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You’re never truly lost if someone is trying to find you…


Late summer in the Blue Ridge Mountains. Expensive cars with Florida plates clog the roads, and the students at nearby Appalachian State have departed for the summer. Bim Mayer and Hank Johnson enjoy the lull between missing-person cases while they soak up some sun in Boone, North Carolina.


But the quiet days of summer are about to turn dark as half a dozen people abruptly go missing in this remote mountain town. At the same time, a strange assortment of black keys turns up. Each key tells a weird and disturbing story that unlocks a deeper mystery for the High Country. 


Bim and Hank must connect the dots between the keys and the missing people before they lose everything they've worked for up here. Including themselves.


Lost & Finders is the second book in this quirky, twisty mystery series with hints of the paranormal, following Finders, Inc.
























Prologue






He had to get there before daylight. 


He woke in the darkness, an hour ahead of dawn, cold, with morning dew on his clothes and exposed skin. He sat up and wiped his face, fully awake and already thinking about going back to the valley between the highway and the river, where the thick trees hid his people from the prying eyes of others. Most days he tried to avoid Camp, with all the fights and dramas over worthless bits of cardboard, plywood, and blankets. 


He didn't like conflict. It made him remember the other times, the before times. Back when he was in the Army and stationed overseas. The war.


But today he had to meet someone at sunrise at Camp, so it was time to leave his spot at the Greenway. Even though the night was still dark, the summer morning was already growing warm, chasing away the chill of night. He hadn't slept well on the ground just twenty feet inside the trees next to the walking path—the deer that occupied the park like an invading army had been extra active all night, and they'd tromped rudely past his nest, kicking at the undergrowth like kung fu fighters. 


He left his cardboard bed behind, not caring if someone else took it or if the deer tore it up. There was always more cardboard. He preferred traveling light—his few belongings tucked into the pack on his back, nothing in his pockets and little on his mind. It made the days fly by.


Plus he had his eye on a different spot west of town that he'd found on one of his day-long scouting missions last week. A big old rambling place right at the top of a mountain, the house up there looked like it had been forgotten about for at least half a year. He was planning on grabbing a can or two of food and going there today, if his energy and his big old boots held up. 


But first he had this meeting.


He ignored the rumbling and the dull, familiar ache coming from his empty belly as he left the trails of the park. Moving fast with his long strides, he passed the hospital and its bright lights at the edge of town. For a stressful ten minutes, he hustled down the shoulder of the highway leading to Camp a half mile outside town, hunching his shoulders against the rush of occasional cars and trucks coming at him or up behind him. Early-morning folks on their way to work already. 


He was glad for the dark, and he held his breath every time a set of headlights exposed him on the four lanes of curving road next to him. When he exhaled, his next breath was filled with the stink of exhaust.


When he got to the guardrail with the two matching dents in it the size of his thumb, he didn't even check to see if anyone was watching him in the weak light. He just put a hand on the metal and jumped over. He dropped and slid down the embankment in silence, dodging crooked pine trees and rhododendron bushes in his path. The forest swallowed him.


Fifty steps later he pushed through the clinging limbs and emerged in a clearing, surrounded by crooked tents made of old plastic, sheets, cardboard, and discarded tin and wood. There had to be close to thirty, maybe forty tiny habitats set up in a chaotic sprawl of humanity and castoff material. 


The silence he'd surrounded himself with so far this morning was now broken by the sound of snores, bodies shifting on the ground in their blankets, and the soft whispers and harsh mutterings of the restless folk who never seemed to be able to sleep. There were more of those edgy folks here than he'd like to admit. Every now and then a car or truck would rush by on the highway behind them, a white-noise sound everyone in Camp had quickly learned to ignore.


The smell of garbage, old food, and unwashed bodies mixed together into a musky scent that reminded him that he was back home. He exhaled and let his guard down, just a fraction. For now.


Camp was a shifty place, with people coming and going all the time, taking their stuff and extending the boundaries until they hit either the bottom of the embankment leading to the highway to the east, or the banks of the New River to the west. The whole thing was in a floodplain, so the nearest homes of the regular people sat high above them, hidden in trees half a mile away, with the back of Mossy Creek Apartments ignoring them from the other side of the highway. 


His friend Bo told him yesterday that the woman had wanted to meet him at the fire pit before the sun rose today. 


He threaded his way in the growing light through the tents of Camp, not making a sound in his worn-out black boots, afraid to breathe and wake anyone or get the attention of the restless ones.


