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  Literary Praise for A Convergence of Crows


Johanna Kincaid Mystery Series: Book One


A band of strong, capable women determined to take down a child sex trafficking ring with the aid of First Nations and other mystical wisdom is a powerful combination in this important story. Lowrie’s sweeping natural imagery gives space for readers to process difficult subject matter. While sex trafficking is an oft-explored topic, a seldom celebrated, fierce female presence lights up this book—an antidote to its brutal truths. The infusion of spirituality and its intersection with the natural world provides an impactful additional layer of meaning. Lowrie’s characters are vibrant and easy for readers to connect to, despite populating an uncommon, strikingly realized setting. Their backgrounds are fully examined and nicely inform the events unfolding in the present. ~ 
Booklife Prize Critic’s Review

This debut novel interlaces a murder mystery, injustices to indigenous people, violence against women, and misuses of power--all suffused with a mystical overlay of spirituality and nature.  Johanna Kincaid, retired psychologist and budding Shaman, uses her several skills and friendships to unpack crime, while challenging readers to confront a range of contemporary social issues. Marked by lucid prose and fast paced action, this novel is the first of a series.  Look forward to journeying with Johanna along future mysterious ways. – Louise A. DeSantis Deutsch, Professor Emerita, Dept of Language & Literature, Cape Cod Community College  W. Barnstable, MA

What sets A Convergence of Crows apart is its fusion of psychological intensity with a mystical twist. The narrative keeps readers on the edge of their seats, unraveling a complex tapestry of secrets and revelations. Fans of the Joe Leaphorn Series by Tony Hillerman are sure to find a kindred experience in the intricate twists and turns of Johanna Kincaid’s mysteries. This mystery series is a must-read for aficionados of psychological thrillers seeking a narrative that skillfully blends the visceral with the mystical. – Emilee Jackson Reviews, Instagram

I enjoyed the way Anneka Lowrie weaves together the story of Johanna Kincaid’s journey into shamanic training and her ability to help a victim of human trafficking. Lowrie explores the horrific underworld of high ranking, privileged desire, and the difficulty punishing crimes against indigenous people. Don’t miss this psychological thriller with a shamanic twist! – 5 Star Amazon Review, Barbara Stein







  
  Trigger Alert




Please be aware this story contains scenes that may be disturbing or cause emotional triggering. It is written with deepest respect for those who have suffered at the hands of perpetrators. 
Violence proliferates in silence. 
Break the silence.
The Red Ribbon Skirt Society on Facebook
Make a Donation Go Fund Me at
https://bit.ly/RedRibbonSkirt
“Dedicated to awareness and education about the epidemic of missing and murdered indigenous women, children and two-spirit people.”
A portion of the profit of the sales of this book will be donated to the Red Ribbon Skirt Society


The clothesline Project
http://www.theclotheslineproject.org
“58,000 soldiers died in the Vietnam war. During that same period of time, 51,000 women were killed mostly by men who supposedly loved them. In the summer of 1990, that statistic became the catalyst for a coalition of women’s groups on Cape Cod, Massachusetts to consciously develop a program that would educate, break the silence and bear witness to one issue - violence against women.”









  
  


 Constance 
 
 Remembering the day we used our voices 
to name the women and children
 murdered that year by domestic violence at the
Take Back the Night Rally
The Green
Hyannis, Massachusetts
 
Find the Missing and the Murdered 
Speak their Truth
Say their Names
Hold their Light
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  Chapter one
Prologue


She crouched on the ground beneath a stand of oak trees. She watched intently. She saw the woman move inside the dwelling down below. The gardens glowed in the golden red glimmer of a setting quarter moon. It was still dark enough to hunt. Hunting is what she did best. She never lost her prey. She could smell their scent in the footprints they left behind. 
Her golden eyes blinked as the light from the rising sun rose silently, on wings of cool, fresh air. Dawn cast a soft crystalline pink hue over the hillside, illuminating tree limbs with muted white edges. As the liquid moon faded into bright rims of light, the sky adorned itself in a pale blue robe the color of robin’s eggs. She was a patient and cautious hunter. Worthiness was everything.


