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      If I had known the City Council’s request would mean I’d end up finding a dead body, I’d have done my best to avoid assisting them. Not that we had a choice. Whisper, Washington is an odd town to say the least. Things happen here that rarely happen anywhere else. These things happen often enough that the city kept my partner’s private investigation firm on retainer for just such eventualities. I guess this is because it looks bad to have the local police force hunting down ghoulies and ghosties, and things that go bump in the night.

      I’m Rain McFarland. I run the security portion of the investigation and security firm of Barringer and Associates. While I’m good with people, I’m not much for glad-handing politicians, even if they are just on the City Council of a small town. I hate it when they act like they care about everyone when they’re really just working for one rich and powerful person. I knew, of course, that this was what was happening when Brad Newman came to my office in a dark suit and tie, doing his best to look officially concerned.

      I knew equally well that his real concern was placating Peter Eresh, who was not happy about the archaeological dig that was going on at the edge of town. The dig was officially part of Whisper. Unofficially, it was outside of the boundaries that locals called, “Old Whisper.” This was no doubt a big reason that Peter was going through legal channels. Normally, he liked to take care of problems on his own.

      Brad probably wasn't thrilled when he got assigned to be the Whisper liaison to the archaeological dig. His initial inquiry turned up a flurry of problems with the site. Personal items and some archaeological artifacts, otherwise known as potsherds, went missing. Shadows didn’t look right. Volunteers complained about feeling like they were being watched. Brad worked with the police department to provide more drive-bys, but from what I was hearing, that wasn't helping.

      "I don't have the manpower for more than one person per shift at night," I told him, hoping I could come up with even that. My business was new to the partnership, so I had hired only one person for security and he started work that morning. I wasn’t sure how I’d go about asking Ian to work a late evening shift. I was hopeful I could come up with someone else. Other businesses hired contract workers, perhaps I could too. I even had someone in mind, but I wasn't sure if he’d be available or even interested.

      "We just need to show that the city is concerned about this. The property owner is worried about the thefts. If the dig can be burgled, their new Retreat Center can be, too," Brad said. "I know Chief Anderson is doing what he can, but Whisper just doesn't have the manpower."

      I wasn't about to point out that as a Council member, Brad probably had the ability to change that if he wanted. On the other hand, what would Whisper do with more police? For the most part it was a quiet town. Set east of the Snoqualmie Valley, overlooking the foothills of the Cascades, the town of Whisper was named after the mountain proper upon which it sat.

      I wasn't sure quite why this particular mountain had a name, flowing as it did amongst the other crags and peaks that made up the foothills, linked to each other with no boundaries discernible to the human eye. As land prices in the Seattle area rose, more people moved farther and farther east for affordable housing, making Whisper a thriving little twenty-first century town.

      Although many among the descendants of the families who had settled Whisper would rather keep the town a quiet secret, others realized that the tourism that came from developing their reputation as a New Age retreat would create further revenue.

      The Retreat Center was part of that vision. Of course, that project was a bit behind schedule, considering they’d found skeletal remains and had to call in the authorities. Naturally the bodies weren’t recent and archaeologists had come in wanting to examine and potentially preserve the site. Fortunately, the actual retreat building sat on a different part of the property.

      The archaeological site was in the area where a winding drive would bring people to the Center, giving the impression that even as the land around was built up, that the Retreat Center was off in its own natural world. I suppose this was to make it feel like an actual retreat from city life, even if it was only an hour from Seattle. Given all the digging up of artifacts, I could only dread the budget overruns on the landscaping contract.

      Of course, the builder was probably pleased. After negotiating with the archaeologists who wanted to preserve the site, the owners of the Retreat Center decided they’d put in a little museum as part of the preservation of the area. They thought that the historical story of the earlier inhabitants created a natural link to the land as well as placating any angry spirits. Yes, I know. A strange way to do business, but this was Whisper, after all.

