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Chapter One

	The lab is unusually quiet today, aside from the tap of fingers on keys.

	We’re done. At least with this set of experiments.

	For the past year, our group has been researching the microbiome of sockeye salmon in natural waters in the Seattle region. Our goal was to compare our results to tests performed in the region every five years. Some of this testing was performed by scientists who have long since retired: we have lists and levels of microorganisms present in the gut and on the skin of salmon dating as far back as the 1960s.

	Our results are both exciting and disappointing.

	Disappointing because, obviously, the levels have changed drastically due to climate change. Some parasites that were present in earlier tests and even seemed to be thriving in recent years have completely dropped off in this year’s data. Like they don’t exist at all anymore. We could be seeing the start of an extinction event, wiping out the most fragile and least adaptable creatures first. Yikes.

	Exciting because … this is my jam. I love that I get to study fish, especially salmon because it allows me to stay close to home. I grew up running through the fields and creeks of Issaquah, just east of Seattle. I loved frogs and fish. I’d go fishing with my dad and my only boy cousin, Blaise, while my sisters went shopping or baked cookies with Mom. Incidentally, I can catch a catfish and pan fry it over an open fire, but I can’t make a batch of chocolate chip cookies from the tube without burning them. It’s best to eat the dough from the tube with a spoon anyway, right?

	The rivers, streams, and winding waterways in the northwestern part of Washington State are teeming with fish, hundreds of species, and I managed to stumble on important research on one of them when I was doing my job search a couple years ago, fresh from my doctoral work on bacteria in chum salmon. 

	I lucked into an internship at Northwestern Laboratory for Biological Studies (NLBS) because one of my mentors, Dr. Tataro, is friends with the chief research officer of the lab, Dr. Cuervo, and he recommended me for the opening with the salmon group. So the wilds of Washington and my retired parents are only half an hour away now. I get the mountains and wildflowers and Snoqualmie Falls anytime I want. It’s kind of a dream. I managed to keep the position due to “brilliant work” or as I like to call it, keeping my head against the glass of the fume hood or my eye glued to a microscope. I’ve done little other than work to get to this point since I was eighteen. 

	It’s easy to forget about everything else going on in the world when your own world grows so small. You forget to call your dad and don’t even realize that your parents sent a care package that your roommate left for you on the counter. I’m glad the most recent one didn’t have cheese in it, especially since I no longer have a roommate. They learned. 

	I tend to be hyper-focused. It’s not a bad thing. And thanks to my laser focus, this is the moment I’ve been preparing for.

	“Lace, did you submit your abstract for the Parasitic Research Symposium yet?”

	I give a sour look and a nostril flare to my lab mate, Luke, who knows I hate being called “Lace.”

	Even “Lacey” is hard sometimes. Try being a scientist, living in a virtual men’s world, and be taken seriously when you have a cutesy girly name like “Lacey.” My work is usually credited as “L.S. Sturm,” which is fine. Most people assume I’m a “Lucas” (head nod to Luke over there) or “Lawrence” or “Liam.” I tried out going by “L. Sutton Sturm” in college to sound more serious, but when Dr. Cartwright thought he was being funny and called me “Sudden Storm,” it led to “Stormy” as a nickname, and I about died. 

	It’s definitely a porn name. That’s the opposite of serious.

	Even without a name that sounds flimsy and frivolous, being taken seriously as a woman in science is incredibly hard. Then try being five foot eleven with red hair. I’m just a bundle of contradictions.

	Luke ignores the look, then prods me in his “professional voice.” “Dr. Sturm …” 

	“Dr. Davis,” I answer with snark. I smack the mouse button, clicking “send” on my screen. “Yes, just sent it.”