Living on a mountain top isn’t easy, thought Johanna. She poured a cup of steaming coffee and sat down in a brocaded chair by the cabin window. Up here, GPS coordinates, not roads or names, determine location. N41^ 27.190 W 77^49.388 in the wilds, at Cross Fork. Solitude, peace, ruggedness, and hardship of off-grid living created a blend of freedom and determination. 
This, she remembered, as she sipped her coffee, was the reason she and Scott had built their solar farmhouse in this very place. From the ocean, an ancient land had swelled, buckled and gradually rose eighteen hundred feet into the sky. A hillside overlooking a valley and the mountain ridges of Elk Run, Pennsylvania, had become their home. Living on the summit of a mountain is a strange experience, she mused, for those whose sense of safety involves streets, buildings and the comfort of human activities.
The sharp call of morning birds, robins, crows, and doves pierced her thoughts. These sounds were her clock these days, the signal to roll out her yoga mat and greet the day with sun salutation, triangle, tree and warrior poses. Both she and the earth were in a mountain pose, together. She smiled and placed her coffee cup in the sink.
She stepped out onto the wooded deck by the kitchen, rolled out her mat, faced east and the rising sun. Her days began with a prayer and ended with the chanting of stars.
Before she worked in the garden and the kitchen, she dwelled in meditation. Turning inward, she thought, I am the union of peace and emptiness. I take refuge in the Buddha, the Dharma and the Sangha. This meant she dedicated her practice to becoming an awakened one, who followed a path of truth and had joined the community of meditators. Now her Sangha was elk, deer and eagles instead of other meditators. The surrounding earth, the gardens and the flowers sat in the same perpetual meditation. She entered their sentient space on fingers of light as the day emerged. Just be here, she thought. Just notice and loosen the mind.
For twenty-five years, her work as a clinical psychologist had required her to be absolutely present in the face of traumas and suffering, grief and loss, pain and triumphs. She guided her clients in journeys of healing and self-discovery. She had loved her work. She had given all of her focus to her work. She had nearly lost the love of her life because she failed to develop the balance she taught her clients.
Her work, now, was the gardens and the farm. Scott had woken, stirring about the cabin and getting ready for his day. For six years, he had been singularly devoted to shaping the hillside into a sustainable, resilient natural habitat. He had built the solar cabin, created a terraced slope of swales for the gardens. He had dug a pond and planted sea-berry and elderberry. He was happy. He was happy with her and their life together. It had not always been so.
Today she planned to plant potatoes and tomorrow, the sunflowers and the gladiola bulbs. She would bake cranberry muffins with almond flour. These days her hours were measured in projects, weeding, clouds and rain instead of fifty-minute increments and filing insurance claims. She knew Scott was happiest with his hands in soil, measuring and building. Now he built his own designs on his own land rather than those of others. He had found his peace and he was highly protective of it.
Scott was an early riser and out the door as the sun rose. He liked to walk the land. He liked to feel he was at work before anyone else. It helped him focus his mind on the tasks of the day. More often than not, he picked flowers from the garden, ripened fruit or gathered pine cones to leave on the kitchen table.
Johanna loved working in the garden. It was hard and physically demanding but she countered the forward bending and crouching with yoga poses throughout the day. Barefoot, she stood daily on thyme and purslane covered stepping-stones that wound pathways through the vegetable beds. Truly dwelling in a meditative balance between striving and allowing, between smelling the scent of roses and knocking beetles off the leaves of their food. 
When she and Scott first found this property she had called her friend, Angelique Boudreau, to help her listen to the land. To ask the land if it wanted to be used in the ways she and her husband wanted to shape it.
Angelique was an indigenous born woman whose gifts with land-speak were legendary among her people. Some would have called her a shaman, a term that would cause her to shake her head with an amused expression and roll her dark, sparkling eyes. She sat on two tribal councils and was actively involved in her community.
As they stood barefoot on the untouched hillside, Johanna had held a compass in her hand. Angelique had stood beside her listening to their plans of a creating a resilient, sustainable solar powered farm. “It likes off grid,” she murmured. “No electric poles or man made radiation.”
Angelique was standing on a flat rock. “Hmm,” she said. “Find 0 degrees east on your compass.”
Johanna held the device out in front of her and began to slowly turn. They had been facing the west and as she turned to the left, it began to wildly change its digital location from southwest to south. She moved as slowly as she could as the numbers counted down to zero degrees east. “There,” Johanna said.
“Don’t move,” said Angelique softly. She took a stone from her bag and placed in front of Johanna’s bare toes. “Now slowly turn until you find zero degrees north.”
Again Johanna turned to her left. The compass was very sensitive and she had to stand perfectly still as she turned her hand to find true north. She nodded her head gently. Angelique placed the last stone in front of Johanna’s toes.
Then came the laugh. Angelique’s notoriously hardy laughter spilled out across the hillside. It started as a giggle that sounded like raindrops on a rooftop then cascaded like a waterfall plunging down the side of a cliff. To say it was infectious was an understatement. It was unmatchable by any other human being.
“Look at the cross-hairs of your compass, Netuksq. You are standing in the center of a great medicine wheel. The Eastern door is the stone on your right; you must have a ceremony place and entrance on this side of your dwelling. Behind you is the South, the place where you must create your gardens. By your left foot is the West and you must place your bedroom on this side of the house. Before you is the North, the place of spirit. Things must come and go on this side of the house.”
“Aren’t we always standing in the middle of a medicine wheel, as far as compasses go,” Johanna had asked, thinking this was nothing special.
“Yes, our hearts, wherever we stand, are the center of a great medicine wheel. Wherever we are standing, is a place called Here. Within us is the place of healing. Look above you. Father Sky. Look below at your feet, Mother Earth. Feel the wind on your face. Your sisters. Smell the trees. Your brothers. We just need to know their direction if we are to ask for their blessings.”
She now stood in mountain pose, arms extended to the sky. Then, slowly raised her foot and locked it against her knee in tree pose. Beauty to your right, remembered Johanna in her ceremony that morning. Beauty to your left. Beauty before you. Beauty behind you. Above you. Below you. Within you. Yes, her Sangha was vast. It was time to work in the gardens.
She watched the woman reenter the dwelling. Her nightly ritual of stalking ended in a morning ceremony of light, colors, movement and the grace of dancing winds. Like any adept predator, she withdrew to the coolness of the forest.
She doesn’t know it yet, thought the creature, but that woman has some very sharp claws.






