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For my sons of thunder: Daniel and Nico 



They sailed. They sailed. Then spake the mate:

“This mad sea shows his teeth to-night.

He curls his lip, he lies in wait, 

With lifted teeth, as if to bite!

Brave Admiral, say but one good word:

What shall we do when hope is gone?”

The words leapt like a leaping sword:

“Sail on! sail on! sail on! and on!”



Then, pale and worn, he kept his deck, 

And peered through darkness. Ah, that night 

Of all dark nights! And then a speck— 

A light! A light! A light! A light!

It grew, a starlit flag unfurled!

It grew to be Time’s burst of dawn.

He gained a world; he gave that world 

Its grandest lesson: “On! sail on!”

“Columbus” by Joaquin Miller 
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Chapter One 

The glass skyscrapers towered over Puget Sound, like crystalline prisons for office slaves. I stood at the corner of Third and Madison and watched the hurried workers, toting their Starbucks and battered briefcases, while down the hill, between the city’s steep reflective walls, a basin of salt water sparkled under late-summer sunshine. Puget Sound looked dappled and calm, nothing like the busy people. Nothing like the emotions warring inside me. And nothing like the woman who walked beside me, gripping a strand of pink pearls.

“Don’t do this,” said Aunt Charlotte. Her pudgy fingers worried the silken beads. “Come work in my shop.”

“It won’t help.”

“I’ll pay you double minimum wage.”

I waited for the crosswalk light to change. Hurry up. The breeze tunneled through the buildings, bearing scents of wet salt and city pavement and the close of summer. A city bus wheezed to a stop on Madison and belched diesel fumes before releasing more serfs. They lurched out, sighing like pneumatic doors.

I glanced at Aunt Charlotte.

She had switched the pearls to her other hand, presumably because her fingers were fatigued from all that rubbing. It had started early this morning, when she told me I needed some geological magic to save my job. I looked back at the light. It refused to change.

“I’m fine,” I told her.

“I’ll send you to all my rock shows,” she said. “You’re a geologist—they’ll love you.”

I was a geologist, a forensic geologist, but I doubted the poor souls attending Aunt Charlotte’s rock shows would love me. They were wannabe celebrities, pop musicians, New Agers all of them, believing Charlotte Harmon when she said malachite could enhance their visionary powers. That marble kept time with the earth’s internal clock. That pearls provided clarity and wisdom.

My aunt was the most loyal of relatives, and she was a total kook. 

The light changed, I stepped off the curb.

She hurried beside me. “You’re afraid, I can feel it.”

“No,” I lied. “I just want my old job back.”

“You’re in denial. And who wouldn’t be, with what you’re facing?” 

A sarcastic Thank you perched on the tip of my tongue. But we had now reached my own urban prison. Nine stories of pale steel, the building stood at the corner of Third and Spring with its crosshatched architecture looking as unfriendly as graph paper.

“Take the pearls,” she said.

“No, really—”

But she had already shoved the strand into my shoulder bag and was gathering me into her arms, squeezing tight. Plump and warm, loving and lost, Charlotte Harmon was one of the world’s all-time great huggers. I breathed in the last of her patchouli scent.

Then I turned and walked away, without saying good-bye.
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At the guard’s desk inside, I flashed the credentials that identified me as a Special Agent for the FBI, rode the elevator to the building’s top floor, and headed straight for the receptionist who sat behind the largest console desk. She wore the blank mask of the dedicated assistant. 

“Raleigh Harmon,” I told her. “I have an appointment.”

She pressed a button on her phone and spoke into the tiny headset receiver wrapped around her ear. Her controlled contralto was barely audible from two feet away, and the mask betrayed nothing as she listened to the response. Then she pushed the button again.

“They need a few more minutes,” she said. “Please have a seat.”

I nodded, as though agreeing. But I bypassed the leather club chairs and stood at the elongated windows that framed the view of Spring Street. Down below, pedestrians were bent at the waist, trying to climb the hill’s forty-degree angle. They looked snapped in half, and I felt a pang tingling across my abdomen. Sympathy? Or maybe self-pity, if I were being honest.

I heard a door open behind me.

Don’t look desperate.

The middle-aged man stepping out wore a white oxford shirt. Starched, but wrinkled around his waist, as though the meeting had gone on for hours. He nodded at the receptionist, but when he looked at me I couldn’t read his eyes. The sunlight from the windows was flashing across his wire-rim glasses, turning the lenses opaque. He walked quickly to the elevator and pushed the down button. Twice, hard.

“Agent Harmon?” The receptionist’s voice sounded almost tender. But maybe I was imagining that. “You may go in now.”

The elevator dinged like the bell announcing the next round of a boxing match. The man in the wrinkled shirt stepped inside, then turned to face me. His mouth tightened as though he had tasted something bitter.
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The Special Agent in Charge of the Seattle field office had the best view in the building, naturally. But the chief had positioned his desk so that his back was to the window. When I walked in, he stood and placed a hand on his red tie. To his right, another man waited. He was leaning against a matching cherrywood console, his red suspenders flecked with small oily stains. Allen McLeod. Head of the Violent Crimes unit. My direct boss. Or so I hoped.

The SAC kept one hand on his tie, leaning over the desk to shake my hand. “Raleigh, good to see you again.”

“Yes, sir.”

The SAC had a spare and focused gaze, the expression of someone who realized anything could go wrong at any moment, and who was already working out various contingency plans.

I took the chair directly in front of his clean desk. The seat was warm.

“OPR was just here,” he said. “They wanted to make sure I understood their concerns about you.”

OPR was the Office of Professional Responsibility. The FBI’s internal affairs unit. They had opened a file on me. In June. Right after I stepped off a cruise from Alaska.

“They’re discussing your situation with the SAC in the Richmond office. Victoria Phaup?”

I nodded. Phaup was my boss in Richmond, Virginia.

“She’s recommending a full suspension for at least six months.”

No real surprise. Phaup had spent several years riding her broom over my career. We had disagreed from the start, and at one point she transferred me from Richmond to Seattle, a disciplinary transfer that first introduced me to the gentlemen in the room. And now I felt a prickle of sweat on my palms. And because I needed my job, I slid the receptionist’s bland mask over my face.

“But,” the SAC said, glancing at McLeod to his right, “Allen has been vigorously arguing against such stringent disciplinary action. He wants to keep you with us, Raleigh. And he insists a full suspension would force you to leave the Bureau altogether.”

He waited for me to say something, and I stared at his blue shirt, waiting for the correct words to come. The shirt was starched, of course. The stainless appearance reminded me of an elegant tablecloth, the kind that made red wine bead up and roll away without a trace. He continued to wait for my response, and I decided my words would sound defensive, almost petulant. Seven weeks ago, the FBI had suspended me without pay. I had moved in with my aunt Charlotte and was struggling to pay for groceries and the gasoline needed to drive her old diesel Volvo to the state mental asylum that was holding my mother. My mother, who had lost her mind on the cruise to Alaska. My mother, who learned I was lying to her. My mother, whose paranoia now convinced her I was the enemy.

Somehow, I doubted the SAC would understand any of that. His honed appearance told me he didn’t make mistakes. He followed the rules. And because I needed my job, I defaulted to my Southern upbringing.

“Yes, sir. I’m sure Ms. Phaup did recommend that.”

“She also wants OPR’s investigation extended. She’s asking them to look at full termination.” He waited for me to respond. “She sent OPR documents from your Richmond cases. All your cases, with field notes. She says there’s a pattern of behavior here.”

“No, sir.” Something cold settled over my shoulders. “No pattern.” 

“See?” McLeod almost sneered. “Those OPR jackals. You know how much they love dirt. They won’t leave any bone unturned.”

The SAC tapped a finger on the desk, perhaps registering McLeod’s malaprop. “Allen tells me you’re the sole income for your family. Is that correct?”

“Yes, sir.”

“Your father, he’s passed on?”

“Correct.” It was easier than saying, He was murdered.

“And your mother doesn’t receive any other financial support?”

