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      Donovan pressed his back against the wall. Both hands clutched the nine millimeter tightly.

      Across the closed door from him, Eleri quietly nodded.

      Reaching out with his left hand, the gun still firmly in his right and aimed down just outside of the range of his own feet, he slammed the door open.

      His entire body tensed not knowing what was on the other side. Hearing the door hit the wall, he smacked one hand out just far enough to stop it from swinging back and clicking closed.

      They waited for a scream. A shocked gasp. A volley of bullets.

      Nothing came. But that didn't mean the room was empty. It only meant that whoever was on the other side wasn't surprised by their entrance.

      Slowly the two agents looked to each other. Swinging his gun in an arc in front of him, avoiding the spaces where he might shoot off his own toes and following the protocols he had been taught at Quantico, Donovan swept the gun downward then up into the now open doorway.

      Leading with only his right eye, not giving anyone on the other side enough of a target hopefully, he saw nothing. As he moved back and shook his head, he watched as Eleri next did the same from the other side. Luckily, her height was radically different from his. If anyone was taking aim using him as a reference, they would miss her by a decent margin.

      She too, cleared the doorway. As the second person, she immediately moved inward. Steps fierce and tight, her gun aimed out, she swept the whole room before announcing, “Clear!”

      Despite the staccato of the word, she sounded disappointed, and he knew her well enough to read her.

      “Nothing?” he asked as her shoulders dropped. He'd hoped for something. Not someone shooting at them, not like that, but . . . something they could use.

      She shook her head, lips pursed tight, posture slumped.

      “That's the whole place, right?”

      This time she nodded.

      This had been the very last room. They'd come back to the Huron-Manistee State Park—thankfully without multiple feet of snow to traipse through—and relocated the abandoned buildings.

      They'd first stumbled across this place several years ago on an unrelated case. Or were there any unrelated cases? Donovan was beginning to wonder.

      When they arrived, crime scene tape that had once been strung across the doors hung shredded and blowing in the slight breeze. Though whether that had been because somebody had ripped it down, or because the passage of time had simply loosened whatever held it there, he and Eleri hadn't been able to tell.

      The place looked just as abandoned as the first time they'd seen it. But anyone worth their salt making use of a place like this would absolutely cultivate that appearance. So they'd gone in, having no idea what was behind any given door.

      “There's nothing here.” Eleri glowered into the empty air. Her gun clicked back into its holster, hands thrown up into the air, irritation growing.

      He felt her frustration though he didn't quite express his the same way. Stepping into the middle of the room, Donovan turned a full three-sixty. Metal barracks-type windows lined one wall. If he remembered correctly, there had been desks in here the last time.

      Long before they’d ever set foot here it had been a school room.

      He looked to Eleri. “I guess the team that came through after us to clear things actually cleared everything. Doesn't look like anyone's been here since either.”

      Her tight nod told him she didn't like that any better than he did. He'd had hope, and now he didn't.

      “There are only two more places on the list,” she told him, irritation blooming in her expression. Somehow, her frustration transformed him into the positive one.

      “The list can always grow, and often does,” he reminded her.

      “True.” But she didn't seem to take the positivity to heart.

      Jen Crunk had worked her way through the archives at the de Gottardi/Little farm, just outside of Bull Shoals. She had actually managed to find two more pieces that looked like they'd fit with the first piece of parchment.

      They'd pulled the first glimpse of it from the lining of a duffel bag. Again, he’d thought it was part of an unrelated case, but it was related now.

      The torn page was clearly part of a larger piece. GJ had worked on the one they had, trying to match it to known languages then common codes. Several of the people at the de Gottardi/Little farm had some expertise and they, too, had tried decipher it. So far, no one knew what it said.

      They'd added the pieces that Jen had found. One didn't match. One lined up to one torn side.

      He'd seen the picture Jen had sent⁠—encrypted, of course.

      It was beautiful. It was extra information, Donovan had thought when he saw it. But it was clear that three was far from the total number.

      With no cases directly assigned to them, he and Eleri had been on a quest to find the remainder.

      Miranda Industries had clearly wanted the one from the bottom of the duffel bag. The money had been of no consequence. It was the bag itself they had been more than willing to kill for—or at least the torn paper tucked and carefully stitched inside the lining was what had interested them.

      So now he and Eleri were interested, too. Hence their travels and searches on their own time. From their own pockets, too. Eleri had offered to pay for it all, but Donovan hadn't reached the point where he was willing to say yes.

      He loved her, maybe more than any other human he'd ever known. He trusted her, too, though he still didn't know if either of them understood just how huge that was. But at his core, he was never willing to be beholden to anyone. Not if he didn't have to be. By now, he and Eleri owed so much so many different directions between and around them, that Donovan didn't feel right adding yet another knot to the mess.

      “Westerfield is going to figure us out if he hasn't already,” he told her as they slowly turned around and made their way out of the compound.

      They would make their way out of the state park and then out of the state itself.

      “Why? I've been pinging in my reports through my home computer. He has no reason to suspect we are anywhere other than sitting at home, doing our paperwork.”

      “Oh, I think he always suspects it.” Donovan listened to the sounds of his footsteps down the old hallway. Dust and time didn't mute the echo. “I'll bet he's got flight alerts on all of us.”

      “We drove most of the time,” Eleri countered.

      “True. But both of us flying into the same airport on or near the same day? It had to send a flag to him.”

      “We're not on duty today.” She was right behind him. Her voice sounding larger as it bounced back to him from the empty walls. He didn't think there was anyone here to hurt them, but the history of the place made him think that if the children here didn't haunt the place then the building itself was a horrifying reflection of the past. He'd be glad when they left.

