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ONE



I’d been surprised when the guy belted me. Most people don’t flip out when they get caught in such a small fraud. I had expected an embarrassed apology and a hasty check to appease my client—his stepdaughter. But instead, the guy leaned over his desk and smacked a sledgehammer fist into the side of my head.

I pitched out of my chair, ears buzzing. I groped for my purse, but he was moving around the desk faster than I could get at my gun. I rolled to my knees and aimed to slug him below the belt.

He dodged and tagged me with another fat fist to the back of my skull. Then a kick in the ribs. I shrieked as my breath rushed out, and prayed for nosy neighbors and paper-thin walls. He raised his foot again.

I rolled, shoved his forward-swinging foot … and both feet slid out from under him. I ape-scrambled for the door. My chest felt as if everything had torn loose from its moorings.

My head yanked back as he jerked a fistful of my long ponytail. I kicked backward. Something meaty met my heel, but not what I’d been hoping for.

“Goddamn it!” He whipped my head sideways against the door-jamb. I thought the side of my skull had caved in.

Everything hurt. I wrenched around, close to his body, using him for support. Hair ripped from my scalp. I batted his head against the wall with one hand and crunched a knee into his crotch. He gasped, letting go of my hair. I jerked loose, spun, shouldering through the doorway, staggering into the hall, scrabbling my gun from my purse as I made for the elevator.

Nothing worked right: my legs felt like rubber bands; every time my hand closed on the pistol’s grips, it slithered away; I couldn’t get a full breath; my chest blazed agony. All I could hear was buzzing and the swishing of blood through my veins.

I shoved open the folding metal gates of the antique elevator and lurched forward. Another yank on my hair stopped me short. I tried to turn around and shoot the bastard, but my legs collapsed under me. The gun spun onto the elevator floor and slid into a corner.

Clutching my hair, he grabbed hold of the outer gate. I scrambled my old Swiss Army knife out of my jeans pocket. He slapped the gate against my neck. It felt like he was trying to cut my head off. I squirmed and tried to jerk away. The gate smacked into my temple. Blood ran from my ear, hot against the side of my skull. My vision narrowed to a dark, bloody tunnel.

The gate again. Smash! An insistent rattling noise came from the elevator and the inner gate tried to close on me, too. I flipped open the big blade of the pocketknife and jabbed it into the man’s hand on my hair. He yelped and let go.

My head thudded a few inches onto the elevator floor and I squirmed the last measure away from the closing gates. I could hear the man rattling the grille and calling me a whole lexicon of dirty names as the elevator started down. Something was still tugging on my hair, but I didn’t want to worry about it; I wanted to curl up and pass out. Then the jerking started pulling my head up.

My long hair was stuck in the gates and rising as the elevator sank toward the ground floor. The thought of being hung by my hair upset me enough to move again. My vision had squeezed down to a distant point of dim light, floating on a dark red sea. My grip was weak, but I began sawing at my trapped ponytail. I wished I had sent the knife out to be sharpened when I’d had the scissors done. I pushed myself to stand against the wall, hacking away, long strands of brown hair falling past my face as the car dropped. I was up on my toes when the last hank split. Heaving, nauseated, and dizzy, I crumpled onto the elevator floor and sprawled through the opening gate.

After that, things got disjointed: people yelling; someone’s shoes; aching in my chest and arms; someone flicking something against my eyelids; a man with an accent; a throbbing in my head like a kid kicking a merry-go-round into motion. I think I threw up. Then I slept.

That had been April first…

I’d woken in the hospital a couple of days later feeling so horrible I’d figured I was going to live. If it felt that bad dying, no one would go.

Now weeks had passed, and the aches and pains, the bruises, scrapes, and lacerations were fading, but the bash on the bonce wasn’t clearing up so well. The bouts of weirdness after I’d left—some minor problems with my senses still a bit out of whack, some not so minor—had brought me back to the hospital.

Dr. Skelleher was a stranger to me—the only doctor on urgent care duty when I’d come in. He looked barely thirty and in need of coffee. His hair was short and spiky from a lack of style rather than an excess, and the dark bags under his eyes could have passed for fanny packs. His clothes under his white coat were environmentally correct. A narrow leather thong peeked over the back of his collar and disappeared below the placket buttons of his raw-cotton shirt.

The “incidents” ran past my mind’s eye like fast-spinning film as I told the doctor about them.

Sometimes things just looked misty and impressionistic—like the reflection in a steamed-up bathroom mirror. At the hospital, I couldn’t always tell when people were really in the room. They seemed to float in and out, changing shape and detail. My hearing was just as unpredictable, all buzzings, mutterings, water gurgles, and cotton wool. I’d been told this was normal for concussion patients and would get better. But … some of it had gotten worse.

And sinking through the hospital bed had been unsettling.

I wasn’t supposed to get out of bed without a doctor or nurse around. Call me a bad patient: I didn’t like peeing in the cup, so I decided to use the toilet like a human. That part of the job hadn’t been so bad, though it was no waltz with Fred Astaire. Getting back to the bed was harder.

Coming out of the bathroom, I’d started feeling sick. The lighting in the room had dimmed a bit and the bed seemed much farther away, deep in the steamed-mirror effect. I struggled toward it, chilled and sweaty, feeling sicker by the minute, picking up a whiff of something like autopsies and crime scenes. I plunged through the cold steam as my vision went gray, then smoky, heading for charcoal. The bed was a vague and shimmery pastel block. I reached it with a shin first, grabbed a steel rail, and dragged myself into it. For a moment, I just lay like a stunned fish on the cold, soggy mattress, panting. Then the bed shifted and I fell through.

The lights had brightened and the room snapped back into focus as I fell. A nurse came in just as I hit the floor. She scolded me, of course. Then she called an orderly and had him scoop me up and dump me into my own bed, which was about four feet away.