  
  Chapter two
True North Asks A Favor


May is a deceptive month. The winter ground may seem soft, but frost persists in the mountains until later in the month. Many of her plants were still in greenhouses on Scott’s raised beds. Starting the peas and lettuces in her greenhouse and transplanting their tender shoots by the end of May seemed safest. Johanna planted according to the Almanac, and there were eight types of vegetables in her garden. 
The hardiest vegetables had been planted in the ground last month; broccoli, cauliflower, cabbages, and radish. Other plantings waited under the cold frames for their debut in the garden. Tomatoes and sweet peppers grew in one long tray with cucumbers, squashes and melons on another.
Johanna was a short woman whose compact stature held a strength and flexibility that was deceptive in a woman her age. Despite being almost sixty, her dedication to yoga, kayaking, and healthy living made her look much younger. Her formerly dark blonde hair was now streaked with silver strands and she wore it long. Today she pulled back into a ponytail.  
She paused to finish her coffee as Scott walked in the door. 
“There are mountain lion tracks in the mud by the upper pond,” he said, hanging up his jacket.
Living on a mountain meant sharing your world with wild souls who wandered through on business of their own. The trick was to live respectfully without encroaching on their ancient rights to the land. Johanna recalled their initial spring on the mountain when Scott used an excavator to shape the land swales for the future gardens. It was late afternoon when a herd of elk silently glided past and headed into the woods. They followed migration lines traveling along ancestral paths of ghost elk.
Scott had shut off the noisy machine as they both watched as the graceful creatures moved across the land. Johanna knew he was marking their route in his mind so the landscape of their travel would remain undisturbed by his plans to shape and contour the planting areas.
Two reasons: respect and avoiding garden repairs. Six years later, the path of the elk was a well-worn trail of grass and dirt that wound around and between the various gardens, shrubs, and sheds. Creature and human alike now traveled it.
Neither one of them had ever seen a mountain lion in the Pennsylvania Wilds. The postmaster in town and the woman who owned the general store mentioned a lot of wildlife in the area, but they had only heard stories of mountain lions. No one they knew had ever actually seen one.
Johanna kissed her husband as she left to set the potatoes in the ground. Her morning of planting and baking beckoned her. She welcomed the thought of hiking by the falls.
Much later, she removed her dirt encrusted garden sandals and headed for the outdoor shower. It was a refreshing ritual to rinse her body under the bright warmth of the sun. Clear mountain water poured through her hair and cleansed the dirt and sweat from her body. A red-tailed hawk flew over the shower. She closed her eyes. A mourning dove called out for its mate. She breathed in the scent of sweet clover that wafted on a warm morning breeze. There was peace on her mountain and she drank it like sweet water.
Still later, she pulled a tray of muffins from the propane stove’s oven. They soon filled the kitchen with the fragrance of warm almonds. Setting the tray on a stone tile, she turned to the door. Time to alert Scott for lunch and the preparation for an afternoon hike.
Two hours later, they closed the doors of the Subaru and tightened the laces on their hiking sneakers. Adjusting backpacks with water bottles and snacks, they headed out along the Kettle Creek trail. They held hands as they walked into the woods. Sharing glances of intimate appreciation, they walked almost as silently as elk along the creek bed path.
Scott was a tall man, muscular and fit, with striking blue eyes and perennially bronze skin from years of working in the building industry. The forests, mountains and rivers were like a cathedral to him, in which the choir was the sound of hawks overhead and a sermon, the purity of a blue heron taking flight over a lake. Yet he carried a loaded pistol tucked under his belt and a can of bear mace in his pack. Serene, yet wild - it was a place of predator and prey. 
A root strewn trail curved along the flow of the creek and the elevation was slight at this point. The sound of the water gurgling and splashing its way along the rocky creek was soothing. The air moving across the water bathed them with a refreshing coolness. Silently they walked, each taking in the sights and sounds of the woods. Crows called to one another. A hawk soared above. The path became steeper and the sound of water rushing over the rocks became louder as the elevation rose.
Their hands dropped away as their arms were now needed to create the swing of balance and motion. They wound their way through boulders and flat rock. Apart but together. It had not always been that way.
Several years ago, they had formed a distance that resulted in a separation. It started with impatience and careless words. Johanna had little time for their relationship due to long work hours. His lack of success frustrated and disappointed Scott. His mood was often curt and dismissive. While Johanna was supportive of his distress, she deliberately focused on satisfying the demands of the health spa, where she provided counseling to wealthy patrons. He saw her as detached, overworked and disinterested in his struggle.
For a while, they remained together, but apart. The bonds of mutual respect that had been the strength of their relationship had become worn and jagged. They called this period of their lives “the separation.” But it was more than that. They had divorced. Currently, only a few close friends knew they had never legally remarried.
Together, they weathered a storm that had crushed other couples beyond repair.  They had come to agree, the key to remaining together was to never believe their love was so rock solid it was unbreakable. The key to a shared happiness was to remember how fragile love could be, if not embraced with more courage than confidence. They had done bad things to one another. They had been careless and mean to one another.
They were not out of the woods yet, as Scott put it. They were still wandering together, as other couples, sometimes lost and sometimes found.
Hiking together strengthened their bond like a protective seal. Hiking was something they both enjoyed. They discovered they could each deepen their sense of solitude while immersed in the intimate presence of one another. Like the herd mind of deer and elk that traveled together through the forest as one, they felt their souls entwine on the paths they walked. They hiked because they loved to move through a natural world without shaping or changing it. The ability to feed their relationship, both intimacy and adventure, provided a natural mending of their individual brokenness. Hiking allowed them to become an integral part of the natural world in all its momentary wholeness. 
As they neared the falls, the water became more turbulent; the air flowing across their bodies became cooler and the path steeper as it led up to the cascade pool. They leaned into the land as they climbed higher. They rounded a bend in the path and came to a sheer rock overhang.
This precarious curve was a familiar place for them. On their first hike to the falls, Johanna almost gave up at this very place. The path wound around a crumbled, narrow overhang with an abrupt edge that plunged over the roaring waters of the creek.
“I can’t do this, Scott,” she had said, “go on ahead. I will wait for you back at the fallen tree.” The simplicity of that moment had defined them as no other incident could have done. “I am not going on without you,” he had said loudly, over the sound of the water below. “You can do this.” He went around the rock first, then held out his arm. His muscles glistened with mist from the turbulence below.
“I’ve got you,” he said.
So she did. Putting out her arm and holding on to his, she swung out and around the overhang. She knew committing to the traverse meant returning the same way and doing it again. The hike to the falls was a continual re-commitment to their union.
The falls were a wild place. It was a place where deer, elk, and other creatures of the forest came to drink in the pool below. It was as much water for the soul as for the body. The falls crashed through holes in the mountain, not above it. 
The pool below was a cistern of liquid mountain. It was a place of wordless replenishment. It was a sacred place for two people who had nearly lost what was most important to them. Each other.
By the time they drove back to the top of Elk Run, the sun was lowering in the sky. As they rounded the corner by the barn, they could see a red pickup truck in their driveway and a tall, long-haired woman sitting in an Adirondack chair on their porch. 
“It’s Angelique,” said Johanna. 
“I have to check the upper pond again,” Scott responded. “That will give you two a private moment.”
He waved to the woman on the porch as he dropped Johanna off, then parked the Subaru by the barn.
The two women embraced.
“Would you like some iced black birch tea?”
“But of course,” Angelique replied and settled back in the porch chair.
A few moments later, Johanna returned with two glasses of iced tea. The two women sipped the herbal drink and looked up at the sky. Angelique was wearing faded blue jeans with a plain red T-shirt beneath a hand embroidered blue denim jacket. She crossed her long, slender legs. 
“Did you get my message?” Angelique asked.
“Nope. No bats in my dreams lately,” responded Johanna.
Many years ago, when they were on a semester break from graduate school, Johanna saw a little black bird that suddenly flew erratically through a dream she was having. Angelique left a message on her voice mail the next day.  
“That was no strangely flying little black bird,” Angelique had stated when they finally connected. “It was a bat. My spirit teacher, or rather, one of them. I was given the ability to walk into other people’s dreams. It is a gift I use very carefully.”
“Not a bat this time,” said her friend. “Don’t worry, you’ll find it. This one is looking for a medicine person to advise. I sent her on you.” 
Johanna nodded. This was not the first, nor would it be the last of the enigmatic worlds Angelique often shared with her.
“I need your help,” she stated. “Someone with your particular gifts.”
Angelique and Johanna had worked together for many years. They knew each other very well. No matter what Angelique needed, Johanna would always be willing to assist her. 
“I understand,” responded Johanna.






