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      Meg woke when the edge of her alarm clock hit her head. Blood dripped down across her face, making her wipe her hand across her eyes before opening them. It took her a scant moment to realize that her hand wasn’t shaking­—the earth was. The clock lay beside her on the bed while the shaking of her apartment intensified. She heard soft tinkling sounds of small stones and metal findings coming from the earrings on her wooden wall--mounted holder. Every big jolt caused the harsh meeting of wood and wall to make a scratching sound. At least the earring holder was something she wouldn’t have to pick up. That is, assuming the whole wall didn’t fall on her. Several other things landed on the floor as Meg wondered what would happen if the building fell. Would she live? Would she be trapped or would she die?  Most distressing of all, would she be trapped alone for days before dying?

      The lamp knocked against the wall. The slight crunch of drywall brought Meg back from her worries. She lived in Whisper. Earthquakes didn’t happen in Whisper. They most certainly didn’t happen to people like Meg. Even the fact that it was the clock that hit her rather than the lamp seemed a good omen.

      When the earth stopped moving, Meg looked around. Nothing else seemed to be broken. Was this the big earthquake that everyone was waiting to hit Seattle?  Meg never expected to feel it so strongly as far east as Whisper.

      Seattle was perhaps forty-five minutes to the west. The main earthquake fault Meg read about was closer to the I-90 corridor, a few miles to the south. Whisper was about the only town east of the Snoqualmie Valley, sitting up above Duvall and Carnation in the mountains. Whisper was actually one mountain, but parts of the town had spread to other hills and down to the valley. Eventually, as more and more people were willing to move east for more affordable housing, there would be no real divide between the southeastern border of Duvall and northern border of Whisper.

      Blood trickled down her face. Meg rubbed at her head again. In the dark, she could just make out further darkness on her hand. She was still bleeding. She got up and padded to the bathroom for a tissue. Holding it to her head, Meg looked around her apartment. On the far side of the bed a picture of two owls had fallen off the wall. Meg took a moment to re-hang it before picking up a perfume bottle that had fallen. She could feel the glass was cracked and wet so she took it with her to the living area, scent wafting behind her. If it was indeed damaged as badly as she feared, she would toss it in the kitchen trash, which was lined with a plastic bag that prevented spills.

      Her living room was a small area that held her sofa, divided from the kitchen by a small breakfast bar. A large window, covered with a shade looked over the main road. Even through the shade, the light from the street let her examine the bottle more closely. The crack was large enough that the bottle couldn’t be saved. It went into the trash along with one of her mother’s glass canning jars that had been drying by the sink.

      After turning on the light to make sure there wasn’t any glass on the floor, Meg wandered over to her computer. Online, she figured she would find news about the earthquake.

      The apartment was quiet, which was normal for the late hour. Or perhaps it was early, depending upon the point of view. Meg lived along Baseline, the main north to south street through Whisper. Her apartment was over her sister’s acupuncture business on the east side of the road. She peeked through her blinds as she waited for the computer to boot. Her private investigation business was located just across the street. It was convenient, but not nearly as desirable of a location. The original founding Whisper families, like the Barringers, preferred to be east of Baseline whenever possible. Despite the location, Meg’s father had picked up the building a few years ago. Meg often wondered if he wanted to have some commercial space he could rent to her cheaply. He’d purchased it just as she was about to graduate.

      Meg was able to get a connection to the Internet. It hadn’t consciously occurred to her that she might not get a connection. Still, when the browser opened, Meg felt grateful to know that Whisper wasn’t completely cut off. Searching around for news, she found an article about the earthquake. It registered at 4.6 on the Richter scale. It had been centered on the east edge of the valley. Looking at the coordinates, Meg realized she practically lived right over it. So much for a small quake, Meg thought, turning off the computer. Leaving the lights on, she started picking up other items.

      While Meg wandered through her apartment, before heading back to bed, others in Whisper were cleaning wounds from falling glass, or in one case the over enthusiastic claws of a cat.  High on the mountain, Peter Eresh surveyed his domain, letting his senses reach out to feel what was happening. An earth spirit had awakened but it felt as if the spirit was being held against its will. Having never heard of such a thing, he was fairly confident that it had never happened before. That it happened now troubled him.
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      After returning the apartment to its usual haphazardly tidy state, Meg felt calm enough to go back to bed. Too soon she found herself waking to the same alarm clock. At least the second time it was to the noise of the alarm and not being hit on the head. Getting ready took longer than usual as she tried to hide the cut along her hairline. In the bright bathroom lights it looked worse than she thought. In the darkness last night she had stopped the bleeding thinking it was just a small cut. She could see the abrasion line now. Even after washing more of the dried blood away, the cut was longer than she expected, although clearly not deep. She doctored it up as best she could. Finishing, Meg went back to the bedroom to check her bedding. She pulled the sheet to the side to look at her pillow cases. The cream cotton blend was dotted with a splatter of smaller red dots and one larger one where she had probably rested a bit longer. Meg pulled the sheets from the bed and tossed them into the washer before leaving, wishing she had spent more time cleaning up the wound earlier.

      At the office, RaeLynn was already starting hot water for tea. Meg squeezed into the tiny back room to make herself her first cup. It was good to have someone like RaeLynn to pick up daily tasks like starting hot water. Meg could easily forget about them until a client waited and she found herself with nothing to offer.

      “Did you feel the earthquake?’ Meg asked.

      “I slept right through it,” RaeLynn said, squeezing past Meg to return to her spot at the front desk. “I heard it was centered practically right here so I’m surprised.”

      “My alarm clock fell on me otherwise I’d have slept through it too.”

      RaeLynn poked her head around the corner and sized up Meg. “Is that a cut on your head?”

      Meg nodded.

      “Oh my goodness. Let me have a look.” RaeLynn joined her in the back room and started messing with Meg’s hair. The room wasn’t that large and the two of them took up most of the standing room. Meg was glad neither of them was built like a football player. RaeLynn often told her the area made her feel like a cow, although the receptionist had an average build, if a bit on the stocky side. If Meg didn’t tend toward skinniness she probably wouldn’t even consider the oher woman stocky.

      Meg had her back to the counter which held the coffee pot and storage for other items. Across the way were hooks for coats and a shelf above for personal items. RaeLynn squeezed into that area, while she tried turning Meg this way and that to get a better look. Behind them, in the corner, was a file cabinet for older files.