I’d thought there were three beds in the room, but the nurse said there hadn’t been three beds in that room since the remodel in the 1960s.

Then had come the final-straw incident, just the previous morning.

My face in the bathroom mirror was still scary. My left eye was surrounded by a livid bruise that washed up against the bridge of my nose, seeped over my eyebrow, and sagged across my cheekbone to dribble off over the corner of my jaw into a nightmare dog collar of purple and green. My lower lip and ear were both a bit tattered and swollen still. The general bruising and swelling had pulled my face into a grimace at the hospital that was only then collapsing into tie-dyed puffiness. What I could see of my hair from the front was frayed out at the bottom like the ends of an old straw broom. Most of it was still below my shoulders, though.

But I needed to go back to work—had to pay the hospital bills—and I had an appointment coming up, so I decided to submit myself to a day spa—a combination salon and torture chamber—and hope the staff could make me look more like a human and less like Frankenstein’s monster after a night on the town.

With my head in a towel, and padding about in a robe and slippers, I’d been deposited in a tiny steam room to “relax and open the pores” for fifteen minutes. I tried to sit still and relax, but my head felt stuffed with humming insects.

I put my hands up to my temples. I tried squeezing my eyes shut and taking long, slow breaths, but a scent of something like smoke made me open them again. The steam around me writhed and coiled into Chinese-dragon clouds framing a misty doorway.

I stared around. I was alone, no one to tell me it was just a trick of the light. The steam closest to me was thin, tingling warmth on my skin. But the stuff around that doorway was dense as smoke and dark, but chill as fear.

A pale spot of light seemed to twinkle from the middle of the doorway, throbbing a bit, growing into a narrow, pulsing column of watery light. My stomach wrenched and a stab of nausea ripped through my guts. The smoky odor had shifted toward ripe corpses and floodwater.

I put out my hand for balance, then jerked it back. I didn’t want to touch whatever that squirming cloud-stuff was. I wriggled back on my bench, thumping my head against the wall as an irrational horror crawled over me.

My chest went tight with sudden anxiety, breath thin and metallic in my throat. I must have yelled, “No!”

Light sliced into the steam, chopping into the misty doorway. I jerked my head toward the light source. One of the perky spa employees looked in from the real doorway.

She asked if I was all right.

I gulped and looked around. Just steam—ordinary steam that smelled of clean water and a hint of pine from the benches. No column of beckoning light. No dragon smoke stinking of death.

I’d told her I was fine, had just fallen asleep. But a frisson had rattled down my spine.

I’d been more than ready to leave the room.

I paused to settle myself a bit before I went on. I frowned at the doctor, who only raised his eyebrows and waited.

I started in on the last tale. “I tried to jog this morning, but I couldn’t make it past a trot for more than a few seconds. I feel seasick, smell things, hear things… This cloudy vision … I keep seeing eyes, shadows, crazy things …,” I added, petering out. “I’m not sleeping well, either. But I have clients to see tomorrow and I need to get back to work. They told me I should be safe to return to work by now, but maybe I’m not as healed as the hospital doctor thought, or maybe the pills are making me hallucinate.”

Skelleher scowled. He’d already poked me with needles and sticks, and made the usual gestures with bright lights and cold instruments. “It’s not the pills,” he announced, “and your physical signs are fine. There’s nothing here that makes me want to challenge your original doctor’s recommendations—aside from my personal feeling that the least intervention is best. I’m a strong believer in letting the body and the mind do the work as much as possible.” He looked at my chart again and got quiet.

After a moment, he glanced up. “Look, I know this is kind of scary stuff. Head trauma is mysterious and unpredictable. The brain is an amazing thing and we learn more about it every day, but we don’t know all there is to know. And what we call the mind—it’s still pretty wild country. There are a lot of things that traditional Western medicine is a little uncomfortable with, and the whole issue of life and death, the physical and psychological effects of death on the mind—the metaphysical—is still pretty much in the dark.”

I was startled by the turn in his conversation. “Excuse me,” I said. “Are you saying that I … died?”

He looked at me with a crooked smile. “Nobody said anything to you?”

“No.”

He shook his head. “Jeez … no wonder you’re confused. There’s supposed to be counseling for this sort of thing. I guess they all just forgot about it, what with the police and all. OK, I guess it’s a little late to break this gently, so I’ll just give you the condensed version. According to your records, you were dead for a little less than two minutes, about the time the Medic One team arrived. They pulled you back, stabilized you, and got you to the hospital. No other incident occurred. This kind of thing happens with head injuries. Some people have a little trouble … adjusting, sometimes, and some people have some pretty strange experiences, but this is getting into that mysterious and creepy unknown territory medicine isn’t very good with. There are psychological counseling services for this, if you’re interested…”

I shook my head too fast and felt woozy. I winced.

Skelleher frowned at me. “Would you come into my office for a moment?”

I shrugged and followed him out of the examining room and into an afterthought of an office cramped with a desk and two chairs. He told me to leave the door open if I preferred. I swung it closed and sat down.

He sat back and rubbed a knuckle over his lower lip for a few moments, then raised his eyes back to mine. He took a deep breath and leaned forward again. “I’m going to crawl out on a very narrow professional limb here, because I think there’s something more than medical about this situation.

“I have some friends who … have had experience with similar things to what you’re describing. And—I don’t like to say this, because it sounds unprofessional—but you might get some benefit out of talking to them. Ben and Mara Danziger. They’re friends, not patients. I know him professionally also, and he’s a good guy, even if some of his ideas sound like they’re straight out of the Twilight Zone. If nothing else, they might at least help you determine if what you’re experiencing are legitimate phenomena, or something that ought to be addressed by a counselor.” He picked a card out of a desk drawer and offered it to me.

