammed into the passenger door, listening to pinwheeling prosthetic limbs clatter around the back like collapsing skeletons. Jack let out a grunt. I pushed myself upright and saw Marvelous was tailgating the ambulance so closely I could read the medics’ faces in back of the wagon. A familiar dread crept into my heart.

      “Marvelous, is there something wrong—for real—with Eleanor?”

      He leaned over the steering wheel, the skinny D.B. Cooper tie swinging, like a man hoping to launch himself over the hood and into the ambulance. “Her heart.”

      I watched as the medics ripped open a box and yanked something out. “What?”

      “Her heart speeds up all by itself. Sometimes it beats two hundred times a minute, when she’s sitting in a chair.” Marvelous flicked his gaze at me. “She never told you?”

      Dread cemented itself to my gut. “No. She never told me.”

      “That’s why she quit acting. Her heart was racing, it was affecting her delivery. Harry took her to all the best specialists—he once flew her to Switzerland—but even a full heart transplant was no guarantee.”

      “How—”

      “Medication.” He frowned at me. “Medication and keeping excitement to a minimum.”

      Now the afternoon naps she took made sense. All those healthy meals she pushed at me. Even how she referred to her evening martini as “medicinal.” I opened my mouth to say something, but the ambulance squealed into a lighted hospital bay marked EMERGENCY. Marvelous sped into the first empty parking spot and jumped out before I could even unbuckle my seatbelt. I reached for the door handle. But a familiar paralyzing sensation was taking hold. My hands felt numb.

      “Harmon?”

      I didn’t turn around.

      “It’s not your fault.”

      I climbed out of the van and walked toward the Emergency Room.
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      She looked so pale her complexion blended with the white-cloud hair. They’d torn away the dazzling stewardess uniform and draped her in a drab hospital gown. I stood beside the bed and whispered.

      “Eleanor.”

      Without the flashy rhinestone glasses, her face looked tired. As if her energy drained with the removal of the glittery stones. Thin plastic tubes slithered to her left hand. I held her right hand in mine, touching the fingers that now looked frail, stripped of their powerful rings. Like the missing glasses, the plain appearance made her look weaker.

      “Eleanor?”

      The long lashes fluttered. “Raleigh, get the hook.”

      “I’m sorry, what—?”

      “My act is over. Get the hook, time to get off this stage.”

      “No.” I shook my head. “Marvelous told me about your heart. Why didn’t you tell me?”

      “Because Marvelous is full of nonsense. I’m fine.”

      “You’re not. I saw those medics in the ambulance, they looked scared. Like your heart had stopped.”

      “What you witnessed, my dear, was a truly gifted thespian doing her job.” She raised her chin. But her volume wasn’t the same. It was almost a rasp. “You call me a destitute woman but all these treasures are locked in my heart.”

      I forced the words out of my mouth. “Who said that?”

      “Blanche.” She squeezed my fingers. “Scene ten.”

      I nodded, my own heart pounding, punching its fist into my ribcage. “Eleanor—”

      She gave my fingers another good squeeze. “Be a dear, Raleigh. Go find that child-doctor they released from medical school this morning.”
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      The child-doctor stood beside Eleanor’s bed, his short cap of black hair looking like a Jewish yarmulke. He glared at me, then at Eleanor. But saved his final glance for Marvelous, who stood at his side.

      “You do realize this is totally AMA?” the doctor said.

      “Yes.” Marvelous nodded, vigorously. “And I’d like you to keep her—”

      “Give me the other rings.” Eleanor was shoving a seven-carat ruby on her swollen knuckle. “What in the world did you people pump me with—fat juice?”

      “Mrs. Anderson, your body’s in a state of pronounced inflammation due to—”

      “Your arrogant attitude. Listen to me, young man. I’m a grown woman. I’ll make my own choices, thank you very much. Now somebody, please, get me out of this expensive death trap.”

      Eleanor started bellowing for her “red hat” and coat. “And what happened to my go-go boots?”

      The doctor hung his head.

      I stood across from him. “Doctor?”

      He looked up, a hard resignation settled on his face.

      I didn’t like seeing it. “You said something about ‘AMA.’ What is that?”

      “Against Medical Advice.” His voice was grim. “Mrs. Anderson, your heart—”

      “Belongs to me,” she sang, loudly.

      He blinked. Looked at me. But I said nothing more. My entire body was being split down the middle, divided into two warring wishes.

      Throwing back the white sheet, Eleanor shook her left arm, flapping the plastic tubes against the bedrails. “This is my life. And I order you to sever these blasted tethers. Now!”
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      Back inside the van, Marvelous drove like a man who believed the pavement was packed with landmines.

      “Eleanor,” he said. “You scared me.”

      She adjusted her rhinestone glasses. “Then I was really good.”

      “No. No, not good.” He sounded ready to cry. “I thought we were going to lose you.”

      “You can’t lose me. I’m timeless.” She patted her white hair, flattened in back. “That might be my best performance in years.”

      “Tomorrow you go straight to your doctor. Promise me.”

      “Marvelous, that’s an excellent suggestion.”

      “Yes. Yes, it is. He knows your medical history and—”

      “If he’s swayed by my performance, I’ll know there’s been no diminishment of my thespian skills.”

      Sitting behind them in back, I glanced over at Jack. He’d uncuffed the briefcase, his arms bent around his knees while the glow of oncoming headlights swept across the windshield and outlined the contours of his face, the way a sketch artist might draw him. Crisp chin. High symmetrical cheekbones. The broad intelligent forehead that seemed to frame his focused gaze. He stared straight ahead, never looking over at me. But I kept looking at him, committing that face to deepest memory, the place where nothing is ever forgotten. When I closed my eyes, I saw his face traced on the back of my eyelids. Memory’s artist. And it made me wonder about a fourteen-year-old girl who had taken her sketch pad to the beach one night. I lay my head on the purple throne.

      “Harmon, you okay?”

      My mind was meshing these cases. If Jack realized it, he’d doubt my focus on the Cooper case. I didn’t want him to see my own doubts, so I kept my eyes closed. “Just… a long night.”

      Up front, Eleanor warbled something from “South Pacific.” But her breathing was shallow, leaving a quavering question at the end of each note. Listening to the sound, my heart squeezed, recalling all its pain, the all-too-familiar pain and fear and loss. I wanted to reach out, grab something, hold it close. Or someone.

      But that wasn’t happening.

      When we reached Eleanor’s house. Jack and Marvelous walked her to the door, Eleanor’s boots dragging like weights, her thin legs fragile bones. While they helped her upstairs to her bedroom, I brought Madame outside. Although I watched her explore the darkness of the lawn, my mind whirled.

      “Harmon.”

      I turned.

      Jack was coming down the back steps, the gentle light from the kitchen falling around his body. His face dissolved into the darkness. “What did you find in the back of the bar?”

      Madame trotted over, sniffing my boots. Several burrs of sawdust still clung to the shiny black plastic.

      “Sally’s got a shrine to Cooper.”

      “Shrine?”

      I described the back room walls, the news clippings from across the country and around the world. “Forty years of stories. Laminated, preserved.”

      “That doesn’t mean anything. She runs a festival.”

      “And maps. She’s got flight maps. And one that looks identical to the map used by the Bureau, made by the Bureau.” I showed him the photos on my phone. The precise metrics, the calculus with the time that plane left Sea-Tac Airport, speed of flight, and wind current. “It’s not some idle speculation. That map has his jump point marked with some kind of mathematical precision. Like it was known. And see the end point? Sally’s Bar.”

      The house lights illuminated half his face. “You actually believe a bunch of gamblers could keep their mouths shut all these years?”

      “I don’t know. But how does a guy jump out of a plane and leave no trace whatsoever, not even a lost shoe. Not even a piece of the parachute, snagged on a tree?”

      He watched Madame as she trotted back to the lawn, sniffing the bushes at the edge of the property. “I’ll call Grant,” he said. “You plan on being at the Bureau first thing tomorrow morning.”

      “Do you really have to?”

      He turned. “Do I really have to…?”

      “Call Grant. He’s not exactly helping.”

      “It’s his case, Harmon.”

      I faced him, crossing my arms and not caring if the exasperation showed on my face. Or leaked out of my voice. “Yes, it’s his case. But I’m a hired consultant. I shouldn’t have to find things out by listening to the radio.”

      “It’s my fault.” Jack shoved his hands into his front pockets. “You two got off on the wrong foot.”

      “Maybe.”

      “Maybe?”

      I shook my head. “I don’t trust him.”

      “Harmon—”

      “Jack, why did he release that information to the media before we even had a chance to chase down leads?”

      “Look.” His face snapped toward me. “It worked, didn’t it?”

      “How?”

      “Tonight. That guy—Earl, was it? He told you Sally raced up to Raymond, searching for money. If Grant didn’t release anything, how would we even know about her level of interest?”

      “Okay. But another thousand people also went digging up there. And for your information, I could’ve gotten Earl to confide everything without Grant’s interference.”

      “So now you’re a honey pot?”

      “Don’t you dare—”

      “Hey, you wore the miniskirt and go-go boots.”

      I turned my back on him. My pulse flicked at my neck.

      “Harmon, calm down. All I’m saying is, nobody knows more about Cooper than Grant. Don’t question him on that because you’re already on …”

      He stopped, the rest of his words floating away unspoken into the night.

      “Because I’m already on thin ice.” I watched Madame coming back to me but my eyes burned. “You know what? Maybe you’re right. Maybe Sally’s just a fangirl for Cooper. And maybe Cooper provides hope for a certain segment of the Northwest. He’s the hero who beat the same system that took away their logging and regulated gambling and generally failed everyone who lives outside the city. Maybe I just don’t—”

      Jack reached out, taking my arm. “I just don’t want to see you get burned. Again.”

      My throat was closing, tight. I drew in a deep breath, holding it, tasting a faint remnant of the bar’s smoky odor still clinging to our clothing. But something else ran beneath that sordid stench, something clean as deep ground water flowing through granite bedrock. Jack’s scent. I wanted to drink it in, bathe in it until all of tonight’s fear and condemnation washed away.

      “Alright?” he asked.

      I nodded.

      “Have Marvin get Eleanor to the doctor first thing tomorrow.”

      I nodded again. It felt like I was choking. “I’ll try.” Because that’s all my life came to these days. Trying. And trying again.

      “Okay,” he said, letting go of my arm. “See you tomorrow morning?”

      Another nod.

      For a moment, he stood still. I drew another deep breath. Once upon a time, this man felt secure, safe. One calm harbor in a sea of hurt. Now I could see my mistake. I should’ve listened to my instincts. Just like I told Lani that morning on the riverbank, Everybody needs an escape hatch. Because that was how you kept your heart safe—by not exposing it in the first place.

      When he walked toward his Jeep, I leaned down and picked up Madame. Her black tail swept back and forth, back and forth, as I headed for the house, as if that tail could brush away all the misery in the world.
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      The next morning, exactly one week from Thanksgiving, I wasn’t giving thanks.

      Agent Pierce Grant paced in front of me, his words hitting me like buckshot. “Can you explain to us how you ‘discovered’ this back room?”

      Once again, we were penned in McLeod’s new office. I was liking this place less and less. When he was my boss in Violent Crimes, McLeod seemed like a good-hearted if somewhat bumbling manager. He mixed up words, but his aim was true. Now it seemed more like what Machiavelli said—power changed people.

      “It wouldn’t be prudent to go into specifics,” I said.

      “Oh, not again.” McLeod rubbed his face, scratching whiskers that never seemed to leave his cheeks even after a morning shave. “Raleigh, I don’t like the sound of that.”

      “Sir, I’m a private citizen. What I choose to do on my own time—”

      “Hold it right there.” Grant cut me off. “That wasn’t your own time. You’re a consultant for the FBI.”

      “Not last night.”

      He offered a condescending smile. “Oh, really?”

      “If you’re going to insist I went there as an FBI consultant, then you’ll need to explain to your superiors why I misrepresented myself, and the Bureau. Especially when I didn’t receive undercover clearance from anybody in this room.” Silence. It was golden. “And that’s why I won’t be filing any paperwork on what transpired. Last night was something done on my own time.”

      McLeod shifted his gaze to Jack, who stood once again in his usual spot, quiet and stern as a drugstore Indian.

      “Did you wear a costume?” McLeod asked him.

      “I wore what I always wear,” Jack said. “Regular FBI clothing.”

      “Bullcrap!” Grant bellowed. “Agents are always on duty. Anybody who thinks otherwise gets fired like this girlie who—”

      “I’m not a girlie.” I seethed. “And I wasn’t fired.”

      Grant’s head snapped toward McLeod, looking for backup. But truth took a stand—a wobbling stand—but enough to make Grant’s red face blotchy. In some sick section of my heart, his distress gave me great pleasure. It didn’t last. As I stared at him, I could see the veneer of cunning wiping away the blotches.

      “Let’s table this discussion for now,” Grant said. “I’d like to talk about all the incoming calls we’ve had since releasing the info to the media.”

      “Good,” McLeod nodded. “The media tip-off was a smart move.”

      “Now my problem is, I need some help tracking down the tips and leads.”

      “Anything we can do?”

      Grant turned toward me, slowly, like a bloated rattlesnake spying more prey. “I think it’d be best if you tracked down the leads.”

      “Me?”

      He smiled. “You found the money. You have certain insights.”

      “I can’t—” I swallowed, bitterness like vinegar. I looked at McLeod, tried again. “Sir, I’m working another case, as I told you. It demands serious time commitments. I don’t have extra hours to devote to tracking down all these incoming calls, which may or may not offer workable information.”

      “That’s true.” Grant smiled, the poisonous fangs gleaming. “Looks like we need to find another consultant. Somebody who will give us their full commitment.”

      “Great idea.” Jack pushed himself off the wall, striding over to McLeod’s big shiny authority desk. “Let’s find another geologist with forensic experience who is right here in Seattle who also found the bills so we can start over from square one right before Thanksgiving. Grant, you don’t mind if we solve the Cooper case after you retire, do you?”

      I only glanced to the side, but Grant’s sausage fingers were ferociously digging into his chair’s padded armrest. “I’m sure we can find somebody. Especially somebody who’s not a loose cannon.”

      “Really.” Jack shook his head. “Your old geologist on this case said Harmon seems like a superior investigator.”

      My heart flipped. And flopped. Then sat down and cried. Superior investigator. How romantic.

      “Pierce,” McLeod said, always addressing Grant by his first name. “I’ve worked with Raleigh long enough to know she’s tenacious. She’ll stay on the trail until she gets solid answers. If we start over without her, this case will be deader than a hangnail.”

      Doornail. My tongue pressed the back of my teeth.

      “But,” McLeod continued, “let’s reestablish some ground rules. Again. Grant’s in charge. Jack’s the point person. And Raleigh, you take their orders. Can you do that? Because if you can’t, just say the verb.”

      “Pardon?”

      “Say the verb and we’ll find another consultant.”

      Word. I glanced back at Jack, and the cold hard facts came back to me. I was a hired hand. And I was not here to get approval, even from the gorgeous guy wearing a blank expression that only reminded me of treacherous water. Calm on the surface, turbulence below.

      I turned back to the boss of all bosses. “Sir, I would be more than happy to help track down incoming leads, but I’m sure some young agent could learn a lot about—”

      “Young agents need hand-holding.” McLeod gave another face-scratch. “They can sully the waters—”

      Muddy—do you hear me? Muddy!

      “—especially with the Cooper case. We can’t wait around for somebody to learn how to do things. Raleigh, you need to understand something. This case is not the average investigation. Cooper is the only unsolved airline hijacking, ever. And it was in our territory.”

      I clamped my mouth shut. Back when I worked here, I used to wonder why certain people went into law enforcement. For me, the reason was simple—geology and justice. When my dad was killed, it became more about the dead, the forgotten. But Agent Pierce Grant?

      I glanced over. Grant was that odious kid from elementary school who came in early from recess to tattle on anybody who cut in line, shaved a base run, or spiked the water fountain. Even worse, some authority figure way back in his sniveling childhood days rewarded that snitchy behavior and now we were stuck with him. The Bureau forced agents to retire at age fifty-seven and at fifty-six and three-quarters, Grant was chasing down the ghost that haunted him—taunted him—the case that The Finder couldn’t find.

      Cooper nightmares probably woke him in the middle of the night, like some smoldering campfire in the back of his mind.

      “I understand, sir,” I told McLeod. “But dropping my other work would be unfair to my new boss. I’m sure you would agree.”

      The authority angle struck a target. This time, as McLeod glanced at Grant, I didn’t dare even look to see his death-grip fingers. I only heard his sigh, the reluctant defeat from an arrogant jerk, a sound like air brakes on an old bus.

      I’d won the battle.

      But the war? No way.

      Grant leaned forward, stabbing his index finger into McLeod’s shiny desk. “I want it clear, right here.” Stab. “If I find anything that requires her attention, she follows my orders. Mine.” Stab. “And if she ever—” stab “goes behind my back again, she’s fired.”

      McLeod, like some tennis referee, turned his gaze to me. “I need an affirmative answer, Raleigh. Yes or no?”

      You moron. I wanted to say. ‘Affirmative’ always means Yes.

      “Yes, sir. I understand the urgency, and I’m moving as quickly as possible. But I’m still waiting on something that’s beyond my control.”

      “What’s that?”

      “The bills I dug up.” I turned to Grant. “I still haven’t been able to examine them.”

      Grant’s eyes were the color of cold winter skies. “And you have the equipment, same as the Bureau lab?”

      “No…”

      “Then why should we let you look at those bills?”

      Jack walked to the door. “Are we done here?”

      Grant stood up, grasping his belt and adjusting his trousers. “I know I am.”

      McLeod said, “You two go ahead.”

      The temptation to glance back at Jack was so powerful that I pinned my gaze to the single milky smudge on McLeod’s polished desk, left by Grant’s fat finger. The door opened and closed. And I waited, one one-thousand, two one-thousand, three one-thousand… then looked up.

      Supervisory Special Agent Allen McLeod might be master of the misspoken word, but he didn’t survive these shark-infested waters by accident. The intense expression on his large face even made me wonder whether the malaprops were a cover, a clever trick that gave him the element of surprise.

      “You and Jack,” he said. “Everything still plutonic.”

      “Yes, sir.”

      “How about you and Grant?”

      “What—I mean, pardon—sir?”

      “Think you two can get along?”

      I nodded.

      “And that’s how you can do it, Raleigh. The closed mouth gathers no foot.”
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      Taking McLeod’s advice, I kept my mouth shut and rode the elevator to the lobby. As I stepped out, my cell phone started buzzing. Probably Jack, wondering about my latest private chat with McLeod. I left the phone in my pocket.

      Down Spring Street’s steep hill, the gray clouds shrouded the skyscrapers, promising more rain. When my phone buzzed again, I suddenly worried it was Eleanor. I pulled it out—nope, Jack—and dropped it back in my pocket. Turning onto Third, I felt the gusting wind. It tasted sharp, as if laced with brine from Puget Sound, a salt scent as invisible yet certain as the fracture between me and Jack.

      If I screwed up this case, what would be left? Not even friendship.

      And if I closed this case then what? Forever wonder if our connection was crime, not love.

      I swerved into the greasy spoon.

      “What’ll you have?” asked the paper-hatted guy behind the counter.

      Double cheeseburger, large fries, chocolate shake, two sides of mayo.

      But in honor of Eleanor’s heart, I jogged the food up all twelve flights of stairs. As I was coming down the hallway, feeling virtuous if a little sweaty, the psychologist’s door swung open. Lezlee Nyler gaped at me.

      “Why are you panting?” she asked. “Is someone chasing you?”

      Her shiny black hair always reminded me of raven wings. And somewhere in the back of my mind, my subconscious told my hand to shift the food bag away from the bird of prey.

      “Stairs,” I panted, stuffing the bag under my arm.

      “Isn’t the elevator working? I told Patterson it’s making a noise. A really bad noise. Scary! Like squee-squee. I swear, someday the cables are going to snap. We’ll die!”

      Caw-caw, I wanted to reply.

      Instead, I only nodded.

      She moved for the elevator, slapping the Down button—denial, it was a powerful force—but kept talking. “Can you do me a favor? I need some coffee. This weather. I woke up this morning, looked out the window, and I knew—I knew!—just who would call me for an appointment. If he gets here before I’m back, let him know. I’m on my way. Really.”

      The elevator opened, she stepped inside, the doors closed, and I prayed for forgiveness. Plenty of coffee in my office. But the idea of making it for her and having a conversation blew away all my hospitality. To soothe my guilt, I left my office door open—listening for her client—while sitting at my desk, polishing off the food in no time. Hands washed, I started pulling maps out when I heard someone coming down the hallway. Poking my head out, I saw Lezlee. She raised her cell phone. “Cancelled!” she cawed. “What is wrong with people?”

      My desk phone rang. I went back inside, closed the door. For several moments, I stared at the old phone. No caller ID. But what if it was Eleanor? I picked up the receiver. “Raleigh Harmon.”

      “Are you still working for us?” Jack asked.

      “Depends.”

      “Then you are still working for us.”

      Did I hear relief in his voice? I know what I heard in the background. Phones ringing, that particular quick chirp that once erupted from my own desk in that same squad room. I pivoted, staring out my window at the Seattle waterfront. And yet, all I saw was Jack standing at his desk.

      “Jack, I need to see those Cooper bills Lani and I dug up. The mineralogy’s crucial, if you really want to move this thing forward.”

      “It’s up to Grant.”

      “The first geologist’s theory was that the bills came down the Washougal River. That’s east of St. Helen’s, so the volcanic ash could be from there. He tried to drill that theory into someone’s thick skull, but to penetrate that agent’s head, he’d need a diamond-bit drill.”

      “Harmon.”

      “It’s a good theory, Jack. But if you want to move this case forward, get me those bills. Now. Not later.”

      “In other news, I ran a background check on the bar owner, Sally.”

      “The bills.”

      “I’m working on it.”

      “Does that mean Grant sent them to the D.C. lab?”

      “I can’t say.”

      “If he thinks the federal lab can move faster than me, he’s delusional. The state lab couldn’t even get to it faster.”

      “Harmon, I can’t promise anything.”

      No kidding. Lifting my hand to the window, I tapped the glass, dislodging the beads of rain. They bled in rivulets down to the sill.

      “Harmon, are you okay?”

      “I’m fine.”

      “You’re sure?”

      “Show me the money, Jack.” I hung up before he could say anything else and glanced at my watch. Oh, great. My time was up. I put away the maps, shouldered my pack, and locked my office for the day.

      As I passed Lezlee’s office, it sounded like a client might’ve shown up after all. Her cawing voice squawked above the sound of someone else weeping.
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      For the first time since I’d moved in with her last August, Eleanor wasn’t drinking her 5:00 p.m. medicinal cocktail when I got home from the asylum.

      After feeding Madame extra treats in the empty kitchen, I walked upstairs and found Eleanor propped up on her king-sized bed, eyes closed. She looked like she was floating on a sea of peach satin. On her lap, face down, was a salacious Hollywood biography of some 1940s movie star. I tiptoed past her room, took a hot shower, and changed clothes.

      When I came back, Eleanor was reading the book.

      She lowered it, gazing at me over the cover. “Give me permission to break a promise.”

      “Sorry. Can’t.” I walked over, sitting on the edge of the bed. The nightstand displayed an array of prescription bottles, lined up like an army of toy soldiers, labels like battle notes. This morning Marvelous had come by, extracting promises. And now I echoed them. “You promised to stay in bed and take your medicine.”

      “Oh, Raleigh, not you, too.”

      “You promised.”

      “I am nearly three times your age and have managed to behave very bad that entire time. Don’t ruin my life with rules.”

      “I want you to keep behaving bad—after you rest and take your medicine.”

      She eyed me. “Are you staying home tonight?”

      “Why?”

      “Because I want you to get out of here.”

      I glanced at the pill bottles.

      “Oh, please,” she said. “There’s nothing narcotic among them.” Raising her chin, she bellowed her line at the crystal chandelier. “All rooms are lonely when there’s only one person in them.”

      “Then why would you want me to leave?”

      “Because it’s Alma Winemiller!” she cried. “That’s who said that. Summer and Smoke. And I’m turning into Alma—a woman so desperately lonely she picked up an even lonelier man. Oh, Raleigh, my life has come to this!”

      “Eleanor—”

      “Listen to me!” She pushed herself up, rising on the satin raft. “Get out of here! Go do something—break the law, get arrested.”

      “I’ll lose my job.”

      She leaned forward, pushing me off the bed. “Then go kiss Jack for all he’s worth—and then walk away, leaving him wanting more! But for God’s sake, Raleigh, don’t stay in this house with an old woman!”

      I searched her face for signs of dementia. Medically impaired thinking. Anything. But she was as clear as the voice that had returned to full volume. I backed out of the room.

      “And if you come home before midnight,” she hollered, “I will never speak to you again.”
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      I made good time to Seattle and took the swooping exit ramp alongside CenturyLink Field. The stadium lights glowed peridot green and cerulean blue for the Seahawks’ upcoming home game on Sunday.

      In an alley off South Jackson, I parked The Ghost behind a string of vehicles—one issued by the federal government—and got out. A single light burned over a single unmarked door with a single buzzer. I pushed the buzzer and waited. When the door opened, there was no contrast greater than the alley’s atmosphere and the woman who stood there.

      Lucia Lutini smiled, as kind and knowing as the Mona Lisa. “Buona sera, Raleigh.”

      The contrast continued as I stepped inside and followed the FBI’s most elegant employee through the restaurant’s dishwashing station where deflating suds clung to a deep stainless steel sink and an aging corkboard was thumbtacked with purchase orders. Several of the floor’s ceramic tiles were cracked. And Lucia crossed it in her high-heeled black suede boots, fitted black jeans, and a cream-colored cashmere sweater that draped from her refined shoulders like melting wax, as if even her clothes couldn’t stand up to such beauty. We entered the kitchen. Lucia called out. “Papa, I have a surprise!”

      Donato Lutini was gazing at the football game that played on a flat-screen television mounted to an exposed brick wall, his barrel arms crossed over his white chef’s jacket. All around him, piled on two small sofas, was di famiglia Lutini, all of them dark-haired and dark-eyed, their Mediterranean skin the color of burnished topaz.

      “Raleigh!” Donato opened his arms. His chef’s apron, joyfully splattered with tomato sauce, covered his stocky torso. He hugged me—tight—then stepped back, raising his hands to circle the air with a gesture I knew meant serious things in the country shaped like a boot. “Why you wait so long to come back, eh?”

      Before I could answer, Donato was already walking toward the industrial-sized grill against the far wall. “I make you a sandwich, lotsa sauce, just the way you like.”

      The air cupped scents of roasted pork, vine-ripened tomatoes simmering for hours with sweet onions, garlic nurtured until all bitterness was gone. My salivary glands could’ve drowned me. I swallowed. “Thank you.”

      Lucia renewed the introductions of the people on the couches. I nodded, smiled, and tried to keep track of Paul, Maria, Johnny, Giuliana, Margherita—“we call her Rita”, Joey, Joey Two, Joey Junior, Rosemary, Teresa, and the youngest, Serena. The oldest was Uncle Carmine who sat on the kitchen stool. Donato’s brother, Carmine, worked here during the day, shuffling from the kitchen to the service window that faced South Jackson, where the line for lunch wrapped around the block, even in heavy rain.

      “Good to see you all,” I said. “Hope I’m not interrupting.”

      Uncle Carmine said something—in Italian.

      Lucia translated. “My uncle says, ‘The right person comes at the right time.’” She gave me that Mona Lisa smile. “An old Italian proverb, which means it’s the truth.”

      Donato appeared by my side, offering a plate of heaven. “Now, you eat. Mangia! Mangia!”

      Bundled into the fresh-baked roll and luxuriating in the velvety red sauce, the roasted sausage was adorned with sautéed peppers and onions that looked as translucent as clouds filtering sunlight. I swallowed again and my mind filled with a grace beyond words, a winding thread of thanks for this tangible blessing on my plate, and for the invisible blessing that sent it. I took one bite. Closed my eyes. Hummed.

