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      Meg woke, groggy from sleep, to the sound of pounding on the front door. She wasn’t quite used to her life in the house, couldn’t quite get used to the idea that Peter had done this all for her. She slipped out of bed, pulling on a soft fleece robe. Whoever was there must want her, or Peter would have delayed them. She was surprised, actually, that Peter hadn’t done that to begin with.

      She mentally searched, finding his mind hovering in the background, that link that meant she knew much of what he knew. She had a sense, but no specifics, that he didn’t like the reason for the visit. She felt concern from him, maybe sadness. He wasn’t explaining further.

      Meg was used to not getting explanations from Peter. Despite their telepathic link, she was frequently expected to just know something or else figure it out for herself. Meg padded down the short hallway to the main room, which her father would label a “great room”, and in fact he’d called it that when he’d toured her through the place the first time.

      It was brighter than it used to be. The ceiling had been raised and set of stairs in one corner led to a loft. Windows crossed the western side of the building, letting in plenty of light. The granite slab on the counter top was dark black brown shot through with a pinkish red. In the light it was beautiful. In the half light of dawn, with no overhead lights it looked like so much blood splattered across the kitchen.

      Why had she let her mother talk her into that particular pattern? She opened the door, the chill air of winter blasting against the cozy warmth of the cabin. Cabin was actually a misnomer now, but everyone still thought of it as Peter’s cabin or Peter’s home. Meg doubted that it would ever be thought of as hers or hers and Peter’s.

      When Peter had remodeled it for her, he’d given her plenty of room. He’d considered a family, although how she would ever have children, Meg didn’t know. Peter seemed to have the idea that she’d meet a human man and bring him into some sort of bizarre threesome and the man would father children. Or perhaps she’d run off and have an affair and raise the children herself, Meg wasn’t sure. Whatever he thought, the house had the loft area for an office or bonus space and then four bedrooms. One small bedroom shielded the master suite from the front room and then two small ones sat on the far side of the kitchen area.

      “We’re looking for Peter Eresh.” A uniformed man stood there on the long porch of the cabin. Meg hadn’t bothered to look out. Peter might not like these people or the reasons he thought they might be there but they wouldn’t be dangerous. Meg was taken aback by the sheriff uniforms.

      “Country sheriff?” Meg asked, puzzled. She was in Whisper proper. Whisper had its own police force. Peter wasn’t able to leave the mountain and the police force had a larger jurisdiction than that. There had to be a mistake.

      “Yes ma’am. He’s wanted for questioning,” the uniformed man said. There were actually two officers on her porch. One was a dark haired woman with bags below her eyes. She was slim enough to be a boy and her hair was just as short but there was something about the way she stood that was all female.

      The man was the speaker, clearly the one in charge of the early morning interruption. He was tall, nearly as tall as Marcus, who dated her sister, but the man had none of Marcus’ slimness. Meg had to look up at him to speak. “He’s not here.” She moved back as if to close the door.

      “We have a warrant,” the man said, pushing into the cabin. “We’ll need to search the area.”

      “An arrest warrant?” Meg asked. She was really puzzled. Who would want to arrest Peter? And how did they expect the sheriff’s office to do it.

      She let them walk into the house, looking around. There was a back door off the loft but nothing back in the family room, most of the light coming from the front. The east side was banked up against the hillside, for more insulation. Peter did that. Being an earth spirit he was well aware of how insulating the earth was.

      Meg stretched, looking around the room for her cell phone.

      “What was the last time you saw him?” the woman officer asked her. She stood so close that Meg could smell the faintest whiff of coffee on the woman’s breath.

      “Last night,” Meg said, absently. Of course, last night. He’d been with her in bed until she’d fallen asleep, cuddled next to him. Then and only then, he’d let his human like body doze off such that he disappeared. Peter couldn’t keep a material form when he wasn’t fully concentrating so if he’d remained watching her, he did so in spirit form.

      Mentally Meg was furious with him. What had he done?

      Irritating as always, she could feel answers sliding by in her mind but too fast for her to grasp. Either Peter wasn’t sure why the sheriffs were there or he didn’t want her to know. Meg wasn’t quite sure which it was.

      She speed dialed her father. “Daddy,” she said when he answered. Her father sounded awake and he probably was. Construction started early and it was nearly 7 in the morning.