      Meg found herself wishing once again that they had a bit more space. When she started her private investigation business, she hadn’t had anyone else working there. The office was plenty big for one person. It was also very affordable. Now, as her business grew, Meg found herself wanting to expand the space. Unfortunately, the dental office on her right had a long lease. If anything, she suspected she might get notice from her dad so he could rent the small space to the dentist for more money. The dental practice had grown quite quickly in the last few years.

      “It doesn’t look too bad,” RaeLynn said, “But I’d put some more rubbing alcohol on it. I don’t have any with me, but it seems like it could use further cleaning as it goes into your hair. You’re not going to enjoy washing your hair for awhile, that’s for sure.”

      “I’m also going to have fun doing the laundry,” Meg said. She used her hands to fluff her shoulder-length brown hair, which was loose for the moment. The narrow light left it a flat brown, but in sunlight it picked up orangish and yellow highlights like autumn leaves lying on damp earth.

      “I hear head wounds bleed a lot.”  RaeLynn handed Meg a hair clip from the shelf above the coat hooks.

      Meg sighed. “Anything coming in?”

      “I put a couple of messages on your desk. One’s from Evans, Priory and DeCaire,” RaeLynn said, referring to the attorney’s office that Meg often did fact checking for. Their work may not be exciting but it was always steady. RaeLynn was a friend of Jessica, the receptionist, and of course, Meg’s partner Kyle was related to Christopher DeCaire. No matter how routine the information check, Meg liked to make sure she got to it first. They definitely helped keep the business in the black.

      Truth be told, Meg didn’t mind the routine investigations. She liked the predictability. Kyle liked cases that were far more unusual. He was the one who pushed that their offices were “open minded” and that they took cases no one else wanted to touch. As a result, he and Meg had investigated (successfully) three haunted houses, a missing broach that was supposed to be cursed, and a small time thief who hid art in his barn. Meg didn’t mind the hauntings and curses so much as the common excited disbelief that people tended to exhibit around those things. Meg just figured she went where her own deductions led her. Clients, however, often expected her to have an explanation for everything, which, in the cases involving the paranormal wasn’t something she could give.

      As a resident of Whisper, Meg found herself surrounded by people involved with psychics and those who loved all things paranormal, although thankfully, the vampire groupies congregated elsewhere. At one time, Whisper had been a fairly ordinary small town on the eastern ridge of the Snoqualmie Valley. As interest in New Age practices expanded, those seeking good energy found Whisper on their radar. Such shops and practices expanded in the small town, making it a go-to destination for anyone with an interest in anything spiritual. The main street housed Meg’s sister Amy, an acupuncturist, who had the office below Meg’s apartment. There was also a palm reader, a yoga studio that doubled as a meditation center on alternate days, an organic coffee shop, an organic cafe, two new age bookstores (one specializing in Wicca and the other in eastern philosophy), and a feng shui specialist. They also had the more usual and mundane craft shop, accounting firm, dentist, attorneys, and gas station. Up the hill there were a few quilt shops along with three astrologers, a numerologist, a homeopathic veterinarian, four psychic readers, two tarot card readers, a shamanic healer with her own store, an herbal shop, a natural food store, and a church. The church was an ordinary Unitarian Church. Another denomination would probably have been scared off by the pagans, shamans, and what not.

      Down the hill, in what locals called New Whisper, there was a larger church dedicated to all things spiritual. New Whisper residents had their choice of vegetarian restaurants, a live food restaurant, and a traditional foods bakery. They had a locally famous animal communicator. The medical arts building was full of body workers and energy healers. Given that sort of environment, Meg tended to fight to get the ordinary investigations.

      Meg herself never understood the fascination with the whole psychic thing. She did have a talent for knowing if people were lying, although she wasn’t talented like others in her family. Amy could heal. Her grandmother was the psychic other psychics consulted. Even Kyle, her partner, had more talent than she did. Kyle’s talent made Meg jealous sometimes, which may be at the root of her lack of enthusiasm for the supernatural. Working cases where Kyle took the lead, getting information through his unusual ability meant Meg had to remind herself a private detective needed more than psychic ability. She had a keen mind along with patience that could more aptly be called stubbornness. When she got an idea, her friend Lacey would tease her about her Napoleon complex. Meg’s drive let nothing stand in her way.

      Meg’s business had done well from the start. She did a lot of background checks, of course. She verified information for employers, attorneys, and sometimes insurance companies. She was frequently able to find stolen property when the police were certain it was lost for good. She reunited family members, and sometimes she even helped find lost animals. Meg didn’t mind small cases, especially local ones. Very often those people made the best referrals.

      Kyle graduated in criminology a few years after Meg opened her own business. He wanted to come work for her. The local police weren’t hiring. Like many Old Family members, Kyle was hesitant to work outside of Whisper.

      In a short time, Kyle managed to persuade Meg that he was an asset. He set about updating her computer system before hiring RaeLynn, all with Meg’s blessing, of course. RaeLynn’s job was to keep the computer system and website up-to-date as well as work the front office and answer phones. Financially they were doing okay. The website brought in a fair amount of new business. It discreetly spelled out that they specialized in cases other investigators laughed at.

      Meg may have preferred the ordinary cases, but the unusual cases really did break the monotony. Meg herself could tell if the potential client was trying to scam her or wanted to believe in something that wasn’t true. She also knew when an odd concern was justified. She had a reputation for not laughing at anything, especially in a community that tended to look beyond the ordinary.

      Sipping her tea, Meg walked into her office. There was one office which had originally been large enough for her desk and a guest table. When she’d taken Kyle on, she’d had to decide between having a place for clients to sit or another desk. Kyle’s desk won. Now there were two desks plus a few chairs. RaeLynn did her best not to schedule group meetings at the office. When those came up, they were often related to work from the attorneys. They liked meeting in their own conference rooms anyway.

      Meg often thought longingly of the new building being built just up the hill in old Whisper. Commercial space in old Whisper was at a premium. Many of the small shops devoted to psychics and tarot card readers changed hands often, but the larger spaces devoted to necessary community needs, like doctors and dentists, tended to have long leases, which were renewed as soon as they were due. Meg’s father, a real estate contractor and landlord, could attest to that.  Meg knew she’d been lucky to find the space she had. She hoped that when this new building started renting, the rates would be in her price range so she could at least get Kyle his own office or maybe have a conference room.

