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The two bodies on the floor are not moving. At first I think my parents are playing an elaborate Halloween joke, punishing me for sneaking out my bedroom window to be with my friends, but then I realize the darkness surrounding them is blood, not shadow. As my brother is dragged from his bedroom by two ninjas in black clothing and facemasks, his scream shocks me out of my paralysis.

“Tana? Tana!”

I snap back to the present, and then I have to swallow hard to recover my wits. I’m at the zoo where I work, behind the tigers’ enclosure, pushing the door open to exit with my cart of feline doo-doo and my cage cleaning equipment. The head cat keeper, Nathan Ransek, just smacked his own cart into mine. His contains a gory load, hacked-up body parts from what used to be a deer, judging from a cloven hoof protruding over the edge.

Post Traumatic Stress Disorder is like a warp jump. One second I am transported to another time and place, the next second, I’m back to normal. Well, as normal as I ever get.

Ransek quirks an eyebrow at me, his forehead creased beneath his graying hair. “You okay, Tana?”

“Of course.” I take a breath. “You just surprised me. And, well...ugh.” I point at the bloody mess in his cart.

“Animal pickup dropped it off this morning, still warm from the highway.” He tilts his head in the direction of the low grunts and growls coming from the other side of the wall, where our two tigers are pacing, eager to be let out into their habitat area. “Big score for our tabbies.”

“Bad news for the deer, though,” I comment.

“Life is harsh when you are prey.” He grabs the handle of his cart with both hands and wheels it out of my way.

I push my equipment through the exit, careful to keep my eyes away from the puddle of red in the bottom of Ransek’s cart. Disarticulate is the word that runs through my brain. To separate bones at the joints, or to pull apart an argument. That vocabulary lesson from my Wordage app this morning, along with the sloshing blood in Ransek’s cart, has triggered my flashback. Now that I think about it, though, my worry started with the disturbing email message I received an hour ago:

Tana, here’s another one from that mysterious p.a.patterson@qqq.net.
IP address comes from Kigali, Rwanda.
Msg for Tanzania Grey:
Where is Amy?
The other messages I’ve received from this P.A. Patterson track back to various parts of Africa, most often Johannesburg. This is both more and less creepy than you might think. My mom grew up in Zimbabwe, and because the nitwit sportscasters insist on calling me “the African American Princess of Endurance Racing,” I get fan mail from Africans who aspire to become athletes. Everything gets routed through my website, set up and maintained by my sponsors at Dark Horse Networks. I never give out my personal contact information to the public. You never know who you’re dealing with on the internet.

This P.A. Patterson is more than a fan. Once, during a race, he sent me a necklace identical to the one belonging to my murdered mother, and now he’s telling me that he knows her name, too. Somehow he suspects the truth that I need to hide, that four years ago I was Amelia Robinson.

The burning question: Is Patterson one of my parents’ killers? Are they still hunting for me? I’ve worked so hard for the last four years to cover my tracks.

I’ve never responded to any of Patterson’s messages. It haunts me that he keeps sending them. What does he want?

I wheel my cart toward the compost area to empty the mix of dirty bedding straw, leftover bones from last night’s predator feedings, and animal excrement. On the way there I stop to tease Skye, the baby giraffe, holding out my hand as if I have a treat for her. I love to see her extend her eighteen-inch-long tongue. When she figures out that I have tricked her again, she snorts in disgust, jerks her head back inside the fence, and gallops to her mother.

My cell chirps like a cricket. When I pull it from my pocket and thumb it to life, the screen delivers a second email message:

2 Tanzania Grey:

Way2Go Extreme Team requires endurance champion 
4 mtn run, road bike, canoe. C U in Bellingham 4 Ski2Sea?
-JJ

My first reaction: Wahoo!

I grew up with Ski to Sea. I’ve always wanted to be part of that amazing relay race. This year, for the first time, the Ski to Sea Contest is going to include ten extreme teams of three along with the traditional eight-person teams. And this JJ—whoever he is—is flattering me by recognizing that I am a champion endurance racer.

My second reaction: Oh, hell no!

Go back to Bellingham, where my family was murdered four years ago? Where thugs in a black SUV chased me through the streets, intent on adding me to the death count?

I look a lot different now and I’ve reinvented myself, but I still can’t risk going back there.

The word COWARD flashes on in my brain like a neon sign. In all caps, making it impossible to ignore.

I can’t let the killers get away forever with erasing my family. I don’t know who those ninjas are or why they murdered my parents. I don’t know if my little brother survived.