      "I'm still new to this business," I confessed to Brad. "We've been getting settled in and working out the expansion of the business, otherwise I could offer more." I wanted the Councilman to remember that we could be of help should he need it. I did want more security people around. It would be nice to be able to pull them in at a moment's notice if something like this happened. Things had just been slow getting set up. I'd had interviews and found one person I'd really liked for the job and another that had potential. But when my office partner, Meg, went missing a couple of weeks ago, everyone's mind turned to finding her and making sure she was okay.

      Brad nodded. "Of course, we're also getting pressure to find out what we can about the archaeologists."

      "Really?" I asked, looking up from where I was making notes on my lined yellow note pad. We were sitting in my office, informally meeting rather than using the big conference room. Zari A was napping on her cat tree.

      "Peter Eresh is one of our, um, most powerful citizens, and um..." Brad was faltering, clearly unaware that I probably knew more about Peter than he did. "Well, he's not happy about this dig at all. He at least wants to know about the people working there. I told him I'd have you look into that, as well."

      "Background checks won't be a problem," I assured him. Between Kyle and RaeLynn that was the easy part of the assignment. And it wasn’t as if I was completely unaware that Peter had issues with the dig.

      "Great," Brad said, leaning back in his chair.

      "Is there anything else?" I asked.

      He shook his head.

      "I'll have RaeLynn send over a copy of the contract and you can get it signed by the City Treasurer. Just have them send a copy back. Once that's done, I'll have someone over at the dig. I’ll probably do some of my own interviews there as well. Peter can get his information and I can find out more specifics about their problems."

      Brad didn't seem inclined to stand, so I did. He followed my lead after saying goodbye. I walked him out to the front, where RaeLynn took charge of getting the information we'd need. It was probably on file somewhere, but our receptionist was thorough. I liked that about her.

      Back in my office, I walked in to see Zari A giving me a very large yawn.

      "He was dull," Zari told me. Zari isn't actually a cat. I mean she is a cat, but she's an alien in a cat's body. Or what looks like a cat's body. I'm not quite sure. However it works, she is cat enough to fool the veterinarian I took her to when I adopted her. I found her as a stray mewing pitifully in the rain. To this day, she hates getting wet. There's an irony in that my assumed name is Rain.

      Zari started grooming her ruddy fur while continuing to tell me about how dull Brad's mind was.

      "Not everyone can be exciting," I reminded her mentally.

      I looked up at a slight sound, or perhaps the sense that I wasn't alone in my office, to see Peter framed in the doorway. He was dressed in his casual uniform of blue jeans and denim work shirt. His straight, muddy brown hair fell across his forehead, threatening to get in his eyes. Nothing about him suggested that he could command everyone’s attention when he walked into a room, yet that’s exactly what he did.

      "I believe RaeLynn is getting the contract out to the city," Peter observed. "How soon will you start on the investigation?"

      "As soon as Kyle gets back," I said. "We do have other business, and without Meg we're running short."

      "How is Meg?" Peter asked, as casually as possible.

      There was a slight smirk from Zari A, as she too realized the question wasn't at all casual. I hushed her as quietly as I could. While Peter is not naturally telepathic, he and Zari share a very close link.

      "She said she'd be in for a few hours today," I told him, watching him carefully. Peter's eyes gave away nothing, although I noticed his hand ran across the top of the table, touching the wood as if he was communing with it. Well, perhaps he was. Head hanging down to look at the table, he raised his eyes to me, offering me a puppy dog look if there ever was one, which although no doubt contrived to get his way, was rather adorable.

      "I don't know more than that," I said. "It's not like she confides in me. In fact, I'm lucky if she tolerates being in the same room sometimes. Emma might know more." Emma was Meg's grandmother.

      Peter drew his eyebrows together, the edges of his mouth turned down in a frown. His hands kept moving over the wood, and he looked thoughtful. "She has not yet gone to see her granddaughter, which perplexes me. When she was a girl, Meg used to follow Emma around everywhere. Lately though, it's as if Emma is cutting her off."

      "Maybe she's getting older and wants to create some space in case she dies suddenly." Okay, even I didn't believe that, and I hardly knew Emma.

      Peter gave his own snort, which made Zari A sit up and stretch, glancing over. She started washing her paw.

