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I

ELEANOR KIERNAN







April 29, 2019


She’d made a mistake escaping by boat, miscalculating tides, and foolishly braving the high wind small craft advisory. Whitecaps slammed the hull, each wave a cold, spinning caldron of sea foam. Eleanor Kiernan gripped the outboard’s tiller, sails strapped tight, navigating riptides of Dungeness Spit into the Straits. Low-slung mists obscured a waterlogged dawn’s weak sunlight and the eerie seep of fog. She’d never sailed alone, in such a tempest of sea, without Leo at the helm.


“Steady, Brodie boy.” Eleanor Kiernan had clipped her Scottie dog’s life jacket to the sailboat’s railing with a carabiner. “We’ve survived worse storms.”


But she didn’t know how she would ever endure this—the sight of Leonard Cushman’s body splayed out on a Persian carpet, his throat gashed, his blood bright, not yet congealed, and familiar green eyes holding her in his startled, accusing gaze.


There was no escaping him—even if she did elude the police. She just needed time to think, to plan her upended life. Leo’s death changed everything, like a hurricane shredding a once sturdy house, detouring the future.


Wind slashed her, salt spray prickling her numb cheeks. “It’s spring, for God’s sake!” Eleanor shouted at the whistling squall, pulling her knit cap down over her spiky, red curls. Her voice was swept away by a gust shoving the mast sideways. “In Boston, it’s sunny and seventy degrees!”


As water sloshed over the deck, Eleanor tightened her slicker. She should have packed a balaclava in her tidy duffel bag, along with provisions for her plan to hide out on one of the remote San Juan Islands. If she found safe harbor, she would have to pick up more gear and supplies while she moored briefly at her San Juan Island beach cottage.


Her sailboat sank into a loud wave gully, then rose menacingly. “Time to stow you below, Brodie!”


Eleanor let go of the tiller long enough to unhook her dog and prod him into the small cabin. Brodie curled up on the bed. It always amazed Eleanor that her Scottie could nap on such turbulent waves. She’d had no sleep. The storm had forced her to take refuge overnight in a ramshackle motel in Port Townsend, not her usual Victorian bed-and-breakfast. No one would’ve expected to find her in such unlikely lodgings. If she were not running away, she’d have chosen an elegant resort.


A rogue wave almost capsized her boat. The clank of riggings and ropes woke Brodie, who barked and growled, running around below deck. Her dog, like her, preferred the East Coast weather where spring was balmy and dependable, not the Pacific Northwest, where people wore parkas even in summer. Eleanor had lived in Seattle for seven years and loved its evergreen luxury, its laidback but sophisticated style, its iconic coffee houses, and its crowded bookshops. She’d not yet acclimated to the unpredictable seasons, perpetual charcoal skies, and rain. Every day she checked the Boston weather.


Some weekends the rumor of Seattle sun would finally prove true. Last month, Leo had called Eleanor for a Sunday sail on this same boat that was now her only hope of a getaway. He was always the most at home on water.


“Think I’ll stay in,” Eleanor had demurred.


“Nonsense,” Leo said.


Leonard Cushman, her boss and mentor, was a man used to getting his way, especially with Eleanor, whom he considered his protégé, perhaps even his heir, at the pharmaceutical company Fortura.


“I’m swamped,” she’d stalled. “My brother’s not doing well.”


“Frankie’s never doing well,” Leo snapped.


Eleanor hesitated. Maybe she should go, especially if Leo suspected her betrayal. For the first time in their years of working together, Eleanor was afraid of Leo. She worried he’d somehow found out she was covertly cooperating with the Justice Department’s FBI investigation to expose Fortura’s culpability in creating the opioid crisis. If Leo knew of her mutiny, he would not only have fired her but he might have also hired someone to silence her. Leo was brutal in his business dealings. There was even a rumor another whistleblower at Fortura had suffered a suspicious death on Leo’s boat.


She had refused the invitation, so was grateful when just several weeks later, Leo showed up, uninvited, at her twin brother’s funeral. Frankie’s death was not a surprise—Eleanor had long dreaded it, but his loss threatened to unhinge her. Frankie had died after an overdose of Neocodone—an opiate Eleanor and Leo had created.


Leo arrived late to the gravesite carrying a bouquet of white roses, Eleanor’s favorite. Tentatively, he touched her shoulder as they stood together in the mournful accompaniment of Seattle drizzle, its soft, mournful patter a fugue.


“Don’t know what to say, Eleanor.” The raindrops from his stylish hat dripped onto her raincoat. “I’m so very sorry.”


“Please take your hat off, Leo,” she said under her breath. What she wanted to scream was, This is your fault. This is our fault!


“Your brother was in so much pain,” Leo’s voice was uncharacteristically gentle. He reserved his authoritative baritone for other employees.