I scan the message again. Sometimes opportunity knocks. Sometimes, like this, it whacks you up the side of your head. Maybe this is the opportunity I’ve been waiting for.

I’m not that fourteen-year-old kid anymore. I can’t hide out forever. I take a deep breath, drag the keyboard onto the screen, and reply to JJ.

More info, pls.
-Tanzania Grey
If there are clues to follow, the trail will begin in Bellingham. The problem: the trail could end there, too.

So could my life.
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Some days I’m more of a chameleon than a girl. Whenever I travel by bus or train to a place where I might meet someone from my past, I like to take on different personalities to throw off any stranger who might be tracking me.

Today, a month after I accepted JJ’s invitation, I am Sunita Brown. At least that’s what I tell the Amtrak agent when I hand him the cash for my ticket. He barely glimpses at my fake student ID from the University of Washington.

I am dressed in a turquoise-patterned salwar kameez that sets off my bronze skin. The uber-comfy tunic and pants, with matching shawl draped over my black hair, instantly transform me into a young Asian woman. I even pasted a maroon velvet bindi with a silver diamond between my dark eyebrows. Traditional Hindu women wear red powder circle bindis, but nowadays you can get all colors and shapes in peel-off sticker packs. Quite attractive, if I do say so myself. It’s crazy, how good I have become at disappearing into someone else.

Maybe I did too good a job today, because the Sikh guy sitting a few rows behind me says something to me in Hindi or Urdu when I pass him in the aisle.

I smile and duck my head and pull my scarf closer to my face. With luck, he will think I’m shy or don’t speak whatever language that was. I will stay glued to my seat until one of us gets off the train.

I hunch over my tablet computer to write an email to Emilio Santos, my soldier boyfriend. I tell him about the animal antics at home and at the zoo. It might be a while before he reads this, but whenever he gets a chance to log on to the camp computers or use his cell, he’ll be happy to see a long message waiting for him. It’s hard to schedule regular videochats when I’m on the west coast and he’s halfway around the world. I know it’s important for soldiers to connect with home, so I try to stack up messages for him when I can.

When the speaker in my train car announces Bellingham as the next stop, I realize I’m out of time and I haven’t even told Emilio my big news. I quickly type On my way 2 Bellingham 2 race in Ski2Sea day aftr 2morrow. Wish me luck, Shadow!

I call him that because he’s quiet and dark and always looks like he needs a shave. As the train slows, I click Send and then put away my tablet. I wait a few seconds for passengers to clear out, but a glance over my shoulder proves the Sikh guy hasn’t moved. His destination must be Canada. Vancouver, British Columbia, is the next stop.

Shouldering my backpack, I pull out my phone so I’ll look busy. I try to study all sorts of subjects whenever I can so I won’t feel quite so ignorant when I’m with my friends who are lucky enough to go to college.

Wordage coughs up Sashay—to move easily and confidently.

As I pass the Sikh’s seat, our eyes meet briefly, and then I’m out onto the platform and that encounter is over, thank heavens.

I stick my phone in my roomy salwar pocket, where it hangs heavily in the silky fabric, slapping my thigh with each step, making it difficult to sashay. This outfit clearly needs updating for the electronic world.

A middle-aged couple step out of the train ahead of me. I stare at their joined hands, one black, one white.

Dad. Mom.

It’s a good thing that hallucination vaporizes before I reach out to them, because of course, there’s no way these two could be my parents.

A flapping noise draws my attention to the banner above the station door that advertises the Ski to Sea Festival. My parents always made a big deal out of the annual relay, volunteering as support staff for local teams and cheering on their favorite racers.

Here’s how the race traditionally goes: When the starter horn sounds near Mount Baker, thousands of cross-country skiers stampede away to pass their timing chips off to their teammates on downhill skis or snowboards, who zoom down steep slopes until they reach the runners. The runners switchback down the mountain highway and hand off to road bikers, who ride for forty-two miles before they tag their canoe teams on the Nooksack River. The canoeists paddle like mad to meet up with mountain bikers, who ride to the harbor. Then, in the final leg of this ninety-four mile relay, kayakers navigate windy Bellingham Bay, getting slapped around by waves of cold saltwater.

The first kayaker to land at Marine Park, run up the hill, and ring the bell wins the race for the team.

Rules for the traditional Ski to Sea teams: Each team consists of eight people: two to paddle the canoe section and one for each of the other six legs of the relay. Each team member can compete in only one leg.