      Meg sat down with her tea and looked over the papers RaeLynn left for her. The top piece was the daily aging reports. Meg was pleased that she had few outstanding accounts. The next page was a summary of the inquiries that had come in from the website. Meg found it far more interesting. She looked over the recommendations RaeLynn made next to each one. One of these days, she’d let her office manager use her own judgment. Meg usually followed her recommendations. There were two inquiries. RaeLynn didn’t think either of them would be very lucrative. One was a missing ring. The other was a standard divorce. The divorce research was local but looked straight forward. It probably wouldn’t generate many hours. Meg would have RaeLynn follow up on that to see where the referral came from. If it was a good source, they’d take the case, otherwise they’d pass. The ring case was across the country. Meg couldn’t see anything that would require her services so she pushed that aside also.

      There was the phone message from Evans, Priory and Decaire that RaeLynn told her about. They needed some fact checking on a case. Meg set that aside. It was something she could do quickly on her computer. If she needed to, she’d follow up further. There was also a background check from a tech company over in Bothell. Meg had worked with them before. She made a note on that to have RaeLynn call them for more information. Their request was pretty broad. She wanted to verify exactly what they needed before she billed for time.

      Finishing her tea, Meg heard the front door open. Kyle always came through the front, usually carrying coffee and chai from the coffee shop a few doors down.

      “Thank you,” Meg heard RaeLynn say. She started to get up but before she finished, Kyle came into the office with her grande chai. He held it out to her. In his other hand he carried his own coffee concoction. He was a great believer in different drinks on different days, so who knew what he had. It was larger than a plain coffee so it was something fancy.

      “Thank you,” Meg repeated. She set aside her regular tea to take a sip of the sweeter, creamier fancy drink. Kyle nodded as he closed the door.

      Meg raised her eyebrows.

      “I heard from Sheri last night,” Kyle said.

      Meg held back the smile. Probably everyone in Old Whisper knew that Sheri was doing her best to win Kyle’s affections, except perhaps Kyle. He was pretty oblivious where women were concerned. Sheri was from an Old Whisper family. You’d think she’d know better, but some time about six months ago, she’d decided Kyle was the guy she had to have. No accounting for taste as far as Meg was concerned. Kyle was a nice guy, but Meg didn’t see him settling down any time soon.

      “And?” Meg asked.

      “Sheriff got called out last night. Apparently some guy found his wife dead in the driveway of their home on the north side of town. Sheri got called in to help with the investigation. They found the woman a couple of hours after the earthquake hit. Sheri thinks it’s related to the earthquake, although she agrees with the sheriff department findings that it wasn’t a natural death.”

      “Someone use the earthquake to cover up a murder?’

      “The murder, if that’s what it was, was odd. No marks on the body. Sheri said they found some dirt around the mouth and in the mouth but they aren’t sure how it got there,” Kyle said.

      “Interesting,” Meg responded.

      “Sheri doesn’t like it. Thinks we should look into what’s going on because the direction she thinks this case needs to go isn’t the direction the police are likely to follow.”

      “She thinks there’s something hinky,” Meg said.

      Kyle nodded. “Hinky?”

      Meg shrugged. “Old movies.”

      “Whatever,” Kyle responded. “She said it’s not ordinary.”

      “Much more interesting than what I’ve got. You want to go to the neighborhood and see if anyone saw anything?”

      “Human or animal?” Kyle asked.

      “The police probably won’t appreciate you talking with human witnesses. Besides, we can get that information from Sheri. Use your Dr. Doolittle thing to have a chat with the neighborhood pets. Find out what they know.“

      “They’ll be pretty freaked about the earthquake. Did you feel it last night?” Kyle asked.

      “Did you see my head?” Meg asked, pushing her hair aside and pointing to her scalp. “The alarm clock got me first thing. I think it fell off the table. It hit me just wrong. It wasn’t even during the big jolt. It happened just before that. I think by the time everything jolted around I was trying to brush away blood.”

      “Poor you,” Kyle said. “I’ll take off and do my interviews.”

      Meg nodded as he opened the door.

      “What do you need to tell me to do?” RaeLynn called.

      “Body over in the new subdivision on the north side. Can you find anything out?”

      “I’m on it,” RaeLynn said. “I take it it wasn’t an accidental death related to the earthquake?”

      “No. It’s weird. Sheri thinks it might be up our alley,” Meg told her.

      “Got it,” RaeLynn said. RaeLynn’s talent lay in her unflappability. Meg was certain that if aliens landed in Whisper, RaeLynn would offer them tea and ask what they could do for them. The younger woman was originally from the southeast but had followed a boyfriend to the northwest. Meg asked her once why she talked so much like a native. RaeLynn just smiled like a smug cat and suggested Meg visit the city of her birth, where some accents were so deeply old south you could hardly understand them while others were as clipped as a New Englander. A series of administrative jobs had landed her in east King County where she’d seen Kyle’s advertisement for an office administrator. Not only did RaeLynn have a talent for computers, Meg had yet to see her surprised.

      Kyle had said hire her. Meg didn’t have a good reason not to. As it turned out, RaeLynn was a gift. No matter what happened, RaeLynn took it in stride. Old Whisper families may come to Meg with strange sounding requests that Meg and Kyle honored. No matter how odd the request they gave RaeLynn, she’d merely raise an eyebrow. If no explanation was forthcoming she got on her task without another word. Meg often wondered if RaeLynn had her own psychic talents. It didn’t seem to be the case though.

      Emma insisted that RaeLynn knew more than she let on but wasn’t sure how to broach the subject. Neither Meg nor Kyle was certain how to talk to her about it either. One day, Meg figured, the discussion would be forced. Until then, the status quo seemed to work.

      “Can you check and be sure that’s the only death that happened last night?”

      “How far out?”

      “Check in Whisper, Carnation, Duvall, and the local unincorporated King County. There may be a connection to the earthquake. Kyle says it seems to be a homicide. Let’s make sure there’s not something else going on too. I want to know if there was anything odd about the earthquake,” Meg said.

      “Something odd in Whisper?  Who’da thunk?” RaeLynn said, turning to her computer shaking her head. Her blunt-cut dyed black locks shook back and forth along with her blue and green beaded earrings.

      Meg slipped back into her office. Kyle hadn’t given her a name but RaeLynn would come up with that in awhile. Meg would pass the time getting started on the fact checking for the attorneys. As information came in, a homicide could be time intensive. Meg didn’t want to get behind on a regular client.

      After the chai was long gone, Meg got up and walked out to the main office.

      “A woman named Elaine Whitcomb was found dead about 3 a.m.,” RaeLynn told her. “She’s the only one showing up anywhere. Her nearest living relative is her husband Michael. He’s the one who found her.”

      “Suspect?”

