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1. GRADY MERRITT

WEDNESDAY

The man in the red plaid shirt fought to get away. He ducked, bobbed, and weaved, but Molly Merritt caught him regardless. She thrust herself under his nose and held up a flyer printed on bright pink paper, rattling it for emphasis. “Excuse me, sir,” she said loudly, firmly, with an emphasis on the sir that suggested he had no one to blame but himself—and now he was trapped. Now he was going to answer some freaking questions.

“Um? Hello?”

“Sir,” she tried again, pink flyer still six inches from his face. “Have you seen this dog?”

He squinted at the portrait of a smiling Lab mix. “Um. No?”

“He’s yellow in real life. Our printer wasn’t working very well, so I had to do it in black-and-white.” She flipped the flyer around to look at it herself. “Black-and-pink. You know what I mean.”

“Um? Still no?”

Molly showed him the flyer again. “His name is Cairo. I named him after a Beanie Baby, but in my defense I was only, like, twelve years old when we found him in the Target parking lot. Obviously, I’d pick something else if we’d found him today. God, I hope we find him today.”

“Um? Beanie Baby? Do people still collect those, or…?”

“Focus!” she barked, as if she were a champion focuser herself. “The dog’s name is Cairo. Like the city in Egypt. We were out here hiking and he got spooked, and he took off down the trailhead over there.” She cocked her head in the direction of the trailhead at Mount Rainier’s Paradise area visitor center. “Somebody’s car backfired, I guess, and he’s scared to death of loud pops. Big noises. Fireworks, thunder. That kind of thing.”

“We don’t get much thunder around here…?”

“No, we don’t, so he’s usually okay. But he got scared, and he ran. We stayed out here until the park rangers made us leave, and we had to drive all the way back home to Seattle without him, and I have been losing my mind ever since, okay? One more time, take a real good look and tell me: Have you seen this dog?”

He hesitated like he expected another outburst. When none occurred, he cleared his throat. “I was just… I didn’t… I haven’t seen any loose dogs, I’m really sorry. Does he have a collar on? Is he wearing tags?”

She rolled her eyes. “Of course he’s wearing a collar and tags.”

“Then maybe someone will call you when they find him.”

“Well, they’ll call my dad.” She looked up, looked around, and spotted her father with his own fistful of pink flyers, talking to a short Black woman with a pug on a blue leash. His was the number on the tags.

An awkward pause ensued. Finally, the guy said, “Hey, I’m sorry about your dog, and I hope you find him, but I’ve gotta go.”

“Sorry. I’m sorry.” She pushed the flyer into his hand. “I didn’t mean to bother you. I just want my dog back.” Her eyes were red as she walked away, and her hands were shaking. She’d hardly slept since Sunday, when the beloved dog had panicked and bolted.

Grady Merritt gave the pug lady a more formal and polite goodbye than his daughter had offered the plaid-shirt man as he watched Molly seeking another person to accost and interrogate. “Molly!” he called her over.

She trudged toward him.

“Any luck?” her father asked.

“No. One guy thought he heard a dog barking somewhere around the southeast edge of the Wonderland Trail, even though you’re not supposed to have dogs down there. A lot of people ignore that rule, so I don’t know.”

Grady gave her half a hug and squeezed her shoulder. “Hang in there, kiddo. We’ll find him.”

“It’s been three days. That’s like three weeks in dog time. He’s probably lost! He’s probably hungry!”

“He probably has indigestion.”

Cairo would eat anything that wasn’t secured, and Grady often privately thought that if push came to shove, his dog could crap out car parts. Or barf them up. Probably in the only carpeted room of the house.

“He’s caught a couple of birds. And the rabbit that one time.”

Grady nodded. “Right. He’s a hunter. He’ll find something to eat, and there’s a lot of water… all those creeks and streams. He’s still out there somewhere. We’ll find him.”

She sniffled and wiped her nose on the back of her hand. “I thought you weren’t supposed to make promises in your line of work.”

“This isn’t a murder investigation, and Cairo is only lost. He’s probably having the time of his life out there—chasing squirrels, rolling in the mud, and doing all the stuff we won’t let him do at home.”

“Yeah,” she agreed with a narrowing of her eyes. “I’m gonna bathe the hell out of him when we catch him.”

“There you go, think positive.” Then he redirected the subject. “How’s your flyer stash?”

“I’m almost out. I stuck them on all those car windows, and I stuck one on the trail map—at the corner, not blocking anything, because one of the rangers fussed at me. And I put one on the front door of the visitor center, because the dude inside said it was okay.”

“Okay, I’ve got a few more—let me reload you.” He reached into a messenger bag and pulled out the last of their stack, maybe fifty pink sheets with a smiling dog and a desperate plea. “This is it, though. When we’re done, we need to pack up and head home again. I’ve taken all the time off I can afford, honey—and I have to work tomorrow. It’s a long drive.”

“But it’s only Wednesday,” she whined. “Can’t someone cover for you?”

“I’m afraid I don’t have that kind of job.”

Grady didn’t want to have this fight again, the one where he tries to break it to her gently that maybe, when all was said and done, they don’t find Cairo. Maybe someone else finds him, and his collar is lost, and they take him home and keep him forever. Maybe he gets eaten by a bear or a mountain lion. Maybe the poor dog had run too fast and wandered too far, and he slowly starves in the wilderness.

Grady didn’t like that last thought, but he couldn’t lie to himself—and he wouldn’t lie to Molly—about the cold, hard fact that sometimes dogs just don’t come home, and you never find out why.

The truth was, they couldn’t keep driving from Seattle to Mount Rainier even if he could talk his bosses into another few days of PTO; it was a two-hour trip each way. He was burning a fortune in gas, and they were getting up at dawn to get ready for the drive, then coming home well after dark. It simply wasn’t sustainable, even in the summer, when Molly was out of school. They were both exhausted, and the odds of a successful dog recovery were dwindling.