“Social security. As his widow.” I paused, wondering how much he needed to know. And how much I should tell. “Most of the money goes to cover property taxes on her home in Richmond. And her medical care.”

“I heard something about a nervous breakdown.” He raised an eyebrow. “On the cruise ship?”

I gave a nod.

“About that ship,” McLeod said, pushing himself off the console. “Don’t forget what Raleigh managed to accomplish. How many agents could’ve closed that case—in four days? We had media calling coast to coast. The FBI put a movie star behind bars.”

The SAC tapped the desk again. “You better hope the media never finds out how she solved that case.”

Two days into the cruise, I realized a cold-blooded killer was traveling among us. Once we docked in Seattle, it would be almost impossible to track the case. But in my haste to find the killer, I “borrowed” several geologic specimens from a jewelry box. Without a warrant. Without clearance of any kind. I didn’t follow the rules, and when the ship docked in Seattle, I had certainly pegged the murderer. But I had also opened the door for OPR.

“Raleigh, the FBI is like a family,” said the SAC. “We have a code of honor. And when one family member breaks the code, it affects all of us.” 

“Yes, sir.”

McLeod leaned forward, straining his suspenders. “Families also take care of each other. So let’s cut to the UCA.”

UCA. We might be a family, but the FBI was also a train with boxcars of acronyms chugging through our vocabulary. UCA stood for Undercover Assignment.

Please.

“OPR is arguing against you taking this case,” the SAC said. “They want to finish their investigation before we even discuss reassigning you. Normally I would agree. But Allen has pointed out they’ve already taken up almost two months and still don’t have a resolution. Additionally, he says the UCA only has two weeks remaining.”

“Plus,” McLeod said, “Raleigh’s the only agent for it. She’s got all the perpendiculars.”

The SAC glared at him. “Perpendiculars?”

“We need somebody who has no connections here. Somebody that won’t get recognized at the racetrack. Even better, she’s from horse country. Virginia. You can hear it in her voice.”

The SAC turned to me. His narrow features reminded me of an arrowhead. “Raleigh, do you know anything about horses?”

But McLeod jumped in again. “That’s her cover. The newbie. She’s supposed to be learning the ropes from that woman.”

That woman was an eighty-four-year-old pistol named Eleanor Anderson. She began calling McLeod back in April, sometimes several times a day, insisting that races were being fixed at Emerald Meadows, Washington’s largest thoroughbred racetrack. The pattern went like this: Her horses would win for several weeks and become odds-on favorites. Then suddenly they would start losing and come down with an inexplicable illness that defied diagnosis. Meanwhile, certain long shots would start winning—until they became favorites and started losing, repeating the pattern all over again.

Somebody was getting rich playing the long shots. Eleanor Anderson suspected the Mob.

But when McLeod told her the federal government wasn’t about to pay an agent to hang around a racetrack all day, Eleanor wasn’t deterred. She kept calling and eventually offered to cover the costs of an undercover operation—provided she approved of the agent. McLeod offered me the job when I stepped off the cruise ship. But the assignment was revoked: OPR launched its investigation.

And Eleanor kept calling.

“It’s all ready to go.” McLeod lifted a manila folder from the console. “The whiz kids backstopped her identity. Raleigh Harmon is now Raleigh David. Rich girl from Middleburg, Virginia. Parents died ten years ago in a car crash.” He turned to me. “And per your request, your alias is also engaged. Your fiancé is back home in Virginia. Just like real life.”

I nodded. Please.

But the SAC had the cold water ready. “I don’t see how Raleigh can get enough information in two weeks.”

“That’s where Eleanor Anderson comes in. She’s asked her niece, Raleigh David, to come learn the horse business. She wants an heir to inherit it when she dies.” McLeod offered me the file. “Actually, Eleanor’s words were ‘if I die.’ ”

Keeping my head down, I read through the false information while McLeod relayed more details to the SAC. Eleanor was providing a condo in Tacoma. And a vehicle. I would keep my FBI-issued firearm concealed at all times. And there would be no contact with the Bureau, except through my case agent.

“Jack Stephanson,” the SAC said. “That’s your case agent.”

I looked up. “Jack—?”

“OPR wants him on oversight. He reported the incident on the cruise ship. They trust him.”

I felt sick. Jack?

McLeod misread the expression on my face. “Don’t worry. I already explained that your relationship with Jack is plutonic.”

My tongue was made of lead. ”Can’t Lucia Lutini be my case agent?” 

“Lutini’s not a full agent,” the SAC said. “She’s a CPA who works profiling.”

“But,” McLeod added, “Lutini offered to get your UCA wardrobe.” He stole a glance at my blazer and slacks. “She says you need the help.”

I looked down at the folder’s contents. Two keys. The condo, I guessed. And the vehicle. The driver’s license for Raleigh David had my picture, staring back at me.

McLeod reached behind his back again, then held out a cell phone.

“It’s not programmed like your agent phone. Your name will show on anyone’s caller ID. So be careful phoning your case agent.”

Case agent. Jack Stephanson. No. Please?

“One more item,” the SAC said. “And this is nonnegotiable.”

I couldn’t breathe.

“As you’re probably aware, undercover agents are required to have periodic psychological exams. We’ve had too many agents struggle with their double identity. Furthermore, OPR has pointed out that with your mother’s condition, you should undergo extra visits with a psychiatrist.”

I felt a humming sensation. It filled my ears. High and strained, it sounded like electricity getting ready to blow. Somehow I knew OPR would be checking the shrink’s notes.

“Don’t look so concerned,” McLeod said. “Jack found a convenient shrink. You won’t have to go out of your way.”

I closed the folder. I tried to smile. The men waited for me to say something.

Finally, the SAC said, “You do realize, if you found actual hard evidence of race fixing, it would benefit you in other areas.”

“Yes, sir.” Success on the UCA would dilute, or even negate, any ruling from OPR.

“But,” he continued, “you only have two weeks. And given the circumstances, it’s doubtful your forensic geology will help you.” He gave a tight smile, barely conciliatory. “As they say in horse racing, good luck.”

I didn’t believe in luck. But I also didn’t believe in shoving my foot in my mouth.

Clutching my new identity, I stood to shake the SAC’s hand. Then I told him exactly what he wanted to hear.

“Thank you for this opportunity, sir. I won’t let you down.”



Chapter Two 

Four days later, I was already doubting my pledge.

It was Monday evening. The weekend was spent dutifully following Eleanor Anderson around Emerald Meadows. From the barns to the betting office to the private dining room. Shaking hands, learning names, cataloging potential suspects. And now it dawned on me that two weeks, minus four days, wasn’t enough time to build a case.

OPR would win.

“I’m spending the night,” I said.

“No, you’re not,” Eleanor said loudly.

I glanced over. We were walking down an empty backstretch under a dusky sky. The stars were just winking into view, that gentle moment of evening. Eleanor, however, was anything but delicate. Trained as a thespian, she still had a dancer’s light step. But her actress voice always projected to the cheap seats.

“Go home!” she bellowed. “Sleep!”

I lowered my voice, hoping it would give her a stage cue. “Time’s running out.”

“Time!” she called out, raising her chin. “Do you know there’s a clock in every room? It goes tick-tock quieter than your heartbeat.” She paused. “Who said that?”

“You did.”

“Princess Kosmonopolis, act one. We staged Sweet Bird of Youth in Los Angeles. Sadly, the themes were lost on movie producers.”

With ten days left, I had nothing to fight OPR with except lines from Tennessee Williams’s plays. Lines that Eleanor dropped like philosophical bombs. In her younger days, she toured with an acting troupe devoted to the Southern playwright. During a 1959 performance of Streetcar Named Desire at Seattle’s Moore Theatre, an industrialist named Harry Anderson took one look at the woman playing Blanche and swept her off the stage. They married, and Eleanor took up her husband’s favorite hobby: horse racing. When Harry passed away in 1981, Eleanor did the unthinkable. Or what was unthinkable to everyone but her. She took over the horse racing business, and today the Hot Tin Barn was the most prosperous thoroughbred racing enterprise in the Northwest.