The fire pit had been moved closer to the river, he noticed. A woman sat on a tree stump at the edge of the small, smokeless fire that the people from Camp took turns to keep burning all night. She was by herself, wrapped in a black hoodie and a dark blue blanket that looked much too nice for this place. The almost-sweet smell of burning oak tickled his nose from the fire pit. The weak morning sun stained the sky above Camp a reddish-purple color.


Feeling pangs of regret now for coming, he moved closer to her. He could hear more people stirring around him, but he didn't look away from the woman in the blue blanket. With each step he fought the urge to turn and run. 


She shouldn't be here, he told himself. Even if she did run into Bo near Walmart yesterday. Bo always talked too much. She shouldn't have been able to find me, after all these years.


Finally he was right behind her, less than two feet away. He tried to say something, to reach a hand out to her, but he couldn't. All he could do was watch her turn to him and lower her hood.


When he saw her face looking up at him, just as the angry yellow edge of the sun broke through the treeline above them, he knew he was caught. 


She was the one who'd gotten him into this situation. She was the reason he had nothing: no job, no house, no possessions. She was the one who'd ruined him.


The woman was his sister.


She hadn't changed much since he'd last seen her years ago, other than she seemed skinnier and more angry now, and there was some gray running through her short black hair. But her brown eyes were as sharp as ever, and her dark skin shone in the yellow morning light.


"You've been gone so long," she said, still sitting on the stump. "You look good. A little thin, and your beard could use a trim. But looking good."


She hadn't gotten up for a hug or kiss on the cheek. She'd never been one for things like that, so that hadn't changed, either. He was glad for that.


He felt too big standing over her, so he went to one knee next to the fire, a few feet from her, and waited for her to continue.


"I understand now why you did what you did," she said. "I had to step away from the family myself last year. They can be... a lot. I told them to stop looking for you. To stop blaming anyone for what happened and just move on. Of course, nobody listened. But at least I tried, right?"


He caught himself nodding and smiling, and he forced himself to wipe the smile away just like he'd wiped the dew from his face after sleeping outside on the ground last night.


"I'm not going to try to talk you into coming back home, John," she said. 


Hearing her say his name made him start. He wasn't used to the sound of it, all by itself like that.


"I have a new thing going, kind of like a new family. Something better than family, actually," she said, and the smile that slipped across her face made him nearly laugh out loud. She looked like the mischievous kid she'd once been, decades ago, just for a second. "It's better because I got to choose my family this time. And this new family is going to change the world."


As she spoke, she pulled a small envelope from inside her blanket and held it cupped inside her small hand. When she spoke again, her voice was just whisper.


"They might even save the world."


He flinched again at that, sensing the madness that had touched her in much the same way it had so many of the restless others in Camp and around town. It had touched him too, he had to admit. During the fighting in the desert, and even more so after he'd gotten back home. He couldn't adjust to the regular world back here.


"I know you're already my family by blood," his sister said, eyes bright as they caught the morning sun. She was talking louder now, excited. "But I want to invite you into my new family as well." 


He froze, no longer nodding or smiling. An image of the big, abandoned house at the top of the mountain flashed into his head for a desperate instant. He needed to get there, now.


She paused, just for a second, watching him closely. A wave of what could've been uncertainty or doubt seemed to pass over her face like a shadow. Then she charged ahead. 


"John. I know what you can do, and I told them about it. How you can read a situation and move on it before anything bad can even happen. I'm sure it saved you, over there. Maybe it's all just coincidence or luck, but I don't think so. I saw it so many times growing up, I can't..." She blinked a couple times, as if trying to get something out of her eyes. "I think you're one of the special ones. So I told them, and they want you to join us, too."


When he spoke, his voice was thick from lack of use.


"What did you do?" He stepped closer to her, angry. "Can't you just leave me alone?"


He froze when she held up a small white envelope and waved it at him. He could see the shape of something small and hard inside it, like a coin or a small knife. 


Or maybe it was a key.


"Take it, John."


His fight-or-flight instincts kicked in, and he had retreated four feet from her before she could bring that envelope any closer.


"You don't need to run off again, John," she called as he kept backing away. 


People were waking inside their tents at the sound of her voice along with the light of the sun. The situation was turning sour, like food rotting in a dumpster. 


Time to disappear.


She raised her voice, and he retreated faster. "You can finally be with people where you belong."


The last thing he saw his sister do—before he turned and ran headlong into the trees and up the embankment leading back to the highway and the safety of town—was set the envelope on top of the fire behind her. The envelope caught fire immediately, a bright orange ball the size of a fist that burned hot and then was gone. 