  
  Chapter three
Trapping A Wild Soul


Angelique took out her cell phone and leaned back in the Adirondack chair. She sighed. A troubled look crossed her face as she settled into her story. Depending on the circumstances, she spoke in several distinct tones. People in her culture carefully memorized traditional stories from thousands of repetitions, speaking them with a specific cadence. Her teaching stories often began with the phrase, “your people..” When she told the stories of other nations, the four-legged, the winged, standing ones, her voice always sounded far away. She sang healing stories in a traditional language. 
Angelique had taught her that stories are a form of medicine. This was not one of those kinds of stories. This story, Johanna could tell, rocked her friend to her very soul. Johanna became silent, her body very still.
“Early this morning, I was driving along the mountain road. The sun was just up when I came around the curve by the Ice Mine Cut. You know, the place you used to call the rock fall. A compact car had driven off the road, like it just didn’t straighten in time from the steep curve. It looked like an accident, so I slowed down.”
She took a long sip of her iced tea and slowly continued.
“There was a pickup truck pulled halfway off the road and a man was standing by the driver’s side door of the disabled car. I thought he had stopped to help. But he had a gun in his hand. He fired it.”
She paused.
“He pointed it at the back seat of the car and that’s when he saw me. He holstered his gun and walked quickly to his truck. But I snapped this picture with my cell phone first.”
She leaned forward and showed Johanna a photo of a man looking directly at Angelique. As he put his gun in a shoulder holster, the camera froze him in its view. Beside the truck was a car facing the guardrail sideways. When Johanna zoomed in, she could clearly see both license plates and the man’s face.
Johanna waited as Angelique leaned back in the chair.
“As he drove away, I ran over to the car. The driver had been shot in the head. A woman. She was clearly dead. There was a blood-spattered child in the back seat, staring ahead blankly. She was alive. I grabbed her out of the back seat and ran back to my truck. I had to get out of there in case he came back. I turned around and drove up the Hyner Run just to get off the main road as soon as I could.”
Johanna felt her chest tighten.
Angelique continued.
“I asked the girl if the woman in the car was her mother. She said no. She said, my mother sold me to that lady.”
Angelique stopped, words choked off.
“Trafficked…” Johanna whispered.
Her friend nodded.
“We cannot go to the police,” said Angelique. “We cannot put this child at further risk. Social services will take her and they will give her back to her mother.”
“Who will sell her again. She needs medical attention, Angelique. Who knows what may have already happened to her? How old is she?”
“I would say about ten or eleven years old. Johanna, it has already happened to her. We have seen this before. Too many times.”
Angelique was the retired director of an agency that offered shelter, resources and counseling to battered women and survivors of incest and sexual assault. Johanna had worked with her years ago as a staff therapist. They were both mandated reporters for children and elders who had disclosed abuse.
“We have seen how this ends up,” continued Angelique. “We have been in courtrooms with children whose lives were ruined, and we have witnessed judges ruling that their parents have a right to see and be with them. These children learn the hard way, never speak of what is happening to them to anyone ever again.”
“We can save this one,” said Angelique softly.
“There may be a trafficking ring involved. We have to bring in the police.”
“You are forgetting, this is no longer about the trafficker. She is dead. A man killed her and wants to kill this child too. If the police are involved, there is no way to assure her safety. You know this as well as I do, Netuksq.”
Angelique’s use of her special name found its mark in Johanna’s heart. “Where is she?”
“She is safe. I cannot tell you unless you promise to help in a certain way. It may be dangerous. It may cost you your clinical license.”
“This child has no one,” Johanna said. “No one but us. I am in. No matter the cost.”
“Thank you, Netuksq. Spirit is in charge here. We need your gifts. Not your spiritual gifts.  We need the clinical skills of a white woman, whose assessments count for something in a court of law. Please come with me and witness her medical exam. This is something you have done before at the agency. You have written the notes. You have signed the forms. It is your clinical skills and the respect of your license that we need.”
“You can do that at a hospital.”
“We can’t bring her there. No protection.”
“Social services and the police will be called. I get it. But who? How can such an exam be done?”
“A tribal doctor who is also a medicine person has been called. The child is not a member of the tribe, nor was she harmed on tribal lands, so there is no jurisdiction. We can store any evidence at the tribal medical center. Safely. Your witnessing of the exam gives it credence in a US court later if necessary.”
“What has this child said about what has happened to her?”
“Nothing. Nothing at all. After she said her mother sold her, she stopped talking completely. “
“Selectively mute?”
“I believe so.”
“I will do whatever you think is best, Angelique. Do you need me to go with you now?”
“Yes, if you can. I can take you there and bring you back later when the exam is done.”
“Let me tell Scott I need to go with you. He will understand.”
The tall woman rose from the Adirondack chair. The wind lifted her hair from her shoulders and spread it like the dark fringes of a dancer’s shawl, edged in the golden light of a setting sun.
“Johanna, this child has become a wild soul. We need to trap her spirit, guard it and return it to her when she is safe again.”
Johanna nodded. She saw her friend’s face darken as a shadow passed over it. She felt Angelique’s shock and sadness engulf her own spirit. She could not count the number of times they had fought this same battle.
A half hour later, Angelique drove away with Johanna riding shotgun.