And still the playwright’s words tumbled from her lipsticked mouth, with most of the lines intact.

“I’m paying the bills, Raleigh,” she trumpeted. “And I will not have you bedding down with the animals.”

We had crossed the backstretch now and stood beside a low-slung building that separated the horse barns from the general public. Above us, in the amethyst evening sky, Venus twinkled as though it enjoyed my misery. I reached for the door, holding it open, hoping Eleanor would continue her exit. But she didn’t budge.

“And if you attempt such nonsense,” she continued, “I will make sure—”

I held a finger to my lips. “Quiet, please.”

She gazed down the backstretch, shaking her head. She wore oversized glasses with rhinestones embedded in the corners, glittering like more stars. She waited for a security guard to amble past the drug testing barn. He checked the lock, casually, then moved down the rest of the backstretch, whistling on his way. Tomorrow was Tuesday, the track’s single day off. Most of the trainers and owners had left for the night and the bustling arena suddenly had an odd sort of silence. Like some mutually agreed-upon truce from the competition and money, but not the greed. The grooms remained in the barns, cleaning out the horse stalls, each worker with listening ears.

“Keep your voice down,” I reminded her.

“And that’s another thing,” she said, in some behind-the-curtain whisper. “It looks suspicious if you stay in the barn all night.”

“Not if I do it right.”

“And how is that?”

“None of your business.”

“You feel sorry for the horse because it’s sick?”

One of Eleanor’s prize fillies, Solo in Seattle, had suddenly come down with the mysterious ailment after winning for weeks. The horse’s rise and fall fit the pattern perfectly: a favorite now struggling to place while long shots came from behind to win big money.

Eleanor wagged a finger at me. The gold ring she wore contained a garnet so large it looked like a deadly hematoma. “Do not fall in love with the horses, Raleigh. They’re heartbreak. Every one of them. Pure heartbreak.”

“You told me already.”

“Then what about the suspicion?”

“I’m your niece. And it’s just one night.”

“You are a stubborn girl.”

I leaned in close. “And you hired me to find out what’s happening to these horses. I can’t do that if I’m not here.”

“My answer is still no. You look worn out. You cannot stay.”

Biting my tongue, I held the door. She marched forward, passing under my arm. Her red ballet slippers made soft sashaying sounds down the hall. We passed the betting office. It was closed for the night. But a big brass scale waited for jockeys and saddles, its enormous round face encircled with numbers. It reminded me of a stopwatch. Time, running out. Time, sifting through my fingers. Time, I needed more to keep my job.

“Do you ever sleep?” Eleanor asked.

“Not really.”

“I’m going to ask Doc Madison to give you a tranquilizer.”

“The vet?”

“With your stubborn disposition, he wouldn’t even need to dial down the dosage.”

A security desk was situated by the exit leading to the private parking lot. No general public was allowed in this part of the track.

“Clement!” she called out.

The guard behind the desk jumped. He was reading a newspaper. 

“Evening, Miz Anderson.” He pushed aside the sports section. Headline: Emerald Fever. The media’s nickname for the mysterious illness plaguing horses at the track.

“I want you to swear an oath, Clement!” Her voice rattled a small slider window above the guard’s desk. “Are you ready?”

“Uh, sure.” His watery eyes looked uncertain.

“My niece intends to spend the night with an ailing horse in my barn. You are not to allow her back into this building. Do you swear?” 

He frowned. “You want me to . . . ?”

“Keep her out! I won’t have her getting sentimental about the horses. If she defies my order, telephone me immediately. Especially if something untoward happens.”

Great, I thought. Way to keep things undercover.

“You got it, Miz Anderson,” he said. “Have a nice night.”

“Night!” She raised her chin, signaling an approaching line. “Night was made for everything except what’s nice.”

The guard glanced at me, shaking his head. “Your aunt, she’s got words for everything.”

Eleanor signed us out for the night and I opened the door to the parking lot. She torpedoed for her battleship, a granite-gray Lincoln Town Car docked beside the building under an engraved brass plaque that designated the spot for E. Anderson. The other vehicles still here at this late hour were muddy trucks and wheezy Impalas, cars owned by the grooms who were mucking the stalls.

“Go home, Raleigh. Do you hear me?”

My only hope was that all this nagging made our relationship appear real, authentic. The bossy aunt. And I had to say, after four days her constant hectoring was already feeling habitual. A small part of me actually wondered if I enjoyed her steady stream of opinions about my life—sleep habits, food choices, why I should marry my fiancé in Virginia—because it reminded me of my mother. When she was well. 

“You’re not listening.” She jangled her car keys, filling the dusky air with sleigh bells. “Take my advice.”

“Yours, or Tennessee Williams’s?”

“Don’t get smart with me, young lady.” She was already lifting her chin. “We all live in a house on fire, with no fire department to call. All we can do is stare out the window, trapped inside, and watch the house go down.” She paused. “Who said that?”

“You did.” I opened her car door.

“Chris, in The Milk Train Doesn’t Stop Here Anymore.”

“And it’s supposed to make me feel better?”

“Of course not.” She deposited herself on the front seat, delicate as a ballerina. “My point is, quit trying to save the world. It’s on fire. And you’re one girl with one bucket.”

I closed the door, but the window came down.

She said, “I’m writing the checks, you know.”

I leaned down, catching night air that clutched her jasmine perfume and pulled floral ribbons through the dark. “I’m fine.”

“You’ve undoubtedly fed that line to people your entire life. Some people might even believe you. But I’ve heard every line ever written, so let me put this in plain terms. If I discover you stayed in that barn, I’ll fire you.”

The window glided up and the big car roared from the parking lot. I waited, watching it follow the wide curvature of road that connected to the interstate pointed south to Tacoma, where Eleanor would swing that battleship into the safe harbor of her historic Victorian. Even after the car was gone, I waited a moment longer, just in case she came back.

Then I walked to my car.

Or the car that I wished belonged to me.

An automotive thoroughbred, the Ghibli was part of Harry Anderson’s vintage car collection. Maserati made only three thousand models of this particular version, and Harry bought one so that Eleanor could tool around Seattle looking like a movie star. The car had a full-width grill with pop-up headlights and a long bonnet that stretched back sail-like to the sharply angled windshield, its glass so smooth it seemed melted in place. The paint was an elegant white, almost ivory, and in the back two fuel tanks waited under the high rear end, begging for hundred-mile-an-hour speeds.

I dubbed it “the Ghost.”

Turning the key, I listened to the feline engine growl with predatory glee. I cruised out of the parking lot, crossed the railroad tracks, and drove as far as the road leading to the interstate. Then I pulled a U-turn, which the Ghost took on a dime, and circled back to the parking lot, sliding between two jacked-up big-wheel trucks, in case Clement looked out the door.

I rummaged through my duffel bag until I found my Levi’s, a T-shirt, and my brown Frye boots. The denim jacket on the floor in back covered two large bags of Lay’s potato chips—in case Eleanor poked her nose in here. Sliding down the front seat’s buttery leather, I ducked beneath the wood-grained dash and wiggled out of Raleigh David’s linen trousers and silk blouse. I tossed her sandals in back. Girly things. Made by somebody named Ferragamo.

I let out a long sigh. My old duds felt like second skin. But something was still missing. I reached under the front seat, patting for the cold stippled steel.

My gun.

It was waiting for me. A girl’s best friend.



Chapter Three 

The Glock was shoved deep inside my left boot, and seriously pinching my calf. I limped across the parking lot, then crouched behind some bushes beside the betting office building. After Clement, the only other entrance to the backstretch was a small gatehouse. It divided two lanes used for horse trailers and delivery trucks. The security light over the green shack was bright enough that I could see the wooden arms were down, blocking the way. I could also see the guard inside. His hair was as white as his uniform and his head tilted forward, the neck crooked at a loose angle, suggesting sleep. I counted to eighty-four, in honor of Eleanor, who somehow believed my getting more sleep would reveal who was fixing the races, and on the count of eighty-five, I pushed through the bushes. The guard never looked up.