	“Did you?” Twyla squeals. “I’m so happy for you. You deserve to present about this.” She places a hand on her heart and sighs dreamily. “We’ve all had our moments at the Parasitic Research Symposium. I remember the first time I presented … ‘Impact of Iprodione Runoff on Actinobacteria and Proteobacteria in Wild Salmon Populations in Port Orchard and Commencement Bay.’ That was a great study. I was fresh out of school. Did I tell you that’s how I met my husband?”

	“We know, Twyla,” Luke winks at me, and I grin. Twyla’s love story is pretty cute, but she brings it up a lot.

	“Luke, what were you asking about?” He never said why he wanted to know if I sent it, and a fresh wave of nerves washes over me. Did he have a correction to the results that I should have added before I hit send?

	“Just checking that you had.” Luke leans back in his desk chair and rocks. “I’m with Twyla. I’m hoping you get that one.”

	“What did you submit to?” I ask.

	“Ichthyology Association of America. God, I love a good fish studies event! Their conference is in July. This year they are in …” he pauses dramatically, “Costa Rica.”

	“Why do they hold the conference out of the country?” I ask. That makes no sense when all the members are here.

	“Why not?” Luke flashes a big dopey grin. “It’s an excuse to travel. See a new place. Meet new people. Talk about fish and drink like a fish.” He weighs the two thoughts like his hands are a scale.

	“You are a permanent frat boy,” I respond.

	“Who’s a permanent frat boy?” Dan asks. He strolls into the lab with a pile of papers fresh from the printer, likely for applications that require printed copies of the research and our paper.

	“It’s you, Dan,” Violet says. Typically quiet, Violet waits for opportunities to zing us.

	Dan chuckles. “Of course.” We just had his sixtieth birthday celebration last month, and the thought of Dan doing a keg stand suddenly makes me snort.

	“I can only imagine.” I return to my desk, sliding the handful of notes from the recent Firmicutes cultures into a file in the drawer. 

	“Lacey, I didn’t see that canister outside that should have gone to Parsons & Brewster,” Dan began. “I’m guessing someone got it.”

	“Yes, the lab number was the same, just the wrong building. I told supplies to send it to the geologic research building, and they picked it up after lunch.” I glance at the clock just over Dan’s shoulder and realize it’s time to head home. It seems a little anti-climactic, considering we all just finished submitting this research to organizations and journals across the globe, at least the ones that are accepting submissions right now. We missed a couple journals that I really wanted us to submit to because of a frozen pipe that delayed some of our findings. (It’s weird. Don’t ask.) But we can always submit later this summer for the next edition. “I’ll see you guys tomorrow. There is a seafood linguini in the fridge calling my name.” I cooked last night and made enough for leftovers. My life is pretty exciting, obviously, since I’m looking forward to reheating it tonight.

	“That sounds so good,” Violet says. “Nadia is cooking tonight. Not sure what we’re having. I’m hoping for fish tacos—.”

	“You know,” Luke interrupts, “we could all go to Los Amigos Cantina for dinner and margaritas, ladies.” He says that like he’s thinking Dan would go regardless, but the rest of us would only go for the margaritas. Personally, I could devour like three or four fish tacos myself. And maybe a pitcher of margaritas. Oh, and the company would be nice too.

	“Honestly, we should celebrate our submissions, send them off in style,” Twyla agrees.

	“Really? You aren’t in a hurry to rush home to your honey?” I tease.

	“I know I should be, but this is special.” Twyla’s face breaks into a grin that crinkles her eyes. That expression brings me such joy. It’s lovely working with someone so positive and supportive and … well, happy. She shakes her ash blonde hair from its claw and pats Dan on the shoulder. “What do you think? Or will Sandy be expecting you?”

	“I can let her know I’ll be late,” Dan nods, twitching his salt-and-pepper mustache when he grins. “This is a night to celebrate, and I can’t let Luke be in charge of the debauchery or I may not have a lab team to come back to tomorrow.”

	“Aw, come on.” Luke waves him off. “I’ll make the reservation.” He pulls his phone from his jeans pocket and starts tapping at the screen. Crossing one long leg over the other, he leans back in his chair again, casually rocking.

