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For the Shannons.





PROLOGUE

Rika

SO. THIS IS HOW YOUR life ends—at the bottom of the stairs. On your side. Legs curled in. Head bent. Like an unhatched chick, blood pooling rust beneath you.

Your eyes are open, fixed toward the balcony, as if someone still stands there. On clear days, you used to sit outside—with coffee, with wine, with nothing at all, hands resting in your lap, thumbs grazing your stomach the way you did when you were pregnant. Smitten. Aching to hold your baby already.

Back then, you’d sneak away from him, finding refuge in the library. Deep in the stacks, you’d run your fingers down the spines of books about babies, thinking: my girl, my girl, my girl. Like an incantation, a spell to keep you alive. She was why you hung on.

There, between those pages, you found yourself again. That’s where you learned the first sound a baby hears is their mother’s heartbeat. You shared that with the librarian at the circulation desk. She was your friend. A mother, too.

“Isn’t that fitting?” she said, fingers tracing the counter, silver rings dull in the light. “Hearing is the last sense to go when you die.”

You agreed. Yes. Fitting. Ending where we begin.

Was that what you thought about in those final seconds? Your daughter? Her heartbeat? Your own?

Or was it the persimmon tree that came to you—the farm in Japan, branches bending low with fruit each autumn. The stray cats, the rhythmic flick of their tails. The warmth of their coats beneath your palm. The mice and sparrows they dropped at your doorstep. Small offerings you buried beneath that same tree. Next to the baby skull. That was when you learned. Some things are better left in the ground.





Chapter ONE

Chelsey

A BABY IS SCREAMING.

There, on the other side of the wall. Chelsey lies on a padded table, white paper crinkling with each tiny movement.

“Let’s see. You’re eighteen weeks?” The tech has a shock of red hair, bright nails to match. She’s perched on a stool in front of the ultrasound machine, focusing on the black-and-white screen, the data bar at the top.

Chelsey looks to Noah, her husband. He’s come to every appointment. Quiet and listening in that way he has—still, attentive, like she’s the only thing in the room. He nods, and Chelsey does, too, turning toward the tech. “That’s right,” she says.

Noah tracks the pregnancy on a weekly app. They read it together, marveling that Chelsey is growing bones, tissue, organs inside of her. Last night, Noah told her the baby is the size of a cucumber, had fingerprints now. And Chelsey found herself rubbing her thumb and middle finger together, thinking of miracles, of her whole self splitting in two.

The tech smiles. “You can find out the gender today, if you’d like.” The light in the room is dim, almost enchanting.

Noah looks to her. He rubs his knees, sits forward. “Up to you.”

Chelsey swallows. She’s never liked surprises, never liked waiting. Always been impatient, overly curious. “Let’s find out.” Noah smiles, and she answers with her own.

“You got it,” says the tech. She turns back to the screen. Clicks through Chelsey’s clinical history. Pauses at the note: AMA. Advanced maternal age. Her brow tightens for half a second. Anyone else might have missed it, but Chelsey has spent years reading microexpressions—the tells that bodies give, dead or alive. She knows that look: Thirty-six is too old.

Her doctor has already gone through the potential complications. Higher risk of chromosomal abnormalities, gestational diabetes, preterm birth. Each checkup brings the same screening questions, the same quiet dread.

The tech moves on. “What about family? Any history of miscarriage, preterm labor, or stillbirth?”

“I’m adopted.” Chelsey knows only the bare bones of the story. Left at a fire station in a warming box, naked and thrashing. Taken to the hospital. Tested for drugs, any abnormalities. Adopted by a white family in a white town—the only Japanese kid for miles. When she’d asked for more, her mom’s lips would thin.

The message was never spoken but always there: Be thankful. She’d been chosen, her mom said, destined for this family. At eight, Chelsey stopped asking. She’d learned early to tuck that part of herself away.

“No biological history?” the tech presses.

“No,” says Chelsey.

“I have to be at work soon.” Noah swoops in with an apologetic smile. “Can we get started?” A lie. Noah has a sub this morning. He’s a gym teacher and basketball coach at Roosevelt High School—go Rough Riders! He has the time but not the patience for the tech’s questions, for watching his wife suffer through them.

“Sure thing.” The tech’s smile bounces over Chelsey to Noah. Everyone likes Noah. He’d been born early, three pounds, skin as loose as a shar-pei’s. As a kid he stayed scrawny, was never faster than his three brothers or the neighborhood kids. He’d learned to laugh generously, to wear a smile as a first line of defense.

“Go on and pull your shirt up.” Chelsey shimmies her tank top to under her breasts. A towel is tucked into her waistband. Warm gel coats her belly. “I’m going to do some extra measurements given your lack of family history, but it shouldn’t take much time.” Chelsey understands. Of all the risks in the world, the biggest is not knowing.

The tech places the wand on Chelsey’s midsection, moving it into position. “There’s baby.” She turns up the volume. “And there’s baby’s heartbeat.” Sound fills the room, a horse galloping in space. She clicks, makes notes, pressing and maneuvering the wand, finding the best angle. “Now, let’s see if we can tell what baby is.”

Noah takes Chelsey’s hand and kisses her knuckles, rubs her naked ring finger. She doesn’t wear a wedding band to work. Not anymore. Not since a suspect followed her to her car, threatened to find her home, do things to her family. She doesn’t remember his name now. Just the feeling after, that her life had edges Noah could cut himself on.

“Here we go,” says the tech. “Congratulations—looks like you’re having a girl.”

Chelsey’s throat tightens. A little girl. The words spread through her like heat from a wound. Her job has shown her how the world treats girls.

She looks to Noah. His smile is wide, hopeful, excited. There are exceptions, she thinks. Girls who grow up in the sun.

The tech finishes and wipes the gel from Chelsey’s skin while the sonogram photos print. “Okay, Mom and Dad,” she says. “Everything looks good. Baby is measuring right on schedule. You’ll probably feel her move soon. Have a great day.” She leaves.

Noah studies the sonogram photographs. “You can see her nose and cheeks.”

Chelsey nods, gives him a closemouthed smile. Her baby has a face. She dresses slowly, the thought still settling. Pulls on her navy suit—one of five, rotated without thinking. The waistband cuts into her. She sucks in, breathes shallow, buttons. Her phone lights up: a text from Montoya, sent five minutes ago. GOT A BODY. MEET YOU AT THE STATION.

Two years they’ve been partners now. But their history goes further back—to the Ellie Black case. The girl who returned. Montoya and Chelsey first crossed paths when she was chasing a lead in his district. They struck up a friendship, kept in touch. Chelsey and Noah had planned to move to Olympia, the capital. But then Montoya called. I heard you’re looking, he’d said. I got a new job in Seattle. I need a partner. You should apply.

The answer had come to Chelsey right away. An easy yes.

Noah shoves the sonogram in his back pocket and opens the door. “I’m going to start buying stuff.”

They travel down the hallway, through the purr of the waiting room, and outside to the parking lot. The air is heavy with moisture, every patch of dirt gone soggy. Snow came a week ago, followed by a bomb cyclone.

“Let’s clear out the guest room first.”

Noah nods, but she can tell his wheels are turning. Cribs, car seats, plastic dishes with compartments. “I want to tell my parents.” Noah tugs on his ear. “Probably time to start telling other people, too.”

Work, he means. She hasn’t told anyone at the precinct. She knows what will happen the moment she does. The careful concern, the sideways looks. They’ll see a liability. A vessel. She has one more case. Maybe two before the math catches up. Before the suits don’t fit anymore. Before her body makes the choice for her.

“I’m scared,” she admits. A little girl. Life mutating. Motherhood bearing down. She doesn’t look at him, instead directing her gaze to the hospital sign—Castro Medical Complex—and the bare ginkgo tree under it, its fan-shaped leaves long fallen, branches reaching skyward like nervous fingers. With fear always came shame. It’s how she was raised. A trait inherited from her father. Dead now, but some things outlive the body.

“I’m scared, too.”

Silence for a moment. Her phone beeps. Montoya again. ON YOUR WAY?

“I have to go,” she says. “I’ll be late.”

“Wake me up.” Noah presses a kiss to her cheek, opens the car door for her. She slides in. He shuts it softly, one hand lingering on the frame before walking to his SUV. Sometimes she thinks she doesn’t deserve this. Him, the little girl, any of it. That whatever bad she got from her father should die with Chelsey and her sister, Lydia.

She starts the engine, idles, bows her head to text Montoya. COMING, she types. When she looks up, Noah is gone, his footprints already taken by the wet pavement.





Chapter TWO

Chelsey

THE PRECINCT IS OLDER. A soot-soaked concrete box from the seventies, slit windows, sitting like a junkyard dog in the middle of the city. Chelsey parks in the lot, surrounded by chain link topped with barbed-wire spirals.

She finds Montoya leaning on the front desk, a paper cup at his elbow, phone in his hand, waiting. Across, the K-9 unit office door is open. Two German shepherds lounge, tongues out, panting.

“Morning,” she says, drawing her partner’s attention. “What’s the case?” The precinct interior is institutional blue, dull and drab, acrid with the smell of burnt coffee.

“Morning. You got here quick.” Montoya smiles. He’s pretty. Black hair with silver at the temples. Straight nose, sharp jaw. He gets a lot of offers to be set up with people’s sisters. But he has his quirks, too. That cup on the counter? Mountain Dew. He drinks it all day. He can’t stand dirt under fingernails. Thinks best listening to Creedence Clearwater Revival and reads his daily horoscope first thing every morning, sent by his sister Lacey.

They go back the way Chelsey came, falling into step beside each other. “A postal worker delivering mail noticed a smell. Called in a welfare check. Officer entered and found the body.” They’re outside in the back lot, nearing Montoya’s sedan.

“Male or female?” She opens the passenger door.

“Woman. A lot of blood.” He pauses. “There’s a kid, too. A girl.”

Chelsey blinks. For a moment, she’d forgotten she’s pregnant. “Dead?”

A single shake of his head. “Missing.”



Montoya eases into snarling morning traffic. High-rises uncurl before them. Two years in Seattle and glass towers are still foreign to her. The biggest building in Coldwell was the cannery, a one-story warehouse, windows busted and walls graffitied since it shut down. Still. She’s glad to be rid of Coldwell. Glad to be here in Seattle. Eight hundred thousand people make it easy to forget and be forgotten. A place like this paves over your past.

“Victim’s name is Anne Walker,” Montoya says. “Her daughter is Naomi, age sixteen.” He exits the highway, and things start to look familiar. They pass Whole Foods on the right. She and Noah grabbed dinner from the deli there last night. Sat on the front porch, Noah drinking an IPA, Chelsey allowing herself a sip, eating out of containers with plastic forks. Looking forward to the appointment. To seeing the baby on the screen. Hearing its heartbeat.

She’d been calm. Soothed by the food. The clear air after the storm. On a day like that, in a neighborhood like hers, on the city’s edge, she could still smell the forest. That’s the only thing she misses about Coldwell—its wildness.

Next comes the green brontosaurus. The cartoonish dinosaur is the gas station’s mascot. Chelsey shifts, uneasy.

Montoya sips from the paper cup in his console. “Too close to home?” He’s been to her slate-blue house. Rolled up his sleeves to help her and Noah touch up the ice-white trim when they first moved in. Decent people, Noah had called Montoya after he left, and Chelsey had agreed.

Now he brakes at a stop sign and turns right. The opposite direction of her home.

“I can handle it,” she says.

Two more blocks and the street crowds with police cruisers and an ambulance. Blue and red lights slash the dull morning. Montoya slows to a crawl and parks along the curb. Uniforms mill about. Neighbors have gathered behind the yellow tape.

Chelsey and Montoya get out of the car. He looks to a pale, staring officer sitting on a half wall. “First on scene. I’ll go talk to him.” Chelsey nods, letting him take the lead. He strides away. She’s learned not to hurry. Let the scene settle. Then look for what doesn’t.

The neighborhood is a near mirror of her own, with preening houses and edged lawns. The neatness telegraphing a promise. You are safe. Bad things do not happen here. She peers up at Anne Walker’s house. Narrow and tall, painted buttercup yellow, squeezed between two other row houses. Then she turns to the neighbors, pressed against the band of tape. Some are dressed for work. A couple bundled in hats and scarves, out for a walk with their dog. Behind them, a woman with a stroller, pushing it back and forth in a steady rhythm.

Montoya returns. “I got these from the medic.” He hands off a mask and tube of Vicks VapoRub.

“Thanks.” She takes both. “We should hold all these people for questioning.” The killer might be among them. Might have Anne’s daughter hidden somewhere. Might even be watching the chaos. Or they could be witnesses. Someone might have seen a figure running down the street. A car speeding away. Heard a gasp, a yell, a scream—and folded it into something easier to live with. The television next door. The couple with the newborn. The motorcycle that always backfires.

Montoya waves a uniform over and talks low to him. “Get everyone’s name. Start knocking on doors and see what you can find out about who lived in this house. Check for cameras. We’ll want the footage.” The uniform trots off.

Chelsey climbs the steps alongside Montoya. Little piles of melting snow dot the yard and flower beds. She nods at techs, the uniforms bunched on the stoop. One opens the door for them, curdled air ballooning out. She coughs into her arm. “That’s bad.” Iron and sweetness, body rot. The nausea comes low and fast, a fist clenching beneath her ribs. That thing inside her, asserting itself. Saliva floods her mouth. She turns her head. Breathes through her teeth. Counts the porch stairs—one, two, three, four, five.

“You good?” Montoya says, not looking at her.

She twists open the Vicks, swipes the grease onto the inside of the mask, and slips it on. Menthol stings the inside of her nose. “Good,” she says.

Montoya does the same. Both put on blue booties and latex gloves.

He examines the lock, running his fingers over the edges. Then flicks the dead bolt back and forth, turns the knob. “No sign of forced entry.”

Chelsey shrugs, unwilling to commit, wanting facts, grains of sand she’ll eventually mold into a theory. They enter, shut the door, and it’s as if she’s been entombed. The house is warm, closed off, lifeless. Shoes line a shelf, and above hangs a sunburst mirror. A thermostat reads seventy-five degrees.

Montoya glances up a narrow staircase. “Body’s on the second floor.”

Chelsey steps forward, and underneath, her feet crunch. The ground sparkles with blue salt. A bag slumped against the wall, half opened. Ice has been in the forecast for weeks. She mounts the stairs slowly, feet sinking into the thick carpet.

“Poor guy.” Montoya is close behind her. “Says it’s his first body. You remember your first?”

Chelsey does, though she doesn’t say so.

It had been a family. A man had lost his job at the cannery and killed his wife and kid before himself. Chelsey had been closest, still fresh-faced in a uniform. She’d tried to save the kid. Pumping his chest and breathing into his mouth. When another unit arrived, they’d had to drag her from the body.

She couldn’t recall the family’s name or the kid’s face anymore. But she did remember his shoes, the kind with lights in the soles that flash when you walk. She’d been pumping his chest so hard his feet banged against the floor. For months after, she saw them on the backs of her eyelids. Up and down. Blue lights winking.

Montoya is happy to fill Chelsey’s silence. He’s a chatterbox, which suits her. Another way they complement each other. “Mine was an overdose. Dumped on a front lawn. His hands were warm. I was sure he had some life in him. I did CPR, but the EMTs told me he’d been gone for a while. Still… I couldn’t help but think they were wrong. That if I’d had Narcan, I could have saved him. That’s why I always carry a dose in my car.”

Chelsey remembered the day he’d shown her the red box, floating among a Maglite, can of WD-40, and tooth-whitening strips in his glove compartment.

She has Narcan in her car, too, in the same place. A first-day gift from Montoya. The box is dented now. Maybe expired. But she leaves it there alongside the DNA swabs, evidence baggies, and granola bars.

They reach the second floor. Montoya crowds in next to her. A crow caws outside. The kitchen sink drips in a steady pulse. She inhales, taking in the feral crime scene. Letting it expand, coat her lungs, become a part of her.





Chapter THREE

Chelsey

THE VICTIM IS A WOMAN. Dark-haired. Asian. Her face is turned, a thin scar visible on her cheek, old and white against the skin. She’s curled on her side, lying at the bottom of the stairs leading to the third level. One arm outstretched, palm up, fingers extended as if reaching for something. A faded red string with a golden bell charm is tied around her wrist.

Chelsey draws closer, edging around the blood into a slice of clean floor, and sinks on her haunches, examining the woman’s back. “Possible stab wounds,” she says. The woman’s shirt has been punctured in three entry points. One between the shoulder blades, two lower, near the kidneys.

Montoya is in the middle of the living room. “Blood trail starts here.”

Chelsey rises and joins him. A thin crust of blood is embedded in the rug. “How long do you think she’s been dead?”

“Hard to tell. The heat probably sped up decomposition.” Neither says anything for a moment. “Let’s check out the rest of the place and get techs in here.”

Chelsey nods. A bottle of wine and a half-drunk glass sit on the coffee table. She has the same merlot at home. She isn’t drinking these days but thought her mom might like it next time she visited. She and this woman, Anne, probably shopped at the same grocery store. Might have passed each other in the aisles. Shared air. She suppresses a shudder and moves on.



Chelsey pauses outside the bedroom. She’s on the third floor. Montoya too. At the opposite end of the hallway, already inside the primary suite. She appraises the door, a quarter inch open, white and intact. With one hand she pushes it wide, the light wood swinging without effort.

She enters and stands, eyes adjusting to the brighter light. The curtains and blinds are open. This room faces east, toward the bleak sun. The space is unmistakably teen.

The bed is pushed into a corner, crisply made. Marshmallow comforter, chunky-knit pillows. A bit of dirty pink peeks out from beneath the pristine white bedding. A small rupture in its perfection. Chelsey tugs it free. A baby blanket, satin-edged, grimy with love. Naomi’s name is stitched in one corner, along with her birth date.

Next, the closet. As tidy as the bed. A row of clothes on white plastic hangers. Mostly T-shirts and sweatshirts, some jeans, a floral slip dress. Chelsey runs her hand over the top shelf, collides with something, pulls it down. An old Discman, scratched and well used. She places it on the bed, marking it as unnatural in this room. She pops it open. A Radiohead CD. The Bends.

She turns. A dresser sits along the same wall as the door, clearly moved. The carpet still holds its ghost, four deep impressions. Had Naomi tried to barricade herself in? Picture frames lie on the floor.

Stepping around the mess, Chelsey pulls open a drawer, finds underwear adorned with hearts, daisies, a thin bralette edged in lace. She slides it shut, guilty at seeing something so private. Above the dresser, certificates spanning middle and high school are pinned to a corkboard: perfect attendance, academic excellence. The rest of the walls are blank. Strange for a teen’s room.

She looks down. A flash of silver. An earring embedded in the carpet. She crouches, holds it up to the light. A butterfly with iridescent abalone wings. She sets it aside to be photographed.

She moves on to the picture frames. The first shows a team soccer photo. Grinning girls with wind-whipped ponytails, Naomi impossible to distinguish among them.

The next frame’s glass is cracked, a clean split from corner to corner. The photograph has yellowed with age. Three figures before a brick wall—two striking women, old-world beauties, and a young girl. Anne wears her red bracelet. Little Naomi is suctioned to her side, clutching the pink blanket and a rope doll. The third woman is a mystery.

Chelsey traces her thumb down the glass, over Naomi. Her round cheeks. Her dark hair. Her dark eyes. A face that could be her own, years ago. Or her daughter’s, years from now.

Without warning, her lungs cinch and her vision clots. She sets the frame down harder than she means to and walks out.

Downstairs, she skirts past Anne’s body and out to the balcony. The door slams behind her. Mask off. Hands on knees. Eyes shut. The air tastes sharp, like wind shot through metal.

Montoya opens the door. “There you are,” he says. “Anne’s room was mostly a dead end. Bed was made, no signs of struggle. Everything neat. Except one thing.” He pauses. “The toilet seat was up.”

Chelsey straightens, takes a breath. Steadies. “Nobody else lives here?”

“No. But the house is owned by Mayumi Ito. She’s Naomi’s emergency contact at the school, too.”

So. Mayumi is more than a landlord. A friend. A person Anne trusted with her daughter. Maybe the woman in the photo. Chelsey blinks against the daylight. “Think Anne was cleaning the toilet?”

Montoya shrugs. “Maybe.”

Or maybe a man had been here. “What else?”

“Nothing much, nothing that screams motive. Jar of cash still on the dresser. Her purse and wallet are accounted for. Not a robbery. Butcher knife missing from the block in the kitchen might be the murder weapon. I’ll have uniforms search garbage cans and the alley out back. See if they ditched it somewhere. What about you? Anything in the girl’s room?”

Chelsey nods. “Wherever Naomi went, I don’t think she did willingly. She kept her room tidy. Wouldn’t have left it a mess. Plus, the dresser was moved. A defensive action, like she was trying to barricade herself in.”

Montoya exhales. “I’ll put out an Amber Alert.” He pulls out his phone, thumbs working.

Stale smoke hangs in the air. A rickety metal table and single chair crowd the small deck. A ceramic tray holds half-smoked cigarettes, ashes flaking in the breeze.

Chelsey glances back at the door. “You find any cigarettes or lighters inside?”

“Nope.” His head stays bent over his phone.

Chelsey doesn’t recognize the brand: Seven Stars. Someone else had been here. Someone who smoked.

“Amber Alert’s in.” He drops his phone in his pocket.

She looks toward the street. Somewhere out there, Naomi. Running, hiding, taken. She sees Anne’s hand. The reach. The frozen fingers. That last grasp.

She cannot imagine it, being severed from her daughter, from something she’d grown—cell by cell, heartbeat to heartbeat, each precious limb.





Chapter FOUR

Chelsey

THE DAY’S HEM PULLS AWAY to reveal a satin evening. Chelsey stands with Montoya before a concrete-and-steel high-rise in downtown Seattle. Beneath their feet, buried deep under layers of cement and dirt and clay, is a series of tunnels. The Seattle underground, the city’s dark-hearted secret. The dank, moldy passageways were used during Prohibition to transport commodities—booze, drugs, women.

Montoya looks up and whistles low. “Big building,” he says. “Did I mention I hate heights?”

Mayumi Ito lives in the penthouse on the thirty-ninth floor. A doorman in a sleek suit watches them. “Does she know Anne is dead and Naomi is missing?” Chelsey asks Montoya.

“She knows.” Light from the heavy-paned glass doors illuminates Montoya’s face. “An officer informed her earlier. Said we’d be by tonight.” They’d spent the rest of the afternoon knocking on doors, asking for camera footage. Nobody had seen anything. Nothing caught on film. Between interviews they pulled phone records. More bad news—Anne’s and Naomi’s data, tower pings and texts, had been routinely wiped. The crime scene scrubbed clean of prints. They flash their badges to the doorman, then wait while he calls up on a black phone.

“She’s expecting you.” He leads them across the lobby—marble floors, orchids in glass vases, the whisper of money—to the elevator and taps a plastic card against a box. They step in. Montoya grips the rail. Chelsey’s ears pop as they ride up.

Mayumi is waiting at the double doors of her apartment. “Detectives,” she says, and Chelsey recognizes her. The second woman in the photograph, the one on Naomi’s left side. Beautiful: porcelain skin, heart-shaped face, delicate bone structure. Chelsey flashes to the crime scene, to Anne’s face streaked with dried blood, Naomi’s room under siege, that little pink blanket hidden under her pillow.

“Ms. Ito,” says Montoya. “We won’t take up much of your time.”

She waves off his formality, tissue crumpled in her hand. “Call me May. Please, come in.”

Inside, the penthouse is earthen. Natural wood floors, high ceilings, muted, elegant. The smell—soft, like white tea leaves—is a soothing antidote to Anne’s house earlier. Chinoiserie wallpaper lines one wall, pale silk painted with delicate branches and caged birds. Too many to count.

May takes a spot in a chair the color of steamed milk and gestures to the matching couch.

Chelsey eases down, as does Montoya.

“Can I get you anything? Coffee, tea?” she asks. Before they can answer, tears roll down her cheeks. Leaving dirty tracks in her makeup. She wipes them away, gathering herself. “Apologies.” Her voice is hoarse. “I thought I’d be able to keep myself together.”

Chelsey leans in, draws a fresh tissue from the silver container on the coffee table, and hands it to May. “You’re close to Naomi and Anne.”

“Rika was like a sister to me. But Naomi is more than a niece. Like a daughter.” She spreads her hands. “I don’t understand. Who would do this?”

“That’s what we’re trying to find out,” Chelsey says.

Then Montoya: “Did you say Rika?”

“Yes, sorry,” May clarifies. “Rika Takahashi is Anne’s real name. She changed her last name to Walker after she moved here. More than a decade ago.” Her face creases into a frown. “You should have seen Rika when she showed up on my doorstep. She was like an underfed rabbit. She had nothing. Nothing. No clothes or bags, just Naomi and that baby blanket and the rope doll. As if they’d wandered in from the woods. What he had done to her…”

Montoya shifts. “Who?”

Rain starts pattering against the window. “Her fiancé,” May says. “An American. The reason she came here.”

Chelsey processes this. The stabbing. The overkill. Personal rage. A man Rika ran and hid from. “Do you know his name?”

“Smith, I think.” May closes her eyes and opens them. “I don’t remember exactly. It was so long ago. Rika didn’t like to talk about it.”

“He’s Naomi’s father?” Montoya asks.

“No. The father was from Tokyo… She was pregnant with Naomi when she came to the States. Just a few months, not even showing. She kept it a secret. I didn’t know.” She takes a ragged breath. “She never told me his first name.” Another pause. Longer. “I wish she would have. I could have done more.”

“How did you first meet Rika?” Montoya asks.

“A hostess house in Tokyo. Moonlight. We were so young. Eighteen. Thought we knew everything. I wonder if it’s still there.” Her cheeks flush, not grief this time, but something softer, the blush of sentimentality.

“Can you think of anyone else who might want to hurt Naomi or Rika?” Chelsey asks.

Slowly May shakes her head. “They lived very quiet lives.”

Chelsey nods. A neighbor had said as much. No trouble. Kept to themselves. Always mowed their lawn, as if that were a hallmark of character. Most likely, they feared being noticed. Creating a trail someone might follow. But you cannot hide forever.

Montoya continues, asking more questions, and May fills in the details. Rika’s three jobs, the house May owned and let Rika rent, the fifteen hundred a month May secretly funnels into a college fund for Naomi. The teen’s straight A’s. Her love of art. She’d wanted to paint a mural in her room, but Rika wouldn’t allow it.

“That was their only real argument,” May says. “Rika wanted her in Health Careers. Science. Where the money was good. Rika will never see Naomi graduate.” May looks down at her hands. “She didn’t know where Naomi got her intelligence, she always said. Not from her.”

I don’t know where you get your stubbornness from, Chelsey’s mom used to say. I don’t know either, Chelsey had thought, burning with a feeling she could not name at the time. But now she understood. It had been anger. Hot shame. Because inside she’d known, always felt it. She’d been someone else’s daughter first. Someone else’s blood, someone else’s bones.

“And the last time you saw Rika and Naomi?” Montoya asks.

“Dinner Sunday,” May says. “Naomi was on her phone, distracted. I teased her about having a boyfriend.”

“Does she have a boyfriend?” Chelsey asks.

May’s smile doesn’t reach her eyes. “She said she wasn’t interested in boys, but she hasn’t been as focused lately. Rika was concerned. Naomi had skipped school.”

Montoya and Chelsey exchange a look and stand to go. It’s late and they don’t want to push May all at once. They’ll circle back. They drop their cards on May’s coffee table.

“Thanks for the information. This was helpful,” says Montoya.

May stands, too, eyes wide, fingers clenched. “Please, keep me updated on Naomi. If you need anything else, anything at all…”

Chelsey promises to keep her posted.

Montoya waits until they’re in the elevator to speak. “We should track down Rika’s exes. Hit Naomi’s school tomorrow and check out that boyfriend, too.”

Chelsey nods. Keeps mute. Keeps her hands in her pockets, if only to hide the quiver in her fingers. She keeps seeing that baby blanket, Naomi’s face in the photograph. Wherever she is, she’s alone now. No family save for May. No mother to come home to.

She forces her thoughts to turn, to run through the statistics.

This is most likely a familial case. Ninety-eight percent of the time, the dad, the stepdad, kills the mom and takes the kid, stashes them in the woods or in another city. This is the best Chelsey can hope for. She won’t think about the other two percent. The kids who don’t return.





Chapter FIVE

Rika

BEFORE YOU WERE ANNE, YOU were Rika. And you always believed you’d go home again—to Japan, to the north, to Sakegawa. To the farm where you were born, where your mother waited.

Honestly, you’d never known anyone with a heart as good, a heart as damaged, as hers. You remembered every story she told about your father, each one a diamond salvaged from a condemned mine.

He was a pirate who’d sailed away. He was a genius and the world needed him more. He had a rare heart condition. Better to lose him now than grow attached. Better to miss him days than mourn him forever.

You believed every word. Until your grandmother. Lies do you no good, she said. You need to know what seed you sprouted from, the muddy water from which you drank. So one night, while your mother was away, she whispered the truth.

Your mother was two months shy of fifteen when she met your father on a field trip to the science center in Yamagata. A lowly intern, a college student studying agriculture. Four years her senior. A nerd but handsome.

They brushed elbows in a humid exhibit, tracking each other through thick waxy leaves of fake prehistoric plants. He followed her outside and watched her climb the bus steps, noting the school name, the way she looked at him through the window, eager, wanting.

The next day, he waited at her school, traveling sixty kilometers to stand by the chain-link fence after class, a shadow hiding the trouble in his smile.

He took her for a drive and parked under a cedar tree. One hand on the wheel, the other toying with the hem of her schoolgirl skirt, he told her things. How crayons could be made with food waste. How trees spoke to one another through underground fungus networks. How he’d never seen anything as beautiful as Shirahama Beach; the light was different there, time moved slower, life was easier.

The affair was fast and blinding, over in days. Weeks later, she vomited in her school’s restroom. She sat on the floor, legs sprawled, seeing stars, swiping her mouth, and she knew.



She told your grandparents. They did not speak for hours. When your grandmother finally did, she laid it out. You will quit school. You will not leave the farm. You will spare us the looks from our neighbors. Should someone inquire about the father, say he died in the city. The shame ran quiet and deep, eroding like water through caves.

From then on your mother kept to herself and worked the farm. Three seasons of tilling, sowing, and planting while you grew relentlessly inside her.

It was the end of a saffron summer when you arrived. Your mother hadn’t felt well all day. She retched that morning and batted away the miso soup your grandmother tried to spoon into her mouth.

She spent hours moaning, eyes shut against the climbing heat, against the pain that had turned apocalyptic. The sun dwindled to gold, and she dragged herself from the sweltering house into the fields, onto scorching dirt.

In childbirth, your body is supposed to open, the gentle yawn of a giant’s mouth, but your mother felt it more like a crack. The end of a chisel driven into granite. An unholy split. She screamed—the type of noise that penetrated the ground, left a mark. She pushed once, and you plopped out, still encased, a siren in your amniotic sac. Your mother gnashed her teeth and shivered, breathless and jelly limbed, drenched in sweat and love for you.

Your grandmother rushed forward, piercing the membrane with a spade. Fluids gushed, soaked the dry ground. There you were, unsheathed. Wet and wrinkled, mouth edged in blue, choking.

Your grandmother had seen this before. A calf suffocating on its own birthing mucus. She hooked a finger inside your mouth, scooping out the clog.

A breath. A cry.

Your mother lay slumped, panting. She rolled onto her back, staring at open sky, and asked for you. “So light,” she marveled when you settled in her arms.

“A miracle,” your grandmother said, kneeling at her hip, blocking the sun. “The most beautiful thing I’ve ever seen.” She thought you might have second sight. You could be anything. You were wet soil full of possibilities.



If your childhood were a color, it would have been bright purple. Weaving through the gentian fields, suckling the sun, chasing stray cats, asking endless questions. At six, you trailed behind your grandmother, your mouth a constant chatter.

Finally, she pressed seeds into your sticky palm and thrust a shovel at you. “Go, Rika-chan. Plant something.” She motioned to a barren patch. “You are too curious. Leave me alone with my thoughts.”

You tromped past the plastic greenhouses to where fields gave way to pastures, close enough to smell grain and see your mother flirting with the farmer’s son over the wire fence. Jealousy rose in you. You thought about stabbing him with the spade, not to kill, but to send him away, to have your mother all to yourself.

Keeping them in your line of sight, you dug under a persimmon tree. The spade struck something hard. You brushed away a worm and lifted the object. A tiny skull. Part of it malformed, as if shaped around a deflated ball.

Your mother rushed over, took the skull, and shooed you away. You watched her rebury it, patting the ground with tender hands. You asked. Of course, you asked. The baby was your great-grandmother’s.

She told you to never speak of it again, her voice the same as two days before, when you saw the neighbor three houses down slap his wife. Family matters were private, especially those that left a mark.

“Hazukashii,” your mother whispered when you pressed. Embarrassing. Shameful. Don’t ask. We carry this alone.

You wrapped your arms around her waist. “I’m sorry,” you said into her stomach. Though you weren’t. But you longed for her approval. Her forgiveness.

She bent and hugged you. You always remembered the feel, the press of her chin on your head. At night you slept with your mother. All positions. Front to front. Front to back. Upside down. Right side up. Always together, like vines curling into each other. You and her. Her and you. Light and shadow. Two things that could never be torn apart.

That same year, your grandfather overturned his snowplow, legs pinned under the rusted blue body. When found, frostbite had set in, and he mumbled incoherently to the firemen about letting him go, letting him swim toward the shore.

You stood by his hospital bed, blunt bangs over watery brown eyes, grape Hi-Chew dissolving on your tongue. Back then, you walked to the village alone. Crime was rare in Japan. Your mother worried more about existential threats. Wind. Drought. Tsunami. Only a handful of children lived in Sakegawa. In a way, you were everybody’s daughter. Old men with missing teeth slipped you candy, pressing a finger to their lips. Don’t tell your mother.

Your grandfather beckoned you closer and spoke, throat tight, breath a low whistle. “Someday, you will make a man very happy,” he said.

That night, he slipped into a coma and never woke. A baby’s skull. A Hi-Chew softening in your cheek. A dying man’s final words.

These were the first secrets you ever kept.





Chapter SIX

Chelsey

FIRST, THE MEDICAL EXAMINER’S OFFICE.

A sign hangs above the door. Mortui vivos docent. The dead teach the living. Chelsey likes the rhythm here. The quiet, efficient whir. The unspoken acceptance of death. The warm greeting from Charlie, the avuncular lead M.E. “Detectives,” he says. “I just finished with your lady.” No matter who the person was before, the life they led, the manner of their death, it is always a lady or gentleman to Charlie.

Chelsey rocks back on her heels, adjusting to the tableau. Rika’s body laid out on a steel table. The large Y cut into her chest and abdomen, closed with thick stitches. Her skin is mottled reddish brown and purplish blue where blood pooled after death. Her hair spreads around her in a jagged halo. On her cheek, the thin scar Chelsey had noticed at the scene.

“How are you doing, Charlie? How are the grandkids?” Montoya asks. He looks more rested this morning. Last night, Chelsey had gotten home late, slipped on Noah’s shirt, and curled up next to him in bed. Her last thought before sleep was that she should wake him. She’d said she would. But she’d closed her eyes, fallen asleep fast, only to bob in and out all night, unsettled by something she couldn’t name. She’d seen Noah before work, but both were caught in the morning rush—showering, coffee, badges—no time for words.

Charlie swells with pride. “All doing wonderful, I’m happy to report.” He has five grandkids, ages ranging from six to seventeen. Pictures of them are taped above a metal counter, positioned behind a row of tools—spatulas, knives, a mallet with a wooden handle.

Chelsey’s eyes snag on the mallet. Avocado-green cabinets. Her mother’s yellow blouse. The thwack of wood against meat. She’s in their old Coldwell house, eight again. Not much taller than the kitchen counters, watching her mom tenderize chicken cutlets. You want me to tell you again how you were found? Honestly, why, Chelsey? The way she said it, Chelsey felt defiant, as if she should be punished for her curiosity.

She blinks. The memory dissolves, but the feeling stays. A pressure behind her ribs, dull and familiar. She presses her fingers into her palm until it passes and counts the tables spanning the tunnel-like space. Nine in all. Only one other is occupied. A man, broken, bruised, leg twisted unnaturally, gray hair glimmering in the fluorescent light. Josh, a newer M.E., suits up. Covers his SpongeBob T-shirt with a surgical gown. He positions a syringe with a long needle near the dead man’s eye.

Chelsey’s skin hums, and she swings back to Charlie. “What can you tell us about her?”

Charlie clears his throat. “She was in good health. No heart disease or extenuating factors. A bit of alcohol in her system but not enough to cause impairment.”

Chelsey thinks back to the bottle of wine at Rika’s house. The same she has at home.

“What’s the official cause of death?” Montoya asks.

“Three puncture wounds, most likely from a butcher knife. The fatal blow was here.” He gestures to her back, at a jagged wound between the shoulder blades. “It went through her rib cage and into her lung. She died of asphyxiation.”

Chelsey breathes deep, shoulders curling inward. Rika choked on her own blood. Drowned in it. A long, drawn-out death. Minutes of consciousness. Watching. Seeing. She nods. “How long ago did she die?”

Charlie glances at Rika’s body. “Thirty-six hours, maybe more. The heat sped decomposition.”

Montoya places his hands on his hips. “Anything else? Any prints, DNA?”

“Sorry.” Charlie shakes his head.

Of course. It would be too much to hope that Rika scratched her attacker. That there might be curls of skin under her fingernails.

Montoya straightens. “All right. Thanks, Charlie, appreciate you rushing the autopsy.”

Charlie murmurs that it’s no trouble. Chelsey is pushing through the door when he stops her. “Detective,” he says, “you want to take this?”

It’s a plastic evidence bag. Rika’s clothes are neatly folded inside, along with the red bracelet. Chelsey has a sudden need to put it back on Rika’s wrist. It had been important to her; she’d worn it for years. Something like this isn’t ever meant to come off.



Next, Naomi’s school.

The girl goes to Seattle High. A newer building, sprawling two stories with eighty-six classrooms next to an undeveloped lot where geese trudge through mud and shit.

Montoya carries the conversation with the front office admin, a woman Chelsey’s mother’s age wearing perfume strong enough to taste.

Chelsey’s stomach turns. She steps back.

“Such a shame,” the admin says. The final bell rings, and students flood out. “A nice girl like Naomi doesn’t deserve this. She was an office aide freshman year. Barely spoke above a whisper, but sweet and so responsible. I’m a wreck. The school will bring in extra counselors. Will there be a search party? The woods nearby are where kids go to drink. Maybe start there?”

“We’ll check it out,” says Montoya. “First, we’d like Naomi’s attendance record and schedule. And we’ll need to see her locker.”

“Sure, sure,” the admin says. Long nails tap the keyboard. “Her attendance is good, only one unexcused absence last week. Printing now.”

Against the printer’s whir, Chelsey stares into the trophy case, recognizing her neighbor Jenny Whitaker in a cheerleading photograph—state champions three years running. Girls’ sports reign here, boys’ sports limping behind with smaller third- and fourth-place ribbons.

“Ready?” Montoya is beside her, carrying the scent of warm paper. Naomi’s schedule and locker combo are rolled in his hand. His other hand holds a glossy school photograph of Naomi. Chelsey studies it. Nothing remarkable about the girl—dry hair with swept bangs, slightly bulging eyes, acne on her cheeks, plain as water.

They walk the halls. “The admin mentioned Naomi spent time in the art room,” Montoya says, heading that way.

Naomi’s art teacher, Megan Sheldon, knows her best. Naomi spent study halls there, headphones in, music on, working in acrylics.

“She’s talented,” says Mrs. Sheldon. “Forty years here and I’ve never seen such advanced technique.” Naomi’s paintings are spread on the tables. A series of Rika portraits. One side visible, the other hidden in darkness. A shadow mask. Eyes closed as if wishing something away. “Do you know what happened?” Her voice wavers.

“We’re doing our best to find out,” says Montoya. “What else can you tell us about Naomi?”

“She’s focused on academics,” she says, gathering Naomi’s paintings, sliding them into a slotted rack. “Hardly misses classes.”

“What about friends?” Chelsey asks. “Boyfriend?”

Mrs. Sheldon sucks her teeth. “Not that I’m aware. She eats alone. I’ve never seen her at games or dances.”

Chelsey adds lonely to her Naomi list. A drum bangs and the marching band bleeds through the windows.

Mrs. Sheldon rubs her forehead. “I was excited when they built this. New easels, paints, state-of-the-art technology, and”—she stretches the word—“positioned next to the football field. I listen to butchered renditions of ‘Sweet Caroline’ for three months straight.”

They cycle through Naomi’s other teachers. Most hardly know her. Need reminding what she looks like. Naomi who?

“I hate to say it, but teachers remember the loud kids. The disruptors,” Daniel Willis, Naomi’s Health Careers teacher, explains, stacking IV bags in a storage closet beside a pile of CPR dummies. “Naomi was quiet. In her seat before the bell, turned in work on time. A model student.”

“ ‘Was’?” she says. “Why do you keep referring to Naomi in the past tense?”

Mr. Willis smiles, embarrassed. “My wife watches true crime. I know how it goes—” He stops, stutters. “I mean, you’re not going to find her alive. Right?”

“Who says we look for ends?” Chelsey asks, staring. “We look for the truth.”

“Speaking of,” Montoya eases in. “Mind telling us your whereabouts two nights ago?”

Mr. Willis pales. “I was at my son’s swim lesson, then home with my wife.”

“Easy to check. I’ll take your wife’s name and where your son swims,” says Montoya.

Chelsey drifts into the hall while Montoya collects the details. A trio of girls with coltlike legs in track shorts hang outside Mr. Willis’s door. Seeing Chelsey—her badge—they drop their chins, hiding behind curtains of hair, shame in their bent necks. “Let’s go,” one says, elbowing the others. They pass Chelsey with the faintest smell of talc.



Last, Naomi’s locker.

Chelsey and Montoya don gloves while a custodian opens the metal door. Stragglers drift past, done with after-school programs, heading home. “There you go.” The custodian steps back.

Inside is as expected. Textbooks, mirror, magnetic mini whiteboard with to-dos—five-paragraph essay FRIDAY—a hoodie, a forgotten yogurt.

But then.

Something out of place. Chelsey removes it, heart leaping. A doll with a wooden cylinder body and sphere for a head. Limbs of frayed rope.

“Something she made?” Montoya asks.

Chelsey shakes her head, remembering Naomi’s tiny hand clutching the doll in the photograph. “No. It was in a picture at the house. From when she was little.”

Montoya reaches in. “Got something else.” He pulls out a passport and paper, unfolds it. “Japanese document and Rika’s passport. What do you make of that?”

Distracted, Mayumi had said. Unexcused absence, the admin had said. Gooseflesh blooms on Chelsey’s arms. “She stashed them here.”

Montoya’s eyes gleam. “Because she didn’t want her mom to see.”

Chelsey looks at the rope doll, the passport. Thinks about daughters and their secrets. Mothers and theirs.





Chapter SEVEN

Naomi

IT’S COLD, THE ROOM WHERE Naomi is being kept. The light is thin, the color of old dishwater. The ceiling slants low, and the walls are unfinished drywall—insulated in patches, as if someone gave up halfway through. The air smells musty, like an attic or basement that’s been sealed for years. Sweet and rotting.

The bed is hard and narrow. The blanket stiff, institutional, maybe army-issued, scratchy on her skin. Not like the comforter on her bed at home. The one her mom would wrap her up in when she was sick, then crawl in beside her, their knees pressed against each other’s, holding tight.

Her fingers twitch. Searching for softness, her plush pink baby blanket. She used to rub the satin edge between her pointer finger and thumb to fall asleep. She still has it, keeps it under her pillow though she won’t admit it. How frightened she is of the dark. How much she still feels like a little girl. And yet she’d wanted so badly to be grown. To take control of her own story. Look where that led. To here. This silent room.

The walls absorb her breath. Everything.

If Naomi screams, nobody could hear her.

That is, if she could scream.

Her mouth won’t work right. Her tongue is thick. Her limbs heavy, unable to move. Under the covers, a needle is lodged in the crook of her arm. Tape holds the IV in place, and around the edges of it, her skin is mottled red, irritated by the glue. Her body is bruised in certain places—her biceps, wrists, and ankles.

She had tried at the beginning. She remembers that. Fighting. Wild, untamed, her heart like a stick of dynamite.

A needle had been plunged into her thigh, and she’d curled against the sting, against time slowing, stoppering.

Now, fluids drip through the IV.

Now, her breaths are even and deep.

Now, her face is lax, devastatingly pale.

She sleeps, restless, frenetic with the strangeness of the room. In her mind, she is somewhere deep at the bottom of a dark ocean. Here, submerged in the in-between, she half dreams, half remembers.



Naomi was eight when she learned that her mother wasn’t who she believed her to be.

It was morning. A Sunday, the only day of the week Naomi was allowed to leave her bed unmade and linger in her pajamas through breakfast. Sunlight came through the kitchen window in a yellow so bright it looked edible.

“I dreamt of a bronze horse. Did we ever go somewhere with a bronze horse? The sun was out.” So bright it was nearly blinding. The backs of her eyelids red. She’d squinted in her sleep.

“A dream, honey. That’s all.” Her mom did not look at her. She focused on the counter. Wiping it down in circles. She dropped the sponge in the sink and turned to her daughter. “I have to go soon. Do you remember the rules?”

Naomi nodded. “Yes.” Her mom worked at a grocery store, restocking shelves. Naomi would stay home by herself. “Keep the door locked. Don’t answer if someone knocks. Only use the microwave. Complete pages sixty through eighty of my math workbook,” she said, knowing she’d complete the problems in under an hour. Then spend the rest of the time drawing, stashing the pages away in her closet or the back of her dresser. Somewhere they wouldn’t be found. Her mom didn’t approve. Oekaki, she called it. Doodling. Kid stuff. A waste of time.

Her mom nodded, approving, and headed for the coat closet. Naomi followed.

“Mama.” She curled her bare toes against the cold floor. “It felt so real.” There was more. The blur of a bus ride. Music. Fear.

Her mom pulled her jacket from the hanger, not looking back, and shrugged it on. “What do you want me to say? Last weekend, you dreamt you were a dog. The night before that, an astronaut. You are not a dog, and you are not an astronaut. And we never visited anywhere with a bronze horse. We’ve lived here in this house, on this street, since you were born.”

Her mom moved to the kitchen, grabbed her purse, checked inside. It smelled like leather and mint gum. She always kept a folded piece of paper in the change pocket of her wallet. The writing on it was faded and the edges frayed but you could still make out Auntie May’s address.

Naomi stared at her mom. Questions aching to be set free, to be answered. What color were my father’s eyes? What was his name? What was it like when you were pregnant with me? Did you crave strawberries or pickles? What were you like as a child? Did you ever run away from home? All circling the same void. Let me know you. I want to understand you. I want to understand myself. She was an outline waiting to be filled in.

Her mom stood in front of her. “I expect a clean kitchen when I come back.” She searched Naomi’s eyes, bent down, and grasped her chin. “Draw me a cat today.”

Naomi’s mouth fell open. Though she shouldn’t have been surprised. Should have expected this. The all-knowing power of her mother.

Her mom smiled. Used a finger to close Naomi’s mouth. “Bugs will fly in.” She turned away. Left. And Naomi began.



She did her math first. Then, drew a cat for her mom, taking time on its whiskers and shading in its long tortoiseshell coat.

Afterward, she lay on the floor in a pool of sunlight, a halo of colored pencils spread around her—cadmium yellow, burnt sienna, the Prussian blue she was always running out of—and began to sketch the horse. She focused, eyes narrowing. Yes, that was it. Bronze. Hooves and mane green, the color of the Statue of Liberty.

She had a vision of reaching for the horse. Of her hand being slapped away.

For a moment, she stayed still, latent shame awakening.

Enough for today. She put away her art supplies, pencils sorted by color into the plastic caddy she kept under the coffee table, then carried the drawings to her room.

She stood in the doorway, eyes tracing her walls. A blank canvas. She could paint a mural. Something sprawling, colorful, hers. But no, her mom would never allow it. Better to keep her art a secret. Invisible. She slipped the drawings under her mattress.

She was at that age where she lived for her mother’s approval. To stand in her good graces. But the feeling remained. Always a needle in her side. This sharp longing for a homecoming.



That night, she woke to voices. Auntie May was over. Naomi crept from her room to stand at the top of the stairs. She could see their shadows, her mom’s and Auntie May’s, as they bent their heads together.

“Maybe Naomi should see a counselor.” Concern edged Auntie May’s voice.