Suspicious, I asked, “You’re not sending me to a shrink, are you?”

“No,” he replied with a laugh. “Nothing like that. I think that you might be experiencing something that most people just can’t get in touch with. Not anything bad, just something from that mysterious edge of knowledge. And in keeping with my belief that a lighter touch is better, I’m going to let you make up your own mind. If you talk to Ben and Mara and then decide they’re from the land of the loonies and so am I, I’ll be glad to recommend a psychologist, a counselor, or even a change in meds, if that’s what it takes.”

I looked at him sideways.

His smile limped with exhaustion. “I don’t think there’s anything medically wrong with you or your pills. I think you’d be just fine without them, to be honest. I can’t do anything else for you except make some suggestions and tell you to be sure to go to your follow-up exams. Whatever’s causing you these problems seems to be outside my purview.”

I took the card, skeptical, and dropped it into my bag. He watched me hitch the bag onto my shoulder and stand.

“You probably should switch to a backpack if you always carry that much stuff,” he commented. “A load like that can hurt your back if you carry it on one side.”

“I don’t like backpacks. Too casual, and they’re hard to get into in a hurry.”

Skelleher shrugged. “You have to make choices. But be good to yourself, you know? Try to sleep. Eat red meat to restore your blood count and proteins. Put wet tea bags on your eyes to reduce the discoloration. Get some regular stretching and exercise. You’ll heal faster and feel better. And call me if you have any more trouble.”

I said I would and he gave me another crooked, coffee-deprived smile as I left.

Dead. Except for a few family funerals, a required course in forensic science, and a couple of bodies on a case that went nuts, what did I know about death? Bodies are just the leftovers, not the real event of death. I’d never seen anyone die, never been intimate with death—except for that moment in the elevator when it just seemed like a very inviting kind of nap. I wanted to sit and think about that and yet, I really didn’t.

I left it to stew in the back of my head, and my brain bumbled around it like a bee in a rhododendron. Dead.


TWO



Roiling gray mist flooded across the floor, pushing against the walls. Lucent wisps spiraled up from the mass, forming a columned portal supporting a hot-white door. My vision clouded, like snow on a television screen. Vertigo gripped me.

The door drifted open on an endless whiteout storm, swarming with almost-seen shapes and moving light. I crashed to my knees in the thick cold, gasping in the sickening death smell of it. Hungry fog boiled out, muttering, whispering, clawing…

I started awake with a racing heart.

Nerves vibrating, I stalked through the entire condo, throwing open cabinets and closets, daring the mist to stream out at me. The ferret watched me from the safety of her cage as I found nothing. My head buzzed from getting up too fast, and black dots fringed my vision. I lay back down, but I could not fall back to sleep.

I gave up and stumbled through my morning routine. The sun struggled up through the early-morning Seattle gloom. I looked out the balcony windows, but I couldn’t face the prospect of another fog-haunted run.

I showered and faced off to the bathroom mirror, my pulse ragged as I wiped it clear of steam. In spite of the best efforts of the salon gnomes, I still looked thrashed. Pillow creases and morning puffiness didn’t help, either.

Chaos, the ferret, made a pest of herself as I dressed, rumpling up my impress-the-client suit, stealing shoes, stockings, and jewelry, and throwing dancing fits of sound and fury when I took them back. Finally, I tucked her back into her cage. She glared at me as I slipped my pistol into the clip holster in the small of my back and hid it under a suit jacket that almost matched my skirt. I would not be taken by surprise again.

I was in my office before seven, coffee in hand. I started catching up on old business and billing and prepping for my meeting at nine.

My first day out of the hospital, I’d called my answering machine. Most of the messages were old business, crank calls, and hiss, but two had sounded like work.

The first had been a male, accented, bad connection: “Miss Blaine. Grigori Sergeyev. You have come to my attention to recover a family heirloom. I must call again. I have no phone number to give now.”

I’d made a note, but still no second call had come in.

The second was a female, controlled, with a mature, Eastside girls-academy voice: “Ms. Blaine, my name is Colleen Shadley. My son is missing. The police have been condescending but no help. They suggested I hire a private investigator, and Nan Grover recommended you. Please call me as soon as possible.”

I had called her back and agreed to look into it. I’d have preferred later, but Mrs. Shadley had set the time and place for the meeting. I thanked the gods for coffee. At eight thirty, I shut down my computer and locked up the office.

The morning fog hadn’t thinned much, giving Pioneer Square a watercolor look as I headed for the bus stop on First. There was no point in moving my Rover just to pay for parking six blocks away.

As I was crossing Occidental, a man shambled out of the alley toward me. He was draped in layers of dark, shaggy rags that spun vortices off into the mist around us.

He muttered as he approached. “Can you see? Can you see?” He waved his hands, one of them clutching an empty shape, gesturing around like a tour guide.

I could smell him, wafting the odor of dirt and attics. I started around him, peering through the sulfurous mist.

His hand darted out and grabbed my upper arm. He hauled on me and shoved his face near mine. “Dead lady? Are y’dead, lady? Y’see ’em?” He waved his clenched-open hand at me and demanded, “Looka! Can you see this? Huh? Can y’see?”

I twisted, pulling my shoulder down and shoving him with my other hand. The layers of his clothes were warm and furry and gave under my hand, but he stumbled back and I spun away, putting a couple of paces between us.

I shook the smell out of my head, saying, “I think you should back off.”

He stumbled another step back, muttering, “No? Can’t y’see? No?” He whimpered, confused.

I made an aggressive feint forward, leaning in and glaring at him, my hands coming up, curling.

He darted in, trying to grab for me again, but I roared at him and swung one hand hard over his nearest ear.

