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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.
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      There’s no rule book for this deadly game

      When Samantha’s friend and sometimes boss AJ Gunn is accused of murdering the star quarterback for the Oregon pro-team she knows three things:

      

      
        	No way is AJ guilty even if he doesn’t have a solid alibi

        	This is not a one gal PI gig, she’s going to need help

        	Rich people are crazy

      

      If Samantha thought she was out of her element in Wind River, investigating in a new town is like working in a foreign land. Looking for a real suspect, Samantha meets a host of powerful characters with deep pockets and dark secrets. They’re dangerous and strike fast. And Samantha knows too much. She’ll have to watch her back.

      If not, AJ will go to jail for life and Samantha could end up paying the ultimate penalty.

      Warning: May cause spontaneous laughter. This mystery offers witty banter, characters you'll want to be friends with, and is a perfect escape to the Pacific Northwest. Laughing out loud in public may cause curious glances from strangers.
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            THE SECOND FRIDAY IN DECEMBER. MORNING
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      I sat across the visitor’s table and stared at AJ. The inmates' orange Multnomah County jumpsuit complemented his light-brown skin. Slants of morning light broke through a narrow window near the ceiling, promising a beautiful, clear December day in the Pacific Northwest. Days like this during winter were such a rarity that locals would flood outdoors to soak up the vitamin D they’d missed over the past months. Yet AJ was stuck inside.

      I picked at a chip in the linoleum tabletop, my nails scraping the plywood underneath. “I saw your mug shot. It’s very flattering, so at least the media shows an excellent picture of you every ten minutes. The entire pro football league is likely jealous. You’ll be known as the guy with the awesome mug shot.”

      I wanted to slap myself upside the head for saying something so stupid. He was in jail, charged with murder. He wouldn’t care if his mug shot looked like a professional headshot. He was trying to salvage what was left of his freedom and would worry about his career next.

      AJ dropped his head onto his arms, which were folded on the table. “Help me.”

      “I will,” I said. “I’ll check in on Troy every other day, and if you want, I can take Simon to my place. I don’t know if they’ll freeze your accounts, so last night, I paid all your bills two months in advance. I also moved money into Troy’s account.”

      Troy was AJ’s seventeen-year-old brother, and Simon was AJ’s dog. And I was his girl Friday, a gig I did along with working part time at the online shopping department of my local grocery store. I’d become a professional private investigator nine months earlier and hadn’t yet built my reputation enough to find steady work.

      Without looking up, AJ said, “No, Sam, help me prove my innocence. I need to know I have someone on my side, trying to get to the bottom of this.”

      He lifted his head, projecting his fear and uncertainty with his watery gaze. The weight of it sat uncomfortably between my shoulders, pressing me into acceptance. I would not be a bystander in this travesty. At less than twenty-four hours in jail, he was already broken. Of course I was going to help.

      “Don’t forget you have Lockett," I said. "He’s one of the best defense lawyers to date. I trust him with my life.” In fact, I had trusted Tyson Lockett with my life in the past, and he’d come through. I was thankful he’d been willing to take on AJ’s case.

      “And I have you, right? You won’t abandon me now, will you?” he pled.

      I blew out a slow breath, trying to steady my nerves and hide my own fear. I was out of my element in Portland. Working as a private investigator in my hometown had been easy. I knew the cops. I knew the locals. Working outside of Wind River would be a new ball game, a playing field where the rules might be the same but the refs were unknown and could call the plays differently.

      I put a hand on his arm and squeezed. “I’ll do everything I can to help.”

      He looked over his shoulder at the guard standing ten feet away. In a hushed voice, he said, “Watch your back.”

      “You too.” The one fact I knew about the case was that AJ was innocent. What I didn’t know was if he’d been framed out of convenience or if he’d been a target too.

      

      
        
        Six days earlier. Saturday.

      

      

      

      Bang! The handgun jerked upward slightly as it ejected its payload.

      “I’m hit!” Toby Wagonknecht, my IT guru, clutched his shoulder and dropped to his knees, bending forward in discomfort. The berries he’d picked moments before tumbled from his palm and onto the ground as he braced himself with both hands and groaned.

      “It hurts.” He moaned and rocked back. “I hate getting shot. I knew I should have stayed home.”

      I crossed the forest floor, my steps muffled by the fallen western hemlock needles.

      “Be glad I shot you.” I stood beside him and tapped the fallen berries with the toe of a hiking boot. “If you’d eaten these, the gastrointestinal grief they would’ve given you would’ve been far worse.”

