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      Note about the Cowlitz Tribe.

      

      It is this writer’s understanding that many of the traditions and practices of the tribe aren’t to be written but passed along orally. Therefore, out of respect for that belief much of the information this author gathered for research will not be included in this series.

      Additionally, at the time of this writing it is also this writer’s understanding The Cowlitz Indians Tribe prefer to be referred to as American Indians.

      Any error or misperception on the authors part is unintentional. The Cowlitz’s Indians have a history that rich and full and is worth learning about. So if ever traveling near Mount St. Helens make a point of learning more. You won’t be disappointed.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          [image: One Hit Wonder]
        

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            ONE HIT WONDER

          

          A SAMANTHA TRUE NOVEL

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Put up or shut up

      

      

      A year into Samantha True’s forensic photography classes she knows three things:

      

      
        	Crime scenes are messy.

        	Especially when you throw up on them.

        	She may not be cut out for this.

      

      

      When the police drag her to an investigation, she’s just as baffled by the scene. With clues like superhero masks, disco balls, and Bigfoot, are they ever going to find who did it?

      As she digs deeper into the photographic evidence, she realizes her small town is full of secrets. And she might be happier staying in the dark.
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        * * *

      

      One Hit Wonder is the Prequel to Samantha True Mystery Series.
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      When a person ignored opportunity’s knock, was their life changed for the worse? This question often weighed on my mind. Would I regret not answering the call? The go-getter in me said, “Samantha, you got this.” The part of me that hated the go-getter said, “Screw that! Ignore everyone and go back to sleep.”

      In my case, opportunity knocked around four in the morning when I was in bed fighting the godforsaken flu. Opportunity’s timing sucked.

      Yet, when the phone gave its third ring, I picked it up.

      “Be at River Forest Road ASAP,” the county dispatcher had said. “Car versus deer, no deceased on the scene except the deer. You’re getting pics for the insurance company.” Clearly annoyed, she continued, “The accident occurred between town and the water tower, whatever that means. That’s the best I have for directions.”

      “I know where that is,” I’d croaked, my throat parched. Day two of the flu, and the virus was the clear winner.

      I lived fourteen minutes away from said water tower and smack in the middle of the town she’d been referring to, Wind River. Our city was too small to support twenty-four-hour emergency services. After nine p.m., all calls were handled by the larger cities in our county.

      The dispatcher sighed. “Oh, one more thing. Boyd Bartell won’t be there. Apparently, he’s had too much to drink at his brother’s wedding. You’ll be supervised by the cops on the scene. They’ll tell you what to do. Good luck, intern.”

      “Okay, thanks,” I said, my head still on the pillow, my eyes still closed. She disconnected the call, but I kept the phone to my ear, slow to make any move. Where would I find the energy to get out of bed?

      For the last six weeks, I’d been waiting to get this call. Part of obtaining a forensic photography degree and graduating college was getting this fieldwork experience. Here was the chance to prove I could do the job. Being feverish and one degree shy of a hallucination was just my luck.

      I slid from the bed onto the floor. Over my tank top, I threw on my favorite Seahawks sweatshirt procured from halfway under my bed and decided my yoga pants would have to do. While I waited for my Keurig to brew me a cup of coffee, I stuffed my feet into sneakers and chugged back a dose of flu meds. Then I pulled my hair into a loose ponytail. My head was already pounding.

      With my camera bag over my shoulder and coffee in hand, I shuffled to LC, my classic Wagoneer. LC was named after the explorers Lewis and Clark. Like the explorers, my vehicle enjoyed being off-road and was temperamental.

      I pointed LC in the direction of River Forest Road. While pit-staining my Seahawks sweatshirt waiting for the flu meds to kick in, I made a silent prayer for good luck to help me pull this off.

      Though I wanted to be a forensic photographer, I worried about the profession being a good fit. Not because I couldn’t capture the images needed since photography had long stopped being my passion and had become my default, a way to conceal my shortcoming. Though my brain struggled to make sense of symbols like letters and words, it did an amazing job of capturing images and storing them long-term in the finest of details. A dyslexic photographer with a photographic memory. Life could be cruel.

      Many of the images they’d shown in class were gruesome. When you see bad things, you can’t unsee them. Doubly so for me. These sorts of images changed how a person approached every day, because now you’ve learned the unimaginable is possible. Was I willing to straddle the line between dark and light every day? That was the question I’d been asking myself since this course began. As a backup plan, I’d started studying for my private investigator’s license. A guest lecturer at school said being a PI was mostly following up on insurance claims. Easy peasy. Didn’t sound too hard, or grotesque, and the lecturer said reading requirements were minimal.

      The ride out to River Forest Road took me an extra seven minutes. I didn’t trust myself to drive normal speed since keeping my focus on the road was difficult, and the coffee wasn’t helping. Instead, the acrid taste was heavy on my tongue, and the drink was sitting like sludge in my belly.

      My body convulsed from part shivers, part apprehension— and I blew out a breath to steady my nerves.

      The flashing lights of the patrol car were a welcome sight, and I pulled LC behind it. Ahead was a torch-red Mustang Saleen, occasional thin tendrils of smoke coming from the engine. The car sat across both lanes, so no telling which direction he’d been headed.

      “Holy crap,” I said. That Mustang belonged to Kenny Greevey Junior and was maybe a week off the showroom floor.

      The cops on the scene were circling the car. Junior was on the side of the road, looking distressed and sitting on his haunches with his hands over his head. He was dressed for work in a suit but jacket off.

      I slid out of LC. Autumn was full swing in the Pacific Northwest, making the night cool. The chilly wind was refreshing against my hot skin. I desperately wanted to stretch out on the cold ground but forced myself to walk toward the scene.

      On autopilot, I slung my camera across my body and flipped off the lens cap. I placed my unused crime scene kit on the hood of my Wagoneer.

      The patrol car had its headlights on bright, and four portable floodlights were shining on the scene. I scoped out the cops handling the call. The night became even more craptastic at hyperdrive speed when one of the cops turned out to be Leo Stillman, a blight to society if there ever was one.

      Oh, he was easy on the eyes. Strong American-Indian features with gray eyes and hair as dark as his soul. Everyone loved Leo. Everyone but me. He was Mr. Awesome. But I had another A word in mind when I thought of Leo.

      He kept his hair short, which accentuated his angular facial features, like an all-seeing, all-knowing eagle primed to strike. A look he had replicated as an eagle tattoo on his forearm.

      We’d gone to high school together. He, along with Junior, had graduated in my sister’s class two years ahead of me. Leo had been the starting quarterback who’d received a full college ride, though it was known he had no desire to be a professional ball player. When he graduated, he returned to Wind River to serve on the Tribal Board for the Cowlitz Tribe and recently joined the local law enforcement agency. If I were feeling better, I’d razz him about being a rookie.