“Look over there.” Molly pointed to a thin white woman emerging from the trailhead with a matching pair of grinning pit bulls. “She’s got dogs.”

They’d already discussed prioritizing dog people, since dog people are likely to keep an eye out for other dogs. Grady nodded. “Hang on, I’ll go talk to her.” He readied his flyers and approached with a friendly wave. “Excuse me, ma’am? Those are beautiful dogs….”

“Thank you,” she said, warily assessing this strange man with a handful of pink paper.

“I don’t mean to bother you, but—”

She cut him off. “I know the dogs aren’t allowed on the trails. We’re staying on the paved areas, don’t worry—I’m just walking them down to the picnic area.”

“No, no. I’m sorry, I’m not a ranger.” He stopped a few feet out of licking range, which did not keep the pitties from wagging and wiggling at the prospect of getting petted. “My daughter and I were out here on Sunday, and our dog got away from us. He took off down the trailhead, but he could be… Jesus, I mean. He could be anywhere.” He leaned forward and handed her a flyer.

She checked it out, shook her head, and sighed. “I’m sorry you lost your dog, but I just got here. I haven’t seen him.”

“But if you do,” he pressed. “If you even hear any rumors about a lost yellow Lab mix roaming, please call this number.”

“All right, I’ll do that.”

Suddenly, her dogs froze. They stood side by side, one black and white, one brown and white. Their ears perked up. Their tails stilled. Their eyes pointed past the big A-frame visitor center toward the other end of the parking lot.

Grady followed their look. He didn’t see anything unusual, but at the very edge of his hearing he caught some kind of commotion. He concentrated, trying to sort the signal from the noise.

Molly joined him. “Dad?” Then she looked at the dogs and said, “Aw, babies…” but the dogs weren’t paying attention to the teenage girl. Their focus remained glued to something in the distance, something through the trees. Something screaming.

The screaming was coming closer.

The woman who held the leashes asked no one in particular, “The hell is going on?”

Grady answered her. “Don’t know, but it’s coming from the Skyline Trail.”

Before he could speculate further, two college-aged guys wearing Huskies gear burst out of the trees, down the steps, and into the parking lot, yelling their heads off all the way. “Call the cops!” one commanded. “Get the rangers!” hollered the other. The rest was lost as they talked over each other. Right behind them, a middle-aged Asian woman with a walking stick came charging up to the parking lot. “There’s a body! A dead body!” she added to the discourse.

“Dad, you’re a cop….” Molly hinted hard.

The dog lady gave him a squint. “Really? You’re with the police?”

“I… I don’t have any jurisdiction here, and I’m not on duty.” Even so, he wandered away from her, toward the growing crowd that congealed around the college guys and the walking-stick lady.

Another white guy came tearing down the Skyline Trail, red-faced and panting. “There’s a…” He bent forward and wheezed. “There’s a…”

“A body, yeah, we heard,” Grady told him. “Where’s this body? Someone call nine-one-one. Get the local cops out here. Nobody touch anything,” he added, with enough ambient cop authority that people started looking at him like maybe he knew what he was doing. He held up a hand and said, “I’m Detective Grady Merritt from Seattle homicide.”

“Oh my God,” the Asian woman gasped. “How did you get here so quickly?”

“No, it’s not like that. I didn’t… I’m not. Ma’am,” he tried again. “My presence here is strictly a coincidence. Has someone… has anyone called nine-one-one? If there’s a body on the trail, we need to get somebody official out here, pronto.”

Half a dozen people held up phones and started dialing.

The wheezing man stood up straight and caught enough of his breath to say, “It’s not a body.”

Several people looked at him, confused. The pit-bull lady asked from the edge of the crowd, “What do you mean, not a body?”

“Not a whole body,” he coughed. “Part of a body. There’s a… there’s a dog. With part of a body.”

Molly went on high alert. “A dog? A yellow dog? Did you see a yellow dog, sir?” She darted to his side and shoved a flyer against his cheek. “Was it this dog?”

He pulled the flyer off his face, leaving the paper spotted with sweat. “I don’t know. Maybe?”

“Was the dog guarding the body part?” asked Grady, on the off chance the corpse belonged to a lost hiker with a faithful companion.

The college guys shook their heads. “No, not… not guarding it,” one said carefully. “More like… playing with it,” said the other.

Back at the trailhead, fresh screaming rang out, and more people came scrambling frantically into the parking lot. They arrived in clumps of three and four, one and two. They scattered for the visitor center or ran for their cars.

“It’s Cairo,” Molly declared. “It has to be.”

Grady wasn’t so sure. “He doesn’t actually have any precedent for getting lost or playing with body parts, hon.”

“That we know of.” She slapped her remaining flyers against his chest.

By reflex, he grasped them. “What are you—?”

Too late. She was already jogging against the flow of frantic tourists, crossing the parking lot in a few swift seconds—squeezing between parked cars and leaping curbs.

Grady smacked the flyers into the pit-bull lady’s free hand and took off after his daughter. He heard the woman yelp as her dogs lunged in an effort to give chase, but she pulled them back and scolded them, and then the detective couldn’t hear her anymore, and he didn’t care what she did with the pink sheets of lovingly, hopefully printed paper. He pushed past a ranger who was hustling toward the commotion with a sharp “Pardon me!” and reached the trailhead just in time to get plowed into by a heavyset dude who was just trying to get away from something that was still coming through the trees, bounding up the trail.

The dude said, “Sorry!” then bounced off Grady and kept running.

“Molly!” But the nimble teenager had a good twenty-yard lead on him. “Molly! If you find any body parts, don’t touch them!”

She screeched something in response. Was it a happy screech? A frightened screech? He couldn’t tell, and he couldn’t see her, because now she’d gone around a bend and was lost in the trees.

“Molly!”

“Dad!” she called back. “Dad, I found him!”

It should’ve been a happy screech, so why didn’t it sound entirely happy? He heard walkie-talkies beeping somewhere behind him, so someone official was surely on the way. He mustered all his waning energy, forced himself into another hard sprint, and finally caught up to his daughter and, yes… his dog.