“Frankie’s pain was bearable,” Eleanor murmured. “His addiction was not.”


Leo visibly flinched. “I know how dearly you’ll miss your brother, Ellie.”


He always deferred to Eleanor, as if sensing both her sensitivity and rebelliousness. Eleanor’s startling eyes, the color of dark lilacs, were too penetrating to be traditionally pretty, her body almost boyish, and her mind quick and intriguing. At work and in her personal life, she was discerning, aloof. Her twin brother’s addiction and her demanding job had taken up most of her time.


With his self-assured, trim physique and thick, salt-and-pepper curls, Leo often charmed women. But not Eleanor. In their early days, Leo had informed her, “I respect you, not just for those swank Harvard credentials you don’t flaunt at cocktail parties but also”—he’d added with a smile—“for your passion about everything—except me. It’s a relief, really. No fawning. You’re my favorite nemesis.”


At the graveside, Leo took off his hat and lowered his head. He reached out to take Eleanor’s arm, but Eleanor stepped back. She shook her flame-red hair, flattened and frizzy from the rain. Her high cheekbones seemed more sculpted, suggesting she’d lost weight. Her brow was etched with grief, her usually expressive eyes a bloodshot smear. For the first time, Eleanor mirrored her twin’s gaunt desperation.


“You can’t hold yourself responsible, Eleanor,” Leo said. “Or me. There are so many psychological triggers for addiction besides drugs.”


She held her tongue. Leo had a point. Her brother had been depressed much of his adult life. Eleanor feared if it hadn’t been their Neocodone, it might have been meth or alcohol or some other drug that destroyed Frankie. The twins’ father had died young from a climbing accident on Mt. Rainier, attempting the same treacherous ice crevasses, into which Frankie later fell and broke his leg. The injury left Frankie in chronic pain. Their mother, an American history professor at Boston University, had named them after the two people she most admired: Eleanor and Franklin Roosevelt. Their mother often reminded Frankie of Eleanor’s impressive career. As if to emphasize her disappointment in her son, she didn’t attend Frankie’s funeral.


The last time Eleanor saw Frankie, she’d angrily warned him, “Be sure to write your social security number on your arm in Magic Marker so they’ll know who you are when they find your body.” Instead, her twin had tattooed Eleanor’s phone number on his ankle.


Eleanor bowed her head. Several mourners fidgeted, shifted, and anxiously lit up cigarettes at the gravesite. Eleanor recognized Toni Fleishman, Frankie’s lover from rehab—a platinum blonde in a flattened beret, chain-smoking. Toni despised Eleanor and blamed her for Frankie’s overdose. Frankie’s pallbearers, friends from various rehab stints, slowly lowered the blue silk shroud into the grave on a simple, wooden plank. Frankie’s will had insisted on a green burial, popular in selected areas of Seattle cemeteries for its environmental benefits.


One of Frankie’s friends began her brother’s favorite song: “Bring Him Home,” from Les Miserables. As the tenor sang, “Let him rest, heaven blessed,” his tone was so like Frankie’s pure falsetto that Eleanor gasped.


“Bring him joy,” the soloist sang on, “he is young . . .”


They were young, barely forty. Too young to die. Eleanor would never bring her brother home. Steadying herself, she tossed the bouquet of pale roses onto her brother’s shroud and then threw in a handful of muddy, black soil.


As the dirt slid over her brother’s shroud, Eleanor’s fury at Leo finally subsided. For a moment, she thought she might faint. Eleanor lightly touched the sleeve of Leo’s raincoat. “Thank you for being here . . .”


She’d given Leo the London Fog a year ago for his European trip. It was the only gift she’d ever offered her boss because she was tired of seeing Leo ruin his expensive tailored suits in Seattle cloudbursts. The only gift Leo had ever given Eleanor was after a string of break-ins at their office. It had surprised Eleanor when she opened the gaily wrapped present to find a slim six-inch knife with a blunt-cut carbon-blued steel blade. The expensive leather sheath was inscribed with her initials: E.K.


“It’s an F-S British commando dagger,” Leo had explained. “You hold the stiletto like this . . . between the thumb and the forefinger. You always go for the throat, the jugular,” he added with a swift and practiced flourish.


Eleanor was stunned by the stiletto and his graphic demonstration. “Uh, no, Leo.”


“Believe me, Eleanor, a fighting knife like this might save your life. These death threats against us at Fortura are real.”


Eleanor thought the stiletto was a strange way to show his affection. She’d reluctantly taken Leo’s disquieting gift and hidden it at work in her lab desk.


At the grave, she leaned against Leo, at last allowing the tears.


He startled under her tender weight, as if unsettled, shifting his feet in the soggy grass. Leo drew a long breath and said, “I can stay on with you awhile, Eleanor.”