      “What’s up?” David Barringer asked, puzzled why Meg would be calling so early.

      “There are two sheriffs here looking for Peter. They have an arrest warrant. What should I do?”

      “Let me call Chris DeCaire,” her father said, referring to Kyle’s uncle who handled most of the legal work for the Old Whisper Families. Chris DeCaire understood some of the special needs those families might have, given that each old family member tended to have a special talent. Sometimes those talents got them in a bit of trouble.

      Meg hung up the phone, hoping it wouldn’t start ringing again. As soon as her father started calling the DeCaires, if word got out, everyone would be on the phone wanting to know what was happening.

      The sheriffs wandered around. One came down the stairs from the loft. The other walked out from the master bedroom.  “Nice place,” the woman said, almost as if she were jealous.

      “Thank you,” Meg didn’t offer any other information than that. Normally she worked with the police. Or at least with the Whisper police department.

      “So what is the warrant for,” Meg asked. “And why are the sheriffs serving it? Peter doesn’t get out into the county much.” That was an understatement. Peter was tied to his area of Whisper. He’d managed to leave once almost a year ago, but that was at the behest of the gods. Meg understood he took the rules he was bound to quite seriously.

      “Murder,” the woman said. “Sure you don’t know anything?”

      Meg shook her head, her eyes getting large.

      “Where?” She asked again, hoping they might try to talk to her, get some information out of her so she could determine where or when the murder had happened.

      “We’ve been warned that Eresh has managed to influence the local police department so we’ve been assigned to the case,” the male sheriff said. “So don’t go attempting to tell us we’re not in our jurisdiction. We have it from the court.”

      “I have no doubt,” Meg said. Although if Peter showed up, what would these two do when he disappeared from their car at the line of Whisper proper and the outside world?

      The sheriff gave her a long look. He shook his head. The woman came from the back bedrooms, which, as of yet only held a few boxes of stuff and anything Peter might have decided to store there. Who knew, Meg thought, he might have planted a tree and it was growing inside the room.

      “Not quite moved in yet?” the woman asked.

      “Almost,” Meg said, not wanting to go into detail about her living situation. In fact, she’d been moved in for almost a month and was as at home there as she’d ever be, or so she thought. She liked living in the house, even if it wasn’t hers. Her mother and Amy had taken her shopping for real furniture. The old stuff from her apartment was being donated to another cousin who needed to furnish a first apartment. Still, Meg hadn’t had any idea what to do with the other bedrooms so she just stored a few things she didn’t know what else to do with.

      The woman was nodding. “Record says it belongs to him. I wouldn’t get to comfortable. If he’s into as much stuff as we think he might be, buying the local cops and murder, this will all have to be sold for legal fees.”

      Meg watched the woman walk around. She wasn’t sure what would happen. How would the state handle an earth spirit who quietly disappeared from their grasp? What would her rights be to stay there? She wasn’t worried, exactly, but she was puzzled. She was relieved too when Chris DeCaire arrived on the doorstep to handle the sheriffs.
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      I hate it when I’m awakened by Peter. Fortunately I was alone at the time, well, except for Zari A, my cat who is not quite a cat. At any rate, I didn’t have an evening visitor to be surprised or shocked when another man walked into my bedroom as if he owned the place. It wasn’t the first time Peter had done that. In fact, he’d done so one more than one occasion. The last was just a few months ago. Then it had been the middle of the night. This time it was just a little before the alarm, or Zari, would wake me up.

      “What now?” I asked sitting up, pulling covers up around me. I was in a silk nightgown but it was sheer and cream and I had no desire to have him ogling me. And yes, Peter may be with Meg, but he still ogles. And it didn’t help that she knew about it. I swear no matter who he checked it out, it always seemed to be my fault.

      “I appear to be in a bit of trouble,” Peter said, walking back and forth in front of the bedroom window. He brushed his fingers along the ledge, as if reading the wood for information.

      Zari was sitting up and watching him. She wasn’t making comments to either of us, so apparently this was serious enough that he hadn’t discussed the problem with her first. That was unusual. Zari and Peter had a very close telepathic bond. As she wasn’t actually from our world, she found humans endlessly fascinating in much the same way Peter did. It was unusual for her not to be ten steps ahead of me.

