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			For Shana, Indy, and Pandora, Mei-Chan, Boomer, and Cas.

			Because these books couldn’t have been written without them.

		

	
		
			1

			Don’t be like that, babe.”

			His voice sounded the same, his face looked the same, everything was exactly the same as before except for his hands on her hips, his body too close to hers. She went still, the urge to fight warring with the need to disappear, for this to not be happening to her.

			His hand stroked through her hair, obscenely gentle. She could scream, kick, shove him away, but the packet on the chair just behind him mocked her. If she did that, would he refuse to give it to her? Would he make trouble?

			He kissed her, and it wasn’t so bad, but then his hand slipped up, cupping her breast, and she shoved on instinct, moving him back hard enough to knock against the table.

			Whatever he was going to say was interrupted by a sharp knock on the front door. He turned as though he could see who it was, and she took the chance to grab the packet, tucking it under her arm as though daring him to take it back. It was hers; she’d paid for it.

			He shot her a look, as much exasperation as anger, and left the room, clearly going to see who was at the door. Not willing to stay there, she followed him, thinking to slide out the door while he was occupied with the newcomer.

			“Why are you here?” He didn’t seem pleased to see the woman standing outside, and sounded ruder than she’d ever heard him.

			“We need to talk.” The woman glanced at her, then took a longer look, making her uncomfortable enough to shift her feet, gripping the package tighter.

			“You okay, sweetheart?” the woman asked.

			“I . . . Yes. I’m fine.” She didn’t want to talk to anyone, she just wanted to go home. He looked like he was going to argue as she slipped past him, out onto the porch, but the woman took his attention again. “Leave the girl alone,” she said. “We have business to discuss.”

			He really didn’t look happy, but nodded, letting the woman in and closing the door behind them, but not before he gave her one last long stare.

			She fled down the steps, and didn’t look back.

			*    *    *

			Going sixty miles an hour was no time to suddenly feel someone licking the side of your face. The little car swerved slightly in its lane, and the driver used her right elbow to shove her passenger back down. “Georgie, sit. Sit!”

			Her elbow barely dented the forty-plus pounds of muscle, but Georgie sighed mournfully, settled herself on the backseat again, and rested her wrinkled muzzle on her paws. Large brown eyes rolled upward as though she were the most put-upon dog in the universe.

			“You spend half your life crammed into the back of Teddy’s car without complaint. Put you in the backseat of a nice rental sedan, and suddenly you can’t get comfortable?” Ginny shifted gears, checked the mirror, and then reached back to rub Georgie’s tawny head with her free hand. “We’re almost there, kiddo. And don’t sigh like that at me. If I’d left you home you would have been even more miserable, and driven Mrs. Olson nuts.”

			Their next-door neighbor was willing to take the dog for a daily walk when Ginny couldn’t be home in time, but the retiree was too old to get down on her knees and romp, and even though Georgie wasn’t a puppy anymore, she still needed a lot of personal affection. The shar-pei had sulked for the entire three days Ginny had left her with Mrs. Olson, making the older woman think the dog was sick, and involving a panicked—and expensive—emergency vet visit.

			“So it’s your own fault that you’re stuck back there. Sorry, girl.”

			The shar-pei sighed heavily, again, but otherwise behaved herself.

			It wasn’t entirely Georgie’s fault, Ginny knew. Ginny was more agitated than usual—certainly more than she was comfortable with—and the dog was probably picking some of that up, and in her own doggy way trying to help.

			“Everything’s going to be fine,” she said out loud, trying to reassure them both.

			Being your own boss usually meant that every day was take-your-dog-to-work day. Even when she moved location to Mary’s, either to meet with Tonica or just take a break, she was able to bring Georgie with her. Going out of town overnight? Not so much.

			But this was her first meeting with an out-of-town ­client—hell, it was her first out-of-town client, period. And she couldn’t focus if she was worried all the time about what Georgie was up to, either moping with a sitter, or moping in a kennel. So Ginny had rented a car instead of taking Amtrak from Seattle to Portland, and found a pet-friendly hotel that wasn’t wildly expensive, and they’d see what happened.

			“If nothing else, kid, you being able to handle a longer car ride would mean I could actually take you on long weekend trips. That’s be nice, huh?” Not that there had been many of those recently, or were likely to be in the immediate future. Things had gone cold with her boyfriend—pretty much ex-boyfriend, she admitted, although they hadn’t said the words to each other yet—and her reaction to relationships ending was always to throw herself into more work, but having pet-friendly options that didn’t involve boarding Georgie at the vet in the future would be good.

