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      “Carly, look at that!” Mila pointed across the parking lot at the cherry red antique car.

      “Is that it?”

      “You know it is.” Mila abandoned their conversation upon spotting the car and now she was abandoning her friend as she strode across the lot.

      As she touched the paint, a shiver of warning ran up her spine, but she ignored it. It was just a car.

      A Cherry red Ford Falcon. She checked the back—it didn't say “f u t u r a.” Thus, this one had a stick shift—just like the one she'd almost bought.

      Moving closer, Mila peeked inside, glad when a second chill didn’t seep in.

      Given the fantastic weather, the owner had left the top down. The old tops didn’t have push buttons, they had to be cranked up and down—not an easy task. The seats were pristine white leather with red stitching holding each piece in place. The steering wheel was obviously original, but now shiny with decades of use. However, the dash looked like it had some work.

      This could be the same car that she had almost bought when she was eighteen. Her grandmother had given her $1,000 toward her car for her high school graduation. Her father had given her their old Chevy for a trade in, making it possible to go to college with a car of her own.

      Her search for used cars had taken her to a ‘63 Ford Falcon. Was this a ‘63? It looked like it.

      The one she’d considered had lived just down the street from her and, somehow, she’d never seen it all the times she’d passed by. The owner said it was very drivable, but her father had talked her out of getting it, noting that the repairs would be more than a college student could afford. Her mother had commented that it didn't have seatbelts.

      All of that was true.

      And, to date, she'd never owned her dream car.

      “You like it?” A voice called out to her.

      “I do!” she called back, finally turning away from the shiny, pretty car to look. A man strode through the lot toward her, looking a little more casual than she would have guessed given his car. “Is it a ‘63?”

      Her friend Carly stood back, arms crossed, watching the conversation. She'd seen Mila go nuts over red Falcons before. She’d learned to just wait.

      “Very good. It's a stick though,” he told her as she leaned forward, being careful not to touch another person's clearly babied car.

      “I know. The Futuras were early automatics. But not this one. And I can drive a stick,” she added the last bit as if to clarify that she could, in fact, drive the beautiful piece of machinery.

      “You know your cars.” Leaning against the side, he crossed his arms and looked at her, his head tilted.

      Mila moved a few feet away, not sure if she was moving away from him—he had her cornered between the car parked next to it and the curb—or if she was just checking it out all the way around. “No. I know a few things about this car. I almost bought one years ago, and I've wanted one ever since.”

      “No one can drive a stick these days,” he countered.

      “My dad thought I needed to know.”

      The man nodded. He was probably about her age, darker skinned, dark-haired, dark eyes shining. Did she know him?

      He seemed happy that someone was taking an interest in his baby, maybe that she was a fellow enthusiast. Up close, the casual clothing gave away the expensive watch on his wrist and the shoes that looked like they cost more than her whole outfit. He probably had four more cars like this at home.

      He was opening his mouth to ask her something else, waving one hand almost as if he would offer her a chance to drive it, but she didn’t hear anything he might have said.

      Mila had taken a step, her foot hitting a pothole in the parking lot. No big deal. She just dropped a few inches further than she expected. As her hand shot out for balance, she laid her palm against the hood of the car.

      White light flashed through her senses.

      Mila jolted again.

      She was inside the car, in the passenger seat, laughing. The man driving was her husband. They wound their way along an open road, clinging to the side of a mountain. Tall trees lined both sides of the narrow pavement. California.

      How she knew that or why she even saw that made no sense.

      Looking down, she saw the ring on her finger—shiny and new. It matched his. They hadn't yet told their parents they’d eloped.

      With a sucked in breath, Mila yanked her hand back.

      “Are you okay?” Both Carly and the man asked it together.

      “I’m fine. I just stepped in a pothole.” It was true, even if it wasn't the truth.

      That had been far too bizarre. A faint buzz filled her senses like background noise. She was opening her mouth to say thank you and walk away, but the man didn't see her move. He simply started explaining what he’d done.

      “I had the seats replaced. I installed seatbelts. If you look—” he pointed over on the side. The belts hadn't looked out of place to her modern sensibilities, but they weren’t native to this car. “Do you know how much work it is to find someone who will install seatbelts on these things?”

      She actually did. She’d looked into it at eighteen, hoping to convince her parents she could afford the car. But she hadn’t been able to find anyone. At least he had. As she moved around the hood, thinking she’d exit between the other cars, she told him the same argument she’d gotten from specialists who didn’t want to alter the original design. “You generally don't need them as much because the car is so heavy.”

      He nodded along with a grin, once again pleased with her knowledge. “Exactly. I get it. It's an antique and no one wants to damage it. But I'd like to drive it around and I would also like to live through the experience.”

      Something about the phrase grabbed her, clenched at her heart, and her hand went out again, balancing against the passenger side door for stability.

      Her knees buckled. This time every muscle in her body went haywire just before her hand made contact with paint and metal. It didn't stop the memory from forcing through though.

      This time, she was the one driving and her husband wasn't laughing. The trees were different. Somehow, she knew they were all the way across the country. Michigan? Ohio? More importantly, they were running—running hard from something that had them very, very scared.

      The lake loomed in front of them, cold and dense. She’d heard about what went into the lake. They wouldn't survive if they went off the road. She cranked the wheel hard, taking a rough turn in the large boat of a car.

      She could feel how it handled, the clutch resisting, all limbs operating the machine, every cell of her body tense with fear. Whoever was chasing them, wanted them dead.
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      Brian tossed and turned, unable to sleep. Though he was usually a good sleeper, tonight, vivid dreams plagued him.