      Yeah, Zari A, my cat who is not a cat is an alien from another world. And Peter is, well, Peter. He is the earth spirit that guards Whisper Mountain. He’s one of the few that are still awake, although I am told that if something horrible were to happen, all the elemental spirits would awaken.

      Believe me when I say that it’s more than a little interesting and often unsettling to hear an alien discuss humans with an earth spirit. Neither of them have the same world view that I do and while I wouldn’t say either were dangerous, their thinking was just, well, different.

      “What’s happening?” I asked. I made no move for a phone or anything else. After all, what was I going to do to help Peter?

      “I believe that there is a problem with a missing girl.” He stopped at the edge of the window looking at the wall, like a child sent to a corner of the room for being bad. Then he turned and started back towards the other side.

      “A missing girl?” I asked. I racked my brain. My alarm clock helpfully went off just then. I shut it off, still trying to get my brain in gear.

      “The teenager that had the amber alert,” Zari informed me. “I believe she lived on Whisper.”

      I considered that. Had I paid attention to the alert? Whitney Dixon if I remembered right. The name Dixon should have told me she was old family but it’s a common enough name in general so I hadn’t really thought about it.

      “She did,” Peter said. “Her family was warned, but for some reason her mother brought her back here.”

      “Warned about what?” I was leaning forward, hoping to learn something useful. I had seen the amber alert but it’s not like I went and investigated things like that. I’m supposed to be an administrative partner running the security side of Barringer and Associates. Yes, we do investigations or rather Meg and Kyle and RaeLynn do investigations. I do the admin stuff and run the security side. I secure things. If I’m not successful they can find out why. It works well.

      “She was powerful,” Peter said softly.

      “Powerful how?”  I did pick up Peter’s use of the past tense. Whatever had happened to the girl had already happened. Peter always knew what went on with the people on the mountain, especially the old families.

      “She had the ability to change the form of earth,” Peter continued.

      “Like a sculptor?” I knew that wasn’t what he meant. Zari gave me a look. If she were human she’d have raised an eyebrow.

      Peter frowned, glaring over at me. That should have been Zari’s move.

      “Not like a sculptor. Like an earth spirit. There was a small space rock that landed not far from here and she pulled that onto the mountain without knowing she’d done so. There were other things that are off- kilter, changes I had to correct. Those things were her. Off Whisper, away from any awakened earth spirit, she would have been fine. But here, her powers would have grown. I warned her father.”

      “You said her mother brought her back.” I realized then that perhaps the mother didn’t understand all that she was getting into.

      Peter nodded at me, before going back to his pacing. I could see Zari A’s eyes narrow as she settled into a meatloaf position. She had an idea where this was going on.

      “And the mother, she’s not Old Whisper?” I asked. Old Whisper of course meant the Old Whisper families, those families that knew about Peter, about the fact that he was an earth spirit and not really human. As one, they all basically did what he said with few if any questions. Fortunately, I’d only known Peter to be a rather benign ruler.

      “No.” There was nothing after that.

      “So why did she come back?” I asked, frowning. I reached over to turn on a light. It was still early January and we weren’t much past the solstice. It wouldn’t be full light for some time.

      “That, I don’t know. Hopefully you and Meg can find that out. And Kyle.”

      “Because Meg and I work so well together?” I asked, trying not to be sarcastic. Meg didn’t like me. When I’d first come to Whisper nearly two years ago, Peter and Zari had realized they could communicate and quite liked each other. That led to an invitation to live up at Peter’s. Perhaps three months later when I finally met Meg, Peter had told her I lived with him. Apparently he had no idea she had a crush on him, although it had always been obvious to me. That had set up a huge misunderstanding. Meg immediately believed that Peter and I were a couple. Nothing could have been farther from the truth.

      “And why aren’t you talking to Meg about this?” At one time it would have been more difficult for Peter to approach Meg as she had tended to avoid him, not wanting to give away what she thought of as her hopeless crush. Things changed after he saved her life and realized that she had the ability to bond with him in a way few other humans could. It wasn’t a talent exactly but simply the ability to do what early shaman did when joining with the nature spirits, only Meg could bring that bond into the physical realm.

      “There are two sheriffs at the house searching for me. I suspect letting them find me and attempt to arrest me can only end badly. Better that Chris DeCaire handle that end of things.”