	“I have to get my car, so I’ll probably be late.” My car is in the parking garage behind the apartments exclusively for employees of the Exploration Research Plateau, where we work. I know that’s a cheesy name, but I didn’t name it. We always call the area the “Plateau.” The best thing about my apartment is that it’s within walking distance of work, and with the sun out today, and an unusual-for-April high of sixty-three, I couldn’t resist walking. Since everyone else drove in, they are parked right outside NLBS. 

	Northwestern Laboratory for Biological Studies is comprised of several departments, studying many different aspects of the living world all in one building. The next building over, building B, is Guttmann (pronounced “goot-men”) Pharmaceuticals, so lots of researchers there too. We also have a geological research group, Parsons & Brewster, on the other side of the pharmaceuticals facility, building C, so there are tons of people working in a small area. 

	I jog inside my apartment to drop off my bags and change. I’ve been in the same blue long-sleeve cotton shirt since seven a.m., so I’d love something a little breezier. I throw on a sleeveless silk watercolor blouse in cream with a floral print and grab my chocolate brown biker jacket. The jeans will do, but I swap my tennis shoes for red ballet flats. With my purse on my arm, I clatter down the stairs to the breezeway to the garage where my blue Corolla—her name is Lizzie—is in spot 4L. I slide in and drive the ten minutes to Los Amigos Cantina.

	When I enter, I spot my lab mates at a table already, in the back corner under the huge painting of a young woman in full Dia de Los Muertos regalia, where we often go for our lab lunches. Violet is there, playing with her glossy black curls as she listens to something Luke is saying, so I guess Nadia gave her a pass. They’re newlyweds, but they do need time apart.

	As I’m reveling in the aroma of steak fajitas from a nearby table, I hear Luke raise his voice over the din of mariachi music and people ordering burritos. “I just think it’s arrogant of humans to assign bipedalism to all aliens in movies.”

	“They aren’t all bipedal,” Dan replies. “Some are quadrupedal.” 

	“But those are always pets or beasts of burden,” Luke continues. “By and large, the aliens that are intelligent look like us with different heads.” He takes a swig of Modelo and runs a hand through his walnut brown hair, rumpling it in a different direction. He does this when he’s excited about a discussion, so he always looks windblown when in a verbal melee.

	I’ve heard this conversation before, and I know it ends with them examining every sci-fi movie, show, and adaptation of their favorite books, hunting for aliens that support their argument. Luke inevitably wins because 1) he is single and has way more time to dive into this stuff and 2) Dan usually gives up good-naturedly and offers to buy him another beer, which he always accepts. I’m certain this is Luke’s way of getting free beer.

	Twyla pats the seat beside her, so I sit down.

	A few moments later, as I’m hanging my jacket on the back of the chair, I hear, “You win, Skywalker.” Dan throws his hands up and chuckles.

	Luke touches his hands in prayer position and bows. He loves it when people call him by his middle name. His parents were really into Star Wars, and apparently the first name “Luke” wasn’t enough to satisfy that itch.

	I lock wide eyes with Twyla and shake my head. She laughs.

	“How are things with Derek going?” she asks with a little twinkle in her eye. I notice that she has rolled up the sleeves of her pink button-down blouse, so Twyla is in full celebration mode.

	Derek is the guy I’ve been seeing for the past two months. He’s adorable and clever. He runs an investment group with his best friend Richard, who is incidentally not a Dick. And doesn’t go by a nickname either. Who knew that was possible? Derek is always curious about my work, which I love. It’s not often that I’ve dated someone who wants to hear me talk about fish and their various parasites and gut bacteria, so I gotta enjoy that whenever it comes along. 

	I’m not big on listening to the investment talk, but I always do listen. Right now, he’s involved with a big client in farming or something. A sustainable and eco-friendly project. He can’t disclose details, but it sounds like a good idea. Who doesn’t want to be more ecologically responsible?