      At one point he’d set down the book he was reading, letting it fall on the covers beside him. If he even rolled over to set it on the bedside table, he might wake himself up again. So he let his brain float away.

      He relived the moment the woman—her name was Mila, he’d learned—had come up to the car. He'd been ready to dispense his usual Do not touch my car. But for some reason, when she turned and looked at him, he hadn't said it. She hadn't been touching it anyway. Not then.

      His friend Paul had been watching, not bothering to run and catch up. After the two women had left—Brian hadn't even noticed at first there had been a second woman there—Paul had asked him, “What was that?”

      “Weird. But she really liked the car though,” Brian had answered, watching Mila walk away with her friend Carly. Mila had looked out of sorts but turned back to look at the car as if Cherry might have been responsible for it.

      “Lots of them do,” Paul had pointed out, as if to say, and you don't act like that for them.

      As his brain faded into sleep, Brian relived the whole scene. Had he told her he named the car Cherry? Why would that even matter?

      This was good though. This wasn't the kind of odd thought that would jolt him awake. Not like the feeling of falling into cold water and dying. Not like the feeling of being shot at. Or running uphill through the mountains, ankles twisting on the roots of the tall trees on either side of him, his breath huffing. Behind him, his hand had been clenched in a slightly smaller one, just as slick with fear as his own. The two of them dodged through the woods … chased.

      No. When he'd woken from that one, he'd realized they were being hunted.

      He’d died in his dreams that night, how many ways? Five? Ten? Fifteen different times? He’d lost track.

      The clock had said 4:13 a.m. the last time he looked.

      This reliving of his conversation with Paul was a last ditch effort to actually find some rest. When the two women were gone, he and Paul climbed into the car, pulling the heavy doors shut.

      With the old school key in the ignition and the engine rumbling—one of the last that had been built to stay on the road forever—Brian backed out. He pulled onto the freeway, heading for their next destination: A reptile convention at one of the big warehouses at the edge of the city.

      In his hazy, half-asleep mind, Brian didn't know much about it other than what Paul had told him. His friend already had more than one lizard and, apparently, he needed one more. This was the place to go to find the best breeders. Brian had agreed not only to go along and spend his day but to drive.

      It only then occurred through his foggy memory that he would need to fit an aquarium and a lizard into the backseat of his precious Cherry. He glanced back, trying to figure out where he could put it. Should it be buckled in? Could he convince Paul to put it in the footwell?

      There was plenty of space in the old behemoth, but suddenly Brian didn't see the seats as they were. The leather was dingy and gray, as it had been when he bought it. On the back seat sat a black duffel bag of shiny nylon. It was zipped shut and he didn't know why, but he knew it was full of money.

      Shocked, Brian turned to ask Paul if he'd brought the bag—only it wasn't his friend beside him. It was a woman with red curly hair and wide green eyes that sparkled with some kind of devious secret. Her wide smile told him they’d made it! Whatever it was.

      The car was both newer and older at the same time and Brian couldn't quite put his finger on what those things were. He stared at the woman, and she'd said exactly what he'd somehow always known she would.

      “We did it! We are set!”

      He didn't agree with her. Somehow Paul's voice broke through the vivid scene he was seeing.

      “Man, why are you looking at me that way? What is going on?”

      Brian whipped his head to check the back seat again only to find it empty. There was just the pristine white leather with red top stitching exactly as he knew it should be. “Dude, I don't know.”

      “Well keep your eyes on the road. That was creepy.”

      Brian had kept his eyes strictly on the road. No more looking into the backseat after that. It hadn’t happened again.

      Now, as he tried to fall asleep one more time, he went through the whole cycle again: Mila at the parking lot, her leaving with the odd look on her face, her friend with an arm around her, asking her if she was okay. Then getting in and backing out of the lot, merging onto the freeway,

      But then he remembered it there again: the bag of money, though he'd never actually seen any money. He only saw the bag. That it was stuffed with cash was just something he knew.

      As he lay in his bed, comfortable in the high thread count sheets that he loved, with his soft, fluffy pillows stacked around him, he heard the gunshots again.

      His body twisted, toes clenching into his sneakers, pushing into the dirt as he tried to run away. Why had he been wearing jeans? Why would anyone run through the woods in jeans?

      This time, as the shots fired again from behind him, he felt the fire in his side as his body convulsed and he bolted upright in bed.

      He’d fallen asleep again, hadn’t he?

      His breath sucked in and he put his hand to his side expecting to pull it away wet and bloody. But he hadn’t been shot, he’d only met a woman in the parking lot.

      What the hell was going on?
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      Eleri stood on the bluff, a light wind picking at her hair as she watched from her high vantage point. Though the air was warm enough, she had to consciously uncross her arms, pull out her camera from the bag slung across her body, and take pictures like she was supposed to.

      As she looked down into the clear, glassy water, she saw the bubbles from the divers. Up and down they went. Sometimes they came up empty handed, sometimes they held evidence aloft, the piece rising out of the water first like a sword to be handed to Arthur.

      Only Eleri didn’t feel victorious at all.

      She'd been here three days, waiting. The divers had started with a grid search, and now that they'd actually found something, they were going down and pulling things up piece by piece.

      Though she and Christina had watched as each item came up, they stayed out of handling it. The closest they got was wandering through the evidence laid out on tarps. Though the FBI team was cataloging everything thoroughly, the two NightShade agents had both taken their own pictures. They'd asked before they touched anything, even though it was their case and the team was technically working for them.