      “So what do you need me to do?”

      “Find out about the girl’s mother. Everything. I can listen in and believe me, I will. She knows enough to point fingers at me but she doesn’t know enough to not do that.”

      “Can you explain that to her?”

      “Why should I?” Peter asked, looking at me. Lids were half lowered over his eyes, like a cat wondering why they should explain to their prey that they’re about to eat them.

      “Of course not,” I stood up, moving away from the bed. I went into the master bath and started moving around in there. I glanced out to see Peter watching me,that heavily lidded gaze still following my movements even as he rubbed Zari’s ears.

      “Do you mind?” I asked.

      A slow, rather sexy smile appeared. “Not at all.”

      “Like Meg wouldn’t kill me and make life miserable for you. Of course, maybe you two could be in jail together?”

      That wiped the smile off his face as I picked up my toothbrush. Peter didn’t understand the whole monogamy thing. He liked what he liked when he liked it.

      I stuck my head back out of the bathroom, “You said, “was powerful” earlier. You know this girl is dead don’t you?”

      Peter gave me a long measured look, letting his head drop to one shoulder. “Of course.”
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      Meg watched the attorney handle the sheriffs. Chris examined the warrant with an eye that she didn’t have. While she might be familiar with the process, she hadn’t experienced it. As an attorney, Chris did have that experience.  He sighed, waiting until the sheriffs left, without Peter of course, but with the warning that they would be watching.

      Meg sat down in the sofa, waiting for Peter to appear but he didn’t. She and Chris discussed the whole issue of what had happened. How were they going to deal with this? Unfortunately, Chris’ expertise was more within the realm of contract and real estate law, the types of things that the people in Whisper needed, particularly Peter. Mitch Evens was more experienced in criminal law. Unfortunately he wasn’t an Old Family member and didn’t know about Peter.

      “Peter’s going to want you on point on this even if it’s not your area,” Meg said.

      Chris nodded. “I can talk to Mitch when I need to. The firm is familiar with what they consider Peter’s eccentricities.”

      “Who would have thought we needed a criminal attorney?” Meg asked. She knew it was a rhetorical question, but the idea of Peter being arrested was so ludicrous as to be funny, except for the fact that it seemed to be happening.

      “No matter what happens, you’ll have a place to live.” Chris didn’t bother answering her other question. “Peter’s set up his affairs quite well, although it’s taken decades to get us this far. My grandfather first started getting things in place legally.” Meg vaguely knew that the DeCaires had always been in law, but she was surprised when Chris went on to explain that Peter had asked his grandfather to start the firm to represent his legal interests.

      Meg pulled her feet up on to the sofa, resting her head on her knees. “Who could have taken that girl? The one they’re looking for? And killed her? And why frame Peter?” Meg wondered.

      If Chris was taken aback that Meg seemed to just expect that Peter was innocent, he did his best not to show it, the slightest flinch of shoulders and a long look sad look over at her.

      “It’s getting late for work. And I have some things to take care of after this. If you have any further questions, call me directly,” Chris said, handing her one of his cards. Meg had his number, of course, but Chris was being formal.

      Meg nodded at him, knowing she needed to get dressed and get to work. They’d be wondering where she was, always assuming the great grape vine that was Whisper hadn’t already been hard at work. In that case, Kyle was probably explaining to everyone what was going on.
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      By the time I finished in the bathroom, Peter had left.

      “He did it, didn’t he?” I asked Zari.

      “What?” the cat asked, leaping off the bed to get to the kitchen before I did. She’d stand there and look at me until I gave her some breakfast, which, in her case, was some left over sautéed chicken I had made the evening before. I have read cats should eat more raw food, but other than sushi, which I tried to get regularly, Zari has the palate of a gourmet. She prefers cooked food and insists it doesn’t harm her since she’s not really a cat. She says she’s here to experience the full range of earth based things. Whatever that means.

      “He killed that girl, didn’t he?” I asked again, referring to Peter.

      “Of course,” the cat said, as easily as if I’d asked her if she’d taken care of the mouse in the house. Not that there had ever been mice in the condos, but there had been a small nest near Peter’s house. She made the mistake of telling me about them and her kills. I then demanded that she stop. Peter, apparently, managed to lead the mice away from the cabin so they didn’t bother me or Zari A.