      “You could have yelled a warning.” He gripped his shoulder, red oozing between his fingers, a shocking contrast against his neon-yellow T-shirt. It made me think of ketchup and mustard.

      I pointed my gun at his shoulder. “I think maybe red paintballs were a poor decision. From far away, that looks like actual blood.”

      “From up close, it hurts like hell.”

      “Worse than actually being shot?” I asked, hoping to give him some perspective.

      He looked at me, wincing and clutching his shoulder. “I’m too emotionally scarred to answer that question objectively. Real gun, paintball gun—they both hurt.” He moaned again. “I think I might need some chips or a burrito to distract me from the pain.”

      I rolled my eyes. “You and food. It’s incredible you’re so thin.” Waifish almost.

      He nodded toward something behind me. “Shoot her and ask her how it feels.”

      “Whoa.” Precious came up beside me and swiped at the red oozing between Toby’s fingers and played with it like a kid does with glue. “I knew I should’ve put money on you getting shot first.” Precious, real name Erika Shurmann, was my best friend and sidekick.

      I asked, “Who would you bet with? Because the odds would be wack if we all bet against each other."

      “Leo.” She gestured behind herself as if he were standing right there, which he wasn’t.

      The forest cloaked him—no telling where he was hiding. His American Indian roots made him the favorite to come out of our work excursion unscathed. Leo had skills—aside from being one of Wind River’s finest police officers, with a level head in sketchy situations, he could also track and live off the land for days with nothing but a piece of flint and a knife.

      “Oh, look at those red berries.” Precious stepped across Toby to reach for them.

      He picked up his paintball gun and shot her in the butt.

      “Yow! What did you do that for?” She spun toward him and smacked the gun out of his hand.

      “Sam shot me when I was reaching for the berries. I thought that’s what we were supposed to do.”

      I groaned and smacked a hand to my forehead. “Why did I think this was a good idea?” I said mostly to myself.

      Then a tiny pine cone dropped in front of me. I looked up, and though the needles were thick and heavy and I couldn’t see anything between the branches, I sensed more than saw Leo’s presence.

      I said to the tree, “You can come out. This was a bad idea. We can go back to camp and do… whatever.”

      We were staying at Sol Duc Hot Springs and Lodge and had the cabins for one more night. I’d planned to bring my friends—who also happened to be my investigative team when cases I worked on went sideways—out to the forest to teach them survival skills. But my plan was stupid. Precious and Toby had no desire to develop their survival skills.

      The hemlock shook, and a few more pine cones dropped around us. A second later, Leo fell from the sky, landing on his feet in a squat.

      He slowly stood and placed a hand on my shoulder. “Your heart was in the right place.”

      “That’s not going to keep us safe.”

      Toby said, “I’m ready to go back to the cabin. They’re having a fish fry today.”

      Precious oohed. “That sounds delicious. And I wouldn’t mind a dip in the hot springs. It might take the ache out of this.” She rubbed her backside while giving Toby a pointed look of anger.

      He totally misread it. “Yeah, good idea. I can soak my shoulder.”

      Another groan escaped me, and Leo chuckled.

      “Guys, you forgot why we came here. It wasn’t for fish or hot springs,” I said.

      Precious adjusted her headband and smoothed her platinum hair. “But those are bonuses to being out here with all the bugs and critters.”

      How this woman spent one weekend a month sleeping in a tent while searching for Bigfoot was beyond me. When given a choice, she would pick room service and pampering over roughing it any day.

      Leo cleared his throat. “The point is that all three of you have been victims of an assault. And Samantha feels responsible for you two when you help her on her cases. So maybe keep that in mind while we’re out here.”

      Toby looked confused. “You didn’t shoot me, Sam.”

      Precious said, “And you didn’t push me down the stairs.”

      I looked at my two friends. “You both were injured because of my job. We’re very lucky that none of us had more serious injuries. We have to get better at protecting ourselves. We have to get better at listening to our instincts. We need self-defense skills.”

      Precious shook her head. “But why here? I can take a self-defense course at the rec center.”

      Leo said, “You’re part of the same Bigfoot research team that Tupi Whitehorse is on, yeah?”

      She nodded.

      “That takes you out into these Olympics once a month. Do you know how many people disappear in the woodlands every year? Around one thousand six hundred people since 2011. That’s an average of seventeen people a year. That may not sound like a lot, but those are the ones we know of, and of those that disappear, only a small percent are found.”