      Donovan replied with a question of his own. “Do you trust him to only track us when we're on duty?”

      “Fair.”

      Just then Eleri's phone rang. She fished it out of her pocket and held it up even as she said, “I can't believe I'm getting signal out here.”

      Then the line connected and she smiled out the name. “GJ!”

      Donovan leaned in close even as Eleri automatically hit the speaker button. It wasn't as if there was anything out here that could hear them except maybe the occasional scrap of wildlife.

      GJ's voice cleared the miles cleanly. “You're not going to guess what Westerfield has asked me to do.”
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      “He wants the bones?” Eleri stopped dead in the middle of the abandoned hallway, her eyes flicking up toward Donovan's. Her partner looked as shocked as she felt. Then as the realization settled into her own core, she could see the same happening to him.

      “Yes.” The voice over the phone assured her.

      “All of them?” Eleri was just trying to clarify, because the request seemed out of left field.

      GJ's grandfather, the infamous Dr. Murray Marks, was a well known anthropologist. He'd made a good amount of money charming the public at lectures and garnering invitations to some of the hottest new discoveries. The basement of his rural mansion housed a collection of human bones from a variety of different kinds of humans—the ones most of the world didn't know, or wouldn't admit, existed.

      Perhaps the good doctor had written his last will and testament, leaving the entire estate to his favorite grandchild, before he realized that she was on the opposite side from him. Either way, it all belonged to GJ now. The bank accounts, the broken trust, and the bones.

      "All of them,” GJ confirmed.

      “And you said . . .” Donovan pressed as Eleri still held the phone out between them, frozen in place.

      It was a private collection. Like many collections, both private and public, chances were it wasn't entirely on the up and up.

      “I said no,” GJ was stunningly firm. Possibly with the exact same slapping tone that she had used with their boss, because GJ would.

      “What did he say?” Eleri asked, fascinated that Westerfield would claim the FBI wanted GJ's collection, and trying to figure out why.

      “That was it. That was what was so weird. He didn't say anything about my answer, just changed the topic of the conversation.”

      “Then he's either going to keep asking until you give in or he's going to find leverage to make you give in.” Eleri hated the conclusion.

      “Do you really think so?” GJ asked.

      “I don't know for certain. The problem is I wouldn't put it past him. Are you willing to lose your own personal collection to blackmail?” Eleri didn't like making GJ think the worst, but she needed to keep her friend safe.

      GJ didn't quite answer the question. “Well, most collections have stolen pieces and given what I learned about my grandfather toward the end, I’m confident that this one does, too.”

      Eleri wasn't going to take that bet, no sane person would.

      “I've been talking about repatriating what I can.”

      “That's quite the project,” Eleri commented. She'd been there, down into the bowels of the house, through long hallways, the secret doorways, down into the large room. The vaulted ceilings showed off some specimens on display, but most were housed in boxes, labeled with tags from digs all over the world. Some were ancient, but some were recent enough to have belonged to people that Dr. Murray Marks had met in the flesh.

      “It's a huge project,” GJ agreed.

      “It's fucking massive!” a voice called from behind her.

      “Hey, Walter!” Eleri called out just as Donovan said, “Hey babe,” from the other side of the phone. “I didn't realize you were there.”

      “Right now, where GJ goes, I go.”

      GJ and Walter Reed had been assigned as partners for training at Quantico. The assignment had been that they both passed training or neither did. But, to this day, none of them really quite knew if it was maybe do or die. The good news was that, though they'd almost hated each other at first, the two women were now thick as thieves and quite the team.

      Eleri could hear the shrug in GJ's voice. “I've been putting it off because it is so big. It's going to be problematic to simply find a place to start let alone do it. But maybe this was the impetus I needed.”

      “Maybe,” Eleri murmured and then she had an idea. “Hey, GJ, in those boxes, are there only bones?”

      “Do you mean are there other artifacts in with the bones? No,” GJ said. “Not unless they were created as part of the bone.”

      “What would that look like?” Donovan leaned in, confused.

      “Say you had dental work, like a silver crown, or maybe a false eyeball.”

      Eleri got it. “Or like in some ancient cultures, turquoise inlaid into the teeth.” She knew a little something about this.

      “Exactly.” There was a grin in GJ's tone.

      “Even things like metal plates and joint replacements?” Donovan asked.

      “Exactly.” She repeated one of her favorite words—and GJ always meant it literally. “Those things are in the bone boxes. Anything that was found with the skeleton is stored in an adjacent box. So no, it's not in with the skeleton.”

      Eleri had asked her question wrong. She tried again. “But it's there in your collection?”

      “Yes.”

      “How many of those adjacent boxes are there?” Before she could even bear to wait for the answers, she asked another question. “What places and time frames are they from?”

      The laugh that answered them came from two voices. Both GJ and Walter had found the question itself hysterical.

      “Okay, okay.” Eleri backed off, understanding the answer was that it was nearly impossible to catalog that much. “I tell you what, Donovan and I will be there tomorrow. Maybe tonight, depending on what kind of transportation we can find.”

      With a frown etching into a harsh line between his brows, Donovan looked at her and mouthed the words, “We will?”

      But Eleri didn't answer yet. Just said goodbye to the other two, hung up the phone, and looked at him. “Like you said, the list can get longer at any time.”
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      Eleri sat amid the boxes, making sure that she didn't mess up any of the precious markings. It was difficult work. Her wonder at what the boxes held was at odds with her revulsion.

      The handwriting belonged to a man she abhorred. A man who had killed people she cared about, yet what was here was priceless.