He spun on the heel of his black combat boots and, with the bright morning sun now trying to blind him, he disappeared once more. 




















Chapter One






At a quarter past one on the first day of August, wearing only a striped purple-and-white swimsuit and a bright green T-shirt, Bim Mayer decided that it was time. 


He'd given up all pretense of getting any work done that Tuesday afternoon. He'd been plotting this day all spring and most of the summer, ever since his buddy Hanky J had bought this old motel and fixed it up as their headquarters. He even skipped lunch—no small feat for a guy with Bim's appetite—and instead squeezed his 350-pound self into his purple swim trunks. Then he spent nearly half an hour filling a queen-sized inflatable mattress with air from his own now-aching lungs.


Bim left his outdoor office, squinting in the bright sunlight, light-headed from his exertions, and tossed the plastic gray mattress onto the tiny swimming pool just ten feet away. The sun was warm and bright overhead, shining on the boarded-up windows and locked doors of the twenty rooms on either side of the big glass double doors leading into the lobby.


He glanced over at the empty parking lot and listened for any approaching cars. Silence.


He kicked off his bright yellow flip-flops and stuck a toe in the water. Icy.


He pulled the mattress closer to the edge and then turned his back to it. Nestea plunge time.


Bim closed his eyes, raised his meaty arms, and fell backwards onto the floating mattress with a flatulent flop.


For a painful few seconds, he was convinced that the mattress was going to shoot out from under him like a huge bar of soap, dropping him into the frigid, green-tinged water. But then he shifted his big body just right and remained afloat.


"Yes," he muttered with a huge grin from atop the floating bed, the sun hot on his upturned face. "Mission accomplished."


His heels dipped into the cold water while the rest of him remained dry as he bounced gently with the waves he'd made in the tiny pool. He relished the sense of weightlessness he felt. As a big man, it was a sensation he didn't get to feel very often.


His ten-dollar Walmart sunglasses were back in his office, but he didn't want them. Not today, the first day all summer that the temps up here in the mountains of Boone, North Carolina, had finally risen above seventy. After such a cold and rainy spring, followed by a mostly overcast and cool summer, he was more than glad to let the sun beat down on his face and nearly blind him. Even the clouds had cleared away after this morning's bleak grayness. 


I might even, Bim thought with a devilish grin, take off my T-shirt and work on my tan. 


He'd been promising—some would say threatening—his partner Hanky J with this all winter. It was essentially just a big fat dare, and Bim never backed down from a dare. Especially a big fat one.


And it had been one of those winters. Probably the worst one he'd ever lived through, considering all that had happened with Dad and Hanky J's little brother William. Now that was quite possibly the oddest couple ever to join forces. After the events of late March, one had ended up incarcerated, and the other became a fugitive. To Bim's shock, Dad's health had actually improved a bit while in prison—according to his buddy Augie Shepherd, who visited him weekly—as if the old man was too stubborn to die from the cirrhosis that had gone undiagnosed for years. Meanwhile, William remained missing, and nobody seemed to want to find him. 


Bim splashed icy water over the wide curve of his belly and let out a whoop as it soaked through his green T-shirt. The midday sun hadn't warmed the water one bit. As if summoned by Bim's dark thoughts about family, the clouds started creeping back into the sky like greedy dogs slinking back to their food bowls. 


He let his head drop back onto the mattress. Any day now, he knew his diminutive partner was going to ask him to help find his brother William. And Bim was going to say no. 


He was done mixing family with work. Dad had nearly shot himself in the face when Bim and his team had tracked the old man down in March, right after they'd discovered his surprisingly successful meth operation up on Mayer Mountain. The retired Chemistry professors he'd recruited under false pretenses had been whipping up some seriously potent drugs up there.


His death would've been on my head forever, Bim thought, closing his eyes as the sun slipped free of another cloud to blast his lids with white light. Thanks for that, Dad.


He wished Hanky J would hurry up and arrive and rescue him from his memories. This big fat dare was already getting pretty dang old. 


Refusing to let the cold water and cooling air—and the past—get the best of him, Bim gathered his determination and blew out all the air in his sizable lungs. Within ten heartbeats he was asleep. Ten heartbeats more, and he began emitting a high-pitched, mosquito-like snore. Falling asleep had never been a problem for Bim.


He slept like that for fifteen minutes, accompanied by a growing sense of coldness in his fingers and toes. Meanwhile, the exposed skin on his face and arms had started a slow burn. 