“Too risky.” Her mom’s voice was firm. “Naomi will be fine. The memories will fade soon enough. She’ll grow out of it.”

“Rika—”

“Don’t.” The word cracked like a whip. “I’m Anne now. I’ve been Anne for years. Naomi can never know any different. Promise me.”

A long pause. Then Auntie May’s voice, softer. “Of course. I will be more careful.”

Naomi pressed herself against the wall, heart hammering. Rika. Her mom had a different name. A hidden identity. Another self entirely.

Back in her room, she took out the bronze horse drawing and by flashlight added the name: Rika. She inhaled, hearing water, the sound dredged from memory. Along with a sense of belonging. Before the fear, she’d been happy. She saved the drawing. Kept it between her mattress and box spring for years. The horse barreling off the page, wild-maned, unstoppable.





Chapter EIGHT

Chelsey

THE DAY CREEPS ON. MONTOYA veers from the parking lot of the school. The Health Careers teacher’s words echo in Chelsey’s mind. You’re not going to find her alive. The truth is, time is not on her side.

The GPS takes them to a sad part of town—dingy, derelict. But once, it had been so much more. It had thrived.

The Nihonmachi District, where Japanese immigrants settled and made their lives. Then the war. The community stripped of their properties, their livelihoods, many sent to camps. There is a hotel, still in business, where families stashed their belongings in the basement. Folding clothes, tucking them into trunks along with their hopes of return. Nowadays people can come see. For the price of a cup of coffee, they stand on a plexiglass floor, looking down at what was left behind—a stroller, a set of encyclopedias, ice skates, a typewriter.

Out of the car, Chelsey stands on the curb, blowing into her hands, waiting for Montoya. Through a filmy café window, Asian men sit at a table, dominoes scattered between them. A black cat lies on the sill, tail flicking back and forth.

Just past them, a heavily pregnant woman works the counter on her tiptoes, dumping coffee beans into a machine. Chelsey finds herself noticing pregnant women everywhere. Wondering if they feel it, too—the ground shifting beneath them, the woman they used to be growing smaller in the distance. She looks away. Focuses on the case. Something solid to grip.

“Where do you want to start?” Montoya is huddled in his coat, hands jammed in his pockets. The temperature has dropped to biting, and mist is descending.

Across the street is a ramen house, and next door, an apartment building with rusting metal porches, then a little store with a flag hanging from its entrance, a neon OPEN sign lit in the window. “Let’s try there.”

They dodge cars, crossing the street, heads down against the wind and growing wetness. Bells clang as they enter.

Chelsey coughs against the heavy incense. The place is half market, half gift shop. The shelves are overcrowded with teacups and kettles, big-eyed stuffed animals, lucky cats, cookies, candy, and ramen packets. As a little girl, Chelsey would have loved a place like this. Objects to touch. To find herself in.

When she was ten, she stole an origami book from the library. Ripped the barcode from the spine and tucked it into the waistband of her Guess jeans. Waited until her parents were asleep. Legs under her covers, she flipped through the book, scissors and a stack of white computer paper at her hip. She cut out perfect squares and practiced, using her thumbnail to make the crease. She never mastered it, even though she thought something like that, folding paper from her homeland, should be innate, as easy as breathing.

A dark-haired, hollow-cheeked teen sits behind the counter, earbuds in and phone out.

“Hey.” Montoya grabs her attention while Chelsey holds a Buddha. He’s big-bellied, jovial, and laughing, a sack by his side.

The girl plucks out an earbud and stares through her dry bangs at Montoya.

“We’ve got this document, and we’re hoping you might help us figure out what it says.” He sets the paper from Naomi’s locker on the counter and his badge on top. The translator at the station is out sick, and they couldn’t wait for the backup to drive in from Tacoma.

The girl stands and purses her lips before hollering into the backroom, “Ojiisan. Keisatsu ga kitayo.”

After a long wait, a man comes through a beaded curtain. His back is stooped, and he uses a cane to shuffle along. “Keisatsu?” His face: deeply wrinkled, eyes milky but sharp.

“He doesn’t speak English. I don’t read Japanese. He’ll take a look, and I’ll translate,” she explains. The man digs in his pocket and switches his glasses for readers.

Chelsey sets the Buddha on the shelf and moves to the counter. The man places a gnarled finger on the document, speaking as he reads.

“He says they are names. It’s a koseki. A family registry.” Her eyes skate over Montoya then stop on Chelsey. Linger there. Wondering. Where are you from? Why don’t you speak it? Why don’t you read it? Heat crawls up Chelsey’s neck. The sensation of being Japanese enough for strangers to expect more, never Japanese enough to deliver. The girl looks away first. To her grandfather, speaking again. His voice is dry, parched, thin.

“Like a family tree,” she relays. “Very difficult to obtain. Only descendants with proof of identity may request one.”

“That explains Rika’s passport,” Montoya says to Chelsey.

The old man goes on. The girl translates the names and dates, starting from 1854. Montoya takes notes. What a priceless document, Chelsey thinks. Something she has never been afforded.

Her family believed some transformation occurred when they signed the papers. She was one of them now. Everything before didn’t matter. Her birth mom. Her skin color. The slant of her eyes. What mattered most was what was inside. Chelsey’s mom had the best of intentions. Believed her Finnish lineage would be a fine substitute.

“Rika Takahashi,” the girl says.

“Say that again?” Chelsey asks.

“The last entry is Rika Takahashi, married to Hiroshi Akiyama,” the girl says.

Married? The girl gives the date.

“Rika got pregnant with Naomi around that time,” Chelsey murmurs to Montoya.

“Think Naomi found her dad? Got in touch with him?” Montoya rocks back on his heels.

Questions cascade. Did Hiroshi know Rika was pregnant when she fled? Did the rage follow him through the years—a man robbed of his child? Had he been hunting them ever since?

No. He hadn’t found them. Naomi had summoned him. Sixteen years of absence, then suddenly, his daughter’s voice from across the Pacific.

They thank the girl, her grandfather. Montoya buys a pack of green tea Oreos and leaves the change in the tip jar.

On the way out, Chelsey catches her reflection in the glass as she pushes through the door. She doesn’t look in the mirror more than she has to, doesn’t believe there is much to see. Lydia, her older sister, her parents’ biological child, had loved her reflection, spent hours discovering what light and lipstick suited her best. She’d been confident. Had that kind of sureness that comes when you know you belong somewhere.



The day wilts. Evening comes, and Chelsey sits at her office desk. It is all detectives on this floor. A square of rooms opening to the middle of copy machines and printers. There is the quiet murmuring of voices, of other diehards.

Most are men twenty years Chelsey’s senior. But nice enough. They have a fishing club and charter a boat every spring for Chinook. Chelsey and Montoya were invited last year. She’d had to pee the whole time, so bad it hurt, but she’d caught the first salmon. A fifteen-pound hen, full of eggs and with deep-red buttery flesh that she’d filleted and Noah had vacuum-packed.

Montoya ducked out to feed quarters into an ancient vending machine everyone calls Stanley. He promised to be back with chips and cookies, their dinner.

Two hours ago, they placed a call to the embassy in Tokyo, spelling Hiroshi Akiyama’s name for three different departments before being told an email would come. She refreshes her inbox.

“Slim pickings.” Montoya steps in. “Hope you like Fritos.” He dumps a package on her desk, and she tears it open. “Anything yet?” He wakes up his computer, and the speakers turn on. Creedence Clearwater Revival plays low. Who’ll stop the rain?

“No.” Her desk is a mess, swallowed by files, paperwork, and scraps of paper, all despite the trash can near her feet, which Montoya likes to point out from time to time. She shrugs him off. At her elbow is an evidence bag. Rika’s clothes, the red bracelet trapped in a corner, the gold bell dulled gray. She has searched for its meaning, a good-luck charm to protect. She hits refresh again.

Her inbox reloads. She leans forward, gun shifting at her waist. A new message from the Tokyo embassy winks at her from the screen. Subject line: Hiroshi Akiyama.

She opens it, body tensing as she reads.





Chapter NINE

Rika

YEARS PASSED. YOU GREW TALLER, outspoken, into a restless teenager, hungry for life beyond the farm.

At seventeen, the flyer appeared on the co-op bulletin board, pinned between lost-cat notices and fertilizer discounts. FREE ENGLISH CONVERSATION. HOSTED BY NEW ASSISTANT-LANGUAGE TEACHERS FROM THE JET PROGRAM. ALL AGES WELCOME.

You brought it home, unfolded it on the kitchen table. “I want to go,” you told your mother. She was watching Roman Holiday, mouthing the lines, volume high against the bleating calves next door. Scattered in front of her were pictures from magazines. She spent hours cutting out images. The places she would have liked to travel. Dreams she no longer believed in enough to pursue.

You frowned at her, at her silence. You knew she hid a darkness, a sadness that lived beneath her bright smiles. She left you some nights to go on dates with the farmer’s son, the pharmacist, a lineman from the freeze-dried-food factory, only to return heartbroken anew.

“Learning English is useless,” your grandmother said from the kitchen.

“Please,” you begged, trailing your grandmother through the house. You attended high school two towns over and were a terrible student. You spent most periods smoking in the bathroom, hating everything—the droning lectures, the teachers policing sock colors, the desks in neat rows, the timed tests. The whole Orwellian structure.

Your mother tracked you, puffing her cheeks and flipping her ears forward like a monkey. You laughed. Your grandmother frowned at your mother. “Bah, she is your daughter, not your friend.” But your mother was so young when she had you. You’d grown up together.

“You’re right.” Your mother straightened. She turned down the volume. “I am her mother. I decide. She may go.”

Your grandmother rinsed a dish. She looked at you both, made a small tsk sound. “Fine. Go.”

The next day, you trekked to the village hall to sit in a circle with housewives, a salaryman, and children half your age, making stilted conversation. How are you? The weather is fine. Where is the toilet?

After class, you filed out with the others. One of the instructors fell into step beside you—a flop of brown hair, two dimples piercing his cheeks. Aaron.

You walked slowly, pace deliberate, three feet apart, quiet at first. “You’re the best one in there,” he said finally.

You hung your head to hide your smile. The wind whipped by, pressing your skirt against your thighs.

“Here.” Aaron shrugged off his jacket and placed it around your shoulders. Then stayed close. He was tall and lean and grinning at you. He made your heart race. Under your feet, you swore you felt a tremor. The first motion, the tiniest shake of the world readying to split open. You didn’t pull away.



The next day brought him to your doorstep, shy and eager, a camera in his hands.

He wanted to capture everything. Between clicks, Aaron told you how much he loved Sakegawa. The farming village, the verdant forests, the rice fields, the temples with hand-molded tiles, the streets stinking of sewage from ancient rotting pipes.

All of it, the sights, the sounds, was so different from his home in Arizona—where the forests were brown and sparse, the land domesticated, his father a doctor and his mother an ornithologist turned homemaker. Sakegawa was ancient and wild.

Your cheeks heated from his intensity. When he photographed you beneath the fire bell tower, you didn’t recognize the girl he showed you on the tiny screen—someone beautiful, someone worth remembering. You existed then, a part of his story.

After that, you spent every moment together—walking Sakegawa’s ghost streets, riding mamachari bikes to bakeries, eating bear-shaped sweet buns.

A first kiss by the school fence became kisses stolen between bookshelves at the library, then longer ones in the empty vinyl greenhouses, plastic sheets rattling around you. His hands, which barely grazed yours in the beginning, grew bolder, fingers interlaced, palm against your waist, thumb tracing your jaw.

You waited outside the community center after his English classes, watching through the window as housewives giggled at his pronunciation. The other ALTs would emerge first, rolling their eyes. “Your shadow’s here again,” they’d tease him in English you pretended not to understand. He’d flush and wait to hold your hand until you were far away and out of sight.

Evenings dissolved under his kotatsu table, your legs touching beneath the blanket, sharing headphones, watching downloaded shows on his laptop. Between episodes, he’d pull you closer, and what started as gentle pecks turned hungry, leaving you dizzy.

You became his gradually, then all at once.

The days without him turned unbearable. You couldn’t eat between visits, your stomach too full of butterflies. You waited for his call, bolting from the dinner table to answer it.

“Hello?” you said, back pressed against the wall, hidden from your mother laughing at your lovesickness, your grandmother clucking her tongue—you, smitten with a gaijin. You hated them both for it.

“Hey, it’s me.” A pause. Wind in the background. “Sorry it’s been a few days. I keep thinking…” He stopped, changed course. “There’s this abandoned daimyo house. Would you want to see it? Tomorrow?”

“Yes,” you said quickly. Too quick.

“Yeah?” Relief, then a nervous laugh. “Wear good shoes. It’s muddy.”

The trail was short, sloppy, overgrown with weeds, leading to a house half gone to rot. Only a skeleton remained—a thatched leaking roof, moldy beams, soggy shoji screens.

Inside, he laid a blanket between two pools of stagnant water ringed with dead leaves.

You sat. He kneeled. “You smell nice,” you said in halting English.

He smiled. “Cologne. I wore it for you.” Years later, you’d smell it again in an American grocery store, frightened out of your mind.

He touched your cheek, his hand drifted to your breast, hovering. You leaned into him. Made the choice for both of you. He didn’t remove his pants or shoes but wanted to see all of you. So you peeled off your clothes, goose bumps rising. You lay in his shadow. Opened your legs. He covered you like an entomologist pinning a butterfly to cardboard. As if he’d keep you forever, encased in glass.

You don’t remember the rest. Minutes of uneven poking and pounding. He was kind, gentle, and after, he looked away like a little boy, asking you to cover yourself.

“Are you okay?” He watched you dress. “Did you like it?”

You nodded, buttoning your blouse, though you weren’t sure. He took you home, and your mother knew immediately. How you’d changed. It was like another presence in the house. She told you to bathe. It would ease the soreness. No judgment. Your anger toward her dissolved.

Days passed. No word from Aaron. You stopped by his apartment. A different man answered—taller, older, new. “You’re looking for Aaron,” he said before you could speak.

You nodded, suddenly aware how you must appear. So young, so desperate.

“He’s gone. Back to the States.” He stepped aside. “He asked me to give you something.”

The envelope waited on the kitchen counter. He thrust it over with both hands, avoiding your eyes. “He said he was sorry. That he never meant for things to get complicated.”

You don’t remember walking home. Or standing in the living room. Or telling your mother. Showing her the envelope full of American dollars.

But you remember what she said. “It’s not who you are.” A memory was in her eyes. Perhaps when she’d been pregnant with you, enduring hostile glares from villagers, teachers, friends. She slapped the envelope from your fingers. Grasped your hands. Forced you to look at her. “The way that man made you feel. It’s not who you are.” She held you so tight it hurt, not letting go until you swore you believed it.

But later, alone in your room, you stared at the ceiling and understood the truth she couldn’t say: You were exactly like her. You pressed your palms against your eyes until you saw streaks of light—parallel paths, yours and hers running toward the same cliff.

Aaron’s envelope of money lay on your dresser. Already you could feel the urge to wait for him rising, could feel how you’d grow smaller with each year of silence. How you’d become her. A lonely obelisk. No. You swore that would not happen. You made a decision. To leave Sakegawa before you spent decades cutting out pictures of the life you should have lived.



Five days after graduation, you were gone.

Your mother took you to the train station. On the platform, she tied a red string around your wrist—the thread rough against your skin, the tiny bell charm cold then warm as it found your pulse. She knew why you were leaving, could see Aaron’s ghost between you, but said nothing. You made promises to call often, visit soon.

Boarding the train, you pressed your palm against the window. Watched your mother grow smaller on the platform then turned away to sit forward, the countryside blurring past until it gave way to concrete, to steel, to Tokyo, to its neon throat opening. Down you went into the city’s fluorescent belly, your thumb finding the red string at your wrist, worrying it like a rosary. That tiny bell still there, its tinkling the only familiar sound in this ocean of strangers, this river of dark suits and careful faces rushing past.

Here, you never thought of Aaron again. Not until the day you needed to disappear. You remembered his last name. Walker. Common. Untraceable. And you took it for yourself.





Chapter TEN

Chelsey

CHELSEY STARES AT HER COMPUTER screen, and Hiroshi Akiyama stares back.

The photograph is black-and-white, a mug shot taken at age twenty after a bar fight that left three men hospitalized. His eyes are directed at the lens, boring through Chelsey, dark and devouring.

According to bureau agents in Tokyo, he runs Tetsu Security, a private protection firm with suspected yakuza ties that operates in the shadows between legitimate business and organized crime.

He surfaces now and then in different countries—sharp suits, shiny watches, exclusive hotels. His clients include politicians, celebrities, and men whose names never appear in newspapers. Protection, intimidation, problems that disappear, all for the right price. Bodies left in his wake. The force of the yakuza at his back.

The file includes another incident, decades old. A car bomb meant for Ryo Tatsumoto, his oyabun. Akiyama had pulled his boss from the burning vehicle, lost most of the skin on his hands doing it.

He hasn’t been seen. Not since he boarded a flight to Hawaii ten days ago.

“He’s here,” Montoya says over Chelsey’s shoulder, his face cast in blue light from the screen.

Chelsey exhales, chip pinched between her fingers. “If he is here, he’s not staying anywhere cheap.” She puts the chip back in the bag and dusts off her hands.

Montoya straightens. “You take anything east of I-5, I’ll take west.”

Chelsey nods, standing too. “Start with five-star hotels and luxury properties.”



Eleven p.m. and Chelsey looks up at the Four Seasons. Elliott Bay churns beneath. Dark water, writhing. Nearby, a trio of wet flags flap. The wind has turned wilder, taunting.

She enters on a gust, the push like ghost hands against her back. The lobby is elegant and warm, dove-gray stone and a crackling fireplace.

Two clerks are tied up with guests checking in. She bypasses them for a lone woman standing behind a desk, flipping through paperwork. At Chelsey’s approach, the woman smiles brightly. “Hi there. Can I help you?” Her name tag reads Nicole Fox, VIP Concierge.

A memory rises in Chelsey’s throat. She didn’t speak until she was five. Her first clear memory is from kindergarten. Nothing before that, no matter how hard she’s tried. When they’d gone out to dinner, her mother made a big deal of Chelsey ordering for herself. You want a hamburger, her mother would say, unmoved by the quiet desperation in Chelsey’s eyes. Go on, tell her. You won’t eat otherwise. Chelsey had peered up at the waitress, the same expectant, encouraging, almost maternal look on her face as Nicole’s now.

No. Chelsey swallows, squares her shoulders. Pushes the past down and flashes her badge, going through the introductions. Same as she’s done at every five-star hotel in Seattle the past two hours. This is her last stop. “I’m wondering if you have a guest staying here. He looks like this, but older—this was taken in his twenties.” She lays her phone on the desk, Akiyama’s mug shot on the screen.

Nicole’s gaze flicks down, then up, barely looking. She slides the phone back to Chelsey. “I’d love to assist, but our guests’ information is private. Hotel policy, I’m afraid.” She punctuates the dismissal with a tilt of her head toward the entrance.

Chelsey inhales. “How about this woman?” She swipes to the picture from Rika’s house. Rika, Naomi, and Mayumi standing in front of the brick building, ivy at their ankles. She wishes she had a more recent photograph, but this is the only clear image they’d found.

“I’d love to assist, but our guests’ information is private. Hotel policy, I’m afraid.” The same lines sharper now.

“The woman in the photo is dead.” Chelsey points and thinks of Rika’s body. The pool of blood. The way her hand was reaching for her daughter. Wanting to take away everything that hurt. “And her child is missing.”

Nicole’s smile doesn’t waver. “Our guests and their visitors are strictly confidential.”

Chelsey’s phone buzzes. Montoya. She scoops it up. “I see. I’ll get a warrant, and then we’ll talk.”

The same smile. “Happy to help with the right paperwork.”

She answers Montoya as she exits the lobby. “Hey.”

“Nothing in Bellevue. Any luck?”

She pauses outside the glass door, standing in the cold. “Stonewalled by the VIP concierge.”

He clucks. “Five-star hotels specialize in discretion. There was this tech executive who used private jets, landed at small airports, then had the hotels arrange ‘ground transportation that never went through public areas,’ brought girls in and out that way.”

She’s heard the story. He’d paid off hotel staff, hundred-dollar bills for silence. A decade, he got away with it. Money is a powerful motivator. “Maybe I’ll stick around. Catch one of the bellmen during a break, see if they’re more willing to talk.” She paces to the end of the hotel, to a banister and the black water below. An oily patch of debris floats by.

“I’ll try some of the four-star hotels. But doubt I’ll find anything.” What they know of Akiyama is that he grew up poor and doesn’t like going backward.

She hangs up, pushes away from the water, and strolls back to the hotel, to a wooden bench and steel garbage can with an ashtray on top.

Nicole is in the lobby, keeping a close eye on Chelsey through the floor-to-ceiling windows. Chelsey gives a short wave and a bright smile. In turn, Nicole’s smile changes. Less friendly.

The air mixes with the smell of stale cigarettes. She glances at the tray, at the cigarettes jutting from the ashes like bones. She stills. Gaze snagged.

Her skin begins to prickle, and she creeps forward, all four butts ringed with a thin line of silver. The same as Rika’s porch. The bands catching the light like polished coins.

What are the odds she’d find Seven Stars cigarettes here? She looked up the brand earlier. An import from Japan. Not popular in the United States. Outside a hotel where Hiroshi Akiyama could be staying.

The ashtray is on hotel property but close to the sidewalk—public domain. She stands and bumps into it. The tray and garbage tumble over, debris spilling onto the sidewalk. Nicole is watching through the window. Chelsey shrugs. “Sorry,” she says to the frowning bellman.

“I’ll get someone to clean it up.” He steps into the lobby and picks up a phone attached to the wall.

Chelsey squats, feeling the heat of Nicole’s gaze on her neck. From her back pocket, she pulls an evidence bag, turns it inside out, uses it as a glove to pick up the Seven Stars butts.





Chapter ELEVEN

Rika

RENT WAS CHEAPEST IN TOKYO’S Edogawa ward. You took an apartment on the second floor. Through the paper-thin walls you could hear the newlyweds next door having sex. All your meals came from the konbini down the street. You ate strawberry sandwiches, onigiri, and anpan in front of the television, laughing helplessly at game shows—something you continued to love, even at the end.

Sunday nights, you called home. Cord wound around your finger, breathless with news. Tokyo made you feel infinite, you told your mother. You’d never been happier. Had found a job—at a clothing store where everything sold was in varying shades of pink. You liked it there, the chime of the door, the neat stacks, hours spent in all that sweetness.

This is where Akane first saw you, through the window as she passed by. Inside, she pretended to shop, flicking through a rack of hot-pink sweaters, mouth turned down at the polyester fabric.

She introduced herself, and after a few minutes of polite chatter, she told you she owned Moonlight. She paused, smile fixed, waiting for you to recognize the name. “A hostess house. High-end,” she explained. You didn’t respond. “Come work for me.” Like magic, she produced a card, offering it with both hands. A floral emblem, an address. No phone number.

“I don’t have any experience.” You were folding a stack of bubblegum-colored T-shirts but listening, intrigued. You’d walked past the Kabukichō illuminated gateway but never through. All that light. You’d wanted to be touched by it. The way bright things pull at creatures who should know better.

She laughed, unflappable. “With your face, you don’t need any.”



Three weeks you waited. Until a dreary Saturday. Rain sluicing down your apartment window, you cut your bangs, sweeping them to the side. Then you turned this way and that, arms aching, stretching to pin your hair up like Audrey Hepburn. Finally, you dusted your cheeks in baby pink and put on an ivory dress.

Akane greeted you with open hands, her crimson lips splitting into a warm smile. “Please. Call me Mama-san,” she said, giving you a tour.

You were consumed, seeing it all. The black-velvet wallpaper with metallic vines and blooms. The seats upholstered in white leather. The shochu bottles lined behind the bar, the food menu, the number of forks and glasses. You marveled at everything.

Such abundance! Such opulence! The staff’s chests puffed with pride. They were glad to work there, glad to work for Akane. You thought yourself a bit of a cliché. A girl from a small town on the cusp of making it big. So lucky, you thought to yourself. And for the second time, you swore you felt a tremor under your feet. The world sliding another inch open.



A bundle of nerves lodged in your chest, your first night at the hostess house. Hand on the bar, body half turned, you watched the other girls deploy fake smiles, descending on tables in sets of five. Vultures coaxing customers to order the most expensive bottle of champagne. Draining drink after drink until the bill tipped over five figures.

“Silly girls. They’ll be hungover tomorrow, wasting themselves on one night.” She appeared beside you. Mayumi, the most successful hostess in the club, the one all the other girls watched with envy and awe and sometimes spite. In her hand, a drink that smelled like chocolate. You would learn Mayumi lived on espresso martinis. While the other girls used stimulants to stay awake, she relied on caffeine alone.

Mayumi sipped her drink. “First night.” Not a question. “I can tell. Let’s find you a customer.” On tiptoes, she scanned the room, and you admired the profile she cut, feminine and full-bodied, beautiful. “Him. In the corner.” You followed her line of sight to a dark booth occupied by a single man, head bowed toward his lap, defeat in his posture. “Go on,” she said, giving you a little push. “Try.” Things you loved about Mayumi: her confidence, how she did not suffer fools, how she helped you and did not ask for anything in return. What had she seen in you that first night?

You walked to his table, unsteady in heels. “May I?” You offered a smile, a look that said: This is all so overwhelming, I’d much rather be here with you, pressed in the back, in the dark.

He cleared his throat. Did not speak for a beat. “Please.”

You slid into the booth.

“My name is Fumio,” he said, and offered to buy you a drink. He smelled like antiseptic.

“No,” you countered. “Let’s spend some time together. Then you may decide if you’d like to pay for my company.”

Your conversation went on for over an hour. From across opposite sides of the room, Mayumi sent you encouraging smiles; Akane hostile looks. Fumio was taking up valuable real estate. He’d be booted soon if he didn’t start paying for drinks. You’d be reprimanded. Maybe demoted to Monday nights. Sweat gathered under your arms and soaked through your crepe dress. Perhaps you had been wrong. Perhaps you were not ready to play this game.

Fumio told a raunchy joke, and you forgot yourself. A real laugh escaped.

A light clicked on inside Fumio. “I’d like to buy you a drink now.”

He did not spend much that night compared to others. Thirty thousand yen, a couple hundred dollars. Your cut was modest, but at Mayumi’s urging, you used some of it to buy him a pair of socks.

He’d complained his wife didn’t take care of him. “Bah! She always forgets to buy me clothing, undershirts, and underwear,” he had said, deep in his drink, cheeks the color of ripe tomatoes.

The department store clerk offered to wrap them, but Mayumi said no. “Wrap them yourself,” she said. “Tell him… Tell him you wanted your hands to be on everything he touches.”

You did. The next time he came, you leaned in close to him, close enough to see your reflection in his glasses. Someone else’s smile. You said the words. They worked. His face softened, his wallet opened wider.



Three months in, you had regulars.

Men with goatees, wide jaws, small noses, or wire-framed glasses. Men who smelled of sandalwood or musk or aftershave or tangy skin. A chef who made desserts and wanted to watch you eat them. An accountant who liked your feet. An exiled imperial prince who paid you five million yen to attend a Giants baseball game with him. Lonely men. Tired men. You made their lives bigger. Brighter. Better.

In return, they transformed your life, too.

The money was more than you ever imagined. In one night, you earned what your mother made in three months on the farm. You bought silk dresses. Red-soled shoes. You felt like the women in the films your mother loved—elegant, desired, powerful.

Your calls home grew infrequent. You kept hidden how you took laxatives to keep your body slim. How you overspent at the cosmetics counter. How you bleached your skin. The burning. You learned to wait it out, eyes on the mirror, watching yourself—knowing the only way to be seen in the world was to be beautiful.

You learned how easy it was. One thing unspoken, then another. It was the way of things, you supposed: daughters keeping their mothers in the dark. No need to worry her. Not about the patrons who paid in cash, careful not to leave a trail. Or how you looked away from what happened in the darkest corners, the business deals you were encouraged not to see. Or how women disappeared in the red haze of Kabukichō.

It wasn’t a big deal—the girls who never stayed for long. Lured away by foreigners promising marriage, green cards to America, apartments in Paris—offers of salvation with hidden teeth. You understood the temptation. You’d been poor and invisible in Sakegawa.

Families came, clutching photographs, desperation in their eyes. Have you seen Yukiko? Have you seen Akemi? She said she was working here, and we haven’t heard from her. Occasionally, a body was found. In the river or an alley. The police would show up then. She’s from another club, Akane would say. They addict them to meth, keep them up all night. That would never happen to one of mine. Never.



Saturday, and Moonlight was bursting. Customers were being turned away at the door. But Akane cleared a booth for a group of men in sharp suits, ushering out a set of drunk politicians. You had never seen her do this and were intrigued.

Fumio was moaning about his day. How his boss harangued him for hours for missing a number on a report. You smiled, nodded at suitable intervals, and kept your attention on someone else, on the young man sitting quietly on the edge of the powerful group.

He was not like the others. He wore a simple black suit, well tailored but cheap. No Rolex, no flashy jewelry. His friends ordered champagne bottles by the dozens while he nursed a single whiskey, watching everything with sharp, calculating eyes.

“Our drinks are empty,” you said, interrupting Fumio.

“Oh.” His face fell. He raised an arm to signal a waitress.

“It’s so busy here tonight. I’ll go myself. What would you like?” He ordered a beer and invited you to choose anything from the menu. Anything you wanted.

“You are too generous,” you said, rising and bowing.

You moved slowly under the gauze of smoke, aware of the stranger watching from his booth. A hot charge between you. The friction of like recognizing like.

You ordered drinks from Masa and lingered at the bar, hips angled toward him, chin turned away. You were the one hunting.

“Table ten is asking for you,” Akane said at your elbow.

Table ten. His table. You wrapped your hand around the stem of the lychee martini. You’d decided to indulge in something sweet. Felt as if you should be celebrating.

“They’ll have to wait,” you said, staring into your drink. “I am with Fumio tonight.” Usually, he stayed until closing. Stumbling drunk, you’d escort him out, place him in a taxi, and send him home to his cold wife, to his medicine cabinet full of sinus rinses and antifungal creams. Once, you paid for the cab fare because he had spent his whole check at the club. He was going broke loving you.

“They’re very important customers,” Akane said.

You sipped your martini, letting the sweetness dissolve on your tongue. “You want them to come back, don’t you?” Another sip. Another artful pause. “Tell them I am engaged for the evening. Maybe tomorrow.”

You were careful not to make eye contact with him again. When the group left before closing, you wilted. Had you been wrong?

You drank too much, letting the alcohol warm your blood and numb your senses, drown your disappointment. Fumio leaned on you as you placed him in a cab. You shut the door and waved through the window. When you straightened, he was there, the man from table ten—across the street, clad in a simple wool jacket, standing in the inky night, snow swirling around him. Time stopped. Later, he’d tell you it had been the same for him.

Back inside, you gathered your coat and purse. Breathless. Your desire erecting skyscrapers, entire cities, monuments. You were tipsy and flushed when you exited. He was still there, under the lights of a ramen shop, cigarette between his fingers.

You set off for home, his footsteps echoing yours. You knew he was there. Enjoyed it. This was the game. With each block, your sensations heightened.

At your building, you lingered at the door, pretending to fumble with your keys just to feel his nearness. Upstairs, you drew your curtains half shut, undressed in silhouette, aware of him on the street below. Watching. Waiting.

He did not step foot in the hostess club again, but he did return for you. Every night for seven nights, he was there. Outside. Following you home. Watching you framed in the window.

On the eighth night, he changed the rules. He wasn’t there when you left. Not under the fluorescent ramen shop sign. Not at the corner stall. The absence made you uneasy.

But halfway home, you felt him fall into step behind you. Close enough that your breath caught, but not touching.

At the alley near your building, he stopped you with a word. “Enough.” His voice low, almost tender.

He stepped closer, and the air between you sparked. His hand brushed your cheek, then your shoulder, and the thrill of it made your knees tremble.

You kissed him first. Clumsy and fierce. He tasted of smoke and whiskey. The world narrowed to the imprint of brick at your back. His hands. The cold air on your skin.

“I don’t know your name,” he said after, when you were pulling your panties up.

His tongue had been everywhere on your body except your mouth. You were light-headed. Trembling. Moths swarmed against the lampposts.

“Rika,” you said, giddy, unsteady on your feet. You were wearing Technicolor glasses. How could you see the dark clouds rolling in?

He nipped at your shoulder. In the light, up close, you saw the entirety of his face for the first time. The youthful curves. A boy teetering on manhood. “Akiyama,” he said. “Hiroshi Akiyama.”





Chapter TWELVE

Chelsey

OVERNIGHT, THE WIND PUSHES AWAY the clouds, the bad weather, and Saturday morning, the sky unfolds a vivid blue. The sun is out, tempting Chelsey’s neighbors from their houses. Noah has fallen under the same spell. He wears fishing waders and goggles, probably stolen from the chem lab at his old school, and sprays down their driveway of dirt and branches while Chelsey sits on the porch’s concrete steps. Her mom’s voice loud through the phone.

“I bought more baby clothes,” she says. Since Chelsey told her she was pregnant, Marianne calls three times more than she used to. She wants to know about every doctor’s appointment, the baby’s measurements, what kind of fruit or vegetable it is this week, how Chelsey is feeling. “All neutral colors, of course, which isn’t hard to find these days. The sales lady told me beige is trending.”

Chelsey pulls the phone from her ear. Just a second to check the time. Last night, she had gathered the Seven Stars cigarette butts from the Four Seasons and raced back to the precinct. Followed a tech around until he’d agreed to run the DNA. He’d asked for patience, to give him until midmorning. She’s counting down. Five minutes until ten.

“Chelsey?” her mom says. “You there, sweetheart?” Her tone is much different from years ago. Then, it had been bitter, flat, crushed by her father’s volatility, by Lydia’s disappearance. It’s hard to think of that time before. When she’d been younger. When she and Lydia stuffed their bras with tissue and sometimes their bellies with pillows, consumed with being older, with wondering what kind of women and mothers they’d be.

How much her life has changed. No more Polly Pockets or Easy-Bake Ovens.

Now Lydia is upstate, at the Women’s Correctional Facility—a place Chelsey had helped put her. Now Lydia cuts her own hair, goes to church in the prison chapel, and sits in a pew under a window where the light comes in. She’s found what she’s been looking for. Every month, Chelsey receives a postcard, Jesus on the front, his hands open and filled with glowing orbs, and on the other side, a message from Lydia. Would Chelsey like to save her soul, too?

“Sorry,” she says, “what were you asking?”

Her mom clucks her tongue. “I wanted to know how your doctor’s appointment was.”

“Good.” She should tell her mom they found out it’s a girl. But the words won’t come. She’ll keep the news private for now. A little girl. A secret. Not yet real. “They wanted to know about my biological history again.” Fear returns, hovering. What is she carrying? What will she pass along?

Her mom is silent.

The pause stretches. Long enough for memory to intrude.

Her father’s voice booming as he walked down the hallway. Chelsey, my office. She’d been watching television with Lydia after dinner, spread out on the carpet. She pulled herself up and walked slow. Looking back at her mom, drying the wooden mallet, a little stain from dinner on her yellow blouse now. Her mother didn’t meet her eyes.

She’d paused in his doorway. Plaid wallpaper. The gun safe. The smell of leather and something else. Something burning?

Come in. Have a seat.

A fire blazed in the grate. No. There hadn’t been a fire. Had there? She couldn’t remember. But she recalled the chair opposite him, how the leather stuck to her bare legs. The way he leaned in forward, hands folded on the desk—big hands, pale and freckled.

I’m going to need you to stop asking questions. You’re upsetting your mother.

She blinks. She’s on the porch. Noah is spraying the driveway. Her mother is waiting on the line. That familiar silence, a closed door. Marianne had done her best, helping her daughter navigate a white school, a white town, a white family. I picked you, Marianne would say, cupping Chelsey’s chin.

“It doesn’t matter,” Chelsey hurries out. “The appointment went fine. The baby is measuring right on track. Maybe you could come for the next one?”

“I’d like that,” her mom says. “Let me get my notebook.” She still uses a paper calendar to track things—where she’s going, what she needs from the grocery store, who she’s having lunch with next Saturday. Chelsey tells her the date. “Blocking it out now. I’ll come for the whole week.”

Chelsey hangs up. Checks the time. 10:02. The lab should be calling soon.

Across the street, a front door opens. A woman with deep-set chestnut eyes and messy hair emerges. Heather Whitaker. Their neighbor. A man in a red-and-black uniform is by her side, clipboard in hand, thumb pinning down sheets of paper ruffling in the breeze. The Guardian Security van parked along the curb belongs to him. At Heather’s wave, Noah cuts the pressure washer.

Heather swings to Chelsey, smiling, lassoing her in. Trapped, Chelsey rises, brushes her backside free of pebbles, and saunters down to meet them on the sidewalk.

Noah joins, too, pushing the goggles up his forehead. He looks ridiculous, and she loves him for it.

“This is Nicholas,” Heather introduces the man. “We’re having an alarm installed.”

Nicholas blasts them with a toothy smile and dips his chin. “Heather explained you’ve had some recent crime in the neighborhood.”

People buy houses in neighborhoods like this for a reason. They don’t like it when the outside sneaks in. When a woman is murdered and her daughter goes missing.

“We’re running a special right now, ma’am.” Nicholas zeroes in on Chelsey. “Keep your little ones safe.”

“Chelsey is a detective with Seattle PD,” Heather says, and turns to Chelsey. “Do you know anything about what happened over on Thirty-Seventh Street? Jenny says the girl goes to her school. A group of students are organizing to put up flyers.”

Chelsey is saved by Jenny. She sticks her head out the door. “Mom, Chloe is coming to pick me up. We’re going to the mall and then the movies.”

“You can go, but I want you home before six.” Heather’s smile sweeps over Chelsey, Noah, and Nicholas.

“What? Why?”

“I already explained,” she calls back, crossing her arms. Jenny slams the door, and Heather tugs on her ear. “Well, that was embarrassing. I don’t understand her most of the time. I told Jenny I wanted her to stay home. No going out at night until things settle down and whoever did this is caught. The other day, I saw a coyote on my morning walk. Can you believe it? Nowhere feels safe anymore.”

“I have a buddy who can take care of that coyote. He’ll come out and set up some traps, charge a hundred bucks for each, then humanely relocate it,” says Nicholas.

Heather perks up, interested.

Noah scratches his chin, shakes his head. “That won’t work. Coyotes are smart. You’ve got to shoot them.” He grew up scaring coyotes off the chickens at his house. He’d kill the persistent ones, but most times, he’d hit them in the flank with BB guns. That usually scared them away for good.

“Can’t discharge a firearm within a school zone,” Chelsey says. The elementary school is a block away. A major selling point for both Chelsey and Noah. For different reasons. Chelsey was thinking about sex offenders not being allowed to live within 2,500 feet. Noah was thinking about walking their kids to kindergarten.

Chelsey’s phone buzzes. Montoya. “I have to take this.” She steps away and answers. “Hey.”

“The DNA on the butts from the hotel match the ones at Rika’s.” His voice is edged with excitement.

She inhales, nose stinging with fresh-cut grass. Naomi could be inside that hotel.

“Search warrant?” Chelsey asks, toeing the ground.

“Got a judge on it now.”





Chapter THIRTEEN

Naomi

SOMEONE IS IN THE ROOM with Naomi.

She stirs, hearing footsteps rounding her bed. The fog in her brain is lifting. She begins to swim up toward the surface, toward a dim light. Not sunlight, but the weak glow from a single bulb hanging from the ceiling.

She feels someone next to the bed. The tug of her IV, then the burn, new medication coming in. Her hands bunch the sheets. It takes an enormous effort, but she opens her eyes. Lets out a grunt. And sees her captor, the benign smile.

The fog descends again. Her eyes won’t stay open.

“I’m scared,” she croaks out. I did this; the thought surfaces, then sinks. And her along with it. Down. All the way to the bottom of the ocean, landing back in time.



Two weeks ago, Naomi received the email. It came in the middle of her Health Careers class. The subject line: Re: your family inquiry.

She raised her hand, waving it impatiently.

“Can it wait?” said Mr. Willis. A CPR dummy was in front of him. He was demonstrating the correct technique to save a life. Thirty chest compressions and two rescue breaths.

Naomi shook her head, pleaded with her eyes.

Mr. Willis jerked his head. “Don’t take long.”

Neck bent, she slipped through the orange classroom door, to the hallway, and into the bathroom.

A trio of girls had staked out territory near the farthest sink, closest to a garbage can overflowing with paper towels.

They stopped to look Naomi up and down. She could see the moment they decided she wasn’t worth their attention. They turned and carried on, applying coats of lip gloss and mascara and chattering about memes and how hot Mr. Willis was. “He’s married, but his wife isn’t even that cute.”

She shut herself in a stall. Heart beating fast. Giddy and frightened. Outside the stall, the girls sprayed perfume. One coughed. “Fuck, that got in my mouth,” she said.

A laugh, husky. “Sorry. Not sorry.”

Her thumbs hovered over her phone. On the screen was the dummy Gmail account she’d created. No one knew about this address, and every time she used it, she wiped her search history. She opened the email.

Dear Ms. Takahashi, it started.

Takahashi. Her mom’s real name.

She remembered the night she’d overheard Auntie May call her mom “Rika.” The sharp correction. I’m Anne now. Naomi had tucked that knowledge away, a secret treasure she turned over in her mind for years. Why would someone change their name?

The mystery gnawed at her until she’d found the passport in her mom’s closet. High on a shelf, tucked into the farthest corner, in a box covered by a thick layer of dust.

She’d felt a frisson of apprehension, guilt too, but the hunger for answers won out. The mystery had burrowed deep under her skin. A little parasite needing to be fed, no longer satiated by drawings.

Her mom was at work. She sat on the floor, legs crossed, the black box in front of her, rectangular and long, a tiny coffin. She blew the dust off and lifted the lid. Only two items inside. The first a rope doll. She lifted it, lighter than expected, smelling faintly of dust and something else, a floral she couldn’t name. She recognized the doll. Had seen it before in a photograph of her and her mom and Auntie May in downtown Seattle.

She had no memory of it being important, but it must have been if her mom kept it. She set the doll aside and found the second item. A passport from Japan. She flipped it open. Saw her mom, younger and smiling. Different. Freer and unguarded. A woman Naomi had never met. This was her mother before. Before what? She traced the name with her finger. Rika Takahashi. Felt the stitches of her life beginning to come apart, her identity stretching at the seams.

The girls’ voices faded to a hum. The stall walls pressed close. The most important email of her life, opened perched on a toilet.


We’ve received your final payment. Your family koseki is attached. We offer translation services for an additional fee if you so wish. Otherwise, it has been a pleasure serving you.



She didn’t need translation. She’d learned to speak and read the language from her mom and Auntie May.

She left the restroom and skipped her next period, heading to the library to print the koseki. Her family tree. She studied the names of her ancestors, her breath quick and short. The characters marching down the page in neat vertical columns, black ink on cream paper.

Her mom’s name was last, at the bottom. Then there was a line, a short mark indicating a wedding. She walked her fingers across it with all the tentativeness of balancing on a tightrope, whispering the name. Hiroshi Akiyama.

Ten months before Naomi was born, her mom had been married to this man. He had to be her father. She took a quavering breath, flushed with a certain sense of peace, of promise, like the first crocus of spring.

Late that night, after her mom had gone to sleep, Naomi waited for the click, the soft hum. Then she painted in the dark, in secret, trying to bring her father to life. The story she’d been told: Her mom didn’t know him. She’d met him at a bar here in America. But Naomi had always been able to tell she was lying. It was in her eyes, the way they wouldn’t make contact. It made her want to shake her mother. To scream: Just tell me. Why do you get to know who you are and I don’t? The details were so sparse. Not enough to inspire or paint. But now she had a name. A name for which she’d found contact information. She emailed a relative of his. I think I might be Hiroshi Akiyama’s daughter.

Her chest swelled as she finished the last brushstroke. She’d painted him, a familiar stranger, in the streets of Tokyo. Alone, with traffic and people whirring around him. Neon lights everywhere but none on his face, that was in shadow, too dark to see. But this man was searching for something. His daughter. And she was out there, waiting for him.





Chapter FOURTEEN

Chelsey

CHELSEY STRIDES INTO THE FOUR Seasons. The air is electric, alive. Uniforms fan out behind her, positioning themselves at the entrances and exits. Radios crackle. Boots on marble. Beyond the doors, the evening is a fading blue. Montoya is with her, wearing the same black tactical gear, a search warrant shoved in his front pocket, an earpiece hanging loose around his neck.

Nicole, the VIP concierge, is nowhere in sight. In her place is a young man, bright-eyed with gelled hair. Montoya strides forward and pulls the warrant, spreading it on the desk. He waits for Chelsey to speak. They worked the lead together. But the cigarettes were her find; this is her catch.

“You have a guest staying here. We believe it’s this man. His name is Hiroshi Akiyama, but he may have registered under something else.” She lays down Akiyama’s mug shot. Rika’s next to it. “He’s a smoker. Left cigarette butts outside. This warrant is for his room search.”

The man’s Adam’s apple bobs. “Mr. Takahashi.” He used Rika’s maiden name. Clever. Chelsey adds to Akiyama’s profile in her mind. Thinks he’s smart, above it all. “The woman—yes, she visited during my shift often. I work nights,” he rushes out, eyes wide, cheeks flushed. “He’s a special guest, VIP. He put her on the room.” Typing on the computer. “Anne Walker.” Rika’s alias.

Chelsey’s skin prickles. Hiroshi Akiyama is here. Naomi may be here, too.

“What about this girl? Have you seen her?” She pulls up a photograph of Naomi, her school picture, that unremarkable face.

The desk clerk shakes his head. “I don’t know. I only recall the woman.”

Chelsey’s chest squeezes. She thinks of the tech executive who used private jets and small airports, hotels arranging discreet transportation. All the monsters in all the high places.



The presidential suite is on the top floor. The lighting is dim, intentionally soft. The carpet swallows their footsteps. The SWAT team is in position. An officer is in front of Chelsey and Montoya, another five behind them, two positioned at each exit. She can hear them breathing. Can smell the sweat and adrenaline.

The clerk is there, too. He puts a knuckle against the door. Tap. Tap. Tap. “Mr. Takahashi. Timothy from the front desk here. There are some detectives from the Seattle Police Department with me. They have a warrant to search the suite.”

“Unlock the door now.” Chelsey feels along her side, to her holster, and draws her gun. The metal is warm from her body heat. Familiar. She doesn’t like how antsy, how jittery she is. The way her heart has taken on an extra-nervous beat. The hallway holds the same quiet she’s heard in the forest when she used to go hunting with her dad. When the birds stop singing. When all becomes unnaturally still. When you know something is watching you. Turn very carefully around, he had said. Then three clicks to your right. A cougar in the underbrush, studying them, waiting to ambush.

The clerk slides a key card against a flat black disc under the door handle. A beep. A click. The light flashes green.

The officer shoves the clerk aside and opens the door. Darkness. The smell of cigarettes and whiskey. Chelsey scans the suite. Vast. A living room swallowed in shadow, doors leading to the rooms, places a man could hide.

She directs herself to the primary suite, Montoya keeping step, the team behind them. They move together, sweeping across the floor, a shadow army. A set of double doors stands at the end of the hallway. She pauses outside them, feeling life on the other side. The hairs rise on her arms. Her pulse drums in her throat.

In and out, she breathes, the air dangerously charged. In a shard of moonlight, Montoya jerks his head at Chelsey. Ready?

Silent, she nods. Go. Montoya turns the handle, and Chelsey creeps in. The room opens before her. A king bed. Floor-to-ceiling windows. The city glittering beyond. Again, she hears her father. Take the shot, he says, eyes never leaving the cougar.

“Hiroshi Akiyama,” she calls out firmly. A dark lump under the covers moves. Her gun is drawn. “On your knees, hands behind your head.”

He rouses. Sits up slow, sheets pooling at his waist. His head turns toward the light, toward the voices, and for a breath he’s just a man pulled from sleep. Confused, squinting, human. Then his eyes find Chelsey, her gun. The confusion falls away.

He rises, walking toward Chelsey, a dark monolith. His face catches the moonlight. Sharp cheekbones. Those devouring eyes from the mug shot, older now but the same.

Inside, her abdomen quivers. The baby. Moving for the first time, slippery as a fish. Her breath catches. The gun wavers. The world narrows to that flutter, that impossible aliveness inside her. Akiyama is close. Too close.

Quick movement, and Montoya steps in front of Chelsey. With both hands, he pushes Akiyama back to the bed. A nightstand jostles, the bottle and glass on top spill over, whiskey darkens the floors. The smell blooms sharp and amber.