Molly was holding out her arms. “Cairo, buddy—you’re okay!” she said with forced brightness. “I’m so happy to see you, but you’ve gotta drop that. Drop it. Drop. It.”

It was a command that the trainer had taught him a couple of years ago, after what they’d come to think of as the “Mugging Incident,” when the dog had stolen a woman’s purse off a coffee shop bistro table and then bolted off down the sidewalk. Everyone blamed the adorable robbery on a packet of beef jerky the purse’s owner toted around for post-workout snacks.

Grady joined the command. “Cairo, drop it. Right now.”

But Cairo was a dog with something awesome, stinky, and dead in his mouth, and he didn’t see any good reason to walk away from such a sweet trifecta. He backed up and let out a muffled woof.

Grady changed his tone. “Cairo, buddy. Whatcha got there, huh?” He approached slowly, holding his hands low, palms up. “You wanna give it to me? You wanna give Dad the gross old leg you found?”

Molly gagged. “Oh my God, it is a leg, isn’t it?”

“Well, there’s a shoe hanging off one end, so it’s probably a leg and a foot,” he said quietly. “Come on, buddy. Drop the leg.”

The walkie-talkie beeps were coming closer. Grady called over his shoulder, “Hey, folks? Stay back, would you? We don’t want to chase him off.”

It didn’t stop two rangers in brown uniforms from appearing, but it did slow them down and make them more cautious. One was a round white woman, and one was a tall Black man. The woman said, “Whoo boy howdy,” and the man said, “Sweet Jesus, what is it this time?”

In a calm, measured, authoritative voice, Grady told them, “This is our dog, his name is Cairo, he got lost Sunday, and now we’ve found him.”

The woman said flatly, “And he brought you a present.”

“In a nutshell, yes. Have you called the police?” he asked.

The other ranger nodded. “They’re on the way. That’s a leg, isn’t it? I’m not crazy, am I? That’s a leg?”

Molly said, “Wait! I have an idea!” and she disappeared along the trail, heading up toward the parking lot.

Instinctively and without discussing it, the remaining humans all fanned out, trying to catch Cairo in a circle. Each one of them made soothing, welcoming noises to the best of their individual ability.

The dog eyed them one at a time, trying to decide if this was the best game ever, or if he’d somehow miscalculated and maybe these monkeys were planning to steal his treasure. The yellow Lab mix of dubious provenance was filthy from head to toe, with burrs clumping up his ear fluff and mud caking his limbs up to his belly. He did not appear harmed; he mostly looked happy as he assessed, retreated, and juked back and forth—trying to keep his distance from anyone who might take away his toy.

Grady was seriously starting to fear that the dog would fly the coop again when Molly came charging back to the scene, waving something in her hands. “Cairo! Ro-ro, baby, I’ve got you a treeeeat.”

Now she had his attention. His ears popped up, and his eyes fixed on her.

“Treatos…” she singsonged to the freshly attentive pooch. “Good bacon-flavored treatos from the nice lady with the pretty pit bulls. I will trade you this handful of bacon treatos for that maggoty-looking leg.” They’d learned when he was a puppy that he could sometimes be bartered with. “Treatos,” she told him again. “Right here. In my hot little hand. Come and get ’em.”

He visibly considered his options, eyes darting between Molly and Grady and the rangers while he held the disembodied leg clamped in his mouth. Finally, he came to a decision, dropped the disgusting chew toy, and ran up to Molly to claim his reward.

Grady and the rangers exhaled; Molly squealed and let the dog trample her as he went back and forth between snorfling for treats and licking her face.

“No, no, no! You’ve been chewing on corpse parts!” she shrieked, but that didn’t stop the dog—who hadn’t seen his people in days. Even though he’d had a grand adventure, he was overjoyed to be found. Even if it meant he couldn’t keep his toy.

The stinking, bloody toy in question lay in the dirt, covered in dog drool and speckled with wriggling white maggots. Grady and the rangers came in close, then covered their noses.

“Would you look at that,” marveled the guy.

“Can’t look away, sir,” noted the woman.

Grady began to catalog. “Jeans, socks that look like they were pretty nice. Shoe looks like a Bostonian, brown leather. Size eleven, give or take.” He called back to Molly, “For Christ’s sake, stop that—don’t let him lick you. You’ll need a shower before you get back into the car. Or a sink bath in the visitor center restroom.”

She wailed, “I’m trying,” with an audible smile that suggested even the stinkiest of corpse breath was welcome so long as she had her dog again.

“Dog’ll need a bath, too,” observed the ranger.

“Not yet. He might have evidence on him.”

“You a cop or something?” the woman asked him.

“Not one of yours, but yeah. And I’m definitely getting too old for this shit.”

Back at the parking lot, the familiar woop-woop of a police siren cut through Paradise, and then there was a crime scene, and then a mostly good boy was held at Animal Control for a few hours so he could be combed for clues before being released to his owners. On the final drive home late that evening, Grady did not do any swearing out loud, even though he badly wanted to.

Cairo slept the sleep of a righteous adventurer, mostly in Molly’s lap.






2. LEDA FOLEY

WEDNESDAY

Leda was watching a video of two kittens trying to fit inside a single shoe when a polite knock on her office door suggested she might have better things to do with her time. The knocker cracked the door open and peered around it uncertainly, as people tended to do when they showed up at Foley’s Far-Fetched Flights of Fancy—the one-woman travel agency that she operated out of a tiny hole-in-the-wall in a little neighborhood just south of downtown Seattle. It wasn’t much of an office: a small room rented in a tiny mid-century strip mall between a brewery and an arcade, around the corner from the heart of the ’hood. It was furnished with secondhand IKEA chairs and a big desk, plus a smattering of travel posters… and a lone woman with a laptop that was old enough to start first grade.

“Hello!” she said brightly, smacking the laptop shut before the squeaks of very small internet cats could chase away a customer.