“No,” she said quickly. “I need to be alone now.” When she uttered the word, “alone,” pain pierced her heart.


As a twin, she’d never really endured the haunting isolation other people talked about. “I’m all alone,” they’d confess. Eleanor had pitied them and had deftly avoided three marriage proposals, preferring serial monogamy with a few unavailable men, most of whom Frankie didn’t like. Whenever she’d had to decide between her twin and a partner, she’d always chosen Frankie.


As the mourners respectfully left Eleanor to her solitude, a sharp and unfamiliar pain throbbed throughout her body. She might do anything to stop this bone-marrow ache. Loneliness. She’d lost the great love of her life. Frankie was her fix.


THERE WAS NO LAND IN SIGHT AS Eleanor tried to right the sailboat. She pointed the bow at a 45-degree angle into each wild wave. How would she navigate now without her twin and Leo, the two most important men in her life? To calm herself, Eleanor tried to summon one happy memory of her twin. Staring into the waves, she remembered her brother in the Blue Ridge Mountains. It was before his fall and before Frankie’s stamina failed him from too many drugs. He had always been the better athlete.


“Up here,” her brother had told Eleanor, his tanned face turned toward the sun, “mountain folks are so used to the wind, they learn to walk with it pushing them forward. They even lean back into it to right themselves. If the wind stops, you fall flat—no wind to balance you. It’s like a chinook, a warm wind at your back.”


How dearly Eleanor wished her brother was with her, always at her back. How she longed to explain to Leo her desertion and despair. She longed now for a warmer wind than the battering blows and howls of the thunderstorm threatening her boat’s flight.


She gunned the outboard through a turbulent Haro Strait, hoping to see on any horizon the humpbacked silhouette of San Juan Island. The wind was so fierce that her boat listed precariously, almost parallel with the water. The waves’ fists and splatter against her waterproof pants made a plastic patter. Ropes fluttered, snarling around her boots like leg cuffs. Reaching into her backpack, Eleanor grasped for the knife to cut them. The nylon was tough as sinew—and her stiletto was still streaked with blood.













II

ANNA CRANE







April 29, 2019


Seattle wasn’t always adrift in the blue-gray marine wash of a wavering watercolor or a drowned city. Sometimes a storm’s bluster stripped and suddenly cleared skyscrapers of their foggy cloaks. Then, it was so startlingly sunny, everyone complained and shaded their eyes from a sky determined to expose everything.


Anna Crane was comfortable in the blare of sunlight from a childhood spent in the sun-drenched, subversive Florida Keys. But she was anxious this morning because her recurring nightmare lingered like a hangover. All her life, Anna’s dreams had been accented by visceral, haunting images, which often, and terribly, came true. This familiar nightmare was the worst—mud splattered over her sister’s bright, yellow slicker. Muck and murder.


“Rise and shine, Detective.” Captain Dimitri’s call woke her at 7:30 a.m. Dimitri’s voice was as agitated as she felt after her restless night. “Your first live murder case.”


Anna would never correct the captain—“live murder” was an oxymoron. Like so many things about her past, Anna kept her private life as a wordsmith, a struggling songwriter and singer, a closely held secret. She preferred to let her criminal justice degree from the University of Washington do the heavy lifting when Captain Dimitri first interviewed her.


“Sir . . . text address?”


“No,” Dimitri said. “I want you here at the station first. I’ll brief you and Rafe myself. Forensics is already working the scene.”


It worried Anna she was so tired for her first day as the youngest detective in homicide. She was thirty-five and measured her five years working on cold cases by how many she had solved. She’d never told anybody at work, except Rafe, how her intuitive gifts had helped her close many unsolved cases. All her superiors knew was that her work was impressive and surprisingly successful. Now Detective Anna Crane would at last get to interview suspects at an active crime scene. In this homicide squad dominated by veteran, by-the-book men, it was Anna’s chance to prove herself.


When Anna arrived at the station, Captain Dimitri growled and shook his head. “Here you go, Detective.” He dropped a coffee-stained folder on her desk. “I’d never let you cut your teeth on such a high-profile murder, but we’re short-handed with so many guys tracking the damn fentanyl case.”


For months, the more seasoned detectives had been trying to figure out how street drugs like cocaine and even some prescription opiates were being laced with fentanyl, a synthetic painkiller 50–100 times more powerful than morphine. Anna had closely followed the case. There was some new and disturbing evidence that the pills weren’t from the usual suspects, like China or Mexico, but were possibly manufactured here in some Northwest pharmaceutical lab. The lethal pills were stamped with brand names like Xanax or Percocet, so they appeared harmless. But several high school students were near death on ventilators in nearby Harborview hospital after trying to give mouth-to-mouth resuscitation to friends who’d overdosed.