			“Maybe I could make you my silent partner,” she said to the dog. “Mallard and Canine: Six Legs to Run Your Errands.” There was more to being a private concierge than legwork, but she couldn’t think of anything snappy that would fit on a business card. She took Georgie’s soft snort as a complaint, and laughed. “You are not getting top billing. Deal with it.”

			The traffic was flowing nicely, and Georgie had settled down again, so Ginny let her mind wander to a future where she had clients all the way down to San Francisco, letting the road run under her wheels, until her phone trilled, a familiar name coming up on the dashboard display. She fumbled for the phone plugged into the dashboard, managing to hit ACCEPT without taking her eyes off the road or accidentally hanging up on the person calling.

			“Hey, Ginny.” The connection was staticky, but Tonica’s voice was clear. “You there yet?”

			“Almost. Coming up on the bridge. Traffic was pretty good.”

			There was a clink of glassware in the background, and a low voice saying something she couldn’t quite make out. She could almost imagine Tonica leaning against the bar, one hand on the phone, one eye watching Stacy or Seth setting up for the day. Then she frowned, checking the dash clock. It was too early for Tonica to be at Mary’s—they didn’t open until after noon on weekdays, and it was barely ten now.

			“Why’re you in so early?” And why was he calling her, she thought. They were friends, yeah, but not the call-and-hang-out-on-the-phone kind of friends.

			“Delivery,” he said with a sigh. “And I’m still the only one who can sign for anything,”

			“I can!” Stacy’s voice called out, clear for a moment, and Ginny laughed. She could only imagine his expression in reaction to the waitress-turned-bartender suggesting that she could forge his signature. “You don’t really look the part,” he said dryly, off-mic. “But thanks for playing.”

			In the backseat, Georgie had picked her head up at the sound of the familiar voices coming out of the phone, and now she whined a little, as though wondering where Tonica and Stacy were.

			Tonica must have heard the noise, because he asked, “And how’s Herself doing?”

			Ginny looked at Georgie in the rearview mirror. “So far so good. A little twitchy, but that’s understandable.”

			“And no projectile carsickness?”

			Ginny was offended on her dog’s behalf. “She’s never once thrown up in your car. Why do you think she’d have problems now?”

			“Because for all the jaunting around town we’ve done, we’ve never driven her three hours all at once. And because we both know that she’s a delicate flower.”

			The fact that her occasional business partner—an avowed not-a-pet-person-damn-it-Mallard—now used “we” when talking about Georgie never failed to crack Ginny up. He was so totally owned, both by her dog, and Penny, the little tabby cat that had adopted him.

			“Delicate flower my ass. She’s tougher than you are, Tonica.” She looked back at Georgie again. “You’re not going to york in the car, are you, baby??”

			Georgie remained noncommittal.

			Ginny adjusted the rearview mirror again and returned her attention to the phone call. “Did you call just to check on her, or was there something you actually needed to ask me?”

			“Yeah. While I’m stuck here waiting, I’m finishing up the paperwork on the Grabien case, and was trying to remember the name of the tow company. You paid for it, so I don’t have a receipt.”

			She frowned in thought. That had been two weeks ago, and she’d been busy since then. “Mackenzie. Maybe? Something Scottish. And Sons? I don’t remember. It was a bright yellow truck.”

			There was silence on the other end of the line. “Yeah, that’s gonna help so much, thanks.”

			She could definitely see his expression this time: slightly irritated, eyes squinted, the phone pressed to his ear because he hated wearing a Bluetooth when he was working, running a hand over the top of his head, like the Marine-style haircut he had could get rumpled. Tonica—Theodore Tonica, full-time bartender at and manager of Mary’s Bar, and her partner in their part-time and occasional, totally off-the-books “researchtigations” business, could do bitchface like nobody’s business.

			Especially when it came to paperwork. It was a source of never-ending, if quiet, amusement that he’d let himself get talked into what was basically a management position the year before. For a man who claimed to not want responsibilities . . .

			“Sorry.” She sped up to pass a truck in the left lane, watching nervously as the lumber stacked on the long bed shifted as the truck moved. She hated sharing the road with logging trucks. “You’re going to have to wait until I get home. Or you’re going to have to go over to my apartment and sort through the receipts. They’re in the blue folder on the left-hand side of my desk.”

			“Yeah, in my copious spare time I’ll go rummage through your office, and have you glare at me for a week afterward because I messed up your filing system. Pass. It’ll wait.”

			“I’ll check it as soon as I get home. Might want to email me a reminder, though. Anything else?”

			“No, looks like all the tees are dotted and the eyes are crossed.”