	“It’s going well!” I answer, flagging down Carla, the server, for a raspberry margarita, the best of their specialty drinks. “We went golfing over the weekend. He’s a little more serious about it than I am, but we had a good time.” Carla flashes a smile when she recognizes me from all the other times we’ve eaten here and takes my drink order.

	“I’m happy to hear that!” Twyla says. She sips her lemon water. “You know, when Sam and I got together, we loved to sit around and talk about our interests so much that we barely left the house. We had to make ourselves get out and do things.” She laughs the crinkle-eyed laugh again. “I’m glad you two aren’t just twittering each other all the time.”

	I seriously don’t know if that’s slang she picked up from her kids that I don’t understand or if she used a word wrong. 

	“I said something funny?” Twyla said. And it clearly shows on my face.

	I blink and register what she probably means. “Tweeting? You mean we don’t just talk to each other on social media?”

	“Yes, tweeting,” she waves it off. 

	“Good! I was afraid it was something you and Sam do at home.” Violet with the snipe. She winks as the rest of us cackle.

	“You know what’s funny?” Luke says. “We never did find that missing specimen of Loma salmonae last week.” 

	“I swear I put it back in storage after examination,” I say for the fiftieth time. “It’s been driving me nuts.”

	“I’m not worried about it,” Twyla answers. “We already had all the counts we needed.”

	Luke shrugs and takes another sip of his beer. “Another mystery we shall never solve.”

	The evening presses on with more light ribbing, talk about our results and the excitement of pitching to journals and conferences, as well as enough fish tacos to sink a very happy ship.

	I’m the happy ship. 

	I’m also floating from my twelve-ounce margarita. “I’m going to run to the ladies’ room,” I tell Violet. She gives me a thumbs up and a nod as I hop out of my chair.

	On the way back, I pause while walking past the bar. There is a news story on, and I swear the lab was in the background of the shot, but they cut back to the reporter in the studio and start talking about something else before I can be certain. Huh.

	“Hey, Red,” a guy at the bar says. 

	I realize I’m about two feet away from him, so definitely in his personal space. “I’m sorry. I was looking at the news.” I start to walk away, but he puts a hand on my arm.

	“I’ve seen you before. Are you a model or a basketball player?”

	Because clearly I’m tall so that’s all that’s open for me. “Scientist,” I respond.

	“Can I buy you a drink?” 

	My retreating form should be enough answer. 

	“What did that guy say?” Luke asks when I get back to the table. The server has cleared everything, so I sign the check and shake my head.

	“Same as usual.”

	All four of my lab mates roll their eyes. “Let’s head out,” Dan says. For good measure, he glances at his watch and lets out a deep breath, as if we’ve been here for hours and us crazy kids kept him out late again.

	As I pull onto Exploration Drive a few minutes later, I get a sick feeling in my stomach that it really was the lab in the background of that news story. It’s dusk, but all the parking lot lights are on, so I can see a swarm of blue vans huddled close to the entrance to our building. People are wearing hazmat suits, shuffling about by the vans, carrying briefcase-looking boxes, making notes on clipboards … Something is definitely not right.

	I don’t know whether to park and go in my apartment or turn around. 

	My apartment … that’s when I finally look at the nondescript beige brick five-story where I live. People are coming out with suitcases. A woman in baggy sweats is wearing a full backpack and carrying her cat. A girl about my age has a laptop bag and a huge rolling suitcase. I can only hope they are all going to Hogwarts and I’ve stumbled through some sort of rift in the space-time-continuum. Their grim faces are telling me otherwise.

	I spot my neighbor, Drew, with a backpack and carryon heading toward the parking garage, so I pull up and roll my window down. “Hey!”

	He gives me a tip-lipped smile. “Lacey, it’s not good. Park and I’ll tell you what’s up.”