He yelped and turned, skittering off into the alley and sliding away in the shredding fog that swirled and sucked behind him.

I let out a breath and hurried for the bus, shaking off a shiver.

I was a fashionable five minutes late. I hate to be fashionable.

Colleen Shadley had picked an espresso bar with pretensions of clubhood, paneled in cherrywood and dark green leather, with clots of business-suited men and women muttering together among the big armchairs and glossy mission tables.

I spotted a lone woman in the rear right corner and headed for her. She was paging through a copy of Wine Spectator at a desultory rate and ignoring a cup of coffee.

Her hair was styled in a soft, chin-length bob that curled smoothly forward at the ends, the color a gentle beige. She wore an Audrey Hepburn sort of black silk dress as if it were armor. A sleek leather attaché case leaned against her chair legs.

I stopped in front of her. “Mrs. Shadley?”

She looked up at me. Her eyes were violet.

“You’re Ms. Blaine. Please sit down. And call me Colleen.” She waved to the chair at an angle to hers, studying me. I expected to be graded on the grace of my transition from upright to seated. “You’re not what I expected, but Nan did recommend you very highly.”

Nanette Grover does not give gushing reviews. In two years of running legal backgrounds for her, the best I’d heard was “This is good.” I wondered what she had said.

Colleen continued. “Where did you get that blackened eye?”

“Complications of a now-closed case. I can recommend a less scrappy investigator if it makes you uncomfortable.” My offer was a little stiff, I admit.

She smiled. “That won’t be necessary.” Then she beckoned over my head.

I pulled my notebook and pen from my purse. “Let me recap what you told me on the phone. Your son, Cameron, is a student at U-Dub—the University of Washington. He disappeared recently, has not, apparently, been attending classes, and has not been paying his bills, though his ATM card seems to be showing regular use in the Seattle area. You’ve filed a missing persons report with the Seattle PD, but you don’t expect any satisfaction from that quarter.”

She nodded. “Very concise. We have a joint account into which I deposit funds to cover his expenses every two weeks. I didn’t know anything was wrong until I got a call from his landlord. Cameron has not paid his part of the rent for a month and, since I’m a cosigner on the lease, the landlord contacted me. When I called to speak to Cameron’s roommate, the boy told me he hadn’t seen Cameron in six weeks or more. He also said Cam had been sick the last time he did see him. I remember that Cam seemed rather pale and said he’d had the flu the last time I saw him. That would have been just under six weeks ago.”

Her recitation was interrupted by the arrival of coffee, preordered.

“According to Richard—his roommate—Cameron left most of his things behind, so it didn’t seem that he was going away for any prolonged length of time. I haven’t been by to talk to Richard myself, though I suppose I should have done. I just kept thinking Cam had finally caught a wild hare and would turn up again anytime. Then I got the latest bank statement. No checks had been written for any bills, and all the transactions were for cash taken from ATMs in Seattle.”

“Is this his normal pattern?” I asked.

“No. He writes checks for almost everything—bills, groceries, clothes, and so on—and only takes out cash for entertainment.”

“A joint account is a little unusual for a kid over fourteen or fifteen.”

Colleen waved it away. “It was set up a long time ago. When my husband died, we created a very large trust for Cameron until he completed his college degree. I am the executrix of that trust, and it was easier to establish a joint account into which to put his stipend and expense money than to try to set up an individual account. When he got a little older, he chose to keep the account rather than open a new one. I always kept the account records for tax purposes.”

She frowned, her mask of expensive makeup creasing like heavy paper. “But now he appears to have left school. As the trust executrix, I must find out if he really means to quit school and give up the money, or if he’s just taking a quarter off, which would only put the payments into suspension. Of course, as his mother, I need to find out what’s happened to him. This is … unlike him.”

I sipped coffee and braced to be rude. “How much money are we talking about in this trust?”

She didn’t flinch. “Just under two million dollars.”

“That’s a nice trust.”

She shrugged. “Daniel and I wanted to be sure the children were taken care of if anything happened to either of us.”

“What becomes of the trust now?”

“If Cameron goes back and finishes his degree, he’ll get a set percentage of the trust to get started on after he graduates, and the rest will be divided among a list of persons and charities. If he doesn’t go back to school, he gets nothing and the entire trust is divided.”

“Among whom?”

“Well, myself, our daughter Sarah, Daniel’s old business partner, Dan’s two brothers, and a list of charities.” She shifted uncomfortably and bit the inside of her lip.

I just nodded and made a note. “Let’s go back to the bank statement,” I suggested. “Do you know the times, dates, or locations of any of the transactions, or the amounts?”

She looked startled. “I forgot to bring the statement with me.”

She didn’t strike me as the scattered and forgetful type. I’d bet she was the president or treasurer of three or four charitable boards around town. A flicker of her mouth and the shadow of sudden small lines gave a hint of unaccustomed anxiety, which she shut down as quickly as I spotted it.

I continued. “What’s your son’s full name, Colleen?”

“Andrew Cameron Shadley. He prefers to go by his middle name.” She reached into her case and brought out a large manila envelope. “I brought some photos and a list of friends and relatives who may be able to help you.”

I took the envelope and pulled out two photos and a sheet of typed bond—the thick, cottony stuff that costs forty dollars a box. One of the photos was an eight-by-ten color studio print, the other a standard snapshot.

The portrait showed a beaming Pre-Raphaelite angel in a black crew-necked sweater. His long, pale gold hair would have hung in Shirley Temple ringlets if cut to shoulder length. His eyes, fringed with thick, dark gold lashes, were deep violet like his mother’s. Only the vaguest blond down of a mustache kept him from being mistaken for a girl.