“Hello?” said the visitor in return. He was a white man in his fifties, wearing khakis and a hunter-green cardigan. “Is this… are you…?” He cleared his throat. “Are you Ms. Foley?”

“Yes, sir, that’s me. How can I help you? Cruise season is in full swing, and the Alaska slots are filling up fast—but river cruises are increasingly popular, both here and abroad. Or do you need a flight? Someplace warmer and brighter? Maybe… damper? I don’t know, it’s pretty dry around here in the summer.”

“Um, no. Nothing like that.” He stepped slowly around the door and closed it behind himself, then pulled up a seat in front of her desk. “My name is Dan Matarese, and I read about you online.”

“Ah.” She leaned back in her chair, folding her hands in her lap and making a very good guess. “Sir, first things first: I’m not a detective.”

“I know that, I do.”

“But you’re not here for travel assistance.” It was getting easier to tell the travel clients from the psychic help clients. She’d been seeing more and more of each, since her adventures with Grady the year before and the subsequent media attention. And probably Ben’s flyers for her events at Castaways.

“No,” he said slowly. “But I’m fully prepared to pay whatever the usual travel fees might be. I wouldn’t ask you to work for free.”

She sighed. She’d need to come up with a separate rate card one of these days. Then she launched into a spiel that she’d been refining over the past few weeks.

“Okay, if you want to buy a block of my time, then I must be very, very up-front with you: Once again, I am not a detective in any real, formal, or legal sense—and any psychic abilities I may or may not possess are not guaranteed in any regard. They are inconsistent, and I sometimes interpret them incorrectly, which is to say, sometimes I’m just plain wrong, and I can’t make you any promises.”

He frowned thoughtfully but nodded along. “Is there something I should sign? A disclaimer, a waiver, or…?”

Holy crap, he’s right. I need a waiver, too. Did she know any lawyers who could draw up such a document for the low, low price of zero dollars? She’d have to ask around. “That’s an excellent suggestion. But, um. No. I don’t have anything like that. I just want to make sure you hear it from me, out loud, in front of God and everybody. I can’t make you any promises, but I’ll help if I can. If that’s not enough, then I can’t take your money.”

Dan held up his hands in surrender. “No, that’s fine—I appreciate your forthrightness in this matter. I realize that it’s possible this is all a wild-goose chase, but my sister has gone missing, and I don’t care what anyone says: she’s not a fugitive or a criminal. I think something terrible may have happened to her. At this point I’m willing to try anything.”

“Yeah, so far that’s the number one reason people come to see me. I’m generally the option of last resort.”

“Does this happen often?”

She shook her head. “Not often, exactly. But it’s happened several times since that case last fall when I helped the Seattle PD put away a serial killer.” This was a bit of an exaggeration but not strictly untrue. The perp had been less a “serial killer” than a “sloppy opportunist,” but the whole escapade had given her media attention and credibility.

“Were you successful? With any of those ‘last resort’ cases?”

“Three of them, yes. One of them, no. I helped a woman find a lost parrot, I helped a different woman find her dead husband’s revised will, and there was this one guy whose dad buried a box of war bonds in the backyard a few years before he died. I helped him find those, but they were ruined by the time we got to them.” Her voice crept higher in small steps as she continued. “Who the heck buries paper in a metal box with no lining, no plastic, no nothing? In the Pacific Northwest?” By the time she got to the end, she was talking in a register that could have summoned dolphins.

“Someone who doesn’t care if anybody ever cashes them in?”

“I must assume,” she said grouchily, and in her customary register. “I got rust and mud all over my favorite boots, but hey. Mystery solved, right?”

“Right. What about the one you couldn’t solve?”

Ah yes. The firmly-in-denial Mrs. Grundleson. “I feel pretty bad about that one. It was an old lady whose elderly Persian cat had vanished from her backyard. The kitty was old enough to drink, bless it, and both deaf and blind. She would let it lie in the sun on the deck and warm its poor old bones, I guess, and then one day it vanished. The woman was heartbroken, and I went over to her place to see if I could help, but she didn’t need me. I tried to give her money back, but she wouldn’t have it—so I gave it to the Humane Society.”

“I don’t understand—why didn’t she need you?”

“Same reason she didn’t need the cops. She’d filed a police report, declaring that Mr. Pancakes had been stolen. I tried to tell her that there wasn’t much of a resale market for deaf, blind, geriatric, toothless cats, even if they did have a fancy pedigree. But she didn’t want to hear it.”

“What do you think happened to it?”

“Well, her yard backed up to a Cooper’s hawk reserve, so I’ve got a guess or two. According to the report, the kitty only weighed four pounds in his old age.”

“Raptor snack?” he guessed.

“Yeah, not every unsolved mystery requires a psychic.” She leaned forward, putting her elbows on the desk and striving to look both highly professional and keenly interested. “But let’s talk about you, why don’t we? What brings you here to my office today, if not a quest for airline tickets or cruise recommendations?”

“Well,” he said slowly, as if he wasn’t quite sure how to begin. “To make a long story short, my sister vanished from a construction site with a bank pouch full of cash, and I know that sounds terrible, but I promise she didn’t steal it. You have to believe me… or you have to hear me out, at least.”

This might get interesting. “All right, I’m listening.” She sat forward and put her elbows on the desk.

He sighed, deeply and heavily. “Like I said, I know it sounds bad on the surface. My sister is a landscaping designer for a company on the east side. She’s worked there for twenty years and is fully trusted by everyone, from the grounds crews to the business owners. No one is formally accusing her of anything, though obviously there is… concern. If nothing else, the company needs the money back. They’re not a big corporate entity; they’re still owned by the family that started it all.”

She asked, “How much money are we talking about?”

“About thirty grand, in large, unmarked bills. My sister was helping design and structure the outdoor spaces at a strip mall that’s being built outside Southcenter. Three of the businesses going into the strip requested very specific trees and shrubs, for which they were prepared to pay a premium. When you want fully mature plants, it’s not a cheap ask.”