	“Hop in, and you can tell me while I drive.” Our spots are side by side, so I might as well get the low down before my stomach squeezes itself to death with nervous curiosity.

	In the car, he tells me what he knows. “They aren’t telling us much.” Lovely. “Some guys in hazmat suits (I’m sure you saw them) are checking out the labs. Something leaked, and they are afraid that it could get in the air and groundwater.”

	My heart almost stops. Drew works in my building, studying infectious disease, and is the lead for their lab. He never talks about it because they have a government contract, so “it’s classified,” as he always jokes.

	“What were you guys working on?” I whisper.

	Drew blows the hair off of his eyebrows. “It’s classified.”

	“Hardly time to joke.”

	“It really is.”

	“Time to joke?!”

	“No. Classified. I had to talk with the guys out there about it, though, so they know what they are dealing with. As soon as they called, I ran over to the vans to let them know. Then I packed up.” As I pull into the parking spot, I feel him staring at me. “They told everyone in the building to pack for two weeks away. Whatever it is, it’s something bad.”

	“You don’t think they are just being cautious?” I’m hoping.

	“No. Definitely bad. I overheard someone mention involving federal agencies when I was filling them in on my group’s work.”

	“Huh.”

	Drew opens the car door. “Pack up and get out of here. Be safe. I’m sure after they talk to Dan, he will call you guys with instructions.”

	I rummage in my glove box for a stray plastic-wrapped N95 from Covid times (I say that like it was the Dark Ages) and don it while I dig out my phone. Then I see Drew waving at me while talking on his phone.

	I pop out of the car. “Yeah?” A drum set is doing a show-stopping solo behind my ribs.

	“I’ve got someone from that lab here,” he says into the mouthpiece. “Should I send her over?”

	My lab?

	“OK, I’ll tell her.” He hangs up and exhales. “They want to find out what chemicals you guys were using, so I said you could talk to them. They don’t seem to have Dan’s number on their emergency list. Go see Brad Nelson. He’ll meet you by the van closest to the entrance.”

	“Am I safe to go over there? They all had on hazmat suits. All I have is this thing.” I point at the flimsy paper mask on my face.

	“He would have said something if it was dangerous. Like I said, they are taking this pretty seriously.”

	A man in a dark blue jacket stands at the end of the sidewalk with a clipboard in hand. He’s just wearing a mask. I mean, he’s not naked and only wearing a mask. Yikes! It’s regular clothes, not a hazmat suit. That must be Brad. He locks eyes with me amidst the bustle when I’m a couple parking spots away.

	“Dr. Sturm?” When I nod, he starts asking me about the work we did in our lab and what sort of chemicals we were using. I rattle off the list. Nothing toxic or lethal, since we were studying bacteria and trying to keep it alive. That’s the only bit of reassurance I have that it wasn’t us. Then my heart sinks.

	“There was a delivery last week that should have gone to the geological lab in building C,” I offer. “I believe that was straightened out, though. We don’t know what was in the tank.” I don’t know if it’s important, but I should disclose it, right?

	Nearly an hour later, he has as much information as I could give him about compounds that had passed through our lab recently. I’ve given him the name and number of both Dan (our lead) and the lab tech in supplies, who tracks stock and ensures that it goes to the correct rooms. He would have rerouted the lost tank. Plus, Brad has my name and number, just in case. 

	I barrel up the stairs past the few people left lugging their things to the garage. Once in my apartment, I pull the mask down for a moment so my phone can see my face and unlock. Then I replace the mask and text Derek.
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	Have you ever packed for a vacation in like ten minutes? Try it. It’s super exciting. 

	I quickly select outfits for a couple weeks. Will I need work clothes? Casual? Athleisure? Workout? Going out? Warm weather? Cold weather? No idea. I pack it all. Five pairs of shoes. Now I understand why that one lady had a huge suitcase with her.