      “Doesn’t say specifically. Don’t they always suspect the husband though? She was out with friends until after midnight, at which point they all walked to their cars. Apparently she made it home. Her husband had been at a bar in Whisper but was out later than she was. He found her when he got home. I don’t have much more than that,” RaeLynn said. “I’m not a crime show computer hacker than can punch in a name and get you everything known about the victim in five minutes.”

      Meg grinned. “You do fine. I think you could take them on if you had to.”

      “Yeah, right. I’m stuck within the laws of physics even if I do live in a place where nothing is quite as it seems. “ RaeLynn flashed her trademark grin.  “I’m checking Michael to see what’s going on with him but it will take me awhile. Lots of stuff is a repeat but a lot is financial information, which is slow going. I gossiped with Brenda at the police station a little. Doesn’t sound like the sheriffs have anything.”

      “Why the sheriffs?” Meg asked.

      “They were called in because we don’t have the manpower to take on a homicide, especially when there was some damage around the city. Whisper’s force is pretty small.”

      “We have a whopping three people and Brenda,” Meg said. “It probably is too small when a real crime happens.”

      “Probably. Brenda said they can handle a routine homicide but no one is calling this routine. They don’t really have a cut-and-dried suspect other than the husband. His story seems plausible. Besides, the death is so weird. Sheri didn’t field the initial call. Wade did. Wade called the Chief. The Chief called the Sheriff. It wasn’t until early this morning when Sheri got pulled in for some canvassing that she got one of her hunches. That’s when she called Kyle. Brenda didn’t know that part. That was me,” RaeLynn added quickly.

      Meg nodded. “Now that she’s talked to you, I’m sure she’ll figure that part out soon enough.” Meg smiled. She wasn’t the only one who knew that Sheri had a thing for Kyle. Come to think of it, Brenda was Old Whisper and her talent tended to be in matching people up, both for business and pleasure. She could easily have put a bug in Sheri’s ear that Kyle would make a good match. Who knew?
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      “Are you awake?” Zari A, my cat who was not quite a cat, purred in my mind. Yes, Zari A, my cat who is not really a cat, is telepathic. She’s really an alien being. Apparently all the paranoid folk are right and they really are watching us. They have, in fact, sent their scouts down to study us. Us, of course, meaning all the sentient beings who might be “in charge” so to speak. Zari A became a cat. While she’s disappointed to not be the one who gets the honor of primary contact, personally, I’m not at all certain she shouldn’t be.

      Cat lovers know what I mean. I found her outside one rainy night. She gave me the most pitiful meow, so what could I do? Adopting her, I found she was a ruddy Abyssinian. When I looked into her eyes, I saw the slanted eyes of an alien. Little did I know she really was one. I gradually realized that thinking my cat was talking to me was not just part of becoming a crazy cat lady. It actually was my cat, who is not really a cat, talking to me. Telepathically. And she’s smarter than I am.

      Zari A is the reason I’m in Whisper. I might have found it on my own. It’s a nice little town, just outside a big city. It’s small enough to keep track of people coming and going but growing enough on the outskirts of Seattle’s King County that I didn’t have to worry about standing out. While Zari A can do a lot of things for me, she hasn’t been able to get rid of the guy who won’t take no for an answer.

      “And if I say no?” I thought back at her, in response to her question about whether I was awake. I rolled over and looked at the clock. It was earlier than I expected. Zari wasted no time telling me about the earthquake of the night before. I was surprised to have slept through it. I’d lived in California for about a year before moving here so I’d felt a small earthquake before this. I thought I’d have woken up.

      “Then I believe you are not quite being truthful,” Zari A said. She head butted me in the shoulder. “It is late.”

      “It is so not late,” I protested. “Besides, can’t you find Peter and get him to feed you?”

      Peter was our landlord, sort of. It’s complicated. Suffice to say that Peter is someone that Zari A can talk to and he doesn’t get tired of her constant questions and chatter. From my perspective, he’s sexy as hell, but he comes with some interesting baggage.

      “I am yours,” Zari A pouted. Then she head butted me again. I rolled over and got up. I needed to get dressed. I had a meeting that I really wasn’t thrilled about having. Shortly after I came to Whisper, Peter realized I was looking into purchasing a commercial building, or else some land to build on. He sent me to a contractor named David Barringer, who’s apparently the man to talk to about building in Whisper. Barringer is known as a man who has an eye for land that will turn a profit. He had a piece of land in Whisper that was sitting there, waiting for the right project. In short order he decided my project was the right one.

      Barringer is a nice man, happily married with two grown daughters close to my age. He wasn’t who my upcoming meeting was with. The meeting was with the real estate agent who would be listing the offices in the building. My problem was that I hadn’t worked out what space I would need for my own interests and wasn’t likely to know for a few more months.

      I’ve been thinking about creating a security firm. You know, the sort that does Internet security, investigations, security consultations. In addition, for those in the know, we’d help abused women disappear. Shelters are great. They do a lot of good work. Sometimes it’s not quite enough. We need places where women who are really scared can find ways to disappear. They need contacts they can trust to get new id. They need people to help them lay false trails. I want to be the one to help them do that. I’ve been there. I know how it goes.

      Whisper is kind of an out of the way place to do this, but I have a vision. The one thing hampering my vision is that this town already has a private investigation firm, called Barringer and Associates. As far as everyone in town is concerned, they only need one. That one. Which means I have to find a way to meet David Barringer’s older daughter Megan, who Peter says, goes by Meg. Then I need to charm or coerce her into working with me and my vision.

      I have an in though. Both David and Peter have assured me that Meg needs more space in her office. It just so happens that office space isn’t easy to come by in Whisper, especially the part locals call Old Whisper. Meg will want to talk to me.

      I’ve also met her sister Amy. Not on purpose. I’m not stalking the woman. It’s just that I like getting acupuncture to help me relax—having your own stalker makes it hard to do that sometimes. Amy happens to do acupuncture. It bodes well that Amy and I like each other. I can only hope the same is true of Meg.

      I finished combing my hair, now colored deep espresso brown, after having been red in California and a slightly lighter brown with blonde highlights when I wasn’t on the run. After pulling on a hip-hugging skirt that flared near the hem and a body-hugging pullover, I padded barefoot out to the kitchen. I dug through the refrigerator for some fruit and milk, which I pulled out for breakfast for myself.

      Zari A stopped speaking to me telepathically and started meowing like a real cat. This meant she was really hungry. If I didn’t feed her soon she was likely to fall over on her side in a hunger faint. I set aside my food to offer her some deli turkey. Zari will eat cat food, but prefers people food. She assures me that since she is not really a cat it won’t harm her. I can only hope she’s right.