      “Nothing,” GJ declared from the other side of the records vault as she put the lid back onto the box she was checking. She checked the tags, making sure she had the right place. Then, rather than go to the ladder, she simply handed it to Donovan. Being tall, he put it easily back into its slot before reaching up and handing down the next one.

      Eleri tried to stay focused on the box in front of her. She'd been exhausted when they'd left Huron-Manistee, but she'd been excited then. They'd simply called the rental car company and extended their duration rather than heading back to the airport, and maybe alerting Westerfield to where they were going. Certainly he wasn't tracking their rental car . . . was he?

      They'd started the long drive that evening, cutting it into two shorter days and having to stop overnight. Then, they'd at least both been anxious to get started early, both ready to be here and get their hands on all this material.

      They'd arrived just after noon. Now Eleri had been working for several hours and was starting to fade. Nothing had popped out right away. She'd hoped it would happen but was smart enough to know a slog was the more likely option.

      Two sets of boxes sat on the lab table in front of her. To Marks' credit, he'd outfitted the place wonderfully. It was tempting to just check everything, but she needed to stay focused on the task at hand. The team was avoiding the boxes that were “bones only,” and focusing on bone sets that had artifacts with them.

      Eleri opened the second one, always disturbed by the fact that a full set of human bones could fit in a box so small. That the artifact box with this one was larger than the box that contained what remained of the person.

      “GJ?” she called out without looking away from the contents of the box. “There's a femur in this one. Shouldn't it be in the bone box?”

      She lifted the lid on the accompanying box that held the human remains found with these artifacts and relatively quickly identified all the necessary large bones. If anything was missing, it was one of the much smaller wrist or ankle bones, a metacarpal, something tiny.

      “There are two femurs in here.” She frowned, turning back to the big box, thinking she'd certainly seen weirder things than a human with three femurs.

      Both GJ and Donovan headed over to peer into the box with her.

      “Is it even human?” was Donovan's first question. He reached in, his large blue-gloved hand wrapping around the middle of the long-bone as he tested the weight.

      He added, “Feels like it,” even as Eleri said, “Absolutely, it is.”

      “How does the size compare?” Still holding it in his hand, Donovan moved over, testing it against the femur in the box. “This one's longer.”

      GJ reached in, grabbing the handwritten catalog page from a clear holder taped under the lid of the box. Not the most brilliant system, but Dr. Marks had been at this long before digital records had become the norm.

      “No, not the same,” she murmured, still reading. “The femur's listed on the box of effects. It did not belong to the body, just with it. Hence why it's in here.” GJ pointed without looking into the second box.

      But Eleri was peering down into the bone box now. “Look at this.”

      The body was human. Straight up human. Not Wolf. Not something else she hadn't yet identified. Not the odd skull they'd seen once in the guarded room at the de Gottardi/Little farm.

      “What?” Donovan asked.

      “The muscular attachment points, they're weak.”

      “Like disease?” He still held the spare femur in his grip.

      “No. But look at the dates.” Eleri leaned down and peered again at the end of the box, making sure that she had remembered correctly. She had. “With someone from this era I would have expected a stronger musculoskeletal frame.”

      She looked back into the box. The size of the body was appropriate for the era, much shorter than normal day humans. “Maybe he was royalty or something similar. I would guess he didn't do much in the way of laboring. These are not the kind of muscular attachments we see that make us suspect someone was an archer or a hunter, or that someone ran a lot. Do you think that's why he had the femur?”

      She finally looked up at her colleagues, but neither GJ nor Donovan was looking at her. They were still peering into the bone box. For all of Donovan's medical knowledge he didn't have knowledge or detail about anthropology.

      “Hey!” Walter's voice interrupted them from the far side of the room. “I understand that it's damn near nerd heaven in here, but you have a job!”

      Eleri sighed. Walter was right. They did have a job and they were getting distracted by all the other cool things they could look at. It was only slowing down an already glacial job.

      Pushing GJ and Donovan aside, she pushed the lid toward GJ. Also chagrinned, she fitted the paper back into its sleeve. Donovan quietly placed the femur into the effects box and closed that lid. It had been more than clear that what they were looking for was not here.

      The job was binary. Was there a matching piece of parchment in the effects box or not? Only Walter seemed to be good at looking and putting the lid back and moving quickly on to the next one. The rest of them got caught up in these odd little idiosyncrasies of the collection that Dr. Marks had. In fact, it was a collection made up almost entirely of idiosyncrasies. He had only a few skeletons that seemed perfectly normal.

      Eleri handed the pair of boxes back to Donovan, requesting another. She looked up at the wall of shelving that housed them. The four of them had already looked through so many, and found nothing. No parchment. Nothing related to a parchment. Nothing that would lead them to one. They didn't even have a timeframe to narrow their search.

      While the parchment itself appeared very old⁠—plausibly even related to the bones that Alesse Dauphine had mistakenly let them get ahold of⁠—the problem was, the missing piece of parchment had come from a duffel bag last seen in the eighties. So there was nothing they could rule out. No place, no timeframe that they could say, Certainly the parchment won't be here. It seemed the papers had traveled, maybe full circles around the Earth, maybe even carried by sacred bearers for centuries.

      They were on a bit of a goose chase, simply looking anywhere that might tie back to the original case, anywhere they already knew that might contain bones . . . or a piece of the parchment.

      As she looked up at the wall, Eleri saw so many boxes that they hadn't even yet considered. She tried not to calculate the time it would take to check them all. She didn't lose hope that a piece was here, but she was quickly becoming concerned that it was here and they simply wouldn't have the time to find it.