      “Because she would get too powerful?” I asked.

      “There is a reason two earth spirits don’t inhabit the same land or that Peter must ask about crossing the land,” Zari said. “It is like having two people who both want to make something move in different directions. The tug of war can cause all sorts of problems. Humans would feel earthquakes or maybe a volcanic eruption as the movement disturbed fire spirits but they wouldn’t know what was going on.”

      “Are all earthquakes earth spirits playing tug of war or getting angry?” I was well aware that when earth spirits got angry, earthquakes manifested. I’d seen that over a year ago when an ex-boyfriend of mine and a partner had managed to temporarily harness another earth spirit just as it woke. It was not pleased and we’d had quite a series of earthquakes around the area.

      “Not at all. The earth does have some movement and fluctuations without the spirit’s direction. It’s akin to breathing, I suppose,” Zari explained. “A better analogy would be like your body having two different masters. One wants to look right and the other left. You wouldn’t do anything but strain your muscles for a very long time. Is that a better way of saying it?”

      “And Peter would get tired?” I started thinking about the implications.

      “If he did, the girl could take control of his area of land. It would be far too dangerous for her to live.”

      “So he did kill her. Which means he just wants her mother to stop pointing fingers at him?” I clarified, setting her food down on counter, where she’d leaped up to eat.

      “Yes.”

      I pulled out a yogurt and a handful of walnuts to add to it. Meg’s sister, Amy, was my acupuncturist and she’d suggested I eat more protein at breakfast. This was my nod to her suggestion. I absently started spooning food into my mouth turning over the information.

      I needed to find out what I could about the mom and why she was pointing fingers at Peter. That probably translated into finding out exactly what she knew about Peter and her daughter’s powers. Also, it would be helpful to find out why she was back on Whisper and what she hoped to gain. Further, I probably needed to invent a nice story for Meg until Peter got around to admitting to her that he actually was the cause of the girl’s death.

      To top that all off, I needed to decide why I was okay with the fact that he went around killing people without a second thought.

      “Probably because you have no illusions about the fact that Peter is what is and it’s not human. Meg has no such distance.”

      Well, that was probably part of it. The other part could be that Meg actually liked people more than I did. Or maybe the idea of what a teenaged girl could do if she could shift and change the land and pull meteorites to the earth without a second thought was scarier to me than it would be to Meg. After all, in my former life I had worked with a lot of troubled teens. Oh hell, even an adult like me, who was reasonably sane would have trouble managing power like Peter described, especially if something frightened me or angered me. Because what if it did just take that moment of inattention?
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      Meg went to her large bathroom and took a shower, trying to wash away the stress of the morning. She needed to get to work, but found that she was reluctant to go. She wondered where Peter was. She could feel him in the back of her mind but he hadn’t shown up, which was unlike him.

      “Talk to me,” Meg muttered. But he didn’t respond. She got the sense that he thought it was better if she really didn’t know where he was, as she didn’t now, just in case the police could tell she was lying. As if.

      Meg rarely lied and it never occurred to her to do so. Even if she did talk to Peter in his human form, unless he was standing right across the room where she could point him out, she really didn’t know how someone looking for him would find him. Peter found you. That was all truth, even if the sheriffs didn’t know it.

      Getting out of the shower, she looked around the grand master suite. This was one of the first things she’d liked about the house as it was being built. The shower looked out onto a private garden area where she could sit and read if she wanted to. There was a door from the bath as well as the master bedroom into the secluded spot. Peter enjoyed other activities out there, something that made her both flush with the warmth of desire and blush at the thought of anyone knowing exactly why he’d placed that garden there. A nature spirit, Peter was happier outside, even in human form.

      Meg sighed, missing him suddenly with a physical ache. She needed him, needed to be close to him. Plus physical intimacy made it harder for him to hide things from her. He’d talked about the ways he’d managed to divert her mental questioning when he’d rebuilt the cabin into the house it now was. The fact that he knew enough not to be around when the sheriffs showed up meant he knew something was going on. Meg needed to find out what it was he knew.