			She gave that joke the laugh it deserved, and even Georgie groaned, although the dog was prone to grunts and heavy exhales on an understood-only-to-dogs basis.

			“Anyway, everything else is quiet down here, for the moment, although having said that I’m sure something’s about to go horrible wrong. You really had to go down tonight? You’re going to miss Trivia Night. Again.”

			“Yeah, I know.” Trivia Night was a big deal at Mary’s, and once upon a time she’d been a fierce member of her team. But truthfully, if only admitted to herself, since the two of them had started solving actual mysteries she hadn’t felt quite the same competitive urge. Answering questions about literary quotations, or random scientific facts just didn’t seem . . . challenging enough anymore.

			And anyway, making money trumped trivia. This new client wasn’t paying much, but she was the first in a new city, and if Ginny did well, it could open up a lot of new doors. Or at least the occasional lucrative one.

			“Just think of it as your team’s chance to finally win,” she told him. “I’ll be back in a few days. Tell Seth to take the tuna salad off the menu before I get back.”

			“Yeah, ’cause he listens to anything I say,” Tonica groused, and then hung up.

			“They can’t function without us,” Ginny told Georgie, who thumped her slender, twisted tail once—a move that involved more of her hindquarters than actual tail—as though to agree. Ginny didn’t have any official connection to Mary’s, but the past two years she was pretty sure she’d spent as much time there as in her own apartment, so much so that they’d threatened to put her name on one of the bar stools.

			“It’s not even the nicest place in town,” she told Georgie now. “And their wine selection is seriously subpar. Why do we keep going back there again?”

			Well, she knew why Georgie went: because Penny was there. Whoever’d coined the phrase “fights like cats and dogs” had never seen Georgie and Penny hanging out together. She and Tonica might have become friends as well as part-time partners, but Georgie and Penny were besties.

			And Ginny went back because it had become her second home, as clichéd as that sounded. The Trivia Nights, packed to the walls and noisy. The quiet afternoons, kicking back and talking with Stacy and Tonica, with Seth muttering in the background, the nearly perfect martinis Tonica made, and the fact that her friends knew that they could find her there, either at the third bar stool down, or the table by the window . . .

			“Oh God, I’ve become a cliché,” she said, laughing at herself. “Georgie, we need an intervention, stat, or we’re going to become a sitcom.”

			Then Georgie made an unfortunate, unhappy noise, and Ginny was too busy trying to find a spot to pull over to think more about Mary’s.

			“No, no, sweetie—just hang on a minute more . . .”

			*    *    *

			“That Ginny on the phone?” The question came from down the other end of the bar, where his waitress/­occasional bartender/aide de folie was prepping the bar for open.

			“Yeah.” Teddy inspected the glassware that had come out of the machine and decided that they passed muster, sliding them into the rack under the counter. “She’s running down to Portland on business.”

			Stacy paused in the act of moving a full bottle behind a half-empty one on the shelf and turned to look at him. “Her business, or . . . ?”

			“Her own.”

			“Good.” Stacy finished adjusting the whiskey, and turned her attention to the bottles of vodka. Her ponytail twitched as she moved, and Penny, in her usual perch above the shelves, reached down a paw as though to snag it. Fortunately for them both, Stacy was a few inches too short, and the cat couldn’t quite reach. “Not that I don’t have a lot of fun when you guys poke into other people’s business, where ‘fun’ means potentially getting beaten up or robbed or puppy-sitting, but her tab needs paying.”

			“Oh, that’s not fair,” he said, then paused. Actually, that was a pretty accurate summation of the past year or so. Well, almost. They had gotten threatened, and robbed, and there had been a puppy here briefly, but Ginny hardly ran an extreme tab here, especially since they tended to “forget” to charge her for refills. “I do approve of the mercenary way you’re thinking, though. Excellent progress, young Padawan.”

			Stacy made a rude gesture in his direction. She was about twice as mercenary as he was on a good day, and they both knew it. He was a bartender because he liked people, not because he liked profit.

			Of course, when it came to mercenary urges, Ginny could and would eat them both for lunch. Her drive and focus, and his people skills: that was what made them such a good team. It was a good mix. “Gin and Tonica Investigations,” one of the wags at the bar had dubbed them. It was a terrible pun, but it had stuck, at least with the crowd at Mary’s. Outside, they didn’t advertise. This was still a sideline, a part-time gig neither of them had planned on taking on, much less keeping.