I walked slowly, trying to disguise the limp. There were four barns on the backstretch, each about forty yards long. A young groom was hosing down the pavement outside the first building, spraying away manure and hay and sawdust. Night had fully fallen and the lights inside glowed with a soft yellow hue, as if the sawdust on the floor was shaved gold. I nodded at the groom, acting like I belonged here, and continued down the wet pavement to the third barn. Hot Tin shared the barn with two other outfits—Abbondanza and Manchester stables. I was interested in Abbondanza because it was run by Salvatore Gagliardo, aka Sal Gag. Our Organized Crimes unit once tried to nail Mr. Gagliardo for running a bookie operation at the track. But the case went nowhere. Sal Gag had an ideal cover as a legitimate owner of thoroughbreds, and as I passed by the Abbondanza stalls, I saw his female groom watering the horses. Sort of. She was lifting a gallon bucket but swaying. Suddenly she placed one hand on the plank wall, steadying herself. She closed her eyes.

“Are you all right?” I asked.

She jumped. Her eyes were large and blue and scared.

“I don’t need any help,” she said, tugging at her shirt. It was pink. Bright pink. For reasons beyond my investigative skills, the barn’s racing color was Barbie pink. She lifted the bucket again, tipping the water into the metal basin hanging beside the horse’s stall. “I can do it.” 

I smiled, friendly and harmless, and tried not to limp as I walked down the sawdust path toward Hot Tin. The barns smelled of alfalfa and horse dander and worn dollar bills. Each barn was shaped like two Es facing each other. The long sides held horse stalls, connected by three lanes. I was walking down the middle lane when I heard a voice ask, “When did she run?”

“In the third,” a man replied. “Came in last.”

“Her stomach sounds bad.”

“Don’t worry about it.”

“And there’s too much fluid in her lungs,” the second man added. “You shouldn’t have run her; she needs rest.”

“Are you lecturing me, boy?”

I recognized that voice. The sharp gravel of Bill Cooper. Head trainer for Hot Tin’s horses.

“Nobody wants your advice,” Cooper continued. “You just get her ready to run on Wednes—”

“That’s impossible.”

“Hit her with some Lasix. Or do you want me to call Doc Madison and tell him you don’t know what you’re doing?”

I heard the sound of footsteps behind me. The girl in the pink shirt waited at the end of the gallery, head tilted with curiosity. She had long pale blond hair that fell like bleached rain. I gave a friendly wave, then walked around the corner.

Bill Cooper stood at the edge of the stall. The top half of the Dutch door was open and I could see Solo in Seattle lying on the sawdust floor. The man kneeling beside her was the veterinarian’s assistant, Brent Roth. Skinny and handsome in a scruffy sort of way, he had a permanent squint around his eyes that made him look thoughtful, and perpetually annoyed. But he was so young that his skin still had acne spreading across his cheeks and neck. It was half the reason Cooper called him “boy.” That, and Cooper was a bully.

The trainer looked at me. His eyes were a cold gray-blue, like zinc. “What’re you doing here?”

“Aunt Eleanor wanted me to check on the horse.”

“Guess she wants you to learn something useful.” He turned back to the assistant vet. “Get the Lasix.”

But the younger man was now wearing a stethoscope, brushing the instrument’s metal bell down the horse’s side and pausing to listen. The animal’s chestnut coat looked shiny, unctuous with sweat, and when Brent palpitated her hairless belly, she only gazed at the plank wall, her brown eyes glassy with illness.

“Lasix,” I said into the silence. “What does that do?”

Brent glanced over his shoulder. “Opens the lungs.”

“And it’s safe?”

Neither man replied. I was almost getting used to that.

Like most places that revolved around money, Emerald Meadows was built on a libertine subculture. Every handshake made my radar quiver with questions. Gamblers and bookies and sharks. Narks and rats and foolish souls who plowed every ounce of faith into “luck.” Many of them were hiding secrets. Most were hatching plans. And all of them treated newcomers with suspicion—even the supposed niece of Eleanor Anderson.

“What did I tell you?” Cooper said. “Get the Lasix. Now.”

Brent Roth’s eyes nearly closed with his squint. He yanked off the stethoscope. A flush of color came up his neck, enflaming the acne, as he dug through a black medical bag sitting on the ground.

“That’s right,” Cooper said. “Do what you’re told.”

I decided to try using Cooper’s hostility to my advantage, since the assistant didn’t like him either. Leaning over the bottom half of the Dutch door, I said, “She looks really sick. Are you sure this stuff ’s a good idea?”

“Butt out,” Cooper said.

I saw the assistant turn his head, about to respond, when he was interrupted.

“You just don’t care,” she said.

The girl in the pink shirt stood three feet behind me, glaring at Cooper. But when she saw the horse, the disgust in her eyes shifted to sadness. Brent was wiping the horse’s neck with an alcohol swab, then pressing his thumb down until a thick vein bulged. The jugular, I guessed. He stabbed it with a syringe and pushed the plunger. The horse didn’t react. When he extracted the needle, he patted the spot gently, comforting her.

Cooper said, “Was that so hard?”

Brent still had his hand on the horse. Solo in Seattle turned her head, the fevered eyes gazing at him.

The girl’s voice almost broke. “You’re cruel, Bill Cooper.”

“And you’re outta line,” he replied. “Especially after Cuppa Joe destroyed her morale.”

When Solo in Seattle faltered in the third race today, a horse named Cuppa Joe flew past her to victory. He was the long shot. And he just so happened to belong to the Abbondanza barn. It was a big payday for Sal Gag.

“You should be ashamed.” The girl’s eyes were wet as she turned and walked back toward her stables.

Brent Roth sighed and began packing up his medical bag.

“Do you think it could be Emerald Fever?” I asked.

“What?” Cooper whirled. “You want to jinx my barn?”

“It’s my aunt’s barn,” I said, keeping my eyes on the assistant vet. I was a bad liar. “And she wants blood tests.”

“What?” Cooper repeated.

It wasn’t quite what Eleanor said, but she did hire me to find out what was going on. And blood tests might reveal something.

Cooper said, “How come she didn’t tell me?”

“You were busy,” I lied. “But she thinks something’s not right. Solo was winning. Now suddenly she’s sick.”

“Colic,” Cooper said. “It’s just colic.”

But Brent Roth had already swabbed the neck again and was pressing down to find the vein. As he filled an empty syringe with crimson ribbons of blood, the horse blinked her large brown eyes. Brent patted her side and deposited the full syringe in a Ziploc bag inside his medical kit.

“That 50 ccs of Lasix should hold her,” he said. “Doc Madison will come check her in the morning. But somebody should stay with her tonight. Just in case.”

“Juan,” Cooper said, referring to the barn’s groom. “Juan will watch her.”

Brent glanced at me, stepping out of the stall. I thought his squint looked skeptical. Cooper practically pushed him down the gallery, hustling him out. But he stopped when I didn’t follow them.

“What’re you doing?” he asked.

“I’ll watch her. Until Juan can take over.”

“Right.” He rolled his eyes. “Because you know so much about horses.”

He had a bandy-legged walk, and as he passed the third stall he rapped his knuckles on the plank wall.

“Hey, check on Solo when you get a chance!”

It was several minutes later when a man stepped from that stall. Cooper and Brent Roth were gone, and the man held a red bucket in one hand. The metal hasp was sunk deep into the flesh of his thick palm. His fingers were gray. As he closed the Dutch door’s bottom half, the brown horse inside leaned forward and fluttered her lips. KichaKoo, a four-year-old filly. Juan Morales gave her whiskered chin a soft chuck.

Here’s what I knew about him: Juan Morales came to the barn last year, when Eleanor hired Bill Cooper. He was taciturn and diligent, and his social security number belonged to a Native American from the Yakima Indian reservation who died seventeen years ago. Naturally, the bad trace bumped him up my list of suspects. I was also learning that grooms had the most access to the horses. Feeding, watering. Staying the night.