As a little kid, I dreamed I would be the first to ring that bell at the end of the race. Never mind that I wasn’t a kayaker back then. Heck, I also dreamed I’d be an astronaut and travel to distant planets.

Now I know I can’t be an astronaut. I can’t be that bell ringer, either, because I’m not yet a kayaker. But I still hope that I will be on the winning team.

Ski to Sea should get worldwide attention, but most people have never heard of it. That’s probably because the course is stretched out across mountains and rivers and fields, so the race is hard to film. But even more likely, it’s because no company has ever found a way to make major bucks from Ski to Sea.

There’s no big money prize for the winners. Sometimes local companies donate prizes like gift certificates for pizza or sports merchandise, but so far it remains a race where athletes compete for fun, not for cash. Depending on the results this year, all of that may change.

One of my hometown heroes, Alexander Armand, tried for the last decade to convince the Ski to Sea organizers to allow solo athletes to do all seven legs of the race. Armand is Bellingham’s only Olympian (marathon and hurdles). He skied, run, biked, and paddled the whole course by himself four and three-quarters times. He didn’t get to finish his fifth attempt last year because he dropped dead of a brain aneurism in the mountain bike section.

I shrieked at that news. It was like hearing that Superman crashed into a skyscraper on his way to save humanity.

But even heroes die. I should know.

Anyhow, this year, as homage to Armand, the Ski to Sea Committee is allowing ten extreme teams to participate. The committee couldn’t quite bring themselves to allow solo competitors like Armand wanted, but I think he’d still be proud.

Rules for the extreme Ski to Sea teams: Each team will consist of three athletes, who can divide up the seven legs any way they want, except that no athlete can compete in more than three legs.

Everyone is eager to see if the extremes will make better time or if they’ll drop dead along the way like Armand.

Drones from two broadcast companies are going to film the whole race for the very first time. Which is probably the reason my sponsors agreed to pay for my train ticket and loaned me an uber-fancy racing bike.

It hardly snowed at all this winter in the Cascades. So the cross-country ski leg has been replaced by a parkour course where the competitors have to navigate all kinds of obstacles to get up a hill. The downhill ski/snowboard leg will be much shorter than in years past, too. To make up for that, the normally quick road-running leg has been replaced by a longer mountain run. That’s where I come in.

I’ve never met this JJ who invited me, but he obviously knows my reputation. Sort of like archers and surfers, we endurance racers never end up in the spotlight unless we die in some spectacular way. But we have our small contingents of loyal fans.

Endurance races usually last several days. Runners pick their routes from one checkpoint to the next. The races are typically held in remote places with all sorts of challenges, including unpredictable weather and dangerous wildlife.

Extreme racing is my passion. In the last year, I won the Women’s Division of the Patagonia Marathon and placed second in the Grand Canyon Challenge. And before that was the Verde Island Race, which I don’t think any participant will ever forget.

So, the mountain run—I can do that in my sleep. As for the road bike section, when my housemate Sabrina and I don’t carpool, I ride my bicycle the thirty-eight miles from my house to my job at the zoo. My legs are ready.

Canoeing is new to me. I’ve only been on a river three times, but with all the shoveling I do at work, my arms are plenty strong and my partner will probably have more experience. If this JJ believes I’m up for canoeing, then I believe it, too.

I watch to be sure the Amtrak crew unloads the box containing my loaner bike from Dark Horse Networks. It’s an eye-catcher, with fancy rainbow-colored carbon wheels and the company name emblazoned across the solid material.

I’m not eager to ride this flash bike around town; it’s pretty memorable. Not to mention, it’s an expensive piece of equipment. I hope it’s well insured.

After I watch the handlers shove the box into the luggage room for safekeeping, I use the station restroom to change from my salwar kameez into tights, pullover, and running shoes, pushing everything else into my pack. I peel off my bindi—goodbye, Sunita Brown—and shove my hair up into a ponytail under a black baseball cap. Hello, Tanzania Grey. Then I sling my pack onto my back and head out the door.

Amelia Robinson vanished from Bellingham at the age of fourteen. Since then, I have aged four years, grown nearly five inches, gained thirty pounds, and created a totally new persona. My previously short curly hair is now long enough to hang in waves down my back.

With luck, I won’t look familiar to anyone.

I’m excited to be back in my home town. I’ve missed it terribly.

But I’m also vibrating with anxiety.