      "Emma does nothing that isn't all about Emma," Peter responded. "If she's not seeing Meg, there is a much greater benefit to her than there is to anyone else."

      "It started about the time you saved Meg's life," I pointed out.

      Peter glanced over at me. "At which point, Meg's talent for hearing a lie would have expanded. It makes me wonder what Emma's been lying to her grandchild about."

      "So you're avoiding her rather than trying to find out?"

      Peter shook his head. "I've never sought Emma out, nor do I intend to. I asked her once why she was being distant to Meg but she avoided answering. It's not my business to pry further."

      "So instead of finding out about Meg, you're annoying councilmen about a dig?"

      "I don't trust archaeologists. They make up what they don't understand. They desecrate graves. They don't know the people who were buried. They don't understand the lives. I don't like them."

      "I think they'd argue they do care about the lives. After all, they are preserving the bodies and the artifacts."

      Peter snorted again, turning to glare at me. He walked over to the cat tree and began rubbing Zari A's chin. She held it out, elongating her neck to make it easier. From where I sat I could hear the rumble of her purr begin. Still looking out the window, Peter said, "I knew the tribe there. They were my people. The village sat half on my land and half on another's land. It was lower down, close to a river at one point. I remember several of their shamans. It just seems wrong to watch them dug up to be displayed elsewhere. These people were mine."

      I listened without saying anything. Peter isn’t actually human. Perhaps that's why he and my alien cat got along so well. Peter’s an earth spirit. His land is the mountain we call Whisper. Humans may not see the boundaries, but they are as clear to him as the walls we might build around a town. Anything that happened on the mountain he knew. He could bond psychically with those who went into a shamanic trance and desired to do so. To Peter, such psychic bonding was incredibly important. Unfortunately, while today's people may still worship him to some extent, extending power, no one really had the meditation skills to maintain that bond.

      In human form, Peter did manage to reignite some of that bond during sex. However, that bond was difficult for the other person in the relationship, as Peter’s mind or soul was so vast that humans could get lost in it. In the past such a thing had happened to the occasional less powerful shaman. This left their body a shell of itself, their spirit unable to find its way back.

      As an element of earth, Peter tends to be rather eclectic and voracious in his sensual tastes, so this wasn’t really something that he’d ever considered a problem. Apparently the more often someone was intimate with him, the deeper the psychic bond. Then Peter saved Meg, forcing her to hide inside his mind from another earth spirit who wanted to kill her. He’d been fearful that she wouldn’t survive the bonding that occurred, but hopeful that removing her from the mountain would allow her to find her way back.

      Meg, however, managed to extricate herself from his mind with a minimal amount of effort. She walked away from the experience with no discernible effect. While the bond was very close, offering Meg a view of Peter few people had, she seemed unable or unwilling to discuss the situation with him, avoiding him or speaking as casually as possible to him whenever he was around.

      For Peter this opened up a host of possibilities for forming a longer term relationship, and all that that entailed. Certainly it wasn’t regular sex, as he’d get that anywhere. It was the bonding. Zari once said that Peter wanted to know everything about someone, probing their cells to the traces of elements, devouring their soul in a sense, to catch of taste of what it was to be mortal. Meg’s refusal to even talk about their bond was incredibly frustrating to him.

      It seemed equally frustrating to Meg, such that when Peter wasn't around, she got bitchy with anyone who might have a claim on him. I lived up in his cabin before my apartment was ready, a fact which Peter made Meg aware of. This meant she saw me as a romantic rival, never mind that Zari A was Peter's real interest and the reason I’d been his temporary housemate. Nor did it matter that I'm not sure about human commitment and bonding, to say nothing of the all-consuming link that Peter requires. The dynamics made life in the office difficult from time to time.

      I was inclined to like Meg. In another situation we might have been good friends. I had hopes that some day that might actually come about. Until she understood that I had no interest in Peter, though, that wasn't about to happen.

      "What types of information are you hoping for?" I asked him.

      "Everything," Peter responded, looking over at me again. Zari A continued to purr.