			He’d had doubts at first. And, all right, at second and third, too. This “researchtigations” gig had seemed doomed to crash and burn, and possibly take them both down with it. But Teddy was honest enough to admit that he was hooked on the satisfaction of a successful case, on helping people out of tough spots. And, ideally, not getting hit, beat up, or otherwise busted in the process.

			That thought made him look at the paperwork on the bar in front of him, still needing to be finished, and he winced. They hadn’t gotten hit that time, but his classic Saab had. And trying to explain why a little old lady had taken a hammer to his front hood . . .

			“Hey, we got a couple of requests to put those grilled cheese sandwiches back on the menu,” Stacy said. “You want to tell Seth?”

			“Not particularly.” He might be the manager of the bar, and the final say—short of the owner—on what happened there, but the tiny kitchen was Seth’s domain, and the only thing the ex-boxer disliked more than Teddy telling him what to do was a customer telling him.

			But it was a more appealing job than trying to fill in the accident report paperwork, and thinking about the damage that had been done to his beloved coupe during their last case. So he shoved them aside and left Stacy to the bar prep—and Penny to manage in his absence—while he bearded their inevitably surly cook in his kitchen.

			His life was busy enough, and Ginny was busy enough. He shouldn’t be wishing another researchtigations job would show up.

			But he was.
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			Ginny wasn’t familiar with Portland, so it took them another hour to navigate the surface roads, and find their destination, even with GPS.

			“Good afternoon, Ms. Mallard. Welcome to the Pines.” The hotel she’d booked online and sight unseen ended up being a pleasant if bland four-story building just east of Portland’s city limits. It was a little run-down at the edges, but the older man at the check-in desk had a smile and a biscuit for Georgie, and the room was ready, so she could forgive things like beige-on-beige decorating and barely audible Muzak. Ginny approved. If she started getting more clients outside of Seattle, this could become a regular arrangement.

			Assuming that Georgie could handle being left alone in a strange place, anyway. Ginny really hoped she could, and not just because the security deposit wasn’t refundable in case of damage or unfortunate incidents.

			Georgie was clearly glad to be out of the car, sniffing everything from the lobby to the elevator to the hotel room from corner to corner, paying particular attention to the rug under the small writing desk.

			The room, as promised, was clean and large enough for Georgie’s crate to be set up in a corner of the room and not block access to the bathroom or closet. And it didn’t smell—to her nose, anyway—of any other dogs who might have stayed there before.

			“You going to be okay staying here, girl?” Ginny asked, setting up the travel crate, letting the dog sniff at it as well, until she was reassured that it smelled familiar and, yes, was her own. “Momma has to go to work for a few hours, but I’ll be back in time to walk you, promise.”

			When they were working a case, visiting sites, or questioning potential witnesses, Ginny and Tonica often brought Georgie: for all that she was a marshmallow personality-wise, her blunt-shaped head, strong legs, and broad chest gave her an intimidating appearance that could quell potential problems. Adding to that a strong protective streak, coupled with enough training that she wouldn’t do more than growl at someone unless given the command, Georgie was an effective problem-deterrent. But a wheelchair-­bound woman in her seventies seemed unlikely to cause problems Ginny couldn’t handle by herself, with one hand tied behind her back and a pebble in her shoe.

			The crate approved, Georgie wandered into the bathroom, where Ginny could hear her lapping up some water from the bowl Ginny had set up, then the dog padded back out and curled up on her fleece bed in the crate, showing no aftereffects from her roadside upchuck. Ginny took out the new chew toy she had brought along as a bribe, and Georgie took it with her usual enthusiasm, settling back down to add some saliva and tooth marks to make it ­perfect.

			“Yeah, you’re not worried about being left alone in a strange place at all, are you? Tough girl, takes down bad guys and pals around with a pussycat, this is nothing.” Shar-peis, she had learned, were remarkably unflappable dogs. She couldn’t have chosen a better companion if she’d planned it, instead of unexpectedly falling in love at a sidewalk shelter display. “Maybe if the client’s a dog person, I’ll bring you along tomorrow, huh?”

			The thought made her slap herself, mentally, because she should have asked the client, when they were exchanging emails. Having a dog—especially one as unusual-looking as Georgie, with her loose folds of skin and piglet tail—was an excellent icebreaker. People seemed to relax around dogs—and if they didn’t, that told her something about them, too. But the information she and her new client had exchanged had been job focused, talking about what the woman wanted, and Ginny’s rates, and then arranging this visit to meet in person. Saying, “Hey, do you like dogs? Mind if I bring mine along?” hadn’t even occurred to Ginny.

			“Maybe I should put a photo of you up on the website,” she said now. “Would you like that, huh?”