His sleep had been like that lately—black and dreamless—and it bothered him. Usually Bim relived some pretty amazing adventures while he was conked out for the night, his tired mind cooking up a weird amalgamation of all the lives he'd touched over the years with his gift, like distorted visits from old friends. Sometimes in those dreams he was in his own head, but in most of them he was seeing the world through another person's eyes and perspective, eavesdropping on their thoughts without an ounce of guilt. 


He missed those dreams. Not enough for him to actually do anything about it right now other than start a tiny buzz of worry in his brain, just like his snores.


The sound of footsteps knocked Bim out of his dreamless snooze and nearly sent him rolling off his floating fortress. Fortunately, the air mattress took up half of the tiny pool, so he was able to simply reach out and grab a rough concrete edge to ride out the choppy waves he'd created with his sudden spasm of movement.


He opened his eyes, hoping to see Hanky J glaring down at him in all his bathing-suit splendor, a look of disgust mixed with disbelief on his partner's bespectacled face. 


"Hello there, Bim," a female voice called out. Definitely not Hanky J.


Bim squinted up at his co-worker Shelby. Tall and curvy, maybe five years younger than him, she wore a sleeveless yellow dress with a white sweater thrown over her shoulders. Shelby had really nice arms. She'd gotten some highlights added to her shoulder-length auburn hair, he noticed. Or maybe it was just the sun lighting her up from behind. Her hair was pretty nice, too, Bim decided.


Shelby stayed just out of splashing distance, watching him with a crooked smile from under the neon-green "Finders, Inc." sign above the entrance. 


So glad I kept my shirt on, Bim thought with a nearly manic sense of relief.


He fought the urge to slide gracelessly into the algae-laced water of the pool to hide his rotund self. But his stubborn side took over, and he splashed his float in a lazy half-circle, acting all casual. 


"Hey there, Shelby," he called out. "Welcome to summer in the mountains, at last! It took until the first day of August, but here it is. Ain't it beautiful?"


He almost asked her, jokingly, if she wanted to join him, but didn't dare. He'd stuck his foot into his mouth so often with Shelby since she'd started here that he was surprised he didn't have toe jam in his teeth.


Fortunately, instead of watching him squirm, Shelby was gazing off at the mountains that surrounded Boone in a ragged, immovable line.


"Sure beats the heat 'down the mountain,' as y'all say. It's supposed to be ninety-nine in Charlotte today. I don't think I'll ever go back there again."


"Good," Bim responded without thinking. He tried to cover it up with more splashing. "'Cause, you know, big cities, right? Traffic and stressed-out people, high cost of living, all that."


"You on a case?" Shelby said, stepping closer and peeking at Bim's bear-paw hands as if looking for evidence. "Making the psychic connection with anyone out here?"


"Hush," Bim said. He lifted his head off the mattress as high as he could without losing his balance again. His thick, shoulder-length hair was dripping wet, and he had a sinking feeling that his mattress had sprung a leak. "Hanky J doesn't know that you know about my you-know-what. Keep that on the down-low, all right?"


Shelby nodded with a pensive frown. "So you're not on a case, either, huh?"


"Been pretty slow," he said. "Not that I'm complaining," he added quickly. 


Shelby was watching him closely with those intense blue eyes of hers. Bim took a quick breath and forged on.


"It's like that in the summer, usually, when all the kids at App State bail on us and the tourists come up to take their place. Such is life in a resort area slash college town. It'll pick up in a week or two when the college folks come back from vacation for the fall semester. My apartment complex has been a ghost town."


"Okay, good," Shelby said, though she didn't sound convinced. "I just get a bit nervous when things stop being so busy. I've been on the wrong end of layoffs and cutbacks too many times. We were so crazy-busy right when I first started here, and then June was quiet, then July. It's been dead all summer."


Bim splashed around and wiggled his submerged toes, trying to get some feeling back into them.


"No worries. You can always use this downtime to help Juan unpack his new servers, or learn how to use all those new Tecknight tablets Hanky J finally let us buy. I still haven't figured out how to get Candy Crush to load on mine."


Shelby was already inching back toward the office entrance, digging in her big brown purse. Bim squinted at her just as the sun emerged from a passing cloud, igniting her auburn hair again. He wanted to suck in his belly, but he'd lost that ability long ago. 


"Hey Shelby," he called. Suddenly he didn't want her to go.


He'd thought about asking her out countless times in the past few weeks, but he always stopped himself at the last minute. He needed to drop some weight first, for one. And he also wanted to make sure that she was truly interested, and not just going out with him because they worked together—or worse, out of pity. He'd been trying to clean up his act, but it was a slow, uphill process, with lots of detours and backsliding. Not to mention lots of fast food and donuts.