      Donato chuckled. “No more staying away, Raleigh, eh?”

      I nodded.

      One of the men named Joey jumped off the couch. He threw a gesture at the football game. “Whassamatter with that guy?”

      Another Joey replied. “What? He threw a pass!”

      “That ain’t no pass!”

      “It’s a pass!”

      “Nonna Lutini can throw better!”

      “Get outta here!”

      Their heated opinions bounced back and forth. I took another bite. Donato’s food always tasted like a sacrament to me, the nourishment that fed body and soul. Between bites, I listened to the Mediterranean chorus offering its opinions on the tight game between the Jets and the Dolphins. And I felt myself coming back to life. As I finished the sandwich, Donato moved to the espresso machine, adding cream and sugar to a demitasse before handing me the steaming espresso. “Good for the digestion. Then tiramisu. Like you never tasted.”

      At halftime, with the Jets trailing the Dolphins, the chorus of Lutinis erupted into more passionate perspectives on the players, which prompted even more passionate opinions and sarcastic barbs, love and family echoing off the exposed brick walls. Donato took the pan of tiramisu from the industrial-sized stainless steel refrigerator and turned to find Lucia’s sister, Giuliana, standing behind him, asking whether he used organic coffee because otherwise she wasn’t eating dessert.

      “Organic?” Donato almost spat. “Spazzatura!”

      Lucia sidled up beside me, taking my arm. “Come, we’ll go in back before shots are fired.”

      The back storeroom held shelves of imported olive oil in metal tins and empty white buckets. Lucia overturned two buckets, and we sat facing each other.

      “Papa doesn’t need to know you’re here on business.” Lucia’s sly smile spread across her long and lovely face. “And neither does Jack.”

      “Jack has nothing to do with this case.”

      “No?” She tilted her head, first one side then the other, another gesture of unspoken meaning. “Ah. Well. You are a grown woman.”

      A former CPA, Lucia Lutini came to the FBI to work white collar crime. But she showed a sixth sense for human behavior—maybe from living among people whose passions erupted like Vesuvius—and now she was the Seattle field office’s chief profiler. We worked together when I was in Violent Crimes.

      “This murder weapon you mentioned,” she said. “Describe it for me.”

      “It’s called a pegmatite, a descriptive geology term meaning a certain kind of metamorphic rock with large crystals.” I pointed to the metal shelves behind her holding gallon-sized tins of olive oil. “This rock is close to the size of those cans.”

      “Not a wise weapon.” She stood, pacing the six-by-eight room. “Do you know where the rock came from, its geological origins?”

      “I’m working on that. The rock doesn’t have distinct markers—any minerals that could pinpoint its original location. But I know it’s not native to where the murder happened.”

      “Ah, there.” Lucia stopped pacing. “This rock is not easily transported, am I correct?”

      “I would agree with that. And there’s a coring mark, where someone removed part of it. Probably a crystal. A really large crystal.”

      “Is the rest of the rock worth something—monetarily speaking?”

      “No.”

      “And yet this rock was kept by someone.” She resumed the short walk, her black boots stepping over the metal floor drain. “You are certain this suspect, the science teacher, didn’t kill this girl?”

      “I’m never certain.”

      “Excellent.” She gave that small intriguing smile. “But you yourself said he had a rock collection. If not the science teacher, who would keep such a rock?”

      “Someone who knew the science teacher had a rock collection. Someone who wanted to frame the teacher for the girl’s murder.”

      “You don’t need me, Raleigh.” Another La Giaconda smile. “Tell me, what is bothering you?”

      “Everything in the evidence says this girl’s murder came from a sudden act, a crime of passion. But the murder weapon isn’t the kind of thing somebody just happens to have in their pocket. Even a science teacher wouldn’t carry this rock to the beach, especially at night.”

      “You said something about sexual abuse.”

      “Signs of repeated sexual abuse. But none the night she was killed.”

      “Hmm…” She tapped her chin. “The man who abused this girl follows her to the beach—or he was already there, waiting. With this rock. And the abuser knows the science teacher is coming?” She pivoted and lowered herself to the bucket as gracefully as a ballerina giving a final curtsey. “What you must remember is this. Guilty people will do terrible things to the people they have harmed in order to feel better about their crime.”

      “Killing her made someone feel better?”

      “The ego. It must survive. So the ego tells the rapist the victim deserves to die. Because the ego cannot admit it’s wrong. Instead, the ego says the victim is at fault, the girl who allowed such molestation to happen. You see? The ego creates problems for all human beings. But for men who molest and kill, the ego is the central problem.”

      “Pride.”

      She nodded. “And guilt.”

      “Pardon?”

      Though the storeroom felt warm to me, even stuffy, Lucia rubbed her arms as if chilled. “If the person who killed this girl is without remorse, that is something different. But except for extreme sociopaths, every person carries some kind of conscience. And I suspect whoever killed this girl is feeling their conscience nag, rebuking their ego.” Her brown eyes locked on me. “Which is why we seek forgiveness from God. Because we cannot grant that forgiveness to ourselves.”

      “Absolution.”

      “Absolution, yes. The killer might now be seeking absolution.” She tossed her head, sending strands of her soft brown hair over the creamy cashmere sweater. “Also, I found an address for the science teacher’s wife.”

      “Thank you.” I set the demitasse cup and saucer on the floor and opened my purse, taking out a notebook. “The wife is his sole alibi.”

      “If he is innocent, she is a cruel woman. But if he’s not innocent…”

      I nodded. “That’s why I need to talk to her.”

      “Yes.” Lucia gave me an address for Janeen Fisher, but I didn’t ask how she got it. Lucia’s help wasn’t exactly kosher according to government rules. I might need plausible deniability later.

      Lucia waited for me to finish writing. “Also, I would advise—as a friend, nothing more—that you continue to search for anyone who knew that girl would be at the beach that night. And for anyone who knew the teacher would also go. The circumstances of her murder certainly sound like a crime of passion. But this rock indicates the murder was carried out with some degree of premeditation.”

      I clicked my pen. “Thank you, Lucia.”

      She nodded but refused to meet my gaze, instead directing her question to the bags of semolina flour on the shelves. “How are things between you and Jack?”

      “What?”

      “Raleigh.”

      I picked up my espresso. “Why do you ask?”

      “You are here.”

      “Because you said your dad missed me.”

      Her brown eyes were electric with intelligence. “You don’t want to talk about it?”

      “You mean, discuss my personal life with a criminal profiler? Not really.”

      She smiled. “I’ve worked with Jack for nine years. In all that time, he’s always been friendly. Even during challenging cases. Yesterday, as I passed him in the lobby, he snapped at me, asking if I’d talked to you.”

      I sipped from the demitasse. The espresso tasted as cold and bitter as my heart. “Jack’s not the guy I thought he was.”

      “Raleigh.” Her knowing smile remained, but now it seemed weighted with deep knowledge. “No one is who we think they are.”

      Avoiding her gaze, I put my pen and notebook in my purse and stood. Lucia replaced the buckets then smoothed a hand over her black jeans.

      “You must try the tiramisu,” she said. “It will make Papa happy. And perhaps alleviate a fraction of your sorrow.”
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      I ate the tiramisu, the flavors of cocoa, coffee, and custard dissolving on my tongue as tenderly as fresh snowflakes. I drank more sweetened espresso. And I listened to the extended colorful commentary courtesy of the Lutini family. In the fourth quarter, Donato walked me to my car.

      “You gotta come back soon.” He opened my car door. “Capiche?”

      I capiched and drove through Pioneer Square where the sidewalks swelled with young punks and pub crawlers and shambling homeless men using trash bags as suitcases. I drummed my fingers on the steering wheel, a sharp tingle invading my fingertips. Too much energy. Too much caffeine. And something else in my jangly heartbeat. What Lucia said when I told her the problem with Jack.

      No one is who we think they are.

      At the next stoplight, waiting for the crowds to cross the street, I checked my phone. Just past nine o’clock. If I came home this early, Eleanor would berate me. And my body was too wired to work in the confines of my office. Sleep wasn’t coming for hours. Opening my purse, I took out my notebook. And drove.

      A little over an hour later, traveling at top speed to match my caffeinated bloodstream, I crossed the Tacoma Narrows Bridge. The Ghost seemed to slide through the night wind blowing back and forth until I reached the town of Gig Harbor. A historic waterfront village, Gig Harbor was among a half-dozen places that claimed to be “the gateway to the Olympic Peninsula.” With the address from Lucia and my GPS, I found a gravel parking lot shared by a tool rental business doubling as a computer repair shop and a sports tavern called Bernie’s Sand Bar.

      I parked alongside four pickup trucks that faced the bar’s entrance and dug through my backpack for the binder on Krystal Jewel’s murder. Fingertips clammy with espresso sweat, I flipped the pages until I found the statement from Joel Fisher’s sole alibi, his wife. I combed every sentence. And Lucia’s words sang in the back of mind … search for anyone who knew that girl would be at the beach that night. And for anyone who knew the teacher would go, too.

      Inside the dimly lit Bernie’s Bar, the air smelled of yeasty beer and boiled peanuts. Three television screens glowed, each screen playing a different sports show. At the narrow bar, three guys were hunched over draft beers. All three glanced over as I walked in, mildly interested, then returned to the sports show. The female bartender called out, “Sit anywhere.”

      Her description was on target—5’3”, short sandy blonde hair, 112 pounds. What wasn’t depicted was her narrow facial features. Close-set eyes and a nose and mouth that could’ve been applied by a single strip of tape. I chose the table closest to the bar.

      Janeen Fisher walked over and tossed a cardboard coaster on the table. The coaster stuck where it landed. “Waiting for someone?”

      “Yes.” I smiled.

      She didn’t smile back. “You want to order something now or wait?”

      “I’ll take a Coke, no crushed ice. And an order of fries.”

      “Hold the food ’til your friend comes?”

      “No, thanks. I’ll take it now. And a side dish of mayo.”

      She walked to the wall behind the bar where a rectangular cutout framed a kitchen that looked nothing like Donato’s. Scribbling my order on a scrap of paper, she pushed it across the opening’s shelf and sauntered back to her station behind the bar. One of the guys shoved his empty glass forward, his gaze never leaving the TV. Janeen filled the glass under a tilted Pabst tap, then shoved it back at him.

      The fries appeared too soon on the kitchen shelf. Janeen squirted some Coke into a glass and carried over the order.

      “Still waiting?” she said.

      “Yes.” I smiled again. “Could I get some mayonnaise?”

      She frowned, her features gathering toward her nose as if they were conspiring, but she said nothing. Walking back to the kitchen window, she said something I couldn’t hear, and a man appeared—black curly hair, hardened brown eyes. He smiled at Janeen, then glared at me over her shoulder. I gave a small wave. Just in case. One more witness that I was here.

      Janeen carried over a plastic squirt bottle of Kraft mayonnaise. Not my favorite, but pretend customers can’t be choosers.

      “Thank you,” I said. “When do you get off work?”

      Her eyebrows conspired with her nose. “Why?”

      “I don’t want my tip to go to somebody else.”

      “Oh.” Her face relaxed, spreading. “I close at 11:30.”

      She walked away.

      I glanced at my watch. Twenty-two minutes.

      I spent the next twenty-one minutes watching the sports shows. They were a mind-numbing compilation of various basketball, football, and hockey games, combined with sports chatter that was nowhere near as entertaining as the Lutinis. One clip featured a basketball player dunking the ball into the net. The shows played it over and over. But all I saw was that pegmatite, slamming into Krystal Jewel’s skull.

      The fries had the texture of rain-soaked sand. I snowed them with salt, dunked them in mayo, but nothing helped. I nibbled the edges to pretend, and tried not to think about Donato’s masterpiece sandwich. Every six minutes or so, I glanced at my watch, then the door, as if expecting someone.

      At exactly 11:27, Janeen Fisher picked up three different remote controls and clicked off the televisions. Like trained circus animals, the three men automatically climbed off their bar stools and walked out the door.

      I got up and placed my five-dollar tip on the bar.

      “Thanks,” she said.

      I walked back to the table and started putting on my coat, slowly.
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      Janeen yanked the money out of the cash register and was counting it as she passed me and turned down a hallway where arrows pointed to the restrooms. I counted to three and followed. She had bypassed the bathrooms, heading for the swinging double doors that looked like they led into the kitchen.

      “Janeen Fisher?”

      She turned, gripping the bills in her small hands. I watched the bad kind of recognition sweep over her narrow features. “Who sent you—Joel?”

      “Nobody sent me.”

      “You’re lying.”

      “Then we’re even.”

      She glanced back at the double doors, going up on tiptoe to see through the cloudy porthole windows at the top. Then she threw me a look. Her voice was a hot whisper. “What d’you want with me?”

      “I want the truth about your husband and Krystal Jewel.”

      “I already went over everything.”

      “Not with me.”

      Her features formed a fist in the middle of her face. “I don’t even know you.”

      I handed her my card. She tipped it toward the kitchen door, reading it under the light that slivered through the portholes.

      “Geologist.” Her voice sounded appalled. “Joel sent a geologist?”

      “It’s about the rock, Janeen.”

      She pointed a short finger at me. “How many times do I have to—”

      “At least once more because we need to figure out who killed Krystal Jewel. Do you think it was your husband?”

      “I don’t want to talk to you.”

      She moved for the double doors but paused. On the other side, heavy footsteps were approaching, tromping closer and closer until a shadow fell over the round windows. Janeen stepped back as both doors swung out and the same dark face appeared as was in the kitchen. Now I got a second glare. He turned to Janeen, his face softening. “You need some help?”

      “Maybe.”

      His dark glare swarmed toward me. “Who’re you?”

      “Just another tourist.” Who got charged full price for old fries.

      He looked back at Janeen. “What does she want?”

      “I don’t know.”

      “Yeah,” I said. “We’re just having a little chat.”

      “It’s alright, Bernie.” She handed him the money, the bills crumpled from her tight grip. “Could you count up for me? I’ll go take care of this.”

      He hesitated, then took the money back into the kitchen.

      Janeen Fisher’s forehead glistened with sweat.
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      Rain pattered softly on The Ghost’s roof. I flicked on the pop-up headlights and followed Janeen Fisher’s small red Toyota truck down the road. Less than a mile from the tavern, she turned left toward the ocean. Two blocks later, she stopped in front of a short harbor where one white light gleamed from a lichen-smothered pylon. At two short docks, several small sailboats clustered in the drizzle and dark, looking as if summer was never coming back.

      I watched Janeen get out, then reached into my glove compartment for the Sig Sauer that Jack gave me in September when I left the Bureau. I shoved the barrel into the waistband of my jeans and followed Janeen to the docks. She had a bandy-legged walk, like a cowgirl who lost her horse in a bad bet. The dock swayed beneath her. I followed her to a narrow sailboat bobbing on the water. The hull needed scrubbing.

      “Don’t judge me,” she said.

      Too late.

      She grabbed the boat’s short metal rail and jumped onto the deck. The hull bobbed, exposing the strands of green algae clinging to the fiberglass. Janeen looked back. “You’re not coming onboard?”

      I shook my head.

      “Don’t matter, I gotta bail.”

      “You’re leaving? You just told me to follow you to—”

      “No, stupid.” She snatched a blue pail sitting beside the small cabin. She shook it at me. “Bail. Water. Get it?”

      She took two bowlegged steps to the cabin door—slightly larger than a pet door—and disappeared below. When she emerged moments later, the pail held water. She dumped it over the side. The splash sounded abnormally loud in the cold winter air. She went back into the cabin. When she appeared again with a full pail, her narrow face was pinched with frustration. “Hurry up and ask what you gotta ask.”

      I watched the water splash into the harbor. “Why didn’t you tell the police everything?”

      “I did.” She spun toward me, her rubber-soled tennis shoes squeaking on the damp deck. “I told them everything.”

      “You didn’t tell them what the fight was about.”

      “Okay. So I forgot.”

      “Your husband wanted to get to the beach that night. Maybe for more than a lunar eclipse.”

      She dropped the pail, letting it roll toward the cabin. “Say what you want to say.”

      “Your statement said you claimed not to remember what the fight was about. Funny thing, neither could Joel. Which means the two of you fought about Krystal.”

      Under the pylon’s fluorescent light, her pale face looked as white as pulverized bone. “Okay, so we fought about her. Joel talked about that girl all the time. His best student, he kept saying. And I knew that family. Jewels are dumb. No way that girl was even interested in science. I had a feeling about things.”

      “Just a feeling?”

      She glanced up the dock. The other boats didn’t seem occupied.

      “Janeen, if you had such a bad feeling about him, why’d you leave your daughter with him?”

      “He—” Her lips snarled. “He and me fought all the time. And I can’t be expected to remember—”

      “Sure you can. Because your husband got mad about your accusation. Right? And somewhere inside, you know what you’re doing to him now is wrong. You need to tell the police the truth.”

      She moved for the cabin. “How’d you find me?”

      “Doesn’t matter.” I shifted my stance, keeping my hands free in case I needed to grab the gun. Janeen Fisher was winding up tighter and tighter. “The real question is, why do you want to punish your husband?”

      “That ain’t what I’m doing.”

      “Every statement I’ve read says Joel Fisher was that school’s best teacher. Mr. Nice Guy. Good neighbor, popular in the community. If you wanted to divorce him, he’d probably get custody of your daughter. But if he’s convicted of this murder, he goes to prison—forever—and you keep the child. Is there some social security coming from the state, too?”

      She snatched the pail, flinging it at me. I was ready for something and jumped out of the way. The pail tumbled over the dock and splashed into the water.

      “I’m right,” I said.

      “You and your fancy car, coming here to shame me. Try livin’ my life, see how long you last with a husband that don’t love you.” She saw the look on my face. “That’s right. He married me ’cause I got pregnant. That’s all.”

      “And for that you’ll let him rot on death row?”

      “I’m gettin’ outta here—with my daughter. They’ll figure out Joel didn’t kill Krystal. You did.”

      “I’m not the prosecuting attorney.”

      Her narrow face went rigid. “I hate this place—I hate him—and now I got a chance to leave, start over. Why’s that such a bad thing?”

      “Because you’re destroying lives. What about your daughter?”

      She dropped back against the cabin wall, hanging her head, the thin sandy hair falling forward. “What am I supposed to do?”

      “The right thing. Your daughter’s going to miss her father.”

      “Lily’ll get over it.” She shrugged, and smiled. “I’ll find me a new husband.”

      “He won’t be her father.”

      “Neither is Joel.”

      I opened my mouth. She cut me off.

      “Yeah, that’s right. She ain’t his kid. You wanna judge me for that, too?”

      I drew a deep breath and tasted the stagnant harbor water. “Does he know?”

      Another shrug. “Probably. But now he don’t care.”

      I felt authentic disgust for this woman, a stench about her like stagnant harbor water. “Leaving him is your call. But your statement is not factual. And you swore under oath that it was.”

      “The state got him a lawyer.”

      I wanted to shove her into the water. “Do the right thing, Janeen. Tell the truth.”

      “Why, cause you’re gonna tell ’em what I said?”

      “Absolutely.”

      “Your word against mine. And I was there that night.”

      A light shone behind me. I looked up. A vehicle had parked beside her red truck. The door opened. The man from the kitchen got out, standing there, hands on his hips.

      When I looked back at Janeen, a rolling wave was crossing under the sailboat, swaying the deck. But the bowlegged woman stood perfectly balanced.

      “You won’t win,” I said.

      “I already won.” Her narrow mouth spread into a tiny cruel smile. “Now get off my dock.”
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      I should’ve driven home.

      Should have.

      But something pulled at me. Something urgent. As the dual beams of the pop-up headlights scissored across the peninsula’s inlets, my foot sank into the gas pedal. By the time The Ghost was soaring over the Tacoma Narrows bridge, the vertical spans flickered past my window in a blur. The feeling inside clawed deeper. I blasted past the Tacoma Dome, shooting up I-5 before my brain could get rational, the Italian panther car zooming into Seattle through the subway-tiled tunnel onto Mercer Street, finally coming to a stop in the gravel lot beside Lake Union.

      Gray mist rose from the water, vaporizing into a charcoal night. I got out, softly closed my door, and walked down another wooden dock, this one leading past a community of houseboats. At the far end, a cedar-shingled home waited. The windows were dark.

      I lifted my hand to the front door, ready to knock. But the lake water whispered, lapping against the wooden pylons. No, no, no.

      I stepped onto the attached decking, and lowered myself into an Adirondack chair facing the water. Across the lake, lights shone from another houseboat. The solitary figure inside crossed back and forth, back and forth in front of the window. We, the insomniacs. We, the people who find night a lonely battle of solitaire. I closed my eyes and drank in the sounds of lapping lake water.

      Moments later, I heard the front door open. I didn’t open my eyes. “Did I wake you?”

      Jack didn’t respond.

      I looked over.

      He held a flashlight directly above the Glock, positioned for night defense. But the gun wasn’t what made my heart turn over. It was his hair. Sleep-whipped, wild, like he’d spent a restless night in bed. I wanted to pull him close.

      He lowered the gun. “Something bothering you?”

      “I’m going to fail.”

      “Maybe.” He dropped into the Adirondack next to mine. “Why the sudden revelation?”

      “This case with the state.” I explained how it came to me, because the senior lab examiner had doubts. “The main suspect is a schoolteacher, way out on the peninsula. He’s got no money. No political pull. And his overworked public defender hasn’t called me back. Best of all, his soon-to-be ex-wife is sandbagging him for the murder. It’s like the truth doesn’t even matter.”

      “To some people, it doesn’t.”

      “But—”

      “Harmon, you can’t carry all the responsibility.”

      “I know that.”

      He sighed. “But you can’t let go.”

      “Not when it feels like evil is winning.”

      “The suspect is innocent?”

      “It’s possible. He could just be a guy who wound up in the wrong place at the wrong time with the wrong people to defend him.”

      “Tell that to the state.”

      “You know that’s not enough. If I don’t find the killer, then this case goes to trial and the schoolteacher winds up on death row.” I stared at the lake, a black wash speckled with city lights. Above it the hillside neighborhood of Queen Anne was dark, except for one window. And another insomniac. Another pacing member of the tribe of troubled souls. My tribe. “And then this D.B. Cooper mess,” I said. “Who jumps out of a jet at ten thousand feet into a winter storm above a massive forest—and leaves no trace? Something is not right there.”

      “Or here.”

      I turned, heart pounding. “What?”

      “Harmon, we’re not like other people.” He stared at the water. “We’re not lawyers or politicians. Not judges, like your dad. We’re investigators. We dig up facts. We search for the truth. We fight against liars and crooks and thieves—”

      “And murderers.”

      “And murderers.” He turned his face toward me. “Why?”

      “Why—what?”

      “Why do we keep digging?”

      “Because there are victims.”

      “Right. And because that’s how you’re built, Harmon. You fight for the truth, no matter what. No matter who gets offended. No matter who wants to fire you. As long as the truth prevails, you will fight.”

      I looked away, holding my breath for a long moment. “You make that sound like a good thing.”

      “It’s not a good thing.”

      “Oh.”

      “It’s a great thing.” He looked right at me. Then turned back to the black water. “But here’s the problem.”

      I knew it, here it comes…

      “You can’t get fixated on the results. You find the truth, but the results are out of your control.” His bedhead appearance looked tortured now, like all his dreams turned into nightmares. “Even after the truth comes out, cruel people will still inflict pain on the innocent. Thieves walk free. Murderers live to kill again. All we can do is search for the truth. And hope for the best.”

      “If this was supposed to be a pep talk, it’s not working.”

      “Don’t you understand?” He turned to me, leaning forward in the chair. “Even if all the rotten people in this world walk free, we never give up. Never.”

      I wanted to crawl into his lap. Whimper for a kiss. Just one kiss. Here in the dark, where nobody could see. But I only wanted that if it was what Jack wanted, too. And he didn’t.

      “Harmon, what can I do? I’m here to help.”

      Forget platonic. That’s what you can do. Put your hand on my hip again. Spin me around that dance floor. But neither of us was built that way. Because honesty had no middle ground.

      You can get me the bills,” I said.

      “What?”

      “The money. Both bundles of Cooper money.”

      “Oh.” He let out a short laugh, running a hand through that wild hair. “Is that all?”

      “Jack, give me a chance to succeed here. With that ash from St. Helens, I can probably track where the money was first buried, before it was moved.”

      “So just hand you all those bills?”

      “And a scanning electron microscope. I don’t have one.”

      “Harmon—”

      “But I know someone who does.”

      “Who?”

      “Lani.”

      “Lani.” He waited a moment. “She keeps this microscope in her crazy trailers?”

      Lani and her husband Mike lived north of Seattle in their own little village of Airstream trailers. “No. There’s one at UW”—University of Washington—“and I’m pretty sure Lani can squeeze me in.”

      “Squeeze you in—or sneak you in?”

      I didn’t reply. Because a closed mouth gathers no foot.

      “You’re right.” He shook his head. “Don’t tell me. I probably don’t want to know.”

      “Today. I need the bills today.”

      “It’s three in the morning.”

      “Then tomorrow.”

      “Saturday?” he asked, incredulous.

      “Perfect. No classes at UW. Lab’s available.”

      “Harmon, do you have an answer for every ques—”

      “Jack, you will not regret getting my soil analysis.”

      He stared at me. “I’m counting on that.”

      Me, too, I wanted to say.

      Me, too.
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      I slept late that Friday and drove Madame to the asylum. I heard nothing from Jack and ate dinner with the recuperating and restless Eleanor. During our meal of heart-friendly spinach and skinless chicken, she quoted Tennessee Williams five times.

      Saturday morning, I woke up and realized there was no free lunch.

      “I demand to leave this house,” Eleanor said.

      She wore amethyst-purple woolen slacks paired with a bright yellow leather jacket, like a human being hoping to become an iris.

      “Eleanor, you’re not really dressed to hang around a rock quarry.”

      “As a young girl,” she said, adjusting the rhinestone glasses. “I dreamed of being kidnapped by John Wayne on a dusty horse.”

      As if that answered my concern.

      But now, zooming up I-5 with Eleanor in the passenger seat, I glanced in the rearview mirror. Madame lay perched on the back ledge between our leather chairs. I hoped to find the dog’s astute gaze. It always agreed with me that Eleanor was a piece of work. But Madame barely looked up. She’d hardly eaten since yesterday’s asylum visit. And this morning she only drank some water. Maybe the crazy people were getting to her. I made a note to ask the redheaded nurse Sarah.

      Eleanor began humming a tune.

      Which reminded me. “I need you to promise not to say anything.”

      “Moi?” She placed a gold-ringed hand on the yellow jacket. “I am perfectly capable of remaining silent.”

      “For how long?”

      She glared at the sloping windshield, and resumed humming.

      “Eleanor, humming isn’t silent.”

      She stopped humming.

      I checked my watch.
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      One hour and forty-two minutes later—Eleanor silent as winter stone and Madame snoring in her sleep on the ledge—I drove down a rutted road searching for Skykomish Stone and Gravel. The dirt lane wound through tall evergreens whose long and lush boughs were coated with mineral dust, like elegant ladies wearing too much face powder. Which reminded me again. I glanced over. “When I’m interviewing people, please don’t say a word.”

      Eleanor’s chin was rising, high and mighty, but her lipsticked mouth remained closed.

      I almost felt sorry for her. But there was work to do.

      In front of a mammoth rock wall scraped down to its metamorphic foundation, four men stood together near a construction-style trailer. They wore heavyweight jackets and scuffed white hardhats, and seemed to be consulting a map. But as The Ghost came to a stop, all four of them looked up, giving the Italian sports car an appreciative glance. I looked over at the stage maven. Her lips were moving, but not a word was spoken.