      Not that Eleri had ordered any of this. It had all happened on Westerfield’s orders, of course. But still, both Eleri and Christina knew better than to mess with evidence.

      Christina had found them this vantage point. Up on a small bluff, it stood away from the rocky shores the divers and the team struggled to navigate. It afforded them a place to watch and talk undisturbed.

      “I'm not sure why Westerfield thinks it's a NightShade case,” Christina said.

      Eleri could only shrug as she rotely snapped a picture of a diver surfacing with another object in her hand.

      Eleri hadn't spoken much these last few weeks. The one time she had truly talked it hadn't turned out well. So she was counting on Christina to suffer through her bullishness and her high walls. She could only hope Christina understood, because if her partner shut her out, she would lose the one person she had left.

      “Do you think we'll see the bodies today?” Christina asked.

      Eleri noticed her partner had moved to asking more questions, as though that might force Eleri to make replies where she otherwise wouldn’t. She answered, “It's been three days. If they don’t come up soon, then I don't know what we're going to do tomorrow.”

      The crane had already been scheduled to come hook on to the back of the car and pull it from the water. Though whether or not that was something that could be pulled off remained to be seen.

      “They have to find the car first.” Christina still looked out over the water, as if knowing this was easier for Eleri if they weren’t face to face.

      “They found pieces,” Eleri pointed out, realizing that she'd spoken almost voluntarily. Interesting. On the one hand, she was proud—this was progress. Maybe she was coming out of her funk and on the other hand, it was a funk she didn't want to come out of.

      She was scared, sad, and angry. So angry that she'd been assigned to this case when she had other things to do. Unfortunately, she needed NightShade for the other things she had to do.

      She had to go along to get along. She was just grateful that Christina had put herself back into active duty, saying that she wanted to be on this case, and that she would only be active duty if she were Eleri’s partner. Eleri had not yet thanked her for the sacrifice.

      It wasn't a slap in the face to work with Agent Pines, only a slap to have to work a case without Donovan at all.

      Looking down again at the tarp, Eleri counted items. So far the divers had brought up two hubcaps, a few odds and ends, and a suitcase full of clothing. Eleri wouldn't have thought that luggage would change so much over time. It was definitely older, but she didn’t know enough to peg the year or even the decade it came from.

      The suitcase had been full of women's clothing. Men's clothing had been found, too, but just a few pieces stuck to the rocks along the way down. But a second suitcase hadn’t been found and this one had come up still closed.

      Two “recreational” divers had gone down earlier in the week, supposedly for shits and giggles. Eleri figured that was a fat lie, with the lake being as cold as it was. The weather was in its warmest season, so this was when the divers went “recreational” diving. But they were most likely treasure divers.

      There were rumors of so many amazing finds at the bottom of Superior and confirmation of so many more. It seemed these two hadn't found their treasure. Five days ago, they’d come up terrified.

      Eleri figured they deserved their nightmares. If they were looking for treasure here, then they should have known enough to expect they might have found something like this.

      According to their statements, they’d seen an old car with two bodies still inside, relatively preserved. Though a report from two terrified “recreational” divers wasn’t something Eleri put a lot of stock in, Westerfield had deemed this a NightShade case. On top of that, he decided he needed Eleri on it, ASAP, instead of looking for her missing partner.

      Her chest felt tight, but it had felt that way for weeks. Her hands clenched the camera as if the camera were at fault for all her problems, when, in fact, her problems were likely her own doing. She had sent Donovan away with only a prayer that he would live.

      Now it had been weeks and she didn’t know if he was dead, alive, somewhere in between, or what.

      She was looking through the viewfinder, her jaw already clenched, when she saw a diver come up. Usually, their hands came up with an object in them—always a gray paint can full of seawater and evidence. The divers hammered it shut beneath the surface to preserve what was inside, so all the onlookers knew was that they'd found something. They could gauge a rough size from the volume of the can but that was it.

      The team lead for the crime scene workers had a comm to the divers, so she got a verbal report on each object as the divers found it. But Eleri wasn't part of the communications. She couldn't even hear one side of it when she and Christina were up here.

      From her vantage point, she watched as the team abandoned the tarp and ran toward the edge. The diver awkwardly cleared the water, his hands empty this time. But even from this distance she heard his exclamation.

      “We found it!”
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      “It's getting close,” Christina said.

      Though Eleri would have expected more excitement in her voice for a situation like this, Eleri couldn't drum her own up either. As she stood beside Christina, she only responded by nodding in agreement. The day was beautiful. The air was crisp but not cold, the sky a wild shade of jeweled blue, the water beneath her begging it to solve its mysteries.

      But she wasn’t capable of feeling any of it.

      The divers had gone down again, this time following careful diagrams to strap the tow line around the axle and the car frame. It was imperative to balance the car’s weight correctly and only hook onto the frame. If they missed, the car could tip and fall into the depths of the lake. They could lose everything, which was why they’d already brought the bodies up.

      Eleri watched for the bubbles again. Christina had requested as few divers as possible to minimize the number of people with exposure to the evidence. Eleri had no brain power to think of these things and had left it all to her partner.

      The four divers had showed up each day, and rotated in shifts of two, carefully timing each dive. The lake was cold enough that they needed to minimize their time under water.

      They were lucky to have found the bodies in the middle of summer. Then again, maybe it wasn’t luck. Lake Superior was never warm enough for the kind of wetsuits Eleri associated with diving. She was scuba certified, though she'd never done it much. Certainly, with Donovan as her partner, going into the water was more of a recreational thing on her own time and not part of her work.