Akiyama springs from the bed, sweeping a foot under Montoya, and at the same time, lands a right hook to his cheek. The crack of knuckle against bone. Montoya’s head snaps back, and blood pours from his nose, splattering the cream carpet.

Akiyama stands, rolls his neck. Montoya straightens, steadies himself, and plows into Akiyama’s midsection. He pins a knee against his chest, and the SWAT team swoops in, guns drawn, little red laser dots lighting up Akiyama’s face and bare chest inked in full sheets of tattoos—a red demon, a branch of cherry blossoms, koi darting underwater. “Hiroshi Akiyama?” Montoya’s breaths are ragged; blood drips from his nose.

Akiyama sneers but does not struggle. “Fuck you.”

Montoya shakes him. “You going to cooperate, or should I put you in full restraints?”

“Try it.” He thrashes, his neck straining.

Montoya lets out a sound at the intersection of anger and frustration. “Cuff him,” he says. He pulls away from Akiyama, and a SWAT member takes his place, flipping Akiyama over and snapping handcuffs on his wrists. The click of metal. The rasp of Akiyama’s breath muffled against the sheets.

Montoya swipes under his nose, the back of his hand coming away bloody. “Might be broken,” he says. “What got into you?”

Chelsey doesn’t answer. The silence comes easy. She’d learned young to keep things buried.





Chapter FIFTEEN

Rika

NIGHT TWO WITH HIROSHI. HE took you to a modest business hotel—nothing like the plush robes and twenty-four-hour room service you’d grown used to.

“It’s not the Aman,” he said, watching your face. “Are you disappointed?” His voice dipped, a vulnerability you weren’t prepared for. He kissed your palm and whispered a promise against it. To give you everything. Someday.

“This is perfect,” you told him, meaning it.

He moved closer, fingers finding the zipper at your back. The sound, slow, deliberate, filled the small room. The dress eased from your shoulders, pooling at your feet. You turned, unbuttoned his shirt. Your breath caught—the tattoos, seeing them for the first time.

“I didn’t know.” Tentative, you touched the cherry blossom tattoo on his shoulder. The signature of yakuza gangs. That explained who he’d come in with that first night, their bold laughter, how they owned the space like predators at a watering hole, everything else instinctively giving them room.

“My mother, she likes to gamble. She owed money to Tatsumoto-gumi.” He searched your face in the darkness. “I signed on to clear her debts.”

Later you’d learn he grew up in a district where families like his had been marked for generations, cleaning sewers and handling dead animals. Descendants of the burakumin, Japan’s untouchables. Long abolished, but the discrimination remained, quiet and relentless. Doors closed before he could knock. It did not matter that he was sharp with numbers, that he was gentle with his mother.

“Does it bother you?” he asked.

“No. It doesn’t bother me.” You studied the curve of his cheek. The hint of baby fat still there. How similar you were. Both of you clawing your way up from nothing. Building from scratch. Heavy brick by heavy brick. “How old are you?”

“Twenty.”

“Me too.” Both of you so young. Babes in the woods. Barefoot and hungry for better lives. You wanted the love your mother never had. Hiroshi wanted respect, power—to never bow his head again.

You went to speak, but he cut you off with a kiss, uncertainty in his mouth, fear that once you truly saw him, you might flee like everyone else in his life.

He shuddered, surprised, when you bent for him, parting your lips, inviting him in. Half in love already.

Later, the room was littered with take-out containers, the sheets crumpled, a single bottle of beer finished. He ran a bath, and you sat caged between his legs in the water, cramped together.

“Tell me something nobody knows about you,” you asked, desperate, wanting this moment to be real. Not like at Moonlight, where every touch had a price.

He considered, kissing the curve of your neck. “I believe art can change the world.”

You smiled, bending your knees to make mountains in the bubbles. “Who is your favorite artist?”

He placed his chin on your shoulder, held your hands, whispered names—Chiharu Shiota, Tsuguharu Foujita, Tetsuya Ishida. “His art is wild, men merging with machines. I like his paintings even though they make me feel lonely.” He promised to take you to museums, to show you everything.

You stayed until the water cooled and your fingers pruned. Then bed, tangled together, falling asleep mid-sentence facing each other. You woke once and studied him. The laxness of his face. How his eyelashes clumped together into knife points. Someday your daughter would ask about her father. What was he like? You would not answer, but you would remember this moment. Brilliant, you’d think. Brilliant and deadly.



You built a life in stolen hours.

Hiroshi worked tirelessly, taking dangerous jobs to prove himself. Some weeks, you barely saw him. Others, every day. He’d whisk you away to a capsule hotel with a view of the city, or a small ryokan outside Tokyo where Hiroshi hid his tattoos and you claimed to work in a department store—pretending to be a respectable couple.

Most nights you stayed in your apartment. He’d kiss your temples, the tops of your breasts, the insides of your thighs. Then after, in bed, cigarette hanging from his mouth, he showed you photographs of architectural models he built and then lit on fire because no one could ever see that he longed for something other than the life he had.

He’d buy you things, too, single beautiful things—a silk scarf, a piece of jewelry with paste stones, an orange with the brightest skin that he presented to you at the Shibuya Sky observation deck. “See, from up here, everything shrinks,” he told you.

You worked fewer shifts at the hostess house. Mayumi became a nod across a crowded room.

Once, he came to you bleeding. In the morning dark, he rang your bell, and you found him, half bent on the stoop, his white shirt soaked red, a medical kit in his hand. Inside, he instructed you on how to glue the wound—douse the cotton in antiseptic and press it against the gash. He winced, breath catching between his teeth.

“What happened?” you asked.

“A bar fight. You should leave me.” Not a command but a worry that you might.

“It’s not who you are,” you told him, the words your mother had spoken to you.

He pushed you away and stood. Said you did not know what you were talking about and left you to clean up the rags and blood.

But he came back the following night, a small silver ring in his palm. He slipped it on your finger, the metal catching the light. “Forgive me?” he asked, and you did.

Another time, he came to you wild, half gone on sake. “A celebration,” he said. His oyabun’s daughter had become engaged. He’d been promoted, though he did not seem happy about it. You’d soon learn why. How blood sealed every rung of the ladder he climbed.

When your grandmother died that spring, two days past the anniversary of your grandfather’s death, Hiroshi found you in your apartment, the phone clutched in your hand, the dial tone howling. He washed, dressed, and drove you to Sakegawa, stopping once to buy a Yubari melon.

With both hands, he presented the fruit to your mother, who seemed charmed but wary. You caught her staring at his collar, the barest hint of his cherry blossom tattoo peeking out, her expression unreadable. She sliced the melon with a dull knife and bit into a piece, hands dripping with juice, eyes closing against the painful sweetness of it.

You wailed after the funeral, and he held you by your elbows to keep you from collapsing. When your sleep was fractured by nightmares of snowplows overturned, a spade and misshapen skull, he pressed a pill under your tongue. Something his clan packed into lucky cats and shipped to Hawaii. While you floated in a valley of stars, his voice coasted over you. “I don’t want you to work at the hostess house anymore.”

The next morning, you pretended you did not remember the night or his words. Instead, you shared the farm with him. The school where you smoked cigarettes in the bathroom. The crumbling daimyo house where you lost your virginity. The sun was setting when he knelt on the rotting floor in his simple black suit. He took your hand, called you singular. Beautiful. Always wanted. “I would never tire of your face,” he said. “I will love you a lifetime. Quit your job,” he urged. “Marry me.”

A mosquito buzzed and landed on your skin. You slapped it away and said yes. “Yes, I will quit my job. Yes, I will marry you.”

Your mother was less certain when you told her.

“Are you sure?” she asked, eyes troubled, hands wringing. “Marriage is not something to rush into. And his tattoos…”

“He loves me,” you told her.

She pressed her lips together, recognizing your stubbornness. The same trait that had driven you to Tokyo. “At least wait,” she said. “Give yourselves time.”

You smiled, kissed her cheek, promised to think about it. But you’d already decided.

Two weeks later, you were married. A small ceremony in your village. Your mother attended but remained distant, worry written across her face.

The family koseki was updated, your hands barely parting long enough to sign the paperwork. That night in the ryokan, sake flowed. A celebration. Hiroshi couldn’t enter the hot springs because of his tattoos, so instead you kissed each one to show him it was okay. That he was accepted.

By morning, though neither of you knew it yet, everything had already changed. Your daughter, already begun.



Two months later, Chiyo.

She was waiting on your doorstep. Beautiful and sleek as a racehorse. You smiled at her, thinking her lost. Dressed far too well for the Edogawa ward in a Chanel suit and a string of Mikimoto pearls. Even without the fancy clothes, you would have known she was rich. There was something about those with old money. A particular look about their bodies, from generations of being well fed. No matter how much you had, you and Hiroshi were used to starving, used to being lean tigers in winter.

“So, you’re her,” she purred.

“I’m sorry. Have we met?” It was afternoon. Near summer. The sun cooking Tokyo. You’d been shopping at a children’s boutique. Had purchased a little white onesie. Tonight, you would give it to Hiroshi, watch his face change when he understood. A baby.

“No, we haven’t met.” She bowed. “Chiyo Tatsumoto. Hiroshi’s fiancée.”

You laughed awkwardly, thinking it impossible, absurd. “His fiancée? This cannot be. We’re married.” You hadn’t moved in together yet, but you were to go looking for apartments soon. A family home.

She pulled her phone from her bag. “Proof,” she said, showing you. A photograph of Hiroshi, stoic, standing beside Chiyo in a kimono, dressed up for the new year. “Your marriage is a sham. He’s going to annul it. He is promised to me.”

Annul. The word hit you like a blow. What would become of you if your marriage was dissolved? Unmarried and pregnant. The same path as your mother. The ultimate shame.

You could not speak from the whiplash. One moment, you were fresh and beginning and assured. The next stale and used, inconsequential. Your golden love gone rotten. Was everything a lie? Every kiss, every promise, every secret shared in your cramped apartment? Who was this man who’d held your hand? Who’d said you’d saved him?

Chiyo hurled insults, calling you names. Her voice faded, and you flashed back to the man after Aaron disappeared, who’d given you money. The funds that allowed you to move to Tokyo. You never put words to how he made you feel, but now Chiyo did. She called you a whore. A child playing dress-up. A throwaway girl. A fool.

“I have to go.” You attempted to push past her.

Chiyo grabbed your arm, nails biting into your skin. “I’m not done.”

People stopped and looked, but no one came to help. You struggled, frantic. Chiyo’s purse flung to the ground. The contents spilled out—a snakeskin wallet, a gold compact, winking in the sun. She yanked you closer and swung. Her hand connected with your cheek. Her ring had turned, sliced open your skin. The hit stunned both of you.

Chiyo let go, and you cupped your cheek, blood gathering against your palm, drying sticky. You dug into your purse for a handkerchief.

“Stay away from my fiancé.” Chiyo bent and grabbed her bag, shoving the contents in. She smoothed her hair and disappeared into a sleek town car idling at the curb.

You went back upstairs. Cleaned your cheek, dabbed it with cotton, applied salve. The wound was deep. There would be a scar. You sat on your bed, the little bag with the onesie in front of you. Hours, immobile. Numb. The sun dipped low. The apartment darkened. Hiroshi called and called. You two had plans. For what? You could not remember.

You fell asleep on the covers and woke to blinding light flooding the apartment. Hand shielding your eyes, you stumbled to the window. A stranger stood across the street, holding an industrial flashlight. The light blinked off. Darkness fell.

Minutes later, your buzzer rang. You pushed the button to answer. Nothing.

Again. And again. Always nothing.

The buzzer came at irregular intervals, jolting you from the cusp of sleep. Finally, you gathered your blankets and scrambled to the bathroom, closing the door to mute the sound. There you slept on the floor, hands over your ears, curled fetal.





Chapter SIXTEEN

Chelsey

“YOU OKAY?” CHELSEY PLACES A paper cup of precinct coffee on the table under the two-way mirror and slides it in front of Montoya, a stale peace offering. Akiyama is on the other side, chained to a steel table, back straight, utterly still, staring into nothing. The room is cold, kept that way on purpose. In the two-way mirror, Chelsey can see her own reflection layered over his face—her features, his stillness.

Tape pinches Montoya’s nose together, and black-and-blue flowers bloom near the bandage. “The aspirin is working.” His eyes search hers, questions burning in their depths. Why did you freeze? Can I still trust you to have my back?

“I’m sorry,” she pushes out. She’d let the baby obscure her judgment. She could have gotten hurt. Could have gotten him hurt. “What happened back there, it won’t happen again,” is all she can promise. No excuse, no telling Montoya the truth yet, she’s not ready, is still sitting with it all. How she felt her baby move for the first time. How her heartbeat quickened and slowed into something new. Her life rearranging itself.

He shrugs it off. “Don’t worry about it. Happens to all of us at some point or another.”

Grateful, Chelsey moves on. “He ask for a lawyer yet?”

When they’d read Akiyama his Miranda rights, stuffing him into the backseat of a cop car, he’d almost looked amused. They’d followed him to the station, leaving techs to sweep the hotel room.

The latest update isn’t promising. No blood or other indication of the girl. Even more disconcerting? Rika’s presence at the hotel. If Akiyama hated the woman, had killed her and kidnapped her daughter, why would he put her name on the room? Why did she visit him late at night? Nothing adds up.

Montoya stares at Akiyama through the glass. “No lawyer.” Montoya sips his coffee, makes a face, puts it down. “You want to run point? I don’t think he likes me much.”

Chelsey takes a deep breath and nods.

Akiyama doesn’t look toward the door when Montoya and Chelsey enter. Nor does he blink when it slams shut, or when their chairs scrape against the floor and the two detectives sit down.

“So.” Chelsey folds her hands together on top of Rika’s file. The interrogation room is smaller than it looks through the glass. Concrete walls painted gray. A table bolted to the floor. “Let’s talk about Rika. You knew her in Japan.”

At last, a reaction from Akiyama. His mouth curls—not quite a smile. “You’re American. Let me guess, fourth or fifth generation. How unfortunate to have lost yourself before you were even born.”

The words find their target. And suddenly, she is eight years old again. Her father’s study. But dark now, hours after dinner. Night. A fire blazing in the grate. She’d been wrong about that. There had been a fire, logs crackling, paper curling. She’s in her nightgown, bare feet not touching the ground. His voice, low and final. Some questions don’t have answers.

Her nails dig into her palm. The interrogation room. Akiyama watching her. “I wouldn’t know. I’m adopted.” Lost yourself. As if there were a self to lose. As if she’d ever had it to begin with. She tilts her head. “How would you categorize your relationship with Rika?”

“Why do you keep asking about her? What is this regarding?” He pauses and studies them, their badges around their necks. “You’re not FBI.”

“Have a lot of run-ins with the bureau?” Montoya asks.

“Some.” He leans in, half over the table, into their space. “They tracked me in Japan when I was young, and they still track me now, even after all these years. I follow the laws, I play by the rules, but to some I will always be the person I was.”

“You mean yakuza.” Chelsey doesn’t move, holds his gaze. “I understand that’s a lifetime commitment.”

A flicker in his eyes. He sits back, lifts his hands, scarred across the palms, tissue warped by flame. “Unless you’re granted freedom.”

“You pulled your boss from a burning car,” Montoya says. Chelsey remembers Akiyama’s file. The photograph of the car, its blackened frame, smoke still coiling. The skin he’d lost.

“A life for a life. My oyabun let me go. He released me from all obligations to the family, including my engagement,” he says. “That’s when I founded Tetsu Security.”

Chelsey studies his face. “That easy?”

“Nothing about it was easy. But it was final,” says Akiyama. “Now, tell me why I am here.”

“This isn’t about your activities in Japan,” Chelsey says. “This is about Rika. She was murdered two days ago.” She keeps her gaze leveled on Akiyama. Waits for it. A sign he already knows.

His eyes twitch. “You lie.”

Chelsey removes a photograph from the file and sets it before him. Rika, from the neck up, a dried stream of blood trailing from her mouth, that thin scar visible on her cheek. “She was stabbed in her home.”

He looks for only a second before turning away and drawing a deep breath. “Put it away.”

Chelsey slides the photograph back into the file and tucks it in with far too much care. “You didn’t know she was dead?”

Stony silence then, “I was just with her. She sent me a text message. I’m sorry… I need to…” He tries to stand but is still shackled to the table. The chains catch. He drops back, and for a moment his face is open. Raw and unguarded. He didn’t know, she thinks.

“Mr. Akiyama, we’d like to find out who did this,” Chelsey says, tone low. “I understand that you’re upset. But if you could focus on when you saw Rika last, that would help us.”

He nods. “Where is Naomi?”

“Your daughter?” Montoya asks.

Another nod. “Where is she? I need to be with her.”

“We don’t know,” Chelsey says. “She’s missing. We’re trying to find her.”

He looks to Chelsey, his jaw rigid. “I have my own resources. Let me go.”

Chelsey and Montoya don’t move.

“The best way to help Naomi is to answer our questions,” Chelsey says. “When did you last see Rika?”

His gaze lands on Chelsey. “On Tuesday. In the afternoon. We were together.”

Chelsey picks up her pen, jotting notes. “Where?”

“At her house.”

“You smoked on the porch?”

“She complained that the smell was getting into the house.” The hardness in his eyes drops and Chelsey sees the grief beneath. “I didn’t kill Rika.”

“Tell us about your relationship,” she says quietly. “We spoke with her friend Mayumi. She indicated you two didn’t end on good terms in Tokyo.”

He folds his hands. His knuckles are split, one of the cuts still oozing half-clotted blood. “An understatement. I lied to Rika. I was engaged to another woman while we were together.” He looks at Chelsey. “Every minute you hold me is another I could be looking for my daughter.”

She keeps her face neutral. Waits for him to go on.

He sighs. “My fiancée found out and stalked Rika. Her father, my boss, was powerful in the yakuza and indulged his daughter. He gave Chiyo anything she wished for, even a husband.” He clenches his fist and unclenches it. “I didn’t know the extent of Chiyo’s actions until after Rika disappeared. By then, it was too late. She was gone with my baby. No trace of her. As if she’d never existed at all. I created a company and searched years for her, but she’d changed her name.”

“And how did you find Rika now?” Montoya asks.

“Naomi.” Warmth is in his voice. “She’s a smart girl. She tracked me down through the koseki. Found an uncle of mine.” He shifts forward, chains scraping metal. “As soon as he forwarded the email, I flew here. I’ve been in the States a week. I thought it best to speak with Rika before Naomi. I’ve never met my daughter.” He looks down at his scarred hands. “When I found Rika, she wasn’t the same girl who left Japan. She used to steal the light in every room. She didn’t want to meet with me but agreed anyway. Coffee, she said, somewhere public. She kept her purse and coat on the whole hour, ready to flee. At our next meeting, she hooked her purse on the chair. Then the next”—he makes a small gesture—“she slipped her coat from her shoulders. She liked my hotel room. The balsa wood. Said it reminded her of her first apartment in Tokyo. I promised to build her an apartment in Japan with the same walls.” His gaze snaps back to Chelsey. “Are we done now?”

“Almost,” Chelsey says. “Back to Chiyo, could she have followed you, hurt Rika?”

“No,” he says quickly. “Chiyo is dead. She passed from cancer nearly a decade and a half ago.”

Chelsey inhales, thinking. She has what she needs for now. His version of events, names to be verified, a timeline to check. Enough to get started.

She pushes back in her chair, and Montoya does, too. “We’re going to hold you a bit longer. Make sure everything you said checks out. If it does, we’ll see about getting you released. Most likely, the FBI is going to put a tail on you.”

He nods like it’s expected. “I will cooperate as long as they don’t try to make me leave Seattle.”

Chelsey eyes him, wondering if it’s wise to trust him. “We’ll put in a word that we need you to stay stateside for the case. But you have to back off and let us do our jobs. If we have to worry about you, it takes our focus off Naomi.”

“You’ll keep me updated?” he asks.

“We’ll share any relevant information.”

He inclines his head.

Montoya exits, and Chelsey waits a beat. She motions to a uniform outside the door. “You can uncuff his hands,” she says. “And bring him a cup of coffee while he waits.” The uniform enters and releases Akiyama’s wrists. His ankles are still chained.

“Cup of coffee coming right up,” the uniform says, and trots out.

“Thank you,” Akiyama says, rubbing his wrists.

“I want to believe you,” she says. Don’t fuck this up, she means.

“The last lie I ever told was to Rika.” He turns his gaze down. “Rika’s mother is still alive. I keep in touch with her. We were both trying to find her. She knew I was coming to the States. She’s waiting for her daughter to call. How should I tell her? That her only child is dead?”

Chelsey keeps herself from touching her stomach. “Don’t draw it out. You just say it. Quick and direct.”

He inclines his head. “I respect that.”

Chelsey is halfway out the door when he stops her. “Rika’s body, what is being done with it?”

She keeps her hand on the handle, looking at Akiyama. “It’s being stored at the medical examiner’s office.”

“Release it to me. Rika would have wanted to be cremated. She would have wanted a funeral like her grandmother had. Her ghost won’t rest until then.”

She presses her lips together. “We have to keep her for a while. Then, if we find Naomi, she’ll decide as next of kin.”

He fists his hands, and his knuckles split open, oozing anew. “When you find Naomi, you will bring her to me. I made a promise to Rika. To move back to Japan.” His eyes are glassy, pupils dilating, as they do when someone wants something very much. Like Noah’s had when she told him she was pregnant. “I was going to take them both home.”





Chapter SEVENTEEN

Rika

YOU DID NOT SEE HIM melt from the darkness until it was too late. He rushed you, backing you into the alley running alongside your apartment. You opened your mouth to scream. A hand closed over your lips.

“It’s me.” After days of ignoring Hiroshi’s calls, he’d sought you out.

He lifted his hand, and you spoke. “Is it true? You have a fiancée?” Your marriage meant nothing now. Had it ever?

“It’s not how it seems. Chiyo set her sights on me. Her father spoils her. He is Tatsumoto. My oyabun. What he orders, you don’t refuse. The marriage was arranged behind my back. I don’t love her.” He reached for you, and you pulled away.

You straightened, holding your purse closer, a shield over your body. “I don’t believe you.” You darted to leave, but he stepped in your path.

He tapped out a cigarette and lit it, hand shaking. “Please,” he said. “You don’t understand. I am but a young son.” In the organization, he meant. There were too many older brothers above him. He did not have a choice. “I will fix this.”

“How?”

He ran his fingers through his hair. “I don’t know. I made a vow to Tatsumoto. I am bound to him.” And to Chiyo, you silently added.

“You made a vow to me.”

He eyed you. Your frizzy hair, your pale skin. The concealer hiding Chiyo’s mark. “Give me time.”

The future rolled out in front of you. This was the way it worked with yakuza men. They kept mistresses on the side. Your marriage would be annulled. You had no social standing or family power to keep him. He would wed Chiyo as promised. She would have his nights, his days, his dinners, his picnics in the park. “No,” you said. “This isn’t what I want. We are over.” But then you made the mistake of touching your belly.

He took in the motion. His expression flared. “You’re pregnant.”

“I’m not.” But he saw right through your denial.

“Please,” he said again. “Let me fix this.”

Tears flowed down your cheeks. “I don’t know,” you said. You may have been married under an open sky and God, but the yakuza would always tear you apart. You wondered if this was impossible. Beyond fixing. “I’ll think about it. Don’t follow me anymore. I’ll tell you when I decide.”

You pushed past him and walked, turning after a distance to look at him one last time.



The next afternoon, you went to Moonlight, when you knew it would be empty.

Akane intercepted you at the bar, five feet from the entryway. “So,” she drew out. “The prodigal daughter returns,” she said, then paused, seeing you. “You look terrible.”

Your expression was sullen, and the thick concealer you spread over the cut made your skin appear waxy and gray. “I haven’t been sleeping well.” Before she could question you further, you said, “I’ve come for my job.”

“Have you?” Akane crossed her arms. “Let me guess, broke up with the boyfriend?”

You stiffened. Didn’t want to admit the truth. That you had married him. That he was engaged to someone else. That you’d slept in the bathroom two nights in a row. You chalked up the man and the flashlight, the buzzing, to coincidence. You lived in the city. Strange things happened all the time. Probably a drunk tourist. But if it was Chiyo, she’d stop once she saw you’d broken it off with Hiroshi. “It didn’t work out,” was all you said.

“Poor girl,” Akane cooed. She agreed to give you your job back but warned she wouldn’t be so forgiving next time.

You bowed your head, humbled. “Thank you.”

“Come. Sit with me for a cup of tea.” She gestured to a booth where a pot and cup were set along with her laptop. Akane fetched another setting from behind the bar and poured you tea. “You’re not the first, you know,” she murmured. “I’ve been managing the club for twenty years and have seen many girls like you. Love makes promises it cannot keep. At least you’re not pregnant,” she huffed out.

You laughed with her. Sipped the tea and charted a new course. Your stomach was still flat and firm. The baby had not moved, hadn’t even sprouted limbs yet. You could work at least three months before showing. You’d save every penny.

Akane’s nose was in her laptop. “I assume he was a customer?”

“No.” You ran your thumbs along the rim of the teacup. “I met him here, but he wasn’t a regular.”

Her brow dipped. “Who?”

“I shouldn’t say.” Hiroshi had always been careful, you realized, to never come inside the hostess house after that first night. He’d meet you outside, down the block, far away. The business hotels. The out-of-town ryokan. All to keep you a secret. Why should you keep Hiroshi safe now? Anger flared, and with it came a careless tongue. You had nothing to be ashamed of. “It was Akiyama.”

Akane stilled. “Hiroshi Akiyama?”

“Yes.”

“He is engaged to Tatsumoto. Chiyo Tatsumoto?” At your nod, Akane stood abruptly, knees banging against the table, teacups rattling, spilling onto her silk skirt. “You have to go. You can’t work here anymore.”

You laughed her off. “Don’t be ridiculous.”

“I’m serious.” She stepped closer and spoke urgently, quietly, as if the walls had ears. “What were you thinking having an affair with Chiyo’s fiancé? Her family is powerful. Her father is a yakuza boss. You have no idea what you’ve done. I’m sorry, but you must leave right now. I don’t want to get in the middle.”

“I didn’t know.” Your eyes were wild, watching your refuge being swallowed by quicksand. “I am one of your top earners.”

“You were one of my top earners. Go.” She shooed you out.

You rose and walked to the door. “You’ll regret this.” You were going to have a baby. And suddenly, you found yourself without income.

Akane would not answer, would not even look at you.



Fourteen days, you searched for another job. Other hostess houses. Hands open, desperation thick in your throat as you pleaded. Each door slammed in your face. Tokyo was large, but the wealth was small. All Chiyo had to do was breathe, and it started a fire, burning across the city, eating you up.

You were blackballed at every high-end establishment but found work at a snack bar tucked underground, near a train station. The whiskey was watered down. The clientele: low-level salarymen with cracked fingernails. You lost weight even as your belly grew taut and subtly round. You couldn’t taste anything anymore.

And then, the shadows began to move.

You were sure you were being followed. Was it the man with the flashlight? You never got a clear look. Just a shape. A presence. You walked differently. No longer with your chin held high but hunched over, a protective hand over your belly. You ached from holding your muscles so tight.

The nights were worse.

From midnight to early morning, the buzzer in your apartment rang. When you answered, no one was there. You’d crawl back into bed, and the ringing would come again and again. The lack of sleep was driving you mad. You wanted to call Hiroshi to plead with Chiyo on your behalf, but you feared that would make it worse.

After three weeks of torture, you gave notice at your building. You could not pay the rent anymore.

You stood in the bright lights of the pawnshop, sliding your treasures across the glass counter one by one. Your necklaces. Your gold makeup case. Your earrings. Each piece like shedding skin.

Money in hand, you spent a day considering your options. It came down to one. Go home pregnant and unmarried, face your mother. Her shame.

You bought a train ticket to Sakegawa. Departing the next day. For tonight, you found a room in a cheap boardinghouse near the station.

The room was barely wider than the narrow bed, with scratchy sheets and thin walls. But it had a lock, and more importantly, it was anonymous.

You gathered your toiletries and traveled down the dim hallway to the sento. You scrubbed yourself clean at one of the low stools, rinsed the area, then lowered yourself into the communal tub. The water came up to your shoulders, almost too hot, your skin flushing pink.

It reminded you of the farm—the deep wooden tub your grandmother had filled for you as a child, how safe you’d felt in the warm water while winter winds howled outside. You stayed half submerged, hair fanning like a mermaid. Trailed a hand over your abdomen. Closed your eyes. Imagined your baby. What the weight of her in your arms might feel like. You’d sing her soft lullabies. Rain kisses down her throat and chest. Blow on her belly, finishing at the soft arches of her feet. The life you’d build together on the farm, in the little house with the tile roof and futon couch.

You padded back to your room, hallway light flickering, opened the door. And went still.

The bedding was ripped apart. Your suitcase dumped. And there—on the bed—lay the onesie you’d bought for your baby. It had been shredded. The fabric slashed. And it was no longer white; they’d soaked it in something slick and red. As if someone had painted rage across the fabric.

The flimsy lock had been broken. They must have come while you were down the hall.

You dressed in what you could piece together. A sweatshirt, a pair of shorts. Mismatched socks and tennis shoes. Taking your purse, you fled and walked the streets. You thought you saw the man everywhere, but when you got closer, it was only a salaryman, a chef, a mother with a stroller. You’d catch your reflection in a store window and see Chiyo over your shoulder, only to spin around and find empty space.

Frenzied and afraid, you went to the subway. Seeking the safety of people. Of bodies buzzing around you. But you could not connect, could not find the comfort of hope. You thought about how easy it would be to throw yourself in front of the train. Many had before.

It would be sudden. Swift. A screaming blink and all would be over. You knew now that you could not go home, could not stay in Tokyo. Nowhere in Japan was beyond Chiyo’s reach. You were desperate for freedom, for peace. For sleep. A train bore down. Hot wind rushed against your face. You squeezed your eyes shut and lifted a foot.





Chapter EIGHTEEN

Chelsey

FOUR A.M. NOW.

Chelsey turns her chin up, eyes closed, letting the shower cascade down her face. She scrubs soap over her body, shampoo in her hair. Washes it all away—the hotel, the way she froze, Akiyama’s grief.

The shower off, she steps from the pebble-tile floor and dries. She pulls one of Noah’s shirts from the hamper and sniffs it. Clean enough. She doesn’t bother brushing her hair. She’ll pay for it in knots come morning. For a second, she stands in the doorway, light from the bathroom creeping across the floor, up the walls.

Noah’s back is to her, the covers rising with each breath. His sleep is always uncomplicated, unbothered. The baby hasn’t moved since the hotel. Her little fish had swum away, tucked in for the night. The house is still. No frogs singing or insects chirping. A peacefulness that mocks her. How can she rest when Naomi is still out there? But her eyelids are heavy, and she is of no use worn out.

She crawls into bed, scoots close to Noah. Has the urge to wake him. To tell him about feeling the baby move. She touches his shoulder and says his name in a whisper. He shifts. Turns. Comes slowly into focus.

Not Noah.

A curtain of long dark hair. Obsidian eyes. A trickle of blood trailing from the mouth. Rika. Iron and rot, the crime scene blooms in Chelsey’s nose, her throat. The bedcovers rustle, and Rika reaches up; cold fingers touch Chelsey’s cheek. Her skin is wrong. Too soft. Like fruit left out too long. The red string and bell around her wrist chime. Rika parts her lips. “I’m going to need you to stop asking questions.” Rika’s body, her father’s voice. Low. Final.

Chelsey scrambles back and wakes choking on a scream.

Noah is slower to rise. “Hey,” he says, voice edged with sleep, face creased with concern. “You okay?”

She blinks hard. Noah. Just Noah. “I had a bad dream.” The image of Rika is pressed to the backs of her eyelids.

He clicks on a light. “You look spooked.”

“I’m okay.” She hides the tremor of her hands under the blankets. After the Ellie Black case, Chelsey went to counseling. Intrusive thoughts. Images of a buried bus, a bunker with rotting sleeping bags, padlocked doors, slicing into her days without warning. She’d been taught to ground herself by naming the things around her. She does that now. Lamp with an oil-rubbed bronze base. Plaid comforter. Nightstand with an unopened book, sent by her mom. Hilarious, her mom’s note had read, you have to read it.

“You’re pale. When was the last time you ate?”

“I had dinner. Drive-thru on the way home.” After she’d finished with Akiyama, Montoya offered to take it from there. She’d been shouting her order into the speaker when he texted that Akiyama’s story checked out. Everything he’d told them, witnesses echoed. The FBI confirmed Chiyo died of cancer. The bartender at the Four Seasons had served Akiyama and Rika. They’d sat shoulder to shoulder in a booth. Only had eyes for each other.

“Fast food. Always upsets my stomach. I’ll make you something.” Noah shrugs on a sweatshirt and pads down the hall. While she waits, she opens her phone. Flipping through the case-file photographs. Stopping at the picture of Rika, Mayumi, and Naomi in front of the brick wall, facing outward, smiling at all that was ahead of them.

Noah returns, handing off a cup of orange juice and a plate of peanut butter crackers.

“I didn’t know we had juice.” She sips, sits cross-legged on the bed, feeling like a little girl.

He scrubs his hair. “I got it today. It’s supposed to be good for pregnancy. Vitamins and all that.”

She nibbles a cracker, decides she doesn’t like the smell of peanut butter, and places it back on the plate. Or maybe it’s her little fish who doesn’t like the smell of peanut butter. What kind of person will her daughter be? Will she be like Chelsey, stoic and withdrawn, leery of the world, or like Noah, easygoing and assured? Her chest squeezes. She hopes her daughter won’t be like her. Won’t have to endure that pinch of unbelonging. What is the use of being a parent if you cannot save your child from suffering? “I felt her move today,” says Chelsey.

He brightens. “You did?”

She nods, smiling proudly. They made this. A life. “It was soft and slippery, like a graze on the inside of my stomach. I keep calling her a little fish in my head. It happened while we were in the middle of arresting someone,” she admits.

He waits for her to go on.

She sips the orange juice, holds the glass in her hands, concentrating on the bits of floating pulp. “The case I’m working is the one Heather mentioned.”

“The dead mom and missing teen?”

She touches her nose. Bingo. “It’s starting to feel personal.”

“How so?”

She drinks again. “The mom had an alias, and I think the girl was looking into their past. Searching for her father, that kind of stuff.” The case was unsettling something in Chelsey, a long-dormant ache she’d taught herself to ignore. Questions about herself, her past, where she came from. What did she have to offer her daughter? A blank page. Though lately things have been surfacing. Unbidden. Her father’s study, the smell of smoke. Fragments she’d buried so deep she’d forgotten they existed.

“You’re thinking about your adoption,” he says.

She shrugs. “It’s stirring up some stuff, that’s all.” She’s quick to reassure him. Like she used to with her mom. I don’t need to know where I come from. I am grounded. I am full. Noah’s phone alarm goes off. It’s five thirty. The sky outside is dusty yellow layered behind gray. Noah usually leaves about this time to hit the gym before heading to school. He hesitates. She waves a hand. “Go. I’m fine.”

“You want me to make you something else?” He eyes the uneaten crackers.

“I’ll grab something on the way to work.”

He kisses her forehead. She watches him get dressed and grab his gym bag from the corner chair. When he’s gone, Chelsey wipes the crust from her eyes and brushes her teeth, mint stinging against the taste of orange on her tongue. She spits and wipes her mouth on a green towel, thinking of that flutter. Her baby. Time narrowing. Then Rika. Naomi. Come to me, she thinks, as if summoning an omen. Reveal yourself.



Chelsey is the first in the office. The first on the entire floor. Rika’s clothes are on her desk, stiff with dried blood in the plastic bag. More evidence has piled up. Naomi’s backpack, charms hanging heavy from the zippers, the koseki, her mother’s passport, the rope doll.

The rope doll.

She picks it up, running her thumbs over the smooth plastic, feeling the prickle of the twine underneath. She grazes the block body, expecting smoothness. But there are slight depressions in the wood. Carvings worn away by loving hands before it was discarded, used up in childhood.

She stands and opens her desk drawers until she finds a pair of latex gloves. The elevator dings, voices murmur, the floor is filling up. Someone is in the galley kitchen brewing coffee. She puts on the gloves and splits open the evidence bag, withdrawing the limp doll.

She sets it on her desk, peels off a sticky note, and places it against the wooden block. Then, she uses a pencil to shade. Each stroke revealing a letter. P-C-T-O-Y-S. She doesn’t bother removing her gloves to type in the name. One listing. A toy store in Triumph Valley, Idaho.

Mayumi said Naomi had the doll when she came to Seattle. You should have seen Rika when she showed up on my doorstep. She was like an underfed rabbit. She had nothing. Nothing. No clothes or bags, just Naomi and that baby blanket and the rope doll. As if they’d wandered in from the woods, she’d said.

While the phone rings, she tabs through photographs of the city. A one-stoplight town, much like Coldwell, but bigger and richer, well maintained by ski tourism. Is this where Rika lived before Seattle?

“PC Toys.” The voice that picks up is male, roughened by age. She pauses on a photograph of a library. A bronze horse is in front, legs lifted as if it is about to break into a run, blazing blue sky framed around it.

“Hi. I’m a detective here in Seattle and recovered one of your dolls from a crime scene. I was wondering if you could tell me more about it?”

He sucks in a breath. “Don’t know how much help I’ll be. We carry a lot of dolls.”

“This one looks special,” she says. “It’s handmade. The arms, legs, and neck are rope, and the torso and head are wood.”

“Ah, I see,” he says, remembrance in his tone. “I used to make those. Can’t anymore. Arthritis in my hands.”

“That’s too bad,” she murmurs. “About how many years ago did you quit making them?”

“Oh, I’d say going on more than a decade now.”

“I see,” she says. “This girl who has the doll, she’s sixteen and Asian. Her mom’s name was Rika and might have lived in the area. Maybe with a man. I don’t suppose you remember anyone by that vague description coming in to purchase one?” She presses her thumb to the doll, over the bleached indentations.

A stuttering pause. “Seth Prickett,” he says. “He’d buy one for his daughter twice a year. He said she loved them. Even after her mama took off with the girl, he’d come by and purchase one.”

Her heart kicks against her ribs. “Could you spell that name for me?”

He does, and Chelsey taps it into the computer. “He’s a dentist,” she says. Is this who Rika fled from? Could he have found them after all these years? She sits frozen, the name pulsing on her screen.

“That’s right,” he says. “My shop is right down the street from his office.”

“And the little girl’s name? Do you remember that?”

“It was different. Not one you hear that often, at least back then.” He goes silent, thinking, and she hears the moment it clicks. “That’s it. Yes! Her name was Naomi.”





Chapter NINETEEN

Rika

THE TRAIN WAS FAST APPROACHING, sleek metal bearing down. You could see the conductor through the flat, wide window. Could imagine yourself blinked from existence. Unhaunted.

“Rika?” Your name. The voice familiar. “Rika?” Again, but louder.

You turned. The train whizzed by, bringing the scent of hot metal, blowing your hair over your shoulder, reminding you what you’d nearly done.

“Mayumi?” You hadn’t seen her in months, since you had quit your job. She looked glamorous in a white suit with gold buttons and blush-colored heels. An outfit you might have worn once, not so long ago.

She stepped forward, reaching for you, and you cowered at the gentleness. “Rika-chan, what has happened to you?” You couldn’t speak. “Come with me,” she said finally.

You looked around, searching the shadows for someone following you. But there was nothing. Finally, you nodded, and she led you off the crowded platform, through the streets of Tokyo to a mid-rise building, and up an elevator to her apartment. The space was small but carefully arranged—a galley kitchen open to a living space, a window overlooking the city. Simple décor. A low table. A single orchid. No photographs.

Mayumi moved around her kitchen, putting a kettle on. When it whistled, she poured you tea, the scent of ginger enveloping you.

Your hands shook, taking the saucer. Liquid tumbled from the lip of the cup. “I like your home.”

A shy smile. “Thank you.” She touched your hand. “Now, how can I help?”

You sat in your shorts, sweatshirt, and mismatched socks and told her part of the story. How you’d had an affair with an engaged man. Though you kept his name to yourself—had learned your lesson with Akane. How you’d been hunted by his fiancée and the Tatsumoto yakuza ever since. How you had not slept. How you could not go home.

Mayumi nodded. “I understand.” She set down her cup and went to a small desk. “You will stay with me.”

“I couldn’t.” Your voice thin. “They found me at the boardinghouse. They’ll find me here. You’ll be in danger.”

“You’re overthinking this,” she said, waving off your concern. “Tatsumoto operates in central Shibuya and Shinjuku. They wouldn’t dare step foot in this territory and risk a war. You’re safe here. Stay one night.”

It made sense. Sakegawa had no territory lines. No protection. Here, invisible borders meant everything. The yakuza respected boundaries in Tokyo they’d never honor in the countryside.

Slowly, you nodded. She stood, offered her hand. You took it, and she led you to a closet, sliding it open to reveal a futon inside. Together you laid it out beneath the window. She drew the curtains and smoothed the hair from your brow. Hiding you from everything.



You slept on Mayumi’s floor, undisturbed by buzzers or flashlights. For the first time in weeks, your body let go. Twelve hours, dreamless.

The next morning, over grilled fish and pickled vegetables, you couldn’t stop staring at how different everything looked in daylight. The apartment was modest but comfortable, clean lines and careful choices. When you’d last seen Mayumi at the club months ago, she’d lived in a studio in Shinjuku.

“How did you…?” you started. This high up, the city looked different. Faraway and perfect.

Mayumi smiled and told you how she’d made her money. “Westerners are obsessed with Japan,” she said. “I have a website, and they pay big money for items to decorate their homes.” She leaned in. “Buddhas are my biggest seller.”

“You’ve done well for yourself,” you said, smiling.

She had quit the hostess house. Was her own boss now. “I’ve bought a place in America,” she said, pride in her voice. “In Seattle. It’s a nice apartment with views of the water. And I’ve just purchased another property. A place to store all my imports.”

You listened, nodding, but something inside you twisted. Envy. This could have been your story.

Without warning, your stomach turned. Heat rose in your throat. Hand clamped over your mouth, you rushed from the table and dropped to your knees before the toilet, retching until your ribs ached.

Afterward, you slumped against the wall, breath shallow, forehead damp.

The door slid open. “Here.” Mayumi wet a towel and crouched beside you.

“Thank you. I’ve barely had an appetite. I think I was too excited, ate too much, too fast,” you offered. You were too ashamed to admit the truth. She helped you to your feet without question.

You returned to the table, dishes pushed aside. She smelled faintly of roses. Her mother had grown them once, before the garden wilted, before the parties ended, before the hunger set in. She’d told you that she’d eaten paper to keep the pangs at bay. But only after you admitted your own hunger, some nights on the farm, just a single sweet potato for dinner. Both of you knew what empty felt like.

“Rika,” she said softly. “Stay.”

You thought of Hiroshi. Of Chiyo. Of the man with the flashlight. The neon streets below. Up here, in Mayumi’s apartment, you felt weightless. Hidden. Safe. “Okay.” You did not have the strength to pretend pride.

She smiled, and suddenly you saw both versions of her—the hostess from months ago sneaking you cookies from Akane’s office, and this new woman who’d somehow carved out her path. You looked at her and thought: I didn’t earn this. But you accepted it all the same.



That month in Mayumi’s apartment—halcyon.

Mayumi worked during the day, running her export business. She was preparing to move to Seattle, she told you. Busy filing paperwork, arranging visas, coordinating with shipping companies. You listened and nodded, trying not to think about what would happen when she left. You slept more than usual. Your body was shifting, demanding rest. When she came home, she often brought you small gifts—a sweet bun from the corner store, a lipstick she thought might suit your skin.

You ate dinner together and watched game shows. Listened to a band that only released music on vinyl. Mayumi bought a record player just for them. She asked your opinion on what to stock in her online store. Then gave you a percentage of the money when they sold.

“Maybe you could buy some new clothes,” she said one evening, placing an envelope of bills in front of you.

You had been living in sweatpants, hadn’t stepped beyond the hallway in weeks. This was her way, quiet, kind, of coaxing you back into the world. But you hesitated. You were afraid of being seen, of the streets. Of Chiyo’s men and their too-attentive eyes.

“I’ll come with you,” she said.

Something in her voice—steady, unafraid—made you believe that maybe, just maybe, you could borrow her courage for one afternoon.

So you dressed, gathered yourself, and took your first tentative steps outside. On the sidewalk, people rushed past, their motion dizzying. You paused, bracing yourself, half expecting someone to stop you, call your name, pull you back.

But no one looked twice.

Mayumi walked ahead, then turned, smiling. Something gentle and insistent in her gaze. See? it said. Nothing to be afraid of.

You bought a wrap dress—soft fabric, loose around the waist, enough to hide the small but unmistakable shift in your shape. Back at the apartment, you slipped it on. Mayumi offered you her makeup.

You stood before the mirror in her bathroom, tugging at the dark hollows beneath your eyes. Seeing how far you’d drifted from the girl you used to be.

You steadied yourself.

Washed your face.

Dusted your cheeks with blush.

Curled your hair.

Afterward, you almost looked like yourself again.

“Smile,” Mayumi said, snapping your photo on the couch, legs tucked beneath you. Tokyo glittering behind the glass.

Mayumi encouraged you to leave the apartment on your own. “Go to the park,” she said. “It’s quiet. Good for walking.” She paused. “There’s a restaurant on the corner. I keep a tab there. Use it. You need to eat more.”

You hesitated. “I can’t let you pay for—”

“You’re not letting me do anything. I’m telling you.”

So you began walking through the park in the mornings. Afterward, you stopped at the restaurant on the corner, sliding into a seat at the U-shaped counter. Orange juice became part of the ritual. You liked the taste. The sharpness. The way it cut through the fog in your mouth. That’s where you met him.



He sat opposite you, a baseball game flickering on the television above. Silent but bright.

You caught his glance, then dropped your gaze, heart quickening. You still longed for the kind of life you’d seen in American movies—the easy laughter, the women with swinging ponytails and open, unbroken hearts.

He moved around the counter, taking the empty seat beside you.

“Do you speak English?” he asked awkwardly. “Jesus, I’m not good at this.”

His bluntness surprised you. Honest, you thought. Unpolished. Unable to hide.

“I speak English,” you said, your voice a wisp. You hadn’t spoken much at all lately, only to Mayumi, and briefly to your mother, who still didn’t know where you were. It was safer that way. You lived in a kind of limbo now, venturing out for walks that ended here, at the restaurant. No farther.

He was white and handsome. A little like Gregory Peck in Roman Holiday, though broader in the shoulders, lighter haired, with blue eyes that appeared gray in the right light. Older than you by almost a decade. Past the uncertainty of youth, settled into himself. He felt… solid.

“Seth.” He offered his hand.

You hesitated, then shook it lightly, understanding American men prized handshakes over bows. “Rika.” At your name, he smiled wide. Also, Americans liked to show their teeth. “Are you here for work?”

He sipped his beer. “On vacation. Hoping to heal my broken heart.”

You tilted your head, intrigued by his openness. A group of schoolgirls passed by, giggling. Seth never noticed them. His eyes stayed on you—this woman in sweatpants with tired eyes.

“You don’t look like your heart is broken,” you said.

A grin. “It’s better now that I’m with you.”

You turned your face, hiding a blush. His charm was practiced, but not insincere. You noticed the laugh lines around his eyes.

“What do you do in America?”

“I’m a dentist. Have my own practice in Triumph Valley. That’s Idaho.” You were not familiar with America. Only knew California, New York, Seattle, and Texas—where everything was bigger. “I’m a pretty simple man,” he said. “Salt of the earth.”

“Me too,” you said. “Without the man part.” Although you did not know what that phrase meant, really. Salt, when poured into the soil, poisoned it.

The baseball game ended. Evening edged in. You glanced toward the door. Mayumi would be home soon. “It was nice meeting you.” You stood, bringing your bag to your shoulder, and signaled for the check.

“Wait, don’t run off just yet.” He stood, too. “Let me buy you another drink.”

“That’s kind of you, but I’m not looking for anything right now.” You touched your chest. “Brokenhearted, too.”

It was true. You thought of Hiroshi every day. His hand tracing your spine in the bath, the fire in his voice when he spoke about art. The tenderness buried under the violence. You missed his ambition, how it mirrored your own.

He’d lied to you. Why did you still want his love?

“Friends, then,” he said. “You can show me Tokyo.”

You hesitated.

“Tomorrow morning, meet me here. If you don’t, then that’s fine. I might cry myself all the way back to Idaho, but I’ll understand.”

The bartender brought the tab, and you signed it. “I’ll think about it.”

“You should go. Have some fun,” Mayumi said when you mentioned the American.

“I don’t know,” you said, nervous.