Colleen pointed at the portrait. “That picture was taken after his high school graduation. He’s lost a little weight since then, and that dreadful mustache finally grew in.” She sighed. “He was the most adorable child, but, of course, he hated it.” Which I’d figured. “That other picture is from this past Christmas. That’s what he looked like when I saw him last.”

In the snapshot, Cameron and a girl were standing next to a hearth that was decorated with cedar garland and red-and-green-plaid ribbons. Thinner, his face had lost its cherubic plumpness, and a silky blond mustache draped over his mouth. His long hair was tied back. Now his smile was secretive. The girl looked about the same age, but sullen at having her picture taken. Her hair was asphalt black, but whether it was natural or from a dye bottle was impossible to tell in such a small picture. She had cultivated the trendy, Gothic vampire look. Surrounded by the Christmas theme, she looked like a witch left over from Halloween.

“Is this Cameron’s girlfriend?” I asked.

“Oh, no. That’s Sarah. My daughter.” Her lips tightened a little; then she reached for her coffee and took a sip.

“Would Sarah have any idea where Cameron is?”

“I’m afraid I don’t know. We don’t talk. Her address is on the sheet. Maybe you’ll have better luck with her than I do.”

I made a mental note while I sipped coffee and looked at the list. It was short. Each name was annotated “friend” or “relative,” followed by contact information—except for Sarah’s, which had only an address.

“I wish there was more for you to start from,” Colleen said. “Cameron didn’t socialize at home much anymore. He was always very independent, but he was never reckless. When I didn’t hear from him, I assumed that he was busy with new projects and studies. It wasn’t until he missed his birthday that I began to worry. He’s the one who always calls. He participates. He’s a good son.”

Her tone said someone else was not a good daughter. “How old is Cameron?”

“He turned twenty-one on the seventh of March.”

“And how long has he been studying at U-Dub?”

“Three years. Though it will take longer than four years to complete his degree.”

“Oh? What’s he studying?”

“Majoring in human factors engineering and minoring in Japanese.”

I made a puzzled face. “Human factors engineering?”

“Ergonomics,” she clarified. “He always knew what he wanted. He started college straight out of high school. I thought he would want to go to Europe for a while with some of his friends, but he said he’d rather ‘get a jump on them.’” She smiled her pride. “Who could say no to that?”

“When did you see him last?”

“The end of February or the beginning of March …” She flipped open a datebook and glanced through it. “The first of March. Yes …” Her mouth turned down as she paused, remembering.

“You said he had been ill,” I prompted.

“Yes. He looked very pale. Distracted. I remember he told me he was just getting over the flu and he didn’t want me to catch it. He kept his distance from me all night and picked at his food. He didn’t talk much, either.”

“I see. Do you have his class schedule?”

She flushed red. “I seem to have left that with the bank statement.”

“I’ll get them from you later. Can you think of any places he might hang out?”

“He is fond of Waterfall Garden Park, but it’s in such a grubby neighborhood. I can’t imagine him ‘hanging out’ there. Of course, he spent a lot of time around the campus and the U-district. He saw art films at the Grand Illusion once in a while. His roommate will be more help on that.”

I knew Waterfall Garden Park. It was only a few blocks from my office. Most of Pioneer Square was grubby, but so were parts of the U-district. The tiny garden was locked at sunset, so I wondered where Cameron was really hanging out when he went slumming in Pioneer—especially since he’d been underage for the primary nightlife down there until March seventh.

“Does Cameron own a car? Do you know where it is?”

“No, I don’t. Richard said he hadn’t seen it in the parking lot, so he must have it with him.”

We could hope that was the case. I kept my mouth shut on the other possibilities.

Colleen continued. “It’s some horrendous old sports car, but I can’t remember the type.” She made a moue of distaste. “He and some friends went to California for a week after their high school graduation, and he drove back in the thing. A money pit.”

Colleen interrupted herself with a raised finger. “Wait … I may have that.” She flipped open her attaché case and riffled through some envelopes, then pulled one free and handed it to me. “Cameron’s registration” was penciled on the flap in a precise, copperplate handwriting.

I took it, looked it over, nodded. “Dark green, 1967 Camaro, license: CAMSCAM.” I didn’t roll my eyes.

I shut my notebook. “I think I can get started with this. I’ll return the photos to you once I’ve made some copies. Tomorrow, if that’s convenient. And I can pick up the schedules and bank statement from you at the same time,” I suggested.

She looked relieved. “Yes, that’s fine. I have a lunch at the Bellevue Hilton tomorrow. We can meet at the front desk at one thirty.”

“Sure.” I pulled out my appointment book. As I flipped it open to write down the note, she was opening her own again. Every date I could see in Colleen’s calendar had at least two or three appointments on it. And they didn’t look like beauty salons and lunches with the girls.

“May I ask what you do, Colleen?”

She looked me in the eye and gave a practiced smile. “I’m an event coordinator. I work as an independent consultant to arrange weddings, meetings, parties, conferences, conventions, shows, any sort of large function. I met Nan when I was creating an event for her firm.”

I nodded. “And your husband? What did he do? When did he die?”

Her motion stuttered, and she went blank. For a moment I was sure I could see the skull beneath her skin before she spoke. “Daniel died five years ago. He ran a small engineering firm in Redmond. His partner, Craig Lee, runs it now, though we still hold some stock. Is it important?”

“Just background.”

We wrapped up our business and dealt with my contract. She seemed relieved to be back on a professional footing and disposed of the paperwork and retainer with efficiency.

I didn’t expect to make a lot off this case. It sounded too typical: a controlling mother whose kids have finally had enough. The daughter had already cut loose and I’d guess the son was doing the same. It was even money he’d turn up with an “unsuitable” girlfriend, bingeing on something, or chasing psychedelic dreams in the clubs. Or all of the above. The depressing grind.