      "Can you define ‘everything’?"

      "I just want to know these are the type of people who are going to be respectful of my people."

      "I'll do my best," I said. "Of course, I'll also be interviewing them to try and ascertain who is doing the stealing. I guess it’s both personal valuables like cell phones as well as artifacts. It seems strange."

      Peter shrugged. "I'll leave that mystery to you."

      "And do you want me to get started?" I asked, standing up, a not so subtle hint that I wanted time to work on my own.

      Peter smiled, letting his eyes travel slowly down my body. There was no detail missed as he took in my dark blue tunic over a short black skirt and tights. I think his eyes even found my toes, hidden in heeled black pumps. Finishing his visual tour of my body, probably able to tell to the ounce whether I had gained or lost weight, he looked up, meeting my eyes for a moment before giving me a slight nod, a half smile, and the warm tingling feeling as if I’d just had really good foreplay. Silently he walked to the door.

      For my part, I didn't quite give him the same thorough once over, but I did appreciate the way the jeans hugged his muscular curves. I also noticed that although the shirt left much to the imagination, being cut slightly big, the fabric hinted at a physical outline that was more muscular than most models. I guess when you created your own body, you got the best.

      I tried to listen for footfalls as he walked down the hall, but heard nothing. RaeLynn was likely aware of his visit only from our voices in the office.

      I walked to the front and leaned over the reception desk.

      "Yes?" she looked up. She had papers spread all over the place.

      "Can you call Dillon up at the Mount Vernon agency?" I asked, referring to an investigator we did a bit of work with during the last investigation.

      RaeLynn pulled up her computer files without looking, "And what am I calling him about?"

      "I want to see if he's interested in some contract security work. I think their office did security and I need another body. It'd be great if he could start tonight, but tomorrow would be fine, too."

      The whoosh sounds of the main door made both of us turn. I wasn't expecting another client.

      I saw Meg pause a moment to look around.

      "Meg!" RaeLynn practically yelled in my ear. She set down the phone before walking around the reception desk to give Meg a big hug.

      Meg was slightly taller than I am, but with a natural athletic thinness that my body was never going to have. She may be built for fashion, but the flare of her hips suggested that as she aged she'd likely have nearly as curvy of a figure as I did. I'm shorter, heavier, and much more suited to Marilyn Monroe styles than Meg's business casual style. Today she looked too thin, a side effect of the weight she’d lost while recovering from pneumonia. Her face was still pale and looked a little drawn, although her smile widened and eyes lit up upon RaeLynn's enthusiastic greeting.

      A few weeks ago, Meg had been hired to look into a kidnapping. It had looked like a straightforward non-custodial-parent child abduction. The truth was much more complicated, however, involving the Seal Folk, a race of people who could shape-shift into seals. Meg had been captured and held by these people, or creatures, in a damp cave somewhere near the San Juan Islands. She’s never been able to give us an exact location. She was dumped off a boat onto a beach near Port Angeles. Authorities found her there and rushed her to a local hospital, where she’d spent quite some time recovering from her ordeal.

      "Welcome back," I said, coming forward. I'd hug her if she'd let me, but I didn't hold out much hope. I wasn't disappointed. After letting go of RaeLynn, Meg took a step back from me, putting space between us.

      "Thanks," she said. "Although I think I'm just working the desk for awhile. Surveillance might put me to sleep."

      "I'm just happy you'll be back to handle the City Council."

      "What's up?" Meg wanted to know.

      I summarized the work we were being hired to do by the Council, Meg nodding and asking questions. "Does Kyle know?"

      "I'll have him on it as soon as he's back. He's doing some off-site work this morning, but he should be back after lunch."

      "Great," Meg said. She started pulling off her coat before walking down the hall to her office. "I'll be in the office if you need me."
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      Meg looked around her office, noting that not much had changed in the last few weeks. RaeLynn had a nice pile of mail on the desk, along with some phone messages. Meg hung up her coat before standing over her desk, glancing through the pile. Two were clients that Kyle could have called back, but she expected the person speaking had insisted upon talking directly with her. She sighed.