      “Alive?” Toby asked.

      “Or dead. But found.” He crossed his arms and gave them both a steady, pointed look.

      Toby grimaced. “And I thought the dark web was a scary place.” He looked around the forest. “Now I have the creeps.”

      I watched Precious’s face, seeing awareness dawn.

      She said, “But I’m out there with a handful of others and Tupi.”

      Leo shook his head. “You can’t always count on Tupi. He was saying at the last tribe meeting that he was stretched thin and might have to give up something.”

      I put up a hand, palm out. “Hang on. Let’s just say this right now. You can’t ever count on anyone.” I pointed at Leo. “Pure luck that he saw me get kidnapped. As much as I’d love to know he or any of you will always have my back, that’s just not realistic.”

      Leo sighed. “You’ve been hurt too many times already, and I haven’t been there to stop it.”

      I looked at each of them in turn. “I never want to be in a position where we are counting on someone and our luck runs out. Do you get that?”

      Toby and Precious nodded.

      I said to Leo, “I absolutely hate having to call you when I’m in crisis. I aim to head crises off at the pass.”

      “That would be awesome. But you know you can always—”

      “Yes, I know.” I bumped my shoulder into his. “You’re only a call away.”

      He winked as a smile played on his lips.

      I blew out a sigh. So far, nothing about the trip was playing out like I’d planned, but I hoped this conversation would stick in their minds, and maybe we could try again another time.

      I said, “So, a fish fry, huh?” and looked at my friends.

      Toby rolled back his shoulders. “Actually, can we try one more time? I promise not to get distracted by the berries.”

      I said, “Little red round berries on a thorny bush called devil’s club are…?”

      Toby answered, “Not for human consumption.” He gave Precious’s backside a pointed look.

      “Oh, that’s right,” she said. “Red berries bad. And since we’re out here, we might as well try this weird-ass game of hide-and-seek again.” She held up one finger. “But I’m gonna be honest. If fifteen minutes pass and I don’t see or hear any of you, I’m gonna freak out. We came into this mountain forest together, and we’re leaving together.”

      I looked between Toby and Precious. “Are you sure?”

      They both nodded.

      “Okay, I’ll go back to the trailhead and wait seven minutes. Then I’ll come in and start searching. Precious, start your clock then.”

      She smiled and nodded. “And let’s make a bet. How about the first person to get shot treats us to the fish fry.”

      Toby pushed up off the ground. “Well, if we do that, then we might as well call it a day. We all know I’m gonna be the first hit.”

      Precious guffawed. “Try being positive. Visualize an outcome where I get hit or maybe you get Sam first.”

      “Or even me,” Leo said.

      “Never gonna happen,” I said.

      “As if,” Toby said.

      “Delusional much?” Precious asked.

      Leo tossed up his hands in frustration. “Okay, then. If I’m so good and you all are so bad, then maybe I should be the one hunting you three?”

      “Yeah,” I said. “You should be.”

      Toby groaned. “I’m definitely going to need time with Lady M after this.”

      Lady M—Lady Marmalade—was a sugar glider and Toby’s emotional-support animal, which he’d gotten after being shot earlier in the year.

      Precious studied Toby. “I picture you sitting in the bathtub, holding Lady M and crying, with paint on your body while you rock back and forth. Don’t do that. No matter what happens here today.”

      Toby rolled his eyes and headed down a trail. He stopped long enough to say, “I’m getting a head start.”

      “Oh,” said Precious, “me too.” With a dainty wave, she jogged down a different trail, her ponytail bouncing with each stride. She was dressed in camouflage yoga pants and a green T-shirt. I had to give her props for that.

      Leo touched my arm to get my attention. “At least they’re on board.”

      I nodded. “Yeah.” I bit my lip.

      “But?”

      I faced him and locked our gazes. “But I have this dreadful feeling that something big and bad is coming and I’m not going to be able to protect anyone.”

      That feeling had been with me for more than two weeks, a foreboding I couldn’t shake. It was the reason we were there. I believed if a person could use their wits to survive in the woods, they could use them in other places too.

      “Maybe your feeling is more from the fact that you’re taking on more cases and you know, logically, that they’re bound to get tougher.” Leo arched a brow in question.

      “Maybe,” I said. But I didn’t actually believe that.