THREE



I walked back to my office, thinking about Mrs. Shadley’s case. I was at the top of the stairs, about twelve feet away from my office door, when a shadow flickered across the frosted glass panel.

I stopped and frowned, watching for the movement again. When it came, I eased over to the wall and along it to the doorframe. I crouched down next to the door and listened. My heart squeezed and fluttered in my chest. There was someone—two someones—in my office, and it sounded like they were searching the place. Without a thought, I reached for my gun.

And stopped.

What was I doing? There were two men searching my office and I was ready to fling open the door and confront them with gun drawn. Had I gone stupid while dead? I’d once cornered a rat by accident and had a neat line of scars on my hands and one leg to remind me. Was I now proposing to stand between these two rats and the only exit? Hell no. Once dead in a month was plenty.

I slid my pistol back into the small of my back and duckwalked across the hall to the offices of Flasch and Ikenabi, accountants. The secretary stared at me as I waddled in—no mean trick in a skirt and heels.

“Can I help you?” she squeaked.

I closed the door, stood up and spoke in a low voice. “Um … yes. I’m Harper Blaine. I have the office across the hall and there seem to be two men searching it without my permission. I’d like to use your phone to call the police.”

Huge-eyed, she pushed a button on her phone and offered me the handset. Gotta love speed dial.

I called it in and warned the operator that my office looked down on the west side of the building, so the patrol should approach with caution. I stayed in the accountants’ outer office, waiting.

In minutes, a police car blipped its siren to get through the intersection and pulled up outside—on the west side of the building. Two men exploded out of my office and raced for the stairs. They brushed right past the officers coming up. With a yell that echoed throughout the building, the cops gave chase, but lost them.

The two patrol officers came back up the stairs a while later and met me in front of my office. The door was standing open. The place was a mess. Papers and files were strewn across the desk and floor, and my rolling file cabinet had been pulled out into the center of the room. Its two drawers hung out. My computer was on and the little safe under the desk was open. The burglars had either been here longer than I thought, or they were quick workers.

The cops looked at the mess and looked at the door with its drilled lock. Then they called for a technician to come and collect fingerprints. They didn’t lift a single one, though I would have sworn neither man wore gloves.

The two cops questioned me alternately as the tech worked. “Could you identify them?”

“If you’d caught them, maybe. One of them looked like a homeless guy who grabbed me this morning. The usual Pioneer Square alley drunk or druggie—he was babbling—but I’d never seen him before that. The other was pretty generic. Never seen him before at all.”

“Great,” the shorter of the two muttered.

I shook my head. “I warned the dispatcher that a noisy approach on the west side would spook them. Or didn’t he tell you?”

They both looked a little pinker and I restrained an urge to spit.

“Could one of these guys be stalking you?” the taller cop asked.

I snorted. “Stalking me? Oh, yeah … private investigators are every crackhead’s dream girl.”

“Maybe someone sent them. Any ideas on that score?”

“Nope.”

And that was the truth. My assailant was repentant and hoping to get off lightly. I had no angry clients or frustrated evildoers lurking in my professional closets, that I knew of. Most of my work is boring and mundane stuff people pay to avoid. My nerves itched wondering about it, and my patience for Twenty Questions with the dingbat twins was about to expire.

The cops looked at me as if it were my fault. “No idea? Like nobody you pissed off?”

“No.”

The taller one rolled his eyes. “Just get your lock fixed and get yourself an alarm before one of your admirers comes back. That would be your best move.”

That was my limit. I snapped at him, “No. The best move would have been for you to think before you came charging in.”

He narrowed his eyes at me but didn’t respond. They stalked away, muttering.

It was almost one p.m. and I was left with a mess and a broken lock. I strangled the urge to kick a few large, idiot-shaped objects. I slammed into my office and called Mobile Lock Service, then started picking up the mess.

Nothing seemed to be missing, in spite of the thorough tossing. Even the safe had been turned out, but not ripped off. It made no sense, and that bugged me.

I tried to put it out of my mind by calling a contact at the SPD and asking him if Cameron Shadley’s car had been impounded recently. It hadn’t, but he promised to page me if a call came in on it, if he could.

I returned to the mess.

I was sitting and steaming, after an hour’s cleaning and sorting, when the locksmith arrived. I’d worked with Mobile Lock before for my own business as well as clients’, so I just pointed at the door. The locksmith nodded and went straight to it.

After a while, he grunted. “Break-in?” he asked, fitting the new lock into the old one’s hole.

“Yeah. The cops think I need an alarm… As if I can just pop out to the mini-mart and get one off the rack.”

“Huh. Tiny little place like this, you don’t need a big alarm system.”

“No, but I need something, I need it yesterday, and I need it cheap.”

“You get what you pay for.”

“And sometimes you just pay,” I answered, kicking my trash can in misplaced spite.

He started fiddling with the striker plate. “Huh. Well. Y’know, I might know someone could help you out, cheap.”

“Really?”

“Yeah. Kind of a weird guy, but he does good electronics, tinkers around with a bunch of stuff. You should look him up, maybe. Bet he could do you an alarm for cheap and, like I said, he does good work.”

“What’s his name?”

“Quinton. This time of day, you could probably find him at the library down the street, if you’re in a hurry.”

“Maybe you could just give me his phone number.”

“Nah. You’d have better luck going down to the library. Quinton’s the sort of guy you just … find. Y’know? Hey, there, that does it. All done.”

He stood up and handed me a pair of shiny new keys. “There y’go. Tougher than the old one, though this crummy door don’t do much more than hold it up and look pretty.”

I gusted a sigh. “All right. I’ll look your guy up. What’s his name again?”

“Quinton. Go up to the reference section and ask the librarian for him. She’ll know where he is.”