      I climbed out. The quarry’s fracturing noise—metal pounding stone—boxed my ears. Rocks cracked like thunder. Machines beeped as if in panic. And the final explosion of sound came from jagged stone tumbling into steel hauling beds. I got out, slung my pack over one shoulder, and opened Eleanor’s door. She looked surprised by my chivalrous move, but actually I was reaching into the glovebox for a pair of blaze-orange earplugs. Shaped like erasers on steroids, they kept me from going deaf at the firing range. I handed the earplugs to her silent highness, but she only recoiled.

      I yelled in her ear. “You need them. Or you’ll go deaf.”

      Reluctantly, she pushed the plugs into her ears and got out. Madame followed us, her black tail wagging. Maybe she was fine, just a little tired. “Stay close,” I told her.

      One of the hardhats had broken away from the group. He was a short man with a blockish body and square face, as if quarried from this same basin. His blue eyes seemed entranced as he headed straight for Eleanor.

      “Howdy, ma’am.” He shouted over the noise and tipped his hardhat. “Help you?”

      Whether it was because of the pounding noise or the bright orange plugs protruding from her ears, or the vow of silence, for once Eleanor didn’t reply.

      The man raised his voice. “Ma’am?”

      Eleanor’s ringed hand swooped toward me, the way an emcee introduces the next cabaret act. Bewildered, the man turned toward me. I took a moment to admire how one old woman could be perfectly silent—and still remain a distraction.

      “Hi,” I said, raising my voice, shouting over the rock crusher. “I’m looking for the manager.”

      “You’re lookin’ at him.” He glanced once more at Eleanor, yelling again. “We don’t handle retail. Wholesale only. You need landscaping, I know some guys.”

      I handed him my card. Just as nearly everyone else did, he stared at it a long time. Forensic geologist sounded oddly sketchy to people, even people who work with rocks. Like some profession that sounded scientific but could be entirely made up. I raised my voice again. “Somewhere we could talk—somewhere quiet?”

      He looked up, still bewildered, but now some crucial cable had connected in his brain. “What?”

      “I’ve got some questions!” I yelled.

      “Oh.” He waited a moment, letting the idea sink in, before gesturing to the hardhats still gathered by the rock wall. He held up five fingers—meaning five minutes, I guessed—and opened the trailer door, holding it for all three of us. But Madame stood rigid, waiting for my command.

      “It’s alright,” I told her.

      She trotted inside.

      The trailer muted some of the pounding mechanisms. But Eleanor kept her earplugs in. They protruded from the sides of her head like Frankenstein’s neck bolts.

      I extended my hand to him. “Raleigh Harmon. And you’re…?”

      “Lionel.”

      “Lionel, this is Eleanor.” Who didn’t hear me. “And that’s Madame.” The dog lay down on the rubber doormat.

      “Okay.” Lionel tossed my card on a metal desk cluttered with paperwork. “What can I help you gals with?”

      “How long have you worked here?”

      Lionel hesitated. “Eleven years. Why?”

      I slid my pack off my shoulder, unzipped the large compartment, and hefted out the pegmatite. “I’m wondering if you could help me identify this rock. Specifically, if it came from your quarry.”

      His bewilderment times’d itself by two. “How come?”

      I deployed my Southern smile. The one that said, We’re just having a nice conversation. “Does it look like one of your pegmatites?”

      “What did that rock do?”

      “The rock itself? Nothing.”

      “Hey, look. When our products leave these premises, we’re not responsible for anything that happens.” He glanced at Eleanor, but she gazed at him like she’d had a lobotomy. His bewilderment returned. “All the trucks are supposed to cover their loads—it’s the law. But I can’t make ’em do that. If that rock hit your nice car out there, you need to take it up with the trucking company.”

      “I understand the situation.” Now I deployed my investigator smile. The one that said Somebody’s definitely in trouble but let’s hope it’s not you. “You sell only wholesale, never retail?”

      “I’m not sayin’ any more until you tell me what this’s about.”

      I raised the pegmatite again. “This rock was used to murder a fourteen-year-old girl.”

      “Holy crap.” He drew a dusty hand over his mouth. “What’re you asking me for?”

      “I’m trying to locate the quarry that produced it.” I paused, gazing directly into his troubled blue eyes. “I’d like a list of your wholesale customers. If there’s ever been retail, I’m sure you’ll tell me. Wouldn’t you, Lionel?”

      “Are you prosecuting us for something?”

      “Just tracking the rock.”

      He kept glancing at Eleanor. She was gazing out the back window where plastic blinds hung crookedly, exposing a triangular view of the scarred rock wall. To her right, Madame was still on the doormat, but each time the rock pounder struck, her paws twitched. Nerves, I decided. The asylum was turning her into a nervous wreck. I turned to Lionel. “You’re certain there’s never been any retail sales here—ever?”

      “Well, scroungers.”

      “Scroungers.”

      “You know, people combing through stuff. What all the trucks leave behind.”

      “So you do have some retail business.”

      “I wouldn’t call it business. They don’t pay us anything.”

      “You’re running a charity?”

      “Course not.” He frowned, his eyebrows driving a triangular wedge into his square face. “But it saves us from having to clean up the mess. Some of the scroungers find some nice stones—hey—are you with the tax department?”

      “No, sir.”

      He glanced at Eleanor again. The next rock hammer slammed into stone, and I suddenly realized his interest. Eleanor reeked of wealth—her tailored clothing, her bejeweled rings, her Italian sports car. He probably thought I was her secretary or something.

      “Speaking of nice stones.” I lifted the pegmatite once more, my bicep burning from the weight. “Something was cored from this rock. Any idea what it might’ve been?”

      He shrugged.

      “Lionel, you must have some idea.”

      “But I don’t have to talk to you.”

      “That’s how you want to play this?”

      He hesitated. “Yeah.”

      “Okay.” I lowered my voice to a growl. Madame rose from the mat by the door, slowly making her way to my side. “Lionel—alright if I call you Lionel?”

      Lionel glanced at Madame. Her ears pricked at my low tone.

      “Lionel, I’m not here to get you in trouble. But if you don’t cooperate with me, then I’ll get a subpoena and have the police go through your customer list.”

      Madame prowled closer, inches from his ankles.

      He watched her. “I still don’t got to talk to you.”

      “No. You don’t. But when your customers hear that a rock that might’ve come from your quarry was used to kill a beautiful and talented fourteen-year-old girl…” I smiled, cruelly. “Well. You know what I’m saying. You’re not exactly selling something exclusive. For most people, rocks are rocks.”

      He looked down at the dog. “Is she going to bite me?”

      “Only if I tell her to.” I smiled again, pointing at the pegmatite’s coring mark. “What was the crystal here, Lionel?”

      “Tourmaline.”

      “My, that was fast.” I looked at the dog. “Good girl. Go sit.”

      She walked back to the door mat and sat. Lionel watched her.

      “Lionel.”

      “Yeah.”

      “You’re certain it was tourmaline?”

      “Those crystal people are a weird bunch. You should go bug them. I had one lady pull up here crystals glued to her dashboard. Know what she told me?”

      Probably. Because my Aunt Charlotte belonged to that weird bunch. “What did she tell you?”

      “That tourmaline keeps people safe.” He gave a huffy grunt that matched his blockish body. “I told her, Yeah? Wait til your car gets hit, see if those crystals don’t go flying in your face.”

      I lowered the rock, cradling it in my arms. Lionel was the cagey type, even cunning. He’d masterfully just shifted my inquiry from the quarry to the weird crystal people having car accidents. “When do the crystal scroungers come around?”

      “They don’t. Not anymore.”

      I smiled.

      He looked almost scared. “What.”

      “You figured out tourmaline crystals are worth some nice money.”

      “Hey, like I said, we’re not running a charity.”

      “Let’s get back to this pegmatite.” I raised the rock, pointing to the coring cavity. “There was a hefty crystal here.”

      “So?”

      “So three or four carats of chromium tourmaline brings a good payoff. But I’m guessing by this coring mark that the crystal here would’ve been more like ten—maybe even fifteen carats. That’s easily a five-digit sale.”

      His eyebrows shot up.

      “Lionel, don’t play dumb.” I reached for Eleanor, lifting her right hand. “The gemstone on her second finger, is it an emerald or a chromium tourmaline?”

      He glanced at the ring. Eleanor fluttered her fingers. The gemstone sparkled.

      “Tourmaline,” he said. “That looks like our tourmaline.”

      “Thank you.” I let go of her hand. “Now where’s your customer list?”
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      My phone burst into song as we drove away from the quarry. Usually the ringtone provoked a comment from Eleanor—Jack had pre-programmed Tijuana brass into a phone the FBI planned to throw away.

      But as the ringtone played, Eleanor only stared out the window.

      “You can take out the earplugs.” I slid my finger over the screen that read unidentified caller. “Hi, Jack.”

      “What are you doing right now?” he asked.

      “Babysitting Helen Keller.”

      He hesitated, then seemed to decide not to pursue that line of questioning. “I have the bills.”

      “Bills—plural?”

      “Yes.”

      “Both sets?”

      “Harmon, your window of opportunity’s already closing.”

      
        
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

      

      Driving a sports car like The Ghost through Seattle’s traffic-jammed highways was like racing a thoroughbred down a crowded sidewalk. Engine growling, I wove through the chain of putt-putting vehicles, my right foot leaping from gas pedal to brake while my left foot worked the clutch. Eleanor gripped the sides of her seat.

      “I am truly impressed,” I said, zipping around a healthier-than-thou Prius that was saving the planet from people like me. “But you can talk now. Go ahead, say something.”

      She continued taking The Fifth.

      “Eleanor, I know that guy insulted you by getting your gemstone wrong. But believe me, green tourmalines look like emeralds. And sometimes they’re even worth more money.”

      Her chin lifted, I waited.

      But patience wasn’t my best trait.

      “Spit it out!” I gunned the gas pedal. “What does Tennessee say?”

      No words came. Not even a significant scowl of disdain. I glanced in the rearview, hoping to catch Madame, but her eyes were half-closed.

      “Fine, but that was your last chance.” I zoomed for the exit ramp to 45th Avenue, speeding toward the UW campus. “No talking in the lab.”
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      Founded in 1861, the University of Washington built its first classrooms in the same Gothic architecture style of Ivy League campuses. Stern stone facades with mullioned casement windows and cornerstone gargoyles. The Oceanography Building was one of those early landmarks, set on the edge of Lake Union. I parked in the empty faculty lot, prayed I didn’t get a ticket, and slung my pack over my shoulder, apologizing to the dog.

      “I promise to be back soon.”

      She didn’t even raise her head.

      Meanwhile, Silent Eleanor had stepped out of the car and was glaring at the building. But the mullioned glass panes glared right back, like an arrogant academic who disapproved of rhinestone glasses, not to mention bright orange earplugs.

      “First floor,” I said, hurrying and pointing at the building’s brick-arched doorway.

      Lani was waiting just outside the teaching lab, all five-feet-nothing of her bouncing foot-to-foot, her round face haloed by spiked black hair. Beside her, stoic as the stonework outside, stood Jack. He did not appear happy. So I decided not to look at him.

      Lani’s voice echoed down the empty hall. “Thank you, thank you, this made my Saturday!”

      I nodded and cursed my impatience, unable to resist the urge to sneak a look at Jack. His eyes—the eyes that could shift from blue to green and back again—they were the color of clouded aventurine. I’d seen that off-turquoise color often when we first worked together. Back when we hated each other. Fine.

      “Where’s Grant?” I asked him.

      “Who?” Lani’s wire-rimmed glasses glinted as her head bobbed side-to-side, counterpointing the bouncing feet. “Grant—do I know him?” She looked at Jack, me, Eleanor. Then stopped bouncing. “Why is Eleanor wearing earplugs—is she okay?”

      “She’s fine.” I led Silent Stage into the empty lab.

      She sniffed the air. The university’s oldest marine biology lab smelled of dried kelp and formaldehyde. The sealed slate counters were retrofitted with electrical outlets, one for each of the adjoining microscopes waiting at each station. “Lani, let’s get started.”

      “Goody, goody.” Lani scurried, closing the door, pulling down its roller shade, twisting the lock. “If I get fired, you’ll hire me. Right, Raleigh?”

      “Of course. But you’d have to move in with Eleanor, too.”

      “Why?”

      “I don’t make enough to pay rent. Even rent on an Airstream.”

      At the nearest counter, a brown leather briefcase waited, identical to the one Jack carried to the Cooper festival. I glanced around the rest of the lab. One large metal box waited beside its own microscope, emitting a familiar squee. The scanning electron microscope. I turned to Jack. “Can I see the bills?”

      He clicked open the briefcase’s locks, lifting out two evidence bags. My heart pumped its fist. Yes! But some of that joy was almost punched back by the serious expression in Jack’s eyes. Get to work. That’s all we had now. Work.

      I turned away. “Lani, I need this lab to be as close as possible to a crime examinatio—”

      But she was already taking her quick purposeful steps toward the bank of lockers against the side wall. She spun one of the combination locks, popped open the locker and pulled out some sterile head coverings. “I have two.”

      “Two’s fine.”

      Eleanor stood on the other side of the room reading an educational display that began, “Copepods are crustaceans.” I raised my voice. “Eleanor, this might take a while.”

      Chin high with unspoken Tennessee, she sashayed toward Lani who was sitting on a short bench, pulling sterile blue booties over her tennis shoes. When Eleanor sat down next to her, Lani didn’t even look up, didn’t so much as acknowledge the presence of the purple-and-gold figure, the woman nobody could ever ignore. Back when we were fifteen, Lani had this same quality, a deep and isolating concentration. The born scientist.

      Jack handed me the evidence bags. “Why is nobody talking?”

      “It’s a long story.”

      Lani brought me a white lab coat. Dr. Margolis was stitched over the chest pocket. When I put it on, the sleeves were six inches too short. I tugged on the second head covering and for one split second, hated myself. Then got over it. This outfit made me look like dork, big deal—Jack’s not interested. I stuffed my ponytail into the head covering and faced him. “Where’s the paperwork?”

      His gaze roamed over me. “Paperwork?”

      “Chain of custody. I need to sign before examining the bills.”

      “Right.” He blinked, and gave a quick head-shake, probably to rid his mind of my current appearance. “We can take care of it later.”

      We.

      Meaning, Jack and Grant.

      “Lani, can you—”

      But she was already at the scanning electron microscope, preparing the carbon plug for a fresh exam. I found sterile beakers under the counter, and a set of sterilized scalpels. Lifting the bills from the evidence bags, I carefully divided them and began scraping the soil into separate samples, writing down each bill’s placement in each stack. Jack watched. I glanced up, once. His gaze was distant. A million years and a heartbeat ago, I adored his ability to detach.

      “Did you bring the other soil?” I asked.

      He blinked again, like a man coming out of a daydream. “What?”

      “The soil. I took a sample from the first stack of bills. Back in the office. Remember? I need to compare that soil with what I find on these older bills.”

      “You didn’t tell me that.”

      “I wanted to compare both stacks.” Gritting my teeth, I turned to find Lani. She stood at the scanning electron microscope, those nearly-black eyes bright and excited. “How long do we have in here?”

      She started bouncing again. “Pretty much cleared out until Thanksgiving. We could stay here for days and days.”

      Like we were taking a trip to Hawaii.

      “Okay, that helps. Jack, can you go get—”

      “No.” Jack shook his head. “I don’t have that kind of time.”

      “How long do I have?”

      “One hour.”

      I glanced at my watch. Almost eleven o’clock. “Make a note on the chain of custody forms. Lani’s going to help with the exam.”

      “That’s fine.” Jack said. “Just get started.”

      Eleanor was already slumbering on the bench, rhinestone glasses neatly folded into one ringed hand. Lani and I snapped on latex gloves and moved methodically, each of us scraping down bills and keeping the Petri dishes separate, labeled, and ready for the scanning electron microscope. Tedious work, but we soon had six soil samples, three from each stack of bills. Not ideal by science guidelines, but it would have to do. Lani started adding them to the SEM. Her small hands flew over the keyboard, typing commands. The computer monitor glowed. I picked up my pen and notebook, waiting.

      “Lani.”

      “Be patient.” She squinted at the monitor. “There’s a long list of organic compounds.”

      “Is silica at the top?”

      She leaned around the monitor. “How did—never mind.”

      Silica was the earth’s most abundant element. If you didn’t count pride. Or ignorance.

      Lani read the organic list out loud. “But there’s also a high proportion of Al2O3—”

      “Aluminum oxide,” I said for Jack’s benefit. “Percent?”

      “Eighteen.”

      She listed another dozen trace minerals—iron, calcium, magnesium, and zinc—and the percentages sounded familiar. I looked up from my notebook. Jack was waiting. “It sounds like Mount St. Helen’s ash,” I told him. “But there’s a problem with that. The first set, it was dug up in February, 1980?”

      He was still waiting, sensing something coming. “Why?”

      “St. Helen’s blew in May, 1980.”

      I watched the realization settle on him. St. Helen’s ash was a clue—and a puzzle. “The ash didn’t exist when that kid dug up the money.”

      “Hey.” Lani spoke up. “Promise not to get mad at me.”

      I looked over. “What?”

      “You know how I love surprises.”

      “And I don’t.”

      “Yes!” She grinned, dimples appearing. “But I got us into the lab today. That means I get to enjoy the surprise.”

      I could feel dread landing in my gut. This puzzle was about to expand. “Go ahead.”

      She pointed at the monitor. “Come see it for yourself.”

      I walked over. Not only did I dislike surprises, I really didn’t want one now. The mineral concentrations were listed in order from highest to lowest.

      “Silica is not the highest,” Lani said. “That honor goes to CaF2.”

      “Fluorite.”

      “Surprise!”

      I looked over at our Petri dishes. “But fluorite’s not in St. Helen’s ash.”

      “Don’t you love surprises? Okay, you don’t, I’m sorry. But you always told me minerals don’t lie.”

      Jack was still waiting for answers. “What’s wrong with fluoride being there?”

      “Fluorite, not fluoride.” I walked over to my backpack, searching the contents. “It’s not in St. Helen’s ash. Or whatever other ash is on these first bills. Lani, can you turn off the ligh—”

      But she was already jogging over to the wall, her small hand resting on the switch plate. “Say when.”

      I found the four-inch flashlight at the bottom of my pack. Clicking the rubber button once gave me a white LED light. Twice produced flashing red lights for emergencies—which this was—but I clicked the button a third time. “When.”

      The purple light glowed. I combed the beam over the soil samples inside the Petri dishes. The soil turned neon green, bright blazing blue.

      “Seahawks colors,” Lani said.

      I glared at her.

      “Sorry, my husband turned me into me a fan.”

      I sifted my gloved fingers through the soil. The glow grew even more vivid. Behind me, I heard Jack say, “Whoa.”

      In its purest form, fluorite was clear white. But the mineral was known to be allochromatic, meaning it could appear in almost any color—purple, yellow, orange, pink, even black fluorite—due to certain impurities. Magnesium, for instance, turned fluorite orange. Exposure to radiation could also change the mineral’s color, along with structural changes in the crystal’s lattice. I sifted my fingers through the soil again, feeling an almost out-of-body sensation. It couldn’t be, but here it was. A mineral concentration all wrong for St. Helen’s ash.

      And minerals don’t lie.

      “Lani, any other surprises you want to share?”

      “No…”

      Standing at my side, Jack stared at the cascading fluorescent glow—opal and amethyst and emerald—like the Northern Lights spreading across an Arctic sky. I glanced up. In the black light glow, Jack’s teeth looked blindingly white.

      I turned away. “Lani, can I get a printout?”

      “You bet.” She flicked on the lights. “Jack, copy for you, too?”

      “Please.” He rubbed his eyes under the bright lights. “Harmon, what does that fluorite mean?”

      “It means we have St. Helen’s ash, but we also have this element that’s not common to that ash. The good news is it’s a marker. It can help me pinpoint a more exact location.”

      “You mean, where the bills were located before they were buried?”

      “Correct.”

      “And you’ll be flying first class to D.C.”

      “What for?”

      “Lunch with the Bureau director, if you solve the Cooper case.”

      My heart gave an odd pulse. All my years with the FBI, I carried a secret hope for that kind of recognition because pride, it was as abundant as silica. But now, with my fingers still sifting this mysterious soil, that sort of thing didn’t matter.

      “Harmon.”

      I looked up.

      “Any ideas?”

      His perfect teeth. His mouth. I shook my head, dislodging the thoughts. “No. I mean, maybe. I mean—I don’t know.”

      “Yet.” Lani handed us the printouts. “You don’t know… yet.”

      On the bench, Eleanor stirred, stretching like Maggie the Cat after one of her drunken afternoon naps. I watched for any signs of weakness, any signs that her heart was giving out. But she seemed fine, except for the ghastly earplugs.

      “So you’ve got a good lead on this?” Jack asked.

      I nodded.

      But deep inside, I felt more lost than ever.
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      I followed Jack’s black Jeep down I-5 and gazed out The Ghost’s windshield. Eleanor remained silent and Madame continued to slumber on her perch. Across the sky, charcoal clouds churned like slow-curling smoke from a distant fire. I tried to concentrate on the Cooper facts, but my mind felt dazed, confused by the discovery of fluorite. When we reached the James Street exit, the Jeep peeled away and headed for downtown. I glanced at his retreating license plate.

      “Mendacity!”

      I jumped. Eleanor’s extended silence only made her normal trumpeting tone sound even louder. I glanced over, knowing what she expected next. “Who said that?”

      She plucked out her earplugs. “You did.”

      “What?”

      “Raleigh, your actions speak louder than your words. What’s going on with Jack?”

      For half a mile, I didn’t reply. The Ghost blew past the warehouse for Tully’s Coffee in south Seattle, which used to hold the iconic Rainier Beer sign. The dark clouds continued to churn. I glanced over. “Nothing is going on with Jack, and I’m sorry for telling you not to talk. That was selfish of me.”

      Her chin rose. “I hate apologies. Especially apologies for the truth.”

      “Big Daddy. Cat on a Hot Tin Roof. Right?”

      But Eleanor only leaned back, resting her white-haired head against the seat’s soft brown leather. In all the time I’d spent with her—working undercover at the racetrack, listening to her bark advice at whoever crossed her path, living these months in her enormous house—Eleanor never once seemed frail. She was a pint-sized force of nature. But the trip to the ER and today’s silence made me see her as less formidable and more like a woman six years from turning ninety. When I glanced over again, adrenaline flipped my heart. Eyes closed, she looked … I didn’t want to say it. Growing up in Richmond, I used to visit my grandmother’s retirement village. Old people died there, a lot of old people. And those deaths gouged a deep incision into my soul. At fifteen, I realized life ends. All life. People would leave—forever—and never come back. People like my dad.

      “Eleanor?”

      Her eyes remained closed. “Mmm-hmm.”

      “Tell me the truth. How do you feel?”

      “Like Harpo Marx.”

      “Who?”

      She opened her eyes, a flare of brown color. “You’ve never heard of Harpo Marx?”

      “I’ve heard of Groucho Marx.”

      “Harpo was the younger brother. He never spoke.”

      “Why not?”

      “Because, he said, somebody has to listen.” She leaned back, closing her eyes again. “You might try it, Raleigh.”

      “Not talking?”

      “Listening. Listening is far more difficult than speaking. And listening brings all sorts of answers your way.”

      For several miles her advice hovered over me, heavy as a Tennessee truism. But the spell was broken when we pulled up to her Victorian. Asylum’s visiting hours were about to start and I still needed to help Eleanor out of the car and into the house. Hurrying her along, I practically dragged her through the back door, pulling her into the kitchen.

      “How strange,” she said, stopping.

      I kept moving, grabbing a Coke from the fridge, a dog bone for Madame.

      But Eleanor stood in the doorway.

      “What’s wrong?” I asked.

      “The dog.” She looked around. “The dog always goes in first.”

      That was true. Madame always raced ahead of us, scouting the house for potential predators. I leaned out the back door. The Ghost was open but she wasn’t on the lawn either.

      “Madame?” I walked down the back steps. “Madame, where are you?”

      She was inside the car, laying on that back platform. She barely lifted her head, dark eyes sagging, black nose so dry it looked gray. I scooped her up and reached one-handed into my pocket, yanking out my phone and thumbing the screen for a search—hurry hurry—come on!

      “Raleigh! What’s wrong with her?”

      I jumped into the car. The dog flopped on my lap.

      “Raleigh!”

      On the phone, a woman’s voice said, “North Tacoma Veterinar—”

      “This is an emergency.”
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      Forty minutes later, I left the veterinarian hospital. Without Madame.

      Severe dehydration. They administered fluids. But her listlessness stayed the same. Blood tests, results pending. And just to be safe, they recommended overnight observation.

      Blind with agony, I threaded traffic to Western State. The parking lot was full of cars. I started to panic again, then realized it was the Saturday before Thanksgiving and everyone came now, maybe to alleviate guilt during the holiday meal when the crazy relative wasn’t at the table.

      Inside, I scrawled my name at the bottom of the crowded visitor’s sheet and looked up. Gaelynn, the regular receptionist, wasn’t here. In her place was a young woman with a black pageboy haircut who refused to look up from her laptop.

      I leaned over the partition. “Excuse me.”

      Her gray eyes were as glazed as new pottery. “Yeah, you signed?”

      “Yes. But there’s been a change in plans.”

      “What plans?”

      Giving patience my best shot, I explained how my visits usually worked. I carried a dog upstairs to the nurse who was always waiting on the third floor. “But today I don’t have the dog, and I’m so late that the nurse is probably wondering what happened. Could you call her?”

      “What am I supposed to tell her?”

      That you’re completely incompetent.

      “Never mind.” I pointed to the locked door. “Buzz that door for me, then one minute later, buzz the third-floor door.”

      “Why don’t you just knock on the door when you get up there?”

      I smiled. “Why don’t you just do your job?”

      She drove her finger into the button beside the desk. The door buzzed. I raced across the foyer and grabbed the handle—just as the buzzing stopped.

      I held still, trying to count to five, but only made it to two. I glanced over my shoulder. “Try again.”

      When the lock buzzed, I yanked the handle. “Give me one minute, then buzz the third floor.”

      She smiled, sweet as vinegar. “I heard you the first time.”

      I ran up the stairs and checked my watch. Thirty-eight seconds. I waited outside the door. One minute passed. Then two. After three minutes, I started back down the stairs—and the lock buzzed behind me. I lunged, caught the handle, and whipped open the door.

      No nurse.

      But the smell. It was here. That peculiar odor of crazy people sweating. Fearing things that existed only in their own minds. A wretched odor of inconsolable agony. Holding my breath, I glanced down the shiny white hall. It was empty. But I could hear voices chattering down at the other end. I debated. Leaving might be easier now, but later, when the head shrink insisted I blew off the visit, it would be worse. I headed for the sound of voices, my heart pounding like a prisoner trying to escape.

      In the central rec room where the windows gripped chicken wire and iron bars blocked most of the view, patients sat in plastic chairs that had no metal parts, looking like overgrown first graders. The plastic table, also stripped of potential weapons, displayed craft supplies—glitter and Elmer’s glue and watercolors. Around the table relatives and loved ones stood watching. Lady Anne sprinkled orange glitter on white paper. Father Brother dipped his fingers in a Dixie cup of his holy water that came from the toilet. I gazed around the entire table. All the patients seemed to be here.

      Except my mom.

      Nobody sat by the television. Or stood at the windows where that charcoal November gloamed like a netherworld. I was turning around to check the other side of the room when another bad smell invaded my nose, a stench like some gas station urinal.

      Sir Post-it blew his reek toward me. “If you’re looking for the peasant,” he said, “I dismissed her.”

      I stared at the yellow sticky notes clinging to his chins. One said, POW! Another, BOOM!

      “You … did…what?”

      “I am the king.” The sticky notes flapped. “And I dismissed the peasant.”

      I looked around the room. “Where?”

      “If you continue to address me with such insolence, I will have you punished.”

      “That’s already being taken care of.” I stepped around his foul bulk and headed for the nurse’s station.