      I don’t know why he disliked me, but he did. And I believed not returning the hostility was inconsiderate, so I gave it everything I had.

      I moved closer to the other cop, the one lieutenant on the force, Bruce Rawlings. Clearly the force matched personalities because in a butt-head contest, either of these guys could’ve taken it.

      “Someone request a photographer?” I croaked and held up my camera.

      Rawlings arched a brow and stepped toward me. “Intern, huh? Try not to goof it up.”

      “I suppose that part is up to you since you’ll be telling me what to do. What do you need?” I closed my eyes in what was supposed to be a blink but turned into a second-long nap. I snapped back to attention.

      Leo came to where we stood and surveyed me. His thumbs in his utility belt, he said, “You can’t do this. You can barely stand.” He held a finger up in front of my face. The finger wavered from side to side.

      Or maybe that was me.

      Yeah, he might have a point, but I wasn’t about to let him know I agreed with him. I was gonna take these stupid pictures, then I was gonna go home and sleep on my cold bathroom floor.

      Leo asked. “Are you drunk?”

      Was he kidding? “No, I’m not drunk,” I said with bite. “I have the flu and a temperature of one hundred and fifty-two billion.”

      “Are you sure? Seems to me you might be drunk. You’re a mess.” He scoffed. “Some professional. You shouldn’t be here.”

      “Are you telling me to leave?” This opportunity was going south fast. I had two options. Bail now and hope to get another call—not my favorite option, but far easier than sticking around where I wasn’t wanted and my photos and performance would be judged harshly. Or, option two, make staying and completing the job Leo or Rawling’s idea, thereby somewhat shifting the responsibility for my outcome to one of them. I mentally crossed my fingers for option two.

      I waited for two beats then turned and walked toward LC.

      From behind me he sighed. “Stop. We all want to go home. It’s getting close to five. Take your pictures so we can leave.”

      I pivoted. “I’m shocked you haven’t ripped this camera from me and taken the pictures yourself, since you’re Mr. Skilled at everything. I bet you’ll outrank Rawlings here any day.”

      Rawlings snickered. “She’s got your number. Looks like she doesn’t think you’re such a stud, rookie. About time we met someone who doesn’t swoon when they see you.”

      Leo scoffed. “The only thing Samantha has is—”

      I leaned forward and hissed, “You gonna keep talking or tell me where you want me to start.”

      Leo pointed to the sports car. “Junior wrecked the car.”

      I glanced over my shoulder to Kenny Greevey Junior. “Is he okay?”

      Junior was Mr. Wonderful, in the sincerest way. His kid brother Kevin was a hellion; even trouble was afraid to get caught with him. But Junior? Nope. Handsome, albeit more average than dreamboat, and not overly friendly to the point his actions were questionable. He was the cliché of a genuinely nice guy.

      I whispered when I asked the unthinkable. “Is he drunk?”

      Junior would never break a law. He’d been president of the student council in high school. He had loved rules then, and I couldn’t imagine that fervor for compliance didn’t carry into adulthood.

      Rawlings said, “Nope. Knocked himself out when the deer hit the windshield. Sat out here for a while before he came to and called it in himself.”

      “Is he coming from work or going to it?” A suit at pre-dawn could mean one of two things: one heck of a night or one workaholic.

      Leo crossed his arms. “Going to work.”

      Workaholic. “Poor guy,” I said. “Is an ambulance on the way?”

      “Poor deer.” Leo nodded in the direction of the car. “Why don’t you go get pictures of everything. Particularly the deer and where the impact happened.”

      Rawlings said to me, “Junior said he didn’t need one. His dad’s coming to get him.”

      Hitting a deer on River Forest Road wasn’t unheard of. One side of the road was a forest and the other the river. Hitting a deer required little more than poor timing and speeding on the straightaway. Perhaps Junior did have a wild streak and was “opening up” his new car. Irony would be wrecking the one time he decided to speed.

      I circled to the front of the car and adjusted two of the floodlights to avoid glare, shadows, and to illuminate most of the car.

      Once done, the view in front of me became clear and the contents of my stomach threatened to spew out. Only speed-gulping kept everything down. The contorted body of the deer was lying on top of the hood—half in the windshield, half out—the head on the hood, its dark, glassy eyes staring at me.

      I pressed my lips together in hopes of retaining control. Leo came up behind me and pointed out shots he thought the insurance company would want.

      “Get pictures of the body. And behind the car where there aren’t skid marks.”

      I brought my camera up to my eye and made sure the focus was right before I pressed the shutter button and snapped several images. I followed Leo’s finger and took pictures of everything he pointed out.

      I zoomed in on the car’s damage, trying to ignore the fur clinging to random parts of the grill and windshield.

      Gross.

      “Over here, Samantha,” Leo said and pointed to the head. “Get a shot with the windshield in the image. This deer hit the grill then flipped up onto the hood and into the windshield.”

      I had to squat to do as he asked, and the entire time the beady eyes of the deer followed me. They were vacant and cold. Silly to get worked up about a deer, but this was my first time seeing death up close in real life.

      I snapped shots of the damaged corner panel, likely the first spot of impact. My gut clenched, a sign something was off. Only I wasn’t sure if it was with me or the accident.

      The air was stuffy. Though a breeze was coming in off the river, none reached me. Remarkably, the tinny aroma of blood penetrated my snot-filled nose. Or I imagined it. Either was possible.

      I gulped convulsively and looked away in hopes of resetting.

      “Get a grip, Samantha,” Leo mumbled.

      I ignored the tightness in my stomach and focused on the job, desperate to be done so I could leave. I said, “I need to grab my ruler to put next to the um, er, on the hood for perspective?”

      Leo patted the side pockets of his uniform pants. “We have a ruler somewhere.”

      A fresh layer of sweat broke out across my forehead, and drops ran down the back of my neck. I looked heavenward and tried to imagine puppies and happy kitties. Anything that wasn’t gross or made my stomach roil. But I had nothing. All I could think about was the meat, the smell, and the deer’s head.

      “Got one,” Leo said coming up behind me.

      “Oh no.” I couldn’t turn and run because Leo was behind me to my right and the deer body was to my left. I lurched then cupped a hand over my mouth.

      Vomit sprayed between my fingers and landed on the deer and car.

      That explained my gut feeling.

      “Crap,” Leo said coldly.
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      “Judas H. Priest,” Rawlings said. “You’re worse than the rookie. Look what you’ve done.”

      I wiped my mouth with the sleeve of my sweatshirt. “Silver lining. At least the noodles from the soup I ate earlier can give us perspective. No need for a ruler.” It was a bad joke, but all I had in response.

      Humiliation didn’t even cover how I felt. If the earth were to eat me alive right now, I wouldn’t protest. I’d willingly jump into a sinkhole, an active volcano, or a giant shark’s mouth. Stupid opportunity and its piss-poor timing.