“Any new leads?” Anna asked.


“Nada,” Captain Dimitri shook his head sadly. “Except another kid died today.”


Another death in the fentanyl case would ratchet up pressure and public attention on her department. Anna hoped she and Rafe could quickly close the homicide that Captain Dimitri was reluctantly entrusting to them. However, she had an uneasy feeling this murder might be as complicated as the unsolved fentanyl case.


“Vic’s a Big Pharma bigwig,” Captain Dimitri said. “Beat cops on the scene have already notified next of kin for you. Of course, they all alibi each other. Families always do.” Captain Dimitri gave Anna a weary salute. “Make me proud, Crane.”


His thick Russian accent didn’t disguise his anxiety. Captain Dimitri had come to Seattle as a teenager when his parents had whisked him away from Russia to escape his fate of being drafted into the Red Army. He prided himself on his excellent English, especially when teasing his officers. In his texts, Dimitri used exclamation points like emojis. Dimitri believed the ability to chide or tease an underling was a sign of leadership. Anna expertly weathered her goading and irascible boss. The captain reminded Anna of her aerospace engineer-father who had no patience for anything but facts on file, who always regarded his oldest daughter askance and strangely. At best, he was bewildered by Anna; at worst, he believed, even with her straight As, that Anna was incompetent in the “real world.”


After Anna had chosen a career in criminal justice, her father protested, “You’re too sensitive to live. Maybe you’re on the spectrum? How’re you ever going to survive as a cop?” He’d been shocked when Anna made it through a criminal justice degree, Phi Beta Kappa, and the rigors of police training. He’d predicted she’d never last at the job.


“On it, sir.” Anna opened the file, her pulse rising as if she were about to run a marathon.


Captain Dimitri gave her a pointed look. “Will we see you tonight, Crane? Counting on you to win for us.”


Anna tried to keep her expression bland, but she was not looking forward to being Dimitri’s “ringer” on his karaoke team competition. Their captain had learned English when his family immigrated to the United States by singing in the many karaoke bars in the city. His birthday party tonight at Hula Hula on Capitol Hill was mandatory. She’d have to miss her cherished chorale rehearsal to join in the rowdy competition.


“I’ll do my best, Captain,” Anna said dutifully. Apparently, she hadn’t kept her singer-songwriter chops secret enough. Word was out she had a voice.


She glanced over at her partner, Rafael Bartelli, who signaled a thumbs-up as the captain marched into his office whose glass walls were so smudged it was hard to see him.


Anna and Rafe had been paired as one of the few woman detectives and an openly gay male detective. Depending upon his mood or their successfully solved cold cases, Captain Dimitri called them either “The Girls” or “Deadheads.” Though Seattle was an ultra-liberal city, Captain Dimitri often played catch-up with the twenty-first century.


Anna read the brief file carefully, noting their murder victim was an organ donor. Of course, a body kept in the icy morgue for days could not fulfill a donor legacy. But this posthumous concern for others was noteworthy. So was the vic’s vast fortune and philanthropic generosity to every Seattle art gallery or hospital wing.


Rafe circled her desk and slipped a cinnamon roll next to her teacup, a sample of his husband’s culinary talents.


“Morning, Detective.” He flashed her an affectionate wink. Rafe was the only one to directly congratulate her on the promotion. He always explained Anna’s dedication to her work as “elevation of duty.” Now Rafe leaned down and whispered to Anna, “Any hunches?” Rafe had always appreciated her intuitive abilities had accounted for some of their success in the most baffling crimes. But sometimes he teased her. “What’s a pre-cog doing working cold cases?” he’d ask.


Anna had never been able to explain to Rafe, or to herself, how she simply knew things, how she accessed information, or how she deduced something beyond any logic.


Working in the basement’s dingy office, away from the white heat of active investigations, Anna was free to allow the insistent but often inexplicable insights that helped her understand motive or the execution of a crime. She struggled with this skill as both blessing and curse. Anna would never call herself “psychic.” She wasn’t that good, and she wasn’t sure or comfortable with this other way of knowing. Often Anna wished someone besides Mr. Cooley, her beloved, middle-grade science teacher, had trained her as a child when the premonitions and nightmares first began. She’d dreamed of her sister’s death long before it finally happened.


One night in high school, Anna had awoken from a nightmare of discovering her sister, Lizzie, face-down in red mud, dead, tire tracks crisscrossing her slicker and a squeal of brakes as a car raced away.


Terrified, she’d run to Lizzie’s bedroom and found her sister retching in their shared bathroom, Lizzie’s black hair pulled back in the tight bun their ballet mistress demanded, her thin body trembling as she bent over the toilet. Lizzie sobbed between bouts of vomit. She was sixteen and in rigorous training for a position in the corps de ballet of their local Key West dance company. It was all Lizzie had dreamed of during their childhoods of exacting ballet classes. Anna enjoyed ballet, but it wasn’t her only passion.