My race invitation could be a setup. JJ could be luring me into a trap.
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The race takes place on the Sunday before Memorial Day. It’s only Thursday, but the whole town is gearing up for the holiday weekend. Red, white, and blue everywhere. A lot of houses display American flags, and Ski to Sea banners flap from many of the buildings near the train station. This evening, I’ve agreed to meet my teammates at an extreme team launch party near Zuanich Park, only five miles away, a quick jog along the waterfront.

Bellingham is threaded with trails for walkers, runners, and bikers. I really miss all those nice paths. It took me weeks to hack out a trail around the border of my sixty acres just to have a decent place to practice my runs.

The house I grew up in is not far away from the Amtrak station. The thought of seeing my old home again pulls me like a magnet. I have a brief debate with my cautious self about whether it might be dangerous to go there. My daredevil self argues that I have time, and my neighbors, if they remember me at all, would remember a little kid, not me.

Besides, it would be mortifying to be the first person to arrive at the extreme team party.

Instead of strolling down the sidewalks that line the streets, I cross the off-leash dog park and then slip down an alley between backyards and garages, my running shoes crunching on the gravel. The potholes seem deeper than ever. Judging by the bikes chained to trees and the spare parts lying around, it looks like Mr. Johansen still runs his bicycle fix-it shop back here.

The big oak marks the border of what was my backyard. The tree is right on the property line, so my mom and dad built this really cool fence out of interwoven branches that hug the trunk tightly on both sides. Mom told us that was a typical fence in Zimbabwe. The evergreen clematis climbing on it is lush with honey-scented white flowers that drip over the top of the fence, hanging down nearly to the ground.

The limbs of the oak extend out over the alley. I jump for the lowest one, grab on, and pull myself up. I did this hundreds of times when I was little. It’s a lot easier now that I’m taller and stronger. As I settle myself next to the trunk, a Douglas squirrel chirps in alarm above my head, sounding more like an angry bird than a territorial rodent.

And there it is—our house with the big picture window overlooking the backyard. The color of the trim around the windows is now a boring white instead of the stand-out chartreuse my mom chose, but the siding and the roof are the same dull slate gray color that I remember.

The heavenly perfume of the clematis takes me back to my childhood in that backyard. My whole family used to play volleyball back here. At age twelve, I developed a dynamite overhand serve that was hard to return. Mom, Dad, and even Aaron wanted me to play on their team.

I remember one time my Dad tried to step back to hit my serve but ended up falling on his butt as the ball sailed over his head.

“Amelia,” he told me, “That was a killer serve. You were born to be an athlete.”

Aaron was only seven then. He jumped indignantly up and down, shouting, “Me too, me too! I have a killer serve!”

“Not yet you don’t, buddy.” Dad grabbed him and tickled him. “But I’m sure you can learn how to do it, too. When you’re bigger, Amelia will help you.”

I was peeved that my parents wouldn’t allow me to keep my killer serve to myself; I didn’t want to help my pesky little brother learn that or anything else I did well.

Aaron was a klutz at that age. The next time he smacked the volleyball, he bounced it off the picture window.

I stare at the reflection in that window now, remembering when I stood outside in the rain after midnight, peering in to see if it was safe to sneak back to my bedroom.

My heart clogs my throat, threatening to choke me. Blood pounds in my ears. I am fourteen-year-old Amelia Robinson again, staring at Mom and Dad lying in pools of blood on the living room carpet. As the two intruders drag my brother into the kitchen beyond, the light from the stove hood reveals a mark on one attacker’s neck. Between the black turtleneck and the ski mask that covers the guy’s face, there’s a V-shaped tattoo, like the silhouette of a flying bird.

My brother screams. Maybe I do, too, because then the ninjas spot me and I have to run for my life.

A movement behind the picture window shatters my vision, making me gasp. But it’s only a little boy in a blue sweatshirt standing there, waving.

Before I can unwrap my legs from the limb I’m sitting on, he scampers out of the house and runs across the lawn. Flattening his hands against the tree trunk, he looks up. “Watcha doin’?”

Shit. I don’t need anyone reporting my presence.

“My name ith Charlie,” he lisps. His front teeth are missing. “What’th yourth?”

“Edna,” I manufacture on the fly.

Edna? Where does my brain come up with these names?

“Watcha doin’ in our tree?”

“I thought my friend lived here.”

“I live here.” He points to his chest, beaming like this is an accomplishment.

“I see that.” I slide to the ground on the alley side of the fence and peer at his freckled face through a hole between intertwined branches. “Well, bye.”