      Because I wasn’t about to have this story be all about the barfing and not about the pictures, I continued to snap shots. After wiping my hand on my pants, of course.

      Leo grabbed me by the arm. “C’mon. Get outta here before you mess everything up more than you already have.”

      He spun me away, and vertigo had me clutching his arm to keep from falling.

      “You had no business coming out like this, Samantha.” He hustled me toward LC.

      “Then who would have taken your pictures?” Keeping his pace was hard. My feet dragged, and occasionally my big toe would snag on the pavement and I’d stumble. I continued to clutch Leo’s arm for support as I bobbed and weaved toward my ride.

      “I would have taken the pictures. We’ve done it before. Beats a drunk wannabe photographer.”

      Stunned by his accusation, I stumbled, let go of his arm, and fell forward. My camera scraped the ground. I caught myself on my hands, thankfully, and didn’t make a complete disgrace of myself by falling flat on my face. I refused to stay down. If I did, I’d give more fodder for Leo. I eased up to a stand since my balance was still wonky.

      “I’m not drunk. I have the flu,” I spat out my words with venom.

      Leo snorted his disbelief. “Word is you and Precious have been hanging out at Junkie’s now that she’s of legal drinking age. You sure you didn’t tie one on before coming here?”

      Precious is my best friend. We’ve been tight since second grade.

      “Shows what you know. Which, considering you’re a cop, your observation skills suck. Looks like you aren’t as skilled at everything as you think you are. Ha.” I put extra emphasis on the last word, so much it made me cough. I pointed to my chest as I hacked into my hand.

      When the cough subsided, I said, “See, I have a cough. Drunks don’t have coughs.”

      He responded by opening LC’s door and pointed for me to get in.

      “If I’m drunk, should I be driving?” I said bitterly.

      “Good point.” He slammed the door.

      “Oh, for Pete’s sake.” I tossed my hands in the air from frustration.

      Leo brushed past me on his way to the patrol car. He took a bag from the trunk, then returned to me. Dropping the duffel bag at my feet, he riffled through it until he came out with a breathalyzer.

      “For the love of all that’s good and holy,” I said. I sidestepped, but he blocked me.

      “You say it’s the flu? Prove it.”

      Oh, how I hoped he caught the virus and it laid him out for days. I snatched the breathalyzer from his hand, then sucked in a deep breath before giving the small device a mighty puff.

      Yeah, I was ticked at opportunity because I was standing here. I was ticked at myself for not tossing my cookies some place other than the accident scene. But I’d get over those. Growing up struggling to read had put me in several uncomfortable situations, and that school of hard knocks gave me a tough skin. However, what I would not get over was being treated like a degenerate by Leo Stillman.

      “When you’re done, give that to Junior,” Rawlings said.

      The breathalyzer beeped, and I showed the number to Leo.

      “Ha,” I said, then resumed my coughing fit. Deep breathing in and out was hard, my lungs heavy and full. Sucking in copious amounts of air had been a strain. One I was paying for now.

      Leo took the device from me, read the numbers, then gave it a mad shake. “Must be broken.”

      I wanted to assault him with words, but was stuck coughing. As the coughing subsided, and I thought I’d get a word out, a new round would resume.

      Leo smirked. “Looks like you have something to say but can’t get it out. That’s too bad.”

      As I hacked into my sweatshirt-covered elbow, I raised my other hand and stuck my middle finger in his face.

      The small muscle in his jaw ticked twice. But before he could respond, the radio pinned to his shoulder chirped.

      “Squad 50,” said a male voice I recognized. Jeff Smith, one of three cops employed by Wind River and Leo’s counterpart. Add the chief, a sergeant, and Lieutenant Rawlings, and that was the entire force.

      A female voice responded, “Go ahead Squad 50.”

      “I’m at 5545 One Seventy-Ninth Avenue. Junkie’s bar. I need medical attention for an unconscious, unresponsive, and breathing female, approximately forty-five years of age, with a possible upper body injury. I also need the fire department since she’s pinned to a post by a car.”

      The female dispatcher said, “Ten-four Squad 50, medical is on the way. Fire is on their way.”

      We all stood silent for a beat.

      “Judas Priest,” Rawlings said.

      “Ms. Trina?” My eyes locked on Leo’s face, searching for the answers to what wasn’t said in the short conversation. It had to be Ms. Trina. She worked every Friday night at Junkie’s bar. Fridays were theme night, and she’d once told me theme nights were her favorite. Smith had made it sound like her injury was serious.

      “Holy crap,” Junior said from behind me.

      I turned and found him walking toward us, a towel pressed to his forehead.

      “Did he say Ms. Trina was hurt?” Junior looked as shocked as I felt.

      We’d all gone through school with Ms. Trina. As head lunch lady, she could tell when a student was having a bad day and gave us extra rolls, nuggets, or a Coke. Along with Leo’s kid brother, Hue, I’d spent a fair number of days getting extra’s from Ms. Trina. Her oldest, Becca, was my age. Her youngest was in her final year of high school. Ms. Trina had become a single mom when her husband Bart had a massive heart attack back in February. Dropped dead in a convenience store near Century Link Field in Seattle following a Sounders Game. He’d reached for a bottle of water and died on the spot.

      Ms. Trina was having a sucky year.

      “You didn’t go to Junkie’s tonight?” I asked Junior. If I was a regular, so was Junior. He went as much as I did.

      Junior winced. “I went for a while but left early because I had to be at work early today.” His face tightened and he said angrily, “I bet this wouldn’t have happened if I had stayed later.” He turned to Rawlings. “There were a couple of guys there that were getting rowdy. Didn’t know them. They weren’t from around here.”

      Rawlings said, “I’ll want a statement about that later.” He pointed a finger at me. “You sure you got pics of this, Samantha?”

      I nodded, too numb to talk.

      Rawlings directed his finger at Junior. “You call a tow truck?”

      Junior nodded.

      Rawlings said, “Then we’re gonna leave now.”

      “Understood,” Junior said. “My dad should be here soon anyway.”

      “I’ll stay with you Junior until your dad comes,” I said. It didn’t feel right to leave someone out on the road alone in light of Ms. Trina’s accident. How had a car pinned her to a post?

      Rawlings grabbed me by my elbow and propelled me toward LC. “No can do, Camera-girl, you’ll need to go with us. You’re the on-call photographer. Try and keep up, too.”

      I glanced over my shoulder at Junior, Leo, and the scene. This was nothing compared to what I was about to see. I met Leo’s stare and read his skepticism. He didn’t think I was up for the challenge.

      My mind flashed back to the pictures we’d seen in class of crime scenes. Who had I been kidding about taking photos of a dead deer being a true test? No, my true test was about to come.

      I climbed in LC and cranked his engine. I wrapped my arms around me as I waited for LC to warm up, a chill seeping deep into my bones.