      Just the thought of him clenched at her heart. Donovan should be here.

      Forcing her attention to the pair of divers waiting on the shoreline for their counterparts to return, she thought it through again. The two “recreational” divers who’d first found the car were likely only out here now because this was as warm as it would get. They would have had to have dry suits, too. Nothing casual about it.

      There was a pause in the turning of the winch that was slowly dragging the car up. The divers below were guiding the car where they could, calling up when it caught on something or needed a moment so they could turn it one way or another.

      From what Eleri had seen from the grainy underwater pictures, the car had been positioned on a ledge. It had likely plunged into the water decades ago just a little over from where she now stood. This meant the dive team had needed to approach from an angle.

      The ledge was about fifty-ish feet down, stopping the car from falling into the depths and being lost forever. It appeared it hadn’t moved since it first rested there. Now, the team would haul it up.

      The divers were trained in underwater forensics, so while they’d needed extensive instructions on the towing, Eleri trusted them to push and pull appropriately, making sure evidence didn’t get damaged as it came up from the cold depths.

      “It stopped,” Christina told her, and Eleri knew that was a signal that the divers had been down long enough.

      They would slowly time themselves rising and then switch out with the others.

      Nothing would happen for a while during the time that the change occurred. However, Eleri didn't budge.

      “Eat,” Christina commanded easily as she pulled energy bars from her pocket and handed one to Eleri.

      Peeling the wrapper, Eleri took a bite but didn't taste it. She only pushed forward, knowing that she needed to do something—maybe she simply needed to solve this case so she could put a checkmark on Westerfield's forms. Then she could tell him that if he didn't send her after her partner with the full support of the FBI that she would be gone.

      Their boss had insinuated that he knew something, but he wasn't sharing any intel about Donovan with them. It was the only reason Eleri hadn't left the job already.

      She chewed the bite and swallowed what was basically a knot of food before taking another.

      Christina tugged at her sleeve. “Come on. Let's go check the evidence again.”

      There were a few new things on the tarp, things that the divers had carried with them each time they came to the surface. Eleri and Christina needed to check each piece and make their decision of what was to be done with it.

      It was a five minute trek down from their vantage point. Eleri reminded herself again that she'd agreed to take this case because it was Westerfield’s undercover agent that she had handed a wounded and near-death Donovan to.

      Her boss should be her best source of information about her partner. She couldn’t afford to lose that channel, even if it had produced nothing by now. Donovan had been gone for over a month and SAC Westerfield hadn’t been able to tell her if Donovan was even alive.

      She was alternately despondent and livid. She'd known almost no other emotion since this assignment had been handed to her. Now, she picked her way across the rocks, leading until Christina reached out and tapped her on the shoulder.

      “Drink,” she said.

      Eleri didn’t argue. Christina had also quietly changed their liquids from water to sports drinks, plausibly trying to get as many vitamins, nutrients, and minerals into her partner as she could.

      Appreciative of the help, Eleri tried to say so. But she found she simply couldn't make the words come. So she unscrewed the cap, took a long swig and resumed picking her way down the rocks. She was also grateful for the heavy treads on the work boots Christina had suggested. She probably wouldn't be alive, or at least not upright without Christina right now.

      It didn't help that upon receiving news of this assignment, Eleri had basically extorted her boss for an extra twelve hours before she was due here. In that time, she'd flown across the country, met up with her boyfriend, and told him for the first time the things she was capable of. She’d talked him through the biggest secret she’d ever kept—telling him she was from several long lines of witches and spellcasters and showing him what proof seemed reasonable. She lit a fire in her own hand, and then in his. She altered his vision so he would see her as someone else. She’d given him one of her Grandmére’s gris-gris for protection.

      Those had been the only spells she'd cast in her despondent state. And doing it had been a shitty decision. Avery had not taken the news well at all. He’d yelled at her to get out of his sight and called her vile names—the worst of which were surprising despite her imagination of all the ways her big reveal could go wrong. He’d not spoken to her since.

      Eleri wasn't even sure of his reasons. Was he mad because she had skills that he seemed to think made her inhuman? Was he mad that she had lied to him for so long? That she’d had these skills and let him believe that she was an ordinary, everyday FBI agent? The only upside to Donovan being missing was that her numbness allowed her not to care so much about Avery.

      She paused for a moment, taking another long gulp from the bottle of sports drink, then screwing the cap back on before she picked her way further down. She ate with goals in mind. She'd finished the energy bar, and she would finish this bottle, too. Check.

      She moved methodically—a twisted ankle at this stage of the game would do her no service. In a few more meters, she’d emptied the bottle and she and Christina were standing at the edge of the tarp.

      One of the techs welcomed them back, her blonde ponytail whipping in the wind and attempting to sting her in the eyes though she seemed not to notice. “We definitely need you to make a decision on this one.” The tech grinned and motioned to a still-sealed can. “When the car shifted from the winch pulling it, this jostled loose. So they grabbed it.”

      The divers had been smarter than she'd given them credit for. They’d been saving everything they could given the possibility of things going awry and losing the car into the trench forever—or at least until better tech was invented.

      “Are you ready?” The tech asked. Leaning over, she used to small hand tool to pop the lid.

      With their heads close together, Eleri and Christina peered into the clear lake water that had been collected with the item but as they pulled back, Eleri looked at Christina.

      The divers had pulled a gun from the car.
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      “I'm not a forensic pathologist.” Eleri held one hand up, refusing the offer from the local M.E. to perform the autopsy. “We're just here to observe.” Eleri motioned between herself and Christina.