      But like all bad stenches, he followed. I sped up. His flat bare feet slapped the white vinyl floor, loud enough that the nurse looked up from behind the high counter. I’d never seen her before. She was dark-skinned, young. And nervous. The name tag on her pink scrubs declared, Hi, I’m SADIE.

      “Sadie, I’m Raleigh Harmon. I usually bring a dog for Nadine but today—”

      “Oh, I’m so sorry. Everybody showed up at once, I couldn’t stay by the door.”

      “It’s fine, really.” I tried to smile but Sir Post-it’s odor was making my eyes water. “Do you know where my mom is?”

      “She was upset.” Sadie tilted her head. “Maybe you could talk to her?”
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      I walked down the sterilized hallway, my heart holding back a horde of barbarians, every single one of them pounding-pounding-pounding on the gate. Behind me, the flat bare feet slapped the white vinyl.

      The door to her room was open. Night and day doors stayed open. Because these people were a threat to their own lives. Her narrow bed was pushed against the plaster wall, and she lay curled up on the mattress like a sick child with a bad stomachache. On the wall above, words had been scrawled in black marker. Ordinary words, spreading with a panicked handwriting.

      Tuesday.

      So they say.

      And below that, beside her pillow, my father’s name. David.

      I pried apart my jaw, willing my heart to quit punching me. But Sir Post-it got there first.

      “The court jester has arrived!”

      My mother didn’t move.

      I spun around, baring my teeth.

      The note on his first chin quivered. “If you touch me I’m telling!”

      I lifted my hand.

      He ran away. “I’m telling, I’m telling!” His voice echoed down the hall.

      My mom still hadn’t moved. I walked over to the bed and felt a memory crawl from the back of my mind. Second grade, home from school. Stomach flu. I lay in bed and my mom sat beside me. All day. Loving, kind. I wanted to be sick every day, so my mom could be normal.

      “Mom?”

      Her eyes were open, staring at the wall.

      The world’s dullest knife carved its way through my chest. “I’m sorry, Madame couldn’t come today.”

      She blinked.

      “She’s not feeling well. I took her to the vet.”

      She rolled her head toward me. Dry lips, faint as pink quartz. “What day is it?” she asked.

      “Saturday.”

      “The date.” She rolled back toward the wall. “The date, what’s the date.”

      I searched for meaning. Every simple word spoken in here had some other meaning. The date. I stared out the iron-barred window, seeing gray upon gray, and the dull knife twisted again. Today. The date. Five years ago my dad shrugged into his overcoat and walked to the store. He didn’t come back. He was shot, left for dead on the frost-tinged cobblestones of a Richmond night. Two days later, David Harmon died.

      The date.

      “Yes, today,” I said. “You remembered.”

      My mother rolled her head toward me. Her hair was the color of cold campfire ash. “You hurt her.”

      “Pardon?”

      “Madame. What did you do to her?”

      “I took her to the vet.”

      “You’re lying. I saw her.”

      “Madame?”

      “No.” The smile crept across her face. “That woman.”

      “What woman?”

      “The woman who stole Madame.”

      “Nobody stole Madame.”

      “Who is she?”

      I rifled my mind for answers. “Mom, I don’t—who—”

      “Stop lying.” She sat up, slowly, the way a snake rises from its coil. “I saw her with my own two eyes. That woman took Madame.”

      “When?”

      “She wore black boots—shiny black books. Her clothes were red. Blood red.”

      Oh, dear. God.

      Wednesday. I went to see the geologist, Eleanor brought Madame here, wearing that stewardess costume. I glanced toward her window. It overlooked the parking lot. “Mom, that woman’s a friend. She was doing me a favor.”

      “Why did she take Madame?”

      “Because I couldn’t get here.”

      Her green eyes were wild and dull all at once, like every pharmaceutical in her system was trying to smother the paranoia, only for the crazy thought to rise again. “Who are you?”

      My hands went numb. “I’m Raleigh.”

      “No, you’re not.”

      “I took Madame to the vet, she’s really sick. Somebody in here must’ve given her someth—”

      “You.” She pushed her back against the wall, pressing her spine against those scrawled words.

      “Mom—”

      “Get away from me.”

      Down the hall, the bare feet came. Slap-slap-slapping. Other footsteps followed. I stood still, a pair of hands holding me underwater. I lifted my face, yearning for oxygen.

      “Get away from me!” my mother screamed. “Get away from me!”
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      In Eleanor’s kitchen, I filled Madame’s water bowl even though she wasn’t coming back tonight. And I walked into the dining room, even though nobody sat at the enormous oval table. I took a seat, bowed my head, and gave a guttural prayer that had no words.

      When I felt ready, I walked upstairs. A light glowed from under Eleanor’s bedroom door. I knocked, and found her dozing on the peach satin, ringed hands clasped over another Hollywood biography, this one about an Irish actor whose drunken escapades scandalized even people who trade in scandal.

      “Raleigh,” she said, eyes still closed. “Tell me about the dog.”

      “The vet’s keeping her overnight.”

      Eleanor reached for her glasses, resting beside the amber prescription bottles. The rhinestones framed an intense gaze that zeroed in on me. “What’s wrong with her?”

      “They don’t know.” I sat on the edge of the bed. “Yet.”

      “And you?”

      “What about me?”

      She gave me an imperious gaze. “How are you?”

      “I’m fine.”

      “More mendacity.”

      In the silence that followed, her bedside clock ticked and ticked. The air smelled of cold cream. I glanced over. Eleanor’s face was as shiny as a polished stone. “I’m not like other people.”

      “Heavens, why would you want to be?”

      “I think about death too much.”

      “Nonsense.”

      “Eleanor, I’m serious. I can’t stop thinking about death.”

      “Raleigh, do you know the problem with most people?”

      “No. But you’re going to tell me.”

      “Most people don’t think about death enough.” Her chin rose. “Their lives are just trails of debris with nothing but death to clean it all up.”

      The question took effort. “Who said that?”

      “Mrs. Venable. Suddenly Last Summer. Act one, scene one. Which is precisely where you are right now.”

      “In summer?”

      “You’re at the beginning—act one, scene one. And if you’re already contemplating death, then chances are you will actually live.”

      “Eleanor, I’m really tired right now.”

      “Then listen.” She pushed herself higher, leaning toward me, the rhinestone sparkling in the lamplight. “Every morning, I would tell my beloved Harry, ‘Today, we’re going to die.’”

      “And he didn’t divorce you?”

      “Au contraire, Harry appreciated the daily reminder. And we truly lived.” She sat back. “I suggest you do the same.”

      “Tell myself I’m going to die today?”

      “Raleigh, stop pretending you’re obtuse.”

      My neck ached. And a headache was splitting down the middle of my forehead. “Will you be okay for a couple hours? I’m going into the office.”

      “The office—now?”

      “You just told me to start living.”

      “Living, not working.” She peered at me, all pink shine and rhinestones. “You know what your problem is, Raleigh?”

      “Yes.”

      “No.” Her chin rose. “Your problem is you’re so lonely I can hear it.”

      I didn’t ask who said that.

      Because honestly, I didn’t want to know.
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      Late on a Saturday night, Seattle’s drizzle felt electric. I parked across from the Smith Tower, grabbed my pack from The Ghost, and stood at the crosswalk facing the park where Madame usually made her polite stop. Tonight the homeless had built tents from broken umbrellas and soggy cardboard boxes. Gathered together, dripping with rain, the umbrellas looked like crumpled bouquets cast aside by sobbing brides.

      The light changed. I lunged over a puddle and thought of my mother. How very close she was to living on the streets. Especially if Eleanor’s motto came true. Nobody else would take care of her. Sure, Aunt Charlotte would try—she would always try—but it would never work.

      In the main lobby, the guard’s chair sat empty while a small television played a show with a laugh track. The canned laughter ricocheted against the polished marble walls and tin ceiling, tumbling across the tile floor, false as synthetic gems. I started up the stairs, the laughter fading behind me. With each step, some of the afternoon’s pain dissipated. On the second floor, I prayed for Madame. On the third floor, I prayed for Eleanor. And above all, I prayed for my mother, half-wondering if God ever grew tired of my repeated stanza: Heal her, heal her, heal her.

      In my office, studiously ignoring the absence of the black dog on the leather couch, I made a pot of coffee and placed my USGS maps on the floor, the same maps on which I’d circled the areas that produced pegmatites. I re-read the rock profiles, drawn in the margins by the cartographers. The color-coded coring samples gave a vertical description of the minerals. I was halfway through the first coring when the coffee was ready.

      I took a mug from the shelf, all of them leftovers from Harry Anderson’s days in here, each mug bearing a different phrase. I picked the one that said, “You only live once. But if you do it right, once is enough.”

      Warming my hands on the cup, I searched the maps for any outcroppings of fluorite. But the mineral wasn’t abundant in western Washington. To the east, I found one area marked “public dig” near Mattawa, and another in Walla Walla, nearly in Idaho. Both of those fluorite deposits claimed powerful fluorescence—that black-light glow—but neither one was near Cooper’s jump, and neither had significant deposits of St. Helen’s ash.

      I kneeled on the floor, setting my cup beside me. The cartographer noted one smaller location, closer to the west. Lion Rock, near Blewett Pass in the Cascade mountains.

      Calcite with fluorescence.

      Blue-to-lavender hue.

      Was it possible that soil fluoresced with calcite instead of fluorite? Chemically, calcite was close cousins with fluorite.

      Possible…

      But possible didn’t mean probable. And I needed a highly probable source for that powerful fluorescence. Some geological location which also explained the presence of St. Helen’s ash on the stolen money.

      “No problem,” I muttered to myself, pouring a second cup of coffee. I carried that one to the window that faced Pioneer Square. My eyes felt gritty with fatigue, and from reading the map’s small print. I blinked. Rain turned the neon into prismatic sparkles. Down the street, the gospel mission for the homeless turned off its light, done saving for tonight. My mind drifted back to my mom. She remembered that today was the anniversary of my dad’s murder. And that was part of the problem. She missed him too much.

      I took out my phone. East Coast time three hours ahead, which meant it was midnight for my sister, Helen. The famous art professor.

      With one thumb, I texted her: Anniversary of Dad’s death today.

      I put the phone back in my pocket. But it vibrated. I pulled it out again. To my surprise, Helen actually texted back.

      How is Mom?

      I stared at the words, feeling a familiar annoyance with my sister. Setting down my mug, I started typing. Why don’t you call her and find out. She’d appreciate it. My mother would talk to Helen—she adored Helen. Me, not so much.

      I did call her. She refused to talk. What’s going on?

      Here it comes. Here comes Helen’s rant about me not doing enough, even though she does nothing to help. Mom’s sad, basically.

      Of course. You?

      I paused. Fine. You?

      Doing good. Gotta go.

      Helen Harmon, the dubious expert at burying the past. But at least she responded, a slight acknowledgement of the grief we all shared. This horrible anniversary none of us wanted. Love you, Helen.

      Love you, too, Raleigh.

      A fresh arrow added itself to the quiver of my heart. I scrolled through the phone for any missed phone calls but there were none. I thumbed my ring tone volume all the way up, in case Eleanor needed me, then dropped the phone back in my pocket and stared out the window. Down in the street, a yellow umbrella pinwheeled across the wet pavement. A stooped figure followed in shambling pursuit.

      I walked back to the quilt of maps. Lani’s analysis did find calcite in that Cooper soil. Blewett Pass had a calcite deposit with strong blue fluorescence. I knew that area, I’d just finished working a murder case in the Cascade mountains. With Jack. He and I were—no.

      Move on.

      Don’t think about him.

      Calcite. Stay on the calcite. I traced my finger down the map, moving from Blewett Pass in the center of the state to Mount St. Helen’s to the south, then to the waterways that fed the Columbia River, further south. Heavy agates in that area. And agates contained calcite and—

      I looked up.

      The ding of the elevator outside my door echoed down the empty hall. I stared at the pebble-glass panel which still had the words Anderson Enterprises.

      Jack.

      Eleanor probably called him. Ordered him to come here. She was worried about me. I stood, but felt riveted to the floor, waiting for that muscular outline to appear on the other side of the glass. I heard his footsteps approaching. Any second now …
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      But Jack didn’t appear.

      I held still, listening. Someone was in the hallway alright.

      And they were crying.

      I cracked my door. A short man leaned against the psychologist’s door, forehead pressed to the glass. His wool coat dripped rain, splashing on the floor’s white hexagonal tiles. He was almost whispering Lezlee’s name.

      “Dr. Nyler—Dr. Nyler, where are you?” His hand gripped the doorknob, slowly twisting it back and forth, as if cracking the numeral code on a safe. “Hello, Dr. Nyler?”

      His desperation was palpable. A spear of disgust shot through me. Lezlee. The spaced-out psychologist, messing up her appointments again.

      I stepped into the hallway. “Excuse me, can I help you?”

      He gasped, backing away. “Who—” His ruddy face was slick with rain, tears, perspiration. “Who are you?”

      “Sorry.” I raised both hands, palms out. “I didn’t mean to startle you.”

      “Where’s Dr. Nyler?” The coat’s dark brown wool hung from his frame like a soaked blanket. “She told me she’d be here.”

      “Did you try calling her?”

      He slumped against the wall. “I’m going to kill myself.”

      An avalanche swept through me, a crashing sensation that tumbled all my day’s sorrow and desolation into this man’s utter despair. It was what Eleanor said, loneliness so deep you could feel it. As I stood there, blinking at the sting in my eyes, he looked up. Tears welled in his bloodshot eyes. I tried to think of something to say, but my mind went numb. All I could think say was, “Can I get you a cup of coffee?”

      His head dropping forward. I thought I’d offended him but he looked up again, running a hand over his chapped lips. “Coffee. Yes. Thank you.”

      “You’re welcome.” I kept my voice steady. “Call Dr. Nyler, she probably got stuck somewhere.”

      “Yes, yes.” He dug through the folds of wet wool, hands disappearing into the pockets. “I’ll call her, you’re right. She’s always late.”

      Inside my office, I stared at the mugs. The slogans seemed dangerous now. I finally chose the one that said, “Life moves forward but only makes sense going backward.” I lifted the carafe. The coffee had distilled into an obsidian substance. I thought about making a fresh pot, but this guy needed it now. I grabbed sugar packets and creamers, and found him sitting on the floor outside Lezlee’s door.

      “Did you get ahold of her?” I asked, carrying the mug down the hall.

      “Yes.” He sighed. “She’s on her way.”

      “Good.” I held out the cup.

      He stood, hands shaking. “God bless you.”

      “I brought sugar, too.” I opened my other hand. “And creamer.”

      His hands closed around the mug, smothering the words only makes sense. I noticed his fingernails as he was lifting the mug to his chapped lips. Black with grime, skin cracked. Sores oozed on his knuckles. An alarm sounded at the back of my mind. I stepped back.

      Too late.

      The scalding coffee seared my face. I threw one arm over my burning eyes, my other hand clawing at my waistband. Gun. Get the gun. I pivoted.

      “Oh no you don’t!” He growled like an animal snapping open its cage. “Come here!”

      My gun—in the glovebox—

      I felt his hand snatch my right wrist. I threw a blind backhand with my left, missed, and suddenly his whiskers scoured my face. I twisted, broke free, ran blind.

      “No!” He grabbed my hair, yanking me backward, shoving me against the wall. Lights flashed under my eyelids. I swung my fists, half-blind. My left connected, I heard him yelp. I plunged my right hand into my pocket. Phone. It was there, I could feel it, my thumb swiping over screen—call 9-1-1—but as I was pulling it out, he smacked my wrist. My hand flew open. The phone hit the floor. He grabbed my wrists, pinning them above my head. I felt his breath on my skin, sour-milk breath. The wet wool odor of his coat. I held still, pretending to behave.

      “That’s better.” His grip relaxed.

      My knee shot straight up. He doubled over. I reached for the phone but missed. I heard it rattle across the floor tiles. I turned.

      He grabbed my throat. Short, powerful, filled by something inhuman, he drove me back against the wall.

      I held still once more. Clear your mind.

      “Answer me!” He gave another shove. Something on the wall cut into the back of my head. “What did you put in that coffee!”

      “Nothing.” My voice sounded high, scared. “There’s nothing in the coffee.”

      “You think you can fool me?”

      That question. I knew that question.

      Oh. No.

      I tried to swallow.

      Don’t show fear.

      I pressed my voice down, down, but my thundering heart shot it back up. “Nothing was in the coffee.”

      “You’re lying!”

      “I’m not lying.”

      He laughed. High and shrill. “You want to kill me.”

      Paranoia. Here again. No way out. Schizophrenia. “Dr. Nyler will be here any minute.”

      He pushed his weight against my rib cage, the putrid breath wafting over my skin. “Dr. Nyler’s always late.”

      I turned away. The sharp pain stabbed at my head again. Something was digging into my scalp. Time. Buy time. “I can help you, Dr. Nyler told me what you need.”

      “You talked to her?”

      “She’s coming to help you.”

      “How do you know?”

      “I talked to her.”

      “But she didn’t answer when I called.”

      My heart exploded. Lezlee wasn’t coming.

      He leaned in again. “I opened those capsules she gave me.”

      Breathe. Get control.

      “I saw the dried worms.” His smile—that paranoia smile.

      Get the phone—call the guard—but the guard was gone—

      “Let’s see you like them.” He shifted, digging one hand into the sodden wet wool. “You can eat those pills.”

      I could feel him moving, millimeters of pressure releasing from my neck. I heard something rattle.

      “Lookee-lookee.” His dark fingernails clutched a prescription bottle. “Your turn—”

      I twisted away but he was ready, driving his body into me, snapping my head back. Pain shot across my head. I swung one hand at him and threw the other against the wall, slapping the surface above my head. There. I felt it, a hard metal edge.

      His fingers grabbed my jaw, forcing open my mouth. I tossed my head back and forth. Each pass something cut deeper into my scalp.

      “Yum yum,” he sang. “Open up.”

      My fingertips caught the metal edge. I yanked down.

      The air shattered.

      The fire alarm screamed.

      He shrieked, falling away from me.

      I dove, sweeping my hands over the tiles, blinking back the burn in my eyes. Phone—please—God—I grabbed it, the screen staring back at me. I pressed 9. The air screaming in terror. I pressed 1. Pressed it again, my eyes like fire. Then looked up.

      His red hands clutched the sides of his head, his chapped mouth open, howling. A wounded and crazy hound. He screamed and screamed.

      And he screamed.

      Like the voice trapped inside my heart, finally escaping.
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      In the emergency room hallway of Harborview Medical Center, Jack waited beside my gurney. Directly overhead, ceiling speakers squawked orders. Doctors and nurses rushed past, darting into rooms—every room was filled on a Saturday night in Seattle.

      “Harmon.”

      I counted to three, holding the ice pack over my eyes. “What?”

      “Who attacked you?”

      I heard somebody fly past, clicking a pen. My injuries didn’t merit an actual room. No bullet holes in my body. No knife wounds to the torso from some crazed ex-husband. No broken jaw from gang fighting in south Seattle. On a night where the city’s main trauma hospital was melting toward Sunday, all those people took priority over me.

      “Hello?” Jack said.

      I counted out another three. Shifted the ice pack. Blinked my one good eye against the bright light beaming down on me, light that would lay bare my highly ugly injuries and make them completely visible to the man I once believed I loved. I lifted the ice pack. Jack’s eyes looked as blue as fluorite under black light.

      But he winced. “Whoa.”

      I put the icepack back on my face. “There’s this psychologist.” I swallowed, cleared my throat. “Her office is next door and she constantly messes up her appointments. This guy showed up, he was crying—”

      “Don’t tell me.”

      “Okay.”

      “Harmon, did you let him into your office?”

      “He said he was going to kill himself.”

      “So you—what?—offered to let him kill you instead?”

      “I offered him a cup of coffee. He sent it back.” I lifted the icepack, turning my face, showing him the burns that ran like a red birthmark down the side of my face.

      His winced again. “You had the gun on you?”

      I replaced the ice pack. “My gun was in the car.”

      “Harmon, a gun is like a parachute. If you don’t have it when you need it, you’ll never need it—because you’ll be dead.”

      “Thanks for your understanding.” I turned my face to the wall. A wave of dizziness and nausea swimming up my throat, into my brain. Concussion. Skin burns. But nothing that required urgent medical attention. Especially in this revolving circus of lacerated human beings.

      “You did the right thing, Harmon. But for the wrong person.”

      I started to nod but the dizziness and nausea came back. My ears were ringing, too, that incessant panic of the fire alarm. I told the 9-1-1 operator not to send fire trucks but they showed up, ready to evacuate all thirty-eight floors of the Smith Tower. Right behind them, the EMTs were checking my wounds, including the bleeding cut caused by the fire alarm’s metal edge. I needed stitches. And after the Harbourview doctor stitched my head under local anesthesia, he asked about my ride home. I didn’t have one. And the staff refused to let me leave until I called someone. That someone who stood here now.

      I laid my arm over my face.

      “Harmon, are you really okay?”

      Concussion. Stitched head. Scalded face. “Yeah, I’m fine.”

      I opened my eyes. Inches away, the plastic wristband read Harmon, Raleigh, right above my May birthdate. My swollen fingers dangled, nails broken from clawing at the alarm. Nothing else broken, claimed the X-rays. But I knew differently. Something was definitely broken. Just nothing anatomical.

      “There is a bright side,” Jack said.

      “I survived.”

      “That, and for once you don’t have to report to OPM.”

      Office of Personnel Management. The FBI’s version of internal affairs. We knew each other too well during my time with the federal government. “Jack, you really know how to make a girl feel better.”

      “Harmon, seriously. Don’t beat yourself up. We all make mistakes.”

      Something clutched at my throat. It wasn’t the nausea, though the feeling was almost as sickening. It was the fact that I had nobody else to call. Eleanor needed to rest. Aunt Charlotte wasn’t reliable. And Lani didn’t answer telephones or texts. So here was Jack. I stared at the wristband. Harmon, Raleigh. Yes, she made mistakes. Especially in relationships.

      “I just need a ride to my car, Jack. Then you can—”

      “Forget it.”

      I lifted my arm. The man needed a shave. His hair was freaking out. And—oh, crap—he looked fantastic. “You won’t give me a ride?”

      “Not to your car.”

      “Why not?”

      “Eleanor said—”

      “You didn’t.” I raised my head all the way off the tissue-covered pillow. “Please tell me you did not call Eleanor.”

      “She said you better obey my orders.”

      “She did not.”

      “Exact words. She said either you obey my orders, or she’ll kick you out of her house. And your little dog, too.”
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      Three thousand days later, finally finished with Harborview’s checkout process, Jack drove through the mist and neon of Seattle. But at the bottom of Capital Hill, he turned right, heading north.

      I lifted the fresh ice pack off my face. “My car’s the other way.”

      “You’re coming to my place.”

      His face was set forward, resolved with an expression that told me don’t even bother arguing. I put the ice pack back on my skin, cooling the burn. But deep inside my chest, my heart pounded. The miles to Lake Union washed past me in a blur of thoughts and feelings, until we finally reached his place. Dizzy and exhausted, I let him help me out of the car and guide me down the dock. I listened to the water lapping at the wooden pylons, the soft wooden groans of the wood. But inside, I was shaking.

      Jack pushed the door open. “I’ll take the couch, you can take the bed.”

      “No,” I mumbled. “I’m not supposed to fall asleep.”

      “I’ll be waking you up every hour.”

      Doctor’s orders, due to the concussion. I wanted to fall into bed but instead I went straight for the couch, claiming it. No way could I handle that man’s bed. Even now, with the brisk night air coming through the open door, his pine-laced scent swam toward me, taunting me to tears. “I prefer the couch, if you don’t mind.”

      He stared at me for a moment, then closed the door. “Have it your way.”

      He took sheets and a pillow from a small closet. I turned, so very slowly, and gazed out the picture window facing the lake. Onyx-black water stretched beneath a jet-black sky. I forced myself to focus on the pinpricks of light, the specks of bobbing green boat lights flickering from the harbor. I put the ice pack on my face.

      Jack tucked a white sheet around the couch cushions, then clicked on the end table lamp. A lava lamp. I watched the molten mass start to melt.

      “Lay down,” he said.

      I moved as carefully as someone with a ticking bomb hung around their neck. Jack helped lift my feet onto the couch. Holding the ice pack, I started to lay my head against the couch’s armrest but at the last moment, he slipped his hand under my neck, cradling my head, placing it on the soft pillow.

      He stepped back. “Need another pillow?”

      Yes. This one smelled of evergreen trees. “No, thanks. This is great.”

      He didn’t move.

      I wanted to lift the ice pack, look up, read his expression. See his eyes. But that might only make me sadder.

      “I’ll leave the lamp on,” he said. “In case you need to get up.”

      “Good idea.”

      I felt him standing there, close enough that I could reach out and touch him. Feel the rough weave of his jeans, the solid muscles beneath. My pulse pounded. I swallowed, counted to ten, eleven, twelve… When I lifted the ice pack, Jack was walking to his bedroom.

      He left the door open.
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      I gripped the wooden oars, blisters stinging my hands. I pushed my feet against the slant board and pulled with my arms. Wind lashed my face. Rain water filled the boat. In front of me, Jack shuttled back, his shoulder muscles flexing.

      But the boat wasn’t moving.

      I looked down. The water was rising, rushing over the sides of the boat shell, drowning my feet strapped to the platform. “Jack?”

      “Harmon?”

      “We’re not going to make it!”

      “It’s okay.”

      “No! “I looked up at the ashen sky. It promised death. “We’re not going to make it.”

      A raven swooped down, its oily black wings flapping against my face. I tried to swat it away, but my hands wouldn’t let go of the oars. The bird clawed my shoulder. “Jack, help me!”

      “I’m right here. Harmon, wake up.”

      My eyes opened to a flash of purple light. And pain. The couch. Blanket. Jack, standing beside me, hand resting on my shoulder.

      “You were having a nightmare,” he said.

      A scared herd of horses thundered across my chest. Pain radiated from my hands, heat like I’d touched fire. I looked down, blinking at the tight fists that gripped the blanket. Just like I’d latched onto the oars in that dream. That nightmare.

      “It must be the medication,” I said.

      “Tylenol?” He shook his head. “Maybe you need to go back to Harborview.”

      “No.” I swallowed. It felt like rusty nails going down my throat. “I’m fine.”

      Jack didn’t move. Carefully, I shifted my head, protecting the stitches. I looked up at him. The bedroom light glowed behind him, silhouetting his body. I couldn’t read his face.

      “Seriously, Jack. I’m fine.”

      He moved down to the other end of the couch. “Tell me about the nightmare.”

      “It was nothing.”

      He picked up my feet and sat down. “If you talk about it, it’ll go away.”

      I glanced out the window. Too fast. Dizzy. I focused on the Space Needle, its glowing disc. The blue glass skyscrapers behind it rose like a crystal chorus ready to sing hymns to paperwork. “We were rowing.”

      “We—you and me?”

      I nodded. Bad move. I swallowed the nausea. “There was a storm. The boat was filling with water.” I could still feel the blistering sting in my hands, the feathers of that black bird. A dream so real it must’ve happened. Now, feeling a faint itch tickling my face, I brushed it away. My fingers came away wet.

      “Why are you crying?” he asked.

      I tucked my hand under the blanket. “I don’t know.”

      “Sure you do.” He leaned back against the armrest. “You said, ‘We’re not going to make it.’”

      “Because of the storm. We went rowing in a storm, for some stupid reason, and the boat was full of water and the shore was really far away.” I tried to open my right hand. But it refused. “The lesson is, Don’t go rowing in a storm. Big deal.”

      How long we stayed parked at opposite ends of that couch, I don’t know. But every one of my senses was tuned to him. How his hip was touching my foot. How his wrist lay beside my ankle. The way heat radiated from his body into me. So close. And yet very far away.

      “You should get some sleep,” I said.

      He stood up. I turned to look out the window again, refusing to watch him fade down the hallway to his bedroom.

      He touched my shoulder. “Scoot up.”