Shelby waited for him to continue, shifting her weight from foot to foot. At some point she'd pulled her phone out of her purse, and he could tell she was itching to look at it.


"Don't wait for Hanky J to assign you something, 'kay?" He cleared his throat and sat up a bit more to meet her gaze. He caught another flicker of her smile. "Sometimes he forgets we have another licensed PI in the house besides just him. Do an end-around and talk with Marly or Juan if you need to. They're the ones who really know what's going on in the office. Hanky J won't mind."


As soon as he said that Shelby's smile disappeared altogether, and her face went hard. As in, Are you messing with me, Bim? She didn't have to say the words, and Bim didn't have to use any of his special skills to read that look.


"It's true, for real," Bim said. "You've seen how focused our boss man can get. To the point of distraction. He'll thank you for taking the initiative."


Shelby relaxed and gave Bim a smile that made his face heat up even more than his sunburn-in-progress did.


"Don't wait on Hank yourself, Bim," she said, and then turned toward the office once more, talking over her shoulder with her hand on one of the front doors. "I'm sure there's something for you in Marly's files. Something worthy of your particular skill set," she added.


Then the glass front doors swung shut behind her, and Shelby was gone.


"Right," Bim whispered to himself, thinking of her auburn hair and the way she looked in that dress. 


He was amazed at how she was able to get his considerable gut so twisted up, just by chatting. He never had a problem talking with Marly or even Miranda, Hanky J's on-again, off-again, on-again girlfriend. 


But with Shelby Jamiston, Bim had the sense that she was really looking at him when her eyes met his. That she didn't see the layers of fat covering his frame. 


After all, he thought, she did give me those new, bright yellow flip-flops. She digs me.


Bim was so busy grinning at that memory and slowly paddling his float in a circle that he didn't hear a car pull up.


"Whoa!" Juan's voice called from the other side of the parking lot. Bim could hear him, but couldn't see him. "Is it Speedo season already, man?"


"Don't encourage him," his wife Marly said with a laugh as she stepped around the cars. She wore a sleeveless blue shirt and white jeans, her black hair pulled back into a ponytail. "Next thing you know, Hank'll be out there too, doing a hundred and fifty laps a day."


Bim looked off to his left and saw Juan's head at the level of Marly's waist. He wore a black T-shirt and a bright blue baseball cap with a white silhouette of the Tecknight on his rearing horse. They were outside the gate to the pool, Juan in his wheelchair and Marly carrying a bag of Chinese takeout from Taste Grill. The smell of egg rolls and hot-and-sour soup reached Bim across the water, and his belly rumbled.


"Let me know if you two wanna take a dip," Bim called. "There's barely room in here for one person, so I'll have to jump ship. Although I'm not sure I'd want to actually swim in this water, versus floating on top of it."


"I'll pass," Juan said. "I left my flippers and snorkel at home, anyway."


Bim gave an awkward laugh at that and avoided his friend's gaze. Juan had lost his lower legs in Afghanistan thanks to a buried IED, but in his customized wheelchair he could get around twice as fast as Bim ever could on his tree-trunk legs.


"I've gotta pass, too," Marly said, fiddling with her bangs with her free hand. "I'm not quite ready for bikini season. Plus we've got takeout if you want to join us for lunch."


"That doesn't look like enough..." Bim began, looking at the small plastic bag in Marly's hand.


Juan lifted the two big bags he'd been holding in his uneven lap so Bim could see and smell them. 


"Ohh. You got the Family Special, didn't you?" Bim said before he could stop himself. "You guys are cruel."


"Let your diet go for one day, bro," Juan said. "A man's gotta eat."


"Thanks, but no thanks," Bim said. He dropped his head back onto his float and let the noon sun heat up his face again. The clouds overhead were now fat and white, moving slowly but surely from east to west, only partially obscuring a sky so blue it was hypnotic.


"Hey, stop by my office when you get a chance," Juan called. "Got some new tech you might be interested in testing out. Brand new, not even available anywhere yet, my friend. Plus something else cool you'll like that I've been working on."


"Drop by my office first," Marly ordered Bim, "before you two get all distracted with your gadgetry. I have a new case that just came in yesterday, and it's a tricky one. I could use a tip or two."


Suddenly drowsy from having to use so much willpower about lunch, Bim stuck a pudgy hand in the air and gave them a thumbs-up. He breathed through his mouth until they took their bags of food inside.