			Georgie’s stump of a tail wagged now, as though she understood what Ginny was asking, but otherwise she seemed perfectly content to be where she was, barely even looking up when Ginny packed up her briefcase, gave her one final scratch, and left the room.

			In the elevator, Ginny checked the time—cutting it closer than she’d wanted, but still good—and then checked her briefcase again to make sure that she had everything she needed: tablet, cell phone, folder with brochures and flyers from places the client might want to consider for her party, and the printouts of the emails she and Mrs. Adaowsky had exchanged in case the unthinkable happened and her tablet ran out of charge. She was—as always—organized to a fare-thee-well. But not having Georgie’s familiar, comforting bulk leaning against her leg was weirdly . . . discomforting.

			“You don’t need a guard dog, Mallard; the woman’s hiring you to arrange an old girls’ reunion, not a gunrunner’s weekender.” That was her specialty: arranging things for people who didn’t have the time, energy, or interest in doing for themselves, from family vacations to baby showers to the one client who’d wanted her to organize his rather complicated dating schedule. Ginny grimaced at the memory: she’d charged extra for that one, on the “annoying client penalty” scale.

			But Mrs. Adaowsky sounded, at least via her emails, like a proverbial peach. Seventy-two, a retired teacher, who wanted to get her surviving college friends together for one last, as her email put it, “sedate hoo-rah.”

			Normally Ginny met her clients in a neutral third-party location—a coffee shop or café—or via a Skype or phone call. But her new client was hard of hearing, and had wanted to have a personal contact, at least for this first meeting. Which was fine—especially since the client was covering her travel costs, as an apology for the last-minute nature of the job.

			If Mrs. Adaowsky was a peach, then this job was a piece of cake, and Ginny almost felt bad about how much she was charging the woman. Almost. She got in the car, humming under her breath. Odds were, the worst thing that would go wrong was that the GPS screwed up again, she got lost in an unfamiliar neighborhood, and was late to the meeting.

			The GPS behaved itself perfectly. Ginny’s inability to shift lanes in time to hit her exit, though, cost her nearly ten minutes of backtracking. But there was on-street parking on the block she’d been directed to, and ten minutes late wasn’t too bad. Hopefully, the client wasn’t the sort to twitch over every minute like it was carved out of gold.

			“I’m terribly sorry—I completely missed the exit,” she said, practicing her apology out loud as she got out of the car, locked it, and looked for her destination.

			The address she’d been given turned out to be a pretty little house in a distinctly suburban neighborhood filled with pretty little houses, most of them single-story, with porches and tiny but tidy lawns. Old houses, she thought. Prewar, certainly; you could tell from something about the windows and doors. She liked architecture, but more in a “that’s pretty, that’s awkward” way, not being able to identify a particular style or decade.

			She found the right house number, and stepped up onto the porch, ringing the doorbell. It echoed inside the house, a warm tone loud enough that an older, deafer woman could hear it. But nobody answered.

			Maybe it took a while for her to get around, in a wheelchair. Ginny pressed the bell again after a few minutes, and for good measure used the heavy door knocker, too.

			“Hello?”

			She was late, but here. But her client wasn’t. Or at least, she wasn’t coming to the door.

			Ginny looked at the number on the door, then double-checked the address in her tablet. Right street name, right street number. She rang the doorbell a third time, and waited, then went back down the stairs to look at the house, hoping to see a curtain twitch, or some other sign of life.

			Nothing.

			“Great.” She reached into her pocket for her phone, and stopped, looking at the house again. “Wheelchair.” Mrs. Adaowsky had said she was in a wheelchair; that was why they had to meet here, because it was too difficult for her to get around. But there was no ramp to the front stairs, not even one of those temporary ones they used when someone had an accident.

			“Maybe there’s one around back?” It didn’t seem to make much sense to her, but she lived in a relatively new elevator building that had to conform to Americans with Disabilities Act standards—what did she know about adapting hundred-year-old houses? This was the right address . . . surely the woman had given her the right information!

			Maybe Mrs. Adaowsky had forgotten? Or she was somewhere she couldn’t hear the bell? Ginny called the phone number she’d been given, and waited. It rang three times, and on the third time she thought she heard an echo coming from the house.

			So she had the right location. But where was Mrs. Adaowsky? Ginny climbed the steps again and this time in addition to ringing the bell, she tried the door handle.

			It turned, and the door opened under her surprised hand. Huh.

			The phone was still ringing, somewhere in the house, and she pressed the END tab on her phone. Silence.

			“Hello? Mrs. Adaowsky?”