  
  Chapter four
A Place Called Here


The way to Nadine Thunderchild’s farm was a series of back roads and switchbacks. It wound around creeks and rivers and passed over a trout stream where anglers waded during the day in the clear mountain runoff waters. One road rose to an elevation of one thousand feet before suddenly becoming a narrow dirt path that twisted its way over a mountaintop. On one side was the steepest ravine without a guardrail Johanna had ever seen. At the bottom, a creek splashed its way through a rugged gorge. On the other side were the stark, blackened rock bones of a mountain. 
Angelique’s truck climbed slowly in first gear. Fallen trees and slid down boulders littered the sides of the curves. No worries about deer leaping out in front of them here. The mountainside was too steep. They crossed an invisible boundary and drove over the border into New York State.
“So you added taking a child over a state border to our list of crimes?” asked Johanna.
“My people don’t see borders the way you folks do. Wherever we are is simply a place called here. Besides, why stop at misdemeanors when you are on a spree,” was her fearless response.
It was nearly sunset by the time they reached the gate. Angelique stopped and texted. A few moments later, the gate swung open. They drove onto an access lane in the fading light.
“A word of caution,” Angelique said, “Nadine doesn’t care much for white people. She will likely ignore you.”
“I can respect that. Probably never found any reason to trust us.”
Angelique parked her truck by a large barn. “She rescues off-track thoroughbred horses. The ones that have made as much money as their owners could get out of them then were auctioned for horse meat. She re-trains them for a second life.”
Johanna winced. “How old are they?”
“I think she gets them when they are seven or eight years old. Racing is all they know. It looks like the tribal medical doctor is already here. She has probably done this kind of exam more times than anyone we know.”
They closed the truck doors and walked over to the ranch house. A tall woman in her forties, lean and muscled, opened the front door. She was wearing a red flannel shirt and faded blue jeans with a silver and turquoise concha belt. Her long, dark hair was bound in a single twisted braid that flowed down her back like a tumbling waterfall. She stepped back to allow them entry. Johanna smiled into the woman’s expressionless face.
“Where is she?” asked Angelique quietly.
“In the back bedroom, asleep,” responded the woman. “Anita is in the living room.”
“Nadine, this is Johanna Kincaid. She is going to help the child get through this.”
“Johanna,” she continued, “this is Nadine Thunderchild. She owns this farm. This is where the little girl is being kept safe.”
Johanna looked up at Nadine, who nodded stiffly, then led them into a spacious room. On one of the walls was a bleached white skull, a horse’s head, mounted on a background of soft tan deer hide. Colorfully woven Pendleton wool blankets were draped across the chairs. An older woman with a medical bag sat on a deep leather couch. She stood up.
“Anita McNee. I am happy you have come.” She clasped both hands around Johanna’s single, offered hand, and held it tightly for a moment. She looked deeply into Johanna’s eyes and held her gaze strongly for several moments. To Johanna, it was like gazing into shimmering pools of dark water, wavering in the subdued evening light. 
“Anita, this is Johanna Kincaid. She worked for me at the agency years ago. She has done this before, many times. She was a trauma specialist.”
“Thank you for doing this, Dr. McNee. For understanding the situation and being willing to do this exam,” said Johanna.
The doctor was nearly the same height as Johanna. She wore simple brown slacks and an untucked white dress shirt. Her face was deeply lined with wrinkles crafted by age and sunlight, immeasurably kind and somber. Her taupe colored hair was streaked with gray and silver strands as if streamers of moonlight had been caught and held captive by some gentle force. She was much older than Johanna expected, in her seventies, but still vibrant. Her movements were graceful and gentle, purposeful.
“Call me Anita. I understand it all too well. My people have suffered over much from these types of people. If I can save a child from their abuse and terror, I am happy to do so. I will keep the rape kit in my evidence locker. Sadly, there is not a lot of room. No one comes for the evidence. No one cares to. This kit will be safe among all the others.”
Nadine stepped back into the kitchen. “I will make some supper and tea. You are vegetarian, Johanna? I have some corn-cakes and blueberries.”
“Oh thank you, it’s good of you.”
“I am grateful you have come to help,” she stated flatly, then turned away. Angelique followed the woman into the kitchen.
“I have given the child a sedative, she will be cooperative through the exam and will not remember anything,” said Anita kindly.
‘What sedative,“ asked Johanna, “a hypnotic? I can make sure I give her some comforting words at the end. She will hear everything we say, whether she consciously remembers or not.”
Anita nodded.
They entered a darkened room at the end of the hallway. A small figure lay on a massage table under white sheets that had been set up in the center of the room. Anita approached the child, took her blood pressure and pulse. A plastic bag with blood stained wipes was on the nightstand by a twin bed in the corner of the room. Anita nodded toward the bag.
“Nadine and Angelique washed the blood from her face and neck and put the wipes in an evidence bag. They could not bear to leave her in that condition until I arrived. We can add that into the notes.”
She opened her medical bag and removed two pairs of surgical gloves, handing a pair to Johanna. She removed a micro digital recorder and placed in on a small table next to the makeshift exam table. Lastly, she removed evidence bags and the specialized exam kit.
“Ready,” she asked.
Johanna nodded, picking up a note pad and pen with her nitrile-covered fingers.
Anita took scissors from her bag, holding them up deftly as if they were precision surgical tools. She pressed the play button on the digital recorder.
In a flat, professionally detached voice, she stated the date, the location, the need for anonymity and the names and professions of the two examiners present.
“The female child, a Jane Doe, is approximately ten to twelve years of age and is sedated for the duration of this examination due to apparent trauma and the intrusive nature of the exam itself. She is of a dark complexion, possibly bi-racial, with short, curly black hair. The witness to the attempted murder of this child, Angelique Boudreau, stated she found the child in the back seat of a Toyota Camry splattered with blood from the shooting of the driver, a woman whose identity is not known to the witness or these examiners. The witness upon rescuing this child from the possible return of the attacker washed the blood from the child’s face and placed the wipes in a plastic bag. I am transferring those wipes at this time into an evidence bag.”
Anita looked at Johanna, who made a note confirming she witnessed the transference of evidence as described.