His mouth turns down at the corners. “Doncha wanna play?”

“Sorry, no time.” I turn to walk away, when I hear a woman call out from the house.

“Charlie! Who are you talking to?” She strides in our direction.

Crapola. My firefly tattoos heat up on my back, which is what happens when I feel a strong emotion, which in this case is panic. I contemplate slinking away, but that might make me look like a potential child molester or something, so I stay put as Charlie tells his mom about me thitting in their tree.

The woman squints at me. We’re about the same height, a few inches taller than the top of the fence. The perfume from the clematis between us is nearly overwhelming.

“Sorry, ma’am,” I say. “I thought maybe this was the house that my friend Miranda Lewis lived in, but I wasn’t sure enough to knock on the door.”

She tosses me a skeptical look. “We’ve lived here for four years now. I’ve never heard of anyone named Miranda.”

“Oh. Well, my family moved away nine years ago. Maybe she lived here before you did?”

The woman considers this for a couple of seconds. “I suppose it’s possible there were some Lewises before us, but we bought the house from SCI.”

“Esseeaye?” What kind of a last name could that be? Greek, maybe?

She translates for me. “Specialty Containers Incorporated, you know, one of the Quarrel Tayson companies. My husband works for them, so they sold us this house when we got transferred from Ohio.”

I can’t think of anything intelligent to say about that, so I ask, “How do you like it here?”

I mean Bellingham, but she thinks I’m asking about the house, because she says, “The place could use some updates. And the yard, too. For one thing, we’ve got to replace this ugly fence.”

She curls her fingers around one of the branches that make up the intricately woven barrier between us and deliberately snaps off a twig. Several clematis blossoms shimmy to the ground. I clench my jaw to keep my mouth from popping open in dismay.

“Did Miranda’s parents work at SCI?” Her tone says she’s decided to be helpful. “Maybe they got transferred somewhere else.”

“Maybe,” I echo, still bruised by the ‘ugly fence’ comment. “Anyway, thanks. Sorry to bother you.” I give her a stupid little wave and back up a couple of steps.

“Bye-bye, Edna!” the kid chirps.

“Bye-bye, Charlie.” I walk away down the alley, feeling like a dunce. How did SCI get our house? Or did they always own it?

In the last year, I’ve learned something about property ownership. My current home is owned by WildRun, Inc., a company the guys at Dark Horse Networks helped me set up after I won major money. They said it’s safer for a corporation to own property than for a teenage girl to have her name on the deed.

You’d have to research WildRun, Inc. to find out that the company consists only of me, Tanzania Grey. Most people never make the connection. I like that. The more layers of obscure info, the safer I feel.

It’s surreal to be back on my home turf. I almost welcome flashbacks like the one I just had in the tree. I don’t have graves to visit or urns of ashes on a fireplace mantel. These memories are all I have to remind myself that my parents are truly dead.

I never saw what happened to my nine-year-old brother, Aaron.

The morning after the murders, I watched a moving van cart off every scrap of our existence from our house, even the carpets and padding. Alex and Amy and Aaron Robinson simply vanished from my world.

There was no police report. I used pay phones to call the schools and the neighbors. Everyone had been told my whole family moved with no explanation. I was reported as a runaway. When I tried to tell police what happened, they treated it like a joke. Various authorities hunted for me. I can’t imagine what would have happened if they’d caught me.

My memories seem like scenes from a cheesy horror movie. Some days I even doubt my own sanity.

A plaintive mew stops me halfway down the alley. The stray cat with the ragged ear is still here. I squat down to pet him. He’s battle-scarred, and his fur is rough, but no ribs are showing. Either the mouse hunting is good, or some kind neighbor is feeding him. I used to slip him food whenever I could.

“I’m glad to see you’re still alive, Buddy.” I pull some of the stick-tight seeds from the fur behind his ears.

He rubs against my legs, purring. After a minute, I stand up. “Don’t tell anyone you saw me, okay? Stay safe.”

He parks himself on his hind legs and stares at me with curious amber eyes, switching his striped tail as I walk away.

I’m going to be late to the party if I don’t get a move on. I jog out of my old neighborhood through a woodland and pass onto the sidewalk that borders Village Green. As I run down the gravel path to the north and onto the waterfront trail, I am relieved that I don’t see a single familiar person. After clattering down the ramp of Taylor Dock to the boardwalk over the bay, I slalom around dogs tethered to their people with stretchy leashes. Moms and dads and even toddlers push baby strollers along the wooden planks.