			She took a step in, and waited. Nothing stirred inside the house. The air was still and warm; if there was air-conditioning, it wasn’t turned on. “Hello?”

			No response.

			“Well, I was invited,” she said out loud, as though convincing a companion. “And the door was unlocked. Maybe she’s injured, needs my help?” That was a loophole the cops could use, wasn’t it? If they thought someone was in need of help? So it would probably cover her ass, too. . . .

			Why was she even thinking about cops? Paranoid, she was totally getting paranoid. The old woman might be in the bathroom, or taking a nap.

			“Hello?” Third time was the charm. She took another step into the house, looking around as she did. The décor was totally not what she’d expected, from the correspondence she’d had with the woman. She’d thought the house would be little-old-lady chic, full of overstuffed furniture and doilies, and fake flowers. Ginny knew that was a total stereotype but based on memories of her own grandmothers, not unfounded. Instead, the walls were painted a bland white, with a few framed photographs on the wall, and the floor was covered in wall-to-wall carpeting of a vague pale brown, the furniture obviously Ikea specials right out of the flatpack.

			In fact, she thought, it looked like every rental apartment she’d ever seen, not like an older woman’s well-lived-in home. Although—on closer look—the photographs were beautiful: scenes of mountains and vineyards, and busy city streets, all professionally framed. Mrs. Adaowsky had good taste. And maybe she’d had to refurnish everything to make room for a wheelchair. Ginny nodded. That made sense. Better to stay in your own home and get rid of some furniture than have to go into assisted living. That fit with the tone of the emails, too. Mrs. Adaowsky probably took no shit, and didn’t care what anyone else thought about her choices.

			The living room/dining area was one large open space, with the sofa and coffee table, plus a few chairs at one end and a long wooden table at the other. But instead of a table runner and fake flowers, or whatever she’d thought little old ladies left on their dining room tables, there were four laptops plugged into a power strip, and a massive, professional-­quality color printer in the corner of the room, as though someone had decided to start a small business at home.

			Well, maybe she had. Maybe Mrs. Adaowsky was a total senior citizen start-up machine, and the furniture was gone not because of infirmity but activity. More power to her if so, and Ginny would feel better about working for someone with an actual income, rather than depending on Social Security and an iffy pension.

			But then where was Granny Go-Getter? Maybe those ten minutes Ginny was late had pissed the older woman off, and she’d gone for a stroll—a roll—to cool off? Or something else had gone wrong. . . .

			“Hello?” she called out again, all her previous doubts pushing against her wishful thinking. Her fingers twitched, and she rubbed them against the side of her skirt, nervously. This really didn’t feel good.

			She probably should leave. Instead, Ginny moved toward the back of the house, thinking that most household accidents happen in the kitchen or bathroom, trying not to think about the odds of encountering a little old lady facedown in the bathtub.

			A set of swinging wooden doors led her into the kitchen, a large, well-lit space that had made only token adaption to the twenty-first century. Ginny was pretty sure that the stove was older than she was, although everything was spotless. The refrigerator had a handful of takeout menus tacked to the side, and there was an impressive, industrial-looking coffeemaker on the counter, next to an electric teakettle, and several boxes of tea. It seemed more like an office kitchenette than a home kitchen. Maybe Mrs. Adaowsky didn’t like to cook, or her being in a wheelchair meant she wasn’t able to, or . . .

			Or this was the wrong house, despite her having the address written down and double-checked. Despite the fact that the phone number she’d been given rang here.

			The smart thing at this point—probably ten minutes ago, Ginny acknowledged—would be to backtrack, leave the house, go back to the hotel, and wait for the client to call her with an explanation and an apology for running late. That would be the smart thing to do.

			Instead, she kept going. A narrow door led to a cramped half bathroom, nothing but a plain toilet and a tiny sink. At the other end of the kitchen, a slightly wider door opened into what might have been a maid’s room at one point, maybe, but now looked like it had been repurposed into a photography studio.

			She blinked, and then looked again, but that first impression held. The space was painted entirely white, a sort of bland, nonreflective color, with a beige cloth covering the far wall. There was a single window, but it was covered with a blind the same muted white as the walls, making it appear almost invisible. There was a black metal cabinet against one wall, and a chair at the other, in front of the beige drape. That was the only furniture in the room. Curious, she bent down to see what was in the cabinet. The door opened easily, revealing a camera, lenses, and a tripod, all neatly put away on the bottom shelf, and on the top, a long, narrow plastic box. She knew she shouldn’t, but curiosity drove her to open it, revealing a stack of cards made of flexible white plastic, and a smaller stack next to it, with printing on them.