      I’d grown up having to trust my instincts, and they were sounding alarm bells. The best way to describe this feeling was by using Shakespeare’s words: “Something wicked this way comes.”
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      At Sol Duc Resort, the cabins were sets of four in arched layouts. One firepit was placed centrally for easy access in each cabin cluster and was on a first-come-first-served basis.

      We sat around the firepit, each stuffed to the gills from the fish fry—pun intended. Behind us, music floated from the resort as the occasional sound of laughter carried on the wind.

      As I had been the first person shot, and by Toby to boot, I was much lighter in both funds and spirit. However, my thigh was aching where the paintball had made contact.

      I pointed at Toby. “I have to say it again. What you did was clever.”

      He tapped his temple. “Thinking like a Jedi. A master of the dark web, such as I am; it’s all about cloaking, right? When we’re on the clear web and asking people to join us on the dark side, we use smoke and mirrors. And I thought, why not do that here?”

      Leo chuckled. “So you tucked your neon T-shirt into a bush and hid across from it. Smart.”

      Toby stroked Lady M and beamed. “I was worried the pasty white of my natural skin would be as much a giveaway as the T-shirt. I thought about putting mud on my chest, but I didn’t want to get my hands all grody.” Toby was the cliché of a computer nerd. Tall, reed thin, with hunched shoulders, unkempt shaggy blond hair, an endless supply of ironic T-shirts, and a time dedicated to getting high. Everyone in town knew and often could be heard saying that Toby was unavailable because of “high time.”

      Precious tapped her beer to Toby’s and raised it in the air. “To Toby, who embraced his inner native and won the challenge. And if that howl he did after shooting Sam is any indication of how he felt, he might have found his second calling.”

      Toby shook his head. “Smoking weed and eating pizza rolls is my second calling. Tricking hunters would be my third.”

      We laughed. The past year had been rough for Toby. He’d been shot, had to give up vaping because of the still unsolved vaping lung disease epidemic, and almost lost his emotional-support animal in a fight with an unstable bride. That last one was my fault, but still… Today his win was a good thing.

      Leo leaned toward me and said under his breath, “You feel any better?”

      I shrugged. “Maybe about Toby.”

      I glanced at my best friend. Six feet tall thanks to her German heritage, top heavy thanks to the Shurmann-women genes, and not intimidated by much thanks to a childhood stutter that only showed when she was overly stressed or scared, Precious never backed down from a rumble. But that was what scared me the most. One day, she would meet a foe that would outwit her.

      I continued, “But I can’t predict what’s ahead, and I feel like there’s too much unknown to prepare for.”

      “What are you two whispering about?” Precious asked.

      I shrugged. “Just about ways to always be prepared.”

      She chuckled. “Would it make you feel better if I safety pinned a secret pocket with handcuff keys onto my pants every day like you did?”

      Leo chuckled. “Did you really?”

      I punched him on the shoulder. Being locked to a bike rack with no help was a situation I planned to never be in again. Being caught unprepared was a sore spot for me.

      I ignored him and told Precious, “Yes, it would. And carry a stun gun or pepper spray at least.”

      Precious stood. “And aim for the throat”—she pretended to grab an imaginary man’s throat—“and rip. Or aim for the twig and berries.” She did a groin kick in the air, and both Leo and Toby groaned.

      “On that note,” Leo said as he stood, “I’m going to bed.”

      A quick glance at my watch told me bedtime was long past. The fire was low, other campers and cabin-stayers were straggling toward their beds, and somewhere off in the deep of the forest, a pack of coyotes barked and howled as they began their prowl. Though, to me, they sounded as if they were calling out a warning.

      Leo squeezed my shoulder. “American Indian lore says to see or hear wolves would be a bad omen. Be glad those are coyotes.”

      “Because wolves aren’t in the Olympic National Forest,” I pointed out.

      “Yeah, can you imagine if you heard one? Even I’d be scared.” He chuckled, gave my shoulder a final squeeze, then headed to the cabin he shared with Toby.

      Toby stood as well. “I think I’m going to bed too. Too bad there’s no internet out here, or I’d get online and brag to my friends, but I guess that’ll have to wait.”

      I said, “Must be killing you to be device free.”

      He tossed his empty beer bottle into a recycling bin a dozen yards from the firepit. “Life without internet access is cruel and unnecessary.”

      Precious said, “Yet you survived and had a good day. I’ll admit that I had a hard time with it at first too, but jeez, if we can’t be off the grid for forty-eight hours without all hell breaking loose, then something is seriously wrong with the world. You know, I don’t even know where my phone is right now. When’s the last time that’s happened?”