This scene hasn’t changed in the last four years. The boardwalk is always crowded. Even bikers use it, although I always used the streets nearby so I didn’t have to thread my way through all the slow pedestrians and gawking tourists.

I’m a gawker myself today, peering over the railing as I jog. Beneath the boardwalk, two kayakers paddle between the pilings, flashing in and out from one side to the other. I’ve only been in a kayak a couple of times, but man oh man, I wish I was down there with them now, smelling the saltwater, listening to the waves slapping the rocky shore, admiring the orange and purple starfish glued to the rocks like ocean wildflowers.

And then—whump!—I smack into a big black dog, nearly taking a header over his bulk.

He’s dragging a leash behind him. He whines and raises a paw. I quickly kneel and put a hand on his sleek head. “Did I step on your foot, big guy?”

My heart does a double backflip. I’m looking into the soulful eyes of Joker, my family’s black Lab. His muzzle is flecked with white hairs now. His tongue flashes out and lays a wet stripe on my cheek.

We stare at each other for a long second. I never thought I’d see my canine buddy again.

I can change my clothes and my hair and my name every hour, but I can’t hide my true identity from my old dog. I wrap my arms around him. I want to pick him up and take him home. I want him to sleep beside my bed again. I want him to lay his head in my lap whenever I’m feeling sad.

“Hi, Joke.” My throat feels raw as I whisper into his neck. “I’m so glad to see you. But you need to pretend you don’t know me.”

His tongue washes my face again, warm and sticky and familiar. When I release him, he whimpers and puts his paw on my knee. I brush his ear with my hand.

“Joker! Bad dog!” The leash attached to his collar jerks him away from me.

The voice belongs to Mrs. Talston, our former next-door neighbor. My teary nostalgia flames into fright. I quickly duck my head to hide my face under the bill of my ball cap.

“Sorry,” she says. “He got away from me.”

I bend to pretend-tie my shoe, murmuring in a slightly southern accent, “No problem, ma’am.”

What the hell will I say if she recognizes me? I focus on my shoelaces as I try to send a telepathic message to her. I am not Amelia Robinson. I never lived next door to you. I’ve never seen this dog before in my life.

Next she shouts, “Linnie! Linnie, come here! Right now!”

I raise my chin enough to see a curly-haired little girl running away from Mrs. Talston, laughing as she dashes down the boardwalk. Mrs. Talston tugs Joker along behind her as she pursues the runaway kid. My dog looks back at me over his shoulder, his soft brown eyes clouded with confusion and hurt.

I let out the breath I was holding, but my chest continues to ache. My tears threaten to spill over. How can running into my dog be so damned painful?

I turn to face the bay, curl my hands around the railing, and do some stretches while I wait for my eyes to clear. I suck in ten slow breaths as I remind myself that I am Tanzania Grey, Ski to Sea contestant, visitor. Just another jogger on this boardwalk.

The kayakers have paddled further out into Bellingham Bay now. They are black silhouettes against the setting sun glancing off the water. In front of their boats, I see the rounded head of a harbor seal pop up from beneath the waves.

The overwhelming familiarity of every detail of this place fills me with such longing that I feel lightheaded and nauseous. Is this what they mean by homesick?

When I can compose my face again, I jog on down the boardwalk, keeping my chin down and cautiously examining each approaching person from beneath my cap.

Amelia Robinson no longer exists. I can’t afford to have any more close calls like running into Joker and Mrs. Talston.

The boardwalk empties into Boulevard Park, where parents grill hot dogs and burgers while their kids run barefoot in and out of the seawater lapping at the small beach. Littler kids climb on the pirate ship structure. I remember my brother standing in the bow, pretending to be captain, and me jerking him down so I could take his place.

Clouds scuttle across the horizon over the bay. The end of May is not quite summer in the Pacific Northwest. Grandparents and visitors from warmer climes sit hunched in fleece and windbreakers, as close to the charcoal grills as they can get without catching on fire.

A newer boardwalk on the north side of Boulevard Park connects with yet another waterfront park near downtown Bellingham.

If my family hadn’t been murdered, I would be graduating from high school in a couple of weeks and right now I’d be planning to party hard.

But then I would never have found my foster mother Marisela or her nephew Emilio. I would never have become an endurance racer, so I wouldn’t have traveled to exotic places. I would never have met my best friend Bash. I wouldn’t have my own house. I wouldn’t have Bailey.