      Leo and Rawlings sped to Junkie’s bar. All I could think about was Ms. Trina and her family. The woman worked three jobs. Dad said her husband’s life insurance must have sucked and followed the comment up with a lecture about the importance of retirement planning and insurance.

      Junkie’s bar was across town in the soon-to-be newer commercial development of Wind River. Crenshaw, Junkie’s owner, knew this side of town was destined for expansion. He’d kicked off the impending boom by converting an old building on the corner of his junkyard into a bar. Currently, the property was surrounded by soon-to-be-demolished trees that fed into the foothills of Mt. St. Helens.

      Crenshaw also happened to be the tow truck driver for the town. He was former military and vigilant about security. Some would even say paranoid.

      Rawlings gestured out his window to the side of the road, and I took it to mean I should park there. I checked my camera’s batteries and settings. Messing this up was not an option. I carried my crime scene kit with me.

      An ambulance and a fire truck were parked ahead of us. Five people were standing at the head of Ms. Trina’s car talking and gesturing. Two firemen, two EMTs and a cop.

      “What’s going on?” Leo barked.

      One of the firemen looked our way. “She’s pinned at the lower arm. Doesn’t look good for the arm. Crenshaw is out of town, and the guy covering for him is about twenty minutes away on another pickup. We’re trying to decide how to move the car.”

      Smith, the cop who called it in, said, “Becca called dispatch and said her mom hadn’t made it home. I rolled out here to see if she’d left. I found her chained to the pole, blindfolded, and with a gag in her mouth.” He pointed to the back-corner panel of Ms. Trina’s car. “From what I gather, it appears the place was robbed. Inside is a mess. They left Trina here, and in their haste to escape, they collided with her car, which pushed it into her.”

      I collapsed against LC. The fear and uncertainty of the situation left my knees weak. I’d never experienced violence and crime of this severity before. Up until now, my life was remarkably uneventful, and that’s saying a lot when you’re the daughter of a newspaperman and a lawyer.

      “Her stats are falling,” said the EMT monitoring Ms. Trina.

      Leo, Rawlings, and the other EMT had a brief discussion.

      Leo turned to me. “Start photographing everything now. We’re going to put her car in neutral and roll it back so we can move her.” His words were hurried. The others were rushing to do what task they’d been assigned.

      I brought the viewfinder to my eyes. The job of a forensic photographer was to take pictures of everything I could as they prepped to move Ms. Trina as well as shoot the move. This was done for court purposes. My photos would be evidence, and their value even higher if the unthinkable happened and this became a homicide. I made sure to get shots of the scene as it was before they moved the car. Focusing the camera was hard with tears in my eyes. One thing for certain, we’d be at a different scene had the Crenshaw parking lot been different.

      A few years ago, when Junkie’s opened, the parking lot had been a gravel space and nothing more. Until an inebriated idiot who didn’t know drive from reverse came inches from crashing into the building. After that, Crenshaw built nine small walls, one for each spot, each with a four-and-one-half inch concrete pole called a bollard coming out of the center. Each was painted a bold color, Crenshaw’s theory being, a wall took more idiocy to plow through and a speed bump wasn’t a deterrent at all.

      The walls, twenty inches high and two feet wide, were made from cinder blocks, and Ms. Trina was sitting on one. She hugged the red pole and, because of the shape of her VW Rabbit’s front end, only her arm had been pinned from the hand to an inch below the elbow. Her leg escaped the same fate by centimeters. Had there been no wall, only a pole, the car would have crushed her.

      Though Officer Smith had removed Ms. Trina’s blindfold and gag, she remained unconscious. Seeing her chained to a pole broke my heart and sent tremors of fear through me. The awkward way her head hung back, plus her pallor, were reminiscent of corpse images I’d seen in school. This was not the vibrant, quick-to-laugh woman I’d known all my life. How had this happened?

      A fireman named Bucky cut the chain. Smith bagged the chains as evidence.

      On the count of three, the men worked in synchrony to move the car and Ms. Trina. I captured it all in stills. Within seconds, Ms. Trina was lifted onto the stretcher while the EMT’s worked madly as they loaded her into the rig then sped away.

      I stood next to LC while the cops discussed what to do next. A couple times Leo looked at me and nodded. At the patrol car, he took out a trash bag from the trunk.

      I gulped, imagining all sorts of things he might put into the bag. Like Ms. Trina’s white sneaker that lay a few feet from the pole.

      Then he came to me.

      Arms crossed, he said, “I’ll take you from place to place and tell you what to get shots of. If at any time you think you might be sick, you throw up in this bag. You got it?” He thrust the bag at me.

      “If you think I’m drunk and you have to use these pictures in a criminal case, wouldn’t that be a possible problem for you?” My aim wasn’t to get under his skin, but to fry whoever did this to Ms. Trina. Me being a technicality, the reason a criminal wouldn’t be charged, was unacceptable.

      “I have the breathalyzer that says you aren’t. No one has to know I think it’s broken.”

      I snatched the bag. “There’s nothing left in my stomach anyway.”

      He grabbed me by the elbow. “Seriously, Samantha. We can’t have this scene messed up.” His tone spoke to the seriousness of the situation. Not that I needed a warning.

      I snatched my arm away. “Where do we start?”

      Fevers were like tides. They burned hot when the tide was in and left a person clammy with uncontrollable shivers when it was out. Currently, the tide was out so I hit the shutter button several times by accident because of those shivers. The adrenaline didn’t help. My flu symptoms were exacerbated by my nervousness. My hands shook, my breathing was shallow, and my stomach roiled with apprehension and upset.

      “Breathe,” Leo said. His focus remained on the area as he scanned for the next images to capture. He bagged evidence after I snapped the pics.

      “I am breathing,” I said and checked the display to make sure I had what I needed in the shot.

      “No, you’re panting. Breathe normally. Slow and steady.”

      He was right. I was a ball of nerves. There was no margin for error. The responsibility was a heavy weight to bear.

      Rawlings said, “Come here, Samantha. I want shots from here. These pieces might be parts from the car that hit hers.” Rawlings was standing next to Ms. Trina’s car.

      Smith came out from inside the bar. “Hey, I’m gonna need pictures in here, too. Looks like the robbers might have been the same people who’ve been hitting up the convenience stores and late-night diners.”

      The news called them the Comic Book Bandits and reported the robbers wore superhero masks when they held up a joint. It was also reported the Comic Book Bandits tied up the people and employees and left behind superhero novelty rings.

      Leo gestured for me to follow Smith inside. The place had been tossed. Although, the theme tonight had been the seventies, one of the most popular themes for the bar, and the mess could have been from just that. The buffet with the pub food hadn’t been cleaned, and plates had been knocked off, scattering food and broken ceramic everywhere. The disco ball hung above the center of the dance floor and continued to spin, shooting off a variety of colored lights. A blond afro wig balanced precariously at the edge of a bench seat of a booth.