      The ringing in her ears told her exactly how concerned and exhausted she was getting. She heard Donovan talking in the background, her eyes crossing as she tried her best to stay focused. Then she realized the conversation was one sided and the ringing had been their phones.

      Donovan stepped right in front of her, snagging her attention. With one hand over the microphone on his small phone, he mouthed, “Westerfield.”

      Of course, she thought. Had the man tracked them here, too?
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      “No sir,” Donovan answered, feeling the pinch of stress behind his eyes. He almost reached up, grabbing at his temples with one hand to squeeze as he felt the headache coming on. He managed to stop himself, but still felt it.

      "So, you can't be wheels up in the next three hours?” Westerfield asked. The wording made Donovan and Eleri sound as if they were some kind of secret ops team. But the cool and detached tone made Donovan wonder if Westerfield already knew that Donovan wasn't at home and was just trying to get him to admit it.

      “Is the case that urgent?” Donovan avoided answering with his own question. Probably Westerfield didn't miss the shift.

      There was a pause. “No. Tomorrow we'll be fine. It's just a missing child,” Westerfield added as if that were no big deal. But it struck an odd chord in Donovan and Eleri didn't miss it when his eyes flicked immediately to hers.

      He'd not put the phone on speaker but wasn't surprised that she seemed to be able to follow. Donovan asked another question, not liking this conversation at all. “Am I on this one alone?”

      “No. With Eames,” Westerfield replied as if that would be obvious. That at least matched her phone ringing a moment ago, though she'd let it ring through.

      Donovan replied with his own obvious answer. “Eleri doesn't do missing kids.”

      “Well, I thought that might have changed after that time you went rogue.”

      “I don't think so.” Had it? Had finally finding Emmaline meant Eleri didn't have that block up anymore? They hadn't discussed it and Donovan sure as hell wasn't going to be the one to suggest that she just get over it now.

      “Well the body has been recovered, or the bones. They found it yesterday. Sent a local forensic team to start to dig it out, got halfway through, and decided to call the FBI.” Westerfield laid out the basics. But was it enough? That was already strange. “The scene is guarded, but the rest of the dig remains. I figured Eleri should be the one to do it.”

      That, at least, made sense. Donovan wanted to put his hand over the phone, look up to Eleri and ask her if that was okay. But, according to their most recent reports, Eleri was at her beach house in Fox Haven and Donovan was in South Carolina. Certainly not standing next to each other and certainly not at GJ's mansion/rural estate/secret laboratory.

      He thought about the time frame, calculated a little and then added some buffer in case Eleri needed to push back. She wasn't the only forensic expert in the NightShade division. But if Donovan were running things, and he had a half-exhumed body from a crime scene, he'd want Eleri on it, too. “I can be wheels up tomorrow afternoon.”

      He stayed on the line just long enough to work out the details and hung up.

      The whole time, Eleri, GJ, and Walter stood frozen near him, trying not to make a sound. Donovan wondered if the silence alone was enough to give him away.

      “A new case?” Eleri asked.

      Something in her face told Donovan she was at least a little bit relieved to get out of counting boxes and also saddened by the fact that she wouldn't be able to continue. Looking for the parchment was definitely a NightShade operation. However, they simply hadn't informed their boss quite how they were going about it.

      When Donovan had first signed on, Westerfield's motives had seemed to be very singular: A standard FBI Director running a division that was anything but standard. Lately though, he'd sent them odd places. He'd missed giving them crucial information. And he'd even left Donovan injured in the hands of a dangerous worldwide organization as though Donovan were suddenly undercover against his will.

      No one trusted Westerfield anymore.

      This didn't make Donovan feel any better.

      “A missing child?” Eleri asked, her tone making it clear that she didn't like that any better than he'd thought she would.

      “A found missing child,” Donovan corrected. “He wants you on it.”

      “I gathered as much.” She paused. “The local forensics team didn't finish the excavation?”

      “Something about it made them stop halfway and call in the FBI.”

      That made his partner frown. Now that he said it out loud, he did too. But both GJ and Walter looked confused.

      “I don't understand.” GJ asked. “Why would that make you frown like that? Seems to me they found something and they called it in.”

      “It likely wouldn't be an ID issue,” Eleri said. “I'm not sure how they would get a positive ID to call us in at that stage. A suspicion, sure, but the Feds would want a match first and I don't know how they could have that. So how do they know it's this missing child? It could be any child. They could have been buried under perfectly legal circumstances.”

      Walter chimed in. “Maybe something they found with the body or how they found it.”

      “Another serial killer?” Eleri asked. “Possibly.”

      Donovan shuddered at the thought. Eleri was smart enough to put a note in her file: no missing children. He should have been smart enough to say “No serial killers” in his, but it might be too late to renegotiate that.

      Walter asked again. “They really can't have ID'd it?”

      “Not officially, if it's skeletal. There are no fingerprints to test.” He answered this time. He might not be Eleri, but he knew his way around a test.

      “DNA?” Walter asked.

      “You could, but you would need pulp from a molar or possibly tissue from a long bone. That's lab work. You can't really get that if you'd left the body undisturbed on site. Also, it often takes weeks to get it back in most places.”

      “Dental match?” Walter tried again.

      Eleri answered this time. “Also, plausible. But since that's done with X-ray, it's not done on site.” Then she seemed to think for a moment, wondering how this could reasonably work. “So I'm guessing with Westerfield's willingness to let us come do this tomorrow and given the skeletal quality of the remains, this isn't a child who went missing just a handful of days ago. It's an older case.”

      “Is he sending more information?” Eleri asked. Donovan wondered if she was ignoring their boss, or if Westerfield would simply be calling her next. Since she was supposedly hundreds of miles away from Donovan right now.