“Juan?” I walked toward him.

He was already stepping into the next stall, where a white horse tried to block his entrance.

“I want to stay with Solo tonight.”

He pushed the horse aside. Her name was Checkmate. “Your aunt,” he said, “she pay me to stay.”

“I’ll make sure you get paid for the night.”

“El’nor, she no want you sweet on the horses.”

“She doesn’t need to know I’m here.”

He glanced at me and set down the bucket inside the stall. The horse was rocking its head up and down, as if enthusiastically agreeing to something. A thin horse, she was shaped from neck to haunches like a silver blade. I waited while Juan reached inside the bucket and scooped out a handful of wet clay. It was gray and he worked the soil between his hands before leaning into the animal’s side and clicking his tongue. The groom took her weight into his shoulders and back, and Checkmate raised her left leg, allowing him to massage the clay into her knobby knee.

“I would really like to stay.”

“You know no-ting about horses.”

“All she needs is someone to watch her. How hard is that?”

Still bent at the waist, he glanced up at me. His skin was the texture of raisins. And his dark eyes held a strange expression, like an old man who suspected any peaceful Sunday drive with his children might someday end at a retirement home. “Why?”

“I feel bad for her. She’s suffering.”

He returned to his work, massaging the mud into the leg. The horse looked like she was wearing dingy socks.

“I promise to be gone before Cooper comes back in the morning.” 

He said something in Spanish. The horse shook her mane.

“I’ll pay you triple wages for the night.”

He glanced up. “Tree-pull?”

“Guaranteed.”

He straightened his back and dug two fingers into the front pocket of his jeans. The mud was such a fine clay that it had already started drying on the backs of his hands, flaking and falling like ash into the sawdust. He offered me a small brass key.

“What’s this?” I leaned over the Dutch door to take it.

“Cold at night.” He scooped another lump of clay from the bucket. “Get a blanket.”
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I rushed up the gallery, feeling hope swirl around my heart. But as I passed the stalls, the horses nickered. Like they were in on my secret. I walked to the end of the barn, where the grooms lived in apartments. I keyed open Juan’s door. His room wasn’t much bigger than the horse stalls. No window. No bathroom. No closet. Just a thin cot pushed against the wall and a green blanket nubby from wear. Standing in the door, I glanced back at the stables, then closed the door.

By giving me the key, Juan had surrendered all his “expectations of privacy.” It was a legal term that basically meant any objects in plain sight were fair game for law enforcement. But nothing could be touched or moved without his permission. And I wasn’t tempted, not after making that mistake on the cruise ship.

A brown towel hung on a brass hook. The terrycloth looked rough as sandpaper. Below the towel, a pair of worn rubber sandals waited, probably for walking back and forth to the showers, which were in another building. A pile of dirty clothes slumped on the concrete floor, and a Spanish language newspaper lay next to a dented steel trunk at the foot of the bed. The trunk, unfortunately, was closed. I crouched down, checking under the bed. Inches from the metal frame, an aluminum pot sat on a hot plate and a scent rose from the simmering contents, earthy as tilled soil. Beans. Black beans, cooked down to the consistency of paste.

I stood up, looked around the room again, and saw the only thing resembling a spare blanket: a sleeping bag rolled up in the corner, with strands of hay protruding from the flannel like feathers in a cap. Picking up the bag, I headed back to the stables.

Juan had moved to the next stall and was working the clay into an equine warlord appropriately named SunTzu.

“Is this what you meant?” I lifted the sleeping bag.

He nodded, took his key back, and gave me a funny look. “You no tell?”

“As long as you don’t tell Aunt Eleanor, I won’t tell Cooper. And I’ll make sure the triple time is in your next check.”

He nodded but dropped his eyes, unable to hold my gaze. Was he ashamed of betraying Cooper? I wondered. Or was he calculating the resale, the amount Cooper would pay him to learn that I had stayed the night, against Eleanor’s wishes.

Right now, I didn’t care. I was in the barn for the night. Plenty of time to snoop while the grooms slept. But as I was heading for Solo’s stall, I once again heard someone talking inside it.

“Don’t worry,” she said. “I’ll make sure they take care of you.”

I stood at the half-door, watching them. The chestnut horse was still on the sawdust, but now the girl from Abbondanza was nuzzling the animal’s perspiring neck. Her long platinum hair blended with the mane like frosted extensions.

I opened the door.

“Oh!” She scrambled to her feet. “I’m sorry—I didn’t—”

“I’m staying with her.” I shifted the sleeping bag to my left hand and extended my right. “We haven’t really met. I’m Raleigh David.” 

“Ashley.” She shook my hand. Her fingers were child-sized but strong, the skin coarse. “Ashley Trenner.”

I had so many questions for her, particularly about her employer, Salvatore Gagliardo. But she was nervously stuffing her small hands into the back pockets of her jeans and dragging the toe of her boot across the sawdust. I decided to hold my tongue. She seemed like the kind of girl who filled silences. I set down the sleeping bag.

“I just wanted, you know, to see how she was doing.”

I nodded.

“I heard Brent say somebody should stay with her tonight. And, well, no offense . . .”

“For what?”

She dragged her boot again. “Juan.”

“What about him?”

“He won’t stay. Not all night. So I was gonna . . .” She stopped. “You think I’m spying on your barn.”

“It is unusual that a groom from a competing barn wants to help.” 

“I’m not spying.” Her voice rose, almost whiny. “Nobody gets it. I don’t care about winning. I care about the horses. And I have to, the way some people treat them around here. It’s inhuman.”

I let the literal meaning pass. “I appreciate your concern, Ashley.” 

“Really?”

“Yes.”

“Well, thanks. But don’t tell Cooper I was here. He’ll go ballistic.” 

I was about to say, “You have my word,” when a thought wagged its finger at me. Your word? You’re living a total lie.

“How about we make a deal,” I said. “I won’t tell anyone you were here and you won’t tell anyone I stayed.”

Her smile looked wan, like she agreed with the proposal but wished an agreement never had to be made. When she stepped out of the stall, the horse’s glazed brown eyes followed her. A pang of guilt squeezed my heart. The horse would probably prefer her company tonight. But it was just one night. Ashley could stay tomorrow.

“Don’t leave her.” She gazed down at the sweating animal. “Promise, hope to die?”

“Promise,” I said.

But I didn’t hope to die.



Chapter Four 

When my eyes opened, I didn’t know what it was. Lying under the sleeping bag, with the ailing horse at my back, I could feel my heart beating too fast.

Then I heard it again. A train whistle. And with it, the dream rushed back.

I had been standing on a cliff overlooking the James River. My fiancé, DeMott Fielding, stood beside me, and an Episcopal priest was reciting marriage vows. When it came my turn to repeat the words, a crowd of women in floral dresses pushed forward. I opened my mouth, but all that came out was a howl, like the cry of a lonely wolf. 

And now I could hear how it harmonized with the train’s whistle. 

I stared at the plank wall. No way could I ever tell my fiancé about that dream. Not unless I wanted another fight. Reaching back, I laid my hand on the horse, lying length-wise across the sawdust. Her breathing was labored, loud, filling the small space with a chugging sound that made it seem like the locomotive was coming through the barn. Beneath my palm her ribs expanded with each inhalation. I could feel the ligaments between the bones, vibrating, wet, and ragged.

Not good.

I raised my arm, trying to read my watch. 2:33 a.m.

“Oh rats,” I muttered.

Over the last two months, I hadn’t managed more than an hour or two of sleep at one time. Each night my startle reflex threw me awake, tossing me from dreams where I dropped through thin air and plunged over waterfalls and tumbled off cliffs. Like the cliff where I howled my marriage vows. On the one night I needed to stay awake, I’d fallen asleep. And the bustle here started every morning at 4:00 a.m. My opportunity to investigate the barn was almost gone. And now the horse needed help.

Terrific.

I kicked my boots from the flannel bag. The horse shifted and I glanced over. Her chestnut coat was shiny, like wet ocher paint.

“Sorry,” I said. “I’m going for help now.”