“So they gave her the cash, and she was supposed to take it to the bank, is that it? Deposit it into the company account? You said it was in a bank pouch.”

“That’s right. Once the landscaping company has the money in the bank, then Robin can go shopping around local nurseries and farms on the clients’ behalf. Or that’s how it’s supposed to work. But apparently that day she took the zip-up bag, got into her car, and vanished into thin air.”

“When was this?” Leda asked.

“Sometime around the Fourth of July weekend. We aren’t sure exactly when she went missing; she wasn’t on the schedule for a few days after the holiday, but the work site is the last place anyone saw her.”

“Taking a little personal time?” Leda asked.

“That’s what her boss said, but the money never made it to the bank, and my sister never came back to work. Look, she’s not the kind of woman who’d steal money or wander off without telling anyone, and I think something’s happened to her. Her name is Robin Reddick, and she’s married to an English professor at the University of Washington, a guy named Paul.”

“So… Paul called the police and reported her missing?”

He shook his head. “Nope. Her son’s the one who forced the issue—he learned that his father hadn’t seen his mother in days, and he did a little asking around on his own. Jeff’s the one who filed the police report.”

Leda asked, “What did Paul have to say about his wife’s absence?”

“He said she must be visiting our sister in Olympia. Apparently, they had a fight and she stormed out—I’m not sure if it was before or after the day she got the money, because Paul said he couldn’t remember. And for what it’s worth,” he added quickly, “they’d been doing that a lot in the last few years.”

“Fighting, or staying with your sister?”

“Both. But our sister Pam swears she hasn’t seen Robin in person since Dad’s eightieth birthday bash, and that was back in April.”

“Is there anywhere else she might’ve gone?”

“Not that I can think of. Robin didn’t go to Pam’s this time, and none of her friends have heard from her, either. It’s like she just… stopped the planet and got off. My nephew is frantic and angry at his father for waiting so long to take action. The landscaping people are struggling with an insurance claim for the missing cash, and they’ve been great, honestly—but I know they’re worried. They’d be crazy not to be. Robin is a woman in an iffy marriage, with a tendency to walk out on her husband and sudden access to a lump of cash. I know she looks like a flight risk.”

“And the police have no leads?”

Dan shrugged. “Not really. They were interested in that bag of money, but the landscaping company hasn’t yet reported it stolen, and I appreciate that. I don’t know how long their patience will hold, or how long the insurance company will let them put it off.”

“Not forever, surely.”

“No, they can’t afford to let it go indefinitely. But until they file that report, no crime has been committed. Robin is an adult of sound mind and body as far as we know. She’s free to come and go as she likes. It turns out, the police are more likely to chase missing property than missing people.”

“A cynical observation, but perhaps not an unfair one. Can you tell me what your sister and her husband argued about?” Leda asked. Then she clarified, “This time.”

“Paul was cagey, but if I had to guess, I’d say Robin caught him stepping out with a student again.”

She raised an eyebrow. “Again? Has it happened before?”

“A couple times, I think? I don’t honestly know, but I wish she’d just leave him and stay gone.”

“You are not this man’s biggest fan, are you?”

Dan shrugged guiltily. “I don’t know Paul that well, and I don’t like him much. He’s pretentious and arrogant, unless he thinks you can help him with his publishing career—then he’s your best friend. Publish or perish—that’s what they say about liberal arts professors, right? Well, he did publish a book a handful of years back, and that’s where the trouble began in the marriage. It’s called Dark Days, Bright Nights.”

“Sounds sexy.”

He sneered. “It’s about a self-loathing Gen-X college professor with a boring wife. He starts cheating on her with a series of students and eventually leaves her for one of them.”

The prospect of juicy details prompted her to ask, “Yeah, but fiction is… fiction, right?”

“That’s what he told everyone. Plausible deniability and all that. But the protagonist’s name was Peter, and his wife was called Birdie. Let’s just say that Robin didn’t respond too kindly to the caricature, and she started taking a much closer look at his out-of-office hours. That’s when the trips to our sister’s place began.”

“Gotcha.”

Now he sighed. “She’s had enough circumstantial evidence to pack a bag and bolt for years, but for some reason, she never stayed gone. That’s why I thought, at first… maybe they’d had the final blowup we all saw coming.”

He might’ve said more, but Leda interrupted him with a sudden question. “How do you know that Robin and Paul had a fight? Did Paul admit to it?”

“No, but Pam said she got a phone call from Robin at the end of June. Robin told her she was fed up with the philandering and she planned to take off for good this time. But that doesn’t mean she was planning to steal her employer’s money and disappear, for Christ’s sake.”

“How long have they been married?”

“Oh, twenty-odd years. They tied the knot when they were both fresh out of grad school. Robin’s the youngest of us siblings, and I’m the oldest. She’ll turn forty-six on Christmas Eve. If she’s still out there,” he added. “I’m trying not to be too dramatic or grim about the situation, but I’m only human, and I can’t help but fear the worst. If nothing else, she wouldn’t just drive off into the sunset and leave Jeff, or me, or Pam wondering what’d become of her. We’ve always been close.” Then he changed the subject. “You sure do ask a lot of questions. This isn’t very different from how it went with the police, and I’m a little surprised? I’m sorry, I’ve never talked to a psychic before. Never knowingly. Not like this.”

Leda laughed in what she hoped was a disarming fashion. “Oh, that’s a running joke I have with my cop friend. I always have at least half a dozen more questions for people than he does, and he’s a homicide detective.”

“Oh,” he said, sounding impressed. “You work with the police?”

“I have a consulting contract with the Seattle PD,” she said proudly. “I haven’t used it yet—my introductory case with a cop was off the books, shall we say. But it’s there now, and I’m here if they ever decide they need me. The thing is…” she said, trying to line up her words carefully. She didn’t know how much he needed or wanted to hear, so she kept it short. “This is an imprecise art. When I get flashes, or impressions, or whatever you want to call them… they’re usually out of context, just fragments of images. The more I know about the person I’m looking for, the better I’ll be at making connections between what I feel and what I know. Does that make sense?”