      “She didn’t get any time to clean up.” Captain Obvious, that was me.

      Smith surveyed the bar with disgust. “The kitchen’s a wreck, too. Food pulled out of the fridge and everything.” He pointed to the counter by the register. “Take a picture of that. Make sure to get the top.” A red, kid’s party-favor ring rested against the register. The sticker was a Batman emblem.

      I spent the next two hours inside taking pictures. At one point, the chief of police joined our party.

      When I stepped outside into the cool early morning air, the sun was peeking over Mt. St. Helen’s, and exhaustion hit me hard. I was out of adrenaline, and the fever tide was in, raging, bringing with it waves of heat.

      I stumbled to another parking pole and held onto it as I slid to the wall. I leaned against the cold metal and wondered how Ms. Trina was doing.

      Shoes came into my field of vision, and I looked up to see my dad.

      “What are you doing here?” My voice was hoarse. My throat dry.

      “Covering this story. How you holding up, kiddo?” He pressed his hand to my forehead.

      “You wouldn’t happen to have any flu meds in your pocket, would you?”

      “As a matter of fact, I do.” He dug into his jacket pocket and handed me a tab with two capsules. From his other pocket, he took out a small bottle of water. “I heard you’d been called out to take pictures.”

      I swallowed the meds and chugged half the bottle.

      Chief Louney joined us. “You know, Russ. You can’t be asking Samantha to disclose anything that might affect this case.” He turned his attention to me. “Do not speak to the press.”

      I gave him the thumbs-up to show I understood his instruction. “I couldn’t if I wanted to. It’s all a blur. I’m tired and overwhelmed.” Though Dad and I knew that wasn’t true. All I had to do was think about one item in any photo I’d taken and my mind’s eye could recall it as if looking at the actual space in real time.

      Chief Louney said, “Then go home. You’re done here.”

      Dad held out his hand and tugged me up. He pointed me toward LC and gave me a gentle shove.

      I don’t remember the drive home. Or climbing the stairs to my apartment over Dad’s newspaper office. I collapsed onto my bed, ready to get lost in a deep sleep.

      But from the fever or not, restful sleep played elusive, coming only in short fits and bits with visions of evil superheroes.
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      Noon found me on the floor of my bathtub, the hot, steamy shower running over me. I was forced to exit when the water turned cold.

      My lips were chapped to the point of cracking. My fever low enough for coherent thoughts.

      I choked down a dose of flu medicine and transferred the photos from both scenes onto a thumb drive. Then I made myself as presentable as possible considering my fever was still one hundred and one. I pulled my hair into a ponytail and carried a hand towel in my sling bag to wipe off sweat for when the inevitable heat waves crashed over me again.

      Dressed in navy-blue leggings and a long yellow tunic, I added a dark-gray hoody hoping it would hide the inevitable sweat stains. To stay in bed would be smart, but I was haunted by the images of last night. To make matters worse, my imagination was in full production, creating all sorts of creepy scenarios of what Ms. Trina had experienced while being robbed then chained to a pole.

      Food of any variety was needed before heading out, though nothing in my sparse fridge looked appealing. Below my apartment was my dad’s newspaper. Printing was done out of house, so by newspaper, I meant offices. More importantly, Dad kept a stocked fridge in the break room.

      There were two stairways to my apartment. One at the front that led to the street, the other through a locked door at the outside rear of my apartment. That door opened to stairs that led directly into the back portion of the newspaper office.

      The newspaper had one large room called the bullpen. Used to house cubicles for staff writers back in the day, now it was a large space with a conference table and chairs. Four separate rooms were off to the far-right side. One held files, archives, and supplies. The middle two rooms were my dad’s office and the galley kitchen. The restroom was at the end.

      Stella, Dad’s office administrator who also worked the front, was at her desk by the lobby. An athletic woman with a penchant for herbal and natural remedies had, unfortunately, a past littered with dead husbands. Obviously, high blood pressure or other serious maladies couldn’t always be controlled by an essential oil. Stella was on the phone, which allowed me to get to the kitchen unnoticed.

      In the kitchen, the coffeepot was empty, an unusual occurrence for a newspaperman and company. The grounds were in the filter and water in the tank but no coffee. As if a cruel joke, someone forgot to flip the on switch. I punched the switch with a jab of my finger.

      In the fridge was a tub of chicken noodle soup with my name on it. Literally. Someone had scrawled Sam in permanent marker on the container. I popped off the lid and stuck the entire container in the microwave, plastic and all.

      While I waited, I sat at the small round table and flipped through the latest paper, Thursday’s edition. Dad’s paper, The Wind River Journal, came out in print Thursdays and Mondays. News could be read online daily for those who preferred that.

      When the microwave beeped, I took out the soup, putting it on the table.

      The nutty aroma of the coffee filled the air and signaled it was done. I was pouring a cup, my other hand holding the mug, when Dad’s sudden appearance startled me and I spilled scalding coffee all over my hand. I fumbled the carafe as I tried not to drop it on the counter in my haste to get to the sink.

      “I knew I smelled you.” His smile was smug.

      I dashed to the sink and ran cold water over my hand. “Crap. What does that mean?” I gave my pits a whiff, but it was a lost cause considering how congested I was.

      “I mean, I purposely left the coffee off so I’d know when you showed up.”

      That explained the smile.

      He said, “Tough night, huh?”

      I groaned. “The worst. I’m headed to the hospital to see Ms. Trina.” The least I could do for a woman who’d constantly shown me kindness was to see if her family needed anything. And also, work hard to help the police put the people who did this to her behind bars. My fondness for justice, for wrongs to be righted, was entrenched in my character. Maybe it came from my mom being a lawyer and my dad a reporter. Or maybe because as a kid I was different and people wrongly stereotyped me. Regardless, I was going to see this through.

      Dad poured himself a mug and topped off mine, then reset the carafe back in its place. He set both mugs on the table and sat. “Poor Trina. She’s had a run of bad luck. I hear she’s in intensive care.”

      The sting from the burn had lessened. I turned off the faucet and searched through a kitchen drawer for salve. Stella was a freak about having natural medicines on hand. Sure enough, a tube made specifically for burns lay among the Band-Aids and oils.

      “I couldn’t sleep. I kept seeing all these images from the scene. I think I need to do something”—I waved my hand over my head—“to wipe my mind clean. Know what I mean?” Seeing scary stuff on TV was one thing. Seeing scary stuff in real life that affected people you knew and liked was entirely different. To say I was shaken was an understatement.

      “You get used to it over time. Of course, some things never leave you, but that’s how working in this business goes.” His smile was sympathetic.

      Did I want to be in this business?

      Dad continued, “Lyle says Trina’s deductible is incredibly high. A bunch of us are chipping in to help.” Lyle Wagonknecht was the town’s auto and home insurance man. Bart Holland, Trina’s husband, used to be the other one until he died.