      I pushed myself up on the barstools in the kitchen and started to eat the fresh berries I found in the refrigerator. Peter periodically brought them back from wherever he disappeared to. He told me anything in the fridge was mine to eat. I took him at his word.

      Zari A finished her meal and was washing her face when Peter came in through the back door. It was unusual to see him early in the morning. He wasn’t wearing his usual jeans and button down shirt, sleeves rolled up to the elbows. Instead he had on a plain white t-shirt and sweats. He was also barefoot, something else unusual.

      I couldn’t not check out the line of his sweats as he turned to close the door. The dark blue fabric hung low around his hips and outlined his well-muscled body before falling loosely around the lower leg. The t-shirt, too, was snug along the lines of his torso, leaving a light line of olive-toned skin between the t-shirt and sweats. The promise in that glimpse of flesh made me want to see more. I’d succumbed to that temptation, once. It wouldn’t happen again.

      As Peter looked up at me, his dark eyes met mine with a wicked twinkle. I had no doubt the outfit was for my benefit. I had been giving him fashion advice the evening before. I may have said something about finding clothing that set off his body to its best advantage. Unlike most men, Peter listens.

      “You’re still around,” I said.

      “I am always around,” Peter corrected coming up to the kitchen island. He smelled the juice I had left out, but didn’t move to get a glass. “I take it the earthquake last night was not too disturbing?”

      “I slept right through it.”

      He nodded absently. “I checked in on you and saw that. It’s unusual to feel an earthquake here.”

      “I would have been fine even I woke up. I lived in California for awhile,” I responded.

      Peter grinned, eyelids lowering slightly.

      “I have to go meet the realtor this morning, again. She’s got so darned many questions that I haven’t even thought of. Then I’m meeting Joe Running about the website. I’m sure he’ll have more questions I don’t have answers to yet. At least he gets that this is a process.”

      “Have you even met Meg yet?” Peter asked.

      I shook my head. “I keep getting sidetracked when I mean to get by her office.”

      “I think you’ll like her. You met Emma the day she came by,” he paused, as if reflecting that wasn’t the best way to introduce Meg to me. Emma had been interesting. She was Meg’s grandmother from what I could gather. She came by Peter’s garden frequently. She said it was to tend things. Peter said she came to talk. I suppose it might be a little of both. Peter’s idea of a garden is a little more au natural than most people like. If Emma weren’t around it might be difficult to tell the wanted plants from the weeds.

      At any rate, Emma is one intimidating lady. I’m not sure if she liked me, although Peter assured me she liked me as much as she liked anyone.

      “Emma would be happiest running a large country as queen,” Peter told me after the first time I met her. It was certainly the impression I got. Even Peter seemed to indulge her a little as she ordered him around. I admit, that was rather fun. While I do not think of myself as intimidated by Peter, he is not someone I could envision ordering around.

      “Meg’s stubborn like Emma. She’s also not afraid to work hard for what she wants. If Emma would be happy ruling as queen, Meg would be the one happiest doing the work to get there. Just don’t lie to her,” Peter said.

      “Why not?” I asked, not that I was planning to lie to anyone but it was an interesting thing to say. I have found that asking Peter about his offhand comments can lead to a lot of insight.

      “Meg knows when people are lying,” Peter said. “It’s her talent.”

      Most people in Whisper had something Peter called a talent. He’d referred to David’s talent as having a nose for real estate. I found a developer/contractor who knows every piece of land in the area. Amy had a talent for healing. She did more with fewer needles than any other acupuncturist I had ever seen. Allison, who ran the diner, had a talent for cooking. I wouldn’t argue there. Now Meg apparently knew when folks were lying. Good to know.

      “And anything else I should know?” I asked.

      Peter shrugged.

      “Anything else you will share?” I tried this time. Sometimes it was all about the wording. Likely there were things I didn’t need to know but that Peter would share. Asking if I should know something implied the information would make a difference. Peter could be frustratingly literal in his interpretation of language.

      He hesitated before finally saying, “Meg hasn’t really talked to me in many years. I’ve never quite understood why.”

      Now I could totally see him scaring off a young girl with his flirting, but the image I had of the woman described to me was that she’d have told him to take a flying leap and enjoy doing so. But what did I know?

      “You’ll be okay Zari?” I asked, as I slid off the stool to put the dish in the sink. I ran water in it. I wasn’t worried about leaving it dirty. Peter was rarely inside. In fact, most of the furniture was mine because he didn’t have much and what he did have was old. Even the dishes were mine.
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      “Hey Lacey.” Meg set down her tea when her cell phone rang for the second time. Earlier, she’d had a mercifully quick conversation with her mother about the earthquake. Meg often wondered why her mother, whose own mother knew the future, tended to worry about her daughters.

      “Hey Megan Meg, how are you?” Lacey’s voice sing-songed its way across the phone signals, using both Meg’s full name of Megan and the shortened form she went by. It had started in grade school when the substitutes would all call out Megan Barringer and Meg would automatically reply “Meg.” A few of the regular substitutes would remember, but only after they called her full name. They’d pause momentarily after saying Megan and then add in Meg before saying Barringer. Lacey and Meg had found that hilarious. It became Lacey’s pet name for her.

      “Good, just working. What’s going on with you?”

      “Nearly ready for the market tomorrow,” Lacey said. Meg could hear her running water in the kitchen. The other woman was probably making something fantastic for lunch or maybe even starting something to simmer for dinner.

      “Anything I should know about?” Meg asked. “I mean, something even I could cook and not ruin?”

      “Is there such a thing?”

      “Probably not,” Meg hit a few keys on her computer to log out of the paid information program she was logged into. “So midday and nothing is happening?”

      “Oh, just out of sorts after the earthquake.”

      “I get that,” Meg absently closed out the file she had saved, then started to open it again. “I probably would have slept through it but my alarm clock hit me on the head.”

      “Signore managed to leap on me and wake me up. I’m surprised because he normally isn’t phased by anything,” Lacey said referring to her oversized male gray tabby cat.

      “He is more of a lump, isn’t he?” Meg was quite fond of Lacey’s cat. He was generally quite well-mannered in the way some cats are when they clearly feel they have their humans trained. He followed Lacey and Meg around the farm, afraid of nothing. Once a stray dog had come bounding out of the brush and rather than running, Signore had stood his ground, just a little behind Lacey, back arched. Meg was never certain if that was a factor of trust in her friend of if the cat thought he stood a chance against the dog. At any rate, Lacey had chased it off and the three of them had continued their walk.