Mayumi set down her chopsticks, thinking. “Wear a hat. Nobody will expect to see you with an American.”

You spent the night turning it over, this stranger’s invitation. The next morning, you nearly didn’t go. Then, at the last moment, you ran down the street. When Seth saw you, he smiled, and later, you’d wish you could bottle that moment, his kindness, his ease. The way it made sense to want it.

You spent a whirlwind week together—cat cafés, manga restaurants. No one noticed you. With Seth, you disappeared into the crowd.

You avoided alcohol, said you were on medication. He did not question it. You wore loose clothes, kept your hands from straying to your belly. You were careful.

“What about there?” he asked, pointing to Kabukichō on a map.

You were in a park, on a bench, pamphlets spread on your laps. “No,” you said about your old workplace. “It’s not safe there.”

On his last night, you took him to karaoke. The hallway buzzed with muffled off-key singing. You led him to a back room and gestured to the cushioned booths.

“Sit.”

He laughed. “All right.”

“I used to work in a place similar to this,” you said, half teasing. “Drink?” The little table was already set with beer, mini champagne, and water.

He asked for a beer. You opened the Asahi with practiced hands, pouring it smoothly, letting the foam rise. Like old times.

You handed him the glass, and he snared your wrist. “Rika, I don’t want this week to end.”

You sat beside him. “It has been fun.” More than fun. An escape and also a reminder that you were still young. That heartbreak wasn’t the end. That there might still be a life beyond hiding.

He hadn’t pushed for more. Not once. Never tried for a goodnight kiss, never asked you to come back with him to his hotel. That gentleness, that restraint, only deepened your sense of safety. Your affection.

“I want to keep in touch,” he said.

“I’d like that,” you answered honestly. You wondered if he’d still look at you this way if he knew the truth. If he’d still smile if he saw what was hidden beneath your wrap dress.



After he left, the emails began. Video calls, grainy and unreliable, new technology with poor connections, the picture often freezing mid-laugh. But you spoke every day. Morning for him, night for you. In the span of a few weeks, a rhythm formed, familiarity stitching itself between time zones.

Through the screen, he gave you a tour of his home: a timber house by a lake in rural Idaho. The openness, the trees, the way the light fell across the floor, reminded you of the farm. He showed you his office, his town, the patients he treated from childhood through old age. They brought him cookies, he said. Invited him to weddings.

“Can you imagine yourself here?” he asked.

You were in bed, laptop open beside you. “I could,” you said dreamily. Not just because of the quiet lake or the timber house with its high ceilings, but because Tokyo had become a trap.

You would never be safe here.

Your child would never be safe.

You blinked and let yourself imagine it: the sound of wind in pine trees, the hush of snow falling outside a window, Seth’s arm around you. A town where no one knew your name. Where no one cared who you’d been. Then you pictured a child, your child, sturdy and strong, laughing in a backyard filled with dry leaves. A boy? No, a girl, with dark eyes and strong lungs. You didn’t imagine Hiroshi in the frame. Only you and Seth, holding her hands, swinging her between the two of you. For a moment, it felt possible. A clean slate.

“I want to marry you,” he said. “I bought a ring.” He held it up to the camera, a flash of gold and diamond through the pixels. “Come to Idaho,” he said. “You don’t have to promise me anything. Just a visit.”

“I don’t have a passport,” you said.

His smile didn’t falter. “Then we’ll get you one. I know someone who can help. A buddy of mine works in law enforcement. He knows the right people.” He leaned closer to the camera. “Don’t worry about the details. Just say yes; I’ll take care of the rest.”

You laughed, hand over your mouth, not from amusement, exactly, but from the strangeness of it all. A proposal through a grainy screen. A man who didn’t know half of who you were.

You said you’d think about it. But even then, you already knew. Yes. The answer had lodged itself somewhere deep inside you the moment he’d said life and Idaho in the same breath.



The night before you left, you stayed up with Mayumi in the living room, peeling oranges from the bowl she kept stocked. The scent filled the air—bright, clean, slightly bitter.

With your thumb, you split the rind and handed her half. “I’m scared,” you admitted.

“Don’t be,” she said, then paused, studying your face. “Sometimes we have to take a leap. But if it doesn’t work with Seto, if he’s not who you hope, you’ll come to Seattle, and you will stay with me. My door will always be open.” Her own move was only weeks away now. The paperwork filed. The apartment half-packed into boxes. “We’re family now, you and me. The kind we choose.”

“His name is Seth.” You looked at your lap. Couldn’t tell her the root of your fear, the shame in your belly, the secret you hid from her, from him.

“That’s what I said,” she said, waving her hand dismissively.

You laughed, grateful for the deflection.

She did, too, then grew serious again.

“Here,” she said, rising, finding a piece of paper and dashing out her Seattle address on it. She folded it carefully, then pressed it into your palm with both hands, the way one gives a precious gift. “Promise me—if you need anything, anything at all, you’ll use this.”





Chapter TWENTY

Chelsey

SO. THIS IS IDAHO.

Chelsey keeps her gaze fixed on the lush landscape whirring by. Montoya is at the wheel, focused on the stretch of highway unspooling in front of them. By the time they reach Triumph Valley, they’ll be able to kiss the Canadian border.

Montoya slows coming to a town. The buildings are gray, low-slung, and ramshackle, siding chipped away by brutal winters.

“You ever been to Idaho before?” He props an elbow on the windowsill.

“No.” Chelsey went on the usual vacations with her family—Disneyland; Washington, D.C.; New York, to see a Broadway play. But she’d been much younger then. There hadn’t been any trips after Lydia disappeared, except for into the woods. She spent her teen years with her dad hunting. Shooting bear and elk on the weekends.

The town begins and ends in a blink. Montoya speeds up, past a sign to watch for crossing elk, and into National Forest. Civilization dwindles, the wild takes root. Craggy rocks dusted in snow, twisted guardrails, and steep cliffs cut in hostile edges. Infinite and ageless. The baby moves, and Chelsey thinks, I like it out here, too, little fish.

She feels Montoya’s eyes on her. “Something else on your mind?”

He takes a steep curve, knuckles white against the wheel. The pressure in Chelsey’s ears grows. Higher they go up a mountain, then down to Triumph Valley below. “You never told me you were adopted,” he says.

“What?” The road straightens, and Montoya slows to navigate a tire jutting from the side of the road. Chelsey remembers the Olympic Forest. Driving in with her dad on some remote road where thick moss hung like ghosts from the trees, guns in their backseat. A black bear had coiled itself into a ball. She’d thought it was a tire, then swelled with wonder seeing it stretch, its arms curling and pushing to stand, shaking off sleep.

“You never told me you were adopted,” he says again.

She processes his statement for a moment. That’s right. In the interrogation room, she’d told Akiyama she’d been adopted. She remembered now—Montoya’s surprise. “It’s not usually something I lead with.” Most people figured it out when they saw Chelsey and her family. “I thought you knew. You’ve seen Lydia.”

The road levels out. They are at the top of the mountain now, the air clear, paper-thin.

“I don’t like to make assumptions,” he says after a pause. He gestures to a rest stop, and Chelsey shakes her head. They speed by.

Silence stretches between them, filled only by the hum of tires on asphalt. Montoya shifts in his seat, drums his fingers against the wheel. She recognizes the tell—he’s working up to something.

“Listen,” he starts, then stops. Clears his throat. “We’re partners. We should tell each other things.” Another beat of quiet. Chelsey waits. The trees blur past, a wall of green. “I had a girlfriend in high school,” he says finally, the words coming in a rush. “We got pregnant. I told her I’d do whatever she wanted. She didn’t want to have it. Her mom took her to the clinic because I was too much of a coward to go.”

She glances at him, thinks of what she hasn’t told him. Eighteen weeks now. The job was the only place she knew herself. Take that away, and who was left? “You were young.”

“Not an excuse,” he says quietly. “Every year on August fifteenth, the due date, I think about how old our kid would be. Can you imagine me with a twenty-nine-year-old? I used to check in with her until a few years ago, and she said, ‘Ryan, stop calling. You don’t need to anymore. I’m all right.’ The shit of it is, I was calling for me.”

Chelsey sits with that. The weight of what he’s carried. She thinks about her own baby, how even now she can’t imagine a world without her. Can’t imagine herself in the one with her, either. “That must be hard,” she says. “The wondering.”

He nods, jaw tight.

She lets another mile pass before she speaks. “When I was little, I used to dream about my biological mom. Picturing an older look-alike with the same laugh.”

He looks at her then back to the road. “We could run your DNA through CODIS. See if we get any hits.”

The offer hangs between them, well meaning but too raw. She shifts in her seat, counts the yellow reflectors ticking by. “I’m good. I was abandoned at a fire station, left in one of those warming boxes. Up north, in Everett. My parents would have told me something different if my birth mother wanted to be found.” She has read about other adoptees left with more, notes pressed carefully, lovingly underneath their swaddled bodies. Words to carry them into an uncertain future. Please keep him safe. I’m sorry. But Chelsey had nothing. Only questions.

He tilts his head. “In a Safe Haven box, you say?”

“Yeah.” As a child, the story had been simpler. Left at a fire station, wrapped in a blanket. The Safe Haven detail came later, after her father died. Her mom had been more open then. She faces the road, is done bonding. “Let’s review Seth again?”

He catches her deflection. But he’s a good partner, knows when not to push. “Might as well,” he says. A green sign comes—TRIUMPH VALLEY 30 MILES.

She draws the sparse file on Seth Prickett from her bag. Photographs of him are clipped to the front, pulled from his Facebook page. He’s in the forest, in camo head to toe, yanking a young velvet-nosed buck up by its antlers. First kill of the season, the caption reads. Behind that photograph is one pulled from his dentist website. In it he wears a lab coat over a collared shirt. His smile is broad and perfect. Likable. “He met and fell into a relationship with Rika quick, based on the timeline. She was pregnant with Naomi when she came to the States.” A little over a decade has passed since Rika fled Seth. Naomi was four, maybe five? Chelsey tries to recall memories from around when she was that age. Blurry impressions. Nothing solid. Naomi might not have remembered Seth, those years they lived with him.

“You think he knew that?”

“I don’t know. Rika was running from Akiyama’s fiancée. I’m guessing she was pretty desperate.”

“He could have known,” Montoya theorizes. “Maybe he didn’t mind. Didn’t the shop owner say he came in and bought her toys and dolls?”

“Specially made dolls,” she says.

“He loved Naomi.”

“Seems that way.” Chelsey leans back in her seat and crosses her arms.

“But then Rika runs from Seth. Why?”

She tugs on her ear. “Mayumi said Rika was terrified when she showed up on her doorstep.”

“So the relationship was bad. Seth is angry? Beats her up? She leaves him and changes her name to Anne Walker. But she keeps Naomi’s first name. That’s kind of strange.”

Chelsey shrugs. She’d heard of kids’ first names being changed after they were adopted. Minh to Sarah, Natalia to Elizabeth, Rishi to James. Another layer of erasure. “Rika probably understood it would be confusing for Naomi if she started calling her something else.”

He nods like it makes sense. “Okay. How does Seth find Rika now?”

Chelsey has an answer for that. “Naomi found her father. She could have tracked Seth down, too.”

“He kills Rika and takes her?”

She lowers her voice. “Or kills Naomi, too.”

Montoya swallows and doesn’t say anything. They both know the bleakest scenario is the most likely.





Chapter TWENTY-ONE

Rika

YOU TOUCHED DOWN IN IDAHO in January. The airport reeked of artificial air and caustic jet fuel. You walked the muted carpeting and saw a sunset mural, the words SUPPORT OUR TROOPS emblazoned in gold letters underneath. You gripped the strap of your purse. What had you done? Pregnancy nausea rose, mixing with fear. You were alone in a place where you knew no one. No one but Seth. Where you could only read the simplest English. Couldn’t drive or vote. And underneath your coat, beneath layers of careful clothing, a growing secret that could destroy everything.

Each step through the terminal, you felt the invisible thread to Japan stretching taut, ready to snap. Your mother did not know which country you’d fled to. You’d severed yourself from the farm, from the long line of women who came before you, who’d tended the same soil for generations. You were the broken link. A deserter.

Seth met you at baggage claim. Seeing you, he knelt on one knee, a ring box open in his hand. People stopped and stared. Because everyone loves a love story. He smiled, toothy. “What do you say?”

You pressed your fingers to your mouth and nodded. What else could you do? You’d already come this far. You’d both been brokenhearted when you met, had healed each other. You pictured calling your mother in a few months—not telling her where you were, still wary of Chiyo’s reach. But maybe in time that fear would ebb. Maybe your mother could visit. She’d always dreamt of travel. You could still fantasize then about the life you might have, the woman you were meant to be.

He pushed the ring onto your finger, a gold band with a sparkling round diamond. How it shined in the airport light. He hugged you and smelled of antiseptic, reminding you of Fumio.

“That all?” he asked, letting you go. He was surprised you only had one suitcase.

You nodded. Mayumi had gifted you the bag along with some traveling essentials. She’d given you a purse, too. Your passport and her address sat inside. You told her you’d be in touch with Seth’s address when you arrived.

Seth drove a nice SUV with leather seats. He asked if you’d ever heard country music. When you said no, he cranked the radio up for the three-hour drive. The air outside was fresh and piney. You watched the scenery—the white-capped mountains and snowy fields that bloomed with camas flowers in the spring and thought how beautiful it all was.

Seth held your hand, and at stoplights, he traced a heart on your palm. His phone rang as Triumph Valley approached. Rustic buildings, all wood and stone, hugging the land. “Hey, D,” he answered, his voice brightening. “Yeah, she’s here.” He looked at you sideways, a smile playing at his lips. “Just picked her up from the airport.” A pause while the other person spoke. “I’m happy. More than happy.” Another pause. “Yeah, I’ll let you know. Thanks for checking in.”

He hung up and squeezed your hand.

“Who was that?” you asked.

“My friend,” he said. “You’ll meet him eventually, but he doesn’t live here.”

Seth took you through downtown. Showing off the theater with its vintage marquee. The police station where his best friend worked. His dental office. The narrow sidewalks lined with quaking aspen trees.

He lived in a house a few blocks from Main Street on Cliff Swallow Drive. A big gate guarded the entrance, wrought iron with images twisted into the metal—deer, eagles, and pine trees. He pressed a button, and the gate swung open. His house was Western in style, wood, and sprawling.

When you entered, a chorus of “Surprise, welcome to America!” rang out.

Before you could slide off your shoes in the flagstone entry, Seth’s mom suffocated you in a hug. She’d traveled all the way from Dallas to meet you. Her hair reeked of chemicals, and she spoke slowly. “Welcome, welcome,” she overenunciated. “Go figure, my boy had to find a bride on the other side of the world. You must be something special.” She released you, and you skittered back to remove your shoes.

“Look at that!” His mom chuckled, slapping another woman on the arm. “She’s taking off her shoes.”

You laughed, too, although you weren’t sure what was funny. In the airport, you’d been too overwhelmed to notice the other people. But here in this big house, in the sea of pale faces, you saw your skin color for the first time. The difference. Your foreignness. Discomfort lapped at your insides.

Guests swarmed, and Seth batted them off with a good-natured laugh. “Hang on, hang on. She just got here. Let me show her around.” He gave you a tour of his house.

You wove through partygoers to see the downstairs. The kitchen with miles of counter space. A large living room with exposed timbers and floor-to-ceiling windows overlooking a lake. A moose was mounted above the massive stone fireplace. Seth was a hunter. You’d seen the animal heads behind him on your video calls. There was a half bath with textured walls and his office. You noted how clean everything was and remembered Seth in Japan—washing his hands before and after meals, holding his breath in elevators, opening the door with his shirtsleeve or elbow.

Upstairs, you peeked into the bedrooms. “What’s in this one?” you asked at a closed door.

“Take a look, it’s your home now, too.”

You wondered how you’d gotten so lucky to find a man with a heart as open as his. Behind the door was a flight of stairs. Seth followed you up, the temperature dropping with each step. It was an attic room, unfinished and cold. Exposed insulation lined the walls like sagging gray skin. A bulb hung from the ceiling. Seth clicked it on, casting the room in harsh shadows. The air smelled of dust and old wood, the must of forgotten things. Two narrow windows on opposite sides overlooked the front yard and lake, with iron bars on the outside. Decorative, Seth would say later, to match the house’s rustic style.

A metal bed frame sat against one wall, springs creaking when you touched it. And everywhere were antique dental items.

Seth picked up a rusted tool from the dresser. “These are forceps from the 1600s,” he said.

You touched a hunk of scarred wood in the corner. It was aged like the tansu chests Mayumi sold as part of her business. “What’s this?”

“Dental cabinet,” he said. You pulled open one of the drawers. Inside were plates of teeth. “Those are Trubytes,” he explained. “Molds from the 1950s.”

More tools were framed on the walls in shadow boxes—all manner of forceps, picks, and drill parts. You suppressed a shudder. “This is your room?”

He laughed. “God, no. I inherited this stuff from my dad. He was a dentist, too. I keep it all up here.” He dropped a kiss on your lips. “Come on, let me show you the rest.”

The rest was his bedroom, the primary suite—big with high ceilings. Warm and finished, nothing like the arctic room on the third floor.

He laid a towel on the king-sized bed and then your suitcase on top of it. You unzipped it. Inside was a box of Tokyo Banana. You’d splurged at the airport, spending a third of the travel money Seth sent you on the omiyage.

Back downstairs, you presented the box to your soon-to-be mother-in-law. She placed them on the table, squeezed between a Crock-Pot of chili and a pan of cornbread.

Seth’s family and friends had brought you gifts. They made you sit in a leather chair. Surrounded you. Hands full of open beers and mouths wide with expectant smiles, watching as you unwrapped each item. A pair of cowboy boots. A shirt with an American flag on it. A Beanie Baby with an American flag on it. An actual American flag.

“Put them on!” Kennedy, the wife of Seth’s best friend, Brian Housten, encouraged. Her husband was in his uniform, and his squad car was parked outside. He smiled encouragingly at you, but there was something about him. The apprehensive way he tracked you and Seth. Maybe he thought your relationship was moving too fast? You ignored him and slid on the boots, wearing them around the house, your jeans haphazardly tucked into the top. Every step, you worried someone would notice the slight swell of your belly, hidden beneath your loosest sweater. Four months along now. Soon, no amount of fabric would hide it.

Seth’s mom clapped her hands and told everyone to eat. Eat! You lined up and collected blobs of chili, cornbread, potato salad, and ribs. Your feet rubbed and blistered against the stiff material of the boots. Everyone sat on the couches or spilled onto the heated patio outside.

Seth stood by and watched, a bemused expression on his face you mistook for love. “Are you going to eat?” you asked, gazing at your plate, at the barbecue sauce spreading to the potato salad.

“I am hungry.” He waited expectantly.

Suddenly, you understood, remembered that you’d served him in Japan. You had thought the opposite would be true in America. He was hosting and would see to you. But you were wrong. “Oh, I’ll make you a plate. What would you like?”

He shrugged it off and half grinned. “It’s okay. I’ll make my own.” Kennedy said something like welcome to the twenty-first century. Seth ignored her and piled the contents high on his paper plate.

“I’m sorry,” you said when he sat beside you.

He stabbed a piece of beef with his plastic fork. “It’s okay. You’re still learning. We’ll get you sorted,” he said as if you were a foal that needed breaking in.

“Well, what do you think of America so far?” his mom asked.

You wiped your mouth against a napkin. The engagement ring felt tight on your finger. “I like it. I hope to improve my English. Maybe take a class.”

“Why?” Seth looked surprised by the news.

“I want to be able to speak better,” you said. You knew the power of words. What places they may take you.

His lips twisted down. “I’m not sure.” The television was on. A big screen with a muted football game in high def. He elbowed you. “What happens if you meet some guy, and he steals you away?” Everyone laughed. But when you met Seth’s eyes, they weren’t smiling. They were watching. Was he joking? You couldn’t tell.

“Don’t be silly,” said his mom. “Where would she go?” Another round of laughter. You smiled, too, though the words felt like stones in your stomach.

The guests stayed late, and your eyes were drooping. Seth drove his mom to her hotel. “Tired?” he asked when he was back.

“I can barely keep my eyes open.”

He kissed you. His hands were on your hips. His thumb skirted along your belly, then his hand over the hardness, the bulge. “What’s this?” The room was dark, and you wished you could see his eyes. Perhaps you would have seen them darken. Been able to step back before what happened next. Saved yourself. Later you’d learn the warning signs.

You placed your hand over his. You could not deny it and said nothing. You’d planned on telling him tomorrow after you’d spent the night together. Once he was satiated and happy. You’d fooled yourself into thinking he might even be pleased about it. A ready-made family. He had told you he wanted kids.

You felt the anger blaze through him but did not expect it. He pulled back and struck you across the chest. “I said, what’s this?”

You gripped your chest. Winded. A cry lay trapped in your throat. The next day, there would be a bright blue-and-purple bruise the size of a chrysanthemum. “I’m pregnant,” you said, your voice small. “I’m sorry. I should have told you, I know. It’s just… I thought then you wouldn’t want me, and I was so excited to come here and be with you. I wasn’t thinking.”

He ignored your apologies. “How far along are you?”

You would not be able to convince him the baby was his. After all, you had never slept together. “I’m not sure.” Seconds stretched into an eternity. “I’m sorry,” you repeated. “It happened before I met you. We had such a wonderful time in Japan, and we were just friends then. I didn’t know how to tell you once we turned into something more…”

He stood perfectly still. A hunter deciding whether to shoot again. Then he turned, flicked off the light, and climbed into bed. “Sleep in the other room tonight,” he said. His voice was calm now. Controlled. That scared you more than the rage.

You crept to the guest room and pulled the covers up to your chin. Your body felt wrong. Travel grime on your skin, chest burning, the unfamiliar sheets, the silence of his house. You blinked in the dark. Too surprised to cry.

Why did you stay the night? You asked yourself this later when the shock wore off. Your thoughts were eclipsed, but they circled around one fact: the knowledge that your mom didn’t know where you had gone. You’d been too afraid to tell her you were leaving Japan, to give her Seth’s address. The less she knew, the better. You hadn’t yet given Mayumi his address either. Nobody knew where you were. Nobody would come looking for you. You could die here, and no one would ever know.





Chapter TWENTY-TWO

Chelsey

TRIUMPH VALLEY UNFOLDS BEFORE CHELSEY and Montoya, a sprawling town butted up to a glistening lake, water reflecting the snowy mountain peaks.

Montoya steers down, cruising onto Main Street. “That’s his office.” Prickett Dentistry is on the second floor of an old but renovated brick building. Down another block is PC Toys.

“Let’s check in with local PD.” Their captain in Seattle had called ahead and made arrangements for them to have desks and weapons issued.

Montoya clicks on the headlights and drives to the local police station, a one-level building made of steel and glass. He parks, and she steps from the car, stretching out the hours spent in the passenger seat.

Chief Housten meets them in the lobby. “Detectives Calhoun and Montoya.” He shakes their hands, gripping tight and smiling wide. “Come on back.” He passes a key over a black box, unlocks a door, and leads them down a hall. The thoroughfare is long and dotted with blue uniforms. Conversations dwindle as they pass. The chief opens his office door. The space is square, with enough room for a couch and table, a desk, and two chairs on the other side. Floor-to-ceiling windows frame the lake.

“Nice view,” says Montoya.

“I can’t complain,” the chief says, jovial, all smiles. “Sit, sit.”

Montoya and Chelsey do. The chief circles his desk and creaks back in his leather office chair, taking a pen in his hand. “Your boss said you had a suspect in the area? Who are we talking about? It’s a pretty small town, and I can direct you to some of our more popular visitors to the precinct.”

“His name is Seth Prickett,” Chelsey says.

His polite smile freezes. “Seth?”

“You know him?” asks Montoya.

He looks over his shoulder to a shelf with a picture and frame. Two boys on a rock, shirts off, swim shorts wet, the sun out, flexing their muscles. “I grew up with him.”

Chelsey’s pulse slows. “His ex, Rika, was found murdered three days ago.”

“Rika’s dead?” he asks after a moment.

She eyes Montoya before going on. “Stabbed in her home.”

He clears his throat. “That’s a shame,” he says in an even tone. “I remember when Seth first told me about her. He had hearts in his eyes. I was happy for him. I went to a barbecue at his place when she first arrived. Seth got her a pair of boots. You should have seen Rika, cute as a button, trying to wiggle into those shoes.” He winks at Chelsey.

Cute. A word that followed Chelsey for years past its expiration date. When Lydia had shot up from pudgy toddler to lanky middle schooler, she’d shed the label. But Chelsey carried it well into her twenties. The perks of being Asian, she was sure. People only stopped after Lydia disappeared, when Chelsey forgot how to smile. Then they just looked away. On the force, she graduated from cute to cold. That was fine. Better invisible than infantilized.

“What can you tell us about Seth? Their relationship?” Montoya drops in.

The chief taps his pen against the desk. “Seth is solid, a good friend. He’s never let me down.” He chuckles, then leans in, serious. “Between you and me, that marriage was trouble from the beginning.”

Chelsey’s lips twitch. “How so?”

“Rika wasn’t who she pretended to be,” the chief says, low.

“Care to elaborate on that?” Montoya asks.

He holds up his hands. “Not for me to say, but she wasn’t a saint.” He stands. “I’ve got you a couple of desks to work from the bullpen. Our resources are at your disposal. I’m going to have Sergeant Johnson finish up with you.” He’s at the door, waving down an officer, ushering them through. “You be careful out there, you hear?” he says, and doesn’t wait for them to answer.

They spend five minutes at their assigned desk, the pointed silence of the bullpen pressing in from all sides. Every officer finding somewhere else to look. Montoya catches Chelsey’s eye, tilts his head toward the door. They leave without a word.



Seth’s place is the last stop of the night, a three-story house set back from the road and behind an iron gate. Grass and forest on the sides. The lake behind it. Montoya cracks the window, and cool mountain air floods in.

“Housten might be a problem,” he says. They’re at a safe distance from the precinct now, free to speak.

“You think he’ll tell Seth we’re here?”

Montoya opens his mouth, but before he can say anything, the gate opens. Headlights slash the dark road, and Seth’s car rolls out, a newer truck. Main Street is only four blocks away, and there’s enough evening traffic, locals heading to dinner, to provide cover. He parks and gets out, pulling up his jeans and looking right and left, his gaze sliding past their unmarked sedan five cars down. He rounds the truck and opens the door. Montoya sucks in a breath, and Chelsey does, too.

“New girlfriend?” Montoya asks.

“Housten didn’t mention that,” Chelsey says.

She comes into full view under a lamppost. Asian. Petite and meek behind Seth as he walks into a Mexican restaurant. Chelsey bets Montoya is thinking the same thing she is. That Seth has a type. She knows such things exist. Her own reservoir of experiences runs deep. At the bottom: a boy in high school, the first to tell her he had “a thing for Asians, know what I mean?” The way he’d savored her race like something exotic on his tongue. How her face had burned with shame. But what disturbs her most now is how she’d accepted it. Normalized it. Let it slide. She focuses back on the woman. “They’re married,” says Chelsey, letting her gaze drop to the woman’s hand, to the band on her left ring finger.

“Maybe she’s our way in,” he continues.

“Yeah.” She nods, catching her ghostly reflection in the window. Her creaseless eyes, her yellow skin. Her face. She thinks about Rika. Seth’s new wife. What happens when the fantasy ends.





Chapter TWENTY-THREE

Naomi

DEEP IN THE HAZE, NAOMI smells food—onions mixed with the warm starch of steaming rice. She swims toward it, away from the cold pressing through the thin walls, away from the air that tastes of rust and dust. Toward the memory nestled inside that smell. One with her mom. She keeps going, legs together, propelling her forward like the tail of a mermaid. She’s eager to be back in time. Eager to be at Auntie May’s apartment.

“You keep looking at your phone,” Auntie May said to Naomi. Her hands were wet with rice water, shaping onigiri on her marble island. Snow was just starting to fall, tiny light flakes dancing outside the windows.

Naomi closed out of her search—another dead end. Bronze horse statues. She’d scrolled through hundreds of images until her eyes burned. Ever since Hiroshi Akiyama’s silence, she’d turned to the internet. But matching a fragment of a memory to the real world was like trying to catch smoke. She flipped her phone face down and settled her elbows on the counter. Her mom had drunk half a bottle of wine and was giggling at a Japanese game show on the TV. Auntie May had all the broadcast channels—Viki, JME, NHK World.

Today, Sunday, her mom had a rare day off and they’d come here to binge television dramas. The three of them on Auntie May’s linen couch, snacking and spoiling their dinner. “I’m a teenager. That’s what I’m supposed to do,” Naomi said, tongue in cheek.

Auntie May stopped shaping. A sly, tender smile spread on her face. Of all the people in the world, Naomi loved her mom and May the most. “Only one reason a girl checks her phone that much.” Her eyes gleamed, teasing. “Because of a boy.”

“Ha.” Naomi laughed. “I’m not interested in boys.”

That was the truth. She was interested in ghosts, in the blank space where memories should be.

Auntie May smiled like she didn’t believe her. “Just make sure you’re safe.”

Naomi rolled her eyes and felt her cheeks pinken.

After eating, her mom was ready to go home. “I want a bath, then bed,” her mom announced, tipsy. Naomi looped an arm around her waist. Together, they stumbled out the door.

“You sure you’re okay to drive?” Auntie May asked.

Naomi pressed the elevator button. “Fine,” she said. “The car has four-wheel drive.” A fact Auntie May was aware of. After all, she’d bought it for Naomi.

It’s too much money, her mom had exclaimed when Auntie May gave Naomi the keys.

Bah, Auntie May had said. I bought it for a very good price. It’s nothing fancy.

“Oof,” Naomi said to her mom. “You shouldn’t have drunk so much.”

Her mom cackled and grasped Naomi’s cheeks. Her hands were rough, years of labor worn into the palms. She wished her mom didn’t have to work so hard. Wished their lives were different—easier, more open. “Momo-chan. My little peach. When you were born, you had fuzzy cheeks.” Her words slurred soft.

Naomi waved goodbye and hustled them into the elevator. Her mom rested her head on Naomi’s shoulder, humming a song Naomi did not know. “Tell me more about when I was born,” she asked softly. Her mom didn’t answer. “Okāsan,” she prodded.

“You hated me,” her mom said dreamily, and that was all.

Impossible, Naomi thought. I could never hate you.



Naomi inched down the sidewalk, her mom in tow. A thick sheet of ice covered their street. She had to park a block away. Their road wasn’t safe to drive on. The neighborhood was hushed—that unique silence of freshly fallen snow.

“Gross, dog piss.” Naomi edged them around a patch of yellow snow.

Her mom giggled and leaned in. “Isn’t it a wonderful night?” Her words came out wine thick. Her mom liked merlots but was allergic to the sulfites. Her cheeks always turned bright red. “The whole world feels new.”

“Keep walking.” Naomi’s clothes still carried the scents of dinner—barbecue pork and rice. Her mom babbled when she drank. Weaving tall tales. Once upon a time, she’d slept in a fifteen-thousand-dollar-a-night suite at the Aman. Had a Chanel purse. Then she’d forget everything in the morning. Blaming the alcohol for her grandiosity. The life she wanted but never had.

Her mom slid from Naomi’s reach, teetered, and grabbed a lamppost at the last moment for support. “Do you know what I love most about snow?” A celestial smile. “How it makes everything clean. Like starting over.”

Like magic, a fresh batch of snow started to fall; flakes caught and melted in Naomi’s lashes. For a single moment, the world was shimmering, suspended in glitter. The lamppost above them buzzing orange, haloed in white. Naomi blinked the moisture away. Her mom looked so young, so happy, so free. When she was like this, her mom was irresistible. Naomi ached with tenderness.

“Mom,” Naomi tried again, seizing the moment. “When I was little, that bronze horse I remember—”

“Oh, that horse.” Her mom’s face darkened for just a moment. “You were obsessed with it. Every single day. ‘Can we go see the horse, Mama? Please?’ Over and over.” She laughed, but it had an edge. “I hated that thing.”

Naomi’s pulse quickened. This was more than her mom had ever said. “Where was it?”

They came to their house. Feet heavy, toes nearly numb, they climbed the stairs in sync.

Her mom was lost in memory now, the wine loosening old locks. “That awful little town. The streets named after birds, Blue Bird Drive, Cliff Swallow Drive.”

Naomi memorized every word. Little town. Cliff Swallow Drive. Finally, something concrete.

Her mom stilled, growing suddenly pale. “Oh,” she said, before bending and retching, vomit splashing against the icy snow.

The reek of vinegar sharp in the cold air.

“I’m sorry.” Her mom pressed a hand against her mouth. “I’m so embarrassed.”

“Don’t worry. I’ll clean it up. Let’s get you to bed.” Naomi was always a dutiful daughter. She’d been trained to parent her mom. When she drank too much. When her moods were low, blacking out the sun.

Naomi undressed her mom and placed her in the shower, turning her back while she bathed. She seemed steadier on her feet now, but Naomi stayed close. When they were done and both in their pajamas, Naomi put her mom to bed, shut the blinds, and climbed in next to her.

They faced each other.

Her mom smiled. “I love sleeping with you. It’s always so peaceful. I wasn’t allowed to when you were a baby. It was like stitches torn from my body.”

“Who didn’t allow you to?” Questions crowded her throat. Why did you leave? Why did you hide so much? But Naomi knew better than to push. Her mom’s good mood was fragile, especially when she drank.

“I don’t want to speak of it. I want to have good dreams. Shouganai.” She paused. Shouganai—it can’t be helped. Her mom’s favorite phrase, the one she used to end every difficult conversation. It can’t be helped. Nothing can be done. Accept what is. Naomi had grown up hearing it so often she repeated it in her head, when the kids at school asked why she didn’t have a dad, when she couldn’t afford new shoes, when her mom came home exhausted from a double shift. Shouganai. Her mom thumbed Naomi’s brow, smoothing the frown away. “Are you happy?” she asked, the wine making her soft.

Naomi nodded, though her mind was already racing. Little town. Cliff Swallow Drive. Finally something real to search for.

“Good,” her mom murmured, already drifting. “That’s all that matters.”





Chapter TWENTY-FOUR

Chelsey

IN DAYLIGHT, SETH’S HOUSE COULD pass for a resort. A place you’d pay to visit, not escape from. The lawn is neatly cut in diagonal rows. Maple trees line the gravel road, branches on either side reaching for the other, entangling overhead. Woods and sky all around. The neighbors similarly tucked away in the trees, far enough not to hear anything you didn’t want heard. Triumph Valley is good fences make good neighbors territory.

Seth should be at work already. Chelsey called first thing this morning. Fully booked, the receptionist said. She declined to schedule for tomorrow.

From the car, she and Montoya have a clear view of the gate. They’ve been here thirty minutes, engine off, coffee gone cold. Chelsey unwraps a piece of gum and chews it.

The gate opens. Out steps Seth’s wife in a long down coat and sunglasses. The sun is out, but it’s bitter cold. She walks, neck bent, shoulders hunched, taking up as little space as possible.

Montoya waits for her to get a few lengths ahead before opening his door. Chelsey does, too. Both dressed casually, and they keep an even pace behind Seth’s wife. If she turns, they’ll look like a couple, out for a morning walk, enjoying the day. Seth’s wife jogs across a street, waving thanks at a car stopped for her, then ducks into a grocery store with an old plastic coin-operated horse outside.

“I’ll go in.” Chelsey spits her gum into a trash can.

Montoya nods. Walks to a bench a few feet away and sits, phone out, occupying himself.

Bells chime as Chelsey enters. The girl at the checkout turns and smiles. “Welcome in,” she says.

Chelsey grabs a basket and finds Seth’s wife in the produce section, holding an orange. She positions herself at the bin of apples, close enough to seem natural but not invasive. The woman examines each orange with care, turning them in her small hands. This close, Chelsey can see how young she is. Mid-twenties at most.

Chelsey places an apple in her basket and drifts toward Seth’s wife. “I feel like with oranges, you can never tell if it’s going to be good or not.”

“The secret is in the skin,” she says, voice husky. Accented, the consonants soft. “My mother always taught me to choose the ones with the brightest and thinnest skin.” She puts the orange back and navigates to the vegetables, to a row of peppers.

Chelsey keeps pace with her. “That’s a good tip. I usually just squeeze them and hope for the best.” She pauses by the bananas, a foot from Seth’s wife examining the skin of a green pepper. “You from around here? I’m just visiting. My husband’s looking at some property.” The lie comes easily.

A smile. Polite. “No, not originally.”

“Me neither. These small towns take some getting used to. I’m not sure if it’s the right fit for us.” Chelsey lets a beat pass. “My name is Chelsey.”

She hesitates, and Chelsey recognizes it, has seen this before. A woman trying to decide what is safe to say. “Joyce.” Again that youthfulness. Not just her age but the way she carries herself. Tentative. Watchful. A deer in the woods. “You Japanese?”

“I am.” Chelsey doesn’t go into more detail.

Joyce drops the pepper in her basket and moves the handle to the crook of her arm. “I’m from Thailand.”

“Long way from home,” Chelsey says. “How’d you end up here?”

Joyce’s smile tightens. “My husband is from here.” She moves toward the dairy section, a clear sign the conversation is winding down.

Chelsey follows. Drifting beside Joyce, basket bumping against her thighs.

“How long have you been in the States?” Up front, two women speak loudly, voices traveling down the aisles. Rodney is engaged. Can you believe it? I told him he was too young. Only nineteen. Anyway, I’m off to work. You come on by the library soon. I’ve got a stack of romances for you.

“Three years.” Joyce stares at a carton of strawberry milk.

“I used to love that kind.” Every Sunday, Lydia and Chelsey would have a treat. Strawberry or chocolate milk, a Kudos bar, Fruit Roll-Ups.

Joyce smiles. “It reminds me of nom yen, a drink I used to have back home.”

“You going to get it?”

“Not today,” she says. She appraises Chelsey. “Did you need something? Help?”

The question feels pointed. “Actually, I do.” Chelsey motions Joyce to the side, next to a swinging door that reads: EMPLOYEES ONLY. “I’m a detective from Seattle. We’re looking into a crime. A woman, Rika Takahashi, was murdered. She was with Seth Prickett before you.” She sees the moment Joyce breathes the words in. How her face tightens, curls with fear.

“I have nothing to say to you.” She hurries away, zipping down the frozen section aisle to the front of the store, where she drops her half-full basket and exits. Chelsey does the same, walks twice as fast, intercepts her outside, hands up. She’s here to do no harm. Montoya notices, straightening, but stays put on the bench.

“If you’re in a bad situation, I can help you. My partner and I have connections.”

Joyce keeps her eyes above Chelsey’s shoulder. Her mouth pressed closed. Chelsey waits. Puts her hands down. Nothing. The morning sun catches the side of her face, and Chelsey sees it. A faint discoloration along her jawline. Old bruising, carefully concealed with makeup.

“Please,” says Chelsey. “Rika had a daughter, Naomi.” Joyce’s eyes flare at the name. Recognition. “She’s missing. Does Seth have anywhere he goes or a place he might be keeping her?”

Joyce’s expression hardens. “I want you to leave me alone.”

Chelsey takes a step back. “Of course. Here. Take my card.” She drops it into Joyce’s purse. The bag hangs open, forgotten. “We’re staying off Main Street at the hotel with the pool out front. I’m in room five. We’ll be in town another day at least. I’ll leave you alone now.”

She steps away, watching as Joyce walks stiffly back into the store to retrieve her basket. Montoya joins Chelsey, and they head down the street, toward their car.

“Anything?” he asks.

“She’s scared.” Chelsey glances back at the store. Through the window, she can see Joyce at the checkout, counting bills. “And young. Really young.”

“Think she’ll reach out?”

Chelsey remembers the bruising, the way Joyce’s eyes flared at Naomi’s name. “I don’t know.”

They come to their car. As they pull away, Chelsey thinks about the way Joyce examined those oranges. The way she quoted her mother. Looking for bruises in the fruit, while hiding her own. How far from home she is.





Chapter TWENTY-FIVE

Rika

THE NEXT MORNING, SETH NUDGED you awake. “I’m leaving for work soon.” He smelled clean and fresh and wore a collared shirt tucked into pants.

You slipped from the bed, body hunched and chest aching from where he’d struck you. You didn’t know what to say.

After a minute, he sighed. “Let me see.” He reached for you and tried to lift your shirt. You flinched and batted him away, a creature caught up in fight-or-flight mode. He pinned both your arms against your body. “That’s enough now.” He adjusted and folded you into a hug. You longed for Sakegawa and were stiff in his arms even as he rubbed your back, whispering consolations, weak excuses. “I lost my temper last night, and I’m sorry about that. You surprised me, but that’s not an excuse. It won’t happen again.” He moved his hands to your shoulders and made you look him in the eye. He was gentle, holding your cheeks, and it made you soften the slightest bit. “I have to be at work in thirty minutes. Now, how about some breakfast?”

“Of course.” You nodded, understanding that he wanted you to make it.

“Bacon and eggs?” He smiled, hopeful like a kid.

“Yes, yes, I’ll get started right now,” you said, and darted downstairs and into the kitchen. He watched you, pointing out the locations of pans and food: in the drawer below the oven, bacon is in the fridge, eggs behind the milk. When you’d finished, you offered him the plate. He reached for it, wrist knocking against the saltshaker. Out it dumped. A little pile of white flecks. Seconds ticked by, and he waited, and you thought it might be a test. Carefully, you knelt and scooped the salt into your hand.

Done cleaning, you returned to his side, standing while he examined the runny eggs and burnt bacon. He took a bite and grimaced. “I’ll pick up something on the way to work.” He dumped the rest in the trash, neon yolk leaving a trail on the plate. “I’ll be home at six. Why don’t you make a nice dinner for us?” He placed a twenty on the counter. “There’s a key under the rock outside, and the grocery store is a few blocks down.” He paused and thought about it. “Bring back the change and a receipt.”

He walked out the door, and you watched through the window as he pulled away. After, you bolted into action, throwing your possessions into your suitcase. You did not bother to shower, only tied your hair back into a haphazard ponytail. Had no plan other than to run.

Your purse? Where was your purse? It was not on the dresser where you’d left it. There it was on the floor, half opened. You picked it up and rifled through it. Face-blotting paper. A pack of tissues. A pen. Mayumi’s address in the zippered compartment. But no passport. It was gone. The one Seth had helped expedite for you, rushing it through in weeks when it should have taken months. Another kindness you’d been grateful for. Another chain. Your money was gone, too.

You upended couch cushions, opened cabinets, and reached behind the toilet, tossing the house in a frenzied search. Finding nothing, you slumped against the wall and slid down, bare feet curling into the thick carpet, withered and shaking, a nub. You could list your assets on one hand. Only needed two fingers. Twenty dollars. Halting English.

Numb, you put on your boots, wore them to the grocery store, and wandered the aisles, twenty-dollar bill limp in your hand. You paused in the toiletry aisle, trapped in a familiar cloud. The cologne Aaron wore in Sakegawa, that day in the daimyo’s house. You’d have given anything to go back to then.

“You look lost.” A woman materialized beside you in the frozen-food aisle, cutting through the haze. A young child clung to her hand, twin trails of snot running down his nose. “You all right?”

Your mouth tried to form words, perhaps an alarm, but all that came out was a choked, “I… need dinner for my fiancé.”

She eyed your empty basket. “Want some help? Rodney doesn’t have to be at preschool for a bit. I’ve got time.”

She smelled like clean laundry. Speckled hands with silver rings stacked to her knuckles. Crunchy curls. And a T-shirt with a young Dolly Parton on it stretched tight against her chest, the words Clear Blue Morning written in cursive across the bottom. “Yes. Thank you.”

“My name is Shannon.” She stuck out a palm.

“Rika.” You shook her hand, noting how clammy yours was, how limp.

She scooped out a fistful of quarters from her wallet and handed them to her son. “Find that mechanical horse up front and go buck wild.” Rodney ran off. “Back in Tallahassee, where I’m from, I’d never let him leave my side, but I know all the checkers up front, and they’ll keep an eye on him. Now, let’s get you sorted. What’s your cooking experience on a level from one to ten? Ten being Julia Child.”

You had no idea what she meant and stared at her.

“I’ll take that as a zero. Frozen meal is going to be your best bet.” She fetched a brick of lasagna from the freezer and placed it in your hands. “Instructions on the front. Can you read?” she asked. “Don’t take it as an insult. I work at the library, and you should see how many folks we get in that can’t read. If you can’t, I’ll read you the instructions, but basically, you peel back the paper and wait until it’s bubbling.”

Your fingers curled around the aluminum foil; the cold grounded you, brought you back to the terrible reality, the painful ache in your chest. How it hurt when you breathed. “I can read.”

Shannon marched onward, and within ten minutes, you had a bag of salad and a chocolate pie for dessert. She helped you through the checkout. When the change had been dumped in your hand, you said, “I need a receipt, please.”

Outside, Shannon put a hand over her eyes. “You want a ride back to your place?”

You shifted the paper bag in your hands. “No, thank you.”

She frowned. “Come see me at the library sometime? It’s just down that way, the building with the Appaloosa in front. I’m there every Tuesday through Saturday.”

“Tuesday through Saturday,” you repeated.

She laughed. “You got it. Don’t be a stranger. You hear?” She climbed into her car, an old station wagon with wood panels, and drove off, Rodney’s hands pressed against the window.

You stood in the parking lot, watching her car disappear. Tuesday through Saturday. You repeated the schedule like a prayer. Like coordinates to a life raft.

That night, Seth came home right at six. “Smells good.” You’d already set the table. He sat down and put the napkin in his lap. When you two first started talking in Japan, he’d bragged that he’d been taught good manners. “You got a receipt?”

You fetched it from the counter and placed it next to the plate by the hunk of lasagna. You held your breath, praying he’d only glance at the total, not the itemized list that clearly showed Stouffer’s frozen lasagna. He peered at the crumpled piece of paper. “There was some change?”

“Next to the toaster.” You stood there. Unsure. Afraid to move.

He folded the receipt carefully and slipped it into his wallet. Later, you’d find a notebook in his desk drawer. Every receipt taped inside. Every penny tracked. Your purchases lined up like evidence. “Make yourself a plate, too. Come eat with me.”

You hurried to do his bidding. At the table, you sniffed it before taking a hesitant bite.

He stopped eating and looked at you. “Come on now. You can’t hold me hostage the rest of our relationship over one night.”

You shook your head. “I’m not.” You kept your response sparse, afraid the wrong word would set him off again.

“We’re going to start fresh, then.” He dug back into the meal.

You played with your fork. “I couldn’t find my passport this morning.” You kept the statement blank, with no hint of accusation.

He drank his milk. “You probably lost it. I’ll see about a replacement.”

You swallowed, nodded, and pretended to accept his excuse. What choice did you have? You were trapped in his house, in his town, in his country. With a baby growing inside you.

After dinner, he turned on some music. “Leave the dishes,” he said, pulling you close. “Relax,” he said at your stiff body, beginning to sway. He didn’t mention the pregnancy. And you didn’t either. Too afraid to let go of this fragile peace. He put his hand to the back of your head, bringing it to his shoulder. You breathed in and out. Cried. He shuddered and kissed the crown of your hair, an apology of sorts.

Once, you’d known how to turn men into clay. To shape them into open hands, open hearts, and open wallets. But here in Idaho, you were the clay. Seth’s hands working you into something smaller, quieter—the pressure gentle but inescapable.



That weekend, he took you shopping, first at a home goods store. He told you to pick out bedding. You reached for a simple cotton set—the kind your mother would have chosen.

“No, no,” he said, guiding your hand away like you were a child. “These ones.” The expensive sheets he placed in your arms cost more than what your family spent on food in a month. Then he told you to choose a plush rug to go with it, something soft and not synthetic. Wool and hand dyed, he suggested.

After, he took you to lunch and said order whatever you want. Last was the hardware store. Just a quick stop, he promised with a grin. And you saw him as he was in Japan. That man you could have fallen in love with. How many faces he wore. There, he bought a slide-latch lock.

At home, he asked you to hold his drill while he fitted it to the door of the attic room.

“What’s that for?” you asked, dread inching up your spine.

“Just securing some of my dad’s collection,” he said, not meeting your eyes. “Some of those instruments are valuable. Wouldn’t want anyone getting in there who shouldn’t be.”

But the lock was on the outside.

You’d understand eventually. Put it all together when it was too late. The cold room with its barred windows, its metal bed, its musty air. First your passport. Then your money. Finally, the lock. Each day, the world around you shrinking.





Chapter TWENTY-SIX

Chelsey

CHELSEY TOSSES AND TURNS IN the thin sheets of her motel room bed. She’s eight. In her father’s office. Alone. In the same nightgown. Standing in front of the fire. The blaze burning bright and hot, shadows leaping on the walls. Papers curl and blacken, edges eaten by flame. Silver catches the light. A bracelet, warping in the heat. The heart charm blackening. A name engraved, gone before she can read it.