      Agent Pines didn't have a medical background and putting the two of them on the same footing was a little odd. They hadn't discussed whether Eleri would expose or hide her physiological knowledge and Eleri herself wasn't sure if she should speak up even now. The ME didn’t seem to notice anything odd.

      “Then if we're ready?” Dr. Rasmussen asked them, the older man's white hair shining behind the clear face shield as he turned to begin.

      Paying attention with only half an ear, Eleri looked away from the body on the table, despite the fact that she knew she should be paying closer attention. For a moment, she could imagine it was Donovan doing the work. She would have been hovering beside him making her own observations. Instead, she stood back, her gear on, her phone in her gloved hands because she hadn't yet touched anything.

      It all felt bizarre and wrong.

      This autopsy was unusual in many ways, but one was that Eleri had asked that the body not be removed from the bag until the autopsy started. The M.E. should do all the prep and record everything himself. The body had waited almost two days, untouched, while the other work was completed—until she and Christina were available.

      He began by unzipping the bag.

      Eleri’s mind again wandered, this time back to her wish that the body could be brought up in a large container filled with lake water, almost like the paint cans used for smaller pieces of evidence. But it had been impossible. That type of collection didn’t exist in the normal world. Bodies were usually so decomposed that there was little to no evidence to worry about preserving. But, here in Superior, things were different.

      She’d heard rumors of ships that sank in the early 1900s. Cruising full of passengers, they had hit something or malfunctioned and the whole thing sat now at the bottom. The boat, bodies, and everything on board was hundreds of feet down—cold, dark, and with such a unique bacterial composition, that if they were ever to be found, they would be pulled up completely intact. She’d heard of shipments of food, people and even early model cars—all now sitting at the bottom of the lake.

      Hence, the two reckless divers had been treasure hunting when they'd run into these two bodies. These two victims of the lake had not been skeletal but still remarkably intact. No wonder the divers had flipped out and called the police.

      So as Eleri watched, and the zipper on the black bag pulled back, the face appeared. It looked to have only been in the water for a day or so.

      An eerie shiver ran down Eleri’s spine. She ignored it.

      The car had been a classic and they suspected the bodies had been down for close to sixty years, maybe fifty if the car had been on the road for a while. But the suitcase had been newer, and the blond tech said the clothing inside hadn’t looked like it was from the sixties or seventies.

      For the first time, something sparked in her, though it wasn't deep, and it wasn't her usual curiosity—maybe just mild interest. She leaned forward, studying the wet red hair that hung in loose waves around a wide face. The woman’s eyes were open, a mossy shade of green. Her mouth wide. Her t-shirt …

      The doctor moved and blocked Eleri’s view for a moment. He continued recording his observations of the body and the clothing. So Eleri remained quiet, not touching like she would have if Donovan had been on the job. She watched as he rolled the body back and forth deftly removing the bag from underneath.

      Usually corpses came to him naked, clothing already removed and collected for evidence. But Eleri hadn’t wanted to miss seeing those steps. Her eyes glanced to the other table, to the still-zipped bag where the man waited. The woman’s t-shirt with the band name splashed across the front bothered her, but she didn't have the bandwidth to sort it out.

      Raising a hand, she waited until she got the doctor's attention. When he looked up, he stopped recording, and she motioned toward the body and asked, “May I?”

      He seemed confused, which made sense. Technically, she was in charge here. But she waited for him to nod before she reached for the girl's hand.  Chipped, pink-painted fingernails moved ever so slightly. The body had been down there for decades but moved like she was freshly dead.

      However, Eleri still hadn't figured out why this was a NightShade case. There was a perfectly good scientific explanation for what had happened here. People had known for quite some time about the ability of Lake Superior to preserve everything. So why was she here?

      Carefully, she flipped the hand over and saw what she wanted. Looking at Christina, she commented, “We'll be able to get fingerprints soon.”

      The skin just needed to dry out a little. Setting the hand back down, she stepped away from the table and motioned for Dr. Rasmussen to resume his work.

      Christina pulled Eleri aside. “The car was a sixties model, but it looked a little worn. So maybe it went down in the seventies?”

      Eleri nodded.

      “Then the bodies have likely been down for close to fifty years,” Christina said. “Do you think we'll be able to match fingerprints to a missing persons case?”

      Eleri shrugged, the clothing didn’t quite match the sixties, she thought. But what did she know? “I can only hope so. We have her and we also have him.”

      The other body bag remained zipped, though Eleri had peeked yesterday, seeing his face. His dark skin and short, tightly curled hair made her wonder if the timeframe hadn't played into the two of them going missing. They appeared to be a couple, though none of that was certain now. Matching wedding bands shouldn’t give the assumption that they were married or even to each other.

      Piece by piece, the doctor removed the clothing from the body and placed each piece into an evidence bag. Obviously a pro at this, he lifted one arm, tucked it in one direction, then rocked the body and peeled the shirt without assistance. Even though the woman wasn't large, handling literal dead weight wasn't easy without knowing all the tricks.

      He folded the t-shirt and placed it last onto the top of the items in the bag. This time, it was Christina who raised her hand, waiting while he stopped the recording and asked her, “Yes?”

      “Can I see the shirt?”

      He nodded oddly as if to say, “of course, it’s your case” but he spoke to the recorder instead as he went back to his work.

      Eleri followed Christina, but stood back as she watched her partner reach in and pull out the shirt. Christina held it up, showing off the band name on the front. Then she turned it around to look at the back before saying, “Holy shit! Look at this, Eleri.”
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      Mila woke in a cold sweat, sitting upright and breathing heavily. She picked her phone up from the bedside table, checking the time. 2:34.