      In sync with his own thoughts, Eleri pulled out her phone and scrolled through. She held it up to show him. Sure enough, the call she had let ring through was their boss. He should feel more guilt about the thoughts he was having about it, but he simply couldn't muster any when she apparently didn't feel any.

      “He said he's sending over the files,” Donovan told her. “But I'm not checking it from my phone and maybe pinging a location for him.”

      Though they'd not been on their work systems, they each had their equipment with them. On the far side of the room, facing the wall in a neat line were three laptops and GJ’s seriously souped-up tablet.

      They weren't using them, not logging into anything with their FBI credentials unless they had to. Even though GJ had set up wifi down here and scrambled the tracing on it, it still wouldn't look like home. But Donovan really wanted to check the documents. Since he'd talked to Westerfield directly, the SAC would be waiting to see that they'd been received. So Donovan decided it was worth it, or that maybe Westerfield already knew exactly where they were and all the efforts to cover their tracks were wasted.

      As he checked his email, he saw Eleri frowning down at her phone and then playing back what seemed to be a message. It was probably the same information he'd just heard.

      Donovan worked his way through a quick scan of what Westerfield had sent them. He could feel the confusion starting to fuzz up inside him. At last he looked up at Eleri. “It's three separate files.”

      “Three?” she asked.

      It shouldn't have startled him, the simple pop of another email coming in, but it did. Even without opening it, Donovan could see it was from Westerfield and that it was more of the same as the first email. And . . .

      He didn't think he'd visibly jumped or anything, but Eleri picked up on it. She looked up, a question in her eyes and Donovan didn't even let her ask.

      Looking around the room at the three other agents, Donovan told them, “He just sent two more.”
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      Donovan leaned back, gripping the armrest as the flight encountered yet another bout of turbulence. None of it was horrible, but he'd never been a fan of flying and the jolting movements weren't making him like it any better.

      As a kid he'd always thought he would love to fly. He'd dreamed about his first time on a plane though he hadn't made it until he was an adult. And, after twenty good minutes of looking out the window at the stunning views, he'd been sorely disappointed to find out it wasn't all it had been cracked up to be.

      As tall as he was, the seats were uncomfortable. The food was pointless. And the smells had to be put up with. Beside him, Eleri⁠—small and a world traveler from birth⁠—handled it all much better. In fact, she almost looked as if she didn't even notice the turbulence.

      No, the smell of fear came not from her, but in the row in front of him. The husband was freaking out and, though the wife was trying to comfort him, the sharp, slightly rancid smell was wafting back. Donovan did not breathe through his nose.

      He and Eleri had left GJ's mansion relatively quickly after Westfield's call. They'd both immediately driven to their respective homes, not sure exactly how much their boss might or might not be charting their movements, so they hadn't wanted to get on a plane. Eleri at least had been smart enough to lie and say that she was ready to ship out right away. At least they hadn't tipped Westerfield off that something was unusual enough that, for whatever reason, neither of them could leave their homes yet.

      Still, if Westerfield wasn't tracking them, then hopefully they'd evaded any major scrutiny over their little side trips. But if he was already, then they were merely idiots wasting time. Donovan had no idea yet which one it was.

      While it was tempting to divide and conquer⁠—one of them to continue the search for the parchment and the other to read the new case files⁠—it simply wasn't feasible. They both needed to be up to speed on the materials, they each had different backgrounds, caught different things.

      GJ and Walter, at least, stayed where they were, continuing their way through the boxes, looking for parchment pieces or anything that might lead to one. So far, no calls or texts had come through with any eureka moments.

      Dr. Marks was exactly the person to be hoarding something like that in his personal collection. No master list existed⁠—at least nothing that GJ knew about⁠—and it was likely because Marks didn't want anyone to know what he had. So Donovan didn't hold out any grand hopes.

      Finally home last night, he'd started reading. He was hours behind where he should be on the case, unable to read while he was making the massive trek. In the wee hours, he'd called Eleri to chat about what he was seeing. The good news was Eleri didn't seem to be having any PTSD about missing children. Donovan didn't know if Westerfield was going to make that some kind of carte blanche to put her on those cases in the future or not. But that was nothing they could predict.

      It wasn't clear yet why, exactly, this was a NightShade case, but it certainly was already shaping up to be a bizarre one. When the plane jostled again, Donovan's fingers again involuntarily grasped the armrests a little tighter. Eleri obviously noticed, but didn't say anything.

      His gut rolled with the next bump and he could smell his own stomach acid at the back of his throat. He calmed himself with thoughts of the case and why the local team had stopped the dig partway through and simply called the FBI.

      The girl was buried, posed as though she were curled up asleep. A teddy bear was tucked under one arm. Her fully skeletal remains and most of her clothing were all that was left. In and of itself, it was bizarre. However, members of the local police force and several of the forensic team recognized this as a hallmark of a known serial killer.

      The Sleepytime Killer had murdered adult women⁠—everyone from prostitutes and homeless women to high-ranking socialites and even a representative taken from their posh homes. Bradley James Tate had been in jail for over a decade for the crimes. The appearance of a child's body in the same pose and with the exact same style of teddy bear, in what appeared to be a much more recent grave, had rung a lot of alarm bells. Enough apparently, to make the local team step back and call in the Feds.

      When Donovan had finally consulted Eleri, all he'd said as way of greeting was, “This is weird.”

      She hadn't been asleep, of course, despite the late hour, despite their need to be in the air by noon the next day. Who could be okay after reading that kind of case file?

      “Which part specifically do you want to start with?” She laughed.