And then Rika is beside her. Silent at first, watching. Then she leans in, so close Chelsey can feel the ghost of her breath. Her mouth opens, soft, almost tender, and her voice unspools: low, ragged, rising.

“Open the door. Open the door. OPEN THE DOOR!”

Chelsey jolts awake, heart thudding, sweat gathering at her hairline. The room is stifling. The bracelet. She’d seen… but it was already slipping away, the way dreams do.

Cases didn’t usually follow her into sleep.

Another sharp knock.

She checks the clock. Nearing midnight. She sits up, pads across the carpet to jab at the ancient heating unit, dialing down the temperature. The metal groans. Another knock, harder this time. She grabs her gun but doesn’t bother with her pants. She creeps to the door.

Bang. Again.

Chelsey opens the door a crack, ready, then hesitates. Her finger lifts from the trigger, suspended. Joyce stands there. Eyes wide. Face pale as chalk.



Joyce shivers outside Chelsey’s motel room door, the air biting cold.

“I’m sorry. It’s late. I should go,” she says, moving to leave.

“No,” Chelsey blurts. “It’s all right. Stay. Hold on a second.” She shuts the door but doesn’t click it closed, leaves it open a crack, then stumbles about her room, pulling on pants, stowing her gun. Dressed, she opens the door again. “Want to come in? Or we could walk, find somewhere open.”

Joyce’s mouth flickers with a smile. She has a small mole at the top of her cheek. “This is fine.”

Chelsey lets Joyce in and clears the little table by the window of papers, sticking the photos into a file. “Please.” She pulls out a chair.

Joyce sits, folding her hands in her lap, her jacket still on, her back straight.

Chelsey mirrors her posture. Waits.

“Seth was watching the game with friends. He came home an hour ago, drunk. He’s asleep now, but he won’t stay that way.” Joyce’s voice is barely above a whisper. “I have maybe half an hour.” She stops, then blurts, “You have something on your shirt.”

Chelsey glances down at a sprinkle of powdered sugar. “Donut.” She swipes but not successfully. The white dots become streaks. “From the drugstore on Main.” A shop that was part pharmacy, part confectionery. She’d had a craving. Bought a package of six mini donuts, eaten half on the walk back to the hotel, the other half in Noah’s shirt in bed.

Joyce smiles, only partway. “My son loves powdered sugar donuts.”

Chelsey stops wiping. “You have a son?”

She nods. “In Thailand still. He lives with my mother.” A beat. “You should try the pastries on Second Street. It’s a little farther walk. They have apple fritters the size of your head.”

“I’ll check it out,” says Chelsey. “What else would you like to talk about?”

Joyce yanks the sleeve of her jacket down, but not before Chelsey sees green-mottled flesh. A healing bruise. She takes a deep breath, holds it. Then the words come in a rush. “Seth and I, we’ve been married three years. He was with that woman—”

“Rika.”

“Rika, longer. I cannot imagine what she endured. Maybe it’s better she’s dead.”

Chelsey goes still. “She’d be better off alive.”

“Sometimes I want to die.” Joyce raises her eyes to Chelsey’s, a challenge in the burnt-brown depths of her irises. Ask me to stay. Tell me it’s worth it. Holds them there. Waiting.

“Things must be pretty bad.”

A laugh. Harsh. “Seth made promises when we met. He said he’d bring my boy over. He said my mom could come, too. That things would be better for us here. I have not seen or spoken to either since they dropped me at the airport.” Now tears.

Chelsey goes to the bathroom and brings back a wad of toilet paper, handing it to Joyce.

“I thought I was so smart.” Joyce plays with the tissue. “I used a legitimate company. A dating website that required men to obtain fiancée visas and pay all the fees. Not like some girls who do it on their own with underground brokers.”

“Why don’t you start from the beginning,” says Chelsey.

Joyce shakes her head. She shreds the tissue in her hands, little white flecks pepper the floor. “I don’t know how much time I have. It feels like Seth is always watching. You said you could help me.”

“No one should have to live in fear. I want to help you.” Chelsey leans forward. “And right now, I need information that could save another girl. Naomi, Rika’s daughter, may have come here. She’s sixteen, been missing for days. Has Seth been out of town within the last week?”

“He has.” Joyce straightens. “He went hunting Tuesday and didn’t come back until Thursday. Usually, he goes on the weekends when the office is closed.”

The heater clicks on. Warm air blasts through the vent. “He bring back anything?”

“No luck, he said.”

“Does Seth have a second property somewhere? A place he goes to hunt or unwind?”

A shake of her head. “He camps.”

“Nothing? Nowhere he would be able to hide a person?”

Joyce stares at her hands. “The room.”

“What room?”

“In the house. Third floor.” Yes, Chelsey thinks. She remembers seeing the window. The glass reflecting the pines. The bars outside of it. “He used to put me up there when he went away, but he doesn’t anymore. Where would I go?” She opens her hands. “He took my passport. I don’t even know how to drive.”

“You came to me,” says Chelsey.

“A tiny step,” says Joyce. “When I need thousands of miles.”

“Tell me more about the room.”

“It has two locks on the outside. One is a slide lock. Seth has the key to the other.”

Chelsey sits back. A locked room. Seth gone during the crime window. Circumstantial, but something. Joyce could let them in the front door, but not that room. Seth has the key. They’d need a warrant. And in Idaho, that meant going through Housten.

“It’s not enough, is it?” Joyce asks. “What if I saw something?”

“Did you?”

“No.” Her shoulders sag.

“I believe Seth hurt Naomi and Rika. I believe Seth hurts you.”

Joyce’s chin quivers. “But you can’t help me.” She stands. “This was a mistake. I shouldn’t have come here.”

“Joyce, wait.” Chelsey stands, too. “I can get you to a shelter tonight. Right now.” She’ll drive her all the way back to Seattle if she has to. “Then we’ll figure out the rest—your son, immigration status, everything.”

Joyce shakes her head, tears spilling. “He’ll find me. He always said he would. And my son—If I run, I’ll never see him again.”

“There are legal ways—”

But nothing stops Joyce from leaving.



Minutes later, Chelsey is pounding on Montoya’s door.

Montoya answers. His shirt open. Dozens of scars line his chest. Puckered flesh like smooth purple hills. Movement in the bed behind him. A woman. She recognizes her dewy complexion from the restaurant they’d had dinner at. “Ryan?” she asks, holding the sheet to her chest.

“My partner,” he says over his shoulder. He swings back to Chelsey. “One minute,” he tells her, sticking up a finger. Then closes the door.

Chelsey waits outside his room, leaning against the wall, listening to the wind. She almost laughs, despite everything. One night in town and Montoya’s already made a friend. She hears him murmuring apologies, the rustle of clothes. He steps out, buttoning his shirt. “Jellyfish.”

“What?”

“My scars. I saw you looking at them. I swam through a bloom when I was nine. They stung me from ankle to neck.” He stares into the night. “What’s up?”

“I had a visitor.” She tells him about Joyce. Seth hunting midweek, around the time Rika was killed. The locked room where Naomi may be kept. Montoya is shaking his head before she is finished. “I know, I know, we can’t get a warrant based on that.”

He hangs his head. “We’ll canvass first thing tomorrow. See if anybody saw anything.”

They agree to meet at eight. Chelsey walks back to her room. She does not sleep. Sits on her bed, case files scattered around her, laptop warm against her thighs. She searches for Joyce online. Finds records of her marriage to Seth, her maiden name. An old social media account. No new posts. Makes sense. Seth cut her access. But there’s much before that.

She scrolls and stops at a picture of Joyce with her son. The local school’s pale yellow buildings visible behind them, Thai flag hanging limp in the heat. Her arm slung around him, gold bangles stacked on her wrist. His hair wet, clinging to his forehead. A soccer ball tucked under his arm. Smiling. One of his front teeth is missing. The caption is in Thai. Chelsey hits the translate button. The script dissolves. English appears. Seven years old today. Three years Joyce hasn’t seen her son. He’d be ten now. Ten and absolutely perfect.





Chapter TWENTY-SEVEN

Rika

TRIUMPH VALLEY COALESCED AROUND YOU—barbecue, boots, churches, back-to-back wet seasons, clear cold nights with bright swirling stars. Days, weeks, months bled away.

You wrote to your mother all the things you never told anyone. About Chiyo, the hotel, your clothing ripped apart, meeting Seth. Letters that would never reach her, that you hid in the attic room where Seth kept you when he left overnight.




Dear Mama,

It’s been a month now since I left Japan. But it seems like a lifetime. How is the farm? I bet the flowers are blooming right now. I like to dream I am home, walking in the gentian fields, flower petals tickling my bare legs, the afternoon sun on my shoulder.

I am almost six months into my pregnancy. Sometimes I feel Hiroshi’s child move inside of me and wonder if she knows she’s swimming in lies.

I could not go to the temple. I don’t think there is a temple. But I did bind my belly with the white sheet from my bed. I prayed for the safe delivery of my little girl. Did I tell you I was having a girl? I am not sure I did. A doctor has not confirmed this, but I feel it. The way she moves inside of me. Her energy.

Seth tries to be a good partner but sometimes he isn’t, sometimes his temper gets the better of him. Last night, I turned on the kitchen sink while he was showering, blasting him with cold water. I did not know this would happen, but he chased me through the house. I almost made it to the bathroom, but he grabbed my ankle. Pulled me back and raised his hand to me.

He’s kind the mornings after. Always regretful. He’ll check my bruises or let me sleep in. He says things like if I didn’t make him angry. If I only tried harder. If only I put him first the way he put me first…






Dear Mama,

Today, Seth gave me money to go to the grocery store. Instead, I walked to the police station. I stood outside for a moment in the cool afternoon, gathering courage. Chief Housten, Seth’s friend, saw me. He pulled to the curb and rolled down the car window. He asked if I was lost. If I needed help. I told him yes, Seth hurt me. Seth locked me in the room upstairs when he went away overnight. I wasn’t sure he understood.

But then he nodded, turned off the car, pulled the keys from the ignition, and took me into a café. He bought me an orange juice and sat with me. The baby turned a somersault, and I lost my breath for a second.

He told me Seth is like a brother to him. They grew up together, spent their boyhoods in Triumph Valley. He understands, more than anyone probably, how hard Seth can be sometimes. His friend is difficult, but he wasn’t always like this. Plus, you’re going to have a baby, he said. Fatherhood changes a man, he said. He’ll soften when the baby comes, he promised. Seth lied to his friends and family. He pretends the baby I carry is his. I go along with it because he says it’s the least I can do, save him the embarrassment. Chief Housten sighed and said he’d speak to Seth, though. He promised to keep my words private. “I’ll see if I can calm him down. Give him insight on marriage, what works for Kennedy and me.”

I nodded stiffly and walked home. That night, Seth took me out to dinner. Put on a dress, he said. So I did, my movements unsure. I don’t know what I fear more, Seth’s bad moods or good.

He waited until we were settled in a booth, plastic menus in front of us, to tell me that Brian, Chief Housten, stopped by his office. I sat upright, had the urge to dart away, but Seth laid his hand over mine, and I saw the people around us. We were in public. He wouldn’t hurt me. Not on Main Street where anyone could see. His reputation meant more to him than the violence.

He said he wants things to be better between us, understand?

I said I want to be a good wife.

He said his dad was hard on him and his mom, but it was because he loved them so much. Then he said he thought I’d be more submissive. More giving.

I tried to explain about you, Mama. How you were strong-willed, independent. How you ran the farm with Grandmother. About how you were people in your own right. How I grew up in the company of women.

That’s not what I want, he said. Let’s try it my way, he asked.

In my head I saw this door, creaking open, an invitation to store who I was. I slipped through it, just for a moment. Putting myself away so I could give him what he wanted. I nodded. Said sure. Of course.

You should have seen his smile. It was like when we first met in Tokyo.






Dear Mama,

I don’t think I am your daughter anymore. You would not recognize me. Some strange alchemy has occurred. Seth likes for me to wake up when he does. While he showers, I make breakfast for him. Do you remember in Tokyo I used my kitchen to store clothes? Now I know how to make the fluffiest of omelets. When he’s gone, I clean the house.

I wipe Seth’s shavings from the bathroom sink. Vacuum and mop the floors. He likes the house to always smell like Pine-Sol. And I should never leave anything scattered on the counters. Everything has its place. He likes for me to dress nice and do my hair. I have braces now, too. A gift from Seth. My mouth aches, and the first week I could barely speak, as the wires had cut the inside of my lips. Seth joked he liked me best this way, silent. I laughed, too.

I think because I don’t speak English well, Seth believes I am stupid. But I am smart enough to fool him into letting me go to the library when he is at work. I said I wanted to read baby books and learn to cook better. He said that would be all right. I do not know whether to laugh or cry at this tiniest of victories. Convincing myself that I have some power in this relationship. I must eke it out where I can.






Dear Mama,

It’s been a while. I am nearly eight months along. Can you believe it? I have made a friend. Her name is Shannon. I met her at the grocery store when I first came. She works at the library and was so happy to see me, to see that I was having a baby. I found my first genuine smile since coming to Triumph Valley. Shannon likes to thrift shop. She brings me secondhand items for the baby. A little set of blocks. A toy rocking horse. Crinkly books.

I drag them home and tell Seth they were free, from a church donation bin. He said they were dirty, so I spent hours cleaning them. He was amused and said I could keep them in the garage. Then he said he wished I worked that hard for him.

Yesterday, Shannon gave me a box full of CDs. A program called Hooked on Phonics. She handed me a player with headphones. For your English, she’d said.

These last few months, it feels as if Seth has dipped into my brain and scooped out all my thoughts. This is where I let old Rika out. When I open that door in my mind and feel a little like myself again at the library, between the pages of the books, next to Shannon. And I can remember, too. If I close my eyes, I am back there. On the farm, sitting next to you, a book bridging our laps, your hand on the page, teaching me to read.






Dear Mama,

Seth found my CD player. It’s my fault. I should have asked Shannon to keep it at the library. But then she’d have asked why I couldn’t take it home, and I would not have been able to answer her. I thought about when we saw our neighbor slap his wife, and you ushered me inside. You told me these things are better kept private, that it was better not to get involved.

He found it when I was making peanut butter cookies for him, pressing a fork in them to make crisscross indents. My CD player had been hidden in the garage, in between piles of baby stuff. I’d tucked it in a box covered by blocks.

I waited to check until he left for work the next morning. The box was empty, the CDs gone. I didn’t ask him about it. He didn’t say anything either.






Dear Mama,

I slept most of the day.





You were at the library when the first pain came. Swift and sharp, a sudden cramp as if you’d been kicked by a donkey in the side. You dropped the book you’d been flipping through. It landed with a thud, face down at your feet, pages splayed.

Shannon rushed over. “Should I take you to the hospital?”

You shook your head, held your midsection, folded over. Tried to breathe through it. “I’m fine,” you lied to Shannon. “I’m going to go home and rest.”

You gathered your things and walked stiffly down the sidewalk, stopping once to lean on the iron banister of an insurance company and pant. At the end of the gravel driveway, another cramp tore through you. Some pressure and a whoosh. Fluid trickled down your legs and pooled at your feet.

Hours later, you were writhing on the floor alone. Sweat coated your forehead as you dragged yourself to the half bathroom. You worried about the mess, how it would upset Seth. You wondered where the easiest place would be to clean.

In the bathroom, you stripped your pants and underwear off. On your hands and knees, you pressed your cheek against the flagstone floor, moaning and heaving. Pushing was automatic, the grip of a power beyond yourself. The baby wanted out.

You bore down. She ripped through you. Then stopped. You could feel the top part of her head wedged between your thighs. Stuck. A guttural scream, and you pushed again, curling your fingers against the pain. The head was out. Shoulders wedged against your pelvis. You scrambled to your back. Pushed again. Out she came, and you reached down to pull her the rest of the way. Her cry pierced the air. The most beautiful sound you’d ever heard. Liquid gushed from your legs. Red and heavy with clots. You dragged a towel from the bar and wrapped her in it. She felt so slimy, gooey, like an undercooked cake. Minutes later, still lying on the floor, cradling your baby, you heard the front door open. The pound of footsteps. Then Seth was there, in his dentist coat.

“Aw, shit,” he said.

Blood pumped down your legs. “Dizzy,” you gasped.

The last thing you saw was Seth with his phone out. The last thing you heard was someone say, “Congratulations, it’s a girl. She’s perfect.”



You woke in the hospital to beeping, vision cloudy, then clearing. “There you are, Mama.” A Hispanic woman with tight, shiny curls and puppies on her scrubs was beside your bed, adjusting an IV. “You gave us quite a scare.”

“Where am I?” you pushed out.

“Sandpoint General Hospital. You had a hemorrhage. Lost a lot of blood and needed a transfusion.”

Your whole body trembled, teeth gnashing together. “I can’t stop shaking.”

“That’s the morphine. I’ll get you a warm blanket in a moment.”

“My baby?” You thought you had heard her cry but didn’t remember if she wiggled or was still. You remembered the bone you’d dug up as a little girl. The little misshapen skull.

“Safe with her daddy.” The nurse moved and revealed Seth in a hospital rocker, a bundle in his arms. A rope doll was on his lap, tag from PC Toys still attached. “I’ll give you two a minute and see about getting you a lunch tray from the cafeteria.”

The nurse left. Every inch of your body tensed as Seth rose from the chair. She looked so tiny in his arms. So fragile. A dull pain pulsed at the apex of your thighs. You tried to move your legs, but they were heavy and useless. Weak.

Seth didn’t look at you as he approached. Instead, he kept his eyes drawn on your baby, on showing her the rope doll, on murmuring, “Daddy bought you your first dolly.”

Your gaze darted to the door, then landed on the red emergency button on the side rail. “Give her to me.” Your voice was hoarse. Ineffective.

He tutted. “She’s sleeping. Don’t wake her.” He deposited the bundle in your arms and threw the doll into the bassinet. She’d been cleaned up. Swaddled tight with a knit pink-and-blue-striped hat snug on her head. Her cheeks were round and as ripe as a summer’s peach. You thought about biting her, then flicked the idea away, unsettled.

“I figured we’d get rid of her.” He touched the edge of her flannel blanket. “You can dump babies at the fire station now. Tell everyone it died. We’d try again and I’d have one of my own from you. But then I saw her. She’s amazing.” Your breasts started to leak. Warm milk that stained your hospital gown. He grinned and dragged a chair over to sit close to you. He put his elbows to his knees and said he wanted you to be a family now. Asked you to try. “I know I’m not easy to live with,” he said, “but we have a baby together now. Come on.” He grazed a knuckle against your arm. “Where is that pretty view you spoke of before you came here? Look.” He showed you his phone. “I bought her a crib and a dresser, iced white with spindled edges. We’ll throw away all that secondhand stuff you bought. Nothing but the best for my daughter.”

The nurse came back. “Roast beef for lunch,” she announced. The room filled with the smell of onions and cooked meat. She slid a capped tray onto another tray and wheeled it toward you. “Looks like your milk came in. Let me grab you a few breast pads.” She whipped around and opened a cupboard, grabbing two giant cotton disks. “Dad, do you want to hold baby while I help Mama out?”

You went to clutch your baby, whisper no, but Seth swooped in fast and took her.

“Here you go!” The nurse held out the breast pads. You stared at her as if she were offering an alien. Nobody had ever explained to you about colostrum, or breast pads, or nipples that felt as if they’d been put through a cheese grater, or netted underwear, or the bleeding, so much bleeding, clots and chunks falling from you, or the hemorrhoids. “You just slip them inside your gown.”

You awkwardly positioned the pads over your nipples and felt them fall down your belly, which was still protruding and firm. Eventually, it would suck back in, become loose skin. You’d never be the same.

The nurse pushed the tray closer, and you took a bite of food you didn’t want. Seth stood holding your baby, pointing out the window at the clouds, how one was shaped like a giraffe. “Look at you,” the nurse exclaimed to him. “You’re a natural.”

“Yeah,” said Seth. He graced your baby with a warm smile. “I wasn’t sure at first, but I think we’ll keep her.”

“And funny, too,” said the nurse. She turned to you. “I can see why you married him. Little girls and their daddies.” Seth did not correct the nurse—you were engaged, not married. But you didn’t either.

Before being discharged, the doctor came to check on you. “Do you feel safe going home?” he asked. You were holding her. Naomi. You’d chosen her first name, speaking up while a nurse was in the room, the paperwork in front of you. You’d decided on it for its kanji, 直美. Straight beauty. No crooked paths like her mother. Seth had hesitated a second, then written it in alongside his last name—Prickett. That baby is half mine now, he said when the nurse was gone. I have a legal right to her. If you’re deported, she’ll stay with me.

You told the doctor yes. “I feel safe going home.”





Chapter TWENTY-EIGHT

Chelsey

CHELSEY AND MONTOYA MOVE METHODICALLY, knocking on doors. The air is cold and dry, their breath visible. They skip Seth’s place. Can’t risk spooking him. Not yet.

The neighbor to Seth’s right is burly, red-skinned beneath his beard. They flash their badges, covering Seattle PD with their thumbs. “What is this regarding?” he asks.

“We’re investigating a crime,” Chelsey says.

The man’s shoulders shift. His gaze drifts, just for a heartbeat, toward the tree line that separates his property from Seth’s. A small geography of attention that tells Chelsey everything.

“Haven’t noticed anything.” He rests a hand on the doorframe. This is the shape of what they are up against. Not just Seth, but Chief Housten, an entire ecosystem of allegiance, woven through the mountain properties like root systems beneath an old-growth forest, invisible, interconnected, surprisingly strong.

“It’s a theft,” says Montoya.

She watches it work through him—the tension in his jaw releasing. “Theft? That’s too bad,” he says, hand dropping from the doorframe. “Whose place got robbed?”

“Unfortunately, we can’t say. But we’d love to look at your security footage from the last few nights.” Cameras dot the eaves of his house.

“Sure.” He thumbs through his phone and hands it to them.

Chelsey flips through to the earliest date and toggles through camera views. None of the angles pick up Seth’s house. The tree line is too high. She fast-forwards, and all she catches is the owner and his family, the reflection of a bobcat’s eyes in the night. “Thanks.” She hands it back, shaking her head at Montoya. Nothing.

“Always happy to help.” He shuts the door.

They try the house across the street from Seth’s. Set back from the road with a paved driveway. They buzz the gate, and it swings open with a creak. Montoya raises his brows at Chelsey.

Winter gardens unfold on either side of them. A sign posted in a skeletal bush: TRIUMPH VALLEY OFFICIAL BACKYARD BIRD HABITAT.

Montoya’s phone rings. He flashes the screen to Chelsey before answering—local PD. “Chief Housten, afternoon.”

“Hey there. Thought you two might stop by the station this morning. How are you getting on?” Housten’s voice is loud through the speaker.

“We’re getting on just fine. We ate at the Main Street Café this morning. Best French toast I ever had,” he says.

“That’s good, that’s good.” A lip-licking pause. “Listen, I just now got a call from a neighbor of Seth’s asking about some thefts in the area. I was confused since we haven’t had any reports. Then he described the two of you,” he says. “Know anything about that?”

Montoya toes a pebble. “We’ve been out canvassing. Thought folks might be less scared if we mentioned a theft rather than murder.”

“Smart,” he says. “You know, I’m going to give you all a personal escort. Might help with the locals. You still in Seth’s neighborhood?”

“We are.”

“Great, I’m going to send an officer on by.”

“That’s not necessary,” says Montoya.

“I insist. You stay put now. I’ll get Johnson out to you ASAP.” He hangs up.

“He’s going to report every move we make to Housten,” says Chelsey.

Montoya nods. “Yep.”

They come to the house. An old gable-roofed Victorian mansion perched high above the tree line. Chelsey swings around. “Nice view of Seth’s place.”

“No cameras.” Montoya motions, circling the house and yard with his hand. Above, crows holler and swoop after a red-tailed hawk, keeping their nests safe. Chelsey has seen plenty of hawk’s bodies in the woods. Beaks unhinged, pecked to death.

The steps are rickety but freshly painted. A plaque is nailed to the wood siding: TRIUMPH VALLEY HISTORIC HOUSE, EST. 1832.

Chelsey lifts the silver door knocker and pounds twice. She thinks of her nightmare—Rika standing beside her, both of them watching the fire, that silver bracelet warping in the flames.

A woman answers. Hair in a tight bun, maroon scrubs, and a heavy shawl-collared sweater.

Montoya flashes his badge. “Detectives Montoya and Calhoun. You have a few minutes?”

She folds the sweater tighter over her body. “May I ask what this is about?”

“Your neighbor across the street had a theft recently. We’re seeing if anyone witnessed anything,” says Montoya, breath fogging.

She presses a hand to her chest. “Oh my.” She swings the door wide. “Please, come in. I’m Clara, by the way.”

“Nice to meet you.” Chelsey wipes her feet, following Clara into an entryway crowded with antique frames and faux flowers. Maroon walls frame a steep mahogany staircase with green carpet.

“We can talk in here,” she says. “Here” is a formal living room to the right through an arched entrance. “Please sit.” She gestures to a Chesterfield sofa, olive green and covered in thick plastic. Half a dozen cuckoo clocks are on the powder-pink wall.

“Nice place,” says Montoya.

Clara shakes him off. “This isn’t my home. I work here as a nurse for Agnes, the owner.”

Montoya takes the information in and shifts. “You see anything unusual the last few days? Cars or people you haven’t noticed before?”

She presses her lips together. “Sorry. I keep pretty busy. When I do have downtime, I usually read. Agnes is the one who likes to look outside. Most afternoons, if it’s not too cold, I set her on a chair and her favorite crocheted blanket on the porch to watch the birds. She used to be an ornithologist.”

Chelsey scoots to the edge of her seat. “Would it be possible to speak with her?”

Her brows draw in. “I don’t know. Agnes is in the middle stages of dementia.” A basket full of dolls and teddy bears is at her feet. “She overwhelms easily.”

“We’ll go slowly. Ask one question at a time,” promises Chelsey. “We won’t push.”

“Agnes may have witnessed who did this,” adds Montoya silkily. He leans forward, smiles, cranks up the charm. “It would be a big help.”

The nurse thinks. After a pause, she says, “Okay. I’ll get her.” She stands and then turns back to the detectives. “She has trouble with her speech and comprehension. It may take her several seconds to form a single word, and there will be pauses.”

“Good to know,” says Montoya. Then, when Clara is out of earshot, he shifts to Chelsey. “My uncle had dementia. One of the nurses called it a second childhood.”

“Difficult witness,” says Chelsey. She can already hear Chief Housten’s dismissal. Unreliable. Compromised. But something about Agnes’s routine holds promise, that daily vigil on the porch.

“We’ll see,” he says.

A couple minutes later, they hear footsteps on the staircase. Clara reappears, and behind her is Agnes in a nightgown, a faded ASU zip-up sweatshirt over it. Her feet are bare. As she settles into the chair, Chelsey notices the dry, cracked skin of her heels.

“Agnes, this is Detective Montoya and Detective Calhoun.” Clara hovers at Agnes’s shoulder. “They are police.”

Agnes folds her hands over her lap, squeezing her knees together. Red marks bracket her lower lips where she has chewed or drooled, and the skin has become irritated. Her mouth judders open, and her jaw stays hanging, twitching, trying to find and form words. “Hi,” she finally says. She coasts a hand over her limp gray locks. “I didn’t do my hair.”

Montoya nods at Chelsey, and she leans in. “That’s okay. You didn’t know we were coming. It’s nice to meet you, Agnes.” She waits for a beat. “We’re investigating a crime next door.” She points to Seth’s house, barely visible through a lace curtain.

“Oh!” she says. Her eyes are that of a newborn baby, entirely innocent. She blinks and bends toward Chelsey. “Do you like birds?”

Chelsey nods. “I do. I grew up outside of Seattle, on the coast. We had a mating pair of bald eagles. Their nest was almost right in our backyard.”

Agnes frowns. “We get mostly flickers. But I saw a robin the other day. In the summer, there are hummingbirds. Sometimes I take pictures.”

“Do you?” Maybe Agnes caught something on film.

“Do I what?” Her fists ball. “Who are you? Clara?!”

Clara places a hand on Agnes’s shoulder. “I’m right here. These are Detectives Calhoun and Montoya. They are asking you some questions.” Agnes relaxes, and Clara nods at Chelsey to go on.

“You take pictures of birds?” Chelsey asks. “I was wondering if I could see some.”

“Yes, of course.” She warms.

Clara fishes a camera from the basket. Hands it to Chelsey. An older digital model. Her father had one like it, before she and Lydia were born. Agnes’s camera is a few iterations later, with more memory and storage. She turns it on.

“I should have mentioned her camera,” says Clara. “She’s been using this one for thirty-plus years. It’s really funny how the mind works. She remembers how to operate it, but sometimes she doesn’t know who her son is.”

“My son,” Agnes says. “He’s a doctor. He needs a wife.”

“That’s right,” says Clara. “Only he’s already married.”

Chelsey flips through the photographs. All taken from the porch. Seth’s house and gate blurry in the background. Close-ups of doves, swallows, finches. A whoop-whoop emits from the street.

“Our escort,” says Montoya.

Through the lace curtain, Chelsey catches the movement of a blue uniform. “Almost finished.” She hurries. Flipping. Flipping. Faster, barely registering anything. Then. A figure. Too late, she clicks forward, curses and clicks backward.

There.

Chelsey straightens, skin tingling, the same sensation she used to have as a kid, when she’d bite into a piece of warm summer fruit—the sweetness bursting against her teeth almost painful. Seth’s house in the background and in the foreground; a dark-haired girl visible just inside the gate, her face turned toward the street. “She was here,” Chelsey whispers. “She was here,” she says again, looking at Montoya. And maybe she still is.





Chapter TWENTY-NINE

Naomi

LIGHT FRACTURES ACROSS THE WATER like broken glass. It’s daytime, but Naomi is still submerged—in some deep below. Still drifting in a current of memories, letting it carry her backward. To the day after her mom got drunk at Auntie May’s. They’d slept curled together that night. She’d woken early, lying on her side, one hand tucked under her head, her mom coming into soft focus in the flat gray morning light. The wine-soaked words replayed in her mind. Cliff Swallow Drive.

She eased from the room and sat on the couch downstairs. Phone in hand, she typed in Cliff Swallow Drive. Addresses popped up. Medford, New Jersey? No. Redmond, Oregon? No. Triumph Valley, Idaho? Something turned over in her stomach. A flop of recognition. The body knowing what the mind couldn’t access.

She googled Triumph Valley. Saw that it was a small mountain town. A tourist destination. She thumbed through the photos—log cabins, snow-capped peaks, Main Street decorated for Christmas. Then, there it was: a bronze horse. Outside the library. She knew that horse. Had drawn it long ago. The past was reaching forward to touch her.

Triumph Valley was only a few hours away. Naomi showered and checked on her mom, still sleeping.

“Heading to school,” she lied, her mouth dry, her heart beating fast.

Her mom lifted a hand from the bed before letting it flop back down.



The Triumph Valley library was made of glass interspersed with chunks of timber. It stood back from the sidewalk, behind a swath of grass and a curving path with the bronze horse at the center—the metal body dull in the sunlight, hooves raised, nose pointed to the frozen blue sky.

She touched the bronze flank, fingers meeting cold metal. A flash—small hands, her hands, reaching. Someone pulling her away. No climbing. The voice was both familiar and strange, her mother’s but different, younger, frightened.

She stood there a moment, her palm flat against the horse’s side. All those years of drawing it from fragments. And here it was. Real, solid, cold under her hand. She wanted to laugh, to cry. She filed the image away. The exact green of the patina, the way the light caught the raised mane. For her painting. She’d use neon green, not the muted patina, but something electric. Make it come alive in the dark.

Everything here felt both too large and too small. She held out her phone, on the screen a map, blue line directing her toward Cliff Swallow Drive. She walked from the library past storefronts that tugged at something deep. The pharmacy. The toy store. She pressed her nose to the glass, looking in. Not a memory exactly, more like an old bruise, tender when touched.

Maple trees lined the street. And she recalled something about the seeds. Spinning. Her hand made the motion without her thinking, fingers releasing invisible helicopters into the air.

She turned on Cliff Swallow Drive. The sidewalks gave way and the trees rose up—pine and quaking aspen. She walked alongside the road, feet pounding gravel, the occasional fern. Trucks and SUVs sped by her. Then she came to it. A handcrafted metal gate featuring deer and turkeys set under an oak tree.

The gate stood alone, no fence attached. Just forest on either side. She knew this, too. Not the details but the feeling, a glimpse of standing at the window, watching shadows climb up the driveway.

Trepidation inched up her spine. She was on someone’s private property now.

She’d seen the stickers in the windows of cars on Main Street: I don’t run, I reload, or Firearm rights are human rights. She glanced back. Across the street, an old Victorian house lurked behind iron gates, windows dark as missing teeth. Creepy, she thought with a shudder—like something from a horror movie. And now her phone was dead, too. She hadn’t charged it the night before. It was at forty percent when she left and had dwindled to fifteen near Spokane.

But she kept going, slipping past the gate, tracing her long-gone childhood footsteps, feeling that wound pulsating.

Fragments surfaced. Impressions of her mother’s hand, always tight on hers. The release when they passed the gate. Then something else. Urgency. Her mom’s voice, sharp: hurry. Always hurry. The bloodlike taste of fear in the air.

Her steps slowed as the house rose in front of her. She took it in. The stately mansion made of wood with stone running along the edges, the wrought-iron shutters on the windows. Her gaze pulled upward to the second floor. She counted windows without knowing why. One, two, three. The third. Something about that window.

The front door was wood with an animal motif carved into it—an elk posed on a rock, head tilted up, velvet mouth nibbling on a tree branch.

Naomi rang the bell and listened as the sound echoed through the house. She stuffed her hands in her pockets and waited. No answer.

There weren’t any cars in the driveway. No lights on inside. She looked behind her. Nothing but the sway of trees and dappled sunlight and patches of snow.

What to do now? Her heartbeat quickened. Keep going or leave? She already knew what she would do. She’d come so far, and the house was speaking to her. Come inside. Rest your head against my chest. You have known me. Know me again.

She checked under rocks near the door. Nothing. A planter—empty. Then by the fern, something made her kneel. Her hand found the rock without her eyes guiding it. The key was there. Of course it was.

She slid the key into the lock, turned, and went in.



Naomi’s heart rate doubled as she stood on the flagstone entryway. The smell hit her first. Sweet and cloying, like fruit left out too long, and underneath, something else. Pine cleaner. The combination made her stomach turn, though she didn’t know why.

The house was quiet. Too quiet. As if it were holding its breath. Waiting.

To her right, a doorway. She looked in, a study. Past that, a kitchen. She traced the island’s granite countertops, fingers passing over the sparkles in the stone, the gold and silver specks. She’d done this before. Smaller fingers, same motion.

The kitchen opened to a family room with floor-to-ceiling windows, water beyond them. And above, she looked up, glass eyes staring back. A moose mounted over the hearth. Fur the color of burnt umber, of dried blood.

She went back to the entryway. Her hand hovered at hip height. Something was missing here. By the console table. She could feel the absence of it. Then, unbidden, the ghost of a man’s voice. Look at what Papa brought home. The word Papa sat wrong in her mouth. But there it was. There had been a man here with her. She saw a flash of white teeth, of a dark wool jacket. The memory slipped away when she tried to focus on it.

To her left was a flight of stairs, plush with carpet. Her feet sank into it as she climbed. She could feel the weight of her younger self, gripping the iron balusters, hoisting herself up. She’d needed both hands then.

On the second floor, the bedroom doors were half open. She peered in the first and felt a rush of something. Familiarity. This space had been hers. She had put her rope doll to bed in that closet, pulling blankets over its body, kissing its wooden head.

Why had her mom hidden this place from her? It was beautiful. So much bigger than their Seattle town house. So much more than they had now.

She left the room and moved on. In the middle of the hallway was another door, two locks on the outside—a keyed knob and slide lock. A chill ran down Naomi’s spine. Old fear reared, and she stepped away. Better to leave it alone.

Last was a set of double doors at the end of the hallway. Inside, the bed was neatly made, a rustic wood nightstand on either side. Nothing personal. No photos. No books. Like a stage set, waiting for actors.

The primary bathroom had the same flagstone flooring, and it made Naomi shudder. Something was happening inside her body. Her heart was hammering. Her palms grew slick.

She sat down on the edge of the bathtub, sensations swirling. Water. Too much water. Hands. Her mom’s face, but wrong, turned away. Can’t breathe. Can’t—

Then, cutting through everything, her mom’s voice again. Not from here but from after. Those first weeks in Seattle. Her mom waking in a cold sweat. Her mom checking locks. Her mom changing her name. Anne Walker, I’ve always been Anne Walker, and you are Naomi Walker. Let’s spell it together. Because they hadn’t been safe here in Triumph Valley. Because they had been hiding in Seattle.

Outside, a car door slammed. Naomi froze. Before she could figure out where to hide, she heard the front door open. She understood. Finally. The drinking. The silence. The weight her mom carried. They’d escaped. This beautiful, terrible house. And now, someone was home.





Chapter THIRTY

Chelsey

“I JUST DON’T BELIEVE SETH would hurt anyone.” Chief Housten sets the photos printed from Agnes’s camera on his desk and taps his blunt fingers against them, leaving smudges on Naomi’s face.

“We have evidence of Naomi entering his property,” Montoya says.

Chelsey is in the chair next to him. “That’s enough for a search warrant.” She thinks of Naomi captive in Seth’s house, far from home. Wonders what lengths he may have gone to keep her there. She has seen what men build to hide women.

Housten pushes the photos away, turning to the view of the lake. His jaw works. “Seth and I met in kindergarten.” He smiles. “My mom used to pack me lunch every day. Cold hot dogs on Fridays. The other kids made fun of me. You can imagine the names they called me, but Seth never did. You ever have a friend like that?”

Chelsey stays quiet. She’d had no friends in high school. The only Asian kid in a white school, adopted, full of questions she’d learned not to ask. And then what happened to Lydia. She’d closed the door after that.

“I did,” Montoya says. “Bobby. We did everything together and mostly got into trouble. Shoplifted from the Safeway down the block. Stuck candy bars up our sleeves and thought no one would notice. Bobby took the blame when the manager grabbed our arms and shook our shirts, Snickers falling out. Bobby said it was his idea. He got the worst of the punishment. I still feel like I owe him.”

Chief Housten sighs, adjusts a stapler on his desk. “Seth was always right on the edge. You know what I mean? There was this girl, junior year. Melissa. Transfer student from Boise. Seth was obsessed, brought her flowers every day, knew her schedule by heart. When she tried to break it off…” He trails off, stares at something past them. “Found her locked in Seth’s car after the homecoming game. Crying, said he wouldn’t let her out until she agreed to give him another chance. Seth’s dad—he owned half the commercial property in town—made it all go away. Said Melissa was being dramatic.” He looks up at the detectives. “There was another girl, years later. He was crazy about her. Then one day she up and left him. Went back home. Seth was wrecked for months. Guy’s had rotten luck with women.”

Chelsey feels Montoya shift beside her. “That must’ve been hard to watch,” he says.

“Yeah.” Housten ruffles his hair. “His old man fixed every mess Seth ever made. Wrote checks, made calls, made things go away. Then when he died, I stepped in.” He looks at his hands. “Cold hot dogs, remember? He never laughed at me. Not once. I was new to the force when I got my first call from him. Brian, he said, you gotta help me. He’d pulled a gun on someone tailgating him. But that’s the thing about Seth, he’s all smoke and no fire. Gets worked up but never follows through.” He pauses, then addresses Montoya with a jerk of his chin. “You keep in touch with your friend Bobby?”

“I do,” says Montoya, voice warming. “He’s married, has a family now. Coaches Little League. Sometimes the kids we are aren’t the adults we become. Maybe Seth isn’t someone you know anymore. Bobby never hurt a soul. And if he did, and I knew about it, I’d be a shitty friend to let him continue like that.”

Housten is quiet. He looks at Chelsey, then Montoya. “You really think he has that girl?”

“I think we need to find out,” Chelsey answers.

“Yeah.” Chief Housten rubs his mouth and reaches for his phone. “You’re right. I’ll get your warrant.”



They have the warrant within the hour. Chelsey and Montoya drive to Seth’s, Chief Housten and two squad cars behind them. They park on the street and gather outside his gate. Dusk settling in.

“There’s no need for that,” says Housten, seeing Chelsey and Montoya strap on vests.

“Standard protocol,” says Montoya.

“Seth has firearms in the house,” Chelsey adds, vest pressing tight against her belly. Tighter than last month. She thinks about the baby. The size of a mango, the app said. A thing with fingernails now. Eyelashes. The beginning of lungs. Then she stops thinking about it. Has to. She jerks her head to the gate, to the box with intercom and keypad. “You know the code, or do we bust through?”

Housten sighs and pushes buttons. The gate swings open. They walk to Seth’s house in silence, Chelsey’s pulse quickening. She looks up to the dark window on the third floor and imagines hands pressed against the glass—Rika’s, Joyce’s, Naomi’s. How many women had looked out from that window? Waiting for help to come.

Seth’s truck is parked off to the side. Chelsey and Montoya move forward.

“Wait,” Housten says.

They pause, turn to him.

Housten hurries to their sides, winded not from exertion but from something else, what this is costing him. “Let me do it.” His voice breaks. “Please,” he says. “He’ll listen to me. I can make sure this all goes smooth.”

Chelsey and Montoya exchange a look before Montoya hands over the warrant.

Housten passes them and raps on the door. A minute later, Seth answers, smiling at his old friend. The smile dies when he sees the detectives, the uniforms scattered across his lawn. “Whatever it is, I didn’t do it,” Seth jokes. The laugh rings hollow.

Housten’s thumb caresses the warrant, and he gives it to Seth. “I’m sure this is all a misunderstanding, buddy. But we’ve got a couple of detectives here from Seattle—” Seth’s eyes darken. Housten carries on. “Why don’t you come on out? I’ll grab Joyce for you. You can wait in my squad car while they take a peek inside.”

Seth steps too close to Housten, and Chelsey’s hand finds her gun. She watches their heated exchange, voices low and urgent. Sees when Seth’s eyes go wide. Calculation giving way to panic. Seth shoves Housten backward, the door slams shut. The lock clicks. Housten pulls at the handle, bangs against the wood. “Seth! Seth, open the door!”

Silence from inside.

“Break it down,” Montoya says.

The officers look to Housten. A man watching decades of friendship collapse in real time. He steps back, nods. “Do it,” he says.

The ram swings. The door splinters from the frame, hanging on its hinges.

Seth stands just inside. Joyce positioned in front of him. Gun pressed to her temple.





Chapter THIRTY-ONE

Rika

NAOMI GREW LIKE A THORNY weed. She inherited nothing of you. Instead, she took after Hiroshi in equine looks. His intensity, his calculating nature, too. She was not an easy baby. She didn’t like your milk, chewed on your nipples, and spit them out. Seth’s mom thought Naomi had colic. Her babies never cried like yours did, she’d said with a glint of suspicion. Seth had told his mom Naomi was his. That you’d gotten pregnant the night you met, back in Tokyo. Nobody else questioned the timeline. The slant of your baby’s eyes. The color of her skin. After that, Seth said Naomi needed formula. Clearly your milk was spoiled.

Letting your milk dry up was painful. Your chest swelled and ached. Relief could only be found by squeezing your breasts and letting the milk wash down the drain. When you wept, Seth told you to quiet down. Don’t upset the baby. When you kept at it, ratcheting it up a notch, he fetched a baggie of pills from above the microwave and ground one up into a glass of whiskey. Told you to drink and go to sleep. Not to worry, he’d gotten them from his office. Samples. There would be more if you needed them.

You thought yourself worthless—couldn’t even feed your own daughter, had allowed yourself to sleep through her cries. Afterward, in the shower, you hit yourself. Punishing blows on your chest as if you might split your body open and break free. Striking at your helplessness. Until the skin turned red and angry and mottled to purple. Until the water grew cold, you were shivering, and Naomi was screaming on the floor mat.

At four months, you brought Naomi to meet Shannon. They say babies grow fast, but the time went by achingly slow. You were lonely, wanting your mother, the farm, a thousand times a day.

“She’s gorgeous,” said Shannon. She’d brought her a gift. A pink baby blanket embroidered with her name and date of birth. You held it against Naomi’s cheek, letting her feel the satiny edge.

“She’s very serious.” Naomi hadn’t smiled yet. Other than crying, she never emitted a single sound. She didn’t like being held or swaddled. She screamed when taking baths. She hated you. And sometimes, you hated her. “Do you think there’s something wrong with her?” You rubbed at your arm. The temperature was warm, but you wore a sweatshirt to hide the bruise Seth had given you the night before. He’d found you at the stove, the gas on, filling up the house, Naomi crying. He’d shaken you and opened the windows. You were taking pills regularly by then. A half here, a whole one at night. Anything to numb you. Anything to get through the days.

“Of course not.” Shannon chewed the end of her pen. “What does your pediatrician say?”

“He says she’s fine. Very healthy.” Seth had scheduled all the appointments, had come with you to all the checkups. He was friends with the doctor. You sat in the corner of the exam room while Seth spoke for you. Her English, it’s not good, he’d lie, though you understood every word.

Shannon offered a careful smile. “Then I’m sure she’s fine. Here, why don’t I hold her for a bit. You can go browse, or better yet, have a catnap. There’s that green armchair in nonfiction, perfect for a snooze.”

“That’s okay,” you said, shifting Naomi. Seth would know if you were late. He always knew. “I need to get going.” You left, went home, and sat Naomi on the couch, where she immediately fussed. You looked at her face, searching for some sign of love or recognition. Her dark eyes stared through you. Empty. Like looking into wells with no bottom. You just wanted her to be quiet. To be able to sleep. Maybe another pill.

You filled a glass half full of whiskey, crushed a pill, and mixed it in. You held the glass, knew it was wrong, knew you should not be doing this, but found it impossible to step back, to inch away from the edge of your own ruin.

A sip, then two, then you were gulping the whole thing down. Thirty minutes and your mood softened; your thoughts dulled. This was when it happened. When you went away. That door inside your mind opened, and you stepped through, letting it slam shut behind you. After that, you did not come back out.



Three and a half years. That’s how long the pills held you under. When you surfaced, Naomi was nearing four and you did not recognize the child you’d given birth to. You wondered how she’d ever been inside of you. She had nothing of you—she was too serious, too melancholy. She liked to draw. Not happy clouds, suns, or flowers but swirls, violent storms, creatures with teeth. And the greatest betrayal was how much she loved Seth.

She’d toddle to him and open her arms when he came home, rope doll clutched in her chubby fist. Seth special ordered them. Every time one unraveled or became too tattered, he’d call PC Toys.

“Uppa,” she’d say. A combination of papa and up.

He was gentle with her. Only her. The soft look reserved for Naomi made the rest bearable—his constantly circling temper, like an eel in dark water. You convinced yourself the sacrifice was worth it. Naomi was happy. Unscathed. She loved Seth, and he never hit her. That was enough.

But, still, you thought about leaving them both. Your passport had reappeared on the dresser. No explanation. Just there, like a taunt. You understood what it meant. He wasn’t afraid of you running anymore. Thinking of your passport, you’d look at Naomi, and all you felt was a piercing regret. You thought of other cities. Los Angeles. New York. Seattle. Anywhere but here. Japan was impossible. You could not go back. The shame would eat you alive. The dishonor would plague you like a shadow. Wherever you went, you did not picture Naomi by your side. Let Seth have her, you’d think. Let them have each other.

Then the afternoon that everything changed. Naomi had been a wreck all morning. Shannon was watching her while you read a book in the green armchair, another stolen hour. But you’d fallen asleep and woke too late. Seth would be off work soon.

You rushed home and scrambled to make dinner. But the laundry…

You’d forgotten about the laundry. You were running a bath for you and Naomi. He burst through the door when you were about to step in, temper burning at his heels. Naomi was already in the water, waiting.

“The laundry isn’t done. All you do is sit around all day while I’m out making money. Is it too much to ask I have clean underwear by the time I get home?”

Naomi sat and peered up at the two of you. You’d trimmed her hair earlier. Little pin-straight sticks of black clung to her arms. Her bangs were crooked. When the pill or drink wore off, your hands would shake, your vision would blur.

“I’m sorry. I’ll do it right now.” You clutched the towel close, picked up the hamper with one hand, and tried to move past him. He grabbed your arm. He’d never been violent in front of Naomi. But it was only a matter of time.