	My phone buzzes as I zip the suitcase, but it’s just a social media update for MyCircle, the app everyone’s using now. I tap the text icon and see that Derek hasn’t read my message yet. It’s only nine p.m., so it shouldn’t be a problem. I can always surprise him. Surprise! Your newish girlfriend may need a place to crash for a couple weeks. 

	I can find a solution tomorrow. I definitely don’t want to impose.

	Right as I’m about to duck out the door, I remember something important. I jog back to the refrigerator for the seafood linguini. Priorities.

	 

	 

	


Chapter Two

	With my ridiculously large suitcase, my seafood linguini, and a couple smaller bags loaded in my car, I head over to Derek’s. It’s a twenty-minute drive through a couple pretty neighborhoods, and I obsessively pick up my phone at every stoplight, thinking I felt it vibrate.

	Nope.

	I pull into a parking spot on the road across from his house, and for the first time since I pulled onto my own street this evening, I just breathe. I didn’t realize how clenched my chest was till now. I focus on the starry sky above. It’s a hodgepodge of mottled purples and deep blues from the swirls of wispy clouds playing peek-a-boo with the tiny pinpoints of light, shimmering forever away. It’s a moonless night, so I don’t see much down here on the ground aside from where some porchlights and a lamppost on the next corner illuminate the two-story homes lining the block.

	Gazing back at the sky, I breathe in four, hold four, out four, hold four. And again. After a few more times, I feel like I’ve stretched my lungs enough that they should inflate all the way now. Shallow breathing makes you feel anxious, and I don’t need to add to that emotion right now.

	A final look at my phone assures me that Derek still hasn’t seen my text, so my arrival is going to be a surprise. Now that I’m breathing normally, I realize that I’m exhausted from what just happened but also really want to talk it out with him. And cuddle. And just breathe in that intoxicating mix of cologne and shampoo and the lilt of his laundry detergent, a combo that is only his and is possibly the most comforting scent of clean man in the world. I want to feel safe.

	Maybe I’m a little excited to need to spend the night at my boyfriend’s house. I haven’t seen him since Sunday, so I was itching for more than just a call or texts throughout the day. Not that those aren’t sweet. I love it when he sends me funny memes or texts, Thinking of you, babe, with a little kiss emoji. It’s corny, but it’s cute.

	Derek lives in this adorable craftsman-style home with a beautiful big front porch in a nice neighborhood. It’s painted two shades of gray with white trim and black shutters and looks really sharp. I actually love looking at the house whenever I pull up, thinking about how nice it will be this summer to hang out in his backyard. Host a barbeque together. Cuddle on the porch swing … I’m big on cuddling. The house is lovely, even now with only the glow of his porch lights. It looks like a peaceful port after a raucous storm.

	I grab my overnight bag from the back seat because—whoa—I don’t want to scare the poor guy with the big honkin’ luggage. I’m only staying the night, unless he says it’s OK to stick around, so I just have what I need in here. I’m actually a little giddy that I might get to stay two nights in a row. Next step is a shared Amazon account. Not that I’m pushing. I throw my purse over my arm and snatch the food container from the floor. Not letting that spend the night in my car. 

	Derek’s doorbell has been broken for a couple weeks, so rather than pressing the button and making us both listen to the whining noise it now produces, I dig the key from under the mat. 

	When I get to the entryway, I say, “Hello?” in a surprisingly normal voice. I chew my lip, nervous that he could be asleep already since he hasn’t seen my text, and also, I suddenly realize he could be mad that I just came in without him giving me permission to do so. Navigating this early phase of a relationship can be quirky, delicate. He told me about the key “in case I need it,” though, and being homeless definitely falls into that category.

	The living room off of the entryway is empty, but I hear voices coming from the sunroom at the back of the house, which he also uses as an office. I hear Derek laugh, so I set my bag on the storage bench and head toward the sound.