The words burned at the back of my throat. Dry, hot. And the horse was drawing back her head. The deep brown eyes bulged. The whites were visible.

Fear.

“I’m sorry, I fell asleep.”

I stood up and started for the door. But it was closed. Both top and bottom. I felt a sudden disorientation, like all that sleep had made me stupid. I wondered if I’d closed it before going to sleep. But I didn’t. And I knew for a fact I didn’t pull the bolt shut. I couldn’t have locked the door from the outside.

The horse made a whimpering sound. When I looked over, her hooves were pawing the air. And greasy gray ribbons rose from the sawdust in the corner. Smoke.

Fire.

“Fire!”

The horse suddenly rocked back, shoving herself to a wobbly stand. 

“Fire!”

I called again, but my voice was drowned out by the sudden scream of the smoke alarms. The horse staggered forward, blocking my path to the door. My eyes stung. I yanked off my jean jacket, holding it over my nose, and crouched in the sawdust. The flame was leaping inside the smoke, then dying, sparking and falling away like trick birthday candles. Flame retardant. On the sawdust. But no retardant was fireproof. Not on dried wood shavings.

The horse turned and curled back her lips. Her scream sounded human. Female. Terrified. And in the small confined space her body looked monumental.

“Fire—” I coughed. “With Solo!”

I could see red veins in the white crescents of her eyes. She staggered backward. Her back bashed into the wall.

Juan—where is Juan?

She stumbled forward and lifted her back leg, kicking the wall. Hitting it again and again until the wood splintered. I could smell her fear, oily and bitter beneath the smoke. Adrenaline fear. Killing fear. She kicked again, harder, and the wooden planks shuddered against my back. Powered by fright, she was growing stronger, not weaker. And now the other horses were kicking too. The sound echoed like rock crushers, pounding through the alarm’s mechanical wail. I blinked at the sting in my eyes and watched her lungs. They were expanding like giant bellows and each breath sent out another high cry. She was punch-drunk with panic, staggering again. I crouched lower. Two steps to the right and she could pin me in the back corner. Nowhere to run. Nowhere to hide.

She could kill me.

The horse stamped her hooves into the sawdust, some frightened dance, gearing up for the next blow. I shoved my hand down into my boot. The Glock’s barrel raked my skin. She turned her face to me. Her bulging eyes showed so much white she looked blind.

I lifted the gun.

She reared, raising her front legs. In the firelight I could see the metal shoes glinting, telegraphing the pain, the death she wouldn’t even notice. I heard another scream.

Hers or mine, I didn’t know.

But it was the last thing I remembered before squeezing the trigger. 



Chapter Five 

Miss David?”

My mother was smiling. Her cheeks rosy, pink, and happy.

“Miss David?”

She nodded and sighed. Oh, I miss David, she said. I miss him so much—

“Hey, Miss David. You in there?”

I opened my eyes. For several seconds I stared at the face leaning into mine. The eyes were teal blue. And they matched his shirt. I stared at him until something ripped across my heart.

“Jack?”

“That’s correct, Dr. Jackson.” He lifted the plastic ID badge clipped to his hospital scrubs. Mark Jackson, MD, was printed below a picture of Special Agent Jack Stephanson. “Glad you recognized me, Miss David.”

“How did—?”

He shined a penlight in my eyes. “Feeling better?”

I felt sick. And raised my hand to block the light. “That hurts.”

But it was nothing compared to the pain searing down my right side. I gasped.

“Cracked ribs,” he said with utter detachment. Like a real doctor. “Miss David, do you know where you are?”

I could only whisper. “Harborview.”

“Correct, you are in Harborview Hospital. You were admitted at four o’clock this morning.”

I reached for the tender spot on my right side. The skin felt hot, swollen. I looked at Jack, but he was watching the open door. Two nurses hurried past, their shoes squeaking down a hall of shiny white vinyl. He turned back to me. His eyes were aquamarine.

He dropped his voice to a whisper. “Thank you.”

“What for?”

“For finding a way for us to play doctor.”

“You’re not—” I pushed myself up, ready to let him have it, when the pain sliced down my side again. I winced.

“That bad?” he asked.

“No.” I forced back tears.

“It wouldn’t hurt so much if you held still.” He paused. “Not that you’re capable of that.”

“Wow. Some doctor you are.” I tried to glare at him, but the pain kept blinking back the sting in my eyes. Hold tight. If the waterworks started, I didn’t know if I could stop. Slowly, I tried two breaths and touched my ribs again, telling myself to pretend all the agony was physical. When the tears were back under control, I withdrew my hand. And gasped again.

“What’s wrong?” he said.

I stared at my left hand. The ring finger. It was bare.

“Where’s my—” But I stopped.

“Your what?”

Engagement ring.

But the hazy memory was coming back. Eleanor. Early this morning. She removed the ring, worried about theft. Despite the wave of relief, my heart kept pounding. Imagining what my fiancé would say if I lost his ring. One more fight.

“I can prescribe some pain meds,” Jack said. “But I think what you need is a full-body massage.”

“I need a real doctor.”

“You don’t think I can pass?”

“No.”

But the terrible truth was, Jack did look like a doctor. Some good-looking, overconfident MDeity with an ego the size of Africa. And why not? The undisputed star of the Seattle Violent Crimes unit was cocky, savvy, and just over six feet. His body had the sculpted musculature of an anatomy chart, and his chiseled face framed bright eyes that could shift from green to blue and back again. I was forced to work with him twice, and both times I had to watch women launch themselves at him, flinging their dignity away because they’d found a Ken doll with a concealed gun permit.

Not that I cared. Our relationship, as our supervisor McLeod said, was “purely plutonic.” Sometimes malaprops were spot-on. This guy was from another planet, some cold, dark part of the galaxy. And I wished he would go back.

“Something wrong with your phone?” I said.

“What?”

“You’re taking a huge risk coming in here.” Our contact since the UCA started had been by cell phone only. I kept the conversations punctual and courteous.

“I had to—I needed—Hey, I’m your case agent,” he finally managed. “Don’t you dare question me. And you’re the one in trouble.”

I gave him my best glare, but he was looking over at the door again. His name tag dangled from the scrubs. Around the FBI office, Jack was known as a compulsive ladies’ man. I almost felt sorry for the nurses, imagining what Dr. Jackson had planned for them. He turned back suddenly and caught me staring at the badge. He grinned.

“Harvard Medical School.”

“Big deal. Raleigh David’s a millionaire.”

“Okay, moneybags, tell me why you were in that horse stall.”

“She was sick.”

“Who?”

“The horse.”

His eyes were turning green. “You know what the suits upstairs always worry about?”

“Paperwork.”

“They get nervous about some thug seducing the beautiful agents when they go undercover. But wait until I write this up. Raleigh slept with a horse.”

“Don’t you have somewhere else to go, some malpractice you need to commit?”

“Management’s nervous, Harmon.”

I turned away, staring out the room’s picture window. Harborview sat on Capitol Hill, otherwise known as Pill Hill for its many medical facilities. My aunt—my real aunt, Charlotte—lived less than a mile from here, with three mean cats and a collection of weird rocks. I could see the sun was shining in a burst of August’s last days, but down the hill, the skyscrapers looked like ice that refused to melt.

“Hi there,” Jack said.

A pretty woman stood at the door. She had short dark hair and was pushing a wheeled cart stacked with meal trays. But she stopped when her eyes locked on Jack. He walked toward her, asking her name. I hated to admit it, but loose cotton scrubs only made Jack’s build look tighter.

“Becky?” he said.

She nodded. Speechless. Eyes the size of dinner plates.

“Becky, could you do me a favor? Come back in about fifteen minutes?” He lowered his voice. “I’m having some issues with this patient. Noncompliant, you know what I’m saying?”

She nodded once more, head moving up and down like a hormonal zombie. Jack patted her shoulder, then walked back to my bed. Becky’s eyes combed down his back. Standing next to my bed, he picked up my left wrist and pressed his fingers into my skin, staring at his wristwatch.