He pushed you down. His temper was on fire, flames so high he could not see your baby in the water. The hamper was overturned and the contents dumped onto the floor. “Look at this.” He shoved you down on your knees. “What a mess.” He threw the clothes into the bathtub, and they sank to the bottom. “I guess I have to do it myself.” He soaped up a handful of clothes and pressed them against your face. Water in your nostrils. In your throat. The world going dark at the edges.

Seth’s sharp intake of breath, finally registering Naomi. He relaxed his hold enough that you could turn your head. There was Naomi in the water. Clapping. Laughing. Like it was play.

“Papa, do again,” she said in her little voice. “Do again.”



Naomi. You could not shake it. How she laughed during the violence, at your pain. The rational part of you knew she didn’t understand. But through the haze of your own drowning, it felt like the whole world had turned against you. Even this child you’d carried.

The giggle chased you into sleep. Dreams of deserting her in the mountains. Her laughter following as you fell from a cliff. Then another dream, of a fire while you were sleeping, navigating through the acrid smoke to find Naomi bouncing in her bed, a match in her hands. You woke on an inhale, two words circling your mind. Save her. You didn’t want her to grow up to be anything like Seth.

You were no longer numb but electric, all your synapses firing. Every sensation heightened. Your old self was fighting its way out, ramming against the locked door you’d placed it behind.

The next morning, you made Seth breakfast while he blew raspberries on Naomi’s belly. Handed him his lunch at the door. Waved goodbye as he drove off. A careful choreography. Once, you remembered, you had turned men to clay. That part was not dead yet.

The door closed, and you squeezed your eyes shut, then opened them. Resolved. You gathered your purse, your passport, and scooped Naomi up. The rope doll from Seth and blankie from Shannon, her two favorite items, were in her arms. You walked to the library, hysteria sprouting. Naomi wiggled in your arms. She wanted down. Wanted to pick up rocks and pull weeds from the concrete, dragging her pink blankie behind her, like you usually let her do.

Sweat was pouring down your forehead when you entered the library. It was summer in Triumph Valley and the streets were baking. “Hey there!” Shannon came around from the circulation desk. “We just got some new Eric Carle books in, and they came with swag—posters! I saved one for Naomi. What’s the matter?” She took in your wild hair, Naomi clutching too tight to your chest.

“I need to get away from Seth,” you said in choppy English. It was difficult to iron out the words and press them into neat American folds when you were emotional.

“Come on.” She took you to a study room and shut the door. “Tell me what’s going on.”

Naomi slid down your body and played with the table leg. You wiped at your nose. Tears streaked down your face and landed salty in your mouth. “I can’t stay anymore. She’ll be like him.”

She considered you. “I’m going to ask you something, and I want you to answer honestly, you understand?”

You nodded vigorously.

“He hits you?” Shannon’s voice was careful. You’d never told her in four years. Pride, maybe. Or shame. The way abuse makes you complicit in your own silence, turns you into your own jailer.

“I lied to him about being pregnant. I was, already, before I came over.” This was your penance, you thought.

“That’s not an excuse to abuse you, Rika.” She crossed her arms. She wore the same shirt she’d worn when you’d first met, the Dolly Parton one, Clear Blue Morning written in cursive. “I always thought there was something wrong, but I grew up in one of those households where you didn’t put your nose in other people’s business. I wish you’d told me sooner. But I understand why you couldn’t.” She paused. Gave a decisive nod. “I’m going to help you. Please, let me help you.”

Your nails bit into your palms. Four years since you’d felt hope. Four years drowning. “Yes,” you said. “Help me.”





Chapter THIRTY-TWO

Chelsey

SETH’S STREET IS CHAOS. POLICE vehicles thrown across the lawn at wrong angles, SWAT spilling from doors, red and blue lights pulsing like an exposed artery.

Chelsey watches it all from the end of Seth’s gravel driveway. She knows how this can go. Has seen standoffs end in blood. Her breathing is even. But her jaw aches from clenching. Radio silence is ordered. Everything hushes. Twenty minutes stretch taut.

After the ram had splintered the door, after they’d seen Seth with the gun to Joyce’s temple, they’d retreated to wait for SWAT. Standard protocol when a hostage is involved. Now Seth has killed every light in his house, turning the windows into black mirrors. His roof line silhouetted against the sliver of moon, jagged mountains, glassy lake. Chelsey uses a night vision lens to detect movement through the windows.

“Anything?” Montoya whispers.

She shakes her head. “Nothing.” Seth has drawn the blinds and curtains. The only visibility is through a sheer set in his office. Montoya huddles inside his jacket. A keening wind snakes through the trees. Both their noses are pink tipped, lips gone numb.

Chelsey grabs a bullhorn from a table under a tent and hands it to Housten. “Try talking to him,” she says. Seth hasn’t been answering phone calls. If they wait longer, negotiations will cease, and SWAT will breach. The night will burn. Joyce and Naomi could become casualties.

“Seth,” Housten calls through the bullhorn. “It’s Brian. We’ve got a lot of people out here worried about you and Joyce.”

Montoya elbows him. “Talk to him about when you were kids.”

Housten puts his mouth back to the bullhorn. “Hey, Seth?” he says. “You remember first grade? How much you loved Captain America? We brought our comics, and that mean old recess duty lady, what was her name? Mrs. Ross, that’s right. She took them from us,” he says. “You wanted to be a hero.”

Chelsey watches the house through the lens. “Movement at the top floor.” The blinds flickering, not enough for a clear shot. But Seth is listening.

Housten licks his lips. “You can still be that hero, Seth. Right now. Joyce needs you to be brave enough to do the right thing. A hero isn’t someone who doesn’t feel fear, it’s someone who acts despite the fear. Isn’t that what Captain America always said? Come out, Seth. I’ll make everyone stay away and meet you in the middle. We’ll walk out of this together, like we always have.”

Upstairs, a light turns on, then another, cascading down through the house. Last, the porch lights.

Chelsey’s baby flips. A flutter beneath the vest, under her hammering heart. Be still, she thinks. Not now.

The front door swings open, and Joyce is there, being pushed through by Seth. He’s anchored her in front of him. A human shield. She hangs onto his forearm in a thin T-shirt and leggings. Her feet bare, gun pressed to her temple.

Chelsey raises her rifle and watches them through the scope. Joyce’s face twisted, terrified. Shaking, hyperventilating. Seth is tense, each line in his face tightly drawn. “Where’s Brian?” he shouts.

“I’m right here.” Housten steps from behind the line of SWAT. “I’m going to put my gun down, Seth.” He places his weapon in the grass and inches forward, hands up, eyes pleading. “Why don’t you let me switch places with Joyce?”

“I didn’t mean to hurt her,” Seth says, and the words drift between them like smoke. Which her? Rika, Joyce, Naomi?

“Of course you didn’t.” Housten creeps closer.

“It’s been years. Years!” Seth’s arm cinches tighter around Joyce’s neck. She chokes, heels digging into the frozen grass. “How did they even find me?”

“Let Joyce go, and we’ll talk about it,” Housten says.

“I can’t go to prison,” says Seth.

“I’ll help you find a lawyer.” Housten is five feet away.

Chelsey focuses on Seth’s hand, the gun, his finger on the trigger.

“No,” Seth grinds out, his breath gone ragged, eyes gone feral. “I’m not going to prison.”

Joyce raises her leg and stomps on Seth’s foot as hard as she can. The moment fractures. Joyce drops and scrambles away, melting into the wall of SWAT officers.

Seth’s face hardens. He points the gun at Housten. “This is your fault. You could have told me sooner. I could have left.”

“Take the shot,” Montoya says, then again, “Take the shot.”

“Don’t kill him—” Housten doesn’t finish before Seth fires. Housten stumbles back, mouth a perfect O of surprise as the bullet finds flesh just above his abdomen, where his vest should have been. Red spreads through his shirt fast as ink through water, and Chelsey can see it’s bad but not fatal. Not if the medics hurry.

Chelsey swings back to Seth. He’s in her crosshairs, raising his gun. The world narrows. Finger. Trigger. Breath. She pulls, and the night tears open. Seth’s forehead blooms dark, and he crumples backward. That’s how fast it happens. Alive, then not.



Chelsey doesn’t wait for the medics or SWAT to clear the scene. She sprints across the lawn. Passes Seth’s body, Housten bent over holding his wound, Joyce wrapped in a SWAT jacket. Naomi. Third floor. Locked room.

Inside, taking stairs two at a time, she bypasses the first bedroom. The next door is the same thick pine with the same iron lever, but above it is a dead bolt. Fingers unsteady, Chelsey slides the dead bolt. She pushes down on the lever. Locked. Seth keeps the key. She sprints back to Joyce.

“Key,” she manages, shaking with adrenaline. “Where is the key to the third-floor room?”

Joyce looks up at her, eyes blank. “You killed him.” Montoya is with Housten, applying pressure to the wound, his hands painted red but steady.

Joyce is in shock. Chelsey claps her hands. “The key to the third-floor room. Where is it?”

Joyce blinks. “He keeps it in his pocket.” Her eyes coast over Seth’s body, unable to look at what remains.

Chelsey drops to kneel beside Seth, gaze averted from the top of his head. What’s left of it. She pats his pocket, finds the key, fishes it out, still warm from his body. Runs back into the house and up the stairs, boots leaving wet imprints on the carpet. Slips the key into the lock and turns.

The musty smell of dried flowers hits her first, then a staircase, a dark tunnel leading up.

“Naomi?” she calls. Listens. No answer. She takes the first step. “I’m Detective Chelsey Calhoun with the Seattle Police Department. If you can, answer me.”

She stills.

A whimper. From above.

She takes another step, then two. “I’m coming up,” she calls. “And I’m armed.” She pulls her gun and tactical light. “But I’m here for you. I’m here to help.”

She takes each step slowly, vision adjusting to the dimness. On the landing, she sweeps the room. The beam of her flashlight moves over an antique cabinet, shadow box frames displaying rusted forceps and silver picks, a plaster mold of a human jaw. A neatly made twin bed. She stops. Breathing hard.

An ooh and a rustle. Wind.

Chelsey whips toward the window where a curtain billows. She crosses the room and yanks the curtain back. The window is cracked. She closes it and finds a pull string hanging from a bare bulb. She yanks. Harsh light floods the room.

She waits, letting herself adjust to the brightness, letting her breathing steady. The window is barred. Nobody outside would ever know inside, there was no escape. What did Rika and Joyce do up here all day, alone? She moves to the bed and pulls a long black hair from one of the pillows. Joyce’s or Naomi’s? DNA will tell. Maybe Seth kept Naomi up here. Maybe he moved her somewhere.

Her attention drifts toward the lake. Vast and still, the forest pressing close on all sides. The kind of place that swallows things whole. She thinks of dive teams and cadaver dogs. Not rescue. Recovery.

Think. Her hands are shaking. She notices it now. The adrenaline ebbing, the aftermath settling in. She just killed a man. She can feel it in her body, the weight of it. She squeezes her eyes shut, opens them.

Look for disturbances, her father’s voice echoes from dawn hunting trips. Broken twigs, shifted leaves.

She starts with the antique cabinet; its top drawer isn’t fully closed. She yanks on the knob. The drawer sticks, wood swollen and warped with age. She pulls harder and it opens. Red velvet lining. Teeth. Dozens of them. From babies, adults, dated from the 1800s. Skin crawling, she shoves it closed.

But then.

The drawer sticks on something. She looks. Taped to the underside are envelopes, layers of them. She peels them off in sheets. More in the next drawer. And the next. Letters everywhere—addressed to Japan, Sakegawa written in English among the Japanese characters. Rika’s name on the return address. Hundreds of pages, never sent.

“My god.” Montoya is on the landing, blood on his hands, on his shirt, eyes taking in the room. “Paramedics arrived. Housten should be okay. Any sign of Naomi?”

“She’s not here.” At least not anymore. A lump forms in her throat. “I was thinking we should get some cadaver dogs for the woods, maybe divers for the lake.” She’d clung to the idea Naomi might be alive because Seth had loved her. But then again, Chelsey has seen how Seth treated those he claimed to love.

Montoya comes closer. “What’s that?”

“Letters,” says Chelsey, gripping the envelopes lightly. “From Rika. She was writing home.”





Chapter THIRTY-THREE

Rika

SHANNON TOLD HER BOSS SHE had an emergency. She took you through the library’s back door, past the tables where they repaired broken books and the kitchen with its mismatched coffee mugs and comics plastering the walls.

“Get in.” She opened her car door.

“I can’t. Someone might see. They might call Seth.” Your husband was all-seeing, all-powerful in your mind.

Shannon hesitated, then popped the tailgate. “Here,” she said. “Lie down. I’ll cover you up.” You crawled in with Naomi, and Shannon draped a wool blanket over you. Naomi fussed, trying to wiggle free of the dark, and you shushed her, singing her a song. “It’s a five-minute drive, tops.” Shannon’s voice quivered. She was scared, too. But she was being brave, and it made you brave.

Naomi mainly stayed still during the ride. After a few minutes, Shannon parked in the garage. “Ignore the mess,” she said as you entered the house. She darted around the kitchen, filling a coffeepot. Pans were piled up by the sink, ground beef clinging to one. A fly buzzed around. She served you a cup of coffee and brought out toys for Naomi to play with on her green shag carpet. Together, you hatched a plan.



“You sure you don’t want to go back?” Shannon asked, hands on the wheel. “Pack a bag?”

All you had was Naomi’s blankie, the rope doll, your passport, and an empty wallet. You were flying down the highway. Twenty minutes outside of Triumph Valley. The windows were down, and the air was hot and dusty. Naomi was in the back asleep, in a booster seat Shannon had unearthed from her garage.

“No.” If you did, you thought you might stay, might lose your nerve. Sometimes, Seth could be kind. He’d rub your shoulders. Make your breakfast on Sundays. You’d learned to live for those moments. Those barbed mercies. You clutched Mayumi’s address between your sweaty palms, worried that she’d moved in the four years since she gave it to you. Maybe she’d gone back to Japan.

Shannon leaned over and patted your knee, keeping her eyes on the road. “You’re doing the right thing.” She’d pulled a credit card from the top of a cabinet at her house. A sticky note on it that read: emergencies only. She used it to buy you a bus ticket from Coeur d’Alene to Seattle. You didn’t need any identification to go Greyhound. You had your passport but wouldn’t use it. Too scared Seth would track you.

“Your husband won’t be angry?” you asked. You’d overheard as she’d called her husband and told him she was helping a friend. Pick up Rodney from daycare, she’d told him. I’ll be back late tonight. Maybe tomorrow if I’m too tired to drive home. If anyone asks, say I’m visiting my sister.

“Ed? God, no,” she said. “That man has been following me around since second grade. He’d do anything I told him to. We trust each other.”

You wondered what that would be like, to be with a man you could trust. You shut the door on that thought and looked ahead, facing the barrel of the road, watching the bugs collect on the window.

You reached the Coeur d’Alene bus station at dusk. Shannon walked you to the door.

Naomi slept on your shoulder, pink blankie wrapped around her, rope doll pressed between your chests. On your other shoulder was your purse, almost empty.

Shannon handed you her credit card. “There’s around one thousand dollars available on that. I wish I could give you more. You can withdraw cash, just in case…” She fished around her purse and pressed twenty-seven dollars into your hand. “Some paper money. Get Naomi a toy from me, all right? It’s going to be a long journey. She’ll need something to keep her busy. And make sure you eat something, too.”

You apologized, eyes downcast, promising to pay her back, beginning to cry.

“None of that now,” she said.

You wanted to insist, but pride meant nothing in that moment. You dropped the card into your purse and offered a meek thank-you.

“I don’t think you should contact me. It’s better the less I know—safer. One more thing.” Shannon squeezed both of your hands. “You should change your name. Everything. Your ID, your story. Don’t leave any trail to follow. In case he looks for you. It may seem like overkill, but better safe than sorry.”

“I understand.” You nodded slowly. Your name. It felt like pulling out your own roots. The last piece of yourself. But it was the only way.

“You’re strong,” Shannon said.

You didn’t know what you were anymore. Your childhood. Those years in Tokyo. Hiroshi. It all seemed like a myth.

You boarded the bus with minimal fanfare.

You slept lightly, purse and Naomi clutched in your arms. On the Nez Perce Reservation, you deboarded and let Naomi stretch her legs. You fed bills into a vending machine and bought cheese crackers and a Gatorade. By then, your stomach was churning, and the shakes had begun. It had been ages since you’d gone twenty-four hours without a drink or pill. What had you been thinking? You should have brought something with you, just to take the edge off.

A woman sat on the bus station floor, a canvas blanket in front of her, covered with turquoise jewelry and assorted electronics. FOR SALE, a handwritten sign read.

“How much?” you asked, pointing at the CD player.

She held up a hand. “Five dollars. Has a CD in it. It was my grandson’s. He has something else now.”

You handed over the money. “How old?” she asked, nodding at Naomi.

“Three,” you said. “Sorry, four.” You stared at Naomi’s face, trying to remember her last birthday. The years all blurred together.

“Enjoy it. The time goes by quick.”

You thanked her and boarded the bus again. The highway turned from two lanes to four. Naomi slept. Seth shrank in your mind. Time stretched slow and unremarkable. You rode all night.

Naomi woke near Washington. You kissed her head, saying, “We’re safe now, Momo-chan.” The sky was the color of cotton candy, you fished the CD player from your purse, placed the headphones over her ears, and pressed play on the Radiohead album. She settled right down. You could hear the music through the headphones, muffled and melancholic, soothing, like a lullaby. In your head, you wrote a new letter to your mother.


Dear Mama,

It’s been a long time…







Chapter THIRTY-FOUR

Chelsey

THE ROAD IS SMOOTH AND open, and Chelsey’s heart is sore. She is leaving Idaho without Naomi. Montoya is driving, cruise control set to sixty. It has been three days since the shooting. Three days of dive teams dragging the lake, cadaver dogs circling the property, finding nothing. Three days of local news calling Seth’s death suicide by a cop. Three days of a community in mourning for their dentist.

Both their shoulders hang low. Chelsey keeps seeing flashes of Seth holding Joyce hostage. The way his head came away with the bullet. This isn’t her first shooting, and the questions are always the same. Could she have wounded him instead? Kept him alive long enough to find out what he meant—I didn’t mean to hurt her. Which her? And more urgently: Where is Naomi?

Montoya glances at her. “Seth wasn’t going to come out of that alive. He wanted to die. Nothing else could have been done.” Housten will make a full recovery. Physically, at least. “Joyce is probably settling into the shelter now. She might be calling her son. It’s a win. Not the one we wanted…” He trails off, lets the unsaid hang.

The end they wanted was to find Naomi. Traffic cameras had given them a trail. Multiple intersections had captured her—her car parked in front of the library, walking down the street toward Cliff Swallow Drive, then returning an hour later. But Seth hadn’t followed. Naomi had gotten away. So why the escalation when they arrived? What triggered him?

“He said he didn’t mean to hurt her. I thought he was talking about Naomi,” she says.

“Maybe he meant Rika or Joyce.”

She breathes in and out, the even rhythm of a tide. “That doesn’t explain it.”

The windshield is splattered with bugs. Montoya clicks buttons, spraying the glass and wiping them away. “He was a man who liked control. Housten had been a conduit of that. When he felt it slipping from his grasp, he fractured…” He trails off. “Of course, there’s something we’re missing. Always is with guys like Seth. Some piece of the story buried so deep even they almost forget it’s there.”

“He wasn’t a good guy,” she says, and wonders what made him that way. When had the goodness in him been rubbed out? Or had he always been that way? Some people are born hollow. Empty all the way through.

“No. He wasn’t.”

Chelsey leans her head back. Each case felt like a slow bleed—faith, hope, trust trickling away. “Why do we keep doing it?”

He sighs, eyes on the road. The landscape is steep and scraggly on both sides, twisted pines squeezed between granite. If this place had a voice, it would be a deep rumble. “I don’t know. Sometimes, I think this isn’t for me. I dream about retirement.”

Her mouth curves up. “A beach house?” Chelsey would never live by the water again. Not after Coldwell. Not after Lydia. The memory surfaces, uninvited: Chelsey as a teen, looking down a cliff’s edge at a car mangled and crumpled, a boy’s body spilling from the passenger door. And in his fist? A clump of yellow hair. For years, her family thought Lydia had been taken by the ocean. The truth was worse.

“No.” He matches her smile. “I like Bend, Oregon. The summers are hot, and there’s white water rafting. The winters are cold, with plenty of snow to ski. That’s where I’ll move someday.”

“Why did you become a cop?” She realizes she’s never asked.

Montoya smooths a thumb over his lip. “I hurt someone I loved once.”

She regards her partner with equanimity, waiting for him to go on.

“My sister,” he says after a beat. Chelsey pictures her. Lacey. Bubbly and bright. “We were teenagers. I had an awful temper. My folks were splitting up, and I was fucking angry all the time. The fight was dumb. She passed me in the hall. We bumped arms. I whipped around and shoved her against the wall.” Montoya flexes his hand against the wheel. “You should have seen the look in her eyes. She was terrified.”

“Did your dad…”

Montoya swallows and nods. “He knocked my mom around. Drank and wouldn’t remember what he’d done the next day. But he’d always be sorry. He used to bring her these caramels, the kind wrapped in wax, her favorite. I tried to apologize to my sister the same way. Bought her a gallon of Rocky Road. She dumped it in the trash. Said she wasn’t like Mom. I wasn’t like Dad. Told me to be better.” He pauses, keeps a hand on the wheel, and drinks flat Mountain Dew from the cup in his console. “It’s why I never drank. Rage is always simmering under the surface. I know I am one beer, one scotch away from becoming a man like my father.”

“Men like Seth believe they’ve been pushed to violence.” How often has Chelsey heard: They shouldn’t have done that. She knows it makes me mad. She knows I don’t like it. I didn’t mean to hurt her. She thinks about Seth. The road rage incident. Someone following too close. But there is always a choice. He’d chosen to stop, grab a rifle, cock it, and point it. And Housten had decided to let him go. She thinks about her baby, her little fish, quiet now. She’s realizing how precious life is, how malleable, how choices could ravage. What would Seth have been if he’d been held accountable for his actions? If he’d been less spoiled?

Montoya takes another drink.

“Your relationship with your sister is all right now,” Chelsey says. She’s seen the love they share.

“The best. It took a while before she didn’t flinch anymore. I’d lean down to reach for something past her shoulder, and she’d cower. I’d pass her in the hall, and she’d duck into another bedroom. The worst thing I’d ever done eclipsed a million of my best moments. My instinct had been to hold it against her. Why couldn’t she forgive me? I said I was sorry. That’s what I thought at first. But I understand now, how our parents, and their behavior, shape us.” He goes silent a beat. “It’s not a story I tell often. I’m ashamed.”

“So much of us is the product of our jobs, our relationships, our childhoods,” she says.

A faint smile. “What about you? Why’d you become a cop?”

“My dad, my sister.” Montoya knows her father was the chief of police. Knows what happened to Lydia. But she’s never told him directly. “I vowed never to let what happened to Lydia happen to another girl. I’d wanted to follow in my father’s footsteps, make him proud.” A man she’d loved blindly until recently. After the Ellie Black case. After Lydia was discovered alive, the truth crystallized. Her father, who she’d painted in golden light—Sunday pancakes and bedtime stories, carrying her on his shoulders on the beach—had been Lydia’s prison. When Chelsey confronted her sister in jail, Lydia had laid it bare. Their father’s rages, the broken glasses, Mom making excuses. Your father is tired. He works so hard. Lydia had fled one violent man only to find another, re-creating the only love she’d known. The compass spun wild now, pointing nowhere.

“You talk to Lydia often?”

“She sends postcards.” There is probably one waiting for her at home. “I send care packages.” Through Union Supply Direct. Chips, Ding Dongs, a puzzle last Christmas. “My mom goes, but I don’t visit.” Sometimes, she wished Lydia were dead, but then she’d feel bone-deep shame. She did not know what to do with this living, different sister. A woman who had done terrible things.

The conversation lulls, and they drive, past a lone Dairy Queen and a house with rotting siding. Montoya shifts and settles deeper into the seat, his expression conflicted. “Can I tell you something, and you promise you won’t get pissed?”

She looks at him. “No.”

He laughs. “I did a little research after you told me you were adopted, checking the fire stations for your records.” Her muscles tighten as he continues. “You told me you were found in a Safe Haven box. The thing is, though… the first wasn’t installed until 2016.”

Chelsey is silent. She is thirty-six. Born in 1990. Twenty-six years before the first Safe Haven box existed. Her mom had told the story with such detail there was no doubt it was truth. A young firefighter was the first there. He’d opened the box and lifted Chelsey out of it. She’d squirmed and fussed. He’d never held a baby before. But by some instinct, he’d removed his shirt and wrapped her up in it. The exchange carefully orchestrated at the hospital. Dim light. A private room. A nurse placed Chelsey in her mom’s arms. Her mom wept, tears falling down her cheeks, wetting Chelsey’s forehead like a baptism.

Montoya glances at her. “You’re mad.”

“I’m not mad.” But something burns beneath the words, not anger, exactly, but the ache of a sacred truth proven false. She can’t look at him, doesn’t want him to see her face, the way she’s still processing what he’s told her. A memory unspools. In the grocery store with her mom. Lydia there, too. A stranger stopped them, a woman who bounced when she walked. She’s darling, she had said, zeroing in on Chelsey. Where did you get her from? Chelsey presses her knees together, windpipe shrinking. “I’m not mad,” she says again, still not looking at Montoya. “It’s none of your business.”

“You’re right,” he says. “I’ll drop it.”

“I’m going to close my eyes for a minute. You mind?”

“Go ahead.” Still driving, he sticks an AirPod in his ear and cranks the volume. The muted sounds of Creedence Clearwater Revival fill the car.

Chelsey closes her eyes, and she has strange dreams. Of a little girl. Her daughter in the ocean. Some place where the water is warm, turquoise, crystal clear. The fish are brightly colored. The turtles swim right up to you. Her daughter surfaces, gasps for breath, pulls the snorkel from her face. Effervescent, smiling, vibrating with excitement. “Mommy, there’s a turtle,” she yells to Chelsey on the shore, and she does not see the bloom, the jellyfish approaching, surrounding her like ghosts in the water.





Chapter THIRTY-FIVE

Naomi

NAOMI FRETS IN HER SLEEP and whimpers. The water is deep, pressing down on her from all sides. She’s suspended somewhere between sleeping and waking, between now and then, the drugs holding her like amber. Trapped in a memory, in his house, terribly afraid.

She could hear them downstairs—a man’s low murmur, a woman’s soft pitch. She recognized his voice. Had listened to it for the first four years of her life. Papa, she called him. Seth, her mom called him. The voice brought fragments, pieces of shattered glass where she saw her life before reflected. Being lifted high. Handed a new rope doll. The safety of her bed. Yelling. Her mom with a bruise under her eye saying, No library today. How about you watch a show instead?

The pieces assembled themselves, and she saw the whole picture now. They’d run from him.

Her mother had saved them both.

From the bathroom, Naomi crept to the top of the stairs, her back to the wall.

Sweat beaded on her brow, her stomach hard as concrete. From where she stood, she could see the foyer. The doors to Seth’s office. All clear. She raced down.

“Hold on,” Seth said from deeper in the house. “It’s out back.” He was close. She darted into his office, shutting herself in the closet with a quiet click. Blood rushed in her ears. Why had she come here? Why couldn’t she leave things buried?

She slipped down the wall, legs failing. Coats hung above her. File cabinets stood beside her. She landed on something hard and pulled it out—teeth. Not real, but a dental model, the kind with perfect white rows and plastic gums. The pink too bright, almost obscene. A flash of memory surfaced—a tiny sink, the bubblegum taste of fluoride, metal tools catching the light. Seth was a dentist.

Naomi shook; silent tears streamed down her face. She opened a file cabinet to hide the teeth model, needing something to do with her hands. The folders inside had labels, patient names arranged alphabetically. And there, her mother’s real name. The one she never used in Seattle. Rika.

She pulled it free.

Seth’s footsteps receded into the living room, then outside. She closed the drawer but kept the file. She traced her mom’s name like a talisman. I need you.

Her mom had told her once they were descended from samurai. That she had warrior blood. Maybe a lie, maybe not. But her mom had taught her other things, too. How to stretch twenty dollars for a week. How to be alone. How to ask for help. How to know which strangers were safe. How to run when necessary. How to survive.

She had to get away. She crawled from the closet, files shoved into the back of her pants. She rose at the door, peeking around the frame, sweat beading on her forehead. Seth and a dark-haired woman were outside, in the backyard.

Through the window, she could see them. Their backs turned.

Now. It had to be now.

Naomi slipped out the front door, keeping low, angling away from the house, toward the tree line. Once under the canopy, she ran, bushes whipping at her ankles. Lost until she saw something familiar—a road, the beginning of Main Street. Then she knew the way. She walked fast, a stitch in her side, to her car, and drove, not stopping until Triumph Valley was miles behind her.





Chapter THIRTY-SIX

Chelsey

CHELSEY’S HANDS TIGHTEN ON THE steering wheel. It’s close to midnight. She’s near home. Montoya had dropped her off at the station. “Start fresh tomorrow,” he’d said from behind the wheel, his car idling near hers.

She turns onto her street and reaches for the button to open her garage door when she sees the girl. A lone figure, hands jammed into her jacket pockets, ducking in and out of the halo of streetlights. Chelsey pulls her arm down. She recognizes the girl’s long hair. Had seen it days ago bound tightly into two fat French braids, when she’d fought with her mom. What had Heather said? I told Jenny I wanted her to stay home. No going out at night until things settle down and whoever did this is caught. “Jenny, what are you up to?” she whispers.

A Civic with a large spoiler, thumping with bass, pulls up to the curb and flashes its lights. Jenny glances over her shoulder before climbing into the passenger seat. The car zooms off.

Chelsey eases forward, past her home and the porchlight Noah has left on. She follows as it whips through the neighborhood over the speed limit. Chelsey tracks it without issue to a strip mall.

The Civic circles to the back, where the loading docks are. She parks, cuts her engine, and goes on foot the rest of the way, edging around the building, following the voices. Already dreading what she might find.

But then.

Her heart lifts, shoulders relaxing at the tinkling laughter. A muffled, playful shout. Cigarette smoke floats by. She keeps her distance, using a dumpster as cover. But there’s no need. Jenny and her friends are oblivious. The Civic is parked next to another car, a gold Accord with near-bald tires.

Jenny and teens are piled onto the trunks, sitting and smoking, music playing low. A boy with floppy hair pokes Jenny in the soft spot of her stomach. She hunches, laughing it off, says “stop” playfully.

Chelsey stays, watching a little longer until the cold creeps under her clothes. Back in her car, she blasts the heat. Her thoughts shift to Naomi. Still missing. She opens the music app on her phone, searches Radiohead, and hits play on the album with the CPR dummy cover art—the CD Naomi had in her room.

The songs are still playing when she pulls into the garage, when Noah turns on the light, meets her at the door, and takes her duffel from her.

“Hey.” He drops her bag and pulls her close.

“You didn’t have to wait up.” She presses her face into his chest, breathes him in. He has to work tomorrow. So does she.

“I wanted to see you.” He releases her and leans against the counter, hair sleep-ruffled. Probably from dozing on the couch. “I made some food. It’s in the fridge.”

She opens the fridge and takes out a covered plate. She peels off the tinfoil. Chicken and rice. Puts it in the microwave. While she’s pressing buttons, Noah asks, “How was Idaho?”

She licks her thumb free of seasoning. “Beautiful and scary.” Her vision fractures, and she’s back in Idaho. On Seth’s lawn, crosshairs steady, pulling the trigger. Then in the Triumph Valley precinct with the county sheriff. The shooting was justified, clean. Last, reading an email on her phone. Provisional duty granted—Idaho’s investigation, their jurisdictions, their paperwork. Missing child takes precedence. You have ninety-six hours before Seattle needs its own review. Find the girl, the rest is bureaucracy.

He laughs. “How so?”

She blinks, comes back, focusing on Noah’s slippers, a little thread that has come loose, as fine as a piece of hair. She decides to spare Noah the details, and herself from reliving them. “I went through the mountains. Steep cliffs on either side. The heights made me dizzy.” The microwave beeps, and she pulls out her food, fingers burning. She drops it on the counter.

“Here.” Noah grabs a fork and slides it to her.

She sits on a stool, and Noah places his elbows on the counter, watching her eat. “What else?”

She thinks about what Montoya had told her. How the question has metastasized. “Montoya said something interesting.” She stops.

He waits for her to continue, and when she doesn’t, says, “You going to make me guess?”

She chews a bite of chicken and swallows. “He told me he looked up Safe Haven boxes. The first wasn’t installed until 2016.” She remembers her father. His voice. I’m going to need you to stop asking questions. The chicken turns to chalk in her mouth.

“That’s not possible. You were left in a box at the fire station.” He’d heard her mom tell the story plenty of times.

“It might be possible.” She has a sudden memory of losing her first tooth, tonguing the gummy hole, like pieces of her were falling off. Like she was in danger of losing her whole self.

His face grows angry. “That would be fucked up if she lied to you.”

“Yes.” But more importantly, why?

“You should call her and ask.” Noah’s family is more direct than Chelsey’s. Always in each other’s business.

She pushes the plate away. “Do I want to know?”

He doesn’t answer. Understands it’s more of a question to herself than to him.

They go to bed, and Chelsey nestles into Noah. He kisses the top of her head.

“I saw Jenny from across the street. She was sneaking out. I followed her,” she confesses. “She was smoking, listening to music with friends.” She doesn’t need to say more. Noah can read the spaces between the words. Lydia had disappeared when she’d snuck out of the house. Ellie had disappeared after she’d lied to her parents and gone to a party in a motel room. The job gets in her head sometimes. Makes her see things that aren’t there.

Noah squeezes her. “This is a good place.” His tone. Like he really believes it and doesn’t understand why Chelsey can’t, why she refuses to. She wonders what it would be like to be Noah. To trust the world.

“Yeah,” she says into his chest, though she knows better. Good places are just where the rot hasn’t surfaced yet. Sinkholes forming beneath manicured lawns. Is it like this in every marriage? Keeping parts of yourself hidden from your partner?

Noah drifts off, breathing even and peaceful. She closes her eyes to do the same, but her thoughts are too occupied. By Ellie Black, who kept bottles of vodka hidden in her closet. By Jenny Whitaker, who sneaks out when her parents sleep. By the koseki and a rope doll hidden in Naomi’s locker. By all the things girls do when they think no one is watching.

She tosses and turns, can’t sleep. Finally, she gives up. “I’m going for a walk,” she says to Noah.

“This late?” His eyes are half open. He turns, more awake now. “Chelsey. You just got back.”

“I can’t sleep.”

He’s quiet a moment.

“What?” she asks.

He sighs. “Nothing. Just trying to figure out how to love you and not worry at the same time.”

She doesn’t have an answer. A shift occurred in Idaho. The shooting. How she’d felt the recoil all the way through to her belly. How, after sprinting up Seth’s stairs, she was breathing harder than she should have. This was her body keeping a count she wasn’t ready to settle. She loves her terrifying job. Is scared to lose it. “I’ll be careful.” The same thing she always says.

“Not the same as being fine.”

She kisses his cheek, smiles. “Wake you when I get back.”

In the dark, she slips on her clothes and out the door. A single thought pulses. Maybe Naomi hid something else.

Ten minutes later, she is in front of Rika and Naomi’s house, staring at the dark windows. Her breath catches. A subtle purple glow emanates from Naomi’s room.

She punches in the code on the lockbox. Tears through the crime scene tape to enter. The smell is better—death undercut by apple pie candle. What she is about to do is dumb. She did not bring her phone or gun.

Someone could be inside the house. She does not know the source of the glow. She grows cold inside, jittery too. Her little fish turns a full flip, and Chelsey loses her breath for a second. You’re going to like the dark, too, huh?

She listens, but the entryway is quiet. No footsteps, no creaks. She goes slowly up the stairs, peers around the wall to the living room and kitchen. Empty in the moonlight. She pulls a chef’s knife from the block before heading up the last flight.

Near the top, she stops. Thick silence. A current of unease ripples through her. She takes the last step and creeps forward. Naomi’s door is half shut, neon purple glowing softly around it.

She pushes the door open. And sees.



Montoya arrives an hour later when the rain is starting. The trees outside Rika’s house are wet, branches heavy. Chelsey huddles on the front porch as Montoya pulls up.

He wears a rain jacket, no hat, and his hair is dripping by the time he reaches her. “You get any sleep?” He eyes her.

“No,” she says. “I followed my neighbor’s daughter earlier. She was sneaking out of her house.” She glances at Montoya. Waiting for the same unease she’d seen in Noah when she’d told him what she’d done. He’d been supportive, but it was clear he did not understand.

Montoya looks at her with total acceptance. “I’ve followed people off duty before.”

“Have you?”

“Of course.” He shuts the door, encasing them inside. A drop of water slides down his forehead, and he wipes it away before pulling on booties and gloves. She does the same while he goes on. “I had a missing kid case years ago. He disappeared from a soccer game. Went to the concession booth and didn’t come back. He was ten. Old enough to go by himself. Anyway, he was wearing a shirt with a cartoon dog on it. I found the same one at Walmart. I have it still.” He turns his gaze down, dredging up the past. “The case went cold, but Kevin stayed with me.”

Chelsey understands. She’d done the same with Ellie Black—kept her photo for years while she was missing.

“Time goes by, and I see the same shirt on a kid in a sandwich shop. He has brown hair, the same shade as Kevin’s. The shirt too small, squeezing across his shoulders. So I follow him out of the shop and down the street. He clocks me and starts running. I wave and yell: ‘Kevin, it’s okay, I’m a cop.’ He darts into a clothing store and straight into this woman’s arms.”

“It wasn’t Kevin.” Montoya has Chelsey’s full attention now.

“Nope. The woman was his mom. I scared the shit out of him.” He regards Chelsey. “I’d do it again. A million times. It doesn’t matter, ten days or ten years. I’ll always search for him.”

Chelsey’s throat constricts. She nods because she doesn’t trust her voice. She and Montoya, she has come to understand, are carved from the same warped stone. These people—the lost, the found, the guilty, the innocent, they mark you, bone deep. Chelsey’s and Montoya’s job is to carry the brand alongside those who love them.

Hiroshi Akiyama surfaces in her mind. I was going to take them both home. He’s still waiting at his hotel for his daughter, sitting with his unfulfilled promise. Then her little fish moves, and she understands with terrible clarity. Love is just creating something the world can take away.

“So, you followed your neighbor, didn’t sleep much, then told me to meet you here. I’m assuming you’ve got an idea,” he says, breaking into her thoughts.

She places her hand on the banister, her foot on a stair. “Yes,” she says. “I have something to show you.”





Chapter THIRTY-SEVEN

Chelsey

MONTOYA AND CHELSEY STAND SILENT in Naomi’s room, suspended in the neon glow. After a moment, Montoya turns a slow circle, releasing a breath, immersed in the painting.

“How did you find this?” he asks.

“Last night. Saw it from the street.” She gestures toward the dresser. “There’s a UV strip behind there, plugged into a timer. Turns on at ten, off at six.”

Montoya shakes his head, slow and sad. “Every night. Lighting up an empty room.”

Chelsey thinks of the timer clicking on in the dark. Naomi’s secret world blazing to life. Waiting for her. “Mayumi said Naomi wanted to paint a mural in her room, but her mom wouldn’t let her,” Chelsey says.

“Invisible paint,” he finishes, quiet.

“I sat in here last night trying to decipher it. Naomi was drawing her past.” Chelsey moves to the door where the mural begins, spilling across the wall.

It’s a night scene—Tokyo slick with rain, neon lights refracted in puddles, traffic caught mid-motion in streaks of white and yellow. The detail is uncanny. The shimmer of taillights on wet pavement, the distant halo of signage, the glint of umbrellas opening against the storm. Chelsey can almost hear it—the thrum of tires, a far-off train, a crossing bell chiming. In the center of the street stands a solitary figure, his trench coat collar turned up against the downpour, shoulders hunched as if bearing weight. But his face is in shadow. A mystery. “I think she did this one first. It’s her dad.”

She takes a few steps and reaches up, her fingers grazing the painted underbelly of a jet cutting through cotton candy clouds. “Her mom leaves Japan and flies to Idaho.” Next, a life-size Appaloosa rears—its coat speckled with black and rust, muzzle twisted. “The horse outside the Triumph Valley library,” she says, her voice softer now.

Beneath the horse, the scene darkens. A dark house crouches under a bruise-colored sky, its windows blank and watching. The lawn is a jagged patchwork of weeds and dirt, teethlike stones forming a border like tiny graves. Chelsey points. “She finds Seth’s house but gets away.”

“What about the rest?” Montoya asks.

Chelsey crosses to the last panel. It’s smaller than the others, tucked into the corner above the baseboard. A narrow street, the storefronts faded but charming, their awnings striped like candy wrappers. A squat brick chapel sits tucked between a bookstore and a bakery, its steeple modest and slightly lopsided. A wrought-iron fence winds around it in tight spirals, and a ginkgo tree leans over the gate, scattering golden fans across the sidewalk. Three leaves curl together near the trunk. Odd. Painted in the corner like a stamp, the words: Wish You Were Here.

“A church?” Montoya leans in, squinting at the mural. Then he takes a step back, brows drawing together. “Wait. That’s Puget Ridge. I think that chapel is off Edmunds.”

“Why would she paint this?” Chelsey steps back, taking a full sweep of the room. “The other panels track her history. Her father, her mother’s flight, Seth’s house. Places from her past. But Puget Ridge?”

Montoya folds his arms, stares at her. “Maybe she went there. Found something.”

Chelsey turns slowly, following the mural from Tokyo to Idaho to Seth’s house to here. Not a scrapbook. A sequence. “She wasn’t just painting her past. She was painting a trail.”

He smiles. “Breadcrumbs.”

Chelsey thinks about Naomi’s face. Unremarkable, she’d thought. Her skin heats with shame. She’d underestimated this girl. She studies the panels again. Sees her now. A girl piecing together a history no one would tell her. Digging for a past that had been deliberately buried.

Chelsey pulls out her phone and snaps a photo of the mural. “Let’s go.”



Puget Ridge broods under a heavy gray sky, the light flattened to pewter. Wind carries the promise of rain. Chelsey and Montoya walk past vintage shops and bookstores, Naomi’s photo in hand.

They duck into storefronts, showing Naomi’s picture. A barista shakes her head. A man at a record shop barely looks. Inside a small art gallery tucked between clothing boutiques, Montoya questions the owner, a tall man in wire-rimmed glasses. “Haven’t seen her,” he says, already turning back to a stack of canvases.

Chelsey, meanwhile, lingers by a bin of plastic-sleeved postcards near the gallery’s entrance. She flips through them slowly until one stops her cold. Muted pastel. Halftone dots. A squat brick chapel tucked between storefronts. Wish You Were Here printed in faded ink across the bottom. The same image Naomi painted. But something nags at her. She glances through the gallery window—no ginkgo trees. None on the postcard either.

“Montoya,” she says, holding it up.

He joins her, frowning. “Same as the mural. She copied this.”

Montoya turns back to the owner. “You sure you haven’t seen this girl? Anyone else work here?” He holds up the photo of Naomi.

The owner crosses his arms. “I’m the only one who works here.”

“She painted this exact scene on her wall,” Chelsey says. “It’s not mass-produced. It’s unique.”

“No one’s purchased one recently. I’d remember,” the owner says.

Chelsey nods slowly, her eyes drifting back to the image. “Then how did she get it?” She looks up. “When was the last time someone bought one of these?”

He shrugs. “I don’t know. Years, maybe.”

They widen the search. Residential blocks now. A bungalow with toys scattered on the porch, a three-story with wind chimes ringing faintly in the breeze, a duplex where a teen opens the door, video game paused in the background. At each stop, they hold up Naomi’s photo. At each stop, the answer is the same.

Late afternoon bleeds into evening. The rain begins in earnest, turning the pavement slick. Chelsey’s hair clings to her neck. Montoya’s jacket darkens with water. They press on. A condo building near the edge of the neighborhood. They stand outside the locked doors. A storm drain gurgles, choked with leaves.

A man in running gear approaches and they step back. He uses a fob to open the door. Montoya catches it before it closes, and they slip in behind.

The hallway smells of dust and lemon cleaner. Montoya takes the first floor, Chelsey the second. An hour later they meet on the third, both shaking their heads.

Chelsey knocks on the last door. Montoya is at her hip, a step back.

A dog yips and is scooped into an arm right as the door opens. The man is pushing seventy, maybe older. The entryway overflows with newspapers and National Geographics.

“Please excuse Casey. He thinks he’s bigger than he is.” The dog bares his teeth and growls. “Shush. You’re an awful dog.” The dog quiets, and Chelsey has the owner’s full attention, his congenial smile. “My goodness, I’m popular,” he exclaims. “You’re my second visitor this week. Don’t tell me you’re looking for the woman who used to live here, too?”

Chelsey tenses. She flashes her badge, and Montoya does the same, introducing themselves. “Was it this girl who visited you?” She shows him Naomi’s school photograph on her phone.

He squints closer, smiles warmer. “One and the same.”





Chapter THIRTY-EIGHT

Naomi

NAOMI IS THE CLOSEST TO the surface she’s ever been, an inch below the water. Reality shimmers, within her reach.

Her eyelashes flutter, but she doesn’t open them. Not yet. The air shifts. Someone is here. Beside the bed. Plastic scrapes against metal. The IV bag changing. Her medication is thinning, flaking away like old paint.

She breaches.

Breath shallow. Heart stuttering awake. She listens. Waits. Soft footsteps retreat across… what? Not carpet. Concrete, maybe. Or tile. Something that amplifies the sound. The presence moves away, fades.

She’s alone.

One eye opens. Wan light, colorless as old bone. Concrete walls stretch up. Cobwebs drift in the corners. She catalogs it without meaning to. The geometry of the room, the way the light falls. Adding it to the mural in her mind. The space is industrial, empty, wrong.

Her fingers curl first, testing. Then her legs, heavy as wet cement, swing out. The floor rushes up. Cold concrete slaps against her palms. She crawls forward, knees scraping. The doorway is in sight, a rectangle of darker gray. She pulls herself forward, grunting, shaking. Her clothes stiff with old sweat. Three, maybe four days of it.

“Shit.”

Oxfords appear in her peripheral vision. Polished leather, pristine soles.

She moves faster, muscles awake and working. She can see outside. Four body lengths away, dirty windows, and beyond them a parking lot, weeds springing from the asphalt. Glass vials clink. The hiss of a syringe priming.

She’s so close. Almost to the door, arms stretching, reaching, when—

Hands circle her ankles, dragging her back. She is pinned down. She thrashes. Something tears from her ear. Her butterfly earring; abalone wings catch in the lights. Her mom’s gift, gone. Grunts escape her raw throat. The needle finds her neck. A sharp pinch then a burn spreading fire through her veins. She whimpers. The concrete floor liquefies beneath her. Her vision ripples at the edges, pulling inward and down. She’s sinking again, back into the deep.





Chapter THIRTY-NINE

Chelsey

THEY’D FOUND IT. NAOMI HAD been here. In Puget Ridge, on the third floor of a corner unit. The trail was still warm.

“We’re looking for her,” says Montoya. “Mind telling us what she wanted?”

The man shifts his little dog to his other arm. “Like I said, she wanted to know about the previous tenant. The old owner used this as a rental before I purchased it. The neighbors were so relieved when I moved in. An end to the renters, they said. So many girls, coming and going.” His mouth twitches. “They didn’t like the traffic. You should have seen the mess when I moved in. When I was a boy, my family took a vacation to Alaska. We visited this old ghost town and everything had been abandoned—dinner tables set, clothes in the closets, suitcases still on the shelf. It was like that. I thought they might return for their things. Everything’s in my storage unit. I showed the girl.”

Chelsey nods, her pulse quickening, the case shifting beneath her feet. “Can we see it, too?”



Stairs lead to the building’s belly. The dank, windowless subbasement. Rows of chain-link cages rise floor to ceiling, each padlocked. Fluorescent lights hum, casting everything in a sick pallor. Chelsey snaps on gloves and picks through the garbage bags while Montoya photographs. With each flash, she pulls free jeans, sweatshirts, T-shirts. Perfume still clings to the fabric, jasmine and something darker.

She opens the flap of a black purse studded with kawaii pins. Inside: a wallet with a few yen that don’t add up to much, a convenience store receipt, faded but dated twenty years ago, and an ID—hair parted down the middle, head tilted, mouth a smear of red lipstick. The girl stares up at Chelsey. Young. Hopeful. Gone.

“She found a card in one of the back pockets and asked if she could keep it,” the man says, keys jangling. “I told her, sure. Take the rest. I could use the space.”