      “Of course now I’m all scratched up,” Lacey continued. “And he drew blood so I’ve got these bandages all along my upper arm. Fortunately it won’t be hot for the next few markets.”

      “That’s good.” Meg found herself fingering the cut along her hairline. “The clock hit me on the head and now I have a cut along my hairline. At least you can bandage up.”

      “You cut yourself on a clock?” Lacey sounded like she was trying not to laugh. Meg imagined her friend in the kitchen, drying her hands, shaking her head. When she finished, Meg knew she’d run a hand through her short dishwater blonde hair and rolled her eyes.

      “Yeah, can you believe it?”

      “Well, remember, your Gram told you to move that table away from your bed!” The other woman was laughing now. Meg’s grandmother was noted for her ability to foretell the future. If she said something to someone, they ought to take her advice. Meg was notorious for ignoring it and paying the price later.

      “You’d think I’d have listened, although I seem to remember you helping me move the table.”

      “It was to distract you from that guy you sort of liked, what was his name? Jeff?”

      “Jason,” Meg said, sighing. That was an ill-fated relationship if there ever was one. Two people couldn’t be less alike. Jason preferred loud music to quiet hiking. If it wasn’t scientifically provable, he wasn’t interested. He worked as a stockbroker, offering financial advice that Meg’s father told her to ignore because it wasn’t sound. Meg, an aficionado of honesty, felt he was lying just a little every time he worked with people. For his part, Jason hadn’t appreciated Whisper at all. While there’d been a definite physical attraction, it hadn’t lasted more than a month. It was Meg’s one foray into her sister’s realm of unabashed and unashamed passion. Normally her relationships all started with friendship, gradually moving onto something more akin to friends-with-benefits than romance, although those relationships were often quite long-standing.

      “So did helping you move the table get that relationship out of your blood or was it the clock hitting you on the head? No! Don’t tell me! You want to get back together with him?”

      “Yeah, after nearly a year,” Meg found herself laughing.

      “You never know.”

      Meg heard the door open in front and RaeLynn give the greeting she reserved for Kyle.

      “Hey, we’ve got a big case we’re probably helping out on here,” Meg said.

      “The woman killed in New Whisper?” Lacey asked.

      “How’d you know?”

      “One of my cousins came by to help out about an hour ago. I guess everyone is talking about it at the Cuppa.”

      “Of course. But yeah, Sheri thinks it’s a little odd so she wants us to look into it.”

      “It wasn’t the earthquake was it?”

      “I can’t see how it would be, but you never know.”

      “And if it was the earthquake, who better to talk to than Peter?” Lacey said with a definite suggestive tone in her voice.

      “There better not be anyone around when you say things like that,” Meg responded, almost automatically. Lacey and Amy were the two people who knew about her longtime crush on Peter Eresh. Peter lived up towards the top of Whisper Mountain, alone as far as anyone knew. The rest of the old families followed his lead when something came up. If Peter asked for something, he got it. Meg had heard rumors that he’d had short term affairs with any number of women in the old families, but she wasn’t one of them, even though she was certain no one found him quite as attractive as she did, at least not once they graduated high school. Peter was Whisper’s version of a superstar, although he wasn’t exactly tall and the planes of his face too hard and too angled to be called really handsome.

      “I’d never give away your secret,” Lacey said. “Call me when you’re ready for dinner. I’ll need a break. And if you do have to talk to Peter, I want all the details.”

      “I’ll let you know.”

      “And if you talk to Peter, don’t just talk!”

      Meg rang off, laughing a little as Kyle walked through the door.

      “That was fast,” Meg said as he sat down at his desk after closing the door.

      Kyle nodded. “Neighbor’s cat was out that night for awhile. Fortunately for it, they have a cat door which it escaped through.”

      “And?” Meg asked.

      “The cat describes a shadow-type thing wandering around. The cat said it smelled like freshly turned earth.”

      “What is this, a ghost or shade?” Meg asked, incredulous. She’d seen a lot but interactive ghosts were almost unheard of outside of a filmmaker’s imagination.

      Kyle shook his head. “No. The cat said it was sentient. It also said the shadow was alive but not alive.”

      “Twilight comes to Whisper?” Meg grinned, referring to the famous vampire book series.

      “It wasn’t undead,” Kyle said. “It was natural, like the land. That’s about all I got out of the cat. I also found one of those yappy little dogs in a yard but it was completely freaked out. Of course, dogs like that tend to be freaked out by life in general but this one acted like it had had fifteen espressos. It talked a lot but I can’t for the life of me find any logic to it. I hope its owners are patient, but I doubt it because it was outside again today.”

      Meg grinned.

      “Anyway, the next block over I met a yellow lab. He’s older and calls himself Roan. He was kind of freaked out last night but he said he felt he could stand against what came. He thinks it was the earth rising up. He described it as ‘the earth awakening.’ Whatever this is wasn’t angry at first but something happened that made it mad. Roan said the shadow was sent to kill. It didn’t like being ordered about. The orders made it even angrier. Roan seems unsure whether to be sad about the woman who was killed or worried for the person who made it kill.”

      “How very generous of him,” Meg said drily.

      “He’s a very wise dog,” Kyle said. “I’d go back to walking around there to have chats with him any time.”

      “Do you get the impression he’s describing an earth spirit?” It wasn’t as big a leap for Meg to make as it would be for most people. Whisper Mountain has its own resident earth spirit, awake and aware on the mountain. Rumor had it that it was living on the mountain, in a proximity close enough to allow the old family talents to manifest. While no one had any proof, Peter said it was so, so no one questioned the idea.

      “That’s the impression I get. The pets all felt something big and powerful. The scent of freshly turned earth came up twice. I didn’t come straight back but walked around a little more. Talked to a couple more dogs. One said a lot of the cats they know are in hiding, either inside or left the area. The dogs would like to have left too, but they’re limited by fences in a way cats aren’t. None of the animals wanted anything to do with our intruder. The dogs think the missing cats are particularly worried about the anger. There wasn’t really a good area to go hunting for wildlife, but I didn’t even sense any sign of squirrels and what not, which is really unusual too.”

      “How far from Old Whisper was this?” Meg asked.

      “In Echo Heights, which is at the edge of New Whisper. The Whitcombs had one of the big Craftsman houses that sit on the eastern edge of the subdivision. They have a lot of land to look out at even if they don’t have much to care for. The area curving around beside and behind them is too steep to do anything but let it grow wild. My sister’s house is like that.”