      “The Sleepytime Killer posed the bodies this way,” Donovan started. He put the phone next to him on the table, speaker button on as he spoke into the still night air of a house that had been unoccupied for a few days. There was no one for miles around to possibly hear.

      Eleri added in, “but the others were buried between two to three feet deep. They were always found in recent graves.”

      The search dogs had found them. Donovan thought that through now, “Do you think the dogs always found them, or were these simply the bodies that the dogs were able to find?”

      Though Tate was in prison for the crimes, he'd never fully confessed. Who knew how many he'd actually killed? There were dozens more missing that were never accounted for. And likely dozens more that had never even been counted as missing in the first place.

      Donovan hadn't thought of the grave depth as an issue but he thought about what she'd said last night. “This girl was never intended to be found.”

      Trying to keep his mind on something other than the bumping and rocking, the sudden dips that the plane took, that played havoc with his stomach and his sanity, Donovan tried to focus on that now.

      The team had come in, started to dig her up and quit partway through when they realized it was likely a serial killing case. But Donovan realized now that nothing in the report had told them how the local investigators actually had found the body in the first place.
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      Eleri leaned back on her heels. Her back ached and she cringed at the sweat dripping down her spine. Tipping her head one way then another, she next turned her head ninety degrees to the left, then right, and realized that wasn't going to be enough. She needed a real stretch or she was going to regret not doing it.

      Standing up, she felt the ligaments and joints creaking and tried to refrain from suggesting⁠—even just inside her own head⁠—that she was simply too old for this. She couldn't be. In school, she'd been down on her hands and knees, digging, more hours than she could count. But these days, this kind of work was relatively few and far between.

      It was different work from, say, tiling a floor. At that point you were working at ground level. Pulling a body out required working at least several feet below it.

      “You okay?” Donovan asked, looking up from where he, too, leaned over the body. Spotlights behind them heated the area as well as making up for afternoon shadows under the trees. She didn't need the heat, the work was enough in itself, but they couldn't turn them off.

      Orange twine ran at ninety degree angles across the opening left by the original forensics team. The ends were staked far enough away to not fall into the grave if the walls crumbled a bit and, at four feet down, they were likely to.

      A pendulum was tied directly at the cross. It hung down into the center of the dig, giving them a plumb line and a point to take measurements from. As deep as they were, most of the work was done from a shelf that had been dug out alongside the body. The climb into the hole still felt like she was climbing into her own grave.

      “I'll be fine in a minute,” she told Donovan, “just stayed in one position too long.”

      In fact, she didn't even have to make her recommendation to him. He brushed several more times at the bone he was clearing before he stood up. Even though the top of him cleared the hole much better than her own short stature did, he seemed to emerge from deep in the ground. Once out, he began to stretch his own muscles.

      “Any conclusions yet?” He understood she was happy to talk while she was excavating, but really only if she initiated it. If she was quiet it was usually because she needed to concentrate. While she was out and stretching he could hit her with everything he'd saved up.

      She shook her head. She'd found nothing more than they already had. She'd sent off soil samples already, from multiple points around the body even telling one of the teams to do a drill several feet away. It would tell them if the fluids had leeched out that far. She would get other samples from underneath the body once they got down that far.

      “We've made good progress,” she told him.

      But what they hadn't made progress on was understanding exactly how the body had been discovered. It was several feet down in a solidly constructed grave. An interesting conundrum, because the positioning and the teddy bear seemed to have been done solely for the body and the ritual itself, not for display.

      Eleri was struggling to wrap her head around that. The Sleepytime Killer was all about display. His bodies were buried lightly, just enough to keep the animals from finding them, but all about being found.

      Not this girl.

      Needing to stay upright just a little longer, Eleri asked Donovan, “Copycat?”

      For as little context as she had given him, he picked it right up. “It almost has to be. The Sleepytime Killer has been in jail for a decade. So either this body is older than that, and you don't think it is, or⁠—”

      He stopped, not trailing away but almost cutting himself off.

      Eleri understood. “Or the wrong person's in prison.”

      They'd looked up Tate the night before, wanting to know what they were dealing with. Sure enough, some of the burials involved information that had not been released to the public. This burial contained some of those elements.

      Eleri shook her head. “Bradley James Tate had details that others didn't. Details about the killing that only the killer should have known.”

      Donovan paced several steps before giving up and simply starting to do lunges, which Eleri realized was probably a really great idea. Even though they looked like complete fucking fools, she couldn't afford to care. Putting her hands on her hips, she rotated her shoulders up and down and took a big step forward dropping low.

      Donovan continued his own broad steps, which altered the cadence of his words a little bit. “But he never confessed to other killings. Killings that were suspected to be his. He only admitted to the ones that they had evidence for.”

      Eleri stood up straight, feeling the lunge in several muscles where she'd not expected to. That was exactly where she would tense up later if she didn't do something about it now. She took another big step forward and sank low into her knees. “What do you think was the cause of that? Wouldn't his lawyer have encouraged him only to confess to the ones they could actively prosecute?”

      “Maybe.”

      She tried again, “Wouldn't he have likely been offered a deal where he could serve less time had he confessed to others? If he led the families to the bodies or offered up some kind of closure?”

      Whether or not that would indicate remorse of any level, Eleri didn't know. But she did remember that remorse was one of the big legal pieces for rehabilitation, for reduced sentencing, for early release. All things that Tate should want . . . shouldn't he?

      There were no answers here. Certainly none they would get right now.

      “Let's get back to it,” she told Donovan. “I'm hoping to get her out before the sun sets.”

      Given that they'd started with the body already partially exhumed, Eleri figured if they didn't run into anything too crazy, they could be finished before tonight. She was anxious to get off of her hands and knees. Anxious to remove the straps from the knee pads. Hoping to transition to a job where she could be upright.