I trot across the waterfront railroad tracks and dash on down the sidewalks toward the city center.

Most of downtown Bellingham looks the same as it did when I left. A lot of historic crumbling buildings on my right. On my left, the newer waterfront developments, built after all the old mills and fish processing plants were torn down. The glass and steel QTL headquarters, where my mom worked, still the tallest building in Bellingham at twenty stories, gleams blue and silver against the sunset.

Maritime Heritage Park, with Whatcom Creek spilling down its stairstep greens, is still home to loitering bums. One guy who desperately needs a shave and a laundromat salutes me with his paper-bagged bottle. His ragged friend whistles through a gap in his teeth and then yells, “Baby, baby!”

Ugh. Are they are the same losers that lived there when I was a kid? I know these guys are more sad than scary, but they add a major dash of ugly to such a pretty park.

I slow to a walk along the marina pathway to cool off as I near my destination—a harborside café where the extreme teams are meeting.

The door is propped open onto the sidewalk. The lights are on inside. I peer through the windows, but they are so plastered over with paper that I can see the crowd only in narrow strips between posters. A roar of noise drifts out.

My muscles knot with anxiety. I chew my lip uncertainly. There’s nobody standing outside. I don’t see any suspicious characters loitering in the few cars I can see from here. Is it a trap, or just a party?

I pull off my cap, slick back my sweaty hair, and then cram the cap into my pack.

Am I stepping into a crowd of friends, or is a net about to drop over me? If I see any faces that zero in on mine; if I see any thuggish types walking in my direction, I will bolt.

I shake out my shoulders to try and relax, do my best to wipe the fear from my face. Then I step into the hubbub.
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Chapter 4
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Standing just inside the doorway, I quickly scan the crowd. Instead of the thirty competitors I expected, there must be over a hundred people in this room. Everyone is busy eating, drinking, and talking. Only a couple of faces turn toward the door. The young black man quickly looks away, but a woman with a pixie haircut gazes at me for a long minute. My skin prickles. She looks vaguely familiar. Did I go to middle school with her?

Then she turns to the man next to her and laughs at something he says, so I guess she’s decided I’m not anyone worth noticing.

The noise level makes the air seem thick. A muscular man brushes my shoulder as he passes, making me flinch.

“Sorry, mate,” he murmurs. Australian.

A small group of Japanese, dressed identically in blue and white track suits, cluster together in the far corner. Apparently the extreme teams include at least two from other countries.

The crowd is mixed, men and women, all shades of skin and hair colors, even a few gray heads. Many look like athletes, but some have rolls of flab hanging over their waistbands.

I have no clue what JJ might look or sound like; we’ve only swapped email messages. He said he knew me, so I’m counting on him to step forward. But that’s not happening. Now what am I going to do—shout out his name?

Then I spy someone I know, a tall blond woman standing alongside a table. She has a beer in one hand and a slice of pizza in the other. Catie Cole, the golden girl of endurance racing. The two of us have competed in many events around the globe, but I didn’t expect to find her here. This rowdy scene doesn’t seem like her kind of event at all.

Catie’s the ultimate pro endurance racer. Plus, she’s a model. I see her in magazines and internet ads for athletic clothes and skin care products. I can’t imagine her vast array of sponsors wanting her to risk injury in a stampede like Ski to Sea. But this year there will be drone vids, so maybe that’s why she’s here.

Having Catie as a competitor lessens my chances of winning, but still, I’m glad to see a familiar face. I wait until she pushes the last bite of pizza into her mouth before I walk over and tap her on the shoulder.

She turns, still chewing, but her face lights up and she flicks up a manicured finger to make me wait. She swallows, takes a sip of beer, and then sets the glass down on the table.

“Tana!” She pulls me into a hug. Of course she even smells good—some light, lemony scent—while I am damp and odiferous, bathed in nervous perspiration.

“I never expected to find you here,” I say when she releases me.

She lives in California. Normally, her used-to-be Olympian father-trainer is glued to her side. “Where’s your dad?”

“He thinks I’m visiting my aunt in Seattle.” She winks at me, and then takes another sip of her beer.

She has a fleck of tomato sauce in the corner of her mouth. I point to the area on my own mouth and she wipes hers with a paper towel and then smiles and shrugs.

It’s nice to see Catie so...loose. She’s usually immaculate, pristine and camera-ready. She’s not a plastic doll, though. This girl can run. She and I have always been fierce competitors.