      She sat down to return the calls, which took longer than expected as both businesses were places she'd worked with before. At one office, the receptionist and the attorney both had dozens of questions related to her health, her office, and of course what they could expect for their business. Meg spent some time assuring them that even when she wasn't available, Kyle was a good investigator and could more than handle anything they had going.

      The clients were easily mollified, leaving Meg to suspect they had called primarily to get to talk with her about her recent near-death experience. Knowing a private investigator that had nearly gotten killed in the line of duty was probably very exciting to people who hadn’t nearly died. It was less exciting to her. Meg gave in to a yawn as she hung up the phone for the last time.

      A few moments later, RaeLynn stood in the door frame.

      "What's up?" Meg asked.

      "I have a few things for you to sign," RaeLynn said. She pushed a couple of contracts over to Meg for her signature. This was business Kyle had generated and his signature was already in place. As the business owner, Meg co-signed all contracts that came through for investigations. She skimmed through each of them, noting which clients had agreed to work with Kyle rather than wait for her to call them back. She'd have to make sure they had no problems in their experience.

      "What's this?" she asked, coming to the bottom one. It was a contract to take on Dillon Kohler for an unspecified time. His job was to assist in background research on the archaeologists and volunteers working the local dig. In addition, he would provide evening security until such time as the City determined it was no longer needed.

      "The City Council wants Rain to provide extra night patrols for the archaeological site. She’s only hired one person for security so far. We're going to use Dillon to fill in the hours," RaeLynn told her.

      "Have we even met him?" Meg tried to recall what Kyle told her about the last few weeks. She'd been recovering after her ordeal with the Seal Folk, so her memory was not yet up to par.

      "Kyle has," RaeLynn said. "Dillon was a big help getting the local police departments mobilized when you went missing. Kyle said he seemed like a hard worker and a straight-up guy. We’re pretty desperate for bodies right now, so Rain wants to take him on for short term security. Considering there seems to be something unusual going on down at the dig, she wanted to cover all bases, so he’s considered an investigator and security. I doubt he'll have to follow any particularly strange leads guarding an archaeological site."

      Meg looked up, trying not to smile. "Really?"

      RaeLynn shrugged. "Who wants to borrow trouble?"

      Meg nodded and signed the contract. "Rain’s not here?”

      "She's stepped out of the office for a few."

      "Lunch already?"

      RaeLynn shook her head. "It's way early. Besides, half the time she skips lunch. I think she worries about her weight."

      "So where is she?" Meg pried. She hated having to pry information from people about Rain. What was it with that woman? Was RaeLynn now a fan?

      "She's down at the dig. I think she wants to look around and get a feel for what's going on. Besides," RaeLynn paused before adding, "I know Peter particularly wants us looking into the backgrounds of the archaeologists. He's concerned about what's happening. I think Rain wants to make sure we don't mess up."

      "Maybe I ought to go down," Meg said. If it was important enough for Peter to ask for help, he ought to have their help. Rain wasn't an investigator. Meg was. She knew her stuff.

      "We'll send Kyle down later. You know he'll do a good job, no matter who he's working for," RaeLynn assured her. "And you need to get better."

      Meg watched her receptionist gather up the papers. She would miss having RaeLynn as a receptionist and administrative person, but the other woman was also great on the computer and they needed someone to do the main computer work in the office. Meg wasn't aware of the stormy-looking face she presented as she thought about the changes that were being implemented in her business. If the look on her face bothered RaeLynn, the other woman didn't show it, moving towards the door.

      "Oh," RaeLynn said, turning back, "Peter was here earlier. I think he’s worried about you." She left without giving Meg a chance to ask questions.

      Meg tried to sort through the papers but her hands were shaking. She shouldn't let Peter do this to her. She shouldn't let just the thought of him shake up her entire world, or at least her hands. If he cared about how she was doing, why didn't he ask her himself? Meg spent a few minutes moving papers from one pile to another before deciding tea would calm her down. She scooted back her chair to walk across the hall to the kitchen, where she bumped into a strange man.