      Creaking a little in her bones as she climbed back down into the grave, she crouched next to the small body and tried to give it the reverence it deserved. Shovel in one hand, her gloved knuckles braced against the edge of the dirt. With her other hand, she leaned in, using a brush first then grabbing a bottle of water to pour over it to loosen the dirt. Then she brushed that away, slowly exposing more and more bone.

      They'd have to clean the skeleton of all the mud they were creating, but at least they would know that they hadn't damaged or nicked the bone with their own instruments, that anything they found was something that was originally there.

      Thirty painstaking minutes later, she loosened the bottom femur.

      They were getting close. Most of the small bones were accounted for. Teams along the sides were sifting dirt as she and Donovan brought it up. They'd found only the remnants of a single cigarette, but Eleri didn't lay any hope that it would yield anything useful⁠—like the killer's DNA. Still, they kept it to send for testing.

      What she wouldn't give to have the team from Florida here. Glenda and Luna had known what they were doing. Eleri didn't trust much of anyone, so this time, she'd only allowed Donovan down in. The locals were probably happy to wash their hands of the responsibility.

      Pulling the femur up, she poured water over it strategically, holding it out over the pelvis and letting the water drip there, too. She was hoping to have that large bone out soon as well.

      As the water cleared away the dirt and the mud she made, she flipped the bone over, getting a good first glimpse of it. “Donovan. Look.”
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      Donovan held the skull for Eleri while she used the x-ray gun and the tiny bite-wing screen to X-ray the teeth and roots. These came out slightly different than when they were done on a live human. He'd seen her do this before, so he wasn't surprised when she checked the image on her tablet and then changed the settings.

      A skeleton didn't have skin and tissue for the X-ray to go through. It was easy to blow out the images. On top of this first issue, they were only getting standard x-rays of the teeth right now. More would need to be taken for any set that might possibly be a match.

      “I wish we could put it in a scan for a full panorama,” Donovan mused.

      Eleri only laughed and tipped the gun at him, then she motioned for him to open the jaw and close it one more time as she got more images. “We did that once in school.”

      “Where?” he asked, truly wanting to know where one went to get a skull into a full panorama machine⁠—since they weren't used on matches much.

      “In a dental office! We stuffed the head with sponges and used those to hold it the right direction on the end of a broomstick. We needed the broomstick to imitate the spine. Which is because we found out that the computer system on the panorama accounts for the spine. It strategically removes the bone mass there so that you get a good image.”

      “So when you don't have a spine, it filters out other parts of the image?” Donovan asked, both surprised and not surprised by that information. “Did the broomstick work?”

      “Not brilliantly.” She leaned down and continued getting her images on the child's skull in front of them. “It's not bone, but it worked well enough that we got better images.”

      “Was anyone in the office when you did this?”

      “No.” She shook her head at him as if to ask if he was crazy. “It was late at night after they were closed. One of the local dentists liked being part of the program, I think. He had everything on hand and taught us how to make dental molds and do all the machine adjustments.”

      “Was it worth it?” Donovan asked.

      “The panorama itself was great.” She still didn't look at him, just checked the image on her tablet and motioned for him to rotate the skull for her again. “But we once forgot to put their settings back. The dental office staff got a bit miffed. Rightly so. They weren't all that excited to have dead bodies in the office at night . . . even just the skeletons.”

      She motioned again, this time for him to turn the skull to the other side. She adjusted the bite-wing plate again. This wasn't work that he had ever done as an ME, but having worked with Eleri for a while he understood what she wanted.

      The goal was to line up the skeletal X-ray exactly as the original X-ray had been done when the person had been alive and visiting the dentist. That afforded the best chance⁠—and best legal case⁠—for a dental match. Right now, they had a handful of files of missing persons to check against.

      Eleri had estimated the girls age at eight or under. Currently, they were also assuming the victim was female, because of the clothing that had been with the body and the fact that the Sleepytime Killer had killed mostly women.

      But again, Donovan thought, A child was already a deviation. A boy child dressed in girls clothing? Possibly. He couldn't cross it off the list yet. As Eleri liked to remind him, they said she on a guess. Because a fully skeletonized body prior to puberty couldn't be distinguished male from female. Only DNA would tell what the genetics said.

      There would be more to do regarding the full exam later. Their initial goal was identification, but now Donovan looked at the time. There were too many moving parts. They had a handful of missing persons reports from the area.

      So they gathered all the information and moved out of the autopsy room into the adjoining, small conference space. Here they were at another local morgue that they had taken over in the late hours of the night. They'd once again flashed their FBI badges and tried to do all this while making friends with the medical examiner.

      Donovan understood the other side. When he'd run his own morgue, he'd been the M.E. the FBI had once asked for help on a case. He'd let them use the facilities, realizing he didn't really have the right to refuse. And that had only been what he now referred to as “regular FBI.”

      He'd tried to stay involved, wanting to watch over their shoulders, be sure they were doing it right. But they'd been clear he was not to interfere. Keeping his mouth shut was the hard part. In his regular day work⁠—his own cases⁠—he didn't have to be accountable to anyone. He could run tests and throw them out if he'd been wrong. Usually he wasn't. So when a test came back positive for a particular odd poison or a disease that no one had yet detected, he simply had to make up a reason why he had a hunch. He didn't have to explain that he could smell it.

      His space had never been invaded by the NightShade division though. So he and Eleri tried to be friendly. They'd been very clear that the medical examiner and the staff were absolutely not allowed to stay. The case files themselves would be redacted and staff wouldn't be allowed to overhear any of it anyway. They promised to replace everything they used, that the FBI would foot whatever bill there was. They offered the usual “You won't even know we were here” though everyone knew it was a lie.