      “What?”

      “Move forward.” He reached down, raising my shoulders. He slipped in behind me, right leg straddling my right side. Then his left. Gently, he laid my head on his chest. I held every breath I’d ever breathed, and closed my eyes. The sting came back.

      Do. Not. Cry.

      The sting scorched all the way to the back of my head, to that bandaged piece of me that now rested on Jack. I forced a breath out. And felt Jack’s heartbeat, beating in syncopation with mine.

      “Go to sleep,” he said. “I’ll see you in an hour.”
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      The hour took seconds.

      “Harmon?”

      My eyes didn’t open. I felt his voice rumbling against my back.

      “Harmon, you awake?”

      “Uh huh.”

      “Any nightmares?”

      “No.” No nightmares. No sinking boat, no drowning. Only deep and perfect sleep. I gazed down at the strong arms draped by my sides, his hands open, relaxed.

      But my hands? Still balled into fists. I tried to pry them open, joint by joint.

      “Harmon—”

      “I’m awake. I’m not going into a coma.”

      “No, the nightmare, why did—”

      “Not this again.”

      “But you said, ‘We’re not going to make it.’”

      “I told you, the boat.” I held still, fingertip resting on curled fingertip. “The boat wasn’t going to make it back to shore. That’s all.”

      He took my right hand and gently pressed open my fingers. I watched his capable movements. An ache invaded my chest, rushing in so quickly I almost missed the other thing. But Jack saw it, too.

      “Whoa, what’s that?”

      My right palm was glowing like it was painted with neon. The colors streaked from my fingerprints in fire-blue topaz and an out-of-this-world green. I twisted my hand back and forth. “The lava lamp.”

      “What about it?”

      “It’s a black light.”

      “I guess, yeah. But what’s that got to do with your hand?”

      I moved my palm away from the light. The colors disappeared.

      Jack stirred beneath me. “Did they give you something at Harborview?”

      I lifted my left hand toward the lava lamp. No colors, no glow. Gingerly I sat up. “The alarm.”

      “What?”

      “The alarm at the Smith Tower. I pulled the fire alarm, when that guy was attacking me.”

      “Good thinking—for someone who forgot her gun.”

      I held my right hand to the lamp. The glow was luminous and eerie, sublime as the electro-magnetic beauty of the Northern Lights. “Jack…”

      “Harmon, I know that tone.”

      “You worked bank robberies, right?”

      “Yeah…”

      “You were good at it?”

      “Sure.”

      “You know what this is?” I held up my palm, making sure the glowing skin was directly in front of him. “It’s thief paste.”

      “Oh, that makes sense. The alarm box.”

      A mineral-based adhesive, thief paste was invisible to the naked eye. It was painted onto fire alarm boxes and bank vaults, and other objects prone to robbery or vandalism, because it stuck to human skin and helped law enforcement detect any culprits. Thief paste didn’t wash off for days, sometimes weeks.

      I stared at my hand. “It’s thief paste!”

      “Are you okay?” Jack sounded concerned. “Do you remember you already said that?”

      I turned to look at him, slowly, and found him frowning. His hair was messed up like the other night when I wanted to crawl into his lap, feel his arms around me. And now, here I was receiving that exact wish … getting just what I wanted.

      So what did I say?

      “The Cooper money.” I held up my hand like someone demanding stop. “I’ve been searching for fluorescent minerals in Washington state. But it’s thief paste—that’s what’s causing the glow in the St. Helen’s ash. Ground up particles of fluorite. Thief paste!”

      Now he sat up. “There was no thief paste on those bills when the bureau delivered them to Cooper.”

      “Exactly.”

      “The thief paste came later.”

      I nodded. The motion made me slightly sick. But I didn’t care. In the lava lamp light, Jack’s smile spread, blazing white.

      “Nice work, Harmon.”

      My heart glowed like it contained an entire vault of thief paste. “Now we need a list of anybody who—”

      “Not now.”

      “But—”

      “I promise. We will get to it.”

      “But, Jack—”

      He placed his finger on my lips. “It’s four in the morning. We could both use another hour of sleep.”

      I gazed at the beautiful ruinous glow of my open palm. All kinds of rational protests raced through my mind. But after a long moment, I laid my head on his chest, listening to the steady march of his heart.

      He whispered, “Good night.”

      “Night.”

      My mind continued to race with ideas, possibilities. But something else. One word. We.

      Jack said, We will get to it.

      I told myself not to get excited. It was still work. And his smile was for a break in the Cooper case. Lifting my gaze to the dark window, I tried not to move my head, tried not wake him, tried not fracture this glassine moment of grace. And hope.

      But I must’ve slept because the next thing I saw was a barely visible scrim of gray light, creeping over the crest of Queen Anne Hill. I listened to Jack’s breathing, held my own, and prayed to memorize this feeling.

      His voice rumbled. “Awake?”

      “Yes.”

      I heard his throat swallow, the sound so close it could’ve been my own body.

      “How’re you feeling?” he asked.

      “Better.” My headache had faded to a dull throb around the stitches. “And I’m hungry.”

      “Then almost back to normal.” I heard the smile in his voice. “Think you can drive?”

      “Yes.”

      “Okay, I’ll take you to your car. And I’ll see if McLeod and Grant can meet today.”

      “Sounds good.” I watched the sky shift to lighter gray, holding very still because once I moved, everything would change.

      He whispered. “Five minutes?”

      I gave a soft nod, relieved.

      “Harmon, it’s going to be alright. Eventually.”

      I gave another small nod, and stared out at the coming day, wondering.
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      Eleanor freaked out.

      “Good Lord, Raleigh!” She stood in the kitchen wearing a red satin robe. With every enunciated word, her theatre voice rattled the panes of glass in the gingerbread windows. “Look at your face!”

      I held Madame in my arms, having picked her up from the vet’s on my way home. Her vital signs had stabilized. Now she needed rest, recovery, water. I set her down on the floor and watched her walk to her bowl. She seemed a little slower than normal but her dark eyes held that knowing light again. That canine intelligence that said she understood the whole world, she just couldn’t speak the language.

      My God. I sighed. How I love this dog.

      “Young lady.” Eleanor yanked the robe’s belt. It was red—the same red as China’s national flag—and she’d paired it with kitten-heeled slippers tufted with purple ostrich feathers. “I demand you to tell me this very minute. What happened to your face?”

      “Do I smell bacon?”

      “It’s for the dog.” She kitten-heeled to the stove and picked up a spatula. “When you said she was coming home, I decided she needed a treat.”

      I glanced at the pans. “Who are the scrambled eggs for?”

      With the spatula, she gave the eggs a shove. “I could tell something was wrong last night when Jack called. Especially since he said everything was fine.” She glanced at me, rhinestones glinting. “Fine. That’s your word, Raleigh. The two of you are rubbing off on each other.”

      The dog walked back to me, toenails clicking on the hardwood floor. I scooped her into my arms, kissed her soft head, held her close. “Thank you, Eleanor. I really do appreciate your concern.”

      “Enough to tell me what happened to your lovely face?”

      “It’s nothing.”

      “Mendacity!” She waved the spatula, a conductor sending the orchestra into a frenzy. “Mendacity, I tell you!”

      “I know who said that.”

      “Do not change the subject!”

      She dropped the spatula, yanked the robe even tighter, and kitten-heeled out of the room. I counted to five. Then ten. Then set down the dog and picked up the spatula. No sense ruining scrambled eggs over an argument. Beside the stove, a white china platter held strips of cooked bacon, each layer separated by paper towels turning translucent from the luscious fat of cooked pork. Eleanor had made bacon for my arrival. Then, after I called to say I was picking up Madame, she made more. I looked down at the dog. “One strip. That’s it. I don’t want you going back to the vet.”

      She wagged, tail thumping against my leg.

      In the distance, I heard kitten-heels tapping their way back here. Moments later, Eleanor appeared, holding up two sheets of white paper and waving them up and down, like signal flags from a sinking ship. “Three hundred dollars!” she cried.

      “What?”

      “Three. Hundred. Dollars.” She thrust the papers at me. “You can pay it yourself. Or you can tell me what happened to your face. Then I’ll pay it.”

      I set down the spatula, feeling a wave of dread. I took the papers from her hands and tried to read the words. But my head ached. I skimmed. At the top were the words Department of Transportation. Several sentences were in capital letters, so that anonymous people could yell at me. I read over both pages, the words swimming in front of my eyes. I went back to the worst parts.

      PENALTIES ACCRUED…

      TACOMA NARROWS BRIDGE…

      ADDITIONAL FINES…

      “Say something!” Eleanor demanded.

      The Ghost’s license plate was listed at the top with the owner’s name, Eleanor Anderson. She held title and registration. But I was the driver and, yes, I did speed over that bridge. A flicker of annoyance hit me. Somewhere out there, a hidden camera was snapping photos for the surveillance state, allowing them to send harassing letters to unsuspecting taxpayers. I felt the temptation to start railing about unconstitutional government actions, but when I looked up, the truth remained.

      “I’m sorry, Eleanor. I’m always running late these days, trying to get Madame to the asylum. So I’ve been speeding. A lot. I’ll pay the tickets, I promise, you don’t—”

      “It’s not for speeding!” She snatched the papers from my hands, waving them again. “You didn’t pay the toll.”

      “What toll?”

      “For the Tacoma Narrows bridge.”

      “I didn’t see a toll booth.”

      She shook the papers. “There isn’t a booth.”

      “How can they have a toll without a toll booth?”

      “There’s a sign.”

      “A sign? I’m supposed to know about a toll because of some sign? What kind of government—”

      “Don’t change the subject.” She eyed me through the rhinestones. “You drove to the peninsula twice.”

      I put the notices on the table. “You can expect another letter soon because I went over three times.”

      “What for?”

      I moved the eggs off the burner, turned off the heat. “I have a case.”

      Eleanor stepped closer. “It’s D.B. Cooper, isn’t it? You can tell me, I won’t say a word. He’s hiding over there, isn’t he? Living like some recluse in one of those down-at-the-mouth fishing villages, making do on the tattered remains of absconded—”

      “No.” I picked up the papers again. “Different case.”

      I scanned the pages again. I crossed the bridge three times. Once to talk to Avis Jewel. Once for Joel Fisher. And a third trip to find Janeen Fisher. Now as I gazed down at the documents, I saw the dates were correct. But I never saw any sign for a bridge toll. Probably too distracted thinking about the case, not to mention all problems in my life. “I never saw any signs.”

      “Then you were really speeding.” Eleanor dropped a slice of rye bread into the toaster. “You exit, pay the toll, then drive over the bridge.”

      “That’s stupid.”

      “Raleigh—”

      “In Virginia, we rob citizens the civilized way—with actual toll booths.”

      She gave me a significant look, but before she could lecture me further, her toast popped up. We carried our plates into the dining room, Madame wagging behind me since Eleanor’s plate only held dry toast and one egg white. I laid my cell phone on the sideboard, plugging it into the wall socket to recharge.

      “Raleigh!”

      “I won’t check it while we eat.”

      The long table gleamed under crystal chandeliers. A dozen empty chairs surrounded us, reminders that once upon a time Eleanor and Harry entertained Tacoma’s art crowd. Actors and painters and all their wealthy patrons. Now the two of us, and one dog. I took my seat. A blurry sensation came over me. I thought it was another side effect from the concussion, but…no. Eleanor snapped open her starched white napkin, Madame lay silent at my feet on the oriental rug. The blurry sensation widened.

      Eleanor lifted her teacup. “Raleigh, please don’t look so worried. I’m not expecting you to pay those fines. Just don’t do it again.”

      “It’s not the fines.” I felt the sensation swallow me. “I’m remembering …”

      I saw Eleanor’s chin rising, could see her mouth moving, uttering something about memory, and I even heard myself ask who said it. But my mind was floating backward, hovering on memories—and in one split instant I realized why this house always felt comfortable to me. Familiar. The enormous house with its grandeur and past-grace. Like our house in Richmond. A mansion built for many people. But now only two people remained—there—me and my mom. Here, me and Eleanor.

      “Raleigh?”

      And the dog. “Yes, ma’am?”

      Eleanor was giving me the character’s name, act and scene. I wasn’t listening. The blurred feeling held me like deja vu. Invisible yet as real as this table. I watched Eleanor take a delicate bite of rye toast. She felt familiar, too, from the moment I met her. Like family. Eccentric like my own mother, but not crazy. Intelligent like my grandmother, but still alive. I glanced around the dining room and my heart flooded with thanksgiving. A desperate gratitude. In that moment, I could see forward and back—and forward again. Like some curtain lifted and exposed the stagecraft, revealing how all these different events—all the pain and suffering and agony—were interconnected, serving some purpose beyond my comprehension. I closed my eyes and breathed out a prayer. Thank you.

      “Raleigh.”

      I opened my eyes. “I’m listening.”

      Eleanor’s gaze held a keen insistence. “I will now proceed to beg. You are looking at an old woman. If I do die today, I will never know what happened to your beautiful face.”

      This octogenarian. This actress. This woman wearing red satin and purple kitten heels for breakfast. This person who loved me, accepted me. She waited expectantly, and another sensation filled me, like a stone rolling away from the vault of my heart.

      I set down my fork. “You know how I went to the office last night?”

      “And I practically pushed you out the door? Yes.”

      “I wanted to go. A man showed up around ten thirty to see that psychologist next door. He was knocking on her door. Crying. The psychologist wasn’t there, she always messes up her appointments. And I felt sorry for him. He was … I don’t know, maybe because I went to the asylum yesterday. But I brought him a cup of coffee.” I picked up my fork again, pointing at my face. “This is where that hot coffee landed.”

      “Oh, my dear.” Eleanor reached out, taking my hand. Her rings cut into my skin. But I didn’t want her to let go. “You must have been so frightened.”

      The sting in my eyes burned. I was frightened. Frightened when the coffee splashed into my face. Frightened when I realized my gun wasn’t there. Frightened when those pills were about to be poured down my throat. Frightened even after he ran away, screaming with the fire alarm. And then later, still frightened. Because Jack would see my scalded face.

      Eleanor gave my hand another squeeze. “Today you stay home. You and the dog. I’ll take care of everything.”

      As if on cue, my phone buzzed from the sideboard.

      “Raleigh, you cannot—”

      But I was already grabbing my cell phone, my heart beat-beat-beating with hope.

      Eleanor gave one last plea. “It’s Sunday!”

      I read the text message from Jack.

      McLeod at 10:30. Be there.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            39

          

        

      

    

    
      Spears of Sunday morning light pierced the clouds over Seattle and invaded the high window where I stood overlooking Spring Street. For several moments, I stared down at the empty streets before turning away. My face stung with a pain like fresh sunburn. But I didn’t leave the window.

      “Harmon, how sure are you?” Jack asked.

      I let the sunlight massage my back and shoulders. The Violent Crimes bullpen seemed as empty as the streets outside. Only Jack sat at his computer. The other monitors sat darkened while beside them phone lights pulsed silent red, demanding Monday morning retrievals.

      “You want a percentage?” I asked.

      “It would help.”

      Every FBI interview required an FD-302 document. They contained facts—only facts—and at one point in my life I even enjoyed typing them up. Life with no emotion, no speculation. “I’m eighty-five percent certain.”

      Jack glanced up. In the morning sunlight, the color of his eyes shifted between blue and green, like an ocean under mottled clouds. “Eighty-five?” he asked.

      “Make it ninety.” I held back ten percent, because science was the art of realizing you were never 100 percent right, no matter what the evidence said. “It’s thief paste in that ash. But I need to track down the exact ingredients. That will lead us to the manufacturer. Which could then lead us to a distributor. From there, we might find who purchased thief paste privately. From there we hunt down who stored the Cooper bills.”

      Jack was no longer typing. He smiled. “You realize what this means?”

      “Yeah. Minerals don’t lie.”

      “Neither do you, Harmon. You never lie.”

      I looked away, felt a mild wave of dizziness, then looked back. Because I didn’t want him to have to stare at the ugly scald running down the side of my face. He was typing again, the clack of plastic keys pocking the bullpen’s empty air.

      “Give me a factual why.”

      “My conclusion is based on mineralogy.” I opened my right palm. “The amount of thief paste that transferred to my skin is about the standard use for alarm boxes. Enough to stick to human skin for several days. But the amount in that ash, discovered by the scanning electron microscope …” I waited for his typing to catch up.

      “Go on,” he said. “Off the record.” He looked up. “Are we acknowledging that SEM exam with Lani, even though Grant wasn’t there?”

      “We are now.”

      Which didn’t answer my other question—did Grant give us permission to examine those bills? Maybe that didn’t matter now. Maybe the end would justify Jack’s means.

      “Okay.” I restarted my 302 statement. “The amount of fluorite documented by the scanning electron microscope was considerably higher than normal concentrations. Ten times as much.” I waited for him to catch up. “Maybe twenty times higher.”

      He prompted, “Which means …”

      “Which means I would be speculating on the next part.”

      “Good girl.” He whispered the words. That same soft whisper I heard last night when he said, It’s going to be alright. Eventually. My heart kicked my ribs. And sadly, that pain only reminded me of his heart, beating last night against my back. Stop it.

      “But,” I said, trying to sound detached, “I can offer some plausible theories. One is that someone overused the thief paste because they wanted to protect something highly valuable.”

      “Could the thief paste be overused accidentally?”

      “Highly unlikely.”

      He was typing. “Because …?”

      “Because thief paste isn’t difficult to apply. It doesn’t require any technical skill. But even in the soil sample, which is a degraded specimen, the mineral percentages remain extraordinarily high. Accidental overuse is highly improbable.”

      “Atta girl,” he murmured under his breath, still typing. “Good Bureau-speak.”

      I watched his hands, his fingers commanding the keyboard, forcefully making my points. The same hands that gently rested my head on his chest, held me safe…

      “Harmon?”

      I blinked. “Uh huh.”

      “You want to read this over for omissions?”

      I hesitated, my back against the sunlight. This morning, stepping out of the shower at Eleanor’s, I saw my reflection. This wound would only get uglier as blisters started to rise, oozing pus. How attractive. I stared back at him, clinging to the last element of green in his eyes, and walked toward his desk.

      The elevator dinged.

      We both glanced across the bullpen as the steel doors opened. Allen McLeod stepped out wearing dark jeans that looked ironed and a #12 Seahawks jersey. Behind him, Grant wore an almost identical off-duty uniform, with a number on the Seahawks jersey. Buddies. That was my first thought. Decades together in the Bureau. Not just colleagues, friends. My heart sank.

      McLeod stormed toward us. “Before I start speaking, I’d like to say something.”

      I stepped back and avoided eye contact with Jack.

      “I made it clear in the beginning,” McLeod continued. “This case belongs to Grant. Neither of you checked in with him.”

      “With all due respect,” Jack said, leaning back in his chair, “we had a sudden break last night. I’m putting together the 302.” He glanced at Grant. “Unless you want to do the paperwork yourself. But it might mean missing the Seahawks game.”

      Grant jabbed a beefy finger at him. “Your job is to keep me informed. I shouldn’t find out anything after it happened.”

      “You’re right.” Jack nodded, calmly. “I applied weeks ago for a crystal ball. That way, I can tell you about things before they happen.”

      The silence burned.

      “Look, Jack.” McLeod pinched his Twelfth Man jersey. “My wife’s tailgate party includes the mayor, a man of great stature.” He looked over at me, then frowned. “What happened to your face?”

      “Nothing.” I glanced at Grant. His stony gaze hardened. In his hierarchy, a discarded FBI agent like me didn’t deserve so much as a Hello.

      Jack was reading aloud from the 302, scrolling down the page. When he got to the thief paste, Grant’s face snapped toward McLeod. Oh, the satisfaction. I bit down on the inside of my cheek, keeping the smile off my face.

      “And that’s where you walked in,” Jack said.

      McLeod’s bear-gaze turned to me. “Raleigh, continue.”

      “The bills were buried in two completely different locations, but volcanic ash is on both sets. Most likely, Mount St. Helen’s ash. But I examined the soil from the second set of bills using a scanning electron microscope.” I glanced over. Grant’s eye twitched. “That’s how I discovered the high fluorite content, which almost certainly came from thief paste.”

      McLeod frowned deeper. “Keep going.”

      “I need to check the soil from that first set of bills, run it through the SEM.”

      Grant stepped toward me. “We don’t have dirt from 1981.”

      “Actually.” I restrained another smile. “We do, thanks to Tim Burely, the first geologist.”

      “Really.” McLeod crossed his arms. “You spoke to Bureley?”

      “Yes, sir.” I glanced at Grant. Still stony, like a man of statue. “He was very helpful.”

      Grant almost grunted. “You asked him about this fluorite?”

      “Not yet. But the ash combined with the fluorite—”

      Grant cut me off. “Yeah, we got it from the 302.”

      McLeod kept his focus on me. “Good work, Raleigh. Anything else?”

      “Yes, but it’s less scientific. Nothing that could go in a 302.”

      Grant started to open his mouth, but McLeod raised a bear paw, silencing him.

      I plunged ahead. “I’ve been thinking about the burial depths. Or lack of it.”

      “What’re you saying?”

      “I think whoever buried these bills wanted them found.”

      Grant laughed. “Who’re you—Lucia Lutini?”

      McLeod didn’t laugh. “Did you call Lutini in on this?”

      Jack shook his head.

      I glanced at all three of them. You never lie, he told me. “Sir, in the interest of full disclosure, I did meet with Lucia.”

      “You what?” Grant whirled toward McLeod. “You see what I’m saying?”

      McLeod’s slow, careful shake didn’t reassure me. “Jack?”

      Jack help up his hands, as if surrendering. “I had no idea.”

      “Then who gave her permission?” Grant asked.

      “I didn’t ask for permission.” I kept my focus on McLeod, hoping my tone didn’t sound defensive. “I met Lucia for dinner, and we discussed a different case. The state case, it has nothing to do with the Bureau.”

      Grant glared at me. “You helped yourself to our profiler.” He looked at McLeod. “That’s unacceptable. She should be fired.”

      “Lucia and I were having dinner.”

      Grant gave another laugh. “Is that how your face got ruined?”

      I turned to McLeod. “Sir, I told you about the case for the state. It’s a murder out on the peninsula. A girl was killed with a rock and—”

      McLeod lifted his impatient paw. “Let’s return to the Cooper bills. It sounds like you’re coming up with a theory.”

      “Theory might be too strong a word at this point. But it’s definitely something worth exploring. The fact that this money wasn’t buried deep, in either location, might tell us something.”

      “That’s it?” Grant said. “That’s your theory?”

      “Part of it.” I stayed focused on McLeod. “Why wouldn’t somebody burn these bills if they wanted to get rid of them? Or bury the money deep enough that nobody would ever find it. And the locations, they seem peculiar.”

      McLeod nodded. “How so?”

      “The kid on the Columbia River, he found the bills while digging a fire pit. Near a campground. It’s not some remote location. I’d say the same for that stretch of riverbank where I found the second set. People were camping nearby, ready to dig for clams on the Willapa River.”

      “And concretions,” Jack muttered.

      “Right. My friend knew to go there for marine fossils. Why would somebody bury money in those places, unless they wanted the money to be found?”

      McLeod set himself down on the edge of a desk. “You mentioned this idea to Lutini?”

      “No, sir. We didn’t even discuss this case.”

      “Call her. Now.” He looked at Jack. “ASAP. I want her to work up a profile based on Raleigh’s discoveries.”

      Grant was looking at me, begrudgingly. Like he might have to admit he was wrong. Or not. “We still need to know what the hell happened to her face,” he said.

      Jack was typing again. “What happened to her face is, she found us a sudden break in the Cooper case. Would you like to hear every detail of the entire story? It’ll only take until half-time.”

      “Raleigh,” McLeod stood up. “Anything else you want to add?”

      “No, sir.”

      “Jack?”

      “Yeah.” He swiveled his computer monitor toward them. “Have a look at this before you go.”

      Both men leaned down. I walked over, struck again by the similarities between McLeod and Grant. Two large men with decades in federal law enforcement. Gruff. Tenacious investigators. McLeod still married, but Grant was—understandably—divorced. I shifted around his bulk and read Jack’s screen. The document looked like some kind of police report. I saw the words breaking-and-entering. Something else stolen.

      Jack pointed to one line.

      Contents: Unknown.

      McLeod straightened. “What’re you showing me?”

      “Check the location.” Jack leaned back, catching my eye. “It’s that bar in Chehalis.”

      I leaned down again. “Sally’s bar?”

      “None other.”

      If there was any green in his eyes, it swept past me in a thundercloud of thoughts. I scanned the report again, catching the important words. Sally Carlson. Filed a police report on a stolen safe. Four years ago. When asked to list the safe’s contents, she said, “Unknown.”

      “Who doesn’t know what’s in their own safe?” I asked.

      Jack looked up at McLeod. “This is the same woman who hosts the annual D.B. Cooper festival.”

      “Yeah,” Grant said. “I’ve been there. She was on my radar.”

      McLeod looked over. And maybe it was wishful thinking on my part, but Grant’s face seemed to redden with embarrassment as he told McLeod about his visit to Sally’s bar. He kept emphasizing the visit didn’t yield any “actionable” evidence, but he also omitted the crucial detail that Sally ordered him to leave and tried to get a restraining order. “But here’s another matter,” he said, pointing at us, “they went as civilians. And they didn’t tell us until after it happened.”

      Jack ignored him. “We need to get a search warrant for this bar. And contact the locals to see if any of the safe’s contents ever turned up.”

      McLeod shook his head. “Attorney won’t give you a search warrant based on a festival and a stolen safe. You need more.”

      “Raleigh.” Jack leaned back in his chair. “She saw that entire room dedicated to D.B. Cooper. Maps, flight patterns, inside information.”

      I could almost hear Grant grinding his teeth.

      McLeod crossed his arms over the number 12 and gave another one of his prodigious sighs. “Raleigh, I hope this isn’t some pigment of your imagination.”

      “Yes, sir,” I said. “That’s my hope, too.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            40

          

        

      

    

    
      While Jack put together a search warrant for Sally’s Bar, I headed for my office, driving through downtown Seattle. On Sunday morning, the city felt abandoned. Flickers of litter tumbled down the bare pavement, collecting in gutters. Empty city buses waited at equally empty loading zones where the bus drivers read the Sunday comics page. Winter wind howled between the purged skyscrapers. I rolled down my window and let the cold brush over my burning face, and then I parked where no homeless people could see me walk into the Smith Tower.

      A new guard sat in the lobby. He asked to see my ID. All good changes. But as I climbed the stairs, the tight frightened feeling remained. Even as I was opening my office door, the hallway cleared of any threats, I jumped when my cell phone buzzed.

      The caller ID read Charlotte Harmon.

      I stepped inside and quickly closed my office door. “Hi, Aunt Charlotte.”

      “Raleigh, I need some advice.”

      I gazed around the space. Maybe it was just me remembering, some kind of reaction to last night. But the room felt different.

      “Raleigh?”

      “I’m here.”

      I moved deeper into the main area. A chilly finger of fear tapped my spine.

      “Raleigh?”

      “Yes, Aunt Charlotte, still here.” I checked the bathroom. Both monogrammed pink hand towels looked untouched. The pink sink was dry. But when I stepped into the main room again, the air smelled bitter—the burnt coffee, I decided. “Aunt Charlotte, go ahead.”

      “I hate to tell you, but it’s about your mother.”

      All the cold fingers wrapped around my neck. “What happened?”

      “My psychic envisioned a great orange orb. It was glowing from my aura, giant waves of spiritual energy. She thinks it could—”

      “What about Mom?” I stood at my desk, where my geology maps were strewn across the top. But didn’t I leave the maps on the floor when I delivered the deadly coffee? I didn’t come back in here and clean up. “Aunt Charlotte, what’s going on?”

      “Your mother wants me to take her to church.”

      “Okay.” I looked up. The gray clouds were as opalescent as stained glass. “When?”

      “Well, today. It is Sunday.”

      “She wants you to take her today?”