      “Nice area,” Meg said, “but well outside the mountain proper. Good views.”

      “Their house sits next to the slope like I said, so they don’t have a view. Of course they don’t look into their neighbor’s bathroom either. It’s probably real nice.”

      Meg nodded. “So this house was about looks rather than the real thing. It goes with what I found out about Elaine. I think she liked how things looked.”

      “How’d they get out here?”

      “I suspect it was cost. Her husband works on the east side. So far as I can tell, he always has. In fact, his last job was out of Woodinville. His current one is in Redmond. Anything else in the area was probably pretty spendy, although when he worked in Woodinville they could have custom-built in Monroe even less expensively than here.”

      “Echo Heights is big but the builder is just a regular subdivision builder. It’s not exactly a high-end custom home.”

      Meg nodded. “Again, it’s about the look not the quality.”

      Kyle shrugged thinking about it.

      “Do you suppose she pissed someone off because all her assets were fake?” Meg asked.

      “Could the husband have done it?”

      “RaeLynn is checking into him. Of course, if it is an earth spirit, would he know how to wake one? I think we’re better off focusing on who could do something like that.”

      “Besides Peter you mean?” Kyle asked.

      “Peter wouldn’t send a spirit off to hunt someone,” Meg said.

      Kyle shrugged. “No, but he’d know how to find and call one. Maybe I should go talk to him?”

      “I can do it,” Meg said, hoping she didn’t sound too eager. That was the second time someone mentioned talking to Peter about the case. Now there actually seemed to be a real reason to speak with him. A knot formed in Meg’s stomach, a combination of  anxiety, excitement, and fear. Emma was always warning Meg away from Peter, one of the reasons Meg guarded her secret crush so tightly. Her grandmother was a very accurate psychic. Of course, Emma never warned anyone else away from Peter, at least not that Meg knew of. Meg swallowed a sigh.

      Kyle was oblivious to her internal struggle. He shrugged. “I’ll get on the computer and see what I can dig up.”

      “I sent you some notes,” Meg said. “I’m really curious about why Michael left his last job and took a new job at lower pay. RaeLynn will probably have something on that but it’s something to keep in mind.”

      Kyle nodded. “What about talking to Angela?”

      “Hmm?” Meg asked.

      “Angela Light. Peter may know all about elementals but Angela’s more likely to know who could do something like that or at least where to look for someone who could.”

      Meg nodded. “I like that. We’ll get farther with Angela than with Peter. I’ll start with her. Oh and you know what? Mary Margaret of the First Church of the Sacred Light might know something too,” Meg grinned wickedly. “Want to interview her?”

      Kyle’s eyes got big and he made a face. Angela was known around Whisper. She had a good reputation for honesty and a down-to-earth compassion that resonated with people. Mary Margaret was equally well-known. Her reputation was less than stunning. Her personality ran to the flaky stereotype of “new age.” She ran the large alternative church down in New Whisper. It was mostly harmless but the congregation, if you could call it that, was large enough that there were some people in the church who had pretty shady dealings. The Old Whisper Families steered clear of the place.

      “You get Angela and Peter and I get Mary Margaret. Lucky me,” Kyle muttered. “I’ll do some computer work and get on it.”
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      I dashed out to the car almost immediately after putting away my dish. It’s not that I was late, but I never really felt at home in the house. It’s a great house, don’t get me wrong. It’s a little too “cabin in the woods” for me, with everything old, dark, and slightly dusty. I shouldn’t have been surprised, given what I knew of Peter. No matter what I expected, the house took some getting used to.

      I’m a modern girl. I love light, bright spaces that compel you to curl up inside, where you can enjoy the outside from the clean, comfortable, temperature perfect, dry inside. Peter’s home was not that. When I suggested more windows, he did like that idea.

      I drove down the road slowly. I had plenty of time to get some coffee before meeting the realtor in her office down in New Whisper. Peter had explained the nomenclature of the town. I knew I was going outside the boundaries of the area the Old Families called Whisper proper. That area was protected by an earth spirit.

      Peter explained to me that all places were protected by earth spirits or earth elementals, although he said spirits was a more accurate term, unless talking about elemental spirits in general. Very few earth spirits remained awake. There were a number of reasons for this. As humans expanded across the globe, the diverse creatures of the world were often crowded out. At the same time, humans started learning to distance themselves from nature, no longer revering the spirits. The combination meant there was little use for the gifts of the nature spirits.

      “If no one is around to pay attention, it’s rather dull to hang out. Better to go to sleep, don’t you think?” Peter had mused.

      When I asked why some would remain awake, Peter said the gods themselves may have taken volunteers. They would keep an eye on their areas of the world. When they felt the others were needed, the sleeping spirits would reawaken.

      What, I wondered would awaken them? It was a more pleasant and interesting subject than that of Carolyn, my realtor. She was someone I met when I was moving to Whisper. David had had another recommendation, frowning when I mentioned Carolyn’s name. I should have listened to a man who knew about real estate. Still, as always, I was determined to keep my independence. Little did I know, David frowned with good reason. I’d been fighting the woman about how I wanted things listed from day one. If there weren’t a contract, I’d have let her go by now. I certainly wasn’t renewing with her when the six months were up.

      I was about three minutes early to my appointment but Carolyn Teller was ready for me. I was quickly ushered back to her office.

      “We need to get those offices listed,” she said before she was even seated.

      “I’m just not sure what the hurry is.” I didn’t bother to take off my coat as I sat down.

      “We’re not exactly in Seattle here, Rain,” Carolyn explained patiently. “It’s going to take some time for people to find you. We need them to know you have office space available. You’ve gotten me square footage on the first floor and the mezzanine. What about the third floor? I know you want some space for a little office. We can maybe cut the space in half and advertise that square footage.”

      “I need to wait on the third floor. I have a lead on someone I might want to share office space with. They’ll have first dibs on anything up there. I can advertise three parcels or more on the first floor and then up to eight small offices on the mezzanine. We’re zoned for commercial and medical, which is something I made sure of before we built.”

      Carolyn was nodding marking things down. “The third floor,” she pushed.

      “I need some time to work that out. I have someone in mind.”

      “You really ought to let me talk to them,” Carolyn said. I knew she was worried about her commission.

      “Look,” I said, “I didn’t need to come down here for this. We could have done this by phone. What was so important I had to come down here?”

      “I have an offer for your building.”