He nodded slowly. “Yeah, it does. I get it.”

Whether he did or not, Dan gave Leda his contact information as well as some particulars about Robin’s routine and her friends. She also got the rundown on Jeff and Paul, then asked if Paul had any known hangouts or hobbies.

“None that I know of. He’s one of those academics who spends his entire life on campus.” He let out a small, grim chuckle. “Until you need him for something. I went over there… must’ve been the day before yesterday, and he wasn’t around. His assistant wasn’t very helpful, either, and she wouldn’t tell me when she expected him to return or where else I might find him. She said he was ‘on sabbatical.’ ”

“You think he was hiding from you?”

“Yes, I do, like the chickenshit he is. You should really talk to Jeff. They aren’t estranged, exactly, but they’re not close.”

“Give me his contact info, and I’ll try that,” she promised. “Does Jeff know you’re here? Does he know about me, and what I do? Because I’ve learned the hard way, not everybody is down with the woo-woo stuff.”

He frowned uncertainly. “I didn’t tell him, but I don’t think he’d care. I’ll tell you what: I’ll call Jeff when we’re finished here, and tell him about you and why I’m giving this a try, even if it’s a little…” He used her expression. “Woo-woo.”

“Sir, this is highly woo-woo, and it won’t offend me if he isn’t interested in participating.” Thoughtfully, she tapped one fingernail on the edge of her phone case. “But you. You’re not put off by the… let’s not say ‘woo-woo’ again—it’s silly. Paranormal? Supernatural? Whatever this is?”

He took a moment to consider his answer. “The world is filled with things I don’t understand, and I’m at peace with that. I’ve never had anything weird happen to me, personally, but that doesn’t mean it never happens to anyone else.” He sagged in the chair. “I just want to find my sister. If you can help me do that, I don’t care how you do what you do.”

“I can work with that,” she confirmed.

“Okay, then what do we do next?”

“I’ll ask you to give me—just temporarily—some of Robin’s personal effects. The more personal, the better. Doesn’t have to be anything expensive; it could be her keys, a favorite set of earbuds, a novelty T-shirt, whatever. Anything she values, anything she’s held close. I need to touch it. That’s mostly how this works.”

“Mostly?” he asked with what sounded like genuine curiosity.

She shrugged at him. “Sometimes I get random flashes of insight here and there, though they don’t usually make sense at the time. Generally speaking, I get my best info from objects.”

“That’s what you do at that bar, right? I read about your psychic song-singing… What was it called?”

Leda sighed heavily. “The psychic psongstress routine. I do it a few nights a week at Castaways on Capitol Hill. It wasn’t my idea to call it that. I’m sorry, I know it’s kind of stupid.”

“Why don’t you change it?”

“Because it would break Ben the manager’s heart, and I can’t stand to see him cry,” she muttered. Then, louder, she said, “Everybody already knows about it, ever since that article in The Stranger. If I change it now, I’ll just confuse people.”

“All right, then, when I talk to Jeff I’ll see if he has anything special he’ll let you borrow—and I’ll check around my place and ask Pam, too. This might take me a day or two, though. It’s not like when we were kids and we had all the same stuff in the same place. Do you have any siblings, Ms. Foley?”

“No, sir, I do not. I have a best friend who’s pretty much my sister. But I know that’s not what you’re talking about.”

“We used to have another sister. She died of cancer years ago, so now it’s just me, Robin, and Pam. And Jeff. He’s been joking for a while now that he should change his last name to Matarese. Hell, maybe he’ll actually do it. It’d be fine with us.” He sighed again, looking very tired and sad. “Anyway, I’ll see what I can find. Will you be here tomorrow or the next day?”

She slid a business card across the desk. She’d had them made only a month before, and she was very proud of her design: something simple, but with a little pop of gold foil around the text. No emojis, no exclamation points. Nary a typo. “Absolutely, sir. Go ahead and text or call this number to be sure I haven’t stepped out for lunch or anything, and swing by whenever it’s convenient for you.”

With that, they thanked each other awkwardly, and Dan left the way he’d come in.

Leda grabbed her phone as soon as the door shut behind him. She had to talk to Niki about this—literally right this moment.

She began to compose a text, then changed her mind and deleted it. She called instead.

Niki picked up within three seconds. “Any thrilling travel agency news?” she asked by way of greeting.

“Two more flights to the Caribbean—one for an elderly couple, one for a pair of guests headed for a destination wedding. Also did my third cruise booking this week, this time for one of those river jobbies in Europe. But to answer your question: no, not really. However…”

“However…?”

“I got another detecting gig!” she said, bouncing in her seat.

“Oh boy. Another lost pet?”

“No! A lost person!” Leda gave Niki a quick rundown. “I don’t know if I can help Dan or not, but I’ll give it my best shot. Hey, he also gave me a great idea. If I’m going to keep taking these psychic detecting gigs, I need to come up with a rate card for those services. And maybe a waiver while I’m at it.”

Niki groaned. “I told you that months ago. Ben offered to print you up a flyer or something, remember?”

“Ben and his flyers, yes. But I thought the hype would die down and I wouldn’t need it. Now I’m graduating from lost critters to lost siblings, so I’ve clearly leveled up. I need to charge like it.”

“I thought you were all about helping people out of the goodness of your heart?”

“I am!” she protested. “I am also about getting paid, out of the goodness of somebody else’s bank account. What do you think, should I charge by the hour? Daily? By the case?”

“Oh my God, I don’t know. Want to talk about it over sushi?”

A smile spread across Leda’s face. “You know what? I do. Meet you at Wabi-Sabi in twenty minutes?”

“Make it thirty. I’m about to leave work, and you know how downtown traffic goes.”

She agreed to half an hour. Why wouldn’t she? She could order a drink and bring her phone and do a little internet research on Robin Reddick while she waited.