Me and Hanky J, Bim thought, closing his eyes against the sun at last. We don't need no stinking lunch breaks. His much smaller partner had told him all about how he'd gotten himself down to just one meal a day. The man was all about some self-deprivation.


Bim had just calmed down again after his close call with temptation when he heard the unmistakable four-cylinder whine of Hanky J's ancient Ford Escort sedan. As soon as the engine died, a car door popped open and just as quickly slammed shut. 


Bim winced at Hanky J's quick footsteps, growing louder. Hanky J was the only person Bim knew who could sound impatient just walking. Then the footsteps stopped.


"Unbelievable. You're really doing this, Bim?"


Bim grinned. The hours it had taken him to fill the pool, the risk of bacteria from floating on it, the hundreds of breaths he'd used to inflate the mattress, and even the threat of humiliation with his co-workers—all of it had been worth it to get this reaction from Hanky J.


Bim's eyes were still closed against the sun. The longer it took to explain himself to Hanky J, the angrier his old friend would get. Some days Bim just couldn't help himself.


"Think of it as my second office, buddy," he said. "Can't you see I'm working here?"


"And what case are you working on? Scanning the sky for cloaked fighter planes or vapor trails?"


"Don't joke about that, man." Bim sat up and rested an elbow on his rubbery float. He opened his eyes and winced from the harsh sun, along with the harsher frown on his partner's face. "Just ask Juan for his theories about those trails. The skies cloud over exactly three hours after those trails show up in the south. Coincidence? I think not—"


"Okay, okay, okay," Hanky J interrupted. He started pacing, his small, tightly wound athlete's body darting back and forth on the parking lot below the pool platform. He exhaled loudly as he paused for some quick deep-knee bends. The guy never stopped moving. 


Bim wondered what it was like to be Hanky J's size: two hundred pounds lighter and half a foot shorter. Probably felt good.


"Enough already," Bim said. "You're making me seasick just watching you."


Hanky J rolled his shoulders like a boxer, and then put his hands on the rusted rail of the pool fence, gazing at Bim through his black-framed glasses. He looked like he was going to vault right over it. 


"Marly give you any cases yet?"


"Nope," Bim said, straightening his elbow and flopping onto his back again. He rolled up a sleeve and sighed at the whiteness under there. "Man, I'm gonna have such a farmer's tan."


"Yeah," Hanky J said, staring off towards town below them. "I don't remember things getting this slow before." 


Bim wasn't ready to talk shop just yet. He wanted to keep Hanky J in a state of annoyance a bit longer, but his partner wasn't cooperating.


"Hanky J. Just think for a second. This happens every summer. If anyone goes missing, it's just some randy old fella from Florida who was trying to walk the entire loop of the Boone Fork Trail to impress his new trophy wife. The cops and the forest rangers are responsible for those jokers."


Hanky J gave a tiny shrug that made his gray sports coat bunch up around his shoulders.


"I guess. Maybe it's a good thing," he said, and then he grinned. 


Bim didn't like that. Those grins usually meant trouble for him. 


"It'll give us time to follow up on this," Hanky J continued, pulling something from the pocket of his sports coat. As if he'd been waiting for this moment all morning. Bim squinted even harder. It looked like a black pen or a small knife, he thought, and then Hanky J was tossing it across the pool to him.


"No..." Bim said, not wanting to touch the thing. 


But Hanky J had always had impeccable aim, and the object hit Bim smack in the middle of his left palm. Reflexively, Bim's sausage fingers closed on the object: a surprisingly heavy black key. 


And as soon as his thick fingers enfolded the cold ridges of the key, Bim's vision went completely dark, and he jumped from the pool into someone else's mind.






* * * * *






The bus nearly shook itself apart as it came down the mountain pass. The brakes whined, and the wheels rumbled over potholes and ruts in the asphalt. She shielded her eyes from the sudden burst of afternoon light through her window, and she gripped the back of the seat in front of her. She'd been riding this bus all day, after climbing aboard it in the darkness before daybreak this morning, countless miles from here.


They never paid attention to buses anymore. Trains used to be the best mode of escaping them, but more and more people were riding trains lately. Nobody wanted to ride on a bus in America anymore.


The bus made it down the steep part of the mountain, and the highway leveled off. She looked outside at the drab mining town flickering past the rocking bus. A gray cinderblock post office. A grubby Speedway gas station with half the pumps covered in plastic bags, cardboard covering two broken windows of the main building. A trio of used car and truck dealerships, all adjacent, all on her side of the bus. Then they were through that town and charging past dark gouges in the mountains where decades ago they'd drilled and dynamited this opening through the cold black rock. 