“You can’t keep doing this, Lizzie.” Anna held her sister’s head, gently pressing a cold washcloth to the nape of her neck. “It’s not healthy.”


“Just a stomach bug.” Lizzie stood, her long, muscular legs wobbly.


“No, you’re doing this to yourself.” Anna sat on the edge of the bathtub, studying her sister intently. The once lithe, waif-like body was now shapely with breasts almost as generous as Anna’s.


Lizzie had always struggled with her weight. Daily, she stripped naked and took a deep breath before stepping onto the scales as if it were a gang plank. The number would flash her weight as if condemning her to execution. Every time her ballet teacher cocked an eyebrow at Lizzie’s lovely but developing torso, the young girl collapsed in shame and self-doubt. Curves that made boys now flock to Lizzie and Anna in the high school hallways had recently cost Lizzie the soloist roles she’d always been awarded.


“Look at this!” Lizzie traced her thighs in disgust. “My quads are bulging. I’ve got Grandma’s hips. They’re why I just lost the Rosaline role in Romeo and Juliet. I couldn’t fit into the costumes anymore.”


Anna held her sister as she wept, shushing her softly. She didn’t know what to say. Anna had inherited those same hips, the shapeliness in her Cuban grandmother’s generation suggested strength, balance, and easy childbearing. But for a ballerina, the round slope of hips was a liability. It ruined the visual line of a woman posed forever on point, her lean, graceful arms lifted high as if she were simply alighting from flight, touching down from some ethereal realm of swans and fairies.


While it was heartbreaking to see her beautiful sister so willing to destroy her health, Anna understood the drive. She, too, had been devoted to dance since she was six. But when Anna’s own body no longer fit in the strict tutus, she’d switched to martial arts where strong core muscles, nimble reflexes, and flexibility from their ballet years was an asset—a building, not a stumbling, block.


Anna read Lizzie’s weight like a warning light on their scales: 127 pounds, perfect for Lizzie’s 5’9” height, just an inch taller than Anna and ten pounds less. Anna also weighed herself every day, the curse of any young girl who was just beginning to take dating seriously. Anna herself was on a pre-graduation diet, having ordered a size smaller than her usual 12 for her high school graduation party dress.


“What if we end up triple-D like mom?” Lizzie wailed as if breast size were a fatal diagnosis.


“Boys will love it,” Anna said. “Girls too.”


“But not ballet directors.” Lizzie leaned away from Anna’s arms to hang over the toilet bowl, shoulders heaving.


Anna lightly touched her sister’s head, the bun now unraveling, curls wet and sticky. “You’ll get the next part,” she whispered, hoping it wasn’t a lie.


And Lizzie did. In her sophomore year, she lost so much weight she was invited to join the prestigious Key West Ballet Company. But her blood labs were bad. All during her dance career she suffered an auto-immune disease, anxiety, and fibromyalgia. Still, Lizzie danced, stepping on those dreaded dictatorial scales every day, until at thirty, she finally moved up to Atlanta and made principal soloist in a small local ballet company. She was thriving, finally happy. But then, Lizzie was killed by a hit-and-run homicide, yet unsolved by Atlanta police. Every time Anna’s nightmare recurred, she tried to see more details: a license plate, a face of the driver. But the vision yielded nothing more.


Anna had been on track in Seattle’s police force to make detective, but after Lizzie’s death, she’d applied for a job in cold cases. Everyone in the station knew that Anna, like many of them, had survived an early brush with violence or an unsolved crime, which had also launched them into detective work, as if every criminal they caught could compensate for those they had lost.


Rafe perched now on Anna’s desk. “Tonight, you can’t lie and say you lost your voice. It’s sing or die.”


Rafe riffled through the open file folder on their victim. Unlike Anna, who camouflaged her curves in black slacks, standard cream blouse, and flowing dark-gray silk jacket, Rafe allowed his flamboyance full display. Today, in honor of their karaoke night, he was outfitted in a purple Hawaiian shirt and tight, black jeans.


“I really don’t like to miss my chorale rehearsal,” Anna said.


“Where’s your Hula Hula swag?” Rafe teased. “You can’t beat my karaoke team with just a good voice. Here . . .” He rummaged in his briefcase and brought out a fluorescent-pink tank top with a dancing girl and tiki statue. “It’s vintage . . . on sale.”


She took the skimpy tank top. “Save this for your Ru Paul collection. To wear this, I’d have to be flat-chested and blind drunk.”