Chelsey mutters thanks and stuffs everything in the bag except the ID. She’ll carry it back to the station. Pin it to the board, knowing by gut instinct it should be added to her collection of missing girls. Another face for the archive.



“Her name was Hanako Kashigawi. She was a student at the University of Tokyo and disappeared twenty years ago,” Montoya says, hanging up the phone, fresh off a call to their contact in Japan. “Her brother keeps a blog dedicated to her.”

Chelsey wheels her chair beside him, peering over his shoulder as he types Hanako’s name. He chooses the second link down. A candle appears first, flickering as text fades into place. Japanese. Montoya clicks the translate toggle. The page shimmers, rebuilds itself in English.

Photographs appear next, tilted and bordered in white as if taken on a Polaroid. The first is of Hanako and her brother. Their hair shiny, reflecting the sun as they stand next to a metal slide, fingers pulling their mouths apart, tongues out, hamming for the camera.

“Scroll down.” More photographs fade in. Hanako blowing out candles on a birthday cake. Hanako in a kimono, posing on a bridge, a parasol propped on her shoulder.

“Stop,” says Chelsey. Montoya pauses on a landscape photograph. Hanako is older, most likely the age on her student ID. She’s in the center of two other girls. They sit in a white booth, squeezed together, black-and-gold wallpaper behind them. Hanako’s nose is scrunched, her cheeks flushed, drunk and smiling. Maybe the last good time she ever had. On the table, stuck under an empty glass, is a card, the symbol on it unremarkable—if Chelsey hadn’t seen it before.

“Naomi painted that on her wall.” Montoya leaves the cursor hovering over the emblem—three ginkgo leaves bent into a circle, as if in a protective curl against the wind. Or a trap closing. “What do you make of it?”

Chelsey’s chest grows heavy, dread settling like sediment. “I think Naomi stumbled on something she wasn’t supposed to.” She goes back to the screen. Three girls pressed in that booth. How many photographs like this existed in the world? A final frame before everything changed.





Chapter FORTY

Chelsey

THE PRECINCT AFTER HOURS. DESK lamps pool yellow light across empty offices. The building hums with white noise, the distant elevator ding. The mural in Naomi’s room, that careful reproduction of Puget Ridge, has led them here. To Hanako. To questions multiplying like cells dividing.

Chelsey leans over Montoya’s shoulder while he works the keyboard. Hanako’s brother’s blog still open in one tab. “The current owner said the condo was a rental before,” she says. The neighbors were so relieved when I moved in. An end to the renters, they said. So many girls, coming and going…

Montoya closes the blog. The precinct database opens, cursor blinking. While he types the address, Chelsey threads the pieces. Naomi searching for her past. Finding Seth—not her father, but her mother’s captor. Escaping. Then that chapel painted on her wall. Why Puget Ridge? What drew her there?

And the ginkgo leaves, three of them. Arranged like a warning.

“Previously purchased by an LLC,” says Montoya. “Pacific Bridge Trading Company.”

“Owner?” Chelsey asks.

A few more clicks. The screen freezes. Then: “Damon Castro.”

She stops, alert. “I’ve seen that name before.” Gold letters on a wall at her doctor’s office. Castro Medical Complex.

Montoya taps the name into a search. “He’s rich. Doctor turned entrepreneur—head of the Meridian Group. Castro owns a house in Woodhill.” Chelsey maps out the area in her mind. Woodhill. As in Woodhill Country Club, founded fifty years ago by the Vail family. Timber barons who scooped up two hundred acres of prime real estate in the middle of Seattle. They divvied up and redlined the lots. It’s not racially segregated anymore, but it is still home to the ultra-wealthy, a modern-day Eden with a private park and exclusive beach access to Lake Washington. Montoya clicks through the results, then stops. “Check this out.” A newspaper piece from five years ago fills the screen. Headline: Dr. Castro and Daughter Raise $500K for Haven House. A shelter for domestic abuse victims. The photo shows Castro in a tuxedo, arm around a teenage girl, his daughter, according to the caption.

“Hang on.” Montoya opens another window, switching to the federal database, and types in Castro’s name. A result appears, but when he clicks it, the screen flashes red. Access denied. Federal Bureau of Investigation. Classified.

“Does it say the case agent?” Chelsey asks. She’s already pulling out her phone.

“Special Agent M. Reeves. Case open since 2006.”

Chelsey dials the Seattle field office. Twenty minutes and three transfers later, she’s hanging up. “Reeves is waiting for us.”



FBI Agent Reeves’s office is on the seventh floor of the federal building, overlooking the shipping cranes of Elliott Bay, hunched machines that look like prehistoric birds. The space is plain. No personal photos. A fake plant and clean whiteboard. His desk is a grid of color-coded folders, each labeled with a case number in precise handwriting. He wears wire-rimmed glasses, pressed khakis, and he straightens an already-straight stapler while he talks, a nervous habit—from someone more comfortable with spreadsheets than stakeouts.

“Castro’s finances don’t add up,” Reeves says. “Medical practice, sure. Real estate investments, fine. But the numbers?” He opens a folder, runs his finger down columns of figures. “Originally flagged for structuring, deposits just under ten thousand, multiple banks, classic laundering pattern. Then the money started moving through his shell companies. Funds go in, come back doubled, tripled. We’ve been watching him for years but never proved it. Never figured out where the money comes from.”

“There’s a condo in Puget Ridge,” Chelsey says. “He owned it twenty years ago.”

“We knew about that one,” Reeves says. “Looked like another rental property.”

“Neighbors complained about girls coming and going at all hours,” says Chelsey.

Reeves goes quiet. So do Chelsey and Montoya. Girls. Girls. Girls. Chelsey pictures them, ghosts channeling in and out of the condo. Their hands trailing against the walls, leaving invisible streaks. She doesn’t have to say it. They are all thinking the same thing. Maybe Castro trades in something else entirely.

Reeves clears his throat. He opens his desk drawer, plucks out a USB drive, and inserts it into his computer. A few clicks and he hands it to Chelsey. “This is everything I have on Castro’s holdings. Everything he’s bought and sold the last twenty years. I hope it helps.”



Castro’s house in Woodhill is a sprawling English Tudor. Dark timber, diamond-paned windows, stone chimneys rising like watchtowers. They sit in Montoya’s car, engine off, observing. No movement inside.

Montoya shifts in his seat. “So, recap. Naomi finds the condo. Then Hanako. Then Castro.”

“And Castro finds out she’s been asking questions.”

He nods. “He couldn’t let that stand. Questions lead to more questions. Attention he doesn’t want.”

“But why kill Rika and take Naomi? Why not kill them both? Why leave one body?”

“Maybe,” says Montoya, voice dropping. “Maybe Naomi has some value to him. She’s worth keeping. Young, vulnerable, nobody to look for her.”

So many girls, coming and going… The old man’s words circle back.

“If you were Castro,” Chelsey says, “where would you keep a girl?”

Montoya pulls his laptop from the backseat. He opens it, slots Reeves’s USB drive in, and scrolls through Castro’s properties. “Apartment building in Northgate.”

Chelsey shakes her head, picturing the area. Heavy foot traffic, next to a major metro line. “Too many people. Too many tenants. Someone would notice.”

“Strip mall?” Montoya raises a brow.

“Too public. Security cameras everywhere.”

He keeps scanning. “Storage facility—no, sold three years ago.” Then stops. Taps the screen. “This.”

Chelsey leans closer. A warehouse near the pier. Industrial district. Isolated at night. The kind of place where screams dissolve into foghorns. They sit in silence, hearing their own breathing.

“Naomi could be there right now,” Chelsey says.

Montoya is already starting the engine.



The warehouse hunkers behind a rusted chain-link fence. Windows painted black, weeds splitting asphalt like ruptured veins. Around it, newer buildings gleam. A dead tooth in a healthy mouth. Vines strangle the north wall.

They slip through a torn section of fence and approach the entrance. There are floor-to-ceiling windows; some of the black paint has chipped away. Chelsey raises her flashlight, beam cutting through the dark. Dust motes spiral. Then a glint on the concrete floor, near an overturned chair.

Chelsey inhales, recognizing it immediately. She’d seen the matching earring on Naomi’s bedroom floor. Abalone wings, iridescent even in the emaciated light. A silver butterfly. Something beautiful left in all this rot.





Chapter FORTY-ONE

Rika

THE DAY YOU WASHED UP on Mayumi’s doorstep, you looked like something the tide had spit back out. The shakes had already started. Three days without pills. Naomi clung to your legs, hair cropped to her chin, bangs cut straight across. The same haircut you had as a little girl. She still had the rope doll. You had wanted to pitch it into the trash at one of the stops but couldn’t do it. You’d already taken Naomi from all she loved. The least you could do was let her keep the doll. A bad memory for you, a good one for her.

The doorman made you wait in the lobby while he called Mayumi’s penthouse. He thought you were vagrants, thought he might need to shoo you away like he did the bums in the morning who had taken residence on the stoop. He hung up the phone and told you to wait.

Two minutes later, the elevator dinged, and Mayumi stepped off, wearing jeans and an ivory top with a gold zipper, understated and luxurious. The two of you were incongruent. It was much the same as on the subway platform when you were a scared little rabbit hiding from your own shadow.

“Rika.” Her voice curled with disbelief. “My goodness, how many years has it been?” She paused, something catching in her throat. “I tried to find you. You disappeared. I looked everywhere. But I couldn’t remember your American’s name.”

“Surprise!” You smiled, brittle, on the verge of breaking. You’d been holding yourself together for so long.

“Who is this?” Mayumi bent down, almost nose to nose with Naomi.

“My daughter,” you said. “Naomi.”

“You have a girl,” said Mayumi. “A beautiful little girl.” She held out a hand for Naomi to shake. “I am your Auntie May.” You pressed your hand against your mouth and started crying. “Come.” Mayumi straightened. “I have tea and cookies upstairs,” she said, putting an arm around you, shielding you from the doorman, winking at Naomi.

The ride up was quiet. Mayumi showed Naomi how to press the buttons in the elevator. Your hands shook harder. She let you into her penthouse, and you paused in the entryway, the space opening before you like something from a magazine—floor-to-ceiling windows revealing the Seattle skyline, furniture that looked untouched and expensive. A crystal chandelier hung overhead, casting rainbows across walls lined with original artwork. And the wallpaper. Delicate birds in silver cages. Beautiful, you thought. “Is anyone else home? Your husband?” You weren’t sure. Mayumi might be married.

Mayumi laughed. “I’m not married. Never have been,” she said. “I’d never give that much control to a man.” A hardness to her voice, quick as a blade.

“This is all yours?” you asked.

“All mine,” she said. “I had a unit for many years on the tenth floor but upgraded. Thank goodness I stayed in the same building. You never would have found me otherwise. Now, tell me what has happened.”

And at that, you could not hold it a second longer. A cry tore from your lips. You shivered and quaked and spoke in an almost incoherent outpouring. Mayumi could only pluck sentences from the air.

Left Seth, you said.

Have nothing, you said.

Please, you said.



That night, you slept twelve hours. Naomi curled into your side, a little vine aching for the sun.

In the morning, Mayumi checked on you and found Naomi awake and wide-eyed, peering from your shoulder. Mayumi pressed a finger to her lips, motioning to her—come, come. Naomi slid on her tummy from the bed and padded down the hall with Mayumi to the kitchen.

“Do you like pancakes?” Mayumi asked.

Naomi looked at her. Mayumi’s silk sleep top swallowed her, the hem falling to her knees. “With chocolate chips.”

“Of course.” Mayumi pulled the ingredients from the cupboard. She always bought too many groceries. Enough to feed a family of ten. She threw away the bread, the fresh fruit, and the cheese before it molded. She couldn’t stand to watch anything rot. But she couldn’t stop buying food. Could not ebb the feeling there might not be enough someday.

Mayumi opened her arms, and Naomi stepped into them. Mayumi held her, smelling her hair. She loved Naomi the moment she saw her. This child, this unexpected gift.

Mayumi dragged a stool from the island for Naomi to sit on as she stirred the chocolate chips into the batter. Naomi chattered about a bronze horse. A library. A woman named Shannon. Papa, who made Mama sad. “Do we live here now?” she asked Mayumi.

Mayumi slid a plate in front of Naomi. “I don’t know.”

You appeared in the doorway, in borrowed silk. The pajamas Mayumi gave you to wear hung from your body, your shoulders two sharp points jutting from the fabric. Seth controlled your diet. He wanted you to be slim. Like when you first met in Tokyo. Once, you stole a pack of peanut butter cups from the store and shoved them in your mouth in the bathroom at the library. “Hungry?” Mayumi asked as you sat next to Naomi. You shook your head and sipped the tea Mayumi handed you. You startled at the taste. “Too hot?” she asked.

“No.” Your voice was rough from sleep and crying. “I haven’t had green tea in years. It’s good.”

“I’ll take you to the Asian grocery,” Mayumi promised with a gentle smile.

Naomi sniffed the plate, picked a chip out of the pancake with her fingers, and put it in her mouth. In a single motion, she swept the plate from the counter. The glass shattered. “I want like Daddy’s.” The words came out fierce. Seth made thin crepes, precise as origami. Measured the batter. Counted the berries. Everything portion controlled, beautiful, cold.

You moved quickly, grabbing her by the shoulders. Fingertips turning white at how hard you pressed into her skin. “Never say that to me again. He’s not your father.” You shook her. “He’s not your father.”

“Rika.” The shock of Mayumi’s voice stopped you. You stepped away, a hand over your mouth.

Naomi wailed, and Mayumi held her, clasping her head against her shoulder. “Go back to sleep,” she admonished.

You stumbled back to bed, insects crawling under your skin.



The withdrawal hit full force by the third day.

It was late, Naomi was fast asleep. You were supposed to be, too. But instead, you were in the bathroom on your tiptoes, rifling through the medicine cabinet.

“What are you doing?” Mayumi asked. You hadn’t heard her come in.

You were frantic, eyes jerking this way and that. “I can’t sleep. I need something to help me sleep. Do you have anything?”

“I don’t have anything,” Mayumi said, questions in her eyes. What had happened to you? To the girl from the hostess house who watered down her drinks. You were supposed to be different.

“No.” You hit yourself, then drilled your palms into your eyes.

Mayumi wrapped her fingers around your wrists and pulled your hands down. “No more pills,” she said. “Rika, you need help. I’m going to help you.”

And she did.

The withdrawal came in waves.

For a week. The rage would rise, leave you emptied. Then grief, bottomless. Mayumi came pressing cool cloths against your neck. Your body rejecting itself, sweats, shakes, skin trying to crawl away. You begged for pills. Cursed her. Wished yourself gone. Mayumi would carry Naomi to the doorway. Make you look. Choose, Mayumi would say, not with words, with Naomi’s weight in her arms.

Finally, you emerged.

It was New Year’s Day, and Mayumi drove you and Naomi to the Asian market. You stopped at the threshold, right in front of the double sliding doors, taking it in—the hustle and bustle, the dark-haired customers, the shelf of sushi, the vats of persimmons, the paper dragon hanging from the ceiling, the steaming ramen, the smell of fish from the back counter. For the first time in years, you heard your mother tongue. Naomi loved the live tanks. She could stand for an hour watching the fish circling, the crabs climbing over each other.

“All right?” Mayumi asked, holding Naomi’s hand.

You did not answer but drifted forward into the aisles. Touching boxes of senbei crackers, containers of natto, jars of pickled radishes, then into the produce section, where you cradled enoki, mangoes, and persimmons. Handling each gently as if they were pieces of yourself. You smiled, your hand flying to your mouth as if you shouldn’t, as if someone might slap it from your face. Mayumi took the persimmon you held and placed it in her basket. “What else do you want?” she asked.

“All of it,” you said. “I want all of it.”

Mayumi made sukiyaki that night. The pot bubbled on the table between you, sweet and savory steam rising—thin-sliced beef, tofu, napa cabbage, mushrooms. All waiting to be dipped and shared. You ate like a starved woman, not for food but for home. Between bites, you taught Naomi a song from rice-planting season. Her voice was high and clear, crisp as a bell. You’d teach her Japanese. Showing her the strokes, watching her try.

Later, after Naomi dozed on the couch, you and Mayumi sat with tea. In Japanese, you spoke of untranslatable things. Gaman, the art of enduring the unbearable with dignity. The specific homesickness that lives in immigrant bones. How you still dreamt of convenience store onigiri, not for the taste but for who you were when you ate it. “I thought I’d lost myself completely,” you said.

Mayumi refilled your cup. “You weren’t dead. Just dormant.” Like spores waiting for rain.

You sat back, Naomi curled between the two of you. Mayumi promised it would be okay now. There was nothing to fear. She’d take care of you.

You were happy then.





Chapter FORTY-TWO

Chelsey

RAIN BEADS ON CHELSEY’S COAT. She clutches a signed search warrant, the paper already damp at the edges, while officers cut the warehouse lock. The chain falls away with a metallic clatter. The door opens, and she slips inside.

The interior is dark and dank, mold thick in the air. There’s a makeshift reception area, stark with two blue chairs and a desk coated in dust. No logo or art on the walls. The earring is already being bagged, labeled.

A door leads deeper into the building. Chelsey searches the wall for light switches, her fingers finding them sticky with grime. Fluorescent bulbs flicker on, one after the other, dominoes falling to reveal the cavernous space beyond.

It is windowless and near soundproof. She can’t hear anything from outside, not the cry of the seagulls, or the water lapping against the pillars. Empty metal shelves run the length, each with its own layer of thick dust. Heavy cobwebs hang from the corners.

“Over here.” Montoya’s voice from the far corner.

He’s at a side door, painted the same industrial gray as the walls. Chelsey pushes it open.

A break room. Or what used to be one.

A single bed is pushed against the wall. Sheets and blankets clotted together. An IV stand beside it, the bag empty, tube dangling. On the floor, a small dark stain. Blood, maybe. They’ll test it against Naomi’s DNA.

The room smells of disinfectant and something underneath. Fear. Sweat. Old terror.

“Naomi was here,” Chelsey says. Not a question. She thinks of Naomi alone in that bed, IV drip counting down the hours. Rika’s daughter.

“Recently,” Montoya agrees. They’d missed her. By days, maybe hours.

They return to searching the main warehouse. Montoya peeks in another room and clicks on a light. A bathroom with a yellow toilet and mustard counter. “Clear,” he hollers.

His eyes are on Chelsey as she crosses her arms, walking deeper into the space. With each step, her head hangs a bit lower. She can feel Montoya’s gaze. The uniforms waiting outside, peering through the window. All of them thinking what she’s thinking. Too late.

She stops, her foot finding uneven ground. A slight rise in the concrete. Different than the rest of the floor—a shade lighter.

“What is it?” asks Montoya, in the next aisle. He peers at her through the slats of a shelf.

She points down. “This is newer concrete.”

“Help me move this,” he calls out. Officers jog forward. Chelsey winces at the sound of metal scraping concrete.

Done, she squats and examines the rectangular shape. “How big do you think this is?”

Montoya is across from her, in the same position. “About seven by three.”

This close, she sees the striations where someone used a trowel to even out the surface with an untrained hand. They’d worked the tool too hard. “Yeah. I’d say so. Seven by three feet.” About the size of a grave.



When the cadaver dog arrives, she is already straining on her leash, muscles taut, tail high, nose twitching. Her handler, a woman with a high-and-tight ponytail and the intensity of a soldier, drops to a crouch, coming nose to nose with the dog. “Lola,” she says in a clipped, focused tone. “Find the body. Search.” Then she unsnaps the leash.

Chelsey watches Lola bound through the warehouse, sniffing corners and under shelves. She careens past Chelsey and skids to a stop, sticks her nose right in the middle of the lighter concrete, barks once, and sits, tail sweeping back and forth.

Her handler strides over, offering Lola a treat. “Good girl,” she says, pressing a hand to her flank. “You did it.”



A jackhammer arrives half an hour later, breaking the silence like a detonation.

Chelsey, Montoya, and the others stand back, masks over their faces, bracing against the noise and the cloud of dust that mushrooms into the air. The machine whines, then roars. The ground shudders. Splinters of concrete chip off with each strike.

Then a yell—sharp, urgent.

The jackhammer cuts out.

Officers move in, picking through the rubble, stacking slabs of concrete to one side like broken tombstones. One crouches and clears away the finer debris with gloved hands.

Chelsey steps forward, boots crunching on grit, stopping at the edge of a shallow grave. A human shape. Wrapped neatly in black plastic garbage bags, then sealed tight with bands of dull silver duct tape. A parcel never meant to be opened.

“Anyone have scissors?” she asks. A pair is placed in her palm, and she crouches down. A flash and a click, Montoya logging evidence.

Chelsey doesn’t look up.

She slides a gloved hand over the head, careful, tender—like she’s checking the temperature of a sleeping child. Beneath her shirt, her little fish turns. A reminder: life, here in this room full of death. Her touch is slow, reverent. She finds a gap, pierces the plastic, and cuts in three even strokes. Then she pulls the plastic open with both hands.

Inside, the air changes. Dry, sour, the scent of rot muted by time. A sigh escapes her before she can stop it, a breath of relief she’ll regret later. It’s not Naomi. The body is too old, shriveled, mummified.

“When did Castro purchase this?” she asks.

Montoya looks it up. “About twenty years ago.”

Around the same time Hanako disappeared. This could be her.

She grips the edge of the concrete hole, keeping herself steady. Around her, Montoya barks orders. “Sweep for prints. Get the body to the medical examiner. Find Damon Castro and bring him to the station.”

The warehouse crackles with movement, but Chelsey stays, looking at this woman’s face, knowing that whatever happened, whoever she had been, she deserved so much better.





Chapter FORTY-THREE

Chelsey

THE INTERROGATION ROOM IS TOO small for Damon Castro and his team of slick-suited lawyers, so they’re moved to a conference room. He sits at a birch table, flanked on both sides by attorneys from Simmons and Sawyer, a firm specializing in criminal defense.

They all look the same to Chelsey—starched white-collared shirts, alternating red or blue ties, neat haircuts. Castro is dressed more casually, in a black button-up shirt and khakis. She can smell his cologne as soon as she enters the room—clean, sharp, expensive. Noah wears a knockoff from the grocery store.

“Mr. Castro.” Chelsey sits, adjusting in her chair. Montoya takes the seat next to her. The ADA is on her other side. Dean, who despite his degree from an Ivy League law school, opted for a career in public service. “I’m Detective Chelsey Calhoun and this is my partner, Detective Ryan Montoya.”

Montoya nods. “Thanks for coming.”

Castro smiles affably. He’s objectively handsome, with laugh lines running from his eyes, a youthful bloom to his cheeks. “No problem,” he says. “Especially since I was playing one of the worst golf games of my life.” Officers had tracked Castro down at the ninth hole, asking him to come to the station to answer a few questions about one of his properties. He’d requested his attorneys on the way.

“How often do you play?” Montoya eases in.

Castro sighs. “I wish I got out on the course more…”

Twenty minutes roll by. Montoya and Chelsey circling him with small talk. The usual dance, building rapport, watching for tells. You ever play in Scotland? I hear they have some of the best courses in the world. No? Your work in Seattle keeps you too busy, huh? Did you grow up in Seattle? In Northgate? Was it as rough then as it is now? No kidding, worse? From Northgate to Woodhill, that’s quite a climb. Chelsey punctuates this with a low whistle. A pause. The easy rhythm breaks.

“Well,” says Montoya finally. “Let’s go ahead and get to our questions.” He looks to Chelsey.

“We’re investigating a woman who was murdered in her house. Stabbed to death. Her teenage daughter, Naomi, is missing.” She pauses, watching Castro’s lawyers come to attention, gazes ricocheting off each other.

Castro’s smile is sympathetic. “I’m sorry to hear that.”

She goes on. “We’ve been tracking the girl’s last footsteps, and they’ve led us directly to you.”

She stops and watches Castro. He’s still relaxed, eyes calm.

“We’re going to need more details,” says one of Castro’s lawyers.

“We found evidence at your warehouse on the pier,” Chelsey says. “A butterfly earring belonging to the missing girl. Abalone wings.”

Castro’s eyebrows lift slightly. “My warehouse?”

“The one you purchased twenty years ago,” Montoya adds. “We also found a room. A hospital bed, IV stand, and blood we’re testing against the girl’s DNA.”

“That warehouse has been empty forever,” Castro says smoothly. “I haven’t been there in, god, maybe ten years? We’ve had problems with squatters in the past. Break-ins. No security system.” He looks at his lawyers. “I’ve been meaning to sell it.”

“Convenient,” Montoya says.

One of the lawyers interjects. “Is there anything beyond circumstantial evidence? If not, we should call it a day. I’ll expect an apology for wasting our client’s time.”

They begin to push away from the table.

“Wait,” says Chelsey. “We did find something else in the warehouse. Let me show you.”

They settle back in as Chelsey dips into a file, taking her time. “This is Hanako Kashigawi.” She lays the photo in the center of the table so that everyone can see Hanako and her brother by the metal slide, fingers pulling their mouths apart, tongues sticking out, laughter in their eyes.

Chelsey observes Castro, watches the breath go out of him. He recognizes her.

“This was taken around the time she moved to Tokyo to attend university.” She sets down the next one—Hanako in the bar with her friends and the card with the symbol—three ginkgo leaves. Chelsey leans in. “She looks so happy here, excited. See?” Chelsey taps on the time and date in the corner. “Taken right before the new school year started. Maybe she was a little nervous, too. She grew up farther north. A humble upbringing. She won a singing contest when she was little. Her whole family thought she might be a star, but she wanted to study psychology.”

Chelsey’s read the blog. Her brother had written about the police investigation. His efforts to find her. But after a certain amount of time, when the case had gone cold, the blog changed. Now he writes his sister open letters. Do you remember when we caught frogs on the side of the road? When you said you’d always come home for Obon? Each entry ending the same way. Please come back. We still have your room ready. Mom still makes too much food.

Chelsey moves the two photographs to the sides to center the next one—Hanako’s student ID. “We found her ID in a purse left behind in a condo you used to own. The owner told us that before him, girls used to come and go. Lots of girls. One of them was Hanako.” The last photograph, taken hours ago. A shallow grave, the mummified remains of a woman buried in concrete. The lawyers all cover their mouths, look away, but Castro’s gaze stays riveted on the glossy image, on the black garbage bag folded away to reveal parchment skin and sucked-in cheeks. “We found her in your warehouse. We don’t have a positive ID yet, but I’d bet it’s Hanako. You sold that condo and bought this warehouse within a week of each other.”

Castro finally speaks, voice steady. “This is terrible, but I don’t know this woman.”

“Why don’t you tell us what happened?” Montoya says.

“Did Naomi find out what you were doing? That you were running girls?” says Chelsey.

“We know Naomi was in that warehouse. But where is she now? What have you done with her?” asks Montoya.

“How many others are there?” Chelsey adds. “How many girls, Castro?”

“Tell us the truth,” Montoya says very quiet, soft but insistent. “That’s all we want.”

Castro begins to nod, slowly at first, then deeper, his eyes unfocused as if seeing something far away. Hanako’s face, perhaps, or all the others. His lips part, and Chelsey can see the confession building, the truth pushing against his teeth. The room seems to compress, waiting.

One of the lawyers jolts to life, hand clamping down on Castro’s forearm hard enough to jerk him back to the present. “We need a moment with our client.” Castro’s mouth closes with an almost audible click, and his face rearranges itself back into that practiced calm.



Chelsey doesn’t like the sounds that are coming from the conference room. After thirty minutes of silence, it’s been nothing but laughter. And five minutes ago, one of the lawyers stuck his head out, waving Dean in with two fingers. Montoya is next to her, quietly watching from his post on the wall.

Dean emerges. He tugs his tie and jerks his chin to an empty conference room. Door closed, he says, “Castro has an alibi for when Rika was murdered. He was in New York on a work trip. His assistant was with him.”

“We’ll need to confirm that,” Chelsey says. “Flight logs, the assistant’s statement, his New York contacts.”

“He already provided flight receipts, boarding passes, plus he had dinners every night. His assistant and others can vouch for his whereabouts.”

Chelsey’s throat tightens.

“What about Hanako?” Montoya asks.

Dean tugs on his ear. “You have a positive ID yet?”

“You know we don’t,” says Chelsey. The remains have been transferred to the medical examiner’s office. It will take weeks to match dental records with Japan.

“He owned the condo she disappeared from and the warehouse her body was found in,” Montoya says.

“That doesn’t matter. It’s suspicious, but not enough for a conviction, let alone to arrest him. You need more evidence.” He pauses, taking a breath. “Start with getting the time and cause of death of the girl. Once you have that, dig more into Castro. You said there were likely more girls. Find them. See if you can corroborate Hanako living in the condo…” He rubs a hand across his mouth. “We’re going to have to let him go for now.”

“He’s a flight risk,” says Chelsey, but she knows she’s grasping.

Dean shakes his head. “We can ask a judge to prohibit Castro from traveling until you wrap the investigation. Until then, put a unit outside his house.” He sighs. “I’m sorry, detectives, it’s the best we can do.”

Dean pats Montoya on the back and leaves. Chelsey and Montoya exchange a look, anger simmering.

The door to the conference room opens.

“We’ll set up a meeting tomorrow,” says one of Castro’s lawyers. “But let us know if you have any questions before then.”

“Will do, will do,” says Castro. He passes Chelsey and Montoya on his way out, giving them a marionette smile.





Chapter FORTY-FOUR

Naomi

NAOMI HAS BEEN MOVED. SOMEWHERE that isn’t concrete and dust. She drifts between worlds, aware of soft sheets against her legs. Familiar. Egyptian cotton, maybe. The kind her mom insisted on buying even when money was tight. We deserve softness, she’d say, smoothing the buttery fabric.

The IV is out. The medication wearing thin again. But this time hands hold her down, pressing into the bruises from when they dragged her back. They don’t want her to wake up. Don’t want her to surface. They have learned their lesson.

This is too much trouble, comes a voice. Male. Frustrated. Somewhere above her, to the left.

They mean her. Naomi is too much trouble.

She knows too much. Saw too much, the voice comes again. Look, he says. It will be painless. She’ll go to sleep and never wake up.

Okay, says another voice, lower, careful.

Okay? he says then. Okay.

Naomi turns her head back and forth. Her body lifts from the bed in a strained arc. Her arm is forced down straight. A needle pierces her skin. Something cold enters her veins, winter spreading. Her body goes lax. There is no more fight. Only sinking. She is underwater again. But in a different part of the ocean now, far from where she’s been, deeper. The pressure crushing.

A figure takes shape in front of her. Long dark hair drifting like kelp, soft brown eyes, a warm smile breaking through the dark. Her mom.

Her memory is crystal clear now. She opens her mouth. No words come out, but she wants to say: I know everything. I know about those brittle years in Idaho, why you flinched at shadows, why you counted pills, why you cried in the shower. How I longed for you. But we found each other again in Seattle, didn’t we? In Mayumi’s penthouse. You taught me to make onigiri, fingers sticky with rice. Told me stories about Tokyo. Sang to me. We became what we were meant to be. Mother and daughter. Rika and Naomi. Two parts of a whole, the same heart.

A current passes between them. Naomi feels it right here, in the center of her chest, blooming, radiating, older than time itself.

Her mom settles and sits cross-legged in the sand, content to stay, to wait. The same way she used to sit beside Naomi’s bed when nightmares came. Always there to see her through them. And Naomi understands. This is why her mom is here. She has come to carry her home. Not much longer, the words arrive without sound, and it’s like feeling her silk blanket between her fingers, the one she carried from Idaho to Seattle, from everything that tried to destroy them. We’ll be together soon.





Chapter FORTY-FIVE

Chelsey

BY SOME SILENT VOW, AN unwillingness to let go, Chelsey and Montoya stay at the precinct. The computer screen blurs into abstract patterns, text swimming, numbers bleeding into each other. Chelsey blinks hard, forcing focus back.

They sit in their office, long past dark, through the cleaning crew’s vacuuming, nearing the final call at the bar across the street. Heads low, barely speaking, they dig deeper into Castro, searching for connections. The other girls remain nameless; only Hanako has a face, a story. Castro is squeaky-clean.

Chelsey rubs her eyes, feeling the ligaments of her mind stretched taut, giving way. She’s missing something. How did Naomi connect Castro to the Puget Ridge condo? And those ginkgo leaves, three of them circling. On the wall, on the card in Hanako’s photo. A symbol for what? These are the last pieces of the puzzle. And maybe too late to find them. If Castro had been keeping her alive, he might not now.

“We made a mistake bringing Castro in,” she says.

Montoya looks at her across the expanse of their desks, something unfathomable in his expression. “You think we should have waited?”

She taps a pen against her desk. “In hindsight, we should have tailed him a day or two. Done surveillance, gathered more intelligence.”

“We had a responsibility to bring him in after we found the body, and we had every reason to believe Naomi was being kept at that warehouse. No other way we could have done this.”

“Yeah,” she says, but doesn’t mean it. She does not share his confidence. Seth dead. Castro walking free. Naomi still missing. The failures stack like bodies. She stares above Montoya’s shoulder, at Rika’s board, the photographs of her house, until her eyes water. What isn’t she seeing? What connection is she missing? She stands abruptly, and to Montoya’s raised brow, she says, “I’m going back to Rika’s house. Maybe we missed something.” She wants to see if there’s anything there that will tell her how Naomi found the connection to Puget Ridge.

He’s already reaching for his coat. “I’ll go with you.”

They drive, headlights cutting through the dense fog that has fallen over the city, to arrive at where it all started. Because sometimes you must go back to the beginning, Chelsey tells herself, walking up the steps. It’s something Naomi has taught her. The importance of knowing where you come from.

“Where do you want to start?” Montoya asks, booties and latex gloves on.

Her heart thumps low and steady, readying itself to be broken anew. “Naomi’s room.”

The work is slow. Her movements feel underwater, each drawer weighing more than the last. The burn has long worn off. In tandem, they pick through drawers, pulling out contents, handling each item, feeling in pockets, then holding them up to the crusty yellow light—T-shirts, pants, underwear, bras. They run their hands under Naomi’s mattress, moving the bed to look at the carpet. Are there tears? A place where it’s been pulled up? Something slim hidden underneath? In the bathroom, they get down on their hands and knees, using flashlights to peer behind the toilet and into the recesses of the cabinets. Find a set of invisible UV paints. Other than that, nothing.

Chelsey throws her head back and looks at the ceiling. “I’m sorry,” she says. It’s hours later, and they are in the living room, every corner of the house searched. She replaces one of the couch cushions and sits heavily on it, feeling grief like a second set of bones.

“It’s okay. We needed to do this again.” He takes the framed photograph of Mayumi, Naomi, and Rika from the side table and shows it to her. “We’re not giving up.”

She rubs her brow, planning what’s next. A hot shower. Maybe one glass of wine. In the morning, she’ll call Hiroshi Akiyama. Tell him they’re still working away on the case, that they have a suspect but not enough evidence. Don’t lose hope. But measure your expectations.

Maybe she’ll make a copy of the photograph for Hiroshi. For Mayumi, too. She’ll make one for each of them. The picture had been snapped right after Rika’s exodus from Triumph Valley. She’d been free then. Free and happy. She rises from the couch. “I’m going to—” she starts to tell Montoya her plan but stops short. Her blood rushes. The exhaustion evaporates. That brick wall behind them. That herringbone pattern. She’d seen it yesterday.



“I never thought…” Montoya cuts the car engine, parking in a lot near the piers.

“We don’t know for sure yet,” Chelsey cautions. But her mind is already racing. The timeline converging: Mayumi arrives in Seattle. The photograph outside the warehouse. Years after Hanako. A pattern emerging.

It’s dark and quiet. The street is weakly lit. They walk and come to Castro’s warehouse, standing shoulder to shoulder off to the side, to the right of the door, staring at a wall smothered in ivy. The photograph is in Chelsey’s hands. Montoya removes his suit jacket and rolls up his sleeves. Chelsey does the same, laying the photograph on her coat, Rika and Naomi beaming up at her.

Together, they tear the ivy from the wall. Peeling away the vines to reveal fine white tentacle-like lines where the plant has bleached the brick of color. They work, huffing cold night air in and out, to reveal a unique herringbone border underneath. It’s unmistakable. Montoya wipes his brow against his forearm, droplets of blood forming. There are little scratches on Chelsey’s hands, too, where the ivy scraped her skin, looking for something new to cling to.

“Let’s see,” Montoya says.

Chelsey stoops and picks up the photograph. She places it in the bare space under an iron hook, a dash of black barely discernible in the top corner of the picture. Details come to life. The bricks—the staggered pattern, the decorative herringbone border—the historic pockmarked limestone sidewalk. Perfectly. This is the same wall where Rika stood, fresh from Idaho.

“Son of a bitch,” grinds out Montoya.

“An exact match,” says Chelsey.



3:15 a.m. When the doorman picks up the phone to call upstairs, Chelsey stops him. Shows her badge. “Police emergency. No calls.” He reads her eyes and gives them access to the elevator.

“I still can’t quite wrap my head around it,” Montoya says as the elevator doors close.

Chelsey pushes the penthouse button and says, “Me either.”

The elevator dings, and they get off and knock on the door. Mayumi answers in blue-and-white pajamas, a shawl sweater held closed by her hand. Behind her, something flickers. Firelight.

“Ms. Ito,” says Chelsey, holding up the photograph. “We’d like to talk to you about this.”

Mayumi’s eyes fix on the image—the brick wall, Rika’s smile. Her grip tightens on her sweater.

“Do you remember where it was taken?” asks Montoya.

“Outside a warehouse owned by Damon Castro,” Chelsey fills in. “But you know that already, don’t you?”

Mayumi’s breath quickens. She glances inside the condo, then back to them.

“Where is Naomi?” Chelsey demands.

“Please—” Mayumi starts.

Chelsey pushes past her into the condo. The smell hits her first. Smoke, hazing the air. A fire burns in the living-room hearth, flames climbing high. Too high. Papers dumped in the middle.

“It’s too late,” Mayumi calls after her. “It’s too late!”

Chelsey rushes through, flinging open doors. An office. A bathroom. A bedroom, dark with a small light on the nightstand. And under the covers, Naomi. This was where Castro took her.

Chelsey taps her pale cheek, warm, alive. She nudges her. “Naomi,” she says. An IV line dangles from the stand, hastily disconnected, a drop of clear fluid beading at its tip. The insertion site on Naomi’s arm weeps a small red bubble where the needle was just pulled free. “I found her,” Chelsey calls out. “She’s here. We need an ambulance.”

She races back to Mayumi, hunched at the dining room table, wrists cuffed. Montoya’s phone is pressed to his ear, calling for an EMT.

“What did you give her?” Chelsey asks, wild, desperate.

Mayumi blinks up at Chelsey, eyes like a wasteland. “Damon promised it wouldn’t hurt.”

“What did you give her?” Chelsey says low, pounding the table. The fire grows, flames licking up the wallpaper. Caged birds turning black. A crystal saltshaker tips over and rolls to the floor.

“Morphine,” Mayumi whispers. “A slow drip. I pulled it out when I heard you at the door, but it’s been going for an hour. Maybe more.” She shakes. “It’s not supposed to hurt. It’s not supposed to hurt.”

“Narcan,” she says to Montoya. “We need Narcan.”

“I’ll get it. You stay with Naomi.” He’s gone, crashing through the door and pounding the call button.

Chelsey turns back and is in the room again by Naomi’s side. She pats her cheek. “Come on, sweetheart, wake up.” No movement. Naomi’s body is like an empty vessel. She pulls down her eyelids. Telltale pinpoint pupils.

“I promise she’s not in any pain,” Mayumi calls, her voice traveling down the tunnel of the hallway.

Chelsey kneels on the carpet and takes Naomi’s hand. Her nail beds are blue, and Chelsey watches her chest and her breaths—lightly as they come, lightly as they go. She counts them. Eight per minute. Too slow.

“Got it, got it.” Montoya is behind Chelsey, uncapping the Narcan and pressing it into her nose. He steps back.

“Narcan deployed in right nostril at 3:34 a.m.” Chelsey checks her watch and begins to count down the three minutes. They’ll need another dose if she doesn’t wake up. Hopefully, the EMTs will be there by then. Endless seconds pass, each one bleaker than the last. She stumbles back against the wall.

The smoke thickens. Drifts through the doorway, curling along the ceiling. Chelsey’s eyes water. She coughs into her arm. Her lungs burn. Alarms shriek. And somewhere beneath her exhaustion, a door opens inside her mind.

Fire in the grate. Papers curling black. Her father’s hands feeding them to the flames. Her mother in the doorway, gripping the frame.

Silver catching the light. A bracelet. Small enough for a child’s wrist.

The sprinklers explode overhead.

Cold water slams into her skull, soaks her hair, her collar, her back. The world snaps into focus. Smoke scatters. She’s back. The bedroom. Naomi. Smoke thinning as water pours from the ceiling.

On the bed, Naomi coughs. Her eyelids flutter.





Chapter FORTY-SIX

Naomi

THE OCEAN FLOOR. SAND BETWEEN their fingers. Naomi and her mom, finally still. They stare at each other in silence. She wants to tell her mom she is sorry. Sorry for the morning she said I hate you over breakfast, fourteen and furious about nothing. Sorry for slamming doors. For choosing Mayumi’s house over hers some nights. For not understanding sooner why her mom checked locks and flinched at knocking on the door. But mostly sorry for finding Seth. For painting that chapel. For following a trail that led them both here.

But as soon as the thought pushes forward, her mom shakes her head, and Naomi knows what she would say if she could. Shouganai. It can’t be helped.

Her mom smiles, and Naomi smiles, too. That current between them—primeval, unextinguishable. It is peaceful here. Naomi thinks she might stay. Except. Except there’s something. A flutter. The butterfly earring her mom gave her, lost now. The need to tell someone what she knows.

Suddenly, her mom whips her head up, alarmed.

People are in the room with Naomi. She feels them now rushing around. Voices are everywhere, urging her to swim up. There is a hard nudge to her shoulder.

“She has a pulse,” a female voice says.

The water rolls as if in a container that is being gently shaken. Naomi and her mom are forced apart. Then her mom dissolves backward, pulled by tides Naomi cannot follow. Don’t go, she yells, but all that comes from her mouth is a cascade of bubbles. She reaches for her mom even as she is wrenched up, up, and away.

Another nudge. “C’mon, wake up.” A wet hand against her cheek, tapping.

The ocean drains through her lungs. Becomes air. Becomes pain. She gasps and her eyes open to water falling from the ceiling. The world bleeds at its edges. Colors that won’t hold still. Images slide around her. Auntie May’s linen wallpaper. Medics. A woman bent over her. Dark-haired and peering down at Naomi.

“There you are,” she says, relief in her eyes, hair dripping wet. “Stay with me. I’m Detective Chelsey Calhoun.”





Chapter FORTY-SEVEN

Chelsey

CHELSEY LOSES NAOMI TO THE emergency room, to the doctors assessing her with penlights and pulse ox monitors and blood pressure cuffs.

Chelsey’s in a triage room down the hall, a fetal monitor strapped across her belly. She’d told the EMT in the ambulance when they were alone. I’m pregnant. Twenty weeks. The woman’s eyes had gone to Chelsey’s vest, her soot-streaked face, and nodded, making a note on her clipboard.

Now Chelsey lies on the narrow bed, listening to the heartbeat fill the room. Fast and steady. Her daughter, still there. Still swimming.

Her phone rings. Montoya. He took Mayumi in to oversee her fingerprinting. Chelsey got the worst of the smoke inhalation. Started coughing and couldn’t stop.

“Hey,” she answers. She’s so tired. Feels as if she’s moving through sludge.

“Hey. How are you?”

“Alive,” she says. “What’s going on with the case?”

“Mayumi asked for representation. Guess where from?”

“Simmons and Sawyer.” The same firm as Castro. Chelsey has learned a lot in the last hour. Mayumi and Damon—partners in something dirty.

“I’ve got a unit bringing Castro in. Dean is on his way, and he’s going to ask what Naomi said. You talk to her yet?”

“Doctors are still with her.” Through the open door, she watches the hallway. Hiroshi blazes through. He stops, seeing Chelsey in the triage room, wires trailing from her belly. They lock gazes for a beat, then his focus is solely on Naomi, on walking past Chelsey and through the door to be at his daughter’s side. A nurse comes in, a set of scrubs in her hands. She sets them on the chair.

“Hang on,” Chelsey says to Montoya, putting herself on mute.

“Baby sounds perfect,” the nurse says, removing the monitor. “You’re all set. I brought you some clothes to change into while we get your discharge paperwork started.”

Chelsey nods, barely hearing her, watching Hiroshi. He speaks, and the doctors let him through. He’s eager at first, then halts, hesitancy bolting him inches from her bed.

“Chelsey, you there?” Montoya asks.

She unmutes. “Sorry. Akiyama just arrived. He’s in with Naomi now.” Father and daughter peer at each other for the first time. They are strangers. And not. It’s in their faces. The matching curves. Etched in ancient biology. Hiroshi says something, and Naomi does, too. Then she offers a tremulous smile before folding in on herself, weeping.

“I’ll keep Mayumi and Castro on ice until we’ve got a statement from Naomi,” Montoya says.

They hang up. Chelsey peels off the hospital gown, pulls on the scrubs and a pair of grippy socks. Her own clothes bagged and soaked, reeking of smoke. The scrubs are too big, the pants cinched tight at the waist.

She steps out into the hallway. Closer to Naomi and Hiroshi. Naomi is still weeping, palms pressed against her eyes, so she does not see her father lift his hand, how it hovers. He wants to touch her but doesn’t. Instead, he goes to the hospital tray, pours water into a cup, and offers it to her.

After a minute, Chelsey knocks softly on the doorframe. “Sorry to interrupt,” she says. She nods to Hiroshi, then turns to Naomi. “Naomi, I’m sure you’re tired, but I’m hoping you might answer a few questions. I’m Detective—”

“Calhoun,” Naomi cuts her off. Her voice raspy. “I remember. You woke me up.”

Chelsey eases forward. “That’s right. Would you be up for talking a few minutes? That is, if it’s okay with your dad.”

“It’s up to Naomi,” he says, subdued.

Naomi pulls the thin hospital sheet up to her chest. Her gown shifts, revealing a smattering of yellow bruises along her collarbone. “It’s fine,” she says. “I’ll tell you whatever you need to know.”

“I’m going to sit, and I’d like to record our conversation if you don’t mind.” Chelsey pulls a chair close. Opens her phone to the recording app.

Naomi’s eyes travel over her. The hospital scrubs, the damp hair curling at her temples, the scratches on her hands from the ivy. “You were in the fire,” she says.

“I’m fine,” Chelsey says.

Naomi holds her gaze a beat longer, then she nods. “Sure.”

Chelsey asks for Hiroshi’s consent, too, though his legal status remains uncertain. His jaw flexes, and he gives a low yes. She presses the red button. The timer starts ticking. “Let’s begin in Triumph Valley. Tell me what happened there.”

The story unfolds. Walking her drunk mom home one night. Feet slipping on ice. Tongues slipping on wine. The street name Naomi had been born on. Cliff Swallow Drive. Seth’s house. How she’d gone to Triumph Valley to find answers, how he’d come home while Naomi was still inside. “I hid in his office downstairs,” Naomi says. “There was a filing cabinet, and inside were folders. One had my mom’s name on it. I stole it.” Guilty eyes flash up.

“You’re not in any trouble. Where is this folder now?” Chelsey asks.

“I don’t know. I think Mayumi took it. But it wasn’t just a folder on my mom. There were two others. One was for a woman named Joyce. His wife now. Mostly emails and paperwork—travel visas, that kind of thing.” She goes silent.

“What was in the third folder?”

“A girl named Hanako.” Naomi picks at the stitching of her sheet, pulling out a thread, wrapping it around her finger like a tourniquet. Hiroshi is quiet in the corner, hands behind his back. “There was a postcard from Hanako to Seth. She wrote she’d just landed and was staying in Seattle at a condo in—”

“Puget Ridge,” Chelsey says, feeling cold recognition. There it is. The missing pieces click into place. Seth. He’s the link between everything—Mayumi, Hanako, Rika.

Naomi flashes a surprised look. “Yes.”

“We found your mural,” says Chelsey. “You painted Puget Ridge, the chapel there. You’re talented.”

“Oh.” Naomi’s gaze flutters down. “I wouldn’t say that.”

“I would,” says Chelsey. “There was a symbol.” She pulls up the photograph of Hanako at the nightclub and zooms in on the card stuck under the martini glass—the three ginkgo leaves bent into each other. “This one.”

“It’s Mayumi’s business card,” Naomi says, confirming what Chelsey has suspected. “I know it like the back of my hand. I’ve seen it growing up. I shouldn’t have looked… I should have left well enough alone.” A smile—half sad, half amused. “I read a lot of Nancy Drew when I was little.”