      “Ten years ago?” I offered.

      Toby gave a dismissive wave and shuffled toward his cabin.

      I stretched and yawned.

      Precious shook a finger at me. “You all are party poopers.”

      I rose from the log that served as my seat then kicked sand on the fire and made sure the embers had died.

      “Come on, tomorrow’s a long drive home,” I said.

      She grunted with disappointment then followed me to our cabin after tossing away her beer bottle.

      

      The next morning, we were up early and on the road. The drive south out of the Olympics to Wind River was slightly over five hours, not including stops. Both Precious and Leo had to be back at work on Monday, and I had babysitting duty. My six-year-old niece, Cora, was currently living with my parents while my sister was deployed. Rachel had left in late September and would be returning home in February. Having Cora around had been amazing, a wonderful chance to get to know my niece better and teach her bad habits, much to my sister’s horror. And I was planning to take her with me the following day, to do a job—not a PI job; I’m not that careless. I also work part time for a second-string pro quarterback. I was the chief operating officer for his laundry, groceries, and dog.

      The next day was dog-park day with Simon, and since Cora’s school was closed for teacher inservice, I thought she would love to get some dog time in. Most animals are good for anyone’s soul.

      Besides, I had only one active PI case. I’d been hired by a woman to follow her fiancé to make sure he was telling the truth about how he spent his time. I followed him on Thursday and reported on his mundane day, to her relief. But she wanted two weeks of information, just to be safe.

      The drive out of the national forest was quiet. I thought we’d all come to enjoy the experience of the peacefulness of being in nature. For me, being in the woods felt like being home. I loved camping and cooking food over an open fire. Having dyslexia meant school was hard for me. My dad recognized that and tried to find an outlet that built my self-esteem. Being outdoors became that thing. Leo’s kid brother, Hue, is also dyslexic and one of my closest friends. When not out hiking or camping with my dad, I would hang out with Hue on the reservation and learn how to be still among the trees, how to fish with nothing but a branch, a line, and a hook, and how to make a gill net.

      In nature, I found myself. I came into my own. And I disliked leaving it behind and heading back to a world where things automatically got harder.

      “I know we just had breakfast,” Toby said, “but we’re planning on stopping for lunch, right? We’re not driving straight through?”

      We were in Leo’s extended-cab truck, boys up front and girls in the back. The pause before anyone answered him allowed enough silence for us to hear his stomach rumble.

      Precious lightly pushed his shoulder. “Sounds like you didn’t have enough breakfast.”

      I handed him a protein bar over the seat. “It’s gonna be a few hours at least.”

      He grumbled and took it. We drove out of the thick of the forest and east toward Port Angeles. I loved that the coastline of Victoria, Canada could be seen by looking north from the edge of town. I loved that pods of killer or gray whales could often be spotted right offshore.

      We were closing in on Lake Crescent, one of the bluest lakes I’d ever seen, still easily thirty minutes away from the nearest town, when my phone chimed. Then Precious’s phone chimed, also indicating missed calls and text messages. We looked at each other as we dug through our purses or backpacks for the phones we hadn’t touched in two days. Leo’s phone gave a shorter series of chimes, as did Toby’s.

      Precious said, “Looks like the world missed us.” She looked at her screen, her brow furrowed.

      I scrolled through a series of text messages from AJ and noticed he’d tried calling me seventeen times.

      I told her, “These are all from AJ.”

      AJ was the second-string quarterback I worked for. Precious was his life coach as he strove to become a first-string NFL superstar. However, his current competition was a beloved All-Pro superstar.

      “Mine too.” She looked worried. “I hope he’s okay.” She tapped her phone three times then put it to her ear. “I’m calling him.”

      Leo met my gaze in the rearview mirror, a questioning arch in his brow. He was asking me if I thought that was the something I’d been worried about. I shrugged and gnawed on a thumbnail.

      “Hi, AJ,” Precious said. “I’m here with Sam, and we both noticed we missed a lot of calls and messages from you. Your messages were very cryptic. What’s up?” She paused then said, “Okay, hold on.” She looked at me. “He wants me to put him on speakerphone.”

      I asked the guys if that was okay, and they agreed.

      “Okay, AJ. You’re on speaker. And you should know there are two other people with us in the car.” Precious identified Leo and Toby.