“Virgin Mai Tai for me.” Rafe shrugged good-naturedly, but there was a slight tension in his eyes. Anna knew Rafe was seven years sober after his gay party days. Since he’d married, he rarely went barhopping. The required karaoke party might be difficult for Rafe. Of course, she must be by his side.


“Aloha, partner.” She relented and tucked the garish tank top in her small backpack.


Anna’s only usual hint of color and subversiveness was her curly black hair disciplined into a ponytail and tinged with blue highlights—this week—and her fire opal earrings, which she never took off. Even though Anna knew they were considered bad luck by some gemstone collectors, she wanted to test superstition.


“Nervous?” Rafe asked under his breath as he studied the file. “Lots of eyes on us with this case.” He knew her too well and could read every worried tell of brow or lips. There was no hiding from him.


She was glad her partner was gay; he was so determinedly buff and handsome she might have been tempted to flirt or even surrender to his considerable charms. Now, they could be close without the troublesome complications of sex. Instead, they enjoyed the physical shorthand of trust—a much better bond when one’s life was at risk.


Rafe studied the developing murder report. “Wow, knife wound to the throat.” He let out a whistle under his breath. His eyes, the caramel color of moist earth, widened.


A sudden shiver went through Anna’s body, like the quicksilver rise of mercury in a thermometer. Her second sight was trying to get her attention. Anna intuited, without knowing how, that the murderer was someone the victim trusted, not an anti-drug crusader attacking Big Pharma.


“Maybe family or friend,” she mused aloud and stood up.


“Yup.” Rafe nodded. “Always the closest. Someone you know.”


“With me, Rafe?” She tried to make the request more an invitation than a command, even though she was his senior in the strict hierarchy of the station.


Rafe never minded her taking the lead; he joined her, stride for stride. In their mud-splashed squad car, it was Rafe’s turn to choose a radio station.


“Rap or opera?” Rafe asked, fiddling with the dial.


“Both hurt my ears,” Anna said.


“The Magic Flute it is, then.” Rafe plugged in his iPhone’s Spotify playlist of Mozart’s playful opera and hummed along to Tamino’s duet with Princess Pamina. Anna had patiently endured hearing the whole plot of this Masonic fairy tale, though she did enjoy the young couple’s underworld descent and admired the malignant Queen of the Night.


Anna would have preferred Coldplay, Celia Cruz, or the educated drone of NPR. As Sarastro’s baritone rumbled, Anna pleaded. “Let’s compromise . . . an opera star singing something I can understand. How about Renee Fleming’s Haunted Heart?”


“Is your heart still haunted?” Rafe teased.


Rafe had been a good listener when she broke up with the talented tenor in her chorale. They’d sung a “West Side Story” duet, which still tenderly echoed in her head. The affair had been a disaster, and Anna almost left the chorale after their last concert. But the other altos and a protective Rafe had convinced her the chorale needed her voice more than she needed the unfaithful tenor.


“Your love affairs are better than any rom-com,” Rafe often said. “I’m happy to just be a voyeur.” He glanced at her now with a grin. “But Anna, online dating really does work.”


Anna shook her head. “I know. I know. You met the love of your life. ‘So happy together!’” She sang the pop tune.


“Let me do your dating profile,” Rafe persisted. “I’ll post a sexy photo of you singing karaoke with your gorgeous curls untethered from that boring ponytail. How about, ‘Single, shy martial artist seeking harmony in an erotic duet.’ Maybe a black-and-white profile pic to show off those haunting Sophia Loren eyes of yours?”


Anna cringed and took a curve too fast. She’d never hear the end of it if Rafe got more intimately involved in her romances. It was enough that he delightedly listened to her disastrous love affairs. The only thing that appealed to her about his potential dating ad was her pride in having just received a brown belt in aikido, the Japanese martial art that gracefully reverses an attacker’s energy against themselves.


“Oh, God, no, Rafe, no online profile for me,” she said. “Romance should be a mystery, not an advertisement.”


In answer, he couldn’t help but sing sultry lines from Cole Porter’s “Love for Sale.”


Despite herself, Anna sang along with her best Lady Gaga harmony. When they arrived at a gated community in Golden Gardens near the Salish Sea, a security officer, probably a retired cop, checked them at the front gate. The guard was so burly, he barely fit into his little office, which was the size of an old-fashioned telephone booth.


“The place is already crawling with you guys,” he muttered, as he greeted the detectives. “And the kid on duty last night forgot to turn on the security cameras. He did write down a few license plates in the visitors’ log, but who can read his graffiti?”


“We’d like to see those logs,” Anna asked. She gave the security guard her most gracious smile. Her respect signaled to him she understood, that like many ex-cops, this older man had to work after retirement. “Might need to ask your help again, sir,” she said, as if to salute him.