      Sunlight streamed in the window and answered her question—it was 2:34 p.m., not a.m.

      She had already learned she could no longer sleep at night. Apparently, she couldn't sleep during the day either. Waiting a few moments, she let her heart slow as she shook off the memory of the dream.

      Her pajamas and exhaustion had been her constant companion for the last several days. She’d simply stopped sleeping restful sleep. She was haunted by dreams of all kinds of things that didn’t make sense. Though she knew when it started, Why had it?

      She developed some kind of sudden-onset, severe insomnia.

      When she did sleep, some of her dreams were wonderful. Some were nightmares. Some simply confusing.

      But through all of them wove the thread of a life cut short.

      Was it hers?

      In one, she'd been eating breakfast with friends in a 24-hour restaurant in the middle of the night. They'd gone to a concert and gotten rip roaring drunk. Christy was high as a kite, though Mila wasn’t.

      In the dream she was confident this was something Christy did all the time. But it didn’t matter, because real Mila didn’t know this Christy to actually worry about her so much once she woke up. But why did this Christy keep appearing in her dreams?

      In the last one, four of them sat around a very large table. The restaurant was packed despite the hour, probably because they weren't the only ones who'd gotten hammered at the stadium and walked the five blocks to the only place open after the VIP party had let out.

      The hostess—far too regal of a term for a restaurant such as this—was at the front of the place, disappointing a group of young men. She told them the wait would be long.

      Then Christy waved them over. At the time, Mila remembered thinking one of them was cute. But now? She frowned at her hands, twisted into the bedcovers. She didn’t think he was cute. He was … His hair had looked permed. What the hell?

      The young man had waved back and before anyone else had a say in it, they were all sitting at the large table.

      Mila looked around her room now, trying to figure out what her brain was subconsciously trying to tell her. The guys had been wearing shorts and high socks with colored bands around the tops. They’d had classic style sneakers. And …

      Mila put her hand to her forehead, thinking it would be best if she simply forgot this.

      Some of the dreams had been scary. Some had been sweet. Though she'd found herself attracted to one of the members of the group, mostly the dreams struck her as insanely bizarre.

      Realizing she was fully awake and too scared to go back to sleep, she threw off the covers and padded into the kitchen. After pouring herself a bowl of cereal, she sat down in front of the TV by herself.

      Before this, she'd been proud of owning the small home. She'd bought it herself and covered all the bills on her own. She even had savings for things like when the toilet got clogged or a windstorm took a few shingles off the roof. Most of her friends complained about paying bills but, to her, it was a point of pride. Every time something got done, every time she repaired damage or improved something in her little fixer-upper home, she was proud.

      But right now, in the middle of the afternoon, on a Sunday, it simply felt lonely.

      She ate quietly at the small table in front of the couch, queuing up the television just so someone would talk to her. The true crime shows she usually watched popped up, but now, she passed right by it for a romance series.

      Grateful there was something else to watch—even if it was cheesy drivel—she was halfway through the bowl of cereal when the spoon paused on the way to her mouth.

      The young man in the restaurant, she hadn't recognized him. In this dream, she'd been meeting him for the first time! But he was the same one she’d seen in that odd flash of images several days ago. The one who had been running beside her through the woods.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER SEVEN

          

        

      

    

    
      “Anything yet?” Christina asked from behind her.

      “Nope.” Eleri shook her head.

      “Energy bar gone?” Christina asked next.

      “Nope.” Eleri picked it up from beside her and held it up, irritated as she showed that she'd only managed to get through a third of it. Dutifully, she took another bite. Christina would keep reminding her until she finished it. But she shouldn’t be angry that her friend was caring for her.

      She clicked her way around the fingerprint on the screen. She’d rolled the prints herself from both the young woman and the young man the following day after Rasmussen had done the autopsies.

      Now she was doing the matching. Eleri could do it herself faster and better than if she sent it in for testing. She had access to every print from all the different FBI cases around the country, and she could request relevant local databases as evidence came in. But as she tapped away, she found herself still wondering why this was a NightShade case.

      So many times, it became obvious that something was very bizarre from the get go. She also knew, however, that sometimes Westerfield sent them out onto cases that had absolutely no obviously paranormal pieces. Those cases were simply very difficult to solve. Thus, it required agents with special abilities to root out the clues, figure out who should be investigated and proceed from there.

      Eleri had been well known for her hunches during her days in the FBI’s Behavioral Analysis Unit. So well known, in fact, that she'd been accused on more than one occasion of knowing too much about the serial predators they hunted. Between the accusations, the subsequent investigation, and her own onset of anxiety and paranoia, she'd wound up in a mental hospital. Westerfield had plucked her from there and brought her into his specialized unit.

      That had been a number of years ago. She'd been partnered with Agent Donovan Heath ever since. She'd worked with Christina on more than one occasion before, as NightShade was mostly a small, close-knit division. Or so Eleri had thought until their last case had revealed an undercover agent that none of them had previously known about.

      Though she hadn’t at first, she was now questioning her boss’s decisions. Her SAC had given each of them cause for concern over the last few years and only recently had the agents figured out they were all thinking the same thing.

      Had Westerfield simply put her on this case to keep her from investigating what had happened to Donovan?

      She had to consider the possibility.