      Tall and light haired, the man took up much of the space in the kitchen.

      "Excuse me," she said, causing him to turn from the cup of coffee he was stirring. They used the Cuppa downstairs for most of their coffee needs, leaving only instant in the office kitchen.

      "Oh, sorry," he said, turning around to give Meg a good look at the finely shaped eyes that seemed to miss nothing around him.

      "I'm Meg." Meg held out her hand.

      "Ian," he said, taking her hand to shake it. His grip was surprisingly gentle, although it still held a firm confidence.

      "I don't think we've met?" Meg said, wondering what he was doing in her kitchen. The contract worker's name was Dillon, not Ian.

      "Rain hired me a couple of weeks ago. I officially started this morning. Unfortunately Rain is out of the office, so RaeLynn sent me down to grab some tea to wait and read."

      "Our tea selection is definitely better than our coffee selection,"

      "I can see that," Ian agreed. "I'm just not much of a tea drinker."

      "Well then." Meg took the cup from him and poured it out. "Let's go down to the Cuppa and I'll introduce you. We have a contract with them to run a tab for us. Their coffee is far better than ours."

      Ian smiled. "Sounds good. Is that part of what you do? Make life easier on the security people?"

      "Meg Barringer, the Barringer of Barringer and Associates," Meg responded. "I run the investigations. I've just gotten over pneumonia."

      Ian's fair skin offered the slightest blush for his blunder as he followed Meg out of the room. Meg found it rather endearing for such a big, confident man to blush. RaeLynn gave her a large smile as the two left.

      "Can you get me a cup, too? Decaf Espresso."

      "Is there such a thing?" Meg asked.

      RaeLynn nodded. "There's everything, if you know who to ask."

      Meg shook her head before leaving the reception area.

      "RaeLynn seems like a kick," Ian observed.

      "She is something," Meg said. "Never underestimate her. She'll be doing a lot of our computer investigations as soon as we find time to hire a full-time receptionist. For now, she does both."

      "Pneumonia, huh?" Ian asked as the elevator arrived.

      "Pneumonia." Meg stepped in the car. "In my last investigation I was taken prisoner and left in a cave by the person we were supposed to be looking for. That chill, plus nearly drowning, seems to have been a bit much."

      "Wow. Are all your investigations that dangerous? I used to be a police officer, and I guess I was under the mistaken impression that most P.I.s spend a lot of time watching and waiting."

      Meg laughed a little. "Hardly mistaken. Usually I prefer surveillance, but this was an odd case. Of course, now that we have people like you for security, if it does seem dangerous, Kyle and I won't have to work alone."

      The doors opened down at the main floor. The Cuppa had their little coffee cart towards the center of the room. The cart was a branch of the main coffee shop that was a few blocks away on the main road. Several other office areas were nearly completed. Meg could see people working inside to get things set up.

      "Hey, Meg!" the vendor called.

      Meg smiled, walking over to introduce Ian as one of their employees, so he could get his coffees on their tab.
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      Late morning, nearing lunch, on a cool, clear winter day at a not-very-well-funded archaeological dig isn't very busy. I pulled up by the roadside and saw no sign of cars. I walked down the path. Zari A, who had insisted upon coming along, strolled next to me. I was looking for any sign of anyone, but no one seemed to be around. Zari seemed more intent upon smelling everything we came in contact with.

      "I wonder where everyone is."

      "It is time for an early lunch," Zari responded. Of course, for a cat, any time was lunch time. She sniffed at a bush that lined the walk. I glanced over her head to see what had been a field, now only dirt. There was an old fence behind the bushes, and the trail I walked on was designed to take me around the field and then into the main entrance. One of the first things I did when the City Council contacted us about the dig was look up the site and its recent history.

      This had once been a horse farm. The old fences were part of the pasture area. The Retreat Center was towards the back of the property, closer to where the house had been. Kyle had confirmed that when I talked to him last night.

      "Anything good?" I thought at my cat.