	“Uptown Funk” is playing in the background, which is probably why he didn’t hear me come in. The obnoxious fluorescent light is on in the office, so I peek around the corner from the kitchen and give him a winning smile. “Hey, you.” His business partner, Richard, has a chair pulled up beside his at the desk and is gesturing to something on the screen.

	“Hey, babe, I didn’t know you were coming over,” Derek immediately steps from behind the desk and wraps me in his arms. I close my eyes and start to melt, instantly feeling a million times better. “Richard, I’ll be a sec,” he says. “Go ahead and wrap up.” He ends the hug a little faster than I wanted and gently nudge-walks me from the room, so I lean back into the doorway to say “hi” before I explain to Derek what’s up.

	“Hi Richard, how are you doing?” I say. And then I realize that Richard seems to be in a hurry to shove something from the desk into a bag. “Do you want some help? Or is it a secret?” I joke.

	Richard’s cheeks have flamed pink by this point, and I approach the desk. I think … it’s money. Is he shoving money in the bag? Quickly? Why does he have stacks of money? Is this weird? Should this be weird? This isn’t a movie! Nobody has a bag full of money!

	“Playing Monopoly?” I half joke, my voice quivering slightly. Derek wraps an arm around my waist, but it feels urgent rather than warm. I know I look like I’ve seen a ghost when I turn to Derek, and I return to square breathing, counting in my head, while I wait for a response. “What are you guys doing?” I finally say. Drug deals? Robbing banks? A jewelry heist? Calm it down, Lacey!

	Derek runs a hand up the back of his head and sighs like it’s going to be a big story. “Remember that organic farm project that we aren’t allowed to talk about? We’re bringing on a couple consultants to help on the scientific end of it. We’re meeting with an expert in aquaculture tomorrow, and we wanted to sweeten the deal with some extra money up front. It’s really nothing.” He shrugs.

	But my Spidey senses are tingling at this point, and I don’t think that’s the full truth. “Why not just cut a check?” I’m trying hard in my head to make this normal, but I feel like it’s not. Not the way Richard was scooping up the cash. And why did they have it out? Were they going to throw it in the bathtub and swim through it like Scrooge McDuck? My parents used to joke about doing that with our allowance money all the time when I was little. So maybe?

	I’m thinking this is not normal, and my breath catches in my throat.

	“Some people are really impressed with cash, babe,” Derek says. My arms are limp when Derek takes both my hands in his.

	“Oh.” Of course they are. It makes total sense. 

	“Richard and I are pretty excited about the prospect of this project. There’s no way it can fail because this is what people want. Who doesn’t want high-quality, farm-raised food?” He squeezes my hands. “Maybe we can take a nice vacation this fall, once we start seeing a return on investment.”

	I perk up a little at that, though my stomach remains knotted. We’ve both talked about how much we want to go to Napa Valley in the fall. It feels oddly like a really grown up vacation, but I bet it’s gorgeous. We’ve done a lot of the local touristy stuff like hiking around Mt. Ranier and Mt. St. Helen’s. We both thought it was so cool that you could still see the lava flow from where it erupted in 1980. It was still chilly out when we hiked it, but it’s so beautiful that you hardly mind, especially with the company.

	“I’d like that.” Maybe this is OK. It totally makes sense that they would be waving cash around for a big project. The knots loosen a smidge.

	“We really need that aquaculture expert to come on board since she has a background in the same fish that they want to raise on the farm,” Derek continues.

	Richard coughs out a laugh. “Unless Lacey wants in.”

	Derek shrugs and turns back to me. “Honestly, you have a lot of the same knowledge we’re looking for. Maybe we could talk about it.”

	“I like my job, but I appreciate it.”

	“You just wrapped up your project this week though, right? Maybe take tomorrow to talk it over with us, since you won’t be going in.” Derek kisses my forehead, and Richard nods a little too enthusiastically.