Anything was worth a try, and the guy had never steered me wrong before. I thanked him and paid for the new lock, knowing I’d have to fight my landlord for a week to get reimbursed.


FOUR



I trudged up to the main library at Fourth and Madison. The reference librarian knew right where to find Quinton.

I walked down the row she pointed out and saw a man seated at a computer workstation at the end. He was slashing away at the keyboard at a terrifying speed and muttering as he did so. His long brown hair was tied back at the nape of his neck and his pale face was decorated with a close-trimmed dark beard.

He stopped what he was doing, blanking the screen, and cocked his head at me.

“Are you Quinton?” I asked.

“Who’s looking for him?” he countered.

“My name’s Harper Blaine. The guy from Mobile Lock sent me.”

He nodded. “OK. What do you need help with?”

“My office was broken into and I need some kind of alarm system right away and cheap.”

“Ah. I see.” He grinned. “Yeah, I can get something up for you in about fifteen minutes. It won’t be perfect, but it should hold back the Visigoths for a while.”

I goggled at him.

He grinned. “It’s not that hard. What’s your setup?”

“One door, one window, two phone lines,” I said. “One of the phone lines is for the modem on my computer.”

“That’ll be cake. How far away is it?”

“About eight blocks.”

“Did you walk or drive?”

“Walked.”

“OK. Let’s go.” He logged out of the computer system and grabbed his coat and backpack off a nearby chair.

I had to hurry after him. I’m tall and leggy, but he didn’t waste time and keeping up required a brisk stride. As we headed south to Pioneer Square, mid-April was doing its spring fake-out of good weather. Seattleites seem to forget that it usually starts raining again in May; they were out without jackets, enjoying the beginning of an unexpected clear evening that would probably turn cold by nine and produce more fog by morning. In spite of its capriciousness, this was usually my favorite time of year. But this time, I felt grim.

Turning onto Yesler uphill of Pioneer Square, I found myself blinking against a sudden haze in my vision and rising queasiness. As I was walking across the street to my building, a dusty-looking, bearded man in jeans, boots, flannel shirt, and a broad-brimmed hat glared at me, then walked right into me. He bumped me out of his way. His touch sent a cold shock through me, and his smell was worse.

“Hey!” I yelled after him. He stomped on.

“What’s the matter?” Quinton asked.

I blinked my eyes clear and caught my breath. “That guy just walked right into me.”

“What guy?”

I pointed. “That one.”

We both stood and looked at the empty block where the man had been. A few ordinary pedestrians were about, but my rude man had vanished.

“He must have gone down the alley,” I said. But he hadn’t. I shook off a qualm, frowning.

Up in my office, Quinton started prowling around the window and the doorway. He took a complicated folding tool out of his pocket, then rummaged through his backpack and laid a pile of wire spools, tape, and small-parts packages on the floor.

“This shouldn’t take very long,” he said and squatted down beside the open door.

While I watched, he stuck something to the doorframe near the floor. He attached some wire and cut off a long piece of the stuff, leaving it hanging like a tail as he taped it into place and closed the door. He went to the window and began on that.

My phone rang. I turned my back on Quinton and answered it.

“Miss Blaine. Sergeyev. I am calling again. Would you have interest in recovering my heirloom?”

I sat at my desk and grabbed a notepad. “Possibly. It would depend on the circumstances. Perhaps we could meet to discuss it?”

He laughed. “No. I am not in Seattle now. But I would pay very well. Two thousand American dollars up front, as you say. And more to retrieve it to me.”

“Then I’m interested. Has the item been stolen?”

“Misplaced, only. So many disruptions here. It has gone astray.”

“Where are you?”

“I last saw it in Switzerland. Ingstrom, I think, took the cargo to Seattle, 1970, 1980…”

I was getting confused by his odd speech patterns. I tried to put him back on course. “What is the item?”

“A furniture. A parlor organ. Can you find it? It is not rush.”

I jotted down what he’d said so far and looked at it. “Your information is pretty skimpy. Do you have any other leads?”

“I shall consider on it and express you papers with the check. We are agreed?”

“Yes, but it may take some time…”

I thought I heard a chuckle and then, “If you’d like to place a call, please hang up and dial again.”

I glared over at Quinton, just rising from kneeling by the phone jack on the wall. “What just happened? I lost a client and I don’t have his number!”

“Wasn’t me. The line’s fine. Maybe he’ll call right back.”

But he didn’t. After a few minutes’ waiting, I shook my head. “Damn.”

Quinton frowned at the phone. “You think he’s not calling back?”

I was miffed. “Not right now.”

“I only have to do one more thing. I’ll need the phone for a couple of minutes. You have a pager?”

“Yeah.”

“What’s the number?”

I looked sideways at him and felt a little dizzy, then looked away. “Why do you need it?”

He held up a birthday card in a clear plastic envelope with the words “Record your own greeting!” on it. “I’m going to program the chip to call you with a code if someone breaks in here.”

“Oh.” I rattled off the number.

He stripped a small, dark object out of the card and placed it next to the phone. Then he placed the handset next to the chip and dialed my pager number and an extension, then hung up. In a moment, my pager went off at my waist, vibrating silently.

“Did you get it?” he asked.

I read the page. “Nine-nine-nine.”

“That’s the code you’ll get whenever the door or window opens. Just ignore it if you do it yourself. I should be able to get a better system up for you in a day or two. Just a couple of quick things and we’re done, for now.”

He made several strange-looking connections to my phone and electrical system, covering them neatly with white tape so they were invisible to a casual glance.

“That’ll do it,” he said, putting his tools away and picking up the backpack.

“How much do I owe you, Quinton?”

“How ’bout dinner? I’ve got a couple of other questions about the permanent system. If you’re still interested?”