      From his shirt breast pocket, Dad took out a piece of paper and offered it to me. “Are you feeling up to taking this to Bob’s Body Shop? Tell him it’s for Trina. Every bit counts for her.”

      It was a check for three hundred dollars.

      “I hope they catch the guys who did this.” I set the check on top of my sling bag, then sat across from Dad.

      “Even if they find the guys, she won’t recoup any expenses she’ll incur because of this. These guys, these Comic Book Bandits, have worked their way down the state and have yet to be caught or get caught on tape. I doubt they’re the sort to be insured or pay up if she sued them. And that’s assuming they’re the ones responsible for this.”

      “Poor Ms. Trina. I guess the silver lining in this is whoever these Comic Book Bandits are, they aren’t violent.” Last I read no one had been harmed in their robberies, only tied up, Trina’s case being the worst. Had she been robbed by another group of criminals, the situation could have been much worse.

      “Another silver lining? She wasn’t working The Killer Whale when it was hit three nights ago,” Dad said. The Killer Whale was a popular diner outside of town.

      I dropped my spoon. “Graycloud’s was robbed, too?” How had I not known this?

      Walter Graycloud was one badass American Indian who owned a scenic piece of land off the interstate and was a big-wig with the Cowlitz tribe, who also happened to make the best homemade cinnamon rolls ever known to man. Not only did he own the diner, but a motel comprised of several small cabins that overlooked the Windy River. He even had a card room for the just-driving-through gamblers in an ante-chamber off the diner.

      “Yep,” Dad said. “Apparently, Trina was supposed to work that night but switched with the other girl—I can’t remember her name. Had she not switched days, she’d have been a victim twice.”

      Dad always had the inside gouge; it helped that he played poker with half the town. This made his reporting job easier.

      I said, “The girl who works at The Killer Whale is Jaime.” She’d dated Hue, my other best friend in high school. I had talked to her a few days ago when I swung by and bought two cinnamon rolls. “Wait, you said three nights ago?”

      Dad nodded.

      Three nights ago was when I’d bought the rolls. I could’ve been at the diner when it was robbed, and if I hadn’t gotten the flu, I would have been at Junkie’s last night, too. A shiver of fear ran down my spine. This was too close for comfort.

      “Why wasn’t this in the news?” I asked.

      Dad shrugged. “I kept it out of the paper by request of Graycloud and Chief Louney. Both wanted to keep it under the radar. Graycloud wanted to rule out the robbers were from the tribe.”

      “Oh, so it wasn’t the comic book guys that robbed Graycloud’s? I’d just assumed.”

      Dad held up his index finger and smirked. His way of announcing something good was about to be said. “Yes, the scene did look as if the Comic Book Bandits were the robbers, but Chief Louney believes the robbery was a copycat.”

      I pressed my palm to my temple in an attempt to process it all. “Are you saying whoever did this to Ms. Trina might have been a copycat and not these Comic Book Bandits on their crime spree?”

      Dad nodded.

      I was stunned. I’d assumed it was the Comic Book Bandits like the scene suggested. I’d have to remember this if I was going to use my PI license. What was that saying—assume makes an ass of you and me? “Is keeping a lid on this smart? Shouldn’t other businesses be warned?”

      “The other businesses have been warned. Anything interesting in the pictures?”

      This last question was Dad the reporter asking. I knew the difference because Dad the reporter was also Dad the poker player and king of his fantasy football league. Dad the poker player taught me everything he knew. And Dad the poker player had a tell. He flared his nostrils slightly when he had something up his sleeve. Just like he’d done now.

      I shook my head. “I hope they’re good enough in both cases. I’m dropping off a thumb drive before I head to the hospital.” I blew on the soup as my stomach growled. Then said, “What are you looking for? Why are you asking about the pictures?”

      Dad dismissed my question with a wave of his hand. He leaned closer and lowered his voice. “I heard from Chuck who heard from Lyle that Junior’s car was stolen early this morning.” Chuck owned the market next door and he, Lyle, and a few others played poker with my dad every week. They were worse than women when it came to gossip.

      My mouth fell open. “What? How does that happen? Wasn’t it towed to his dad’s dealership? Junior manages the parts and service department, why didn’t he put the car inside?”

      Dad shrugged, indicating he was as puzzled as me. “This isn’t as uncommon as you might believe. I’ve covered stories of car theft rings. When you take the check down to Bob’s ask him if he knows anything about this and let me know what he says.”

      I narrowed my gaze, suspicious. “Why am I asking? If this is a story, shouldn’t you be asking?”

      Dad’s expression said nothing. He feigned innocence.

      I wasn’t buying it. “Come on, out with it.”

      “Bob lost money to me last week at poker, and he’s still sore about it. If he gives you anything good, I’ll follow up.”

      “If I do some digging for you, then I expect to get paid.” We’d done this song and dance before. The truth was I had questions for Bob regardless of getting paid. But Dad didn’t know that.

      Dad eyed the tub of soup. “I’ll take twenty-five bucks off your rent, and we’ll throw the soup in as a perk.”

      “Deal,” I said. I would have settled for the soup.

      Dad held up a finger. “Ah, but I also want to see the pictures.”

      I grimaced. “Can I do that? Because I don’t think I can.”

      “What if I happened to be looking over your shoulder? Or maybe you leave your camera out and I help myself.”

      I rolled my eyes and tsked. “You’ve been in the reporting business a while, right, Dad?” I teased. “Because this feels amateurish.”

      Dad sighed heavily and sat back in his chair. “I’d love it if you’d confirm for me the robbery at Junkie’s was a copycat, Sam.”

      “How could I do that? I’d have to know what makes one an original and the other a fake. Why not ask Crenshaw or Chief Louney?” I drank the broth from the container.

      “Crenshaw doesn’t know anything and Louney is buttoned up tight. There’s more to this story.”

      “You’re guessing. Speculating.”

      Dad raised a brow. “Am I? These robbers take Trina outside and chain her up to a pole. Which takes time. Then they peel out so fast they hit her car hard enough to push it into her?” He shook his head. “The pieces don’t add up for me. All the other robberies, the people are tied up inside. Jaime was tied up inside the diner. Not outside.”

      “If this was the Comic Book Bandits, maybe they’re mixing things up? Maybe they were spooked? Maybe they were in a hurry? Maybe they were afraid someone might come along?” I’d considered a thousand different scenarios in my need to understand this senseless act.

      Dad gave a skeptical shake of his head. “And if it was the copycat?”

      “Then he tied her up outside because he’s stupid and putting his own spin on it? He wants recognition for what he’s done. After all, his robbery of Graycloud’s diner wasn’t in the paper. It was ignored.” I’d learned this from true crime shows and maybe a bit from my class.