      “Cool, cool,” AJ said. “Hi, everyone. I have something exciting to share. Well, I mean it’s bad but good. If that makes sense. I shouldn’t be so excited, but I can’t help it.”

      Precious cleared her throat. “Why don’t you tell us what it is? We can take it from there.”

      “Our next game is this Thursday, and guess who the starting quarterback will be?” He couldn’t hide the excitement in his voice.

      “Seriously?” I said. “What’s happened to McVay?”

      Keith McVay had been the Portland Pioneers' quarterback and city superstar for the last five years. Something bad had to happen for McVay to not start.

      “Yeah, seriously,” AJ said. “Keith failed the mandatory drug-screening test he took Friday, and because he popped positive for illegal substances, he’s been suspended for three games. I saw him yesterday, and he looks ravaged.”

      Both Leo and Toby shared looks of surprise.

      Keith McVay popped positive? “Was it PEDs?” I asked.

      When I was a kid, my dad, a reporter, had done an exposé on performance-enhancing drugs, turning a huge spotlight on the sport and the big business of winning. That was a time when the average citizen didn’t know about PEDs.

      AJ said, “That part I don’t know. I don’t care. I want to know if you all want to come to the game. Please say yes. Need my favorite girls there to support me.”

      Leo cut a side-eye toward me. He thought something was going on between me and AJ. The truth was that nothing was going on between me and anyone. When I found out I’d been married to a con man who played me for a fool, well, that kinda made dating unappealing. I hadn’t gotten my taste for men back just yet.

      Precious answered, “Of course we’ll be there. We’re excited for you. I’ll be home later today, and let’s talk then. Sound good?”

      AJ said, “Yeah. Solid plan. Sam? You still coming for Simon tomorrow?”

      “Yes, and I have your groceries to pick up as well.”

      “Put champagne on that list,” AJ said.

      Precious and I laughed.

      I said, “I’m thinking Ralphs isn’t going to carry the kind of champagne you want.”

      Precious said, “I’ll take care of the champagne.”

      We ended the call moments later. I took a deep breath and tried to listen to my gut.

      “Better?” Leo asked.

      I shook my head. Whatever was making my spidey senses go off was still coming. And I was afraid the news with AJ might have been a distraction I couldn’t afford.
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      I stood inside AJ’s back door, looking out at his patio, where Cora was playing with Simon, AJ’s Airedale.

      Precious and AJ were talking strategy on the couch.

      AJ said, “After Thursday night’s game, there will be three more before the new year. If I do well enough on the next two, I might catch the attention of a team who will be quarterback shopping in the spring.”

      I’d known Precious long enough to know what was coming next.

      Precious said, “Okay. First, let’s address your mindset.”

      I chimed in. “Never use the words ‘if I’m lucky enough' or ‘if I do.’ That’s negative self-talk. It’s defeatist. You’re already preparing for failure.”

      Precious snapped and pointed at me. “See, Samantha knows. Now I have to get it through your thick skull too.”

      AJ caught my eye, and I winked.

      I said, “She’s right, you know. The science behind the power of the brain is amazing. You work hard, AJ. You have talent. You’ve earned your position on the team. Now’s your opportunity to prove you are more than ready. Success doesn’t come because you got lucky in the games you start. Success comes with knowing you can handle any situation with confidence and skill.”

      He nodded, but the skepticism on his face belied his true inner feelings.

      Precious slapped him upside the head. Ever since her concussion, she’d become noticeably more aggressive.

      “Yow! What was that for?” AJ rubbed the back of his head.

      Precious crossed her arms and sat back in the overstuffed armchair she’d claimed upon arrival, commanding AJ to sit on the ottoman so that he could face her.

      “For two years, we’ve worked together, and I still can’t get you to believe in yourself. Not fully, anyway. I’m down to trying more adverse responses.”

      “You plan on smacking me every time I say or think something negative?” He looked at me and smiled.

      Precious said, “I can if you want. Or you can try harder. What do you think?”

      “I think I’ll try harder.” He smiled.

      Precious returned it. “A chance to prove yourself is what you’ve been waiting for, AJ. What you’ve been working hard on. Now is the time to show what an asset you are. No one will buy into you if you don’t buy into yourself.”

      He nodded several times as if letting the words sink in. “I’m in the best shape I’ve ever been in. I’ve got my head on straight, mostly.” He bumped Precious’s knee with his fist in a teasing manner. “And I’m a damn good quarterback.”

      I said, “Now we’re talking.”