The bus began to shudder down another descent while she checked on her fellow travelers. The older black couple two seats ahead and across the aisle from her hadn't moved a bit, their gray heads touching as they napped. A white mother and her young boy of maybe five, maybe ten years, gazed out the window three seats behind her.


And the Hispanic woman with the long black hair was still in the very last seat, arms crossed, staring up at the ceiling. She was muscular and severe-looking, like she'd been carved out of the rocks of the mountains around them, but she wore a bemused smile on her face. As if all of this was just a lark, a silly way to pass some time before the next big thing occurred.


She looked up to try to see what the severe-looking woman was so enthralled with up there, but she only saw a grimy metal ceiling. She lowered her gaze only to notice that the severe-looking woman was now glaring at her, with eyes like tiny black holes.


She turned away from the woman and sat back, catching her breath, pulse pounding. Her hand went to the wallet filled with cash that she'd zipped into her vest pocket. Still there.


Fighting the urge to pull out her phone and check the time, or to calculate the distance to the next mountain town, or to maybe even access to the unending stream of text messages and voicemails that kept filling her phone, she closed her eyes and thought about the other small cities and sleepy towns she'd been forced to leave. 


Fourteen years, almost a dozen places. 


Never long enough to leave a trail or put down roots. The thought made her feel lonely and tired. Incredibly tired.


When she opened her eyes again, the Hispanic woman was sitting in the seat next to her.


"All right," the woman said. "It's time to talk."




















Chapter Two






Hank walked across the parking lot, away from the swimming pool—and Bim with his eyes rolled back in his head—feeling like the world's worst boss and friend. 


He hated tricking Bim into using his secret skill like that, but sometimes the guy needed a good prodding to keep him from getting into a big old rut. Hank had learned that all too well in the past forty years that he'd known him. 


Plus the way that Bim had been smirking up at him while he was floating in that nasty pool had pushed Hank over the edge, making him toss the key he'd found late last night at him like a grenade.


He paused outside the two glass doors leading into their offices, inhaling the fresh scent of pine trees tinged with the tangy itch of pollen. With a sniff that threatened to turn into a sneeze, he looked back at the pool. All he could see of his friend from across the parking lot was the mound of Bim's green retro Sprite T-shirt ("Lymon is the Secret!"). Hank told himself not to sneeze as he watched. Every few seconds, Bim's belly moved, just a fraction. 


Good, Hank thought. Still breathing.


He hoped that Bim wouldn't fall off his mattress and drown in the four feet of greenish water in the company pool. 


He fought the urge to rub his nose and ease the pollen-induced itching there. But he had willpower on his side. He wasn't going to sneeze.


With one last glance at the tiny pool and its single occupant, Hank pushed through the glass doors and left Bim behind. The scent of evergreens disappeared, replaced by the rich smells of freshly brewed coffee and spicy Chinese food, with just a hint of mildew that they couldn't seem to completely remove from this old motor lodge they'd commandeered as their HQ.


Home sweet home, Hank thought, and then he sneezed, loudly. So much for willpower.


He was dabbing at his nose with a tissue when Shelby popped out of her office across the wide, expansive lobby. Hank was surprised to see her, because he knew she hated being cooped up in the office.


Staring intently at the bright blue tablet in her hand, Shelby charged past the overstuffed chairs gathered into a circle under the dusty glass chandelier. She would've run right over Hank if he hadn't cleared his throat in time.


"Sorry!" Shelby said, hitting the brakes and almost losing grip of her tablet.


"Careful," Hank said, in what he hoped was a light, joking tone. He could never tell. "Don't want to drop that and incur the wrath of Juan."


"I heard that!" Juan shouted from inside his office.


Hank rolled his eyes and waited for Shelby to smile. She did, but a bit grudgingly.


Neither of them spoke for a few awkward seconds. Hank got up on his tiptoes—Shelby usually had a couple inches on him, but today she had an extra two thanks to her heels—but he couldn't see what was on her screen. She deftly angled it away from him, and then slid it into her big brown purse.


"I was just heading out," she said.


Hank had a sudden urge to reach out and grab the tablet from her purse. For some reason, he felt a sense of competition with Shelby. Maybe it was because she was the only other actual private investigator here, besides him. Hank hoped that wasn't why.


"You have a case?" he asked.


"Not really a case," Shelby was saying, a cautious look on her face as she watched Hank closely. "More like a question. Nothing exciting." She was already inching around him, heading for the door. "I just need to run down a couple things."