      She drummed her hands on the dresser. RaeLynn would help without question. So would Kyle. Rain and Zari A would put forth their best efforts, Zari’s better than Rain’s although, to be honest, Rain wasn’t half bad at figuring people out. In some ways she could read people better than Meg. No that wasn’t quite it. She could get people to tell her more than Meg ever could. She was, as Peter had once said, charming. Peter said she had always been charming but that aspect of her personality had become stronger since she’d been in Whisper. It was, Meg thought, probably a talent much like the talents nearly all Old Family members had. Meg could tell if someone was lying. Rain, apparently, could charm, which, so far as Meg knew, was a new talent.

      Meg shuddered at the pride Peter had in Rain manifesting a talent.

      “At some point,” Peter had said, not looking at Meg, “she might end up being able to coerce someone to do things for her.”

      He’d turned then, a flat smile that meant he was thinking about the possibilities. Peter couldn’t do things like that, or rather he wasn’t allowed such liberties among humans but apparently he liked the idea of watching someone else do those things.

      “Yuck,” Meg had said. She’d been picking her way up after him on a hike. An early snowfall begun and she was cold and wet and grumpy about the fact that Peter was clearly pleased with Rain.

      “She couldn’t use it on you,” Peter said. Then he’d added, “I don’t think.”

      Meg rolled her eyes as if she should only worry about herself.  Rain could potentially make people do all sorts of things they didn’t exactly want to do, simply because they liked her.  And that bothered Meg, a lot.

      “I’m sure she wouldn’t use this unfairly,” Peter continued. He held a branch away from Meg’s face. She could smell the tangy scent of pine that reminded her she needed to buy her Christmas gifts.

      “I’m sure,” Meg said. If she had such a talent as Rain’s, she certainly wouldn’t use it unfairly. Of course, if could charm people into helping her, RaeLynn might be the one running all her shopping errands during the holidays. It was too bad charming was wasted on Rain who seemed to enjoy shopping, Meg had mused.
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      I wasn’t surprised that I beat Meg to the office. Peter mentioned the sheriffs were up at the house. Now, she was likely trying to find out what was going on. I said hello to RaeLynn who was returning to her office with a cup of tea.

      “I have something I need you to check on,” I called after her. Zari was already settling into her cat tree. She’d leap off if RaeLynn needed any assistance with the computer. Otherwise, she’d give direction or orders from there.

      “What?” RaeLynn called back, not stopping to turn, knowing I’d follow and relay information to her. Kaitlyn, our receptionist wasn’t there yet. She should be there in a few minutes. I thought we’d taken care of the problem of her tardiness a few months ago, but lately, she had been returning to her old habits, which were not satisfactory to say the least.

      “Can you find out everything on Whitney Dixon and her mother? I know her father was a Dixon from Whisper, but I want to know about her mother. I want to know why she returned to Whisper and when her daughter disappeared.”

      “She’s from here?” RaeLynn asked. “I saw it on my phone the other day but I didn’t even connect the dots.” RaeLynn turned to frown at me.

      As a woman who always seemed to be a few steps ahead when it came to making connections, I’m sure she was frustrated by her inability to do so in this case. Heck, I hadn’t put it together. Zari probably knew all about what Peter was doing when he was, as he put it, taking care of things.

      “Actually, I did not know,” the cat purred at me. “I knew afterwards but it is not as if Peter and I are one consciousness. There are things he keeps private.”

      Considering she’d only this morning told me more about his sexual habits than I really wanted to know, it was hard to imagine what he thought he needed to be kept private. Other than killing people randomly, of course.

      “It was not random,” Zari told me primly. “It was actually quite planned. And he did try a few other things that did not work. The girl was getting too powerful quite quickly.”

      Great. I wonder if her mother knew that. I mean did you notice that your child could move earth around at will? Causing earthquakes? What sorts of things did mothers notice if your child had that problem?

      “Yeah,” I said. “I didn’t notice she was one of ours either. I’m surprised.”

      RaeLynn settled down to type the information into the computer, bringing up the original alert. “This is it. A man picked her up from her friend’s house at about 3 PM. The friend thought Whitney said it was her father.”

      “Where exactly did Whitney live?” I asked.

      RaeLynn typed a little more. “She and her mom were living with her Mom’s aunt up on Douglas Street. I think that’s a few blocks up the mountain.”

      I nodded. That would put it close to where there were some homes were built in the mid 1980s. Nothing terribly big but modern in style. I wondered who had built them.