“Me too,” says Chelsey.

“Probably why you became a detective,” says Naomi. “I learned so much from those books. Like the difference between a male and female Dungeness crab, the naval alphabet, how to solve a mystery…” She trails off.

“The condo owner said you found a card in one of the pockets and asked to keep it.”

Naomi nods. A tear drops from her eye. “Mayumi’s card.”

“Here.” Chelsey grabs a wad of paper towels from the sink and hands them over.

Naomi presses the paper against her eyes. “Thanks.”

“What happened then?” Chelsey asks.

“I went home. I asked my mom to meet me there.”

Chelsey leans in. “Then what?”

“I showed her the files. I told her I’d found Seth’s house, Mayumi’s card. There was a photograph in my mom’s file.” A beat. “She was younger in it. So beautiful. I had never seen her that way. Nothing of us existed before I was four. It was of her in Japan, high up in this apartment. She recognized it.” Naomi breathes fast. “Mayumi took it when they lived in Tokyo together. Right before she met Seth. How would he have that picture unless Mayumi had given it to him? It was all a setup. Mayumi had engineered the whole relationship.”

“So you tell your mom. What does she do?”

“She was confused.” The edges of Naomi’s voice tighten. “She called Mayumi over. She told me to wait in my room. Said it would be okay. The conversation sounded fine at first. But then my mom started yelling. And then nothing. I came out of my room and saw them. Mayumi with the knife, my mom on the floor…” She stops, holding her chest. “Mom reached for me, and I ran into my room. That’s all I remember. My mom is dead, isn’t she?”

Chelsey stops the recording. Hands Naomi more tissue. Tells her she is sorry.



Chelsey sits on a bench outside the ambulance bay, waiting. She’d texted Noah twenty minutes ago. Come get me. I’m fine.

“Detective Calhoun.”

She turns. Hiroshi stands a few feet away in front of the glass doors. He comes closer. She wants to stand but isn’t sure she can. She’s too tired.

“I wanted to say thank you. You saved my daughter’s life. I owe you a debt.” He inclines his head. She knows he’s left the yakuza, saved his oyabun’s life and earned his freedom, but the code remains in his bones. A life for a life. A debt for a debt. Men like him believe in paying back kindnesses, balancing the ledger. The arithmetic makes her uneasy. She doesn’t want to be owed by this man.

“I’m glad she’s safe.” A siren wails in the distance. Chelsey lets it fade. “I can release Rika’s body to you now.” She remembers he’d asked for it. “If Naomi approves.”

“I’ll speak to her about it.” He pauses. “When I was younger, I wanted to be a police officer.”

The confession catches her off guard. She thinks of her own childhood—those Nancy Drew books, the magnifying glass her mom bought for her on her eighth birthday, badgering her father about his work. How many bad guys did you catch today? Some paths are set early. Others get derailed. She looks at Hiroshi. What had set him on a different course? And now Naomi, what path will she take after all this? There is one thing she needs to be sure of. “Will Naomi be okay with you?” He’s not her legal guardian yet, no birth certificate, no paperwork. But blood calls to blood.

He watches a car pull up. The driver shuffles out, unfolding a wheelchair from the trunk, assisting a man with a veteran’s hat. Hiroshi turns back to her. “There are not many I care for, but Naomi is one.” A pause. “My connections drove Rika away. Into more danger. I won’t let it happen again. Naomi will be safe with me.”

She inhales. The air smells like exhaust. Clouds move in. Rain will start again soon. “Okay.”

He’s silent a beat. “May I please see the photograph you showed Naomi? The one with the business card.”

She looks at him. “Why?”

“I think I recognize where it was taken.”

She pulls out her phone and shows him. The photo of Hanako—young, radiant, laughing with her friends.

“May I?” he asks, palm out for a closer look.

A raindrop lands on the screen as she hands it over. He enlarges the background. “Behind them, that’s Moonlight. The hostess club where I met Rika. Where Mayumi worked, too.” So there it was. Mayumi recruited the girls, Castro sold them.

She takes her phone back and places it in her lap. Says nothing. They both know what it means.

A familiar SUV pulls into the bay. Noah. He’s out of the vehicle, door open, engine still running. “Jesus,” he says, taking in the scrubs, the scratches on her hands, the smoke she can still smell in her hair. He eyes Hiroshi but doesn’t say anything; instead he opens the passenger door. “Come on. Let’s get you home.”

She slips into the seat. The door closes. Through the window she raises a hand to Hiroshi. He bows his head back.

Noah drives, jaw tight.

“I’m okay,” she says. “So is the baby.”

He doesn’t answer. They drive in silence, the wipers beating against the rain.

Near their neighborhood, they pass a crossing guard in a yellow poncho ushering a stream of children across the street. Backpacks bobbing. Umbrellas in bright colors—frogs, rainbows, superheroes. One little girl has a shark umbrella, its fin cutting through the gray morning.

Chelsey watches her disappear around the corner. Imagines her own daughter among them in a few years. A wisp of dark hair. Stomping through puddles. Laughing. Assuming she’ll be this happy forever.





Chapter FORTY-EIGHT

Naomi

NAOMI IS SUPPOSED TO BE sleeping. She promised Hiroshi, her father, she would try. But instead, she lies on her side, in her hospital room, looking at the light edging around the closed blinds, replaying the last time she saw her mom. The conversation that changed everything. The one she wishes she could take back, not the truth-telling part, but the leaving. If she’d stayed downstairs, hidden behind the kitchen door, maybe she could have… But no. She’d trusted her mom, like always.



The day had been dank and cloudy, and Naomi idled outside the condo building. She’d knocked on the door. Met the old man who lived there now. Fished through Hanako’s clothes. Now she held a business card in her hands. She traced the symbol with her eyes. Three ginkgo leaves. She’d seen it before. At Mayumi’s house. On papers in her office. On boxes in the warehouse. Her throat felt thick. Pieces slid together. A lock clicking open. What did it mean? Naomi knew, and her stomach churned. Mayumi wasn’t just importing antiques.

Her hands shook as she fumbled with her phone, dialing her mom. I need you, she thought, pushing it into the universe, the one where mothers and daughters orbited each other.

“Hi,” her mom answered. Happy to hear from her.

Naomi’s eyes squeezed shut. She took a quavering breath. “Mom, I need to tell you something.”



“I don’t believe it,” her mom breathed out after Naomi had explained everything.

The sun was setting, the sky a pink-blush wine. “What does Mayumi do for a living?” she asked. She’d always called her Auntie May, but she couldn’t bring herself to call her that now. Her mom and Hanako—pawns. She’d learn the word later: trafficked.

“You’ve seen her business,” said her mom. Yes, they’d been to the warehouse years ago. Had walked among the shelves filled with rare antiques—tansu chests, sake jugs, Imari ceramics, woodblock prints. Naomi had been drawn to them. Imagining ancestors’ hands on these objects.

“What about the photograph?” The picture of her mom in Mayumi’s high-rise in Tokyo. “How did Seth get it?”

Her mom went rigid at his name. When Naomi explained she’d been to Triumph Valley, had stepped inside Seth’s house, her mom had grabbed her wrist. “You went into his house? Alone?” Her voice pitched high with terror.

“He didn’t see me,” Naomi said quickly, but her mom’s hands were shaking now, that old fear surfacing like blood through gauze. There would be more questions later, warnings about what she’d risked. But Naomi pressed on—there was too much to tell.

Her mom touched the photograph. “I was two months pregnant with you here.”

“My first baby picture.” Naomi smiled, tremulous. This was all she ever wanted, and it was terrible.

“May took this. She had the only copy.” The words hovered, then burst over them.

“She set you up with him.” A pause. “I think she’s done this to other girls.” Like Hanako. What had happened to her? Was anyone looking for her?

“Yes, I see that now,” her mom said carefully. “There was this restaurant she mentioned. She encouraged me to go on walks.” Her mom bowed her head, but not before Naomi saw her eyes shimmering with tears.

“Mama,” Naomi said.

Her mom raised her head. Smiled, swiped away tears. A brave face. “It cannot be helped.” A nod. Firm. Decisive. “I will take care of it.” She picked up her phone and sent a text to Mayumi. They sat in silence before an answer chimed. “She’s coming over. Wait in your room.” Her mom leaned forward. “But first—there’s something I need to tell you.”

“What?”

“Your father. Hiroshi.” Her mom’s voice was steady now. “Your email, he received it. He’s been wanting to meet you. But he wanted to reconnect with me first, to do things properly. He thought…” She paused. “He thought if we could find our way back to each other, we could be a family. All three of us.”

“He knows about me?” A flutter in her stomach.

“He’s been waiting to meet you.” Her mom pulled her close then, arms tight around her. “I’m sorry I never told you about him. I’m sorry that you had to figure this out alone.”

“It’s okay,” said Naomi, holding on. Nothing between them now.

Then she pulled away, confident that everything would be okay. That there would be more time. Tomorrow, maybe, or next week—when the words came easier. But here is what she thought, climbing the stairs. You’ve been a great mother. I am thankful. I love you more than I’ve ever said. I cannot imagine my life without you. You came so far for me. Traveled such distances. Because of you, I know how a heart can break, how a soul can mend. And she would never get to say any of it.





Chapter FORTY-NINE

Chelsey

CHELSEY SLEEPS FOR FOURTEEN HOURS. When she wakes, the house is quiet. Morning light presses through the curtains. A note on her bedside table from Noah: Went to get groceries. Rest. I love you.

She lies there, staring at the ceiling. Her body aches. Her lungs still feel tight from the smoke. But it’s not the fire she’s thinking about. It’s her childhood, the girl she put in a corner—longing for her birth mom, homesickness in her gut. With a crook of her finger, she beckons that girl forward. Step from the shadows. You don’t have to hide anymore. She won’t put it off any longer.

She sits up. Reaches for her phone. Scrolls to her mom’s name, presses to call.

Her mom answers right away.

“You’re calling me.” Her mom is surprised. Chelsey doesn’t call very often, especially not this early. She wonders if it’ll be the same with her daughter. If, like her mom, she’ll always be wanting more.

“I am calling you.” Chelsey rests her back against the headboard.

“Just off work?”

“Just woke up,” she says. “Long night.”

A suck of breath. She can picture her mom’s face, the pinch of her lips. The job. Always the job between them. Reminding her mom of Chelsey’s father. Former chief of police in Coldwell. “Well, I suppose it’s good practice for the baby. You’ll be used to staying up all night. Need to learn to sleep during the day.” A pause. “I was thinking that when I come to visit, we could plant some flowers in your yard, primroses or violas. Maybe a few vegetables, too. Some peas and broccoli. Oh, and carrots. I could never get them to grow in Coldwell.” Her mom chatters on, smoothing over the rough patches of their relationship. A peacemaker, even when there’s no war. There will always be things they don’t speak about—her father’s temper that seemed normal to her as a child, the way Lydia flinched when he raised his voice. Only after finding Lydia did she understand the damage she’d witnessed. But now there’s more. Secrets her father kept.

“Sure. I’d like that.” Chelsey pauses, struggling to find an entry point. “Do you ever miss Coldwell?” Her mom had grown up on the coast. Now lives in landlocked Arizona. They had sweet times on the beach. Without her dad, forever working. After dark, her mom would take her and Lydia, as if the surf called only to them. Their domain in the coldest months. Headlamps cutting through the black. The trudge into icy water, digging for razor clams. Those nights, she slept deepest. Salt air in her lungs, sand under her nails. Dreams so vivid they felt like sea glass in her palm—smooth, real, hers. That at least had been true.

“I miss some things. Being able to see the stars at night. There’s too much light pollution in Phoenix. I miss walking on the beach.” She stops. “Honey, what are you really calling for?”

A tug under Chelsey’s breastbone. “I wanted to talk about my adoption.”

A clipped “Oh.” A careful “Okay.”

She arranges the covers on her lap. “My partner mentioned Safe Haven boxes weren’t installed in fire departments until 2016. But that’s not possible, right? Because that’s where I was left.” Chelsey fights a violent urge to rescind the question. Do not go from me, she wants to say. I did not mean it. She wants the truth but not at the cost of her mom.

Untenable silence passes. “Would you believe I thought I was doing what was best?”

“I would,” she says, meaning it.

“How much do you want to know?”

What did she want to know? Everything. Nothing. Did her biological mom leave coffee cups half finished around the house? Stack books on her nightstand she never touched? Did she have the same bent pinkies, the oval-shaped nails that never grew quite right? When she laughed, did it start in her belly or her throat? What about dreams? Not the sleeping kind but the wanting kind? Did she long to travel? Or was she a homebody?

The medical history haunted her most. Ear infections, Chelsey had tubes at three, screaming through the recovery. Did that come from her? What about cancer? High blood pressure? The time bombs ticking in bloodlines. Things that mattered now, with her own baby floating inside, inheriting mysteries.

All these years, she’d been trying to solve herself like a case. Looking for evidence in mirrors, in habits, in the way she held her coffee cup—was this learned or inherited? Was this her mother’s or her mother’s?

Her mom is waiting, and Chelsey finally speaks. “All of it,” she says.

“I worry it will be too much for you,” she says. Chelsey opens her mouth to insist it won’t—promise like Lydia used to when she was a teen and begging to stay out past curfew. But her mom speaks first. “You have to understand, your father and I had Lydia, but I wanted a second child so badly. We tried for so long. Came close so many times. Miscarriages. Adoption. Broken promises. A teen who changed her mind. I understood.” She heaves. “Of course I understood.

“I was depressed. I’d withdrawn from Lydia. Sometimes I think that’s why she turned out the way she did—because I detached. I never wanted a career like you. I’d always felt I was born to be a mom. It’s all I ever wanted,” she says.

Silence. Then:

“I hardly thought of it when your dad was called out on a case. He was a sergeant then and had a partner, Duncan Armstrong.”

Chelsey frowns. “I don’t remember him.”

“You wouldn’t. He moved on from Coldwell PD shortly after. Your dad didn’t keep in touch. They’d been good friends, but I don’t think Duncan agreed with what we’d done.”

“What did you do?” Chelsey asks.

“Your dad was gone all night, and in the morning I came downstairs to find him in the kitchen with you. You were thirteen months old. Roundest cheeks. No hair. I thought I was dreaming. I didn’t want to wake up.” Her voice is shaky. “I asked your father what he was doing with a baby, and he said, ‘She’s ours now.’ I didn’t understand, but then he handed you to me, and I was completely consumed. I’d have done anything to keep you, which meant not asking questions. He said you’d been abandoned, but wouldn’t say anything beyond that, no matter how much I asked. Even though I knew he was lying.” The phone grows slippery in Chelsey’s palm. She wipes her hand on the sheet, then catches her reflection in the mirror above the dresser, not the detective she became, but the baby she was. Someone’s missing child.

Her mom begins to cry. “I’m sorry.”

The shock eats away at Chelsey’s ability to speak.

“Please,” her mom says. “Say something.”

“I keep having this dream,” she says, voice low and steady, hands shaking. “Dad kneeling by the fireplace. Papers burning. You standing in the doorway. Was that real?”

A long pause. “You weren’t supposed to remember that.”

“But I do.” She probably wouldn’t have, though. If not for Rika. For Naomi. For her baby, her little fish.

“Yes,” she says. “It was real. Your father burned your case file. He said no one would ever know. He made me promise.”

“What did it say?”

“He wouldn’t let me read it.”

Chelsey’s throat is tight. She forces the next words out. “There was a bracelet. Silver. Small. I remember seeing it in the fire.”

“You were wearing it when your father brought you home. It had a charm with a name on it.”

Chelsey’s heart stops. “What name?”

Her mom is crying now, quiet and ragged. “Rin,” she says. “Your name was Rin. I looked it up once, what it meant. Japanese for dignified. Or cold.”

Chelsey claps a hand over her mouth, stifling a cry. Rin. She’d had a name. And they’d burned it. Fed that girl to the fire.

“I’m sorry,” her mom sobs. “I’m so sorry.”

Chelsey speaks, voice rough, scraped raw. “Where did he find me? Where did I come from?”

“Your father never told me. I asked, so many times, and he wouldn’t say. Duncan would know.”

“Is he still alive?”

“I think so. Last I heard, he was living up in Bellingham. But, Chelsey—”

“I have to go.”

“I’m still coming to see you,” her mom says quickly. “For the ultrasound. Please. Please don’t shut me out. You’re all I have.”

Chelsey closes her eyes. And you’re all I have. It doesn’t fix anything. It doesn’t have to. They are bound, the two of them. “I’ll make sure the guest bedroom sheets are clean.” This is the coexistence of love and anger. Both are true. Neither cancels the other.

“Okay, good.” Relief in her mom’s tone. “We’ll plant a garden.”

“We’ll plant a garden,” Chelsey repeats and hangs up. She sits in the silence of her bedroom. Thinking of her father, a chief of police who brought home a baby in the night. Of Duncan Armstrong, who left town shortly after. The truth crystallizes. Not abandoned. Taken.





Chapter FIFTY

Rika

AFTER THREE MONTHS IN SEATTLE, the withdrawal was behind you. Your body was learning to be itself again.

Mayumi drove you to the pier district, past shipping containers stacked like children’s blocks. She’d been talking the whole way about her business, her imports, her success. Pride radiating from every word. When she parked in front of the warehouse, she sat for a moment, hands still on the wheel.

“I know it’s not much to look at from the outside,” said Mayumi. The sun was out, bright as her eyes. “But the property alone is worth millions. And what’s inside—” She turned to you. “I’ve built something here. Something real.”

“It’s nice,” you said, staring at the warehouse she owned with her business partner. Mayumi was right: The building wasn’t much to look at. A windowless box with garage doors to receive shipments from the pier.

Mayumi laughed. “You’re a terrible liar.” She unlocked the door, and you went inside. Naomi with you as always. For weeks now, clinging. Since the withdrawal, she’d watched you like you might disappear. She kept asking when you were going home. When she would see Papa again.

There was an empty reception desk, and behind that, a door leading to the warehouse. Racks filled the space with all manner of antiques—Buddha heads, bamboo screens, Imari ceramics. Another section housed furniture—chests, futon beds, cabinets. Naomi wanted to touch everything, which made you nervous. All you could see were thousands of dollars broken.

“I thought I heard someone.” A man stepped from the racks. White with brown hair that someday would turn to salt and pepper. A nice smile. He bowed. “Rika, Mayumi’s friend.”

“Actually, it’s Anne now,” you said quietly, the new name still strange on your tongue. “Anne Walker.”

He nodded, unfazed. “Anne, then.” He winked at Naomi. “Hey, kiddo. You going to stay out of the antique chests this time?” Naomi giggled, the first real laugh you’d heard from her in weeks. Mayumi had been taking Naomi to work, letting her color while she negotiated shipping contracts. “I was wondering when she’d drag you here.”

“Thank you for being so kind to my daughter,” you said, standing on a patch of mismatched concrete—lighter, fresher, newer than the surrounding cement floor.

“Of course,” he said. “I’ve got a daughter, too. Though she’s with her mom in California right now. We’ll have to get together next time she’s with me.” He turned to Mayumi, slipping his hands into his pockets. “Well, did you tell her yet?”

“I haven’t had a chance.” Mayumi withdrew a set of keys tied with a red ribbon from her purse. “For you,” she said, holding them out.

“What is this?” you asked, fingering the ring.

“A home here in Seattle. Close to me,” Mayumi said.

At first, you thought she meant the warehouse. The man, Damon, threw his head back and laughed. “She doesn’t mean here.”

“Mayumi, I can’t accept this. I have no way to repay you.” You tried handing the keys back.

Mayumi wouldn’t take them. “It’s already done. The town house is in a good school district. Naomi starts kindergarten soon. You need a place to live. Please, let me do this,” Mayumi said, then lower, her voice cracking slightly, “I have no family. No children. You and Naomi are my family.” She looked away, something raw in her expression. “After everything… let me do this one good thing.”

The metal keys warmed in your palm. “I don’t know what to say.”

“Say yes,” Mayumi said. Almost pleading.

Something inside you simply gave way, and you nodded, tired of fighting. “Mayumi, thank you. I’ll start paying rent as soon as I have a job,” you promised.

“No, you won’t,” Mayumi said. “It’s a gift. Rebuild your life.”

“Thank you,” you said again, touching the keys to your heart.

“Damon,” Mayumi said. Her voice was bright again. The moment of vulnerability gone. “Come take our photo?”

Outside, the three of you positioned yourselves against the bricks. Naomi held her rope doll. Baby ivy sprouted in the dirt. Soon, it would cover the wall, hiding everything.

Twelve years later, the ivy would be torn down. For another photograph, taken as evidence. Proof of a murder. These three faces, captured in Kodak colors.





Chapter FIFTY-ONE

Chelsey

CHELSEY SITS AT HER DESK, watching the recorded interrogation on her computer. Mayumi’s lawyers—the same ones who defended Castro—cut a deal. Full confession in exchange for a reduced sentence. Murder two instead of murder one. Twenty-five years instead of life. That was seven days ago. Long enough to close the case. Not long enough to stop hearing her mom’s voice. Rin. Your name was Rin.

On screen: Mayumi across from Montoya and Chelsey, hands folded around a paper cup. Ready to talk.

“Start at the beginning,” Montoya says.

Mayumi’s voice, when it comes through the speakers, is soft. Detached.

“The hostess club,” she says. “You wouldn’t understand what it was like. Men competed to light our cigarettes with gold lighters.” A ghost of a smile crosses her face. “I was good at it. Making lonely men feel seen. Pouring drinks at exactly the right angle. The tilt of my head when I listened.” Her eyes drift. “We were artists, really. Selling moments of beauty.”

“Damon Castro,” Montoya prompts.

She inhales. “He came in April. During cherry blossom season. The whole city bursting with tourists. It wasn’t uncommon for Americans to stumble into the club. It was always exciting, thinking of the tips in dollars. He requested me. The other hostesses pretended not to care, but I could feel their eyes.” Her smile flickers.

“What about Rika?” Chelsey asks. “Was she there?”

A shake of her head. “Rika never met him. She had quit by then, gotten married in secret.” A pause. A smile. “Damon was so charming that first night. His Japanese was terrible, but he tried so hard, mixing up his honorifics, calling Mama-san ‘honored fish’ instead of ‘honored mother.’ He made me laugh. Real laughter, not the practiced kind. I hadn’t laughed like that for a very long time. He said he was in town on business. He showed me his card, three ginkgo leaves, insisted I keep it. He came every other night without fail for a month. Always requested me.”

She shifts, the fluorescent light catching her face.

“He could see through people. Their hungers. Their weaknesses. He saw mine immediately—the desperate girl under the silk dress. The one who’d been left to starve in an unfinished mansion.”

“Tell us about it,” Chelsey says.

She looks down. “My mother was a socialite. My father a developer. He started building luxury homes. But the money ran out. One morning, my brother and I woke up alone in the model home. We were seven and nine.” Her voice stays flat. “The food was gone quickly. We ate the edges of the cardboard beds when the hunger got too bad.”

Silence.

Chelsey watches Mayumi’s face on the screen. A girl left behind. Erased from her parents’ life like she’d never existed. The echo is too close. She pushes it away.

“Damon knew. Somehow he always knew who would do anything for money. Who had that particular hollowness inside them.” She looks up. “He offered me a different path. Not as a girlfriend. I thought that at first. But as a business partner. Find girls who want to come to America. Help them get there. No paperwork. All profit.”

“Trafficking,” Montoya says.

“We called it matchmaking.” She clasps her hands. “It started before me. I didn’t know about Hanako until after… until Rika confronted me. I swear it.”

“What happened to Hanako?” Chelsey asks.

Mayumi’s composure cracks, a fine line. “Damon hasn’t told you? Seth killed her. He said it was an accident. She was homesick, violent, scratching at him. He had to defend himself.” Chelsey remembers Seth on the lawn, gun pressed to Joyce’s temple. I didn’t mean to hurt her. It’s been years. Years! he’d screamed. How did they even find me? He’d meant Hanako. “Damon cleaned it up. If Seth went down, he’d take Damon with him. That’s how it works. He moved her body to Seattle and buried her in the warehouse. Then Seth demanded a replacement. Damon flew to Japan. That’s when we met…”

“And you gave him Rika,” Chelsey says.

A nod. “Rika had been gone from the club for a month. During that time, Damon brought me into the business. Seth was my first real job. Find a wife for him. Damon tricked me. I would have never… Rika was staying with me. She was desperate for a fresh start. I didn’t know she was pregnant. She didn’t tell me.”

The room feels smaller.

“I told myself I was helping her. Seth seemed gentle when I met him. I didn’t know about Hanako then. I thought he was a lonely bachelor. I gave him that photo of her in my apartment. He thought she was beautiful.”

“You didn’t know about the abuse?” Montoya asks.

“Not for years. Seth cut off contact immediately—said it was better for Rika to adjust without distractions from her old life. I made Damon call and check in. He said she was happy, settling in. That she didn’t want to talk to anyone from Japan. It reminded her of bad memories.” She pauses. “I believed him. Or I wanted to. When Rika showed up at my door in Seattle, years later.” Her voice breaks. “I wanted to die. I bought her everything. The town house. Clothes. I loved her daughter like my own. I thought I could make it right.”

“Until Naomi found out,” says Chelsey.

“She had the files. Seth’s files. The business card from Hanako’s things. She knew everything.” Mayumi’s hands shake. “Rika called me over. She was going to expose it all. I couldn’t… twenty-plus years of girls, hundreds of them…” She stops. “I didn’t mean to kill her. The knife was in my hands before I knew it. And then Naomi saw, and I couldn’t let her tell anyone. I convinced Damon to hold on to her. I didn’t want to hurt her. I just wanted her to sleep while we made a plan. But then she woke up and tried to escape and you found the warehouse. Damon said he’d make it painless.”

“The morphine,” says Montoya.

“She wasn’t supposed to suffer.”

Chelsey leans forward. “How many girls, Mayumi?”

She closes her eyes. “Damon insisted on records. For the money laundering. Antiques on paper. Girls in reality.”

“Where are the files?” asks Montoya.

“I burned what I could, but Damon kept copies. He always kept copies. There’s a hidden panel inside his bedroom closet.” She opens her eyes. “There’s been hundreds. I don’t remember their names anymore.”



Chelsey clicks out of the interview and ejects the USB drive. She drops it into an evidence box. Trafficking has been added to Mayumi’s charges. And now, the FBI has come calling. The case is bigger than Seattle. Chelsey and Montoya have been asked to turn over their evidence. All sixteen boxes. Four of which house the files recovered from Damon’s house. Each one contains a photograph paperclipped to the inside.

There are girls with moles. Girls with multiple ear piercings. Girls with bleached hair, or with bangs, or with tight French braids. Girls with fawn-like features, or with thin lips, or with short, spiky lashes. Girls with mouths full of braces, or with small teeth, or with big smiles. Girls who eat Lucky Charms, who play soccer, who wanted to be on the dance team but never felt confident enough to try out. Each one given new names, new lives. Or no lives at all.

Chelsey thinks of the bracelet. The fire. Rin.

At a noise, Chelsey looks up. Montoya is in the doorway. “That the last one?”

“This is it,” she says, closing a box.

“I’ll drop it off on my way out,” he offers. At his desk, he shrugs on his coat. “I’m going to take a half day. See if I can catch my nephew’s soccer game.” He stops in the doorway, box in his hands. “You good?”

She nods. “Actually, I need to tell you something.”

He sets the box down. Waits.

“I’m pregnant.” She lays the two words down between them.

His smile is genuine, happy for her. “Congratulations. How far along?”

“Twenty-one weeks.”

He’s quiet. Calculating. The weeks they’d worked together flashing in his eyes. The warehouse. The fire. Seth with a gun. “You should’ve told me.”

“I know.” She looks down at her hands. “I was figuring out how. Guess I’ll be on desk duty now.”

He shrugs. “So we work cold cases for a while. Dig through old files.”

She meets his eyes. “It’s a girl,” she says. Letting him in.

His face softens. “Yeah?”

“Yeah.”

“Ryan is a fine name. Works for a girl, too.” He picks up the box.

“I’ll put it on the list,” she says. “At the bottom.”

He smiles. “You leaving?”

A shake of her head. “I’m going to stay a little longer. Rika’s funeral is today and I’m going to stop by.” She looks to her computer, to the monitor still on, a window minimized in the corner, waiting.

“Congratulations again,” he calls before swinging away.

She smiles, though he does not see it. Nor does he see when she turns and pulls herself closer to the desk, clicks on the window, moves her cursor to the police search engine, and types in a name: Duncan Armstrong.





Chapter FIFTY-TWO

Naomi

“IT WILL HELP,” HIROSHI TOLD her, his voice careful. “It is what your mother would have wanted.”

So Naomi had gone with him to the funeral home, where her mother’s body had been transferred.

Now they sit, side by side, on a Victorian couch that smells like lavender, explaining to the funeral director the importance of the temperature when burning a body. Too high, and there would be only ashes. Too low, and the bones would be too large.

“We will be present,” Hiroshi says to the director. “We will witness the casket go into the incinerator.”

The funeral director balks. He has gray hair and is built like a teakettle, round and somehow steaming with nervous energy. “Mr. Akiyama, we don’t usually allow family to be present during the actual cremation. The crematorium is in a separate, private wing. I’m afraid it’s not suitable for mourners.”

Naomi presses her knees together, feeling as if a vacuum has been turned on inside of her, sucking everything away, leaving her with a type of hollowness she did not know existed. She is different now. The kind of person who does not have a mother.

Hiroshi tilts his head, considering. She finds it difficult to read this man who is her father, this stranger who shares her blood. He masks everything behind careful politeness. But he shows his love in actions. Coming with her to collect her belongings from the town house, laying a blanket over the bloodstains on the floor so she wouldn’t have to see. Giving her a hotel room with a lock she could control. Breakfast waiting when she woke. Him on the phone, quiet, his Japanese formal and distant, calling her grandmother—Rika was gone but there was a granddaughter, Naomi. Hours with lawyers, arranging and expediting guardianship papers. A passport, her expression in the photo lost. The police station, signing for her mother’s body.

“We will be present,” he repeats, pulling a black card from his wallet. “I assume there will be an extra fee. Please charge me what is necessary.”

The director pulls the card toward him. “Of course, Mr. Akiyama. Anything else?”

“Hai,” he says. “Flowers, chrysanthemums to be placed around her head and on top of her casket before she’s cremated.”

Naomi speaks, her voice smaller than intended, her eyes on her thumbs. “She didn’t like chrysanthemums.”

She’d been eleven, walking through Pike Place Market on a rare sunny day. She’d been picking up a bouquet—orange roses, delicate peonies, spiky chrysanthemums. Her mother had grabbed it from her, her face changing, and set it back in the bucket as if it burned. No chrysanthemums, she’d said, sharp enough to cut. That vehemence, that wild look in her eyes. So many things she never understood about her mom. Mysteries that would remain unsolved. She’ll never get to say goodbye, never get to say she understands now. She’ll spend the rest of her life looking for her mother.

Hiroshi watches her, patient. “Lilies?”

She nods once.

“Excellent choice.” The funeral director notes it on his pad with a golden pen. “That all?”

“She will wear a white kimono,” Hiroshi states. Uncertainty crosses his face. “I do not know the proper way to dress her. But I will learn.”

“I can help,” Naomi says, surprising herself. “Mom taught me. For festivals.”

Hiroshi looks at her. A beat of silence. Then he nods, gratitude flickering beneath the surface.

The funeral director balks. “Again, I recommend against it. Our mortician, Emma, does wonderful work—”

“Your mortician may be there to assist, but we will dress Rika. Those who love her will be the last to touch her.” Love, Naomi thinks. Present tense. Some things outlast death.

Hiroshi stands, buttons his suit jacket. Bows formally. Naomi follows, her body moving on autopilot.

In the car, she finally breaks down. Crying into her hands, tasting salt in her mouth. Hiroshi stays silent, offering only a handkerchief. But it does not matter to Naomi, this seeming coldness. She understands. Grief takes many forms—an unmoving ice monster, a long-fingered blue shadow. There is no sugar to coat the loss with. No way to cut the sorrow. They’d have to eat it alone, whole and unforgiving.



The weather is nasty the day Naomi stands in the basement of the Buddhist temple. It’s just her and Hiroshi, along with two monks in robes chanting sutras, their voices rising and falling like waves.

Bone picking always starts at the feet. Naomi is given a pair of long, mismatched chopsticks—one made of willow, one of bamboo. They harvest bone from ash. Place pieces of her mother into the urn, building her again from the bottom up. When the pieces are too large for one pair, they share the weight, chopsticks touching, carrying together. At the hyoid bone, they pause. The resemblance to the seated Buddha, divinity within the debris. Together they lift it, careful, reverent, and place it in the urn, tucking it under a fragment of skull. The lid closes with a soft click. The sutras cease. Life begins and ends with labor.

Just then, Detective Calhoun appears at the stairs, hands in her pockets, something in her grip. Naomi approaches while Hiroshi speaks with the monks about what comes next. More rituals in Japan. Her mother will receive a new name, be reborn in death. Be interred in the family grave. Returned. Every Obon, they will remember her. A promise: She will not be forgotten.

“Hey,” Naomi says, trying for normal and missing.

“Hiroshi said you were leaving for Japan tonight. I needed to update you on the case.” Calhoun pulls out a manila envelope spattered with rain droplets. “And give you these.”

“What is it?”

“Copies of letters your mom wrote home. To her mother, though she never sent them. They were discovered hidden at Seth’s house. The originals are evidence, but I made copies.” She hands them over, the weight of them surprising. “They’re very detailed, more like a journal. I thought you should have them.”

Naomi takes the envelope, her grip uncertain. Her mother’s words. Another piece of her she didn’t know existed.

“Also,” Calhoun continues, shifting her weight, “the case.”

Naomi stiffens. The case against Damon Castro. Against Mayumi. The facts had sliced into her: They were business partners. Front operation: antiques, beautiful things to hide ugly truths. Back operation: trafficking women, turning girls into ghosts.

Her mom had been surveyed, mined, selected like inventory. Chosen to replace Hanako, the woman Seth killed. A secret her mom died for. Naomi had almost died, too. If she hadn’t gone looking for that bronze horse. If she’d just stayed home that day. The guilt settles like heavy stones in her stomach.

“The FBI is building a strong case,” Calhoun says.

Naomi nods vacantly. Thinking of Mayumi. The betrayal cuts deeper than the rest. “I miss her.” She wishes May were here now, which makes no sense and perfect sense. It’s messed up that she’s standing at her mom’s funeral, thinking about the woman who killed her. Wanting to be held by her. To hear her say it was all a terrible dream. She wipes her nose with the back of her hand. “I’m sad it was her.”

Even with Hiroshi here, she feels more alone than ever.

“Mayumi was important in your life. I’m sorry it ended this way,” Calhoun says, and Naomi can tell she means it. “You’ll be okay with your dad?”

Naomi nods, though she’s not sure what okay means anymore. “Yeah. There’s an American school he’s enrolled me in.” She can’t imagine returning to her old school, walking those halls like nothing happened. “It will be a fresh start. Plus, I want to see where my mom grew up.” Maybe seeing her mom’s childhood home will help Naomi know her. “My grandmother is there.”

“Naomi.” Hiroshi approaches. “Detective.” He nods at Detective Calhoun, then adjusts his attention to his daughter. “We should get going. We have packing to finish.”

Naomi says goodbye and watches the detective leave. She stands there in the basement, the envelope in her hands, grief moving around her body like tar. She knows it will stay like this for a long time.





Chapter FIFTY-THREE

Chelsey

THE FREEWAY RUNS WIDE OPEN this time of day, early afternoon.

An hour out, Chelsey stops for gas. She devours a burrito, watching truckers drift through. Across the street is a lot with prefab homes, prices as low as forty thousand dollars, appliances included. She tosses the wrapper, feeling her baby move, most likely protesting the pepperoni-stick appetizer. Five months now. Chelsey carries on, hitting traffic near the military base that takes another hour to clear.

She goes through towns, each smaller than the last, up into the mountains. Evening brings forest, thick and dense. She keeps her brights on, watching for deer. Still, she’s more at ease here. Could survive these woods without anyone for a year.

She’s high in the mountains near Snoqualmie, a reservation. Five minutes out, nerves set in. What is she doing, barging in on this man? She doesn’t turn around, though. She’s come too far.

His cabin sits back a quarter mile down a private road. Wood sculptures stand guard. Bear. Elk. An eagle, wings wide, beak open. Smoke curls from the chimney. The A-frame windows glow. She knocks and blows into her hands, warming her palms.

The door swings open. She takes him in—brown skin, weathered cheeks mapped with deep lines. “Duncan Armstrong,” she says. “I’m—”

“I know who you are. Wondered when you’d find me,” he says. “Come in.”



The cabin breathes warmth: leather couch under a plaid blanket, a gas fireplace, a TV that Duncan clicks off. They settle at the oak dining table across from the galley kitchen.

“Where do you live?” he asks, placing a mug of tea in front of her. Outside the sliding doors is black, but she hears running water. Too light for a river. A stream.

“Seattle. With my husband. I’m a detective.” The mug warms her hands.

He grins, palms cradling his own mug. Bookends, the two of them. “I’m retired now after thirty-plus years in Gearhart.”

“You went there after Coldwell?” After my dad found me, she means.

“Yes, after Coldwell. I was born here on the mountain. But I followed a girl to the beach. I thought we’d get married. She thought we were having a good time. Your dad and I were partners after I became a bachelor.”

She inhales. Peppermint coating her nose, sinuses opening. “How long did you work together?”

“Almost a decade. I was sorry to hear when your pop died. I would have come, but I wasn’t sure if he’d ever told you about me. We didn’t end on good terms…”

“I’d never heard your name until recently from my mom,” she says.

“That makes sense.” He waits. The detective in him showing. Letting silence stretch until she aches to fill it. He won’t volunteer anything. She’ll have to ask.

“My mom said Dad was called out one evening and showed up with me the next day,” she says.

His eyes flick to her. “That all?”

“He didn’t tell her more. She was too happy to ask questions.”

His fingers drum the table. His nails are thick; one is bruised black, maybe from the woodwork outside. “I remember that night. Pulled the short stick, finishing paperwork while your dad went home. It was late and a call came in for a welfare check in the next county. A baby crying in a house. I kept working, didn’t think anything of it. But then an hour later, another call. An officer who needed a detective.” He breathes out. “The way his voice sounded, I could tell it was bad. Four souls gone, he said, one alive. You were in the background, not crying but upset. Probably because the beat cop wouldn’t pick you up. He didn’t want to disturb the evidence.” He snorts.

Chelsey steadies herself. Four souls gone, one alive.

“So I called your dad, told him I’d pick him up. The address was fifty minutes outside Coldwell, near High Rock. Back then, we covered everything in a hundred-mile radius. On the way, we talked about if the Sonics would make the playoffs. Were still talking about it when we pulled up. The house wasn’t much—dingy white siding, overgrown lawn. It was well known for traffic, people coming and going. Cars abandoned on streets. Needles in the gutters.”

“A trap house,” says Chelsey.

He nods. “We went in. The space was small, three bedrooms like closets, one bathroom, a living room. I won’t give details, but everyone had died of overdoses. The first officer was staring down at you, helpless. Your dad swore: ‘Pick the fucking baby up, moron.’ Then he swept down, placed you on his hip. You quieted right away.” Duncan stops. She wonders if he can see how detached she feels.

“Was one of the bodies my mom?”

He sighs. “We assumed so. There was a woman who looked like she might be. The first officer said you kept crawling back to her. We told him to get some air. I started protocols.” He sips from his mug. “Your dad didn’t follow me into the next room. He wasn’t helping much. He was holding you, completely engrossed. ‘What’s going to happen to her?’ he asked. He knew the answer. We’d been trained on it. A social worker from Thurston County would make a halfhearted attempt at finding a relative. Your DNA would be confirmed, see if it matched one of the bodies or missing kids cases. You’d be in foster care until then, a few weeks to a year.”

“What happened with the investigation?”

“I could see your dad’s wheels were turning. We’d been together long enough. I knew about your mom, how hard they’d tried for a second baby. ‘Patrick,’ I said, ‘no.’ You laid your head on his chest. Tired, hungry. Your dad came closer. ‘We can give her a good life,’ he said. ‘Go through the right channels, then,’ I argued. ‘If nobody claims her, put in your application.’ ‘She’ll be how old by then?’ he asked.” Duncan stares past her. “He convinced me. He was my senior by a few years. We knew the responding officer wouldn’t follow up. It was our case now. I made your dad promise to run the DNA; if you had family, he’d make it right,” he says quietly.

Duncan continues. Explaining how they’d snuck Chelsey to Coldwell in the dead of night. How Duncan went back alone to the scene, called the techs. How he’d left the baby out of his report. How her dad got a birth certificate, renamed her.

“There was a silver bracelet,” Chelsey says. “I saw it once.” She doesn’t tell him about the fire. “It had a name—”

“Rin.” He nods. “It always bothered me. It didn’t make sense. Your mom was an addict, but there weren’t the usual signs of neglect. You’d been fed, smelled clean, and were wearing this bracelet that was worth something. Someone cared. That’s what divided me and Patrick eventually. I kept asking if he’d run the DNA. He put me off. I saw you growing happy with him and Marianne. And I decided to move on. Bury it.” He pauses. “I hope you were safe and loved.”

Chelsey sits with the tea cold. “I was,” she says. “Both things. Safe and loved.”

Duncan nods, something loosening in his shoulders. “Good. That’s good.”

She watches him, this man who carried her secret all these years. “Did you ever wonder? About who I really was?”

“Every day,” he admits. “But then I’d think about you with Patrick and Marianne. How they lit up around you.” He pauses. “Sometimes the family you find is the right one.”

Chelsey feels something shift inside her chest. Not forgiveness, exactly, but understanding. “Thank you,” she says. “For telling me.”

They rise together.

“I’m here most days,” Duncan says. “If you’re ever in the neighborhood, come by.”

She promises she will.

The drive back takes three hours. She reaches the precinct after midnight. Opening her glove box, she digs past the Clif bars to DNA swabs. Tears one open, rubs it inside her cheek, and places it in the tube. The lab is dark, but there’s a metal slot for after-hours requests. She slides the tube in, closes the door, touches the cool metal.

In her belly, her daughter turns.

This child will know exactly where she comes from. Who her mother is. Every bent pinkie. Every dream.





Chapter FIFTY-FOUR

Naomi

NAOMI IS FLYING TEN THOUSAND feet above the Pacific Ocean. She’s five hours into the flight to Japan. The cabin glows blue, dim. Outside, inky night. A rough patch rocks the cabin. Naomi grips her seat. Hiroshi is across in his first-class pod, sitting upright with a drink. “It’s nothing,” he tells her.

She has never been on an airplane before. Now, here she is, in the lap of luxury. And it does little to soothe her, does little to ease the grief. Money does not save you from everything.

The turbulence eases. “I’m not afraid.” She stares out the window. “I like it up here.” Finding kinship with strangers on the flight. All of them suspended between places, who they were on the ground, who they’ll be when they land. Her grief feels lighter up here somehow.

“I like heights, too. I’ll take you to the Shibuya Sky observation deck. The city spreads beneath you like stars.” He pauses. Drinks. “Your mother and I went there.”

Naomi nods. Yes, she’d like that. She feels in her bones that she will spend a lifetime seeking her mom. “Are there other places we could go? Where she lived, worked?”

“The apartment she rented in the Edogawa ward has been demolished, and you must be eighteen to enter hostess houses.”

She deflates.

“But I will see what can be done.” He sets his glass down. “And of course, we’ll go to the farm.”

“I’m looking forward to it.” This is all she wants, to fulfill her mother’s final wish.



When they land, Hiroshi gives Naomi a choice: hotel or the farm. The farm, she chooses.

They ride in a hired car. Naomi watches Tokyo through tinted glass but cannot feel her mother. As they leave the city, the streets narrow. The world opens. The landscape shifts to rice fields, homes with black-tiled roofs. Hiroshi points out a music school, a rose nursery, a strawberry farm.

After six hours, two bathroom breaks, one lunch, they arrive at Sakegawa. Forest hills rise like walls. The village is small, built around a community center. Asphalt turns to dirt. After another five minutes, Hiroshi says, “We are close.” He gestures to a pole with a painted purple flower pointing right.

The house her mother grew up in sits back from the street. An overgrown field sprawls before them. To most, this place would be nothing, unworthy of memory. “We can hire someone to help with the fields,” Hiroshi promises.

As Naomi opens the car door, she sees her, her grandmother, hanging laundry on the line. At the noise, she turns, and Naomi’s breath catches. Her mother’s face, older, weathered by the sun and grief, but unmistakable. The same eyes. The same mouth. Her grandmother drops the basket and runs to Naomi, touching her shoulders, her arms, squeezing her wrists, speaking rapidly in Japanese. “You’ve come home,” she says.

“I’ve come home,” Naomi answers, then finds herself in a tight hug, her shoulder wet with tears. She’s ushered inside for food. But Naomi can’t eat. It is too much. The grief and joy collide inside her—finding family she never knew existed, in the exact place her mother could never return to. She cries for what her mother lost, what Naomi has found, the cruel symmetry of it all. Then she cries more when her grandmother says, “Shouganai.” It cannot be helped. Another echo of her mother.

Naomi is shown the house. She steps into the room her mother grew up in, touches the toys she played with. The quilt she slept under. Naomi lifts the fabric to her nose, searching for her mother, but time has taken that, too. She does see her, though. In the travel albums filled with her grandmother’s handwriting. In the rusted snowplow her great-grandfather drove, under a blue tarp. Her grandmother tells Naomi that her mom once climbed up on the seat, hands raised to the sky, owning the world in that moment.

When light fades, they walk the fields, stray cats meowing on the roof. Her grandmother pauses. Points to the spot where her mom was born. The story spills out. The sweltering summer heat. Dragging herself from the house. The pain.

Naomi listens like someone starved. They stop beneath an old persimmon tree, its branches heavy with orange fruit. In her bag are the letters Chelsey gave her—her mother’s words to her own mother, written from Idaho. She’s not ready to read them yet. Someday, when she’s stronger, she’ll need to hear from Mayumi, too—the only person left who knew her mother’s final years, who might help fill the spaces the letters can’t reach. But she’s beginning to piece together the woman her mother was before Naomi existed.

She kneels at the base of the tree. A gentian bloom has pushed through the dirt, stubborn and beautiful. The bud is still tight, not yet open from a seed planted years ago, by her mom, her grandmother, or her great-grandmother. She touches the purple petals, wonders at that seed passed through their hands. This is how I keep you alive. This is where I find you, she thinks, speaking to her mom, a silent narrative that will carry forward. When she falls in love. When her heart breaks. When she gets her first job. When she marries. When she has a child. She’ll talk to her mom. But first, she’ll reclaim what was lost. Write it all down. And she knows where to begin.


Before you were Anne, you were Rika. And you always believed you’d go home again—to Japan, to the north, to Sakegawa. To the farm where you were born, where your mother waited.

Honestly, you’d never known anyone with a heart as good, a heart as damaged, as hers. You remembered every story she told about your father, each one a diamond salvaged from a condemned mine.







Chapter FIFTY-FIVE

Rika

IT IS TRUE WHAT PEOPLE say.

Your life does flash before your eyes when you die. Time unwinds, a satin ribbon unfurling. On the suck of her final breath, Rika traveled backward through the thick broth of her life.

She saw herself in the Seattle town house. Three floors, new carpet, bright white paint. A house with sidewalks where children could play. Where Naomi could have been safe.

Rewind: Mayumi’s table, always set for three. The only place where someone waited for her to come home.

Rewind: The highway out of Triumph Valley. Shannon driving, neither speaking, just the hum of the tires carrying her away. Hope pressing against bruised ribs with every mile.

Rewind: The bathroom floor of Seth’s house. Naomi slipping from her body with one sharp cry. The terrible euphoria. The certainty she didn’t deserve this perfect thing.

The memories came faster then, shuffling like cards:

Blue airplane seats, light beginning to leak at the edges. Seth’s name illuminating her phone. Mayumi teaching her to line her lips, the mirror starting to flare. The first butterfly flutter in her belly, proof of life. Givenchy perfume she couldn’t afford. Hiroshi on the observation deck, Tokyo glittering below, the city lights multiplying, bleeding together. The hostess club, that silk prison. Champagne bubbles bursting on her tongue, each one a tiny sun.

Faster still, everything brightening:

The abandoned daimyo house, its shadows burning away. Her mother’s hands in the gentian fields, teaching her which blooms to pick, the purple petals going white. The farm at dawn, light everywhere now. The persimmon tree dissolving—

Her grandmother’s songs.

Her grandmother?

Yes. There on the shore, calling to her. That voice she knew from before memory, rising as time accelerates, as the light grows searing. Absolute. Home.
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