      Precious said, “I’m going to talk to your agent so we all can be on the same page with the plan between now and when you land a starting position.” She pretended to wipe away a tear. “I’ll miss you when you’re gone.”

      AJ laughed and rose from the ottoman. “You’ll still be my life coach, Erika. Now, I’m gonna make a smoothie. Anyone else want one?”

      I curled my lip. “Are you making that nasty-looking green drink?”

      AJ furrowed his brow. “Hey, that green drink is part of why I’m in such great shape. You are what you put in your body.”

      “And I’m happy being coffee and carbs,” I said without hesitation. “That drink looks toxic.”

      AJ made his way to the kitchen and pulled out his high-end blender. “Funny you should say that. The same day McVay popped positive on the test, I’d made him a green smoothie. Some of the guys teased me about spiking his drink so I could get some playtime.” He chuckled and shook his head. “It wasn’t funny then, but it’s funny now.”

      After a quick glance at Cora to make sure she was okay, I joined AJ in the kitchen. “Wait, what did you just say? No one really believes you spiked McVay’s drink, do they?”

      AJ dumped an assortment of green veggies and an unpeeled kiwi into the blender. “No. Well, for a moment I wasn’t sure because Coach asked me to prove it.”

      I gestured for him to continue.

      “I said they should test all of us. Me and two other guys also drank the smoothie.”

      I glanced at Precious, my mind plotting out all the possible nefarious scenarios. I asked AJ, “And they tested everyone?”

      AJ nodded. “Everyone who drank the smoothie. No one else popped positive.”

      I asked, “And the green smoothie you made… Did you make him one and then you a different one, or was your pour from the same blender as his?”

      AJ’s finger hovered over the blender’s power button. “Same pour.”

      “And were there witnesses to all this?”

      He nodded then jabbed the button, which filled the room with the loud whirring of blending fruits and vegetables. When the blender held nothing but a light-green sludge, AJ turned the machine off. “You’re making me nervous with your questions.”

      Precious slid onto a barstool and leaned against the counter. “I think Sam is asking these questions out of precaution. We don’t want that story to get repeated. Especially to the media. We don’t want it to become a rumor or gossip. Even if they are joking. Stupid stuff has a way of sticking. And if McVay’s been caught doing something illegal, it’s not like he’s going to just fess up.”

      I added, “She’s right. He’s likely going to try to deflect, and that could mean putting the spotlight on you and the drink you made him.”

      AJ poured his smoothie into a large cup and topped it with a lid and straw. “I made enough smoothie that day for four of us, in one blender.”

      I asked, “Were you the one who handed McVay his drink?”

      AJ shook his head. “I poured it into four glasses on the counter and turned back to wash out the blender. The guys were all there waiting, and each took his own glass.”

      “You saw that?”

      AJ squinted as if trying to remember. “They were in the room when I finished making the drink, but I didn’t see each of them take a glass. When I turned back, only one glass remained, mine, and the others were drinking the smoothie.” He shrugged as if it wasn’t any big deal.

      I hoped he was right. My stupid feeling of unease was strengthening, creating a knot of tension between my shoulders. Maybe I was trying to make the situation with AJ the cause because, all things considered, that situation was doable. Manageable. Fixable.

      Gathering all the facts would put me at ease. “So others in the room will be able to say McVay took his own smoothie.”

      AJ thought for a moment. “Actually, Keith wasn’t in the room when I poured the drink. I’m not sure where he was, but one of the trainers said he’d take it to Keith.”

      “Which trainer?”

      “Brad. Brad Jenson.”

      I made a mental note then asked, “What’s going to happen to McVay?”

      AJ shrugged again. “Nothing. He’ll serve a three-game suspension, probably pay a fine, and return to the field like nothing happened. He gets a little mini break. Keith McVay is untouchable. He’s connected to the right people. In a few years, this won’t be remembered.”

      In the current climate of persecution on social media, I found that hard to believe. But then, some people lived under a lucky star, and dirt didn’t seem to stick to them. Maybe McVay was one of those. I made a mental note to ask my dad about him. Dad’s years as a reporter, beat and investigative, would provide far more information than doing some online search.

      “So,” AJ said, after tossing his empty cup into the sink, “you gonna continue to harsh my vibe, or can we just enjoy this opportunity?”

      I laughed. “Yeah, sorry.”

      Precious said, “She can’t help herself. This PI gig of hers has made her dark.”