Anita then took the scissors and cut off the child’s clothes, starting at the hem of both legs, pulling the fabric away from the girl’s body gently. She cut the waistbands on both sides. Then she proceeded to cut the side hems of the t-shirt the girl was wearing, noting it was dirty and smeared with droplets of blood spatter as well.
“I am placing the victim’s clothing in an evidence bag,” she said. Johanna added this to her witness note.
“The victim is lying on her back. She appears thin and malnourished. Her body is bruised at the level of inner thighs, legs and her arms, biceps and triceps having multiple hematoma, some dark, black and blue suggesting injury within the past 24 hours, others faded and healing. I will photograph them for the record as I proceed.”
Anita continued, “I am beginning at her feet, scraping under her toe nails. For the record, this girl has had an expensive pedicure with bright red nail polish on her toes. The scrapings are being collected and marked in an evidence bag.” Before proceeding to carefully trim the child’s toenails, she gave Johanna a piercing look.
Johanna made her notation, and Anita nodded. She then continued to examine the condition of the child’s legs, which were thin and dirty. She stopped to take photos of the child’s feet, legs, and thighs, which were covered with evenly spaced bruises. Anita put the camera down and retrieved a small forensic ruler. She measured the distances between the bruises. On one thigh there were three bruises of different size. On the other thigh, there were four, nearly identical in width and circumference. On the calves of both legs were similarly sized bruises. Anita called out the measurements.
“For the record, I believe these bruises to be caused by someone holding her down. It takes a lot of pressure to leave marks like this.” Anita’s mouth formed a tight line as if she wanted to bite off the very sound of her own words.
She retrieved her smallest speculum and prepared to proceed with a vaginal exam, but stopped suddenly. She took the camera and photographed the child’s vulva area, then got a forensic tweezer.
“What’s this?” she said. “A detached pubic hair. This child has not reached puberty. She has no secondary sex characteristics yet. This may belong to her attacker. I am placing this hair in an evidence bag.”
Johanna looked up, then swiftly wrote her witness note.
Anita completed the vaginal exam, taking fluid swabs and noting the condition of the girl’s vaginal area. “She is bruised, scarred, hymen not intact, recent tissue tear consistent with forced intercourse. This child has been raped multiple times over a period of weeks or months.”
She placed samples in the evidence bag and took more photos before moving up to her chest area. Beginning with the left side, Anita scraped under the girl’s fingernails, noting again a bright red nail polish that was neither worn nor chipped. She clipped her nails and added the glistening, half moon shaped, red nail shavings into an evidence bag.
“There is a similar pattern of bruising on her upper arms, around biceps and triceps, indicating she was likely held down or forcibly shaken by her perpetrator.”
Anita took smaller scissors from her bag and snipped a short length of hair from the child’s head, noting it on the evidence bag. She then took a comb and slowly, methodically, combed the girl’s hair. She then placed the comb and hairs caught on its tines in another evidence bag, noting these were not attached to the child’s head. Upon analysis, they would either match the other samples or not.
“Can you help me turn her over?”
Johanna put down her notepad and helped Anita gently turn over the little girl’s limp body. Anita placed a pillow under her head and turned her face to the right. She continued her exam, noting there did not appear to be any bruising or injuries to this side of her body.
Anita palpated the girl’s neck gently when her fingers touched a small raised bump on the back of her shoulder. The bump offered resistance to the pressure of the examiner’s touch. It slid beneath the skin.
“What on earth is this?” she murmured, then paused the digital recorder. “It’s hard and right under the surface of her skin. I am going to remove it.”
Anita placed a sterile surgical field drape around the object embedded in the child’s shoulder, removed a scalpel from its hygienic packaging. She cut expertly through the layers of skin and pulled out a small, cylindrical object. She dropped it on a sterile pad and proceeded to seal the wound with tissue sealant, hygienic surgical, super glue. She applied a topical antibiotic and bandaged the wound.
“Is that what I think it is?” whispered Johanna.
“It appears to be a pet microchip,” responded Anita, looking directly at Johanna.
The doctor’s warm dark eyes had turned cold. A fierceness passed across her unwavering gaze; a wild, ancestral anger that froze Johanna to her very bones.
“Tagged like an animal, a possession,” Johanna gasped.
“Indeed, and how very typical of a colonizer to tag a human being as his property,” continued Anita.
Johanna held up an evidence bag and saw fire dancing in the eyes of this medicine woman.
“Let that be his fatal mistake,” Johanna said, her lowered voice sounded like a piece of steel tempered to the shattering point. “He may believe he owns her, but we may have his name on this device. We own him now.”
Anita dropped the microchip in the bag, restarted the recorder and in a steel edged voice of her own, described her findings, location and surgical removal of a foreign object. Johanna documented the placement of the object into the evidence bag.
As she completed her examination, Anita stated she had drawn blood when she sedated the child and would run toxin screens, sexually transmitted disease, and other lab tests for general health conditions. “I am now taking a salivary sample,” she said as she swabbed the inside of the child’s mouth. She placed the swab in a tube and capped it. She took the final evidence bag and place the tube inside it. She stopped the recording tape after stating her conclusions.
“A DNA test,’ she said to Johanna. “This will determine her ancestry in case she has been a sex slave so long she no longer remembers her origins.”
They completed the examination by signing the evidence log with their names. The attending doctor’s and mental health counselor’s licenses bore the legitimacy of their professional capacities as witnesses. They gently dressed the girl in one of Nadine’s long flannel shirts.
Johanna leaned over the sleeping child. She placed her hand over the girl’s small hand. She felt her healing energy spin. She felt the heat as it transferred from her to the child.
“Sleep, little one. You are safe with us. You are cared for. You will heal. You will become strong. You are protected. When you wake, you will feel safe and comforted.”
When she looked up, Anita was gazing at her with a softness in her deeply lined face. In that moment, Johanna saw the young woman Anita had once been. She saw a girl just as vulnerable as the child sleeping beside them. A girl who used her gifts and skills to become a doctor of medicine and whose powerful spirit focused on keeping her people whole.
Together, they moved the little girl into the twin bed and covered her with warm blankets before leaving the room.