Leaning close so she’ll hear above the roar of conversation, I tell her, “Bailey is alive and well.”

“Bailey?” Even the slight frown looks pretty on Catie.

“My friend, the one whose life you saved.”

She waves a hand in the air. “I stumbled. You won. End of story.”

“If you say so.” I don’t believe her for a minute, but I love her for the pretense.

“How’d you hear about Ski to Sea?” she asks in a loud voice.

“I’ve always known about Ski to Sea.”

“Really?” Her left eyebrow lifts. “Hardly anyone I know has heard of it.”

Oops. I quickly backpedal. “My grandma had a friend who was one of the organizers. I always wanted to get on a team.”

“I’m with an all-female team.” She points to two other young women a few yards away. “Tiff’s on the Olympic kayaking team and Jenn’s a parkour and mountain biking champ.”

Yeesh. Her two teammates measure lemon-colored T-shirts against their shapely torsos. The shirts feature big black letters proclaiming Femmes Fatales Extreme Team.

“There’s the biggest competition.” Catie tilts her head toward three muscular men wearing identical clingy gray tees and black pants. Like the Japanese, they are a matched set, but these guys are older, polished, and very proud of themselves.

When one of the men turns away, I see the back of his shirt says Iron Men Extreme Team.

I groan.

“Yeah,” she confirms. “They are all winners of the Iron Man competition in Hawaii.”

“At least there’s no swimming in this race,” I point out.

She laughs. “I feel so much better now. Good luck, Tana.”

She glides back to the other Femmes Fatales. I’m pretty sure that’s a sashay.

I’d like to hate Catie, but it’s hard to loathe a competitor who shares her flowers and gifts with those of us who don’t have dozens of sponsors and thousands of admirers. She’s so annoyingly nice, it’s embarrassing for the rest of us. And I will always owe her for what she did for me last year. If anyone is going to beat me, I hope it will be Catie.

“Zany!” A shout behind me precedes a slap on my upper arm.

Zany is the stupid name the sportscasters tagged me with years ago, their cutesy nickname for Tanzania.

“Tana,” I automatically correct as I turn in that direction.

In front of me is a face I never expected to see again. I whoop and wrap myself around the guy in an ecstatic hug.

“Uh...” he grunts in my ear.

Then I remember that really, I barely know the guy. In fact, I’ve only seen him this close once before, and given the circumstances then, he might not even remember that. I drop my arms and step back, my cheeks flaming. “Sorry, Jason. I don’t know what got into me.”

It’s just that I’m so glad to see him alive.

“I know exactly what got into you.” A grin creases his face. “You were there.”

He lifts his left foot from the floor and pulls up the leg of his jeans. Above his high-tops, his black ankle is decorated in a multicolored star pattern. Fireworks exploding in the night sky. He raps his knuckles against the hard plastic. “Check it out.”

The last time I saw Jason, he didn’t have a foot on that leg.

“Party foot.” He puts it back on the ground. “I also have a dress foot to match my tuxedo, a Techblade 5000 for sprinting, and a super sick mountain biking foot. I’m thinking of getting a pogo stick foot just to freak people out.”

I find my tongue again. “Cool.”

“You need a drink.” Jason steps over to the closest table, pours beer from a pitcher into a glass, and hands it to me. At eighteen, I’m still underage, but I’m not about to remind him of that. Plus, after my run, I’m thirsty.

The beer is good, some kind of dark, rich microbrew. Glass pitchers holding different shades of liquid from pale gold to molasses brown are scattered across the top of the table.

Ah, home. Bellingham has more coffeehouses and breweries per capita than anywhere else I know of. I learned to appreciate a variety of brews before I was even thirteen.

“There’s pizza, too.” Jason points to a second table littered with open grease-stained boxes.

I help myself to a slice of pineapple and Canadian bacon and bring it back to his side.

“Did you see Catie?” I ask between bites. “I can’t believe there are three of us here from Verde Island. You are competing, right?”

He fixes his blue-gray gaze on my face for a second, and I’m afraid I’ve insulted him. “Well, duh, yeah, Za—er, Tana. Canoeing, kayaking.”

He flexes his arms so I can see the muscles he’s built up there. I appreciatively murmur, “Whoa!”

I never noticed how hot Jason is. It’s great to see him vertical. Standing on two legs again, even if one isn’t all flesh and blood.

And then—wham!—my brain is treated to a technicolor snapshot of Jason’s former race partner, Madelyn Hatt.

I can see in his eyes that he
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