      I laughed again but with false humor. Precious was right. In less than a year, I’d gone from being more optimistic to pragmatically fatalistic, no matter how hard I tried not to. Leo had warned me many years ago when I’d tried my hand at being a crime-scene photographer. And he’d been right. But the truth was that I would rather be a PI instead of what I used to do. Studio photography might be less risky, but taking pictures of devilish children dressed up as angels with their insanely neurotic moms had eaten away at my soul.

      I clasped my hands in false glee. “Okay, all that aside. Who’s super excited about seeing AJ play live? I know I am.”

      AJ broke out into a wide grin. “None of those hard metal seats for my friends. Nope. Clubhouse seats for you all.”

      I glanced at Precious. “I’ve never been in the clubhouse before.”

      She wagged her brows. “I hear the food is good.”

      We high-fived.

      AJ slid three tickets across the counter toward us. “Who are you bringing?”

      I said, “My dad, of course. He’s a serious football fan.”

      AJ gave me a thumbs-up. “And you’re cool keeping an eye on T-Roy while there? I know he’s old enough to take care of himself, but it’ll make me feel better.” T-Roy was his nickname for his teenage brother, Troy.

      I looked over my shoulder toward the bedrooms. “Where is Troy, by the way?”

      Their mom lived in Arizona, undergoing treatment for cancer, and AJ was Troy’s guardian.

      “He’s working at a video game store. Can you believe it?” AJ winked.

      His brother had been arrested for shoplifting a few months back and had done his community service time in what was supposed to be a scared-straight program for wealthy kids. But when his instructor was murdered and one of the kids in the program accused, Troy had straightened up his act really quickly. That probably wasn’t what the judge who’d sentenced Troy had in mind. But hey, whatever works.

      Cora ran into the house with Simon on her heels. “We need some treats. I’m trying to teach Simon to shake.”

      AJ, who’d just picked up the blender to carry it to the sink, pointed at a canister on the counter. “They’re in there.”

      Cora pointed at the blender. “What was that?”

      AJ said, “A green smoothie. Very healthy and good for you.”

      In typical kindergarten fashion, Cora responded with absolute brutal honesty. “It looks like vomit. Alien vomit.”

      AJ looked at me and laughed. “She’s totally related to you. That could’ve come from your mouth.”

      I grinned. “I take that as a compliment.” I told Cora, “We have to be heading out. I’ll bring you back to play with Simon another day.”

      She wrapped her arms around the dog’s neck. “Can’t I take him home?”

      I knelt before my niece and said, “That would make AJ sad. Simon is his best friend. And besides, I happen to know that in the evening, Simon gets gassy and can stink up a room for hours. Like the smell of rotten eggs.”

      “Hey,” AJ said with indignation, “he has feelings, and he can’t help that he has a sensitive GI system.”

      Cora grimaced, her grip on Simon relaxing. “Maybe he should stay here.”

      Precious said, “Maybe you should give him some of that green vomit drink.”

      For a second, the tension I’d been carrying around eased as I joked with my friends and family. I wished whatever was coming would just come already. Let’s get this show on the road so I can put it behind me. Though if this is how life is going to be from now on, maybe I should revisit studio or crime-scene photography.

      Not for the first time did I wonder if I was cut out for the high-stakes lifestyle of a private investigator.
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      I was decked out in my Portland Pioneer team colors: dirty brown and puke green. Dad took it a step further and painted green and brown smudges under his eyes. I couldn’t say the colors were flattering, but no one cared.

      I’d grown up going to games because my dad and I were big Seahawks fans. But I’d never found my seats by taking an elevator to them. My pocketbook supported only tickets that required extreme stair climbing. I’d also never found my seat by going through a heated lobby with carpet, lounge seating, and a bar with a scattering of bar-height tables for mingling.

      A host showed us to the box, but not before double-checking our tickets. Inside the box were cushioned seats set theater style for optimal game viewing. The temperature was a comfy seventy degrees. Outside, the weather was misting as Mother Nature alternated between sleet and rain.

      “This is the life,” Dad said and elbowed me.

      “All your connections and never a clubhouse invite?” I tsked and shook my head in mock disappointment.

      Dad chuckled. “Yeah, well, I was persona non grata for decades.”

      He’d even spent some time in the slammer for not disclosing his source on his PED exposé. After that jading experience, Russell and Elizabeth True moved their young daughters out of Los Angeles and to the small town of Wind River, where Dad became the owner and sole staff reporter for The Wind River Journal.
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