“Your pulse is erratic,” he said.

I glanced around him. Becky, returning to reality, was pushing her cart out the door, into the hallway. When she turned left, I whispered, “She’s gone.”

“Good.” He didn’t let go of my wrist. “Give me the 302.”

I yanked my hand away and was rewarded with another round of stabs down my right side. But the pain was almost manageable now. Duller. Like lingering heartache. I kept my eyes on the door and gave Jack a careful description of last night. My whispers grew hoarse with the jackhammer rhythm of facts. The FD302 was a mandatory document, filed for every interview conducted by an agent. No speculations allowed. No emotions. No interpretations. Facts only, the tangible realities typed up for the bureaucracy.

“And where did you get the sleeping bag?” he asked.

“The groom. Juan Morales. He lives in the barn.”

“I meant, how did you get it?”

“He gave me the key to his room.”

“Did you happen to take anything else?”

“Yes. My pride. I learned my lesson on the cruise ship.”

“Great. And here’s another lesson. When you fire a weapon while undercover, it creates an avalanche of paperwork. And OPR gets involved. Again.”

When I closed my eyes, the images kept playing in my mind. That horse. Blind with fear. Kicking. The scream, so human.

“Hello?”

I opened my eyes.

“Did you hear me? McLeod wants you to come in.”

“Why?”

“He thinks the Mob pegged you.”

“Tell him he’s wrong.”

“I don’t know, this kind of thing is right up their alley. What about Sal Gagliardo?”

“He wasn’t there last night.”

“One of his capos?”

“No. And his groom even offered to stay with the horse. They don’t suspect me.”

“You know this for sure?”

“My gut tells me.”

“Harmon, none of the suits have guts. That’s a prerequisite for management. Evisceration.”

“Then give them the cold logic.” The words came out sharp, bitter. The anger bristled under my skin. The suits. The suits who directed my life from behind their safe desks, sitting in padded chairs, pushing paper through the system as if nobody was talking about life and death and justice.

“What logic?” Jack asked.

“One nanosecond of rational thought would tell them the Mob’s not that dumb. Attempting to kill a federal agent? The FBI would descend on that racetrack—we’d make their lives miserable.”

“So who lit that fire—the horse?”

My throat was raw from the smoke. I picked up a cup of water sitting beside my bed and drank it. The fluid went down like crushed glass.

“I don’t know who did it,” I said finally.

“They’ll enjoy hearing that.”

“Yet. I don’t know who, yet.”

“Any suspects?”

“Two people knew I was in that stall. One was Juan, Eleanor’s groom.” I reminded Jack he had a fake social security number. “And the groom for Sal Gagliardo’s barn.”

He almost laughed. “And you still think the Mob’s not behind this?”

“Yes. Because that groom is horse-crazy. No way would she put that animal in any kind of danger.” I looked up at him. “By the way, Eleanor won’t tell me. Did the horse . . . ?”

More green seeped into his eyes.

“The horse shattered its leg trying to get out. The Seattle Times ran a story. They mentioned a barn worker who was lucky to be alive.” 

“I don’t believe in luck.”

“Reconsider. If that horse hadn’t broken its leg, it would’ve kicked you to death.”

I stared out the window again.

“Harmon, give me something solid to feed the suits. Otherwise they’ll call off the UCA.”

“Call it an opportunity. I saw an opportunity.” The words tasted as metallic as blood. I had to justify a split-second decision in the field for people who deliberated in meetings. The same people who held my life in their hands. “That’s the federal jargon, isn’t it? An opportunity presented itself. The agent seized it. And—”

“And OPR is greasing their guillotine.”

“I had to fire the gun. The door was locked.”

He nodded and walked across the room. Beneath the wall-mounted television, a table was covered with floral bouquets.

“You’re very popular, Miss David.”

“I’m Eleanor Anderson’s niece.”

The biggest arrangement was a red-rose heart, mounted on an easel. It looked more suited for the winner’s circle. Or a funeral. Jack took the small white envelope protruding from the crimson flowers, reading the note. “‘From your friends at Emerald Meadows.’ ” He looked over at me. “ The same friends who tried to incinerate you?”

“Maybe they were after the horse. Did you ever consider that?”

“No.” He slid the card back into the flowers, then walked over to my bed. “Somebody disabled the sprinkler. Just the one above your stall. They wanted you dead.”

“Or the horse.”

“You keep saying. But theories won’t get you reinstated.”

“That’s why I’m going to solve this case.”

He laughed, crossing his arms over his chest. The biceps bulged. “You’re a persistent woman.”

I looked away.

“We still have to go over the firearm.”

“The door was closed, I couldn’t get around the horse, so I tried to shoot the bolt open.”

“Right,” he said. “Because any sane person would shoot the horse.” 

When I didn’t reply, he said, “You are a great shot. According to the fire inspector, you blew the handle off. By the way, they’re ruling this arson.”

“Gee, really?”

“No need for the sarcasm, Miss David.”

Miss David.

In the dream somebody was asking my mother if she missed her husband, David. My dad. Her face seemed as delicate as porcelain, the jasper eyes wounded and fragile. But her smile. Her smile was like the old days. I felt my throat burning again, only this time it was because I was six years old and telling myself, Don’t cry.

“What are you thinking?” he said.

“I want to call Western State. See how she is.”

“The line here’s not secure. But your mom’s fine.”

“How do you know?”

“And speaking of Western State,” he said, “you missed an appointment with Dr. Freud.”

Dr. Freud, aka Nathan Norbert. The Bureau-assigned head shrinker. I stared at my hands and didn’t reply.

“I don’t like it either, Harmon.”

I looked up. His voice sounded different. Soft. But not that keep-the-volume-down soft. It was . . . tender. I opened my mouth, about to say something, but Becky the orderly came wheeling into the room. She called out, making sure Jack noticed her. And I felt a strange sort of gratitude. Painful relief. Because in that last moment his voice reminded me of some slivers of time, when Jack came on the cruise ship and didn’t seem like such a jerk. When he stepped up and revealed some depth. Real depth. I gazed down at my hands again.

No engagement ring. Nothing but a hospital gown. And a big bunch of lies.

I listened to them chatting and tried to ignore the goose bumps rising on my arms at the sound of his voice.



Chapter Six 

The Northwest’s winter, which pulled up its gray flannel blanket of clouds and slumbered through six months of steady drizzle, inoculated Seattle’s population in several significant ways: people here rarely carried umbrellas, they refused to cancel outdoor events due to bad weather, and they seemed only mildly disappointed when the rain once again reared its head and poured during summer.

But since Raleigh David wasn’t from Seattle, I carried a chic black umbrella. Just before 10:00 a.m. on Wednesday, I hurried through the morning rain and watched a practice run of thoroughbreds alongside the track’s white rail. Thundering hooves shook the ground as I made my way to the grandstands, closed the umbrella, and climbed up the concrete stairs. The rain pattered on the metal roof overhead, sounding like fingers drumming impatiently for the first race. The regulars streamed from the public entrances, slipping into habitual seats. Men, mostly, they ranged from middle-aged to elderly and toted betting sheets and brown bags, their hooded eyes dull, almost dead. But a second glance revealed just how carefully cultivated that morbidity was, how each of them had erected a defensive wall to live with the inextinguishable spark of suspicion.

When I reached the top of the stairs, a track official in a green blazer smiled and made an extravagant gesture of tapping his watch before pulling open the door where a small sign warned Members Only Beyond This Point.

“You better hurry,” he said. “She’s up there waiting.”