“How come you’re only charming, Anna, when you want info?” Rafe asked, as they drove through the wide curves and mini mansions. The well-manicured neighborhood was abloom with pink magnolia trees, tulips standing at attention, fragrant lilac bushes, hot-red azaleas, and a blizzard of cherry blossoms like brilliant hallucinations. God on acid.


Yellow crime scene “Caution” tape draped around the driveway of a three-story white house with columns as pretentious as an antebellum plantation. Several squad cars, red lights blazing, were at the scene.


“Detective, you just missed forensics.” A female cop at the door nodded to Anna. There was a barely perceptible criticism, not just that Anna was late to the scene but that she was perhaps too inexperienced for such an important case. “No signs of a break-in. No money stolen.” The cop rattled off her notes, then nodded toward the grand staircase. “Some staff here awaiting interview. Body in the study.”


As they strode into the large office, Anna’s pulse quickened. She’d seen many bodies in various stages of dissection at the police morgue. But Dimitri was right. This was her first live murder. Unlike in cold cases with their tidy files, dated crime-scene photographs, and witness statements, Anna sensed the palpable presence of death here. It was ominous, an oppressive atmosphere, like a thunderstorm hung heavy, brooding. As they entered the study, Anna sensed the emotional current running through the room. Despair? Disappointment? Surprise?


On a brilliantly patterned, blood-spattered, blue Oriental rug, Leonard Cushman lay face up in his spacious office, powerless and naked.
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Snapping on latex gloves, Anna kneeled and studied Leonard Cushman’s half-naked body. Perhaps the perp stripped Cushman to get rid of any DNA? Or was this a lover’s vengeance? Anna fought an instinct to smooth the victim’s tousled hair so that he would be less unkempt, less unloved. Scanning this crime scene, Anna sensed something was deliberately misplaced in this well-appointed study. A misdirection.


Unlike some other intuitive people, Anna didn’t most often read people’s colorful, shimmering auras like clairvoyants. Anna’s clairsentience was more subtle; she only sensed things like a psychic peripheral vision. Clues, insights, and inexplicable knowledge would just come to her, especially when she was not searching for them. Her most acute sense was hearing.


“So, you just know things without knowing exactly how or why.” Rafe had shrugged and grinned when she’d first confided in her partner about her intuitions. “I don’t care how you get your info, just don’t keep it to yourself. I can always check out what you intuit to see if we can match it with evidence.”


Carefully, Anna inspected the thin knife wound, blood already congealed in Cushman’s throat. Like many Seattleites, Cushman appeared to be addicted to gyms. Any attacker strong enough to kill face-to-face with one stab must have been equally athletic, relying on the element of surprise. Because of the precision of the stabbing, it implied someone with maybe surgical training.


Anna studied the man’s face. A murder victim’s last expression could hold a good amount of information. His slight uplift of the dark eyebrows, the wide-open green eyes indicated shock or dismay. Leonard Cushman was not traditionally handsome, especially frozen in this fatal gaze. But the set of his jaw, his distinctive brow, and his arrogance were apparent in the curve of his thin lips, even with their dark ooze of blood. This was a man born and bred to expect dominion. Yet here he was, a victim, death the victor.


She was surprised at her physical reaction to this first hands-on encounter with a murder victim. Kneeling here beside a man who was so recently alive filled her with awe, even reverence. She’d long ago left her mother’s Catholic influence, but there was a spirit lingering here. Anna bowed her head a moment. No prayers came to mind, only a deep quiet. Anna sang softly, “See what you lost when you left this world . . .”


Rafe entered the room and pulled on his crime-scene cap and gloves. “‘Sweet Old World’ from Wrecking Ball,” he said.


“Surprised you know it.”


Respectfully, Rafe gazed down at the body and was quiet for a few moments. “Everyone should have a voice like Emmy Lou’s at the end,” he said. “Purest melancholy.”


He scrutinized an evidence bag with a coil of paisley fabric. “Forensics found this sash. Looks like it’s from Cushman’s robe, but no sign of the robe.”


“So, he might have been expecting a lover,” Anna said. “Even in his office.”


Rafe held up another evidence bag with a cell phone. “Apparently the vic was clutching his cell when he died.” Rafe deftly lifted Cushman’s cell phone from the plastic evidence bag. Rafe was a whiz at passwords and soon had unlocked the victim’s phone.


“How did you figure out Cushman’s passcode, when forensics couldn’t?” Anna asked.


“It was the date his company went public,” Rafe answered, scrutinizing Cushman’s texts, recent calls, apps, and emails. “Look at this,” he said. “Cushman’s Find Friends app has only one person he’s shared his location with. Cushman must be very lonely—or just paranoid.”


“A woman?” Anna asked. “Name?”


Rafe shook his head. “No name. He only calls the person, ‘Great Blue.’”