      “Yesterday that psychiatrist called me, the one you don’t like?”

      Dr. Norbert. A.k.a. pseudo-Freud. “What did he want?”

      “Your mom asked for permission to leave the ward for church. He called me and said as long as she goes with me, it’s okay.”

      Naturally. Just don’t let me near my own mother. “Thanks for letting me know.”

      I opened my desk drawers. The top drawer held pencils, pens, paperclips, one wooden ruler, a dowel rod. Everything in its place. Bottom drawer still held my paper files. I squatted, flipping through the plastic tabs. Aberdeen Gypsum, Blaine Water Supply, Engels, Leavenworth Plutons… I flicked through the rest. Then back again. “Wait a minute.”

      “Oh, I can wait,” she said. “I can wait forever to go to church.”

      “Not you, Aunt Charlotte.” I flicked the tabs. One of my files was missing. Krystal Jewel. It was gone. Maybe I left it in the car.

      “Raleigh, I’m glad you don’t sound sold on this idea. That psychiatrist told me about what happened with you, how you didn’t have the dog and all? He claims that’s why I need to take her to church. Did he call you? He said he was going to call you.”

      “No.” I stared at the files without seeing them. “He didn’t call.”

      “He sounded like his aura was black.”

      “What does that mean?”

      “He’s mad. I think about you not having the dog.”

      “Madame had to go to the vet.” My headache was coming back, full force. “And I think what made her sick was visiting that asylum.”

      “You should tell him. He’s going to call you.”

      “I look forward to it.” Like eyeball surgery performed with toothpicks. “So back to Mom. You’re taking her to church, or not?”

      “Well, that’s just it, honey. I’m not real sure. You know how none of us communicates all that well with your mother? I mean, not like your dad. He could really open up her chakras. But that’s love for you. And right now, all she loves is that dog.”

      I walked to the coffee maker. Last night’s liquid assault weapon had dried into a black crust, lining the bottom of the glass carafe. “You want me to bring the dog to church, is that it?”

      “I knew you’d figure it out.” Aunt Charlotte sighed with relief. “I already asked the pastor, he said it’s fine.”

      Aunt Charlotte. Totally nuts with New Age theories, but forever ready to help her family. I picked up the carafe and carried it into the bathroom, rinsing it in the pink sink. “I can bring the dog. When’s the church service?”

      “That’s just it,” she said. “The service already started, and, well, it’s weird.”

      I set the carafe down. “What do you mean, weird?”

      “I mean, really weird. All that holy roller stuff. I’m standing outside, calling you and I don’t know if I’ll go back inside. But your mom’s gonna need that dog.”
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      I blasted down the interstate to Eleanor’s house. Ran inside, grabbed the dog, spoke three words to Eleanor—“Call you later!”—and sped ten miles south to Steilacoom.

      Lasting Hope Bible Church was wedged into a strip mall, sandwiched between a legal marijuana shop and one of those stores where everything was priced at 99 cents. I parked next to the church’s yellow van where the doors said “Everyone Is Welcome.”

      We walked up the handicap ramp. I grabbed the handle to the church’s front door and glanced down at Madame. “You’re the world’s greatest dog. Don’t ever forget that.”

      Inside, a foyer collected shoes. Rubber-soled men’s slip-ons. Worn-out boots. Birkenstocks (my aunt’s, most likely), and many pairs of fuzzy slippers, the kind issued to mental patients like my mom. Slippers had no laces. Laces were dangerous for people who hear voices. I took off my boots. The tambourine rattled.

      Dog at my side, I walked in stocking feet to the main room. A long rectangular space, it looked like a restaurant cleared of all tables. A crowd filled the front, warbling voices harmonizing with a badly played electric piano. I scanned the swaying figures, searching for family, and found the reason behind the bad music. The woman at the piano was watching her hands, searching for the right keys. When she found them, she looked up at the sheet music, resting her fingers until she could locate the right line again.

      As the hymn wheezed to an end, I saw Aunt Charlotte, rubbing a crystal necklace like it was a rosary. In front of the crowd, a short man in a blue suit strode across the room. His pant cuffs dragged behind him. And then I saw my mom.

      She was wearing that vague uniform of the asylum, clothing that looked like rejected thrift store donations. Black polyester slacks with an elastic waistband, blue sweatshirt sagging at the shoulders. And every curl of her hair looked scared, like the strands could hear the thoughts inside her head, spiraling up, waving for help. I looked down at Madame. She wagged.

      “Blessed are the poor in spirit,” said the man in the dragging suit, “for theirs is the kingdom of heaven.”

      I whispered to the dog. “Follow me.”

      “Blessed are those who mourn, for they will be comforted.”

      He was striding across the front of the room, dust-mopping the worn floor, one beatitude rolling out after another—“Blessed are the meek, for they will inherit the earth”—the great wash of Jesus’ words crashing like waves, maybe the way the sermon came two thousand years ago, spoken by a homeless Jew who kept company with fishermen, tax collectors, zealots. And a betrayer-to-come.

      “Blessed are those who hunger and thirst for righteousness, for they will be filled.”

      I moved forward, dog still at my side. The rhythm of the words had a cadence beyond music, a rhythm of seasons. Sunrise, sunset. Moon and tide. A deep music, written before time.

      “Blessed are the merciful, for they will be shown mercy.”

      And now I realized why Aunt Charlotte called me in such a panic. All those slippers by the door, the handicap ramp outside. I passed three wheelchairs, the black nylon backrests stenciled with the words Property of Western State Hospital. I glanced around at the greasy hair. The medicated eyes. The bodies fighting thoughts inside their own heads. Patients. These parishioners were patients.

      “Blessed are the pure in heart, for they will see God.”

      I lifted the dog into my arms, weaving through the crowd, smelling odors I refused to identify. Standing behind my mother, I set down the dog. Madame didn’t hesitate. Like a lost child finally spotting her mother in a crowded store, she ran for her mother. The dust-mop preacher stopped, glanced at the dog, then looked up at my mom. My mom looked down.

      “Oh, my lands!” The exclamation of a holy miracle.

      She picked up the dog and glanced around, searching for the source of this miracle. I held my breath. Our eyes met. And I saw her gaze drift down the side of my wounded face. For one split second, she looked sorry.

      “Blessed are you when people insult you,” the preacher continued.

      She narrowed her eyes, suspicion tightening her face. She turned away from me.

      I turned for the exit.

      The preacher said, “Rejoice and be glad, because great is your reward in heaven …”
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      I wanted nothing more than to run. Run in boots and jeans and shove that shimmying tambourine out of my head, running until I felt nothing but the burn of muscles and searing lungs, the peculiar fire that could incinerate this pain in my heart. But as I took my first step, my phone rang.

      I pulled it out, checked the number. I didn’t recognize it. “Raleigh Harmon.”

      “It’s me, Tammy.” When I didn’t reply, she added, “Tammy Franklin, Long Beach police?”

      “Oh, hi. What’s up?”

      “I got Krystal’s sketch book.”

      “Nice work.”

      “Thanks.”

      I could hear the smile in her voice. “How hard was it to get?”

      “Avis Jewel wasn’t exactly cooperative. But since I already screwed up letting her have it back, I told her, ‘Give it to me or I’ll get a search warrant.’” Tammy paused. “We could, right?”

      “Doesn’t matter now. But she handed it over, like that?”

      “No. First she told me it was all my fault her daughter was murdered.”

      “How’s she figure that?”

      “She said I should’ve been patrolling the beach that night. Because, you know, it was an eclipse. I told her, ‘When there’s no light that’s when I need to watch neighborhoods and businesses.’”

      “Not to mention there’d never been a murder on the beach before.”

      “Yeah, that too!”

      I leaned against The Ghost. Tammy’s enthusiasm was buoying my mood. “Did you get a chance to look through the sketch book?”

      “Yep. And you’re gonna want to see it, too.”

      The door to the 99-cents store swung open. Two women stepped out carrying oversized plastic bags. They seemed giddy.

      “What was in the sketch book?”

      “Her drawings.”

      “Such as?”

      “Like, you know those creatures that are half-horse and half-human? You know, bottom is like a horse, top half is a naked man.”

      “Satyrs?”

      “Is that what they’re called? Okay. Krystal drew a bunch of them. But with horns coming out of the man’s head. Like the devil. And … well…”

      “What?”

      “She added full male anatomy, if you get my drift.”

      A queasy feeling swam in my stomach. “Graphic?”

      “Really graphic. But the face on the man? It’s super clear. Detailed. And it’s the same face in all the drawings. So I took the sketch book over to the school nurse—”

      “Tammy, you’re doing great.”

      “Yeah, not screwing up any more.” Her tone was resolute. “The nurse looked at the drawings and her face turned white as Kleenex. I thought it was because, you know, it’s almost like looking at porn. But she said, ‘It’s Mr. Marston.’ I said, ‘Who’s Marston?’ And she said, ‘The art teacher.’”

      I stood up, tingles running down my arms. “The stomach cramps.”

      “You remember. Yeah, the nurse had told me about Krystal getting stomach cramps, always during art class. And then, man, you look at these drawings. I’m not a detective—”

      “But you might be. How soon can you run a background check on Marston?”

      “Already did it.”

      My phone buzzed with another incoming call. I let it go to voice mail. “What came up on his background?”

      “Nothing. Guy’s your total Boy Scout. I mean, literally. Marston runs the local scout troop.”

      “Crap.” I leaned back against The Ghost. “Does the sketch book show anybody else?”

      “No. Just lots of beach scenes. That’s it. But I did see a page missing.”

      “How can you tell?”

      “It’s furry paper. Thick. You know, when you rip something out, it leaves that trace in the spine.”

      “Tammy, you need to consider detective work.”

      “Wait—there’s more!” Her chipper voice rose a notch. “That missing page is right after her last drawing.”

      “What was the last drawing?”

      “Full moon at the beach. Seems like the next drawing would’ve been the eclipse. Right?”

      The church door opened and electric piano music droned out. The preacher kicked a doorstop into place. Wheelchairs appeared, slumped patients inside them, pushed by large women wearing nurse’s scrubs.

      “Tammy, I’ll call you back. Stay on the art teacher. Something’s not right.”

      “I’m on it. When can you get out here?”

      “Maybe tomorrow.” I watched the door, waiting for the appearance of my aunt, the dog. My mom who didn’t think I was her daughter. “Call me if anything else comes up.”

      I disconnected that call and checked voicemail. Nothing. But one text message from Jack.

      Search approved. Want to join the fun?
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      By the time I reached Sally’s Bar, a pale amethyst dust cloaked the afternoon clouds. And the parking lot no longer held only trucks. Now an assortment of government vehicles clogged the gravel space, including one familiar black Jeep.

      After telling Madame she was my hero, I cracked the car windows and got out. Two uniformed state troopers guarded the main entrance. I made my way around back and found a young female agent. Standing by the open doorway, she wore a dark blue FBI windbreaker, her strawberry blonde hair brushing her shoulders. I introduced myself. She looked skeptical.

      “Could you let Jack Stephanson know I’m here?”

      She lifted the radio clipped to her belt. Her expression was as straight as her red-gold hair. I smiled at her, wondering if I was ever this serious. Yes, I decided. And then some.

      She holstered the radio. “He’s coming.”

      “Thank you,” I said.

      She nodded.

      Jack appeared, looking like the happiest man alive, and escorted me down the back hallway. The bar still smelled like cigarettes and stale beer.

      “Sally’s on her way,” he said. “And she’s not a happy camper.”

      “But you are.”

      “Harmon, this is the first real break in the Cooper case in decades. Do you have any idea what that means?”

      We stepped into the back room with the Cooper shrine. Technicians were prepping items for collection, tagging and bagging the accounting books, taking detailed photos of the maps before removing them from the wall.

      “Did Sally happen to explain the missing safe?” I asked.

      “She claims her employees locked their stuff in there, too. That’s why she can’t identify the contents.”

      “She couldn’t just ask her employees?”

      “She claims they were fired,” he said. “And claims they all left the area.”

      “Sally sounds like a defense attorney.”

      Jack grinned again. “She’s going to need one.”

      A voice shouted from the barroom. When Jack and I stepped into the hallway, Sally herself was striding toward us, looking nothing like the confident bartender from the Cooper festival. Her face had a blown-back shock to it—and fury. She pointed at us.

      “And you! I know you!”

      I started to say something, but realized she was pointing at someone over my shoulder. I turned.

      Agent Pierce Grant’s cold gaze locked on Sally. The frozen stare was followed by an even more chilling smile. I wondered how long he’d been standing behind us. In the gambling room, or did he just arrive? Maybe he was hoping to catch me doing something wrong.

      “I kicked you out of here once.” Sally steered toward him. “I can kick you out again.”

      “I doubt that.” Grant’s smile solidified, like bedrock. He put his hand on my shoulder. “This excellent investigator has made sure you can’t.”

      I felt the weight of his hand, an anvil on my shoulder. Excellent investigator? A tech moved around us, squeezing by with a cardboard box.

      “Hey, where are you—” Sally spun, pursuing the tech.

      “Jack,” Grant said. “You want to corral her?”

      “You got it.”

      I shifted, moving out from under Grant’s hand. Somehow the weight of it remained. “I’ll go see if Jack needs help.”

      “Hold on.” Grant’s smile faltered. He glanced over his shoulder. The young female agent was still guarding the open back door. He looked back at me. “Can I have a moment, in private?”

      I held his gaze. The two of us like dogs determined not to show weakness, or submission. I was done with that. We were here collecting evidence because of what I found that night at the Cooper festival. In the same place that booted out Grant. “Whatever you need to say, say it here.”

      He hesitated. Another tech moved around us carrying a black bag. When he was gone, Grant nodded. “I owe you an apology.”

      I said nothing.

      “Frankly,” he continued. “I didn’t think you had the backbone to work this case. But I was … wrong.” The last word seemed to require extra effort. “You’ve done a good job, and you took initiative. I’ll make sure McLeod hears about it.”

      My phone buzzed. I pulled it from my pocket but kept my gaze on him. Let him stew in his late apology. “Raleigh Harmon,” I said into the phone, still staring at Grant.

      “Raleigh, it’s Tim—Tim Bureley—you got a minute?”

      “Sure, Tim.” I stepped around Grant, moving for the back door. “What’s up?”

      “I’ve been digging through all my old records. And I found something.”

      “In the geology?”

      “Yes. And you’re going to want to see it.”

      As I passed through the door, I glanced at the strawberry blonde. She pretended to be evaluating the grassy field behind the bar. But as I walked to the parking lot, I sensed her peripheral gaze keeping track of my movements. “Can you send the information to the Bureau? I’m a little tied up.”

      “Oh?” He sounded eager to know. “Did you guys get a break?”

      “Looks like. They’re collecting evidence now. I can’t say any more.”

      “Then you need to see this information. Right away.”

      “Okay, overnight it to the Bureau. I’ll make sure you get reimbursed for costs.”

      “I’m really not strong enough to get to the post office.” He hesitated. “I wouldn’t bother you like this but it’s also not the kind of information you want floating through the mail system.”

      I stopped, staring up at the sky, running his words through my mind. A purple dusk gripped the day’s last light, one golden band hovering on the horizon like a crack in the door separating heaven and earth. “What kind of information?”

      “You need to look at it before the Bureau can.”

      Another tech whisked past, hefting a computer tower. I glanced back. Through the open back door, I could see Grant’s hefty back. This was his show now. And Jack’s. Both agents giddy with sudden success. “I’m not sure I have time to drive down there right now.”

      “Let me put it in these terms,” Bureley said. “If we were evaluating gem stones right now, this information would rank in equivalence to the Hope Diamond.”

      My heart flickered with adrenaline.

      Grant appeared at the back door, speaking to the young female agent. She nodded at him and pulled up her radio again. He glanced across the parking lot, then went back inside.

      I walked toward The Ghost, my boots scuffing over the gravel.

      “Tim,” I said into the phone. “I’ll see you in about an hour.”
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      When I pulled up to the octagonal house on the cliff, I left my headlights on, allowing Madame to run around and stretch her legs.

      But she refused to get back in the car. And I didn’t blame her.

      “Alright.” I turned off the headlights. “But there’s a cat, so you can’t go in the house.”

      No lights were on inside the house but I assumed Bureley was here from his phone call, and because the truck with the PANGEA license plate still waited in the driveway. I gave the front door one knock, then remembered he’d answered the back door. Flicking on my cell phone’s flashlight, I walked us around the house’s side. The dog disappeared into the thick darkness, running far ahead.

      “Madame!” My breath misted the cold night air. “Come back!”

      I started jogging, fighting back an image of her running over the cliff edge. Calling her name, I ran into the back yard. Two tiki torches flickered over a fire pit, their orange flames tilted toward each other like joisting fires. Beside a fire pit, in one of two chairs, I saw the back of Tim Bureley’s balding head. The fire pit burst with bright yellow sparks as I crossed the wide lawn. It felt even larger than before.

      I came up beside his chair. “Tim?”

      His eyes had a glazed hypnotic trance. “I’m glad you came.” His jaundiced skin looked burnished gold in the firelight. “It’s a beautiful night.”

      I glanced around for Madame. She was racing diagonally across the open space, nose to the grass. “I hope you don’t mind, my dog’s with me. It was a long drive and she needed—”

      “She’s fine.” He stared into the fire again. “What was happening in Chehalis?”

      I sat in the chair beside him. “How did you know I was in Chehalis?”

      “You said you’d be here in an hour.” He looked over. “Something happened?”

      “There’s a D.B. Cooper festival. We found some suspicious activity.”

      “Like what?”

      “Enough to get a search warrant.”

      “Life’s like a geode. Isn’t it?”

      “I’m sorry?”

      “Things hide in plain sight.” He reached into his chair and pulled out a black binder, handing it to me. “You do excellent work, Raleigh.”

      When I lifted the top cover, I saw my geology notes on the soil and the D.B. Cooper money, including the St. Helen’s ash. But I hadn’t put these notes together. Jack must have. And Grant sent them here, probably to check up on my work. I set the binder on the ground, a moist dew already clinging to the scrub grass. Bureley looked worse, haggard. “How are you feeling?”

      “Better than I have in years.” He smiled, the jaundiced skin folding back. “So you think somebody wanted the money to be found?”

      I hesitated. I’d only mentioned that idea this morning, in the meeting with McLeod, Grant, and Jack. Did Jack call him? Or Grant. Again, running my theory past his geologist. “Just an idea. Based on burial depth.”

      “But you’re correct.”

      A gust of wind swept over the field, lifting his thin white hair.

      I searched his face. “Tim?”

      “You’ve been wondering why somebody didn’t incinerate those twenty dollar bills. That’s the best way to make them disappear. Not burying them at shallow depths.” He picked up an iron poker resting beside the fire pit and stabbed the logs. Sparks flew. “Raleigh, that kind of thinking is what makes you an excellent geologist. You question everything. You don’t settle for coincidences.”

      “I don’t discount coincidences, either.” I watched him set the poker down, the tip resting inside the fire. “Sometimes coincidences are miracles dressed up like accidents.”

      He smiled, more sadness. “Your words?”

      “Something my dad used to say.”

      The skin around his sunken eyes tightened. “Sounds like a good man.”

      I nodded, watching him. He was struggling to make eye contact.

      “Is that what drives you?” he asked.

      A radar signal went off inside my head. “I’m not sure what you’re getting at.”

      His eyes glassy stared at the flames. “You have a hunger that goes beyond curiosity. I think you need the truth, the way most people need food or water.” He looked over. “It is a hunger, isn’t it?”

      The radar made a sound like the fire alarm. “Tim, what did you need to tell me?”

      “You’re not like most people, Raleigh. You’re a good person.”

      “Nobody’s all good.”

      “Ah.” He glanced up, staring into the darkness above us. “Your Christianity tells you that.”

      But I never mentioned my faith to this man. “And ten years investigating crime.”

      The wind whistled. I pulled my jacket tighter, wondering about my gun. But it was Bureley, the geologist, he wouldn’t—

      He turned to me. “I’m so sorry.”

      “For what?”

      “The way I’ve lived my life.” He glanced at me. “I had the chance to do the right thing. Several chances.”

      The sadness on his face. It was regret, shame. The weight of holding something terrible inside for too long.

      “Tim?”

      He almost whispered. “Do you think God hates me?”

      My heart slammed into my ribs, the alarm screaming in my head. “Why would God hate you?”

      The wind passed over the winter grass, flattening the blades. He turned away.

      “Tim—why would—?”

      “I made a mistake.”

      I waited, sensing his confession as if it hovered at the edge of the cliff. “What kind of mistake?”

      He looked over. A bottomless pit of terror filled his eyes. “If God is just, he has to hate me.”

      “Why—what happened?”

      “You’ll find out. In fact, you’re halfway there.” He reached into his chair again, pulling out another object. In the firelight I saw the metal glint.

      I started rising from my chair as he lifted the gun.

      “I’m very sorry, Raleigh,” he said.

      And pulled the trigger.
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      The wind whistled past me. Tim Bureley’s body lay sprawled back against the chair, arms flung out as if he’d dropped from the sky. The revolver dangled from his index finger. The tiki torches burned. I refused to look at his face.

      Madame came running at the sound of gunfire, then circled Bureley’s chair, her black fur prickling on her spine. From the shape of her neck, I could tell a growl rattled in her throat. But I couldn’t hear it.

      “It’s okay.” My voice was echoing inside my head. “All done. It’s all done.”

      I walked toward the house. She followed. The whistling sound kept coming. But there was no wind. I felt dry grass snapping under my boots but couldn’t hear it. At his patio door, my reflection in the glass showed a dark black figure silhouetted by distant fire.

      I opened the patio door, told the dog to stay. Stepping inside, I felt the same kind of numbness that came over me at the asylum. I took my phone out, hands shaking, and pressed the number for the last incoming call. The screen said the phone was dialing, dialing, dialing … No signal. Call disconnected. I put the phone back in my pocket and walked through the living room.

      The house felt beyond empty. Like nobody had ever lived here. His brown chair had the hollowed out appearance of an empty cocoon. I could smell soot, and walked over to the fireplace. A thin layer of black material coated the iron grill, black carbon. A geology term. I reached down, pinching the thin layer, velvety and lush between my fingers. Some paper he’d burned, recently. Ashes to ashes, dust to dust.

      I passed through the living room and found a half bath, perfectly clean. And the kitchen. That was it for the downstairs, aside from the wrought-iron staircase spiraling upward. The kitchen sink was empty. Countertops bare. And on the wall, one landline phone. I picked up the receiver and pushed the square buttons. The singsong tone of the numbers sounded far away.

      I could hear a distant ringing, three times.

      “Yeah,” he answered.

      “It’s me.” I could barely hear my voice. “It’s me!”

      “Harmon?”

      “I’m at the geologist’s house.”

      “Yeah, you told me. Why are you yelling?”

      I nodded, then remembered he couldn’t see me. I pressed the receiver against my ear, until his voice sounded close, like we were back on his couch again and he was whispering in my hair. I swallowed hard. “He just killed himself.”

      I didn’t hear any reply. I kept talking.

      “He was waiting for me. He told me to come. He set it up, outside. Had a revolver—”

      “Did he threaten you?”

      “No. The opposite. He wanted …”

      “What?”

      “Forgiveness.”

      “From you?”

      “I don’t know. For killing himself?”

      Another silence. Or maybe I really couldn’t hear. “Jack?”

      “Harmon, are you okay?”

      “I’m fine.” I thought a sound, beeping. Like a car door opening, key already in the ignition.

      “What did he say to you, exactly?”

      “He wanted—he wanted to know if God hated him.” That look in his eyes, it was deepest desperation. A scientist skeptical of God, now a man about to discover the truth, by his own hand. Regret. That was on his face, too. “He showed me that notebook you put together.”

      “Stay there. I’m leaving the bar right now.”

      “I’ll call the police.”

      “Is anyone else there?”

      I glanced around the cold and vacant house. “No. I think he lived alone.”

      “I’ll take care of the police, just give me the address, I’ll be there as soon as possible.”

      I repeated the address from memory then added, “If you need to call me, use this number. My cell phone doesn’t get a signal out here. Nobody gets a signal. He liked that, not getting a signal. He smiled the first time he told me about it.”

      “Harmon?”

      I didn’t say anything. I was babbling now.

      “You can’t save people. You know that, right?”

      I hung up the phone.
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      But Tim Bureley was right.

      I needed the truth.

      Madame sat outside by the patio door, facing the vast lawn and fire pit. As if that body spread over the chair might get up and attack us.

      “Good girl,” I said through the door.

      I walked up the spiral stairs and found actual rooms, not just partitions. Reaching into the first space, I flicked on the lights. Bedroom, moss-green comforter on a double bed. And a bathroom on the other side. Water drip-drip-dripped in the shower. I found another bedroom, empty except for one twin bed, and a third room at the end of the hallway. An office with a desk under a window. One lamp, already turned on.

      A manila folder waited on top of the desk, with a note paper clipped to its front. I recognized the clear block lettering. The same hand writing I saw on Bureley’s maps. The note had today’s date and a time. I glanced at my watch. Three hours ago. Right before he called me. When he knew I was in Chehalis.

      Raleigh,

      I offer my deepest apologies for not being truthful. I would take everything back, if I could. But after the eruption, the mountain can’t be rebuilt.

      Please keep searching for the truth.

      Always search for it.

      Tim.

      I looked up. The lamp cast my shadow against the window’s slatted blinds. I slipped two fingers between the slats and saw the fire down below, orange and yellow tongues licking at the darkness like Hell begging for the nearby body. And the dog, circling the area now, sniffing the ground again. I tried to feel something, but that asylum numbness covered me.

      I opened the manila folder.

      The first page—if it could be called a page—was a cocktail napkin. Blue ink bled into the cottony paper. I held the thing under the lamp and saw an equation, some kind of trigonometry. Point A. Point B. Point C. A quick calculation of travel time and altitude. And wind speed. I felt a cold sensation, almost sweeping away the numbness. When I turned over the cocktail napkin, the business name was embossed in gold lettering. I didn’t recognize the name, only the place. Portland, Oregon.

      Below that, more of the familiar block lettering. And a date: April 23, 1970.

      I set the napkin aside.

      The next page showed Tim Bureley’s Last Will and Testament. Boilerplate language. He was leaving his vast igneous collection to Portland College. A nephew in Indiana would get the PANGEA truck outside, and the proceeds from any house sale. The next page offered a codicil. Notarized.

      “To Raleigh Harmon, I leave the combination to my wall safe. 41-22-63. I also leave her the contents inside the safe, with the hope she will not judge me too harshly for the choices I’ve made. I made them with love for my late wife, Edna.”

      I glanced around the room. There wasn’t a wall safe. But there was a large oil painting of a mountain hanging on the opposite wall. Blues and grays and plumes of white smoke near the summit, it took me a moment to recognize the crests of Mount St. Helen. Before the eruption.

      Lifting the painting, I found a hinged metal plate in the wall. And a numbered dial. Setting the painting on the floor against the wall, I followed the numbers in Bureley’s codicil. The lock popped and the heavy door swung open. Inside, a notecard was propped against a steel box. More of the same block lettering. More apologies, too.

      I am sorry. Very sorry.

      I pulled out the box, set it on the desk. It was about a foot long and eight inches wide, and looked like an ammo container. I hesitated to unbuckle the lid. Maybe wait for Jack. I glanced at my watch. At least another forty-five minutes until he got here. And patience was not my strength. I unsnapped the latches.

      Gray ash. I pressed a finger down, carefully. The silken grains felt light as air and reached to my wrist. Nothing but ash? I stared down at gray substance, and heard something move behind me. I spun around, ash flinging from my hand.

      The black cat rubbed his side against the door frame.

      “Now you show up.”

      His golden eyes glared at me.

      The cat followed me back to the stairwell, but stayed there as I went downstairs and searched the kitchen until I found plastic sandwich bags. I carried a handful upstairs. The cat was gone.