Hank had to turn to keep up with her.


"You know, I am your boss. I could order you to tell me about this case—I mean, this question." He waved both hands in the air in frustration. She wasn't taking him seriously at all. "Don't take advantage of my innate kindness, here, Ms. Jamiston."


Shelby laughed at that and gave him a wave, and then with a quick side-step around him, she was out the front door.


"Don't go near the pool," Hank called to the empty lobby, feeling deflated. "Bim's, ah, working."


She can have her case, he thought. My time's coming. I hope.


The past few months had been a huge dry spell, with no juicy cases scribbled on the whiteboard in Marly's office all summer. Just a meager portion of meat-and-potatoes surveillance work and fact-checking chores that made him want to go scope out new career choices at nearby Caldwell Community College. 


Hank took note of the closed door of Marly's office and the open door of Juan's office. He headed toward his own office without poking his head in to say hello to either of them. 


Everybody seemed to be doing their own thing this summer, and holding their collective breath. The business almost always hit a wall each June, as Bim had reminded him, but this summer had seemed extra dead after the wild events of March up on Mayer Mountain, followed by the non-stop eighty-hour work weeks in April and May as word spread about their business. Lots of missing-person cases here and across the country, including one up in Alaska. 


And now, one the first day of August, they had nothing going on here other than an anonymous phone call from late last night that led to a strange black key. 


Everything in Hank's life seemed so much better when the Finder team was slam-busy.


After closing his office door behind him, he dropped into his rolling leather chair, took off his sports coat and started unloading his various pockets. He pulled his phone from the pocket of his dress pants, along with the narrow reporter's notebook that Miranda had given him—"So you don't forget anything anymore, like my number," she'd said with a wicked grin—and lined them up on his otherwise empty desk. 


From his coat pockets he pulled a pen, three bills from the company PO box, and a pair of business cards. One of the two cards was his own, bent and worn, with an old phone number jotted on the back that he no longer recognized. 


He refused to look at the second card, preferring to hide it under his own Finders card.


With everything arranged neatly in blocks on his desk, Hank exhaled and felt the first twinges of fatigue. His four hours of sleep last night had been restless and broken. 


Not enough exercise yesterday, he figured. Have to remedy that today, somehow.


He tossed his car keys from his pants pocket onto his four-foot-wide wooden desk with a jangle of metal. His pockets were officially empty.


He took a deep breath and let it out, counting to twenty before inhaling. He tried to hit thirty on his next exhale. He thought about googling the benefits of meditation. It was on his never-ending list of things to try.


Finally, when he realized he was just sitting there waiting for Bim to clear the pool and come inside to report on that key, Hank pushed back in his chair and kicked his feet up onto his desk. 


Might as well get comfortable, he thought.


He stared at the asymmetric spray of the two dozen keys attached to his Swiss Army knife keyring, thinking about the old-fashioned black key he'd found buried a few inches in the dirt outside the abandoned house last night. It was right where the voice on his phone had said it would be. A woman's whispering voice, scared. 


He'd listened to the voicemail from last night three times, and on his second listen he caught the hiss of the air brakes for a bus—most likely a Greyhound, not a diesel school bus or one of the college's mostly electric Appal Cart line. Before collecting the key long after dark last night, he'd driven past the Greyhound stop in town, just a few blocks from campus. But of course, at half past midnight, the stop had been dark and vacant.


And there was no reason why this woman had to have been here in town last night. She could've buried that key days or weeks or even years ago. Or had someone else do it for her.


Bim would have her name and a history for him in a few more minutes, Hank was sure of it.


He flexed the big muscles in his thighs, heels popping against his desk. He had to force himself to stay in his office instead of pacing around the lobby. Or getting up to do a series of squats or jumping jacks or lunges.


"Just need to sit here and wait," Hank muttered under his breath. "No problem at all with that." 


He gazed at the blank walls around him, broken only by his rows of black filing cabinets. He kept meaning to hang some pictures, maybe even a degree or diploma or two, but now that he was in his mid-forties, the dates on those things seemed too long ago to be meaningful.


With a sigh, he picked up the business card he'd been trying to avoid. He held it up so he could read it for the hundredth time. He'd gotten it last night at Lost Province, a combination wood-fired pizza restaurant and micro-brewery close to the Appalachian State campus. While he was there, Hank had partaken of a glass of water and a dressing-less house salad, and he kept telling his acquaintance that he really wasn't all that hungry. She hadn't bought it.
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