  
  Chapter five
Four Crows


Though the hour was late, the farm table was generously spread with food. Steam rose from freshly grilled steaks. A bowl of salad greens and cucumbers, along with corn cakes and blueberries, graced the center of the table. A pitcher of iced tea stood beside colorful plates and napkins. 
Nadine entered the room with a bowl of fruit as Angelique stood up from the couch. They looked at Anita and Johanna.
“It’s as we feared,” Anita said. “She has suffered beyond imagination. She may never speak again. She should never be interviewed by law enforcement.”
Nadine put the bowl on the table. “She can stay here indefinitely. She needs both time and space to heal.”
“This is not an investigation,” said Johanna. “Even though we have followed protocol and documented everything possible, we do not plan to alert the authorities. We need to keep her safe.”
“I was able to obtain a pubic hair that cannot belong to the victim,” stated Anita. “Ordinarily, it would be used to determine the DNA of her last attacker. In addition to that, I discovered she had a microchip embedded in her shoulder. I removed it.”
“Wait,” said Angelique, “if it is a GPS tracker, her trafficker can find her here, right?”
“No,” replied Nadine. “They do not usually have a GPS in them. Just the name and address of the pet owner.” Her voice caught in her throat at her words. Her face flushed with anger. She swiftly walked back into the kitchen.
Johanna looked down at the floor. Angelique walked over to Anita. “What can be done?” she asked. “This girl can’t be the only one in a sex trafficking ring. How can we find out if there are more without putting her at risk?”
“Right now,” Anita said thoughtfully, “she is a Jane Doe. She is in a safe house. She has been provided medical attention and I will be running tests. What if I speak to my tribal police about this situation? First, they will ask if she was found on tribal territory. Technically, I could say yes because the farm is on tribal-held property. Nadine is a tribal member.”
“There is too much to lose if it goes wrong,” said Angelique. “Can you prepare the lab reports, hold the exam kit in storage? The DNA on the pubic hair won’t degrade, will it?”
Nadine returned to the living room. “Please eat. We don’t have to decide right now. I can call my equine veterinarian in the morning. She has a microchip scanner.”
They sat at the table and ate somberly.
“Please consider staying the night Angelique, Johanna,” asked Nadine as they finished their meal. “Our little deer may need you both in the morning.”
Johanna nodded.
“I have to leave,” said Anita, “but I will ‘accidentally’ forget to put the microchip bag in my exam collection kit. Nadine, please call me tomorrow after your veterinarian has scanned it. I will come back and get it.”
“Make sure you feed her very small meals. Her stomach has likely shrunk,” she added.
Nadine gently smiled for the first time since Johanna had arrived.
Angelique nodded. “It’s a start, a name and address, hopefully. Right now, this child’s safety and healing is our priority.”
Johanna pushed her plate to the side. “Thank you for a delicious meal, Nadine. But it just breaks my heart to see what this child has endured. It’s a horror. It’s crucial to find a way to identify her rapists and her exploiter.
As the four women stood up from the table, Johanna said, “I see four crows standing.”
Nadine raised her eyebrows.
“In the Celtic tradition,” Johanna said, “we have a story about crows. If you see one crow standing in a field, pay attention. If you see two crows, it means someone is talking behind someone else’s back. If you see three crows, they are talking about you. If you see four crows standing in a field, it means they are plotting against you. I see four crows that are going to take down a sex trafficking ring.”
“Now you know why I love this woman so much,” said Angelique softly.
“The Lakota people have a tradition about crows too,” said Anita. “They say their sacred laws are wrapped in crow feathers. These laws come from Spirit and supersede any ideas created by mankind.” 
“Well, we know how the dominant culture’s laws work for indigenous people,” responded Nadine. “What do more than four crows mean?” 
“A murder, of course,” replied Angelique.
Johanna accompanied Anita as she checked on her patient. The child was breathing softly, regularly. Her blood pressure and heart rate were normal. “She will sleep now, hopefully through the night. Keep her door open and a light on in the hallway, in case she wakes up and doesn’t know where she is. The sedative has already worn off, but she is probably exhausted.”
“Thank you Johanna,” said the elder woman, taking her hand again within her own. “Your involvement will make a very big difference in this child’s recovery.” She looked into the younger woman’s eyes and saw a darkness in her soul. In her vision, she felt something smothered, a terrible sadness and a tree with a violent scar on its side. Then nothing. This woman has a dark secret that even my gift cannot pierce, she thought. To casual eyes she appears vulnerable, but she is strong beyond measure. The Medicine Woman sensed the presence of ancestral energy around Johanna. Then she released her hands.
After Anita drove away, Angelique and Johanna accompanied Nadine to the barn. The horses were in their stalls for the night. Nadine gave treats to each one, speaking softly to them as their heads poked over the stall door. She explained, “I ask a lot of them during the day. They work very hard. Some days are successful, others are not. At the end of the day, I honor them for being magnificent creatures.
Angelique rubbed a horse named Rampage behind the ears, his calm demeanor seemingly belying his name. Johanna stood quietly aside; breathing in the pungent smells of the barn, the sound of nickers as each horse anticipated a treat.
At the last stall, Nadine paused, holding her hand held out. The horse balked and didn’t come to the stall door. He stamped and stood against the back of the stall, refusing her offer.
“He is my latest rescue,” she said. “His last race was a month ago. When I got him, you could see his ribs. Their metabolism is so high when they race; it takes a lot of time before they put on weight. He still thinks he is going to run.”
“What’s his name?” asked Angelique, looking into the stall.
“Stable Ticket,” Nadine replied. “No, really,” she said at Angelique’s expression. “I give them barn names when they have found their new life. It becomes their true name. The one the Creators chose for them, the one that reveals their true nature,” she said for Johanna’s benefit. “Stable Ticket is this horse’s registry name. I haven’t ridden him yet. He is not ready. He is somewhat aggressive. It will take a while. I was told he was very fast. A million dollar horse.”
“How old is he?” asked Johanna, coming to stand by the stall door.
“Eight. That’s a little old for a rescue horse. They raced him a year longer than normal. He was that good.”
The three women looked at the horse. He was sixteen hands tall, thin, and had a black coat, darker than most thoroughbreds. He looked back at them from his left side, turning his ears turned back. He stomped, snorted, and shook his mane. Nadine tossed the treat in his feed bucket. He immediately put his head in the bucket and ate it.
Nadine laughed.
“It’s a nightly ritual. I give out the treats. He ignores me, but he wants it. He will come around. They all do. That is why Spirit sends the special ones to me.”
She looked at Johanna carefully. “Our little deer will come around. This is a healing place. I know this.”
“If you need my help, Nadine, I will give you my cell number. Text me any time, day or night.”
“I will,” she replied. “I will call my vet after breakfast tomorrow. I will tell her we found a pet microchip in the trailer after picking up my last rescue. No animal, just the chip. Can I text you both with the information?”
“Yes, of course,” replied Angelique. “I still use my secure app from the agency. Let’s link up through that and use it to communicate exclusively. Let’s use our agency’s underground procedure, Johanna. Do you remember it?”
“Yes. I agree we can’t take any chances. “
“I will fill you in, Nadine.”
Nadine nodded, shutting off the barn lights and securing the doors. She stopped at an alarm system and armed the front gate, while Johanna texted Scott to let him know she would be home in the morning. 
He returned her message with one of his own; “you are the woman of my dreams. Be safe.” She blushed. 

      ***
In the morning, Nadine and Angelique were in the kitchen making a pancake breakfast. Johanna sat on the leather couch as the little girl entered the living room.
Johanna smiled. The child looked at her guardedly.
“Nadine is making breakfast. You must be very hungry.”
The child nodded.
As they sat around the table, Nadine offered her a small serving of silver dollar sized pancakes. “Yours are special,” she said. “There are chocolate chips in them. My daughter loved them that way when she was your age.”
She then introduced Angelique and Johanna as her new aunties. The girl looked up from her meal, a splash of melted chocolate on her chin. She smiled tentatively.
“After breakfast, child, would you like to help me feed the horses?”
She nodded and returned to her pancakes. Laney had told her sometimes they won’t hurt you as bad if you keep smiling at them.