      She felt trapped on this case. She'd been physically trapped in previous situations—not surprising for the kind of work that she did. But she'd never before suffered this kind of low-grade panic that she was stuck. She needed SAC Westerfield and the power of the FBI in order to find her partner, but it felt as if it might be Westerfield and the power of the FBI that were keeping her from finding him in the first place.

      With a shake of her head, and another bite of the energy bar, she looked back to the screen and resumed clicking at the image of the fingerprint. The young woman's first finger was rolled with ink, printed, then uploaded onto the large screen in front of her. She wasn’t a fan of digital uploads. Eleri searched for splits, conjunctions, and terminals. Clicking on each one, she added arrows where necessary and labeled each point of interest with the proper color.

      There was no known minimum number of match points nationally for fingerprints. Some states required as high as twenty points that matched before a legal identification could be declared. Some thought investigators should just determine if the fingerprint matched for themselves. Eleri was a stickler for hard matches, having once seen an officer declare he already knew who the fingerprint belonged to and just glance at it on the screen and declare it a match. Hence she was unwilling to hand this one over to the usual techs.

      Eleri believed the likelihood of a match was unlikely given the time between when the victim disappeared and now. Even though it wasn’t what they’d originally thought.

      Clicking as many points as she could find in the fingerprint, she scanned the black lines, with their pink, yellow, and blue dots and arrows aiming everywhere. She was out of points to mark. So she clicked the button, letting the automated search do whatever it could. Unlike in movies and television, it didn't flash fingerprints and mugshots on the screen, discarding them visually as it went. That wasn’t how the system worked at all. It simply chugged while she waited.

      Eleri took another bite of the energy bar, then swiveled the stool around and faced Christina. They occupied a room in the Duluth offices of the Minnesota Bureau of Criminal Apprehension. This agency was the state version of the FBI. Most states had one, and she was glad the locals were willing to let the two FBI agents use the space and equipment.

      She spoke up, her voice often feeling unused these days. “That was a good find on the shirt yesterday.”

      Christina has simply tipped her head and nodded. The victim’s shirt had bothered Eleri but Christina had been functioning at a high enough level to put the pieces together. The t-shirt said “Bon Jovi” on the front in the band's logo. No big deal, except when the car was pulled up, it had been identified as an early 60s model. That band hadn't been around until the mid 80s.

      Christina had been right about another thing: It wasn't the kind of shirt that had been sold at a store, but the kind one got at a concert. She’d turned it around, where the white print—still so very well preserved—listed tour dates from 1985.

      Thus, the car had already been relatively old at the time these two had gone down and the missing persons search window had changed from the 60s to the mid-to-late 80s. The shirt might not have been new when the car went down. But these two had still been alive in 1985.

      Everything had been so well preserved that there were none of the usual decomposition measures to help gauge time since death. But the shirt had given them a window they'd not expected.

      Behind her, the computer pinged, and Eleri swiveled around to check the top twenty best matches the system had spit out.

      Unlike on TV, AFIS didn't say “this is your match.” While pieces of the system were computerized and automated, much of the work depended on human input. It only matched the information Eleri input on her side to the information some other investigator had uploaded on the print they had. Then it churned out best matches.

      The first print wasn’t her young woman, nor was the second. The work was tedious. Oftentimes Eleri could look and easily see that it wasn't the same fingerprint, that the lines and swirls simply didn't match. But she documented carefully, not knowing what later might need to go to court. Fingerprints were the kind of evidence that NightShade could hold up when prosecutions were on the line. They couldn’t say “I’m a witch and I cast a spell” or “I had a hunch.” “It obviously wasn't the right fingerprint!” certainly wouldn't work for hard evidence either.

      The energy bar had disappeared, and the sports drink was empty by the time she was on the seventh fingerprint. She turned around and grinned at Christina. “Bingo!”
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      “She’s Jennifer Barnes,” Eleri told Christina. “This one is a match.”

      Christina dropped her papers where she was sorting pictures of evidence and trying to decide if there were more tests that needed to be run. In a moment, she was hovering over Eleri’s shoulder, looking at the screen.

      Though matching fingerprints certainly required training, Christina was more than adept at looking at the two side by side prints on the screen and agreeing that they needed to pull this file.

      With the touch of a few buttons, Eleri discovered that while the prints had been uploaded, the file wasn't. That wasn’t uncommon with old evidence and cases—things were getting scanned as local personnel had the time or as the municipality had the budget. Eleri didn’t think it was really anyone’s priority and she was just glad that anything had matched.

      It took another thirty minutes to contact the local office in Northern California—where the print was from—and find a real person who could rummage through their storage and pull the original paperwork. Eleri eventually hung up and swiveled the stool around. “We probably have some time to kill while we wait. What do you have?”

      “Far too much clothing. Most of it, upon inspection—” Christina waved one hand over a series of photographs of sodden clothing that had been pulled up. “Appears to fit the two occupants of the car.”

      Though the suitcase had been closed tightly it wasn't by any means waterproof and had been soaked through long before the divers had discovered the car.

      “Now assuming that’s Jennifer Barnes, our John Doe’s fingerprints should be next?” Christina asked.

      Eleri nodded. Maybe she should have done his first. The autopsy revealed a very recent wound on his right side. It appeared to have been from a bullet grazing him. Or maybe more than just a graze. He still had the stitches. Eleri had noted during the autopsy that they’d been placed by a pro. Hopefully the missing persons report would help pinpoint a timeframe to look for a hospital visit for a gunshot wound. But it would still be an awful lot to even attempt to go through hospital records from a several year range in the eighties.

      Not the path she wanted to have to pursue. Eleri looked up at Christina. “The gun?”