I sprinted the flight of stairs, glancing at my watch. But the engagement ring caught my eye. The peridot gems looked murky, a rheumy olivine, and clouds had gathered in the citrine stones, as if the morning sky had settled into the yellow quartz. I was still running up the stairs as I rubbed the stones on Raleigh David’s fine slacks, feeling somewhere between foolish and guilty—foolish because I rubbed the ring while wishing like it was Aladdin’s lamp; guilty because this seemed to be a sign about my decision not to tell my fiancé about the barn fire. The news would only upset him, waiting for me to come home to Virginia, waiting for us to get married and start a family. But the cruise to Alaska had upset those plans. A vacation of solitude and reflection had only strained our relationship further, and two months later we were relying on the U.S. mail. DeMott refused to use computers or cell phones, and I despised talking on the telephone. Once upon a time his old-fashioned attitudes struck me as quaint, ideal for a guy whose family had lived on the same vast estate of land since the 1700s. Now the quill-pen perspective annoyed me. So I rubbed and wished, praying for those once-upon-a-time feelings to come back.

After giving the ring one final swipe, I stepped into the track’s private dining room. It was 10:01 a.m.

“You’re late!” Eleanor bellowed.

The woman’s schedule ticked like a bomb. Every day, at precisely 10:00 a.m., Eleanor ate breakfast in the members-only dining room. Coffee, black. Rye toast, dry. One poached egg, soft yet not fully cooked. A long rectangular space full of white-clothed tables, the dining room had picture windows perched high over the track’s finish line. Sixty feet below, the horses zipped through needles of rain, finishing the final training runs. Somehow the wet weather made the dining room feel that much more exclusive.

As I took my seat at Eleanor’s table, a waiter floated into view and asked for my order. His name was Raoul.

“I’ll have a Denver omelet,” I told him. “Hash browns. Bacon, sausage, toast. And the largest glass of Coca-Cola with no crushed ice. Thank you.”

Eleanor said, “That food will kill you.”

“So will life.” I snapped open my napkin.

“With what you eat, you should be the size of a tree.”

My first day out here she referenced the Hindenburg. Then a barn. Then a bus. I decided I was growing on her.

“Raoul,” she told the waiter, who knew to hover after my order, “my niece will have rye toast and a poached egg. Please change the Coca-Cola to skim milk.”

Raoul bowed and scurried away.

Eleanor picked up her coffee cup. The white rim was gilded with gold horseshoes. “How are you feeling?”

“Hungry.”

“I was referring to your ribs.”

“They hurt. Especially when I’m hungry.”

“You should’ve stayed in bed.”

I dropped my voice to a whisper. “And you were supposed to fire me, but that didn’t happen.”

She lifted her chin, telegraphing delivery. “When people have some slight disadvantage, they develop other things to make up for it, like charm. Who said that?”

“You did.”

“Amanda, in The Glass Menagerie.” She took another sip. “What’s your plan for today?”

I shifted my gaze. Three tables behind Eleanor, Sal Gag sat hunched over the day’s betting sheet. An unlit Havana rested in perpetuity between his sausage-like fingers, while the other hand pinched the handle of a demitasse. In his enormous hand, the tiny cup looked like it was stolen from a toddler’s tea set.

“I think it’s time to wager,” I whispered. “What can you spare?”

“I’m insulted!”

Sal Gag looked up.

I smiled, stiff as a corpse, whispering again, “I didn’t mean to insul—”

“If hanging around this place is going to ruin your Southern gentility,” she trumpeted, “I’ll send you back to those people who mangle the English language.”

Please. I closed my eyes, praying. Please let the Mob guy think “those people” are Southerners. Not Feds full of malaprops. When I opened my eyes, Sal Gag seemed to be holding himself much too still. And Eleanor was lifting her chin again. I braced myself.

“You can be young without money but you can’t be old without it. Who said that?”

I sighed.

“Maggie the Cat,” she said. “Scene one. The critic in Toronto noted my purring.”

Our dry toast arrived, doing its best imitation of cardboard, and I choked it down with the skim milk while Eleanor passed me her wallet under the tablecloth. I counted out $2,000, then excused myself.

“Don’t do anything foolish,” she said.

“Don’t worry.” I placed my napkin on my seat, an etiquette signal for Raoul, letting him know I would be back. “I’ll be fine.”

“My dear,” Eleanor said, “I doubt that very, very much.”
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From the grandstand’s upper level, I watched the numbers flash on the light board in the track’s inner circle. The first race’s flickering odds were solidifying, but the numbers would keep shifting until the starting gate blew open at 11:00 a.m. I saw several names on the board that looked familiar, in particular SunTzu from Eleanor’s barn. And Cuppa Joe, from Sal Gag’s. The long shot that beat Solo in Seattle on Monday. But now SunTzu was marked for long odds, mostly because of the barn fire. Betting people were superstitious, and Solo’s death was chalked up to Hot Tin’s “curse” of “bad luck.” Meanwhile, Cuppa Joe was the new favorite. If he lost, Sal Gag would make a bundle as a bookie. If he won, the bundle would also go to the bookie—as the horse’s owner.

It was an ingenious setup, and from what the Bureau could fathom, Sal Gag was offering three percentage points more than the track. Betting on a winner with the bookie meant potentially more money. Of course, losing meant you owed him more, but gamblers always thought of themselves as lucky—that’s why they kept gambling. But Sal Gag was smart enough to hire a numbers runner to handle his illegal operation.

The runner’s name was Anthony Pilato. Otherwise known as Tony Not Tony.

On this wet morning, Tony Not Tony was standing on the second tier of the grandstands. A former jockey, he had narrow shoulders that drew forward and a tendency to walk on his toes, making him look like a mouse on its hind legs. The tassels of his oxblood loafers touched the floor, his navy slacks were pressed, and his silk shirt was the color of the silver rain. His small hands, veined with strength, held betting receipts in some attempt to appear legitimate.

“Thank you for the flowers,” I said.

He looked over. “How are you feeling?”

“Much better, thank you.” I made a mental note: He never acknowledged sending flowers. I wondered if he suspected my identity or if he habitually worried about surveillance wires.

“I heard the horse kicked you,” he said. “Or maybe not. And something about arson, but is that possible?”

Eleanor had told me Tony got his nickname for hearing and yet not hearing things. Perfect for a Mob guy. But even if I was wearing a wire, our whiz kids would have a tough time picking up the voice. Rather than speaking, he aspirated his words. And here among the concrete floor and metal ceiling, with a crowd murmuring around us like a busy river, his words barely registered.

“Yes, arson,” I said. “Somebody also closed the stall’s door. And locked it.”

“Frightening,” he breathed.

I nodded. “But I know what would make me feel better. Making some money.” I smiled. “Some serious money.”

He glanced away. For several moments we stared over the seats. Down below the light board sparkled with illuminated greed, and the air smelled of hot dogs and morning beer and some kind of human-generated electricity.

“I enjoy wagering,” I said in a low voice. “But Aunt Eleanor doesn’t approve, so I’d rather you didn’t say anything.”

“Me?” The narrow shoulders came forward. “What would I know? I’m a simple jockey’s agent.”

Yes, that was the cover. Tony Not Tony worked as a jockey’s agent, matching horses to riders and collecting a percentage of the winnings. Just like he collected a percentage on the bets that went through Sal Gag.

“Two grand,” I said. “Cash on the spot.”

“Cuppa Joe.” The words floated from his mouth. “To win. He’s a mudder.”

“Mudder?”

“He likes to run in the mud. Doesn’t mind the rain.”

I reached into my purse. Tony Not Tony turned to face the track. His left hand dangled at his side. If the race-fixing pattern held, Cuppa Joe would lose. These guys would take home a bundle. I leaned toward him, as though speaking over the noise of the crowd, and surreptitiously laid twenty $100 bills in his open palm. Almost imperceptibly the money moved to his pocket.

“Ferragamos?” he said.

I stepped back. “Pardon?”

“Your sandals. Ferragamos?”

I looked down. The brown leather sandals were purchased for Raleigh David by Lucia Lutini, our profiler. But when I looked up, Tony Not Tony was smiling at me like we shared a family bond.

I smiled back. “How nice that someone recognizes true quality.” 

“What size?”

I hesitated, suddenly uncertain. “Nine . . .”

The smile stretched to the finish and revealed the former jockey’s bridgework. “You know where my office is?”

I shook my head.

“Panel van,” he breathed. “Backstretch parking lot. Meet me after the final race. We’ll celebrate.”
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