“Like the bird.” Great blue herons were Anna’s favorite, with their spacious wingspans and hoarse, dinosaur caws. Northwest Native tribes believed them to be divine messengers.


Rafe frowned. “Hasn’t Cushman’s pharmaceutical firm been in the news recently? His lab was burned down. Ecoterrorists rescued all the lab animals.”


“Oh, yeah.” Anna nodded. It was a big case, though no homicides were involved. She hadn’t followed it, except to feel the rescuers deserved kudos, not punishment. Anna loved all animals. She’d been glad to hear chimps were no longer being used in medical research.


“Our vic is a Big Pharma CEO at Fortura. Maybe it’s the same anti-drug protesters who broke into his lab who did this? This guy probably had lots of enemies.”


“We’ll have to follow all leads,” Anna said. “Cushman is worth billions. Not exactly an oligarch or Bezos, but rich enough to have family who might like him dead.”


“Safe’s wide open.” Rafe crossed the room and whistled when he saw several tall stacks of cash undisturbed inside the safe. “Not a robbery.” There were papers scattered around on the floor as if someone were desperately searching for something. “Forensics says this note was left on the desk.” Rafe showed Anna the scrawled note in the plastic evidence bag.


“Please believe me—” The note ended abruptly with an inky gash from a fountain pen.


“Cushman’s last words?” Rafe asked. “Who was he writing to?”


The note drew Anna’s attention more than the ransacked safe. “And who uses fountain pens these days?” she said. “We’ll check to see if it is Cushman’s handwriting.”


Anna stood up and stepped slightly away from the corpse as Rafe respectfully again covered the victim, except his face, with the blue paper cover.


“Did Cushman live alone?” Anna asked.


“Think so. He’s divorced, stepson grown, twenty-something. Ex-wife also lives in Magnolia and is in Paris half the year. There are some full-time staff here. Maid discovered the body. Gardener and cook are downstairs waiting for our interview.”


“You go talk with them,” Anna said. “I want a little more time with Cushman.”


As Rafe left, Anna drew a steady breath and focused on the outflung arm from under the blue cover. There was the pale shadow of a wedding ring etched around Cushman’s ring finger like a scar, betraying the recent divorce. The man’s complex Swiss Chopard watch, with spinning moon phases, exact sunrise-sunset times, and perpetual calendar, adorned his wrist. Like the timepiece, Leonard Cushman was now a limited edition.


There was a spilled bottle of Bordeaux staining the rug. The carpet was also blotched with blood. Forensics would have to help her understand the bloodstain pattern analysis. She refocused her full attention on Leonard Cushman. What is here that cannot be seen but can be sensed or overheard? Anna knew especially troubled spirits often lingered with the dead. Sometimes she heard them.


As a child, Anna had mystified the doctor when she complained of noises and voices in her head. The world sounded too loud, and young Anna often wailed in pain. The doctor concluded her ears tested fine but sent Anna to an audiologist. He conducted a more sophisticated hearing test, making Anna sit with her back to him in a glass booth while he reached to press buttons for tones—from ultra to subsonic. Anna would raise her hand to signal she’d heard the notes—the moment before he hit the button. At first, the audiologist wrote off her quick, audio responses as a child’s eagerness to please. But once he noticed how consistently Anna knew when he was just about to trigger the frequencies, he realized Anna had some special sense.


“Anna seems to be able to . . . well, to hear the suggestion of sound,” the audiologist marveled to her mother. He struggled to explain. “Her ears are like our ultrasound, like hearing . . . what is not spoken. Super sensitivity. I’d invest in some good headphones for her so she can get some quiet.”


Of course, the headphones never helped since what Anna heard was also in her mind. She knew it would be no good to tell the audiologist she had the ears of a dolphin or elephant. Over the years, she’d tried to train herself to block out some noise, especially any ethereal haunting voices. But a skill she’d honed was intuitively eavesdropping on conversations echoing in the air after they’d been spoken. She’d developed audio-sentient memory, the way some people used photographic memory, to recall recent conversations. It was like listening to voices lingering after the dialogues.


Now studying her first active crime scene, Anna attuned intently and heard the faint tones of an argument. Man or woman’s voice? She couldn’t make out gender or words, just the emotion of it. Conviction and rising righteousness in their tones. But the debate was oddly impersonal, even philosophical. This office setting for this conflict was not about any seduction; it was maybe a long-simmering struggle, which turned suddenly violent. Motive? Anna tuned in, closing her eyes more tightly. She expected outrage like a vengeful hum and furious static lingering after a murder. But what she heard touched her. A high note of hope. Even expectations. The warm timbre of devotion. On both sides.


The coroner strode into the bedroom, with a grimace both wry and efficient. Horace Exum was a large but agile man, even paler than most Seattleites because of his long hours in the morgue.
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