      It had been labeled a priority, as guns often were.

      “That came back this morning.” Christina tapped her finger on her tablet almost as if to motion over here. In reality, she was pulling up a document that had been sent. “It's been fired. And they are currently looking to match the rifling to any known crimes.”

      “In the eighties,” Eleri clarified.

      Christina offered only a sigh. “Exactly. A case as old as this is going to be a mess.”

      “I'm not a bad researcher,” Eleri said, “but I really wish I'd paid more attention in the archiving classes.”

      Christina only nodded in agreement. “Me, too.”

      “The car?” Eleri asked next. It was a 1963 Ford Falcon, which she had only recently learned was less than a decade after VIN numbers started to come into use. Luckily, this car was a model that used them.

      “Still hunting down the registration,” Christina said, her tone conveying the resignation at the kind of work that would be, too.

      Eleri already knew the vast majority of what they would be looking for—just like the missing persons report—would only exist on paper. Eleri had already run into more than one case where paper records had been destroyed due to natural disaster, crime, and all sorts of other issues. Some places had digitized their old records, and she could only hope that was the case more often than not with this case. But given the number of agencies she was already looking into, she couldn't hope for much.

      Behind her, the computer dinged, and she turned to see what had come in. Though she didn't recognize the email address per se, parts of it let her know that it was coming from the Sutter Creek Police Department. “It looks like I've got my report.”

      Once again, Christina hopped up out of her chair and came to stand over Eleri’s shoulder as she pulled up images of paper reports on the large screen where she'd been working on the fingerprints.

      “Her mother filed the report,” Eleri said, trying to scan through it as fast as she could without blocking Christina's view or flipping the screens too quickly.

      Christina motioned to her, and Eleri moved to the next page. “Mother and father both interviewed. They reported her missing in July of 1987.”

      It matched the concert shirt, Eleri thought. The couple had simply been driving a vintage car. With the way Superior preserved things, it was no wonder the team had been twenty years off on their estimate of when the car had gone down and how old the bodies themselves were.

      Christina spoke again over Eleri’s shoulder, having looked further down the screen than Eleri herself did. “Both the mother and the father report they hadn't heard from their daughter in over a month despite multiple attempts to contact her … they’d left messages on her answering machine … contacted her friends. Her friends said they hadn't seen her.”

      “Why didn't they go over and check for themselves?”

      “It looks like they were in California and the daughter was living in Georgia.” Christina moved her finger down the page as she motioned for Eleri to scroll further.

      But there was no next image.

      Crap. Eleri clicked back to the email where—of course—everything was written out. Had she read the whole thing the first time, she would have known the file was incomplete. However, the officer assured Eleri her team would be looking for the rest of it. “So we have no dental records, but we at least have the fingerprint.”

      Christina added, “And no photos. So we're assuming who we have here is Jennifer Barnes.”

      “Hopefully our John Doe’s prints match and that helps us.” Eleri tried to push forward, but she felt the fog crowding her brain. It was the same barrier she always ran up against now. Something was wrong. Donovan should be here.

      Christina, though she also missed Donovan and worried about Eleri, hadn't been his partner. She hadn’t worked with him practically day in and day out for the past several years.

      Her brain still worked. Christina said, “I know where to look.”
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      “Yes, Mom.” Eleri grumbled as she stared at her turkey and cheese on wheat sandwich.

      She'd tried to order a salad. Christina had told her no. Christina had countered with a burger and they'd arrived on the turkey sandwich as a compromise.

      Ultimately, it didn't matter. She wasn't eating it anyway.

      Christina motioned with her finger, a small scooting gesture as though that might make the sandwich fly into Eleri’s face and have her chew it and enjoy it.

      Dutifully, Eleri picked up the sandwich and took a bite. She didn't taste it, though. When Christina again motioned for her to eat, Eleri fought the urge to yell, “You're not the boss of me!” But she was enough of an adult now to know she clearly needed someone to be the boss of her. Luckily, Christina changed the subject.

      “We need help.”

      Eleri raised one eyebrow, as if to ask if Christina thought this because Eleri wasn't pulling her own weight. She almost laughed. Her weight was much easier to pull these days.

      “No really. We need someone who can help us with this case. And to help us find Donovan.”

      Eleri swallowed suddenly, the knot of food a little too big, but she managed to get it down the right pipe. “Who can help find Donovan?”

      The problem was that she had handed him over to an undercover agent who'd whisked him off to … no one knew. They all suspected he'd been taken away to a doctor who knew how to work on his kind. But it was likely a doctor working for the mafia—at least that was how Eleri thought of Miranda Industries.

      Was Donovan alive? Was he dead? Was he healed or did he need more surgeries? Had they run out of money to care for an agent who was trying to shut them all down? Were they going to indenture him into the mob?

      Clearly, they couldn't just release him into the wild. He'd been thrust into the inner workings of a shady international corporation. At the time, it had been the only option to save his life. Eleri was now grateful that she hadn't thought of any better solutions since then or she might have been beating herself up more than she already was.

      “I don't know how to do more.” That was why she hadn't been doing it already. When she had the spare time—mostly in the evenings since she wasn’t sleeping much—she checked records in Florida, tried to figure out the strongholds where Miranda might have placed him.

      She’d tried to log into Donovan's email repeatedly to see if he'd sent anything to anyone. Not that she knew his password. She hadn’t gotten in. If she had found he’d been in it and he hadn’t contacted her, she would be overjoyed for about three seconds, and then it would turn to deep, dark anger. But she hadn’t gotten in, so that was all
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