  
  Chapter six
A Simple Request


Angelique dropped Johanna off at Elk Run and waved to Scott, who was drinking coffee on the front steps as she drove away. She had sent Johanna’s phone a secure text image of the two vehicles at Ice Mine Cut. When they zoomed the photo, the make and tag numbers of both vehicles were clearly visible. 
Johanna’s daughter was a county sheriff dispatcher in a neighboring town. She would call her daughter to see if the driver’s name could be determined. She and Angelique decided to tell her that a man driving the truck with those tags had nearly run Johanna off the road. 
Scott greeted Johanna with a hug, pulled her hands to his chest and held them tightly. She could feel the strong beat of his heart beneath her palms.
“The good ones never truly get to retire, do they?” he said.
Johanna smiled at Scott, feeling love and gratitude well up in her own heart. We take these gifts of devotion and relationship for granted, she thought. So many people in the world never experience such depth of trust. Theirs was hard won and had suffered through despair and loss. She thought of the child at Nadine’s farm and the anguish of being sold into a life of horror and abuse.
Professionally, she knew the possibility of healing was very slim. It would be a difficult road. And yet, she herself had seen abused people make that journey and arrive at a life of purpose, meaning, and a firmly held belief in the sanctity of their own lives.
Johanna turned to her greenhouse and surveyed plantings she could put in the ground that afternoon. She was not too far off her planting schedule. In the back, on shelves with bright sunlight, were the seedlings of her medicinal herb garden. The area outside the kitchen was to be expanded from plots of cooking herbs to include medicinals this year.
She needed to prepare the growing space first, much as she had done in the past for her clients engaging in the process of therapeutic healing. The soil to be used was prepared and honored, permissions were asked of the land and offerings made.
She had carefully designed her private practice office with a tea center, fountains with splashing water, and soft spa music to greet those who waited to be seen. In the inner office, there were deep chairs with soft fabric in a room with maroon and tan painted walls, soft lamp lighting and abstract art on the walls.
The back of the inner office had a massage bed for bodywork and hypnosis. There were built-in shelves lined with books about psychology, philosophy, myths, and religions. Books written by Carlos Castaneda were tucked beside those of Carl Jung. The Tibetan Book of the Dead and The Applied Psychophysiology of Biofeedback placed beside trauma treatment manuals.
Healing space was specific to its purpose. She would need a small garden with fountains, walkways and hanging flowers. She had plenty of time to create a live growing, healing garden.
Johanna dug a row of holes and splashed some water into the bottoms. Then, taking sets of green peppers, she blessed each one and hummed a chant as she planted them in the ground. She savored the texture and smells of the dirt as she covered each planting, a caress of healing energy for each plant that would grow to feed their bodies.
Memories filled her mind. She saw images of clients she worked with at The Glen in the energy healing room. In a managed care setting, such as her private practice, healing energy was not a covered expense. Her energy medicine work was classified as clinical hypnosis. But in the employ of the integrative medicine department of The Glen, a prestigious international spa, she was able to expand her repertoire to include energy healing and shamanic journey-work.
A familiar face came into her mind. It was one of her repeat clients of many years at the spa health center, before the trauma of her own broken marriage had occurred. Jayne was an architect and Feng Shui practitioner with a deep-seated sadness. They had worked together using journeys and exploratory hypnosis to identify her feelings of abandonment. Jayne had designed Johanna’s private clinical office many years ago.
The image was powerful. This was one of Johanna’s many gifts. She had the ability to see images in her mind that were either premonitions or offered clarity in confusing situations. Why Jayne, why now, she wondered.
Standing up, Johanna set aside her trowel and watering can. She looked at the long rows of plantings. She wiped her hands on her jeans and drank cool water from her jug. Time to make a phone call, she thought. As she entered the kitchen, Scott was snacking on an almond muffin and gazing out the window, lost in thought.
She walked over to him and kissed the back of his neck. He reached up and took her hand.
“I missed you,” he said softly.
“I missed you too.”
This was not said in an accusatory way. It was a simple statement of fact they had grown used to admitting to one another. After coming so close to losing any possibility of a relationship, they had decided that blunt honesty was the foundation of the only authentic relationship they could ever really have with one another. Sometimes that got very edgy.
“Do you think there is anyone else in the world who has a love like ours?” he asked.
“It’s impossible to know,” she responded. “It takes a lot of courage to be this vulnerable to another person.”
He nodded.
“How are the elderberry and sea-berry coming along?”
“Good,” he responded. The solar farm was a regenerative design. Circular planting zones with swales that used the natural elevation of the mountain to contour its terrain surrounded it. The inner circle was closest to the farmhouse. It contained all the vegetable gardens for personal food consumption.
As the zones moved away from the farmhouse, they contained more perennial plantings and larger, taller crops. The upper swales contained the slowest growing trees and bushes and provided their cash and trade crops, sea-berry, elderberry, and apple. The upper pond that gravity fed and irrigated the lower zones was at the top elevation by the pine forest.
Johanna went into the study and closed the door. She took out her cell phone and called her daughter, Kaye.
“Hi, Mom,” Kaye responded.
After a few moments of their traditional check-ins and family discussion, Johanna stated, “I have a professional request for you.” She texted her daughter the Pennsylvania tag numbers that were on the truck’s back plate. “It’s a white Chevy Silverado pickup. The driver nearly drove me off the road the other night. Is it possible to get the owner’s name?”
“Why don’t you report the aggressive driver to your local police department? You know I can’t look that up for a citizen, not even you,” she responded, changing from her normally humorous tone to her dispatcher’s sharp, no-nonsense voice.
“Yes, but around here, there are influential people. I don’t want to make a complaint that backfires on your father and I.”
“Yes, and I don’t want to lose my job. I can’t help you. Tell the police department your dilemma.”
“We haven’t lived here long enough to know the town politics.”
“Understand. Maybe you want to leave it alone for a while. If it happens again, report it.”
“Thanks honey. Good advice. Do you want to come up the mountain for dinner some weekend? We’d love to have you.”
“That would be great, Mom. Let me run it by Ron and get back to you.”
They ended the call.
This investigation just hit a dead end, she thought. Hopefully, Nadine got a better response from her vet.
It would be at least six weeks before food could harvested from the garden. She had stored onions, turnips, white and sweet potatoes in the root cellar. Dinner that evening would be a vegetable casserole she could put together quickly and bake in their propane oven. The peace she felt in her heart would be translated into freshly baked artisan bread and a meal that strengthened her relationship with the man she loved. A memory flowed around the edges of her thoughts. After Jayne’s husband had died, she had begun a new relationship. Her partner was an ex-cop turned detective. Any information she shared would be bound by confidentiality.    
“It might just work,” she thought as she placed a secure text message to Angelique. She needed higher approval before trying to obtain information using a private detective.
A few hours later, she received an answering text. A “thumbs up” emoji.
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