      "Several different rabbits have come through here. Also a dozen or so domestic cats and a bobcat have been by here. Next to this post, there is a marking from a coyote. Of course, I'm not even sure I can count the number of bird and chipmunk and squirrel smells there are," she responded, quite seriously.

      "Thanks," I replied. We continued on towards the entry. I saw tents ahead.  To their left was an old lean-to. I wondered if that had once served as a barn or what was left of a barn? I wasn't wise enough in the ways of Pacific Northwest horse farming to have a clue. Kyle probably could have told me the history and I was sorry I hadn't waited to take him along. Of course, if I had, then I'd have had Meg in the office to deal with. My cell phone rang, startlingly loud in the nearly silent field.

      I answered on the first ring. "What is it, RaeLynn?" Zari was finding something else to sniff.

      I listened to her tell me that Ian had arrived at the office and she wasn't sure what to do with him. I wasn't quite sure either.

      "Has he filled out the paperwork?" I asked.

      I got a somewhat huffy yes from RaeLynn. As if she'd forget. I had left the papers with her so she was well aware of the first step.

      "Can you see how he feels about some overtime later tonight? Ask if he can meet me here this afternoon and then he can do the earlier security shift. Maybe Kyle can cover the early morning hours."

      "As if," RaeLynn said. Kyle could get up plenty early if he wanted to. However, he was not known for his early mornings. He normally strolled into the office about half an hour behind everyone else, although to give him credit, he never seemed like he was dragging himself in.

      "Well, we can ask. Then tell Ian I'll take the first few hours if he can do the later hours. I'm sorry about the last minute stuff, but we just got hired for the job. I'm actually looking around for someone on-site to talk to."

      "I'll let him know when he comes back."

      "Where is he?"

      "Meg took him down to the Cuppa to introduce him."

      Well that was a surprise, and a development I didn't really want to have to explain to Peter. What if Meg ran off with someone other than him? I glanced around as a shadow seemed to pass over the sun. The day was so clear I couldn't figure out where it came from. Zari was continuing her sniffling around, finding scents everywhere.

      "When he gets down here we can go over what needs to happen together so he'll be ready for the evening shift," I said. “Of course that assumes I find someone who knows what’s going on around here.”

      "Gotcha," RaeLynn said. "It's really too bad he can't be in the office more. He's very easy on the eyes. Now that Joe has mostly finished his part on the computer, all I've got is Kyle."

      "I'm sure Kyle will suffer through it," I told her, thinking that he probably enjoyed flirting with RaeLynn from time to time. Kyle was the kind of guy who loved the attention. His flirtation was simple compared to Peter, who always seemed to have some unvoiced agenda to add to his fun, but not necessarily mine. To me, Kyle was far more relaxing.

      I hung up with her before finishing my walk down the path. I stuck my head in the largest of the tents. No one was around. I walked around the area, checking out what was in the lean-to. Someone had a rudimentary power supply and a table that looked like it would serve for computer use, although I didn’t see one around. At least they were packing them up when they left.

      I turned towards the front field, which seemed to have the most going on. Strings gridded off areas that were all in various stages of digging. I walked along the edge of one, wondering how easy it would be to patrol this area in the evening, or if we'd even have to. Would they leave things out here or would they all be near the tents? I glanced around at Zari A, who was again sniffing at a bush that edged the area.

      "What are you doing now?" I asked.

      "Checking the area out. There have been people here."

      "Duh," I thought back at her. Of course there were people around. It was an archaeological dig, for heaven's sake. I walked away from the gridded area towards the place she was sniffing. I could see a slight depression in the ground. Beyond that sat a small mountain of dirt. Was this where they put the dirt that had already been sifted? It seemed strange to me. Of course, with a builder at the other end of the property, the dirt could come from over there.

      "Probably just moving dirt or something," I told Zari. I looked around, getting my bearings again. To my right the land started rising quickly up to the mountain. I wondered how far we were from Whisper Mountain.

      "Oh, it's just a few yards to the right," Zari informed me. Peter can see you where you are now."