			“Huh.” She reached up to look at the smaller stack more closely, then frowned and went down the line, checking each one.

			When she’d been in college, someone down the hall had pulled in decent money making fake IDs for underage drinkers. He’d set up an oversized replica of a driver’s license, and the person buying it would stand in front of the display and have their photo taken, then he’d downsize the entire thing and laminate it. A quick glance by a bartender or bouncer wouldn’t have seen anything fake about it.

			These looked about a thousand times more sophisticated, but were pretty clearly fake. Unless the DMV in Oregon worked out of residential homes. “I know we’re outsourcing everything these days,” she said, “but that’s a bit extreme.”

			The sound of her voice echoed in the enclosed space, reminding her that she was poking around in a stranger’s house, and while making fake IDs might be amusing in college, it was still illegal. Whoever was involved probably would not be happy about finding her in there. And it was pretty clear by now that Mrs. Adaowsky was not at home, and odds were, this wasn’t her home at all.

			Right now, she was hoping the latter.

			Ginny replaced the card in the box and wiped her hand against the fabric of her skirt, then retreated back into the kitchen, turning off the light as she went. Her nerves were prickling now, and the need to be out of the house overwhelmed her worry about her missing client. She would call again once she was in the car, and see if she’d misread their meeting place somehow.

			The bright lime-green paint of the kitchen seemed unbearably gaudy after the dimmer white of the smaller room, and Ginny squinted instinctively, turning to push open the swinging door back into the living room, when her entire body froze.

			She was almost a hundred percent certain that the body hadn’t been there before.

		

	
		
			3

			She’d never had to call 911 before. The dispatcher took her information, confirmed her number and location because she was using her cell phone with a Seattle address, then told her to go wait outside, and not to touch anything.

			She sat on the front porch, wishing Georgie was with her, for nearly half an hour before the ambulance arrived, a cop car hot on its wheels. To be fair, Ginny admitted it wasn’t as though the person inside was going to mind waiting, and she wasn’t sure she could have stood up steadily before then. The sirens drew a few people outside, staring at the house, and Ginny suspected there were a bunch of curtains being pulled aside in other houses. This might be the most excitement this block had seen in years.

			The paramedics pushed past her with their gear, followed by one of the cops. The other walked up to Ginny and—after identifying her—gave her a thorough once-over and motioned for her to come down off the porch. “You okay?”

			“For not-okay versions of okay, yeah,” she managed to say, and his mouth twisted a little in what she thought might have been a smile. He was middle-aged, with an odd mole next to his left eye, and an attitude that said he’d been on the job a few years too long, but his voice was gentle when he had her run through everything she’d seen and done that morning.

			He wrote down everything Ginny said, then glanced back at the house and asked her again, “And you didn’t touch anything?”

			“No. I . . . I saw it, and then I came outside, and I called it in. And I waited here until you arrived.” She had told him this already, same as she’d told the dispatcher, but she knew they’d ask again, and probably again, as though she were going to change her story. At least they hadn’t made her go back inside: the sight of the body shoved under the kitchen table, its limbs curled around itself, neck at an angle that said it was broken, even though she’d never seen anything like that before . . .

			“All right, wait here.” And he walked off, she guessed to see what was going on inside, although he didn’t actually go inside the house, just checked in via radio. Was he watching her? Or keeping an eye on the people who were clumping on the sidewalk across the street? Probably both, Ginny decided.

			This made the second dead body Ginny had ever seen up close and personal, but somehow it was so much worse. Because she hadn’t been expecting it? Because it was so obviously a violent death, not prettied up to seem like natural causes, or an accident?

			Or because it was the body not of the elderly handicapped woman she’d been expecting to meet, but a man probably—from the quick look she’d had—about her own age? In the still coldly rational part of her brain that was observing everything that was going on, Ginny suspected it was the latter: that she was not shocked that there had been a dead body, but that it hadn’t been who she was expecting.

			That wasn’t a particularly good thing to realize about herself.

			She waited another fifteen minutes while things happened out of sight inside the house, resisting the urge to check her phone or tablet in case that was a no-no she hadn’t been warned about, feeling the itch for information like a thousand mosquitos all at once. The crowd across the street had grown to about fifteen people, not counting the curtain-twitchers, and she wondered if they were coming in from other neighborhoods as word spread.

			Eventually, the cop who’d been inside came out again and met up with her partner, just as an unmarked sedan that screamed “cop” pulled up to the curb. A white news van pulled up behind that. She wasn’t sure if she should be surprised someone sent a crew to cover this, or insulted that they hadn’t gotten there earlier. Wasn’t her murder important enough?