      Dad nodded. “Yeah, that’s why I think it’s a copycat. Because these Comic Book Bandits are clever. They’re calm and controlled. They’ve not been caught on store cameras. They’ve left no evidence other than what they wanted police to find. When you were inside Junkie’s, did you see the plastic novelty rings they leave behind as their trademark?”

      “Um.” Chief Louney adamantly said not to talk to the press. Even though the novelty rings were a publicized fact.

      Dad held up a hand. “Better yet, did you notice if a page from a comic book was left behind?”

      Snapshots of the scene flashed in my mind’s eye. “Nope.” I clasped my hands over my mouth in horror as I realized I’d divulged information I wasn’t supposed to.

      Dad sat back in his chair and crossed his arms, a smug smile on his face. “I shouldn’t be telling you this, but Chief Louney slipped up and mentioned the comic book pages to me a few weeks ago. The cops have purposefully kept it out of the media. Graycloud’s robbery didn’t have the comic book page either.”

      My stomach dropped with dread. We were looking at a copycat. “Do you think that means whoever is doing this is from here? Someone we know?”

      Dad’s smile was large and toothy. “You bet it does. Oddities at the scene are clues, too.”

      I was appalled. “Why are you so happy about that?”

      “I’m not happy these things are happening. I’m happy because this fool or fools aren’t too bright and will likely get caught. I’ll get point on the story. Makes for good press.” Being a newsman, Dad covered stories that would haunt the average person, but he’d built up a thick shell. This was how I excused his enthusiasm. Like a thrill seeker craving a dangerous high, Dad needed stories more horrific than the last.

      “Ugh, that’s terrible. People were hurt.”

      “Samantha, honey, bad stuff happens. Happens all the time. Happens in the town you live in and is done by people you know. Shining a light on it is the only way to get the cockroaches to scurry back to where they came from.”

      We sat in silence, me slurping soup and Dad drinking coffee. Stuck on Dad’s comments, my thoughts went to a darker place. Who among us would have done this, and did I really want to know?
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      I left Dad’s and drove to Junkie’s. Crime scene tape roped off the parking lot and the door to the bar. I pulled LC in behind a patrol car parked on the side of the road.

      I flung my sling bag over my shoulder after patting the front pocket to confirm the jump drive was there.

      Seeing the scene in daylight would hopefully wash out the horrific images from the night before. Many of which had the creep factor exaggerated by my imagination.

      I didn’t know how cops remained unbiased every day. I supposed only the good ones did.

      Outside the bar, standing in the parking lot, were Crenshaw, the owner, and Leo. His uniform was crisp and clean, as if he hadn’t been up a few hours before marking the crime scene.

      Leo faced me, hands on hips. “What are you doing here?”

      “I came out to see if any more pictures were needed.” I took out the thumb drive and held it out to him. “Do you want these or do I need to take them to the station?”

      “We’re good for pictures.” He took the small silver rectangle. “I can take this in. Let me get you to sign something as proof of submitting.” He moved away to his patrol car.

      I focused on Crenshaw and was shocked by his appearance.

      A big man, Crenshaw stood over six feet, was bald and solid with a belly that preceded him by several inches. A wall of stone. He usually wore threadbare flannel and typically sported a lumberjack’s beard, only his beard was gone and his shirt, albeit still flannel, looked new.

      “You look nice, Crenshaw.” Dare I ask what the motivation for his new look was?

      He shuffled awkwardly.

      I did a quick subject change. “I’m sorry. What a mess to come home to. Have you heard anything?”

      “Only that she’s stable. She hasn’t woken up yet.” He pressed his lips together in a thin line.

      “I can’t believe this happened. Poor Ms. Trina.”

      Crenshaw said, “And she was out here by herself for who knows how long.” His big shoulders shook as he held back tears. “If I didn’t know this was done by those superhero dumbasses, I’d put my money on Kevin Greevey.”

      He had my full attention. “That’s interesting you would think Kevin did this. How come?”

      Kevin’s history of substance abuse was often the topic of gossip, usually instigated by some offhand comment by Kevin’s dad. If Kevin and Ms. Trina had a problem, I imagine the issue was either Ms. Trina cut him off or refused to serve him.

      “I don’t know. They were talking in hushed voices. Then Trina pointed to the door and told him to get out. I thought he might strike her. He was livid. I had to leave. I needed to be in Seattle. I showed Kevin the door, watched him drive away, and got on the road quickly after.”

      I took a stab at the timeline. “Wow, that’s an early hour to get your drink on.” My math had Kevin arriving at opening, five p.m.

      Crenshaw nodded. He pointed to the front door of the bar. “He was standing outside when I opened the bar.”

      Leo approached and pointed a finger at me. “Stop talking to her. This is an open investigation and—”

      I waved dismissively at Leo. “Oh, hush. What he’s saying to me is nothing we wouldn’t say if we met at Chuck’s market in town. Can’t you see he’s distraught?”

      Crenshaw bowed his head. “It’s my fault. Becca called and said her mom hadn’t made it home yet and wasn’t answering her phone. I was…distracted. I didn’t call the bar right away.” He looked past my shoulder and cleared his throat. A pink tinge crept up his neck, his closely shaved neck. Clearly, the reason for his appearance change was a woman.

      “If I were on a date with someone I liked, I would’ve been distracted as well. And who would have ever expected this”—I swept my hands toward the crime scene tape—“to have happened?”

      “Do you even date? “Leo mumbled.

      “I date guys who aren’t buttheads,” I said. “As you can imagine, those are hard to find. Like the elusive Bigfoot.”

      Crenshaw continued, “Even when I called the police and asked them to do a drive-by, I underplayed my concern. I’ll never be able to forgive myself if something happens to her.”

      I patted his arm. I was contagious after all. “You did everything you could do. Stop beating yourself up.”

      He nodded and cleared his throat. “Speaking of Bigfoot, you want to see the video, Leo? It’s grainy, but I can’t come up with any other reasonable explanation than Bigfoot.”

      “Bigfoot?” I had to know.

      Crenshaw nodded. “One of my cameras caught a hairy leg coming out of the bar shortly after closing time.”

      My heart beat madly with excitement. “Seriously, that’s cool. You can’t tell anyone, though, because then you’ll have everyone out here camping and trying to catch sight of Bigfoot.” The Pacific Northwest hosted no less than four different Sasquatch research groups. One was housed near St. Helens, which was the backdrop for Junkie’s.

      “Which is exactly why I asked you not to say anything, Crenshaw. Her dad owns the local paper.” Leo sighed in defeat.

      I made like I was zipping my lips. “I totally won’t tell my dad. Unless of course word starts to get out, and he’ll hear it anyway.”

      Leo groaned. “You done here, Samantha?” Leo asked. “Because I’m not.”

      I took the hint. He didn’t want to talk to Crenshaw with me present.

      “I’m headed to the hospital. I’ll let you know if there’s been any change,” I said to Crenshaw.