Holy shit. Leda was starting to feel like a Real Detective.






3. GRADY MERRITT

THURSDAY

Back at home, Cairo got an extra bath and some pampering, which he took in stride. He also took the opportunity to beg for a few extra treats with big, hungry eyes that surely had not seen a single snack in the whole entire time he’d been gone.

“You’re going to make him fat,” Grady warned, without any serious urgency.

His daughter smiled beatifically at the perky-eared dog, whose face was at full attention—his eyes darting back and forth between her and the treat bag. “Fat just means well loved,” she assured him. “It’s okay if you get a little fat. Fat dogs are less likely to run away, I bet.”

“They probably can’t run as fast as a thin one, at any rate. Regardless, those treats are basically junk food for canines, and they should be doled out sparingly. He’s spoiled enough already.”

She reached in for another small bone-shaped biscuit, held it up, and tossed it gently into Cairo’s mouth. It landed neatly on his tongue and vanished down the hatch. “You’re not spoiled,” she assured him. “You’re appropriately pampered, as every good boy should be.”

Grady rolled his eyes. “Either way, stop feeding him. It’s time to attend to his other end. You heard Rudy. Every poop, every time, for three days. Start collecting his lawn deposits.”

“Ugh, why do we have to do this again?”

“Because a sergeant over at the Mountain Detachment did us a favor, that’s why. Look, if we hadn’t agreed to bag and tag Cairo’s crap, we would’ve had to leave him down at the mountain for a few days. The Pierce County folks want to hear about every single thing he produces, so take a baggie, follow your dog, and keep your eyes peeled for anything that doesn’t look like… well, poop.” Grady held out a roll of dog waste bags, waggled it enticingly, and tossed it to his daughter. “Here. Happy late birthday.”

Molly caught the roll and scowled. “This is wildly unfair. Your birthday’s closer than mine.”

“Then do this round of poop patrol for me and call it my early present.”

“Ugh, no wonder you hate birthdays. You have no idea what a good one looks like.”

Cairo sat on the deck stairs behind them, eyes bobbing back and forth between them. He did not care who picked up his poop. To a certain degree, he didn’t care if anybody did, but he always enjoyed watching people argue. It was among his favorite pastimes, right up there with taking enormous dumps and eating enough garbage to produce them.

“It’s your job to pick up after him anyway,” he told her. “You promised, back when I said we could keep him—and I still do it most of the time. Reclaim your responsibility and make yourself useful. He might’ve left us a deposit when I let him out this morning, so if you see anything fresh, make sure to check extra close. Smush it up, squeeze it.”

“Oh God…”

“I’m serious!” Cairo had been processed for evidence back in Eatonville near the park, but he’d suddenly gone too shy to drop a deuce in front of strangers. “We have no idea what else he ate, and any of it could be evidence.”

“I suddenly feel a kinship with your forensic folks. I never see shit like this on TV. No pun intended.”

He did not tell her to watch her language. He didn’t see the point, and she didn’t curse that much—or in front of important adults—so he let that one go. She’d be an adult soon enough, and she already knew the rules of polite society. Life was too short to get hung up on four-letter words. “Seriously, a bag of dog shit is probably the least terrible thing they’ll handle all week.”

“Do I even want to know what’s worse than this?”

“No,” he said firmly. “Now, go on, start checking piles, and bag up anything that looks like it landed since we got home last night.”

“Or anything that shoots out of his butt while you’re getting dressed for work. I know, I know. Fine. If that’s what you really want.” She sulked off into the yard, eyes fixated on the grass, legs lifting high and stepping carefully. Stopping to check the bottoms of her shoes.

He climbed the stairs back up to the small deck and went inside… pausing only to watch and make sure Molly followed through on her promise to inspect every fecal molecule for anything of importance.

He’d sworn to the Pierce County guys that if anything turned up, he’d inform them immediately and send it straight to Eatonville, either overnight or by courier. What “anything” might be was anybody’s guess. Had Cairo actually eaten part of this dead person? Or merely gnawed on a stray part to pass the time?

While he shaved, Grady’s cop brain ran through the known details: the leg belonged to a white man between the ages of twenty-five and sixty, because it’s very hard to judge somebody’s age by their lower extremities; nice semicasual shoes, dark-wash Levi’s jeans; the owner of the leg hadn’t been dead more than a week, probably; no preliminary indication of illness or injury other than the fact that the leg was alone—with no other body parts to match it. Local police had shut down the visitor center and established a two-mile perimeter around the park, but that was just a guess.

Nobody knew how far a fifty-pound dog in good health could roam in three days, much less where he’d gone or what he’d been up to during that time. Did Cairo know where the rest of the body was located? If so, could he find it again? Just in case, Grady had offered to bring Cairo back on the upcoming weekend so he could roam around on the off chance he’d go looking for more chewable body bits, but this time he’d be on a leash, and perhaps a harness, and maybe even a waist lead, and definitely have one of those tracker things on his collar. You never knew. He might lead them right to the rest of the guy.

“And who is the guy, anyway?” he asked the mirror as he toweled off his face.

DNA analysis wouldn’t be back for a while, and Mr. Leg didn’t meet any of the criteria for any known missing persons in Washington State or Oregon, either. Of course, if he’d been dead only a few days, his absence might not have been noticed yet, much less reported. If he lived alone, worked from home, traveled a lot, it might be weeks before someone wondered where he’d wandered off to.

“Mr. Leg probably wasn’t homeless. He was wearing bougie silk-blend socks. Or… a single bougie silk-blend sock.” He used the towel to wipe steam off the mirror, then stuck it back on the holder. “He was at least middle-class, his clothes were newer, and the coroner’s preliminary suspicion was that he’d had a pedicure in the last few weeks. How many men get pedicures?” Some, sure. But they usually aren’t itinerant. “Hm. Could be a trans guy. He might have family that’s reported him missing under a dead name and the wrong gender. Might be worth checking.” He made another mental note: any missing persons reports with suspiciously old photos might be a clue.