			Both cops turned and frowned at her, as though they’d heard that last thought. She lifted her hands and widened her eyes in a “what? I’m just standing here like you told me” response. Snark might not be the best response, but she was pretty sure that she hadn’t done anything wrong—other than walking in the house, but she’d thought she was meeting someone there!—and they were still giving her dirty looks.

			The cops came back to her, the woman scowling. “And what were you doing inside, again?”

			She had explained that to them already, too. Twice. So might as well go for three. “I had made an appointment to meet with a potential client.” She’d given the first cop her business card, showed him the information in her schedule, and the call log on her phone that connected to the landline inside. “When she didn’t respond, but the door was unlocked, I went inside to see if she was in need of assistance.”

			So far, nobody had mentioned illegal entry, so she was probably right about some Good Samaritan law covering her ass. Or they were waiting for her to say something incriminating. “I’ve told you three times already: I thought I was meeting a woman named Amanda Adaowsky, for a business meeting.”

			She didn’t mention poking around in the studio, was thankful that she’d had the presence of mind—or the paranoia—­to wipe where she’d touched the cabinet door, hoping to make her fingerprints unreadable. Whoever that guy was, and whyever he’d been killed and shoved under the table, she just wanted to be the poor woman who’d found him, not someone of interest.

			The problem was, one of the first things she’d learned during their very first job was that if the cops were looking at you, you were already in trouble. And the fact that she claimed to be here to meet someone who—according to the first cop’s terse comment—didn’t live here? Yeah, she was already on their radar. She should just give her statement and get the hell out of Dodge. But her curiosity was warring with her desire to disappear, and curiosity was winning. As usual.

			“So what happened?”

			The second cop was still scowling, shooting a glance over to where a woman with short, graying hear, wearing a Portland Police Department windbreaker and cap, but with no obvious gun, was standing, looking at the house. She must’ve arrived in the second car. “And you have no idea who the individual inside might be?” the female cop asked again, ignoring Ginny’s question.

			Ginny shook her head, feeling the once-smooth knot of hair at the back of her head start to fall apart, curls brushing against the back of her neck. She didn’t even bother to try to tuck them back in: nobody was going to be impressed by her professional appearance at this point. “No. Mrs. ­Adaowsky”—except that there was no Mrs. Adaowsky here, it seemed—“didn’t mention having a son or a caretaker, so no. Is he, was he . . .”

			Of course he was: you didn’t end up shoved under the kitchen table accidentally, not like that, not without any signs of an accident, but she had to ask, anyway.

			“That’s still under investigation, ma’am.” Deadpan stonewall. “You’ll be staying locally, in case we need to speak with you again?”

			They didn’t tell her not to leave town, but it was implicit in the tone. The fact that she’d come here to see someone who didn’t seem to live here at all, and found a dead body . . . Yeah, she wouldn’t let her leave town, either. Ginny smiled politely and told them again where she was staying, and watched them write it down again. The advantage to telling the truth, the whole truth, and nothing but the truth was that it was a lot harder for someone to catch you out in a lie. But it got boring, repeating it over and over again.

			She glanced at the activity on the front porch of the house, then at the small crowd of rubberneckers, trying to decide if they were more interested in the activity on the porch or the two local news teams now covering the activity, then looked at her watch again.

			“May I go now? I left my dog at the hotel, and she’ll need to be walked soon. . . .” Georgie would probably be fine for another hour or two, but as reasons to go it seemed like one cops couldn’t give her grief about.

			The first cop flapped his hand at her, which she took to mean “yeah, go on, get out of my face.” They were taking the body away now, a covered gurney, and Ginny hesitated a moment, then shook her head. She wasn’t involved, she didn’t need to linger—especially since if one of the news crews saw she was off the cop’s leash, they might try to corner her for an interview. She really didn’t want to talk to anyone right then: she just wanted to get back to her hotel, walk Georgie, and let everything that had happened today shake down into some kind of sense.

			Of course, she was too flustered to pay attention to where she was going, missed a turn, and got lost on her way back to the hotel. By the time she let herself into the room, enough time had gone by that her excuse was true: Georgie was nearly frantic with the need to go for a walk, although she’d been a good girl and not done anything that would have required apologizing to the housekeeping staff.

			Despite the worry and chaos that was tangling her thinking, Ginny smiled at the dog’s exuberance, all other thoughts put aside for a few seconds. “Hey, girl, you were a good girl, weren’t you?” A blue-black tongue washed her face, paws pushing against her legs as she knelt down to say hello. “Yeah, okay, hang on a minute.”
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