I thought about it. “I guess I am. Can you make a ballpark estimate?” I asked.

“I don’t make estimates as sloppy as that.” His eyes were twinkling over a smothered laugh.

I gave him a suffering look.

I got an apologetic grin in return. “Unless the parts have gone up a lot, it’ll be under two hundred, including the stuff I used today.”

It was only a small gamble. “OK. We can talk over dinner. What do you want to eat?”

“Some kind of dead animal will do me fine,” he answered. “I like veggies well enough, but I’m too much the carnivore to give up meat.”

I started picking up my things. “Good. I was leaning toward a steak, myself.”

“Sounds great.”

We walked up First to the Frontier Room. It’s divey, kitschy, and the menu runs to barbecue and stiff drinks, but they have a good steak and it’s cheap.

“So,” Quinton started, separating brisket with his fork, “what situation am I dealing with on this alarm? You don’t seem like the type to lock the barn after the horse is gone, to drag out a cliché. Are you expecting more trouble?”

“I’d rather not take the chance.”

He glanced at me from the side. “OK. I assume you don’t want the cops on your doorstep every time the alarm goes off. Right?”

“Yes. And I don’t want this to be out of my control or open to prying by some security company. My clients pay for confidentiality, but I still need records if someone does break in again.”

Quinton nodded, a comma of barbecue sauce lending him a quirky smile. “Quiet, reliable notification—no false alarms to the cops—and admissible in court. I think I can do that pretty easily with the setup you’ve got. I may have to drill a few holes, though. Is that a problem?”

“The manager’s a bit of a jerk, but I’ll get around him. The owner couldn’t care less, as long as he gets his tax credit.”

We hammered out a few more details, but by the time we’d finished eating and were chasing the meal down with coffee, the conversation had gotten onto other topics. Maybe it was the glass of wine I’d had, but I felt comfortable. Quinton made easy conversation, and a business dinner turned into just hanging out.

We walked back toward Pioneer Square afterward. Quinton stopped at First and Columbia.

“This is it for me. I’ll get in touch as soon as I’ve got the parts. And … thanks for dinner. That was good.”

“Yeah, it’s a pretty good place.”

He grinned and started down Columbia toward the waterfront, turning back to wave before disappearing below the freeway ramp on the steep downgrade.

I strolled on, heading for the Rover a few blocks away, feeling warm and full and a little drowsy. It was getting colder, as I’d expected, though. As I passed my office building, a swirl of clammy steam licked up from the street. The cold slither of the mist around my ankle made me shiver and raised the hair on my nape.

I looked around, feeling observed, and started arguing with my paranoia. It was just steam. All the steam covers leaked a little wisp into the cooling air and made tiny ghosts dance a moment on the cobbled street. But this steam slunk up a shape in an alley nearby.

I gave a start. Someone was standing, shadowed, in the alley, watching me. I turned and strode toward the gleam of eyes. The shadow moved, flickering through light from a window above. A female shape and a flash of wine red hair, then she was gone around the next corner without a sound.

I started after her, pursuing the Cabernet gleam of her cropped hair. Alternating heat and cold rushed over me. I darted around the corner into indeterminate light and a deep, low thrumming. Everything was shrouded as if within a dense snow cloud, always moving, almost revealing … something, then closing up again. The light—hazy gray and impossible to look at as sun-glare in the desert—wiped out detail in a fuzz of visual noise. Shapes seemed to surge and stream just at the knife-edge of perception, flickering with black dots in the corners of my eyes.

I stopped short and whipped around. More of the same. I quailed, gripped by vertigo, and swiped at my eyes as if I could wipe my dimming vision clear and find the way out.

I turned again, but the alley had become an unending plain of cloud-stuff.

I shouted, “Where are you? Where are you!” Panic rushed my breath. I staggered backward in circles, panting and calling.

Something murmured, “Be quiet or it will hear you.”

I spun toward the whisper. A face had formed out of the thick atmosphere, glowing with a pale, internal light—a soft-edged human face, but with no defining factors and no real color, just a thicker, more luminous density of the wavering not-mist. My heart stuttered in my chest.

I shook and stammered, “Who are you?”

“I am … I. I am … he. I am she…”

I didn’t care about philosophy. I waved a shaking hand in front of the face. “Strike that. Just get me out of here.”

The face murmured and began to dissolve. “Shhhh … be patient.” The formlessness distorted and writhed as if unseen snakes rolled within it, dragging the face back into its depths. I was alone in my pocket of the haze-world.

A shriek and a moaning howl ripped the thickened light. Shudders racked my spine. Something screamed back. A shape bulged out of the mist, brushing hard against me, spinning me.

A maw of dripping teeth snapped at my head, rushing ahead of a coiling blackness that drove a wave of shock through the mist. It turned, drawing a shape to it, gathering itself—massive, dark, with a snarling, eyeless head. A mane of bone spines whipped the smoky light. It screamed, lunging.

I caught its scream and stumbled backward. Then I felt a touch on my head and another on my chest that resolved into a shove. The unseen force flung me away.

I fell hard onto the cobbled alley. Something roared, and the bright darkness vanished with the sound of a door slamming.

I thrashed around, looking for the black thing or the vile mist. Just an alley, stinking slightly of urine and garbage and spilled beer. Thin wisps of ground fog danced across the surfaces of tiny puddles between the stones, but nothing else.

A door hinge squealed, then trash cans clattered as a busboy heaved bags into a Dumpster next to Merchants Cafe. I swallowed the urge to heave, myself, and slowed my breath. I pulled myself up with one hand pressed on the rough brick wall of the café and brushed at my backside, shaking. Pedestrians went past the ends of the alley. There was no crowd of onlookers. No one had seen or heard what I had.
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