      I sat up a little straighter. “I’m not selling the building.” I had to wonder if this was why she was so eager to get the offices rented, even before they were built. More rental agreements could mean a larger offer. If I took it, which I had no plans to do, it would mean a larger commission. It might also mean she’d keep her position as rental agent.

      “I know you don’t want to but this came in cold.” Carolyn was smiling, pleased with herself. I knew she was thinking about the commission.

      “I don’t care. I’m not selling the building.”

      “This is a really good offer.” Carolyn was still smiling as she brought out the contract, holding it like a prize. “It’s about twenty percent over what you would expect to get if the building were finished and they’ll take over the building for you. I can’t imagine where you’d find a better deal.”

      “Except of course that I plan to use the building myself, which is why we’re having the discussion about renting the offices, right?” I was shaking my head.

      “Oh I know. Still, you have to stop and think about this for a moment.”

      “No, actually I don’t. Do I need to sign anything to reject the offer out of hand or what?”

      Carolyn sighed. “I was afraid you’d say that. In fact I told Tom, that’s the lovely man who put in the offer, that you probably would.”

      Ice formed across my body. I hoped I didn’t start to shake. Tom? It couldn’t be Tom Kane? If so, how had he found me so quickly?

      “Tom?” I tried to keep my voice steady.

      “Tom Kane. He’s one of the old families, the Meiers, I think. He’s always had cousins on the mountain so he’s hoping to settle in back here. He runs his own business, some sort of consulting. He’s very excited about finding a place on the mountain like yours. He knew that the property wasn’t being held by the Barringers anymore so he hoped that you would be more interested in selling.”

      “And I’m not. Now, I really need to get going as I have another appointment.” I stood up, not giving Carolyn any time to argue. Her smile faltered then.

      “You’ll let me know about what kind of space we have on the third floor to rent?”

      I nodded as I turned to leave, hoping that I wasn’t being too rude. I turned back then, “Oh, if Mr. Kane needs anything else, he can contact my attorney at Evans, Priory and DeCaire, okay?”

      “I can’t imagine it would come to that,” Carolyn said, smiling again. I left that thought with her. She had no idea how ugly Mr. Kane could get.

      How could Zari A have missed this? Of course, having cousins somewhere didn’t mean ties. I certainly hadn’t taught her that family ties really meant anything, so how could she have known? Tom never talked about family, or rarely. As I thought back on it, he had mentioned cousins, but mostly with envy as if they had everything he wanted.

      My hands were shaking when I got to the car. I dropped the keys on the floor and had to pick them up. Someone closed a car door nearby and my head came up so fast it hit the steering wheel. At least I still held the keys. The door slammer was a woman with a face pinched like a baby’s before a really big tantrum. She was walking to the real estate office. I wondered if she was Carolyn’s next customer. If so, the realtor needed to work with her on her people skills.

      I finally got the keys into the ignition. The car started without a problem. At least the car was immune to my emotional turmoil. I kept glancing back in the rearview mirror to see if anyone followed. On the way up, an unfamiliar silver car followed me but it turned off just past Baseline as I ascended the hillside on Main Street. The driver was an old man, which I suppose proved I was ready to see Tom anywhere. Tom was a little younger than I was, with sandy hair and pale gray eyes. He was big, at least 6’2”, with a well-muscled body that spoke of long hours in the gym with weights for company.

      The drive back took longer than it should have, given that traffic lights between the real estate office and the end of Old Whisper Road were both red. Then I got behind a large truck that was having trouble chugging up the hill. From the smell it seemed like it might be delivering manure. It turned off to the right about three quarters of the way up the mountain. There were farms in that area. Another car had come up behind me but turned off to follow the truck. Lucky them.  Eventually the torturous drive finally ended without incident. No one dropped manure on me. No one followed me. The house was there, a safe haven.

      I glanced around as I sat in the car in front of the house. No one was there. Opening the car door, I listened for other sounds of traffic but heard nothing. I ran across the gravel area to the porch. The front door was unlocked, but Peter didn’t have a lock. He said there were other ways of deterring trespassers. I didn’t ask him what those were. I wasn’t sure I wanted to know.

      “What?” Zari A thought at me, looking over from her perch in the front window.

      “Tom Kane made an offer on my building.” I set my purse down on a small table by the window.

      “Tom is here?” She asked.

      I nodded.

      “This is not good. Have you told Peter?”

      I glared over at her. When would I have seen him?  “Tom’s related to the Meiers, who are apparently an old Whisper family. However, Tom’s family hasn’t lived here. He does have cousins.”

      “Peter has talked a little about the Meiers,” Zari A told me. She was pacing in the window, following me as I paced in front of it. Perhaps that wasn’t the smartest thing to do if I was in hiding but the fact was, I wasn’t thinking. I was in shock. Whisper had seemed like a safe place to me.

      “What did he say?” I asked, wondering if Peter had any insights into Tom’s family, anything at all that might help me understand his obsession with me.

      “The family has mostly left the mountain. There’s only one branch left and of that branch only one child is still on the mountain, Alex. He is a good dentist. He has the office next to Meg’s, I think. David thinks that Alex will need more space soon which is one reason why he wants you to talk to Meg, at least that’s what Peter told me.”

      “Tom’s cousin is a dentist?” I was somewhat incredulous. That sounded so ordinary. Of course, just because Tom wasn’t quite right didn’t mean that his cousins wouldn’t be.

      “Alex is a very special dentist,” Zari purred. She loved teaching. “His talent has something to do with minimizing bacteria. He’s also got a very light touch. It’s not exactly healing the way Amy heals but it’s definitely in the same realm. He likes it here. I guess he’s kind of socially inept too, so I doubt he knows much about Tom.”

      I nodded.

      “Alex has three sisters, all of whom have left Whisper. They haven’t just moved off the mountain, they’ve left the area and didn’t come back. Alex’s father’s side is Old Whisper and several of his brothers also left. A sister stayed but never married. Alex’s mother was always New Whisper so she doesn’t have any old family blood.”

      “Interesting. And was Tom’s father one of Alex’s uncles?”

      “Yes. They moved out to Michigan. As I said, when they left, they really left.”

      “Was it the economy or for a specialized job?”

      Zari would have shrugged if cats could do that. “It does not seem related to that at all. He was in engineering. There are many places for an engineer to work much closer than Michigan.”

      “So they just wanted to get away.”

      “And Tom was raised not far from where you lived. It was just luck that you hadn’t met him before the night at the club.”

      “Or maybe he engineered the club meeting after all,” I said.

      “There is no evidence of that from anything you said. I do not think he is that good of an actor either,” Zari assured me.

      I tried
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