      In the office, I slipped a bag over each hand and opened a third bag, leaving it open on the desk. Carefully lifting the box, I shook a small amount of ash into the open bag, sealed the top, and put it in my jacket pocket. I closed the box and was sliding it back into the safe when my fingertips touched something on the floor of the safe. Another manila folder. I carried it to the desk and opened it under the lamp.

      The date on the first page looked familiar. The same date as the cocktail napkin. But this paper looked more formal. Some kind of contract. It promised Timothy J. Bureley $40,000. “For services rendered.” Nothing explained those services, or where the money was coming from. But the cold feeling expanded. I found other pages and laid them on the desk, taking out my phone and snapping pictures. For safety’s sake, I began emailing the images to my work mailbox. But there was no Internet. The images sat in my Outbox.

      Outside, the dog was barking. I looked up, recognizing that tone, the insistent bark. Jack must already be here. I parted the slats, scanned the dark lawn. But all I saw was the glowing embers of fire, and the corpse of Tim Bureley, whose suicide was beginning to make some kind of sense.

      I started to close the file, to put it back in the safe with the steel box on top, when I noticed the last piece of paper inside. It was a drawing. I held it under the lamp. It showed a man, digging in the ground. Behind him, suspended in a sky pinpricked with stars, a large spherical orb hung, shadows on its surface. The moon. A full moon. I pulled the drawing close, eyeing the fine charcoal lines. The cold feeling extended up my arms and across my shoulders to the hairs on the back of my neck.

      “All done?” he asked.
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      Pierce Grant stood in the doorway, smiling as if we were the best of enemies.

      “You’re a terrible investigator.” He stepped into the room, holding a gun in his right hand. “I tried to make McLeod see that. But now he’ll believe me. No good investigator would ever leave an unlocked door behind her.”

      Madame’s frantic bark hammered against the outside of the house. She’d be scratching at the door, too.

      Grant flicked the revolver at the open wall safe. “How’d you get the combination?”

      My palms sweat inside the plastic bags. I said nothing.

      “Tim—Tim gave you the combination?” Grant almost chuckled. “Right before he blew his brains out.”

      I held still, hoping he would look at the box inside the safe. But his smile spread, pushing at the flesh until his eyes were slits. Walking to the desk, he picked up the folder. I could smell cold winter night on his clothing. How long was he outside? He must’ve left the bar right after me.

      I moved away but he dropped the file and grabbed my arm, squeezing my bicep.

      “Don’t go anywhere.” He pointed the gun at my heart, patting me down, hard—a butcher slapping a side of beef. When he was done, he reached up and vise-gripped my jaw. The damaged skin felt burned all over again. “Where is it?”

      I grit my teeth. “Where’s what?”

      “The report.”

      “I don’t know what—”

      He squeezed tighter. “The report you’ll turn into the Bureau. About this case.”

      “I haven’t written it.”

      “Bullcrap.” He squeezed my jaw tighter. “Where is it?”

      I peeled back my lips. “In my office.”

      “Nice try.”

      Something clicked. I shifted my gaze, staring into icy eyes. “You—you searched my office.”

      He snaked his fingers around my neck. “Take off the plastic bags.”

      Hands shaking, my first try faltered. Grant sank his fingers deep into my spine. Outside, Madame barked.

      “Pick up the box.”

      I opened my mouth. But there was nothing to say.

      “That’s right, Raleigh. They’ll find your fingerprints all over this crime scene. On all the evidence. Now pick up that box and place it on the desk.”

      He steered me by the neck to the safe and back.

      “Open the top.”

      I hesitated again.

      “Open it!”

      I waited another two seconds, then hooked my fingers into the metal buckles. I held them there. The anticipation pulled Grant closer.

      “What are you waiting for?”

      I held my breath, clamped my eyes shut, and flung the open box into his face. Grant gasped, coughed, let go of my neck. I felt ash smothering the air as I spun and rushed for the open door. I hit the wall, opened my eyes. Clouds of ash, suspended in the air. I staggered, a metallic flavor in my mouth, and fell into the hallway, stumbling for the stairs.

      Behind me, Grant was yelling. I grabbed the iron rail, rubbing dust from my eyes. I was halfway down the spiral when his weight pounced on the iron above, vibrating the hand rail. I jumped the last curve to the floor.

      “You can’t get away!”

      The lights were off. I lifted my hands, feeling in front of me, struggling to remember where the door was. I heard Madame’s bark. Claws scuttling outside. I darted to the right, dropped to a crouch. Grant fired a shot. Glass shattered in front of me. Cold air rushed inside. But I couldn’t hear the dog, the ringing was back in my ears. I ran over broken glass, found a doorknob as something darted in front of me.

      “Now I’ve got you—”

      I flung the door open but dove in the opposite direction. Grant fired again. I ran for the patio. Something brushed against my leg. Madame.

      “Here!” I told her.

      We ran into the darkness, the fire smoldering thirty yards ahead. We ran full speed before I realized my mistake—the cliff.

      “Madame, come!”

      I swung left. The gun fired.

      The dog yelped.

      I drew up, halting.

      She lay on the ground. I dropped to her side. “Oh, my God—Madame!

      “Don’t move!” he called out.

      I ran my hands down her sides. She whimpered, paws twitching, Grant appeared in front of us, his face ashen.

      I swallowed, tasted metal, and glanced at the gun. Revolver. Three shots fired. That left three shots in the cylinder. I slid my left hand down Madame’s body. “I’m going to pick her up. Nothing more.”

      Grant flicked the gun toward the fire pit. “Move over there. Now.”

      I didn’t move.

      “Get. Up.”

      “No.” I knew what he needed. A story. Forensics. He needed the forensics to add up to a good explanation.

      “Your choice.” He aimed the gun at Madame. “You, or the dog?”

      “I’m picking her up.” I lifted her, standing to face him. “You’ll never be able to explain this.”

      “Wrong. McLeod will listen. And I’ll tell him how I found you.”

      Madame was panting—hard. I moved my hand down her side again, feeling for a wound. “What’s the gain here?”

      “Walk.”

      I walked. “Just tell me, why are you doing this.”

      “You’re a problem, Raleigh.”

      I stopped.

      “Keep moving.”

      I took one slow step forward. “I’m doing my job.”

      “Right.”

      I took half-steps. Each one sending forward another piece of the puzzle. “Bureley knew who Cooper was.”

      Grant didn’t reply.

      I stared at the fifteen yards ahead. Bureley’s body already looked stiff. “Why didn’t you bring him in? You’d be a national hero.”

      “I had a better offer. And Tim and I had an agreement, with mutually assured destruction if it was ever broken.”

      I kept my gaze on Bureley’s splayed legs. “But he’s gone. Why not pretend you never knew—”

      “Because you know too much. But I’ll take care of that.”

      My fingers touched a patch of sticky fur. Madame whimpered. “You know who Cooper is, too?”

      “No.” His chuckle sounded colder than the winter air. “But I realized Bureley did, and that was all that mattered.”

      “How did you know?”

      “How?” His voice sounded prideful. “I’m The Finder. Remember?”

      “But how—just tell me how.”

      “Do you hear yourself, Raleigh?” He said my name with disdain. “Tim was right. He said you wouldn’t stop. You need to know, he said. But there’s the problem, Raleigh. I’m smarter than you.”

      “No, you’re not.”

      “Oh, but I am. And I’ll prove it to you. When that boy on the Columbia River found the money, Bureley contacted us. Local geologist, wondering if he could help. We got calls like that all the time. Everyone wanted to help with the Cooper case. But I was intrigued by Tim’s theory, it made a lot of sense. Almost too much sense. I started looking into his background. Just a humble backwater college professor, in need of money. His wife was diagnosed with MS. He wanted us to hire him. I found some property records. In 1970, Tim Bureley bought a large piece of land right on the Columbia River. Expensive land. And he paid cash. And he also paid to have five acres cleared. But why clear those acres when you don’t even live here? When you’re short of money? It didn’t take me long to figure it out. Tim Bureley built a landing pad. Right here, right where we’re standing. Five acres cleared and surrounded by forest. One cleared tract of land large enough that with a fire burning at night, a skydiver could find it. Cooper paid him from the stolen money. Only Tim didn’t realize he could never spend that money.”

      The dog’s heart beat under my fingertips. “And none of this information went into the Bureau file.”

      “It’s too bad you brought the dog.”

      My temper flared. “You’re a fraud.”

      “Fraud? Is that what you think I am?”

      “What else do you call it?”

      “Opportunist. The Finder seizes opportunity.”

      I could hear his smile, his smugness. “What did you get for this?”

      “Oh, quite a bit. You’d be surprised how many black-market collectors want to own contraband memorabilia. And money from D.B. Cooper? It sold at a premium, provided I limited the supply. Of course, it didn’t hurt that the buyers now owned something the federal government desperately wanted.”

      A creeping despair crossed my chest. “And Bureley?”

      “What about him?”

      “He was in on all this?”

      “No. I owned Bureley. His wife was still alive when I found out. He begged me not to tell her. Poor thing, she hung on until last year. They always needed the money.”

      “That’s what this is all about, money?”

      “You make it sound like nothing. Money provided Tim’s wife with excellent healthcare. Money pulled me out of a nasty divorce. Money made me The Finder.”

      The Finder. I glanced over my shoulder. Ash clung to him, like some creature raised from the dead. I spat out my words. “You decided—you picked which stolen objects got recovered. How much were they paying you?”

      “Turn around, Raleigh.”

      I didn’t move. “Tim’s wife died, and he was diagnosed with terminal cancer. Now he had nothing to lose. And you panicked.”

      “I never panic,” he growled. “And notice I’m the one holding the gun.”

      “You panicked when I told McLeod the buried money was meant to be found. You panicked because Bureley was planting clues. He was going to let the money tell the truth about The Finder.”

      “Shut your mouth.”

      I opened it. “But he couldn’t reveal D.B. Cooper’s identity himself without going to jail. You set him up for that. So he decided to leave a trail of evidence. And make you sweat. Every time the money bundles turned up—”

      “Shut up.”

      “He buried the money where it could be found. Sooner, not later. While he was still alive. Only something went wrong.” The fire’s heat radiated toward me. Ten feet away, Bureley’s open hands were visible, his palms supplicating the God he doubted. And there was no gun. I glanced at Grant, startled.

      “That’s right, Raleigh. I have his gun.”

      Madame was shivering. Shock was setting in. I gazed into the fire pit. Then kneeled down.

      “Get up.”

      “The dog needs to get warm.” I kept my hands on her shaking body. “She’s going into shock.”

      “Get up!”

      I glanced over my shoulder. “This will only help you.”

      His face clamped into a frown. “What?”

      I pet the shivering dog. “After you kill me and put that revolver in my hand, you’ll tell McLeod this was a murder-suicide. Bureley and I were somehow connected, two geologists, maybe in on this Cooper scheme.” I thought of my office and Grant, breaking in while I was at Harborview. Or at Jack’s. I wondered what evidence he planted for later. And he must’ve sent my notes to Bureley—to scare him? To keep him from saying more? “But you’ll need to explain the dog.”

      “That’s easy. The dog attacked me.”

      “Her blood’s on my clothing and on my hands. Her fur is all over my jacket. Forensically, that means she was hurt first, and I picked her up. It’ll raise questions how this supposed murder-suicide went down.”

      His silence lasted long enough that I thought I’d won.

      I was wrong.

      “Stand up.”

      I looked back, over my shoulder.

      “Pick up the dog.” He was smiling again. “We’re going to take a walk.”

      The cliff.

      Our bodies found so mangled and splattered on the rocks that even the best pathologist would struggle to find a narrative. Especially one that contradicted Grant’s statement. And who would want to contradict him—the hero who continued to investigate the D.B. Cooper case for decades. The Finder.

      Numbness swept over me. Now it felt like death.

      “Pick up the dog and start walking.”

      I crouched over her body, leaning into the ground.

      “What are you doing?”

      “She’s almost gone, just let her—”

      “No! Get up!”

      I stared into Madame’s dark eyes and stood up, leaving her there. Her eyes widened with fear. Terror. Pleading for help. Her heavy panting stabbed at my chest.

      “You can’t leave her there.” Grant poked the gun barrel into my back. “She’s not dying here.”

      The numbness spread through my right hand. I willed it into my wrist, elbow, shoulder. When I felt nothing at all, I tipped forward as if my knees buckled.

      “What—what’s wrong?”

      “I can’t …”

      I fell forward and plunged my right hand for the iron poker still resting in the fire. My fingers closed around the hot metal before I could feel the pain. I whipped it backward. Grant dodged it and fired one shot—number four. But he was thrown off balance. He staggered. I swung again, hitting his side and throwing my weight into him. Grant tumbled. I dropped the poker and swung my fist at his face. He was a big man with more than a hundred pounds on me. And when I swung again, he whipped the pistol into the side of my head. Stars burst in my eyes.

      He twisted my arm back. Pain flooded my shoulder. Two shots. He had two shots left. One for me, one for Madam—no. He threw me down. I kicked, and missed. He leaned down, his disgusted voice slithering into my ear. “Have it your way, Raleigh. You can both die right here.”

      The revolver’s hammer ground back. One shot. He only had one shot left, because Bureley fired a shot, too. I clenched my eyes, listening to the clicking metal that told me this was the end. Images flashed. The dog—my mom—Jack—Eleanor. And my dad. Two words burst forward, pleading.

      Help me.

      The gun fired.
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      I was in a pure black expanse, an infinity of time and space.

      And my father was there, too.

      Standing before me, his handsome face weighed down with sorrow. “Raleigh.”

      The sorrow spread, flowing into that black infinity around us. My lungs were closing, the words rushing to get out. “I tried to take care of Mom, I tried, really—”

      “It’s okay, Raleigh.”

      “Nothing is okay. Everything’s gone wrong.”

      He reached out. The darkness turned to light. White light, burning my eyes, forcing me to look away. When I looked back again, he was gone. “Don’t leave!”

      “I’m right here.”

      My eyelids scraped open. A face hovered over me. Jack. The hard ground pressing against my back. The fire popped. “Madame!”

      “She’s right here.” Jack’s hand was on the dog’s heaving side. “She needs help.”

      I pushed myself off the ground, but fell back, sharp pain spiking my skull. I reached up. The stitches.

      Jack gasped. “Your hand.”

      My fingers were red with blood. My palm enflamed with a mean burn from the hot poker.

      “Let me see your head.” He leaned over, examining the wound. “You busted your stitches. Or Grant did.”

      I reached for Madame. “Where is he?”

      “Somewhere out there.” Jack’s other hand held a Glock. He pointed it toward the dark forest far beyond the field. “When I pulled up his car was here. But he’s the last person you’d call for help. I ran back here. He had you on the ground. I fired off a shot.” He glanced across the wide lawn. “He bolted. But he’ll come back. Just as soon as he can figure out how to pin this on us.”

      He helped me up. I cradled Madame in my arms. She was whimpering, panting.

      Jack raised his gun. “I’ll cover us to the car.”

      “What about the police?”

      Jack pulled off his jacket, laid it over the dog. She yelped.

      “Jack.”

      “Don’t worry about it.”

      “You didn’t—”

      “Harmon, move.” He raised the Glock, placing his back against mine, and walked us toward the octagonal house. Even with his protection, the hair on the back of my neck pricked. Grant could be anywhere. I glanced up. The weak glow of the desk lamp upstairs. I moved forward into the darkness, sensing that black infinity again. The darkness that took my dad.

      I turned my head, trying to see Jack. Arms raised to a firing stance, he was rotating side to side. The night swallowed us.

      I whispered. “Why didn’t you call the police?”

      “Harmon, stop asking questions. For once. And get in your car.”
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      Jack shifted The Ghost into first, second, third, flying down the road that ran alongside the river. In the passenger seat, I held Madame in my lap and my phone in my right that felt like a burning torch.

      “You grabbed a poker from the fire?” Jack hit the clutch and roared The Ghost into fourth gear. “Are you crazy?”

      I tapped my phone, the signal was coming back. “He was going to push us off that cliff.”

      “Grant?” Jack glanced at my phone.

      I found a vet hospital in Vancouver and tapped the GPS. “Grant was blackmailing the geologist.”

      “What?”

      “Grant’s dirty, Jack.”

      “You need to explain it to me, Harmon.”

      “Oh, shooting at my dog and trying to kill me, that wasn’t enough for you?”

      “For me, yes. For the Bureau? Try again.”

      I steadied my breath. “The geologist knew Cooper. And helped him make that night jump.”

      “What?”

      “That field you ran across while Grant was beating me? Cooper’s landing pad for the night of November 24, 1971.”

      “That’s not…possible. Is it?”

      “Cooper knew the jet’s flight pattern. He knew it would fly right overhead that area. Bureley probably had those same fires burning, and then some. They timed it, when to jump.”

      “But…” Jack banked into a turn. “The geologist?”

      “Grant figured it out years ago. But instead of nailing Cooper’s accomplice, and finding Cooper, he used the information to sell the twenties on the black market. All that missing art, the precious artifacts? The Finder was making deals. Deciding what got found. It was all a scam.”

      “Harmon.” He shook his head. “You figured this out, or Bureley told you?”

      “Both.”

      Jack downshifted and guided the car through a tight turn, then shifting up again on the straightaway. He glanced over, and I suddenly felt safe. Jack, in control, getting us away from Grant. But something crept into the back of my mind as I stared at his face. He sounded surprised by this news about Grant. But not that surprised. I sat up, holding Madame tight. “You knew.”

      He gazed out the windshield.

      “Jack.”

      “I didn’t know.”

      “You knew and you let me—?”

      “I didn’t know!” He flicked on his blinker. The interstate was fifty yards ahead, coming fast at our speed. “But I always suspected something.”

      “Oh, really? Thanks for letting me in on it.”

      He stomped on the gas pedal. The Ghost flew up the freeway ramp. When he glanced over, his expression cut through me. Oh, God. Suddenly I realized why his eyes affected me. That look. It was the same look in my dad’s eyes. Luminous and intelligent. But tough. Every word of my question hurt. “How could you not tell me?”

      “You needed to find out on your own.”

      “Jack, he almost killed my dog—and me!”

      “Listen to me, Harmon.”

      “No, you listen. You suspected that creep this whole time and you let me take this case without—”

      “Because!”

      “Because?” I threw out a laugh. “That’s a great reason, because—”

      “Because you’d never give up!”

      I stared down the freeway. My teeth ground together. If his eyes were green, I didn’t care. I refused to look at him.

      “Harmon, think about it. Please? You saw how the Bureau treats Grant. He’s a hero. The Finder. The dedicated agent who lives and breathes his job. If I ever said anything, McLeod and everyone else would’ve shipped me to Podunk, Mississippi.”

      I released my jaw. “So this is about you.”

      “No.” He glanced over, I could feel his gaze on my face. “This is about you.”

      I squinted at the windshield. My eyes burned as hot as my right hand but in the blur of tears filling my eyes, I saw one tall neon sign. Animal Hospital. “There,” I said, woodenly. “The vet.”

      Jack soared down the exit, ran a yellow light, and stopped at the animal hospital’s front door. I reached over the dog with my left hand, pulling the door handle. “Don’t bother coming in,” I said.

      I shut the door, and never wanted to see him again.
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      And I refused to leave without the dog.

      The assistant behind the counter looked like she was still in high school. “But her wound, it might need extra care.”

      “I’ll take care of her.” I stood at the counter. “Fix her up, and I’ll take her home with me.”

      The night vet had already taken Madame in back, the dog still wrapped in Jack’s coat.

      “Are you sure?” the girl asked. “I mean, your hand.” She avoided looking at my face. “You need—you know, there’s a hospital, about a mile down the road.”

      “Give me a bag of ice. But I’m not leaving her.”

      She hurried through the double doors, the rubber bumpers swooshing with her exit. I closed my eyes. Between the adrenaline in my veins and my immune system responding to this burn and the cut on my head, my body launched into overdrive. I took a deep breath, holding it for a count of four. The clinic smelled of ear drops and pet shampoo. Nausea swept up my throat. I released the breath.

      “Harmon?”

      “Go away.” I didn’t open my eyes, didn’t turn around. “Call a cab for yourself, I can get myself home.”

      The double doors swooshed open behind the counter. “Ice?”

      I opened my eyes. The girl stared at my blistering palm. I gently laid the bag inside my hand and shivered. The girl swooshed away again.

      “Any better?” Jack asked.

      “Fine.” I kept my gaze on the double doors. “Grant’s probably on a plane right now. Call the airport.”

      I heard his footsteps walking away. I waited several long moments, then turned around. Through the glass front door I could see Jack pulling out his cell phone, crossing the parking lot. A searing pain gripped in my chest.

      Platonic rejection hurt—badly.

      But betrayal? It eclipsed all other pain.
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      I paced the clinic, praying for Madame. Shivering from the cold in my hand. But with each step, I lined up the names.

      Grant. McLeod. Jack.

      And Tim Bureley. Terminal cancer. Wife deceased. No children, judging by his last will and testament. And his final confession to me. “I made a mistake.” Right before he picked up the gun. I knew his first mistake. It was four decades ago, when the self-confessed hippie in a VW aided and abetted a hijacker. Bad mistake. But during his confession, I saw something more in his eyes. Shame that ran deeper than just being Cooper’s accomplice, or even getting blackmailed by Grant. That look had more to do with the second note in his safe. Apologizing again, right before I would find the folder containing the sketch. The drawing of…

      I halted. The ice bag slipped from my hand, crashing to the floor. With my left hand, I dug into my pocket, tugging out my phone and tapping the screen, scrolling through my contacts. “Come on, come on,” I muttered. “I know you’re in here.”

      When I found the name, I hit “dial.”

      The man who picked up on the fourth ring was named Marvin. A different kind of marvelous.

      “Hey, Marvin, it’s Raleigh Harmon.”

      “Raleigh?”

      “I know it’s late.”

      “That’s okay, how are you?”

      “Good.” I rolled my eyes, picking up the ice pack. Stitches, bruises, burns. Just dandy. “Do you have a minute?”

      “Sure. Jack just called.”

      I held still. Marvin Larsen was the Bureau’s lead agent at Sea-Tac Airport, working alongside TSA and Homeland Security. “Jack called you?”

      “Just now. He said you two were working on the Cooper case together.”

      Together. Revisionist history at its best.

      “But, man.” Marvin sounded perplexed. “He told me about Grant—Grant! I can’t believe it. You know?”

      “Yes.” I knew. The Finder just tried to kill me. “Did Jack remember to ask you about the DOT records?”

      “DOT? Jack said put out an APB with TSA and the airlines. You guys need DOT, you need to call—”

      “Sorry for the confusion, Marvin. There’s a lot going on right now.”

      “I can imagine. Grant. The all-star. You know, that guy once called me worthless.”

      “Really?”

      “Yeah. And I believed him.”

      “Well, now you don’t have to believe him any more.”

      “Hey, you’re right. Thanks, Raleigh.”

      I pivoted, feeling like a jerk for what I was about to ask. “Marvin, would you have a second to do me a favor?”

      “Will it help nail Grant?”

      “Yes.” I started pacing again. “It’s this DOT stuff, I need some toll records. Who should I call?”

      “What road?”

      “Bridge, actually. Tacoma Narrows Bridge. I need records for mid-May, if a certain driver paid the bridge toll or if the state sent a letter for non-payment. Vehicle is a blue Chevy truck, not sure of model. But I have the license plate. P-A-N-G-E-A.”

      Marvin repeated the letters back to me. “When do you need this?”

      “Yesterday.”

      “I’ll see what I can do.”

      “Thanks, Marvin. I owe you.”

      “Not according to Jack. He says we all owe you, big time.”

      I glanced out the clinic’s glass front. Jack had backed The Ghost into a parking space, the parking habit of law enforcement. He stood by the front end talking on his cell phone. Overhead a streetlight hit him like an actor on stage.

      “Hey, Marvin, speaking of Jack. Don’t bother him with this toll info. He’s got enough to deal with. Just call me back on this number.”

      I ended the call, and started pacing again. My mind kept seeing that expression on Bureley’s jaundiced face. It was beyond remorse—the look of a man who realized what he was made of, and what he deserved. Bureley wanted those twenty dollar bills discovered, and what better place than the beach. People dug for clams. Kids built sand castles. But beaches had witnesses. So he buried the bills at night. Even better, he picked a lunar eclipse. Absolute darkness. But there was one problem.

      A girl. An observant girl. She watched him. And with her charcoal drawing pencil, she documented the strange man’s movements with the shovel. Maybe she was only curious, maybe she saw art. But Krystal Jewel made the mistake of drawing the man with the shovel. Maybe because something seemed wrong.

      And Tim Bureley realized what she was doing.

      Pegmatite. The cored-out crystal. Expensive gem, expertly removed. A man who needed money for his wife’s medical care. A truck full of geology equipment. I stood so still I could hear a cat meowing in the far back of the hospital.

      The third DNA. Tim Bureley.

      He knew the reach of forensic geology. And here I came, hunting for pegmatite quarries. And that large crystal cored from its host rock. The crystal that could be traced back to its owner. The man who sold it for money. How many murder cases in Washington state involved a pegmatite?

      One.

      The murder of Krystal Jewel.

      Deep down inside of me, something curled up and cried.

      The lunar eclipse lasted five minutes. Long Beach allowed vehicles on the sand. Bureley parked his truck and started digging a hole before the eclipse, hoping to use those five minutes of pitch darkness to throw the money into the hole and cover it up. But at some point, Tim Bureley realized somebody was watching him, documenting his movements, his appearance. And when that moon stood still, he took the biggest rock from the back of his truck…

      When he drove away—during the eclipse, I wondered, when everyone was focused on the sky?—he left no trace of ever having been there. Except for the pegmatite. And who would trace that rock? On his drive back, he passed through the town of Raymond, a hundred miles east. He buried the bills there. Hundreds of people would come dig for clams. And concretions.

      Bureley was the third DNA.

      The hospital’s front door burst open. I turned, expecting Jack, but a young couple was rushing inside, the woman clutching a brown towel wrapped around a white cat. From behind the counter, the swooshing doors opened. The girl appeared. She glanced at me but immediately looked away. My phone rang but I didn’t immediately answer it. Why didn’t the girl make eye contact? What was holding up Madame? Did the girl know something—something bad?

      “He’s been throwing up all day.” The woman holding the cat spoke rapidly. “Now there’s blood.”

      The girl handed them a clipboard and took the toweled cat, carrying it through the double doors.

      My phone rang again. I lifted it, feeling that numb sensation as I stared out the glass door. An old Chevy sedan was now parked diagonally next to The Ghost. Jack was still there, still talking on his phone. I glanced at my screen. No identification for the incoming number. That meant FBI.

      “Hi, Marvin,” I said. “Thanks for calling back so quickly.”

      “This is McLeod.”

      “Yes, sir.” A wild rush of blood surged into my face.

      His voice sounded gruffer than usual. “I need you to confirm. Jack says Grant presented an attempt on your life.”

      The Bureau-speak. Vague, yet precise. I felt a sudden gratefulness for the obtuse words. Reality seemed further away, less threatening. I walked away from the couple and found my vocabulary transitioning right back into the bureaucratic tongue of law enforcement. McLeod also wanted to know about Bureley. “The geologist drew a revolver from his outdoor chair,” I said, “pointed the barrel at his right temple, and pulled the trigger.” The robotic recall made me feel in control. “Subject also left a note, with specific instructions to open his wall safe.”

      “Nobody else was there?”

      “Not at that time.”

      McLeod gave one of those prodigious sighs. I lifted the phone from my ear, glancing at the couple filling out forms.

      “I used to believe in evolution,” McLeod said.

      “Sir?”

      “You’re a scientist, Raleigh. Evolution—humans advancing, turning into a better species.”

      “Well …”

      “Exactly. Human beings aren’t evolving. Darwin should’ve never written that whole Organ of the Species.”

      I waited, malaprop noted.

      “You and Jack, you get downtown ASAP. Press relations wants all this info. By tomorrow this story’ll blow sky-high. In the meantime, you two keep your heads down and your tongues tied.”