      The M.E.'s office was only allowed to leave on the night cameras. No audio, so everything that Eleri and Donovan did could plausibly be watched later, but what they said would not be heard. He sat down at the conference table now, having washed his hands yet one more time.

      He looked up at the cameras and smiled briefly for whomever might watch later, then he began to carefully open the envelopes. Pictures slid out. Dental records⁠—just 22mm x 35mm. Smaller even than standard adult ones. Sometimes he could be detached, sometimes it hit him again that it was a murder, a child, a missing person.

      He picked up the first set and peered at them. Many didn't go all the way to the tips of the roots. Though he wasn't the forensic odontologist, he already felt the disappointment that he knew Eleri would feel.

      She set down the tablet, showing the X-rays from the body on screen. she'd blown them up, and they laid out the first six possible matches around the table, being sure to keep the contents of each package separate.

      Then he and Eleri rotated clockwise around the table. Donovan looked, lined up the tiny X-rays, reminding himself “Washington and Florida.” Eleri had taught him the mnemonic for the little punch holes that let them know which way that the X-ray oriented because God forbid they flip it and get it wrong.

      “No, not this one.” He pointed to the packet in front of him. Though Eleri would come back and double check, she nodded. Hers would need to be the signature on the report, but it was clear there was no match here.

      “This one, maybe?” He tapped a finger on the next set after examining them.

      Eleri moved forward three places, coming up next to him. “How old was the child when this one was taken?” She motioned to the films, but he didn't know.

      He hadn't looked at the accompanying reports yet. Baby teeth went missing. X-rays weren't taken as often and thus the time gap between the x-ray and when the child went missing, or how old the body was, could be even bigger.

      Eleri pulled the report from the large envelope and was flipping through the papers, checking the dates. Everything had to be lined up. “Oh, no. Look.”

      She picked up the initial x-ray, the one that came with the missing persons report. The one that had been garnered from a dental office and filed with some family's hope attached to it, that one day their child would be located.

      “See where this molar is erupting? Do you see where it is on this body?” She pointed to the tablet images. “They are over three years apart at least, maybe five or more. It should be much much more erupted. It’s highly unlikely that the molar eruption halted for several years. That makes it almost definitely a no.”

      In the end, nothing matched. Eighteen different missing children's reports from the area had yielded nothing. They expanded the search and examined the bones while they waited for digital files to come in. A few things required someone on the other end to gather them. This time they were only getting digital copies of the X-rays, which Eleri didn't quite like, but they certainly would handle preliminary rule outs.

      Donovan had hoped they'd be back at the table, continuing the skeletal autopsy long before this. But at one A.M. he talked Eleri into ordering a pizza before the last local place closed. It was their only option aside from going to a convenience store for chips and sodas.

      He looked at the tablet and the images on his own screen. “Are none of them a possible match?”

      "I have at least one, if not multiple points, of rule out on each one. That tells me that this child is not any of these missing persons here.”

      When she looked up at him, her eyes wide, her shoulders back, he could almost see her brain churning beyond the glazed stare. He waited while her focus was inward. Then she looked at him again. “So, who is it?”
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      The sound that came from his mouth was unattractive and almost inhuman. As he reached for his phone, Donovan tried to open his eyes. They felt almost stuck.

      He finally pried them slightly open, enough to see that the number that showed on the screen was not someone already in his contacts. Forcing them open a little further, the sand and grit reminded him that they had barely finished the autopsy in time to clear out before the day staff began arriving.

      The body was placed in a box and carried with them. They wouldn't even leave it at a local office or in the car⁠—a lesson they'd learned the hard way from cases past.

      The phone rang a third time as he blinked and realized the call was going to go to voicemail if he didn't figure this out quickly. He could swear the area code was something he recognized. But wasn't that how the scammers always got you to answer? He sighed and hit the button, he'd hang up if he needed to. Though he tried to offer a professional Hello, the sound only came out as a garbled croak. It would have to do. “Good morning.”

      “Hi. I'm retired lieutenant Callum J Andrews. I was told to call this number in regards to the information about the body that my dog and I found.”

      Donovan sat upright. He looked at the alarm clock, for some reason, not the phone, and saw that it was well past eleven A.M. Any reasonable person would expect him to be awake. Not wanting to break any illusions, he tried his best. “Thank you for calling me back Lieutenant Andrews. Yes, you have the right number. And we do have some questions. Do you have a few minutes?”

      “Absolutely. How can I help?”

      Donovan started with the basics, since his brain wasn't doing much more. “I see you don't live in Colorado?”

      “No, sir. I’m from San Diego.” Even the tone of his voice sounded like retired military, Donovan thought.

      “So can you tell me what you were doing in the Cascades National Forest?” Donovan tried to keep the questions simple, soft, and open ended. Not meaning to be accusatory, but simply wanting to find information. Still, he was the FBI, and he was due answers.

      “My dogs and I travel. We take long road trips and try to visit various national parks. Beemer and Sheila and I were hiking the Peterson Ridge trail.”

      “What was it that prompted you to call the authorities?”

      “Beemer is a German Shepherd-hound mix. He's a retired airport bomb sniffing dog. So every day that he doesn't alert, I'm grateful. My Sheila is a retired cadaver dog.”

      “I'm sensing a theme.” Donovan interjected.

      “I used to work search and rescue, so I get alerted when the dogs retire and need new homes.” He paused. “I've never had Sheila alert for me before.”

      Donovan waited through a short silence and the Lieutenant continued. “I
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