      I paced my walk back to LC, scanning the area for anything I might have missed in the dark.

      Leo caught up to me. “I hope you give this experience serious consideration. I’m not sure you’ve got it in you to take photos of scenes. Rawlings and I submitted your performance evaluation to your professor today.”

      I stopped by LC’s hood and put my hand on the top, leaning against it because I was slightly winded. The flu was moving into a chest cold.

      I fanned at the beads of sweat on my forehead. “Let me guess. You were less than flattering with your evaluation of my skillset. Even though I did two scenes, and neither was something as simple as taking pictures of a wrecked car. And also, you evaluated me before seeing the pictures.” Dick move in my opinion.

      “I said you’re skilled. But I also said I don’t think you’re cut out for this. You’re too personally involved.”

      “This scene is personal. I grew up with Ms. Trina.” Who was he to tell me how to feel?

      Leo crossed his arms and stared down his nose at me. “Every scene is personal. What if Junior had been killed by that deer?”

      Something I hadn’t considered.

      “Or maybe you get called out to take a picture of a scene of someone you don’t know. But that scene is personal to the people who are impacted by it. Maybe they’ve lost a loved one. You can’t unsee what happens out here, Samantha. It’ll leave you jaded. It’ll change you.”

      I was worried about that exact same thing. But this was my life. He didn’t have a say in it. I studied him. “You seem to be doing okay. Or is it your natural buttheadedness helps you deal with being jaded?”

      Had I not taken flu medicine with the possible side effects of hallucinations, I could have sworn Leo’s lips twitched in what was the hint of a smile.

      He briefly ducked his head then looked at me. “My people have struggled for decades. My brothers and I have spent years working with our mom on the reservation. I’ve been up close and personal with addiction and mental illness. I learned early on, a rosy tint on life was an illusion. I know you think my life has been all about football, touchdowns, cheerleaders, and itchy jocks. But this is gritty business, and I’ve been aware of it since I was a kid.”

      He was right. I did think his life was rosy. Everything came easy to him. And though I was close to his younger brother, I had no idea what happened on the reservation. Not wanting him to see he’d rattled me, I went for levity. “Had you washed your jock more often, maybe it would’ve itched less. Which is gross, by the way.”

      His expression of confusion would have made me laugh had the reason for us interacting not been serious. He couldn’t figure me out, and I was okay with that. Here he’d told me something personal and serious, and I’d gone for the easy joke. Taking pictures of a crime scene wasn’t a laughing matter. And yeah, I questioned if I was up for it. But the only way to know was to see this through.

      I knocked on LC’s hood twice to signal a change in subject. “Speaking of crime scenes—”

      “You are not to speak to anyone about these crime scenes. Not even Precious. I know that’ll be hard for you, but give it a try.” His expression was stern.

      I gasped. Precious was my best friend. I told her everything. “How dare you insinuate I can’t keep a secret?”

      He rolled his eyes. “You were saying about crime scenes?”

      Crap. How was I supposed to tell him about Graycloud’s being robbed without proving I sucked at secret-keeping?

      I pressed my lips together as I contemplated my move. Unable to breathe through my nose because of my congestion, I blew out the breath in frustration. “I have something to tell you. You— Leo—not you, the cop.”

      “Why me, Leo? What’s the difference?”

      I huffed then mumbled, “Because what I have to tell you is not common knowledge.”

      “Is it a secret?”

      Slapping that smug smile off his face would have felt awesome. But striking an officer in uniform was begging to be arrested for assault.

      “I’m only divulging what I know because I think it has something to do with this.” I jerked my thumb behind me toward the bar.

      Leo became serious. “I’m listening.”

      “When you’re off duty, put on regular clothes and go to Graycloud’s. Ask him about what happened a couple nights ago.”

      He looked skeptical. “That’s what you’re giving me?”

      “I’m assuming you can put two and two together and figure out what I’m saying.” I did the wide-eyed don’t be stupid look.

      He jerked his head toward Junkie’s. “Graycloud would have reported something like this.”

      “Would he?” I said with sarcasm. “Because he didn’t.” I knocked on LC’s hood again. “I’m out. If you need me to take more pictures, let me know.” I shuffled to the driver’s side.

      “You should be home in bed,” he said.

      I gasped in mock surprise. “What? Are you saying you think I wasn’t hungover?” I climbed in and slammed the door.

      He crossed his arms. “In bed works for hangovers, too.” He nodded toward LC. “He needs oil.”

      I turned the engine over, and LC sputtered to life. “What else is new?”
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      I drove into Vancouver (Not British Columbia, but Washington) to the hospital where they’d taken Ms. Trina. Helping the family any way I could was a high priority.

      There I met Precious. Her real name is Erika. We’d bonded during second grade when we—Hue included—realized that we were the only kids pulled out of class for extra support. Precious went to speech therapy for a wicked stutter that only showed up now when she was tired and overly stressed. Her nickname came when a bully from our class asked her what was so special about her that she didn’t have to read in front of the class, and she’d responded with, “Because I’m P-p-precious.” The moniker stuck. Yeah, at first it was used to tease her, but the truth was eventually seen. She embodied the nickname. The girl treated everyone like they had a gift to give to the world and, in return, she was treated the same.

      Precious was standing outside the double sliding doors of the hospital. Dressed in a black skirt with a simple white shirt and black flats with her pale blonde hair pulled back into a bun. Typically one for bolder colors, she looked like she’d come to hand out Bibles, or for reasons more depressing. Like maybe she was the Angel of Death. Precious stood slightly over six feet with sparking blue eyes and alabaster skin.

      “You look like poop,” she said when she spotted me shuffling toward her.

      “I feel better than yesterday. Why are you wearing your funeral skirt?”

      Precious liked to have certain outfits for specific events. She said dressing correctly for the occasion gave people confidence and inner strength. I’m guessing she was feeling as shaken up by this turn of events as I was.

      She said in a hushed voice, “You said it was bad.”

      I lowered mine to match. “She’s not dead. Or in danger of dying.” At least not that I knew of. “Guess what I heard?”

      Precious raised her brows in anticipation.

      Keeping my voice low, I said, “Crenshaw said his video caught a hairy leg coming into the bar right before it closed.” Bigfoot was Precious’s secret interest. He’d been her imaginary friend back in elementary school. Imagine her glee to grow up and discover he might actually exist.

      Her eyes widened. “Do you think…could it be?”

      I shook my head. “I mean, why would Bigfoot rob the bar and chain up Ms. Trina? What’s he gonna do with the money?” I pretended to give her question some thought. “Though, food was everywhere like someone had gone on a feeding frenzy.”

      “Someone being a giant hairy man-like beast?”

      I laughed. “Or bear or crazy vandals high on something.”

      She frowned at me. “You’re a buzzkill.”

      “I like to keep things real.” I winked.

      She clasped her hands together, signaling she’d come to a decision. This was her tell, and
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