      “Let’s see,” RaeLynn started digging a little deeper. She let the computer do a search while she sipped at her tea. I perched on the edge of her desk, looking of her shoulder. She glanced up once but didn’t say anything.

      “Looks like the aunt has early stage Alzheimer’s. My best guess is that the Mom moved here to be of assistance. Looks like she divorced her husband about three years ago. I’ll look into that and where he lives too.”

      I slipped off the desk, thinking about things. “Have the police questioned the father?”

      “He says he was in the area but that he didn’t see his daughter that day. He doesn’t own a car that matches the description of the vehicle she was seen in. He works down around Oakland at a tech company but he was up here to see how his daughter was making the transition to living in Washington.”

      “So he could have picked her up,” I slipped off the desk to start pacing.

      “Yep.” RaeLynn typed something and waited, watching me.

      I nodded, thinking.

      “How important is this?” she asked.

      Before I answered I heard the door swing open. “Anyone here?” Kyle called.

      “Back here,” I yelled.

      He came back, dressed in jeans and a pullover, which was more casual than he usually was at the office. I raised my eyebrows, which he ignored. “My uncle called. We’re hired for an investigation.”

      “Let me guess,” RaeLynn said, “Whitney Dixon?”

      Kyle looked surprised. RaeLynn smiled this time, probably making up for not knowing the girl was actually from Whisper earlier.

      “I talked to Peter,” I said.

      “Then you know the sheriffs were up at his house earlier, looking for him,” Kyle said.

      RaeLynn made an ahh sound. “So we’ve got to prove that Peter didn’t do this so they can’t arrest him.”

      Kyle made a face and twisted his body around in pretzel like moves a few times before saying, “I’m not at all sure he didn’t do this. We just need to figure out who else could have so the mom will stop pointing fingers at Peter. I mean he can take care of things, but that would really get messy.”

      “And does Meg know this?” RaeLynn asked.

      “She knows about the sheriffs,” I said. Kyle raised an eyebrow. “Peter was upstairs asking for help earlier. It wasn’t like he could ask Meg in front of the sheriffs without getting arrested.”

      “Why the sheriffs?” RaeLynn asked. “Doesn’t Whisper have jurisdiction?”

      “Probably,” Kyle said, “But apparently who ever swore out the warrant specifically asked for the sheriffs due to a potential conflict of interest within the Whisper Police Force.”

      RaeLynn raised her eyebrows. “They know enough to ask for that?”

      “I expect Mom knows a lot of half-truths,” I told her. “But not enough to know this isn’t a case she can win, no matter what she does.”

      Kyle nodded. “I suspect that should this become a real problem, Peter would take care of it. She’s lucky he’s willing to go this far to make sure he doesn’t have to take care of her too.”

      “How nice,” I said. I was surprised at how easily Kyle took this all in. He’d been sensitive about death and killing ever since he’d had to shoot someone in self-defense. And now here he was calming taking in the fact that Peter could easily take a life.

      “Meg can find out too much stuff when they are intimate and Peter is sensitive to the fact that she doesn’t really understand that sometimes killing people is necessary,” Zari explained.

      “Really?” RaeLynn said quietly. Clearly Zari had broadcast that to everyone.

      “Really,” Kyle said without a qualm. I glanced over at him, trying to keep my jaw from dropping. There was something cold in the way he said the word that I was kind of shocked. This was the man who was still broken up about actually killing another person shooting at him and he could just say that about Peter?

      “Peter isn’t human,” Kyle explained, almost reading my mind. Or maybe reading Zari’s. “And he doesn’t live by our laws. He has his own. If he feels someone is a threat to what he is, he has to take care of them. If he doesn’t, that could put the whole mountain, maybe even the world in jeopardy. He exists to protect the mountain and he does what he thinks is necessary. If someone messes with him, they better expect to pay the price. It’s happened before. I’m surprised it hasn’t happened with Emma.”

      “Because of Meg?” RaeLynn asked.

      “Yeah.” Kyle sat down and looked out her window, letting his foot swing around for a few minutes.  “And I just hope his reluctance to bother Meg doesn’t lead to him not acting when he really should. What happens if the sheriffs do find him and he has to disappear at the border? What happens then? And who answers for how that happened?”
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