      Involuntarily I looked over at the trees, as if I would see him, but there was no figure beneath their branches. There wasn't even a shadow, so he probably didn't know about the conversation. I couldn't see him passing up the opportunity to make some sort of joke like that. Zari was trotting past me to get her own look at the mound of dirt behind the bushes.

      "What are you doing?" I asked.

      I had visions of her deciding this was the perfect litter box. What if they needed to use the dirt for fill? Would that be bad thing?

      "Probably not," Zari purred. "I mean, it's waste. You think it's bad but it's just waste. Everyone and everything has waste and there is always a use for it."

      I sighed. She was so much more comfortable with concepts of waste than I was.

      "But that is not what I want to see," she said. "Ah…" I moved closer to see what she was sniffing at.

      In the dirt, just visible, was what looked like the palm of a hand. I had a moment when I thought that perhaps this wasn't a pile they had already sifted but a pile still waiting for attention. Perhaps this was a find they would be excited about. Of course, my more rational mind eventually kicked in, reminding me that anything archaeologists would be excited about probably didn't have skin attached. This hand did have skin. In fact, it was a palm, as if it belonged to a living person, although clearly this body was buried by a ton of dirt.

      Shadows moved around me, causing me to start, but it was just a light breeze moving branches of the trees that lined the area behind the dirt mound. Maybe that was what I noticed earlier, when I thought I saw a shadow. Still, the bushes down there were lower so the shadows should have been different.

      "Zari A, that's a body," I said.

      "I know," she responded. "I believe it was a male but I can't be sure. I haven't been around humans that much. If it were a dog, I could be more certain."

      "We, I mean, I, need to call the police," I told her.

      She looked up at me. "You can't investigate this?"

      "This is a police matter."

      "I wonder if this is what happened to the archaeologists?" she asked. I felt a chill go down my back, thinking about the shadow over the sun, the deserted feel of the camp. Was she right? As I was working myself into quite a state, debating whether to run up the mountain to Whisper and hopefully, Peter, or back to the road, a car-door slammed. With the slam came the sound of voices. I couldn't make out the words but the cadence was that of three or four people talking casually. I walked back to where I could see over the main area of the dig.

      Another car door slammed. I couldn't see it, but I could hear new voices. I saw a group of people walking up the lane. They carried bags of food. I noticed Zari had followed me and she was sniffing the air appreciatively.

      "Chicken," she said simply. Well now I knew where everyone had gone. Take-out. It looked like they were preparing to eat on-site, too.

      I pulled out my phone, less frightened than I had been. In fact, now I felt a little silly. I dialed the number for our local police department. I didn't want to go through 911. No reason, really, but I wanted Sheri there first in case there was anything out of the ordinary. Not that a body was ordinary, but this was Whisper and sometimes things got even stranger than the crimes committed by humans. Sheri was a member of one of the Old Families on Whisper, which meant the sort of out of the ordinary I was worried about would faze her less than it might some other officer.

      "Hi, Brenda," I said when someone answered. Brenda worked at the department answering the phone and keeping everyone on track. In another office, she'd be the administrator. Here, she was a secretary.

      "What's up?" she asked after the usual pleasantries.

      "There's a body here at the dig," I said.

      "From what I hear there's a whole lot of them," she responded.

      "This one is fresh."

      "Ah," she replied. "So you need someone official to come investigate?"

      "I think I do," I said.

      "Sheri's on the day shift today so I'll call her in. I'll call Kevin, too. The Council has been going on about stuff happening at the dig, so the Chief is trying to stay in the loop. You're sure they’re dead?"

      "I just saw a hand, palm up."

      "Really?" Brenda asked. "Where?"

      "In a big pile of dirt just north of the dig, behind some bushes."

      "Well that would be easier to bury someone in a place like that. At any rate, don't go messing around the scene. Keep everyone else away from it."

      "I'm not sure anyone else knows," I said.

      "Well, unless you're the killer, I think someone else probably does know." With that ominous pronouncement Brenda rang off. People in Whisper amazed me. This was a small town where murder didn’t happen often, or so the crime rate said, but I could call in the police and the reaction was as if it was just another day.
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