But realistically, he’d probably just have to wait for the DNA evidence to identify the dead man. This could happen in as little as a few days, if Mr. Leg had committed a crime or two, and if he happened to be in the database. Or it could take as long as a few months, if he had a squeaky-clean record and there was a backlog at the lab.

A few years back, there’d been a rash of random feet washing up on Pacific Northwest beaches, and for an instant he wondered if the cases could be related. But no, this wouldn’t be one of those feet; after all, it was more of a whole-ass leg, including most of the knee—and Mount Rainier was quite a ways from the beach.

He shrugged at himself. “Maybe a bear got him?” Bears killed people every now and again, and the coroner said the leg looked like it’d been torn off rather than sawed or otherwise cut. It takes a lot of strength to tear off a guy’s leg. But a bear could manage it.

Cairo had returned to them with a few small scratches on his face and front legs—small enough that they hadn’t even noticed them until he’d been “processed” down in Pierce County. He could’ve tangled with another animal, bickering over the juicy, delicious find.

“But a bear would’ve killed him. So would a mountain lion, I bet.”

Outside, Molly called, “Dad?”

He barely heard it and almost didn’t register it. He was thinking about bears and wayward legs. “Wolves? Do we have wolves out there? I don’t even know.” He was warming up to the idea of an animal attack. Animal attacks were terrible, but they weren’t homicide. “Nah, a pack of wolves would’ve turned that dog into scraps. More likely, Cairo fought off a raccoon or something.”

“Dad!”

Startled, he remembered Molly’s quest for buried treasure. “Molly? Sorry—I’m coming!” He checked his watch, figured he could be a little late today, and dashed outside. “What is it? Did you find something?”

She held up her hand. It was inside a crinkly green poo bag that allegedly smelled like lavender but mostly smelled like plastic and canine colon contents. Inside her bag-shielded grip she held something small. It glinted slightly in the morning light. “Hey, this isn’t yours, is it?”

He squinted, gave up on staying a pleasant distance away from the excavated item, and approached with caution. “What is it?”

“Looks like a wedding ring to me. A man’s wedding ring, but…” She peered at it closely, using another poop bag to swipe more grime away. “Okay, it’s definitely not yours.”

“No, I put mine in your mother’s jewelry box. In your room, on your dresser.” His wife had passed several years before, though he’d removed the ring for good only last year. It’d taken him a while to get used to the idea. Now he wore no jewelry at all, a fact his daughter occasionally lamented—but he’d put his foot down in no uncertain terms when she’d suggested an earring.

“That’s what I thought, but once I was elbows-deep in Cairo compost, I didn’t want to run inside and check.”

“Cairo compost, very funny.”

“Yeah, I’m a scream.” She bent over and wiped the ring in the grass, which was still a little damp from the dew. The ring came up mostly clean, and she held it out to her father. When he hesitated, she handed over the roll of bags so he could tear one off and create a makeshift glove of his very own.

This accomplished, he took the ring and held it up to the light, turning it over and examining it from every angle. “There’s something inscribed here, inside the band—hang on.” But it was too dirty to read.

“Can we wash it off? Or do they want it in the bag of poo?”

Grady said, “I honestly don’t know. And I want to see it for myself, so… hang on.” He went to the backyard hose reel, turned on the water, and got a good grip on the ring—then set the nozzle to “jet.” When it was relatively clean, if not exactly sanitized, he held it up to the light and spun it slowly as he read. “ ‘My heart, my life, my one and only thought.’ ”

Molly waited, like she expected more. When none came, she said, “What? That’s it? No initials, no names?”

“Nope. Just a sweet sentiment.”

“It’s not sweet,” she objected. “It’s corny.”

He stared at the gleaming ring, turning it over and hunting for any further hints it might offer regarding its owner.

“Whatcha looking for, Gollum?”

“Clues. Not finding any. I wonder if it was engraved around here, or if anyone would have records, or if we were to publicize the inscription, would somebody recognize it?” He tossed it into the air and caught it in his palm. “It might be worth a try, but that’ll be up to Pierce County. Technically, I have no jurisdiction here. Or over there. You know what I mean.”

Molly gave him another few seconds to squint for hints, then said, “Hey, weren’t you going to work? Or at this point, won’t you be late for work?”

“Yes!” he replied suddenly. “Yes, I need to… hm.” He held on to the ring.

“You gonna bag it, or whatever?”

He reached a decision. “I’ll hang on to it, just until this afternoon. Then I’ll call up the station in Pierce County and let them know what we’ve got. It’ll buy some time for Cairo to do another round of deposits, and you never know, he might surprise us with something else. Where’s the rest of the poop pile this thing came from?”

She pointed at a mushy spot on the yard. “Looks like there’s some lumps in there, too. Rocks?”

“Probably… not rocks,” he said, but she already knew that much. “He didn’t eat the ring; he ate whatever was wearing it. Get every scrap and leave it…” He almost said to put it on the table, but that was a terrible idea. “Put it in the garage, on my workbench.”

“The one you never work at?”

“Not a lot of time for woodworking these days. Maybe once you’re out of the house,” he said, and immediately regretted it. He didn’t like the thought of living in the house alone. Some days it was too empty without his wife, even with the teenager and the dog to keep him company. He backtracked. “Not that I’m eager to see you off. Just… get the shit sorted, and I’ll be home this afternoon, okay?”

“Yes, sir,” she said with a little salute.

He grabbed a sweater that his daughter said looked like it belonged to the old man from the movie Up, shouldered a messenger bag, picked up his keys from the table by the door, and headed out. What he had not said was that he planned to take a long lunch break and maybe visit a friend to see if she could hold the ring and tell him anything useful about the man who used to wear it. He thought of Cairo, snoozing happily under the deck, blissfully oblivious to the world’s keen interest in his bodily waste… and he hoped that he wasn’t about to give Leda an unwelcome flash of canine butthole.
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