	Should I at least find out what they are looking for? If it’s just a couple questions I could answer for them, that might work. I glance back at the desk where the money had been, and my chest tightens up.

	“The lab is almost set up, so you could even take a look at the facility.” Richard shoves his hands in his pockets and leans back onto the front of the desk like he’s trying to be casual about the conversation.

	“The owners of the fish farm have a lab facility?” That’s kind of cool. I never thought about the science behind raising food, but … no. That’s odd. Why would they have their own lab? “They aren’t paying a lab to do the research? That’s a lot of work to set up the facility.”

	“Ah … they want to ensure total secrecy.” Derek’s eyes dart back to Richard, and I don’t miss the exchange. What’s up with them? “They patented a technique last year and are waiting for a couple more patents to come through, so once we have this specialist on board—”

	“They have a patent already, but they don’t have the lab ready? How did they pull that off?” Now things are starting to smell fishy again. I mean, it probably would since it’s a fish farm, but this is extra fishy. My heart starts pounding hard. Is he actually involved in something illegal?

	“The owners are building on some current research and, uh, had another scientist working on it. The lab makes it more convenient and … lets them keep the project more confidential.” Derek nods now, like maybe I’ll agree with him because I see that.

	Maybe, right? My insides twist a little. I don’t know how a small business would handle this. Though … if they need to keep it all confidential, maybe once they got the ball rolling and saw that their idea had merit they would invest in a lab. Hey, wait a sec. “How did you know I’m not going in tomorrow?”

	“The news,” Derek answers way too quickly. He’s staring into my eyes like he’s trying to drill the idea into my brain. “We had it on earlier, and they said there was a leak at the lab from one of those trucks that’s always going in and out. The tankers with frack water, I guess.” He shrugs. “They said the lab would be closed tomorrow.” This. is. the. truth. waves are being beamed directly from his brain to mine, but something is really off.

	It’s not working. The timeline is not meshing here. I saw what I’m guessing was the news story at dinner. Then I went back and talked to Brad Whatshisname about the chemicals we use in the lab. They had no idea what was involved in the spill when we talked right before I packed and came here, so they were trying to track everything possible down to determine danger. Regardless of whether they said the lab was closed, Derek either didn’t see the story or he’s making up the part about the tankers. But why? I can feel my eyes welling up as panic climbs my esophagus. 

	Another twist from my stomach, and I’m suddenly shallow breathing as this thought hits: And why didn’t he call to check on me if he knew?

	He rubs his hands up and down my arms, but I just stand there, like I can’t even feel it. “Anyway, the owner wants to ensure that their product is as identical to wild caught fish as possible.” He’s talking faster now, and his eyes keep darting to Richard. Something is definitely going on. I can’t be here.

	“No!” I finally shake myself free of his grasp and back toward the entryway. “You couldn’t even call to check on me if you knew all of that was happening? Weren’t you concerned?” I scramble for my overnight bag and swing the front door open. “And I don’t want to be part of your scheme! I’m leaving!” 

	“It’s not a scheme! It’s a business opportunity!” Derek looks annoyed now. He throws his hands in the air. “Why are you turning this into something it’s not? Richard and I have done a ton of research. We know how to help this company grow. And now you’re … shitting all over our ideas like you know better. Like you’re some saint.”

	I register the venom in his voice and stagger a step. “What the hell?” He thinks I’m a saint? Avoiding dubious activity is all it takes? Well that’s new. “I don’t want to get involved in something that sounds so shady.” My voice is stern, though my heart is thudding away painfully fast in my chest. I hate conflict. I especially hate when it’s with someone I care about. “Do you have hookers and blow upstairs? What else can I expect if you’re willing to lie to my face about a pile of money, which looks pretty questionable to begin with?”

	Derek ignores my jab and grabs my arm, looking pleadingly at me. In a softer tone, he says, “Come on, Lace. Let’s just sit down. We can talk more about it. I have that tea you like.”

	I give him a look (he
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