      “Absolutely.”

      McLeod disconnected the call.

      In the silence that followed, I watched as Jack, phone to his ear, walked across the parking lot. When he looked up, and saw me watching, he turned and walked the other direction.

      “Just keep walking,” I muttered.

      But the view blurred and the clinic’s lights smeared into white streaks. I blinked, and felt the wet burn stinging down the side of my face. I wiped it away with the back of my hand but lost my grip. The phone slipped from my hand, landing on the vinyl floor. The cat couple looked up.

      “Sorry.” I picked up the phone, turning away as the burning wet tears slid down my face.

      Stop it.

      I wiped my sleeve across my face just as the clinic window shattered.
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      “Jack!”

      I ran, shattered safety glass snapping under my boots. I found him behind the Chevy, holding his arm. “Jack?”

      “Harmon, get—” He yanked me down.

      The gun fired. The Chevy’s back end sank.

      “It’s Grant,” he said. “He’s here. Get cover.”

      We crawled deeper alongside the Chevy, coming around the front end, furthest from the hospital. When I looked over at Jack, blood seeped through his shirt, near his left shoulder. Kill shot.

      “You’re sure it’s him?”

      Jack propped himself against the car’s front bumper, his face shiny with perspiration. “He called.”

      “That’s who you were talking to?”

      He drew a breath, winced. “He wanted to explain this whole thing, make you look like the bad guy. He’s smart. He kept saying he couldn’t hear me. I moved into the open. He knew I’d want that call.” Jack glanced back at the hospital. “The Bureau switchboard will pick up our position,” he said, reassuring me. Or himself.

      “But he can kill us before anybody gets here.”

      “Right.” Jack reached across his waist and pulled the Glock from its holster. “Where’s your gun?”

      I lifted my head enough to peer through the car’s windshield. Inside the hospital, the cat couple was gone. Hiding, please. Hide them. And that girl wasn’t dumb. She would call 9-1-1. Right? But my heart sank. How many of Vancouver’s finest had left for Tim Bureley’s house, or were canvassing the highways for that APB on Pierce Grant?

      The man was right here. With his gun that very likely had a high-powered Bureau-issued night scope.

      I looked back at Jack, resting his head on the insect-spattered grill. “We could—”

      The gun fired.

      Jack yanked me down. “He’s going for the gas tank. We need to move.”

      “Move—where?”

      He pointed his Glock at The Ghost, six feet to our right.

      “Here’s a newsflash,” I said. “That car also has a gas tank.”

      “Your gun. It’s in the glove box.” He glared at me. “Am I right?”

      I nodded.

      He pushed himself up. “If we’re both armed we might be able to take him out. I’ll cover you.”

      “Wait—I’m supposed to run for the car?”

      “Yeah.”

      I shook my head. “You run. I’ll cover. See how you like being set up.”

      “Harmon, now is not the time—”

      “You withheld vital information that almost got me and my dog killed.”

      He narrowed his eyes. “When was the last time you went to the firing range?”

      I could see the blood saturating his shirt. “Give me your gun.”

      “No.”

      “Jack, you’re wounded, your aim will be off.”

      His pupils dilated, ink wells spreading across a blue sea. “What about your hand.”

      I reached for the gun. He struggled but his strength was slipping.

      “Harmon, you can’t shoot leftie.”

      “I have, and I will.” Agents were required to practice ambidextrous shooting. I wrenched the Glock from him and laid my index finger alongside the trigger. Raising my head, I peered through the windshield, scanning the hospital for movement. The double doors swung open behind the front counter.

      But nobody appeared.

      I glanced down at Jack. He was pressing his opposite hand into the bleeding shoulder. “He’s in the hospital.”

      “Looking.” He breathed. “Looking for you.”

      My heart hit my throat. No. Grant was smart. The Finder. He was looking for Madame. Suddenly the stippled metal felt awkward in my hand. Jack’s gun was foreign to me, and left-handed? Grant knew his gun.

      I handed the Glock back to Jack. “Cover me, I need my gun.”

      “You are so stubborn.” He reached up, snatching the gun from my hand, and rolling onto his stomach to face the clinic. Glock raised. “On three.”

      On three, I crouch-ran for The Ghost. Jack fired twice, Grant fired back once. He hit the Chevy again. I threw open The Ghost’s long white door, thankful for Jack’s habit of backing into spaces. Jack fired again. I popped the glove box and slapped the interior until I felt the Sig, and yanked it out. I shifted out of the car and use the open car door as my shield.

      The hospital lights gleamed into the night. I scanned the entire front but something shimmered to my right. I looked over.

      Grant stepped from the side of the clinic. The Kevlar vest made him look like a human barrel. He hoisted an AR-15 in one hand. And in the other he lifted…

      A limp black dog.

      I rose. “You son of a—”

      “Harmon!” Jack yelled, “No!”

      But it was too late. I was already standing, yelling at Grant. “Not the dog—leave the dog out of this!”

      “Jack?” Grant was smiling. “If you fire one shot, I’ll kill them both.”

      My throat was quivering. “There’s no reason to involve the dog.”

      Grant only stared at me. Madame’s tail stiffened.

      I licked my lips. My voice kept wanting to go high. I pushed it down. Down, down. Into a growl. “The dog’s already injured, leave her out of it.”

      I heard her growl. It started deep, almost inaudible. I dropped my tone once more, reaching threat level. “Give me the dog.”

      Grant pointed the weapon’s barrel at Madame’s ear. “Drop your weapon, Raleigh.”

      She yelped.

      “Take the gun off her.” My voice stayed low. He shifted the gun away from her head. I lifted my hands, letting the Sig dangle off my finger. “Okay, you can have it—now!”

      Madame snapped. Grant’s head swiveled, assessing the sudden threat. But when his attention flicked back, an object was already flying toward his head. My gun. He raised his weapon, ready to fire, but another shot rang out. Grant spun sideways. Blood spurted from his neck. The weapon wobbled in his hand, loose, as I leaped across the void, calling her name.
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        TACOMA NEWS-TRIBUNE

        Details Still Emerging in Sunday Shootout

      

        

      
        Deceased Identified as Veteran FBI agent

      

      

      VANCOUVER—Area residents remain shocked by the sudden violence that erupted Sunday night outside the Vancouver Veterinary Hospital. Local officers arriving on the scene discovered three people in the hospital’s parking lot, all of them armed. Two men were seriously injured. One of them later died. The Federal Bureau of Investigation has identified the deceased as Special Agent Pierce Grant of the Seattle field office.

      “That guy was crazy,” said Irene Snider, a veterinarian assistant working the night shift at the 24-hour clinic. “He stormed through the operating room and stole a dog—right off the table.”

      A 35-year veteran of the FBI, Grant specialized in missing and stolen artifacts. He also worked as the lead investigator in the D.B. Cooper hijacking. Also in the parking lot with Grant was Special Agent Jackson Stephanson. Police sources say Stephanson shot and killed Grant while Grant held hostage a mixed-breed dog suffering from a fractured pelvis. Police have confirmed that the shots fired which destroyed the clinic’s front window belonged to Grant’s weapon, a government-issued firearm.

      “We continue to gather all the facts concerning the tragic events that transpired late Sunday night and into Monday morning,” said FBI spokesperson J. Scott Marshall. “Until we have gathered all the facts and confirmed their veracity, it would be irresponsible and detrimental to the public trust to comment further on this matter. As an organization of devoted law enforcement professionals, the Bureau is mourning…”

      “Raleigh!”

      I lowered the newspaper. “I’m in here.”

      Eleanor bellowed again. “Where?”

      “The dining room.” I listened. Her steps grew closer, an unfamiliar rapping sound on the wood floor. When she traipsed into the room, I had no words.

      “You’re supposed to be setting the table,” she said.

      “I am.”

      “By reading the newspaper? Our guests will be here any minute.”

      “Eleanor, what are you wearing?”

      She lifted the starched white apron. It was draped over a drab black dress with round collar. She kicked out a foot from under the heavy cloth. “Marvelous even found me buckle shoes, too!”

      “You’re a … Pilgrim?”

      “Raleigh, it’s Thanksgiving!”

      I folded the newspaper, putting away News Tribune’s version of events. More news would be coming. Details leaking out, day by day. The FBI was trying to control the damning information. And more. Grant’s betrayal in the Cooper case meant all his cases now required review. And the ultimate horrible irony? The guy in charge of stolen artifacts turned out to be a counterfeit himself.

      “Marvelous has another outfi—”

      “No. Way.” I stood up. “I’m not wearing a costume.”

      “But Raleigh.” Pilgrim Anderson flounced her white apron. “We can make that bandaged hand look normal. Marvelous just finished a run of the Scarlet Letter. He says they have some wooden stocks. We can lock you in them and tell your mother—”

      “The truth.”

      Her brown eyes peered through the non-historic rhinestone glasses. “The truth?”

      “And nothing but the truth. Promise me, Eleanor.”

      She looked horrified. “Are you asking me to change my outfit?”

      “No. It’s fine. It might even help the stewardess costume.”

      “Good.” She evaluated me. “And since we’re telling the truth, tell me. How are you feeling?”

      “Better.”

      “How much better?”

      I set the newspaper on the sideboard. “Why?”

      “Oh, nothing.”

      “Eleanor …”

      “I just want you to enjoy this party. You and Madame. You both need some fun.”

      Hearing her name, the dog raised her head. She was confined to an open crate, and medicated for sedentary recovery. No running, no jumping. No leaping onto beds and curling up with me to sleep. Doctor’s orders.

      I opened the sideboard, hoping work would shoo away the stage pilgrim. But the answer to my prayer came from the doorbell. As Eleanor’s buckle shoes rap-rap-rapped across the wooden floor, I threw Madame a glance. She lifted her eyebrows.

      “We can get through this,” I told her. “Really.”

      Her full hip replacement was thanks to Grant’s shot. It grazed her body, causing tiny fractures in her hip. When he carried her into the parking lot, he wrecked the entire ball joint. Now her new routine was sleeping, shuffling to the lawn, and no visits to the asylum. Which was why—

      “Marvelous!” Eleanor squealed.

      “One down,” I told the dog. Nine to go.

      With my good hand, I laid the monogrammed silverware on the polished table. The china was going to require multiple trips to the breakfront cabinet. Eleanor insisted on formal settings this afternoon—salad plates, bread plates, dinner plates, soup bowls, dessert plates, and two sets of cut-crystal goblets. Finally, champagne flutes that looked as delicate as lilies.

      “We’re going to have a grand Thanksgiving,” she told me Monday night, driving me home from the St. Joseph’s Hospital in Tacoma, where the burn unit treated my hand and restitched my head. “I want to throw the biggest party I’ve had in years.”

      “Why?”

      “Raleigh, whenever life falls apart, the only civilized response is celebration.” Her chin rose. “We’ve been through several typhoons. But they always turn out to be little distractions inside small disturbances.”

      “Eleanor.” I sighed, and skipped the usual who-said-that response. “I’m in pain.”

      “Precisely! That’s why you need to listen to Hanna. Act one, scene two. The Night of the Iguana. She can teach you how to confront storms.”

      As she drove the land yacht home, I rested my aching head on the passenger window. Tacoma’s ragged skyline of history and industry drifted by. “Who’s coming to this grand celebration?”

      “Everyone!”

      Which turned out to mean: Eleanor and Marvelous. Lani and Mike Margolis. Two Hispanic jockeys from the race track who spoke no English and didn’t know the first thing about Thanksgiving—wait until they saw the Pilgrim—and Eleanor’s new horse trainer, a woman capable of cracking open walnuts with one hand. “She can cut your meat for you,” Eleanor added.

      And lastly, because the dog couldn’t go to her, my mother. And since we needed a chaperone, my Aunt Charlotte was coming, too.

      I’d been bracing myself since Monday.

      Now, I set emerald chargers on the table. I moved slowly, methodically, one hand working, the other bandaged and slung at my side. I took the plates from the breakfront, the china a color like heavy cream. Each plate displayed a golden scrolled A, for Anderson. It looked like a flourishing ampersand. And, and, and…

      And where was Jack?

      I didn’t really know.

      Monday, the Bureau grilled me half the day. Tuesday it did the same, because bureaucracies were never satisfied with one set of truthful answers. I didn’t see Jack on either day. I tried his cell phone, there was no answer. When I asked, platonically, McLeod said Jack was admitted to Harborview. I wanted to ask more. And I didn’t want to ask more. Platonic, you know.

      Marvelous stepped into the dining room and threw out both arms. “Happy Thanksgiving, Raleigh.”

      “Nice beard.”

      “You like it?” He gave it a quick tug. “It spent four months off-Broadway in Fiddler on the Roof.”

      “Mazel tov.”

      He tipped his black Pilgrim hat in my direction and bowed over his knickers and knee socks.

      Eleanor called out from the kitchen. “Marvelous, where are those blasted caterers! I can’t have people going hungry!”

      Dutiful as his pretend self, the marvelous pilgrim clacked back to the kitchen.

      I walked around the table, counting out the plates, moving the water goblets, wondering what effect these costumes would have on my mom. Maybe, given how weird everyone was on her ward, this meal would just seem like an extension of the asylum.

      The doorbell rang again, and a pit lodged under my ribcage. I tried to take a deep breath and heard someone exclaim, “Wow, what a cool outfit!”

      Lani.

      I relaxed and set out the champagne flutes. I wasn’t much of a drinker, but right now I’d guzzle an entire bottle of bubbly if it would get me through this dinner. In the background, Lani was introducing her husband Mike, and Eleanor was introducing Marvelous. I glanced at Madame. She lifted her sleepy dark eyes.

      “It’ll be fun.”

      She sighed.

      I went back to the plates.

      When the doorbell rang again, I set the silver butter knives next to the bread plates and whispered a prayer. “Please, no drama.”

      In the foyer, the voices fell to a low murmur. Polite. Formal. Here it comes. Lani and Mike Margolis had never met my mom. And with my bad habit of keeping my private life very, very private, my friend was probably going to be confused.

      “Raleigh!” Eleanor was trumpeting toward me. “Are you still in the dining room?”

      I released the remaining bread knives, leaving them in a pile on the table. Last thing I wanted my mom to see was me holding anything that resembled a weapon. I whispered another prayer and watched the open doorway, my heart twisting.

      But it wasn’t my mom.

      “Jack?”

      His face looked gaunt, pale. And his stance was off-balance, compensating for his wounded shoulder. But his eyes. Oh, Lord, his eyes. They grabbed me.

      “Jack, what are you doing here?”

      “Eleanor said I had to come.”

      I could kill that pilgrim. “I don’t think that’s a good idea. My mom’s—”

      “I have to talk to you.”

      “Now?”

      He stepped toward me. “It’s about us.”

      My heart twisted again. Madame raised her head. Everything in this room—the gleaming silver, the polished table, the dog and me—everything felt expectant, waiting. “Jack, now is not a good time.”

      “Just hear me out.”

      “Any second now, things are going to get really, really complicated. My mom—” I stopped. Hispanic jockeys, two Pilgrims—and now what if she recognized Jack from our fateful cruise to Alaska, when her mind snapped? Not good. “Can’t we talk later?”

      “No, you’ll run away. Again.”

      I took a step back. “I didn’t run away.”

      “Harmon, I know you’re mad at me. You think I should’ve told you how I suspected Grant. But think about it—what if I was wrong about him? What if I sent you down a rabbit trail that ruined any chance for you to make amends with the Bureau?”

      “Wrong.” I set a knife next to the bread dish. “You didn’t even ask me if I wanted to take that case.”

      “You had to take it.”

      My temper flared. “I had to?”

      “A guy jumps out of a plane at ten thousand feet and disappears with two hundred thousand dollars—and we can’t find any evidence? Not even a lost shoe? A parachute? Something was wrong with that case and somebody needed to do something.”

      “And you nominated me. Without asking.”

      “Yes. Because each time we got a break in the case, things swung back into Grant’s control. He’d work it for a couple months, then everything would come to another standstill. That made no sense. Grant, he was The Finder. So why couldn’t he find D.B. Cooper? But nobody questioned him. He was golden. He kept breaking the big artifacts cases. And now we know why.”

      I lifted my good arm, crossing it over my waist, feeling the need to hold something inside. Fear. Worry. Sadness. All the emotions that I refused to feel. And the emotions that refused to obey. I stared down at the beautiful plates. “Alright, you’ve explained. Now you can go.”

      “I can’t go.” He closed the distance between us.

      I looked up.

      He reached for my good hand. “Raleigh?”

      My first name. It sounded strange, he used it so rarely. Letting go of my hand, he reached into his pocket and held out a small square box covered in black velvet.

      “That night at El Gaucho,” he said. “The band, the perfect steak dinner, I had it all planned out. I even had Lani lean on you so you’d actually go. And there you were…in that dress. Smiling. Looking even more gorgeous than usual. Everything was perfect. Then you dropped that bag of money on the table.” His mouth quirked up. “You are the least romantic woman I’ve ever met.”

      He opened the box. The stone was a yellow diamond. It glittered like fire.

      “Jack, you were planning to…” I couldn’t finish the thought.

      “That night, I had this ring with me. But you kept on about the money, and I decided to wait. When the money came back connected to the Cooper case, I knew you needed to pursue it. And you’re right. I didn’t ask you whether you wanted to take the case. And yes, I agreed to be platonic because I wanted McLeod to hire you.” He gazed at me. “But I still want you to marry me. Now more than ever.”

      I stared into his eyes—pools of aquamarine. I wanted to plunge into that water, disappear forever in that warm sea of love.

      And yet, I looked away.

      “Raleigh, it’s okay. Married couples can work together in the Bureau. We wouldn’t be banned from workin—”

      “Oh. I see.” My heart closed its fist. “You want me to marry you for work?”

      “No—yes—oh, God. Raleigh Harmon, why are you so stubborn?”

      As if to answer, the doorbell rang.

      This time Madame barked, sensing the tension in this room. I wanted to take the dog and run—escape—get away from this whole grand Thanksgiving and eat burgers at McDonald’s. The temptation only deepened when I heard Eleanor exclaim in the other room, “And you must be Nadine!”

      I dropped my head. Please, God.

      Jack whispered. “Hey.”

      I kept my head down, eyes closed, listening as buckle shoes clacked closer and closer, carrying forward my imminent destruction.

      “Oh, my, Raleigh Ann.” My mom’s voice. That soft Virginia accent. “Would you look at this table.”

      Jack had moved to the side of the room, near where my mother stood in the doorway. Aunt Charlotte stood behind her, signaling me about something or other. My mom’s hair was still ragged, her skin that sickly indoor hue. But the look on her face, it was … soft. Kind.

      “Charlotte told me how you saved Madame.” She looked down, Madame was making a slow walk toward her, tail dragging. “Oh, my baby. My baby’s poor hip. Can I pick her up?”

      I shook my head.

      Even though the dog was moving, the room felt still. As if we were all holding our breath. Madame, God bless her, leaned against my mom’s leg and wagged, once. My mom bent down, stroking the dog, cooing over her. “You poor baby, you’ve been through so much.”

      I glanced at Jack and pressed back the blur in my eyes.

      “Mrs. Harmon.” He limped forward. “I’m Jack Stephanson.”

      My mother straightened.

      Here it comes. The end of Thanksgiving, right now.

      Jack offered her his hand.

      Tentatively, my mother shook it. “Have I seen you somewhere before?” she asked.

      This is it. This is where paranoia will launch. I stared at Jack, pleading with my eyes. Don’t mention the cruise. Do not—

      “Because you look quite familiar,” she continued, her Southern drawl stretching out, the way her accent did when her emotions ran high. I looked around for Eleanor, but she’d apparently retreated to the Mayflower. My aunt was gone too. No Lani, either. Wonderful, just leave me here alone with a lit fuse—

      “Mrs. Harmon,” Jack said. “I’m madly in love with your daughter.”

      I closed my eyes. Oh. Dear. God.

      “And I don’t think I can live without her.”

      I opened my eyes. My mother was turning, slowly, toward me. Inside a pent-up breath punched my hammering heart.

      “It’s his eyes,” she said.

      “Pardon?” I croaked.

      “His eyes, they remind me of your father’s eyes. That’s why he looks so familiar.”

      I glanced at Jack, the breath releasing from my lungs. That luminous gaze. Intelligent, focused, compassionate. But never with pity.

      My mother bent down again, once more cooing over the dog. “I have missed you so much. When I don’t see you, the world just doesn’t feel right.”

      “I know exactly what you mean, Mrs. Harmon.”

      “Yes.” My mother didn’t look up at him. “I do believe you do. I can see that. Written on your face.”

      She just kept talking, but it was for the dog again. And when my aunt trundled down the hall, talking about some crystal we should all place on the table for good digestion, Lani was right behind her, asking pointed chemistry questions about this crystal because Lani had never met my aunt. Behind them both, Mike Margolis held a bottle of beer. He already looked overwhelmed. The doorbell rang one more time. The horse people.

      Now everyone was here.

      And Jack.

      “So.” Lani looked at him. “Did you finally ask her?”

      Jack nodded.

      A tussle of people milled into the room. My aunt, oblivious as always, was marveling over the place settings and the crystal goblets and telling us all how the ancient Greeks drank wine from amethyst goblets because amethyst could keep people from getting drunk. Mike Margolis nodded and smiled, politely, like my aunt might actually make sense. Lani took his hand. And my mother continued to baby-coo at Madame.

      I looked over at Jack. Amid all the noise and distraction and introductions, I stared into those passionate eyes and dove beneath that aquamarine grace. Once more I heard his voice, whispering in my hair, telling me it would all work out, eventually. Comforting me, protecting me. Loving me. Only me.

      He moved toward me. “Raleigh?”

      The question lingered. And one word pulsed up with my heartbeat. One word that flung open the escape hatch. One word that would change my life, forever.

      “Yes,” I said.

      And then he kissed me.

      There was nothing platonic about it….
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* * *

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            A Note From Sibella

          

        

      

    

    
      The D.B. Cooper case has always fascinated me. Not just how he hijacked that plane, but that he left almost no trace—he seems to have literally disappeared into thin air. But his legend lives on. After hearing that some of the stolen money was discovered on the banks of the Columbia River—yes, that really happened—I started wondering. What if Raleigh Harmon was investigating the Cooper case? She has the forensic geology skills, in the right part of the country.

      In telling this story, I trued ti keep as many factual elements as possible. But as a novelist, I took some liberties, such as with the D.B. Cooper festival. There is a festival but nothing like what I described here. Also the second bundle of bills. Nobody’s dug that up. Yet…

      Thank you for reading.

      With great affection,

      Sibella
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* * *

      Want to leave a review of The Moon Stands Still? Click HERE.

      Want the latest news about upcoming releases in the Raleigh Harmon series? Sign up for my newsletter and get a free Raleigh short story. Click HERE.

      As a teenager, Raleigh started figuring out how to use geology to solve crime. Her dad was still alive—and her mom was still crazy. The first book in the series, Stone and Spark kicks off this prequel series. And here is  Chapter One from that book.

      Keep reading!
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      I’m avoiding every floorboard that creaks, tiptoeing across my bedroom, standing at the armoire, counting to fifteen. Because ten is never long enough.

      At sixteen, I pull out the antique drawer beneath the wardrobe’s double doors and listen again.

      The seconds tick like they’re attached to time bombs. But when nothing detonates, I slip the hammer into my open backpack, then my notebook. Two pens, some Ziploc bags.

      I do another count to fifteen, listening. Then I grab my flashlight, camera—

      “Are you in there?”

      I freeze. Her voice shrills like a fire alarm, piercing the thick wood of my bedroom door.

      “I know you’re in there.”

      Crap.

      “Yes, ma’am,” I answer. My heart feels like a clenched fist pounding on my ribcage. “I’m in here.”

      “What are you doing?”

      I glance down. My backpack, which contains my rock kit, is covered with dirt. So are my jeans and my blue Converse All Stars.

      “It’s Friday. I’m getting ready for dinner” I say to the closed door, telling myself, This is not a lie.

      “Three-oh-three!” Her voice pitches with suspicion, so sharp and pointed it pierces my room. “The clock in the kitchen says three-oh-three and I believe it, I believe it. Why are you going to dinner at three-oh-three?”

      I glance at my watch. It’s three ten. But splitting hairs with my mom is pure suicide. I take a deep breath. The air tastes of dust and antiques, the dirt on my clothes.

      “Drew wanted help with her homework,” I say, hoping she will go away.

      Nope.

      “Drew?” Her voice rings with disbelief. “Drew Levinson,” she adds, as if clarifying, even though we both know there’s only one Drew. “She wants help with her homework?”

      “For English.” I shove the backpack inside the drawer. I raise my voice so she won’t hear me closing it. “We’re memorizing a poem. By Christina Rossetti.”

      I wait, hands on the drawer, eyes closed. I’m hoping the Rossetti reference will send my mom down a rabbit trail. She likes Rossetti. The kinship of tortured souls.

      When there’s no response, my mind starts ransacking through possible responses, scrambling for those just-right words that never seem to arrive in time.

      She says, “I saw Brevaire Teager today.”

      Oh, crap.

      “Good,” I say.

      “So you know Brevaire?”

      I close my eyes. “Tinsley, her daughter. She’s in my class. Remember?”

      “Of course I remember.” She pauses, making sure I understand what she’s saying. “Brevaire also said there’s a dance tonight. At school. Tinsley’s going with that Fielding boy. They’re an item.”

      Waiting . . .

      Waiting, waiting, waiting.

      I can sense the next thing rolling toward me like a rumble of thunder right before lightning strikes. Carefully, I open the armoire doors. My school uniform lays on the floor, bunched into a ball, like some polyester meteorite hurled to earth.

      “You didn’t tell me there’s a dance,” she says. “Did you.”

      I scoop up the white blouse, plaid skirt, sliding off my shoes, shimmying out of my jeans and T-shirt.

      “Raleigh always liked going to dances. She was always happy. The sweetest girl in the whole world.”

      My fingers shake as I button the white blouse. My mouth twists. If I could, I would shout at the door—Yes, I liked going to dances because it got me out of this house!

      The door knob rattles.

      “You locked the door?! Raleigh never locked her door!”

      I lunge for the knob and whip open the door to see my mother. She is beautiful. But today the color in her hazel eyes is cloudy and she’s holding a pen and notepad.

      My eyes start to burn.

      “Let me see your foot,” she says. “Socks off.”

      She drops the notepad. It slaps the old wooden floor. I obediently yank my socks off and step on it.

      “Not that foot.” She narrows her eyes as though she’s caught me. “The other foot.”

      I switch feet and she kneels down. With the pen, she traces around my heel, my instep, brushing over every toe. I hold my breath until she stands up.

      “Raleigh would be going to the dance,” she says.

      “I’m busy.”

      She flips through the pages, studying each. “What fifteen-year-old is so busy she can’t go to a school dance?”

      Do not cry. I tell the burn in my eyes to leave. Do. Not. Cry.

      “What have you done with her?” she demands.

      My hands go numb.

      “Look at your shirt!”

      I glance down.

      “It wasn’t wrinkled when you came home—what have you done with Raleigh?”

      “It’s Friday.” My voice sounds dead. “I’m meeting Drew. For dinner. Like always.”

      “You’re not fooling us.” She turns the notebook, holding up the page so I can see it, showing me my own foot which is somehow evidence that I’m not me. “We know you’re not Raleigh.”

      We. Not the royal We.

      The crazy We.

      In my eyes, the burn is too hot, ready to break through. I force myself to stare at her tracing of my foot until it’s only a blurry blue line on yellow paper, until I see nothing more than a sketch, nothing that matters, nothing that can hurt me.

      “Mom, I—”

      “How dare you call me that!” She backs away from me, eyes wild. “We’re watching you. Whoever you are.”
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* * *

      To continue Raleigh’s story, click HERE.

      Also, sign up for Sibella’s newsletter and receive a Raleigh Harmon short story, plus all the latest news about the series. Click HERE
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