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			To those who step forward, 
when others are running away.

		

	
		
			
				Prologue

				Now

			
			Him

			In my business, a man lives or dies by his word. Literally lives or dies.

			I say, “This is what I will do”—and that is what I must do. No hesitation. No failure. To hesitate is to die. If too many days pass between promise and act, other predators smell weakness.

			Only prey is weak.

			I was a boy dressed in his brother’s cast-offs when my class read a book about a puma and a deer, and I decided on that day that I would not be the prey in my life’s story. I am a man now, who uses a predator’s tools—sharp senses and sharper teeth, patience and speed, intelligence and a grasp of camouflage. I survived when so many did not, and I now move among the world’s most powerful men, getting them to do my bidding.

			I am known as a man who makes good his promises, and carries out his threats.

			One promise alone has eluded me, over the years. One failure that, if it had been more closely related to business—my primary business—would have destroyed me before I began. Although it did teach me a valuable lesson: women are dangerous. Their innocence is a trap.

			That one small, personal mistake spilled over, brushing me with the stink of failure and forcing me to spend the next two years being as bloody and brutal as I could, to take back my reputation and my authority.

			One long-ago failure, at a young age and ruthlessly dealt with, nonetheless took years to stamp out entirely. But weakness has never been an option, and fear is the most powerful weapon of all.

			I kill when an enemy forces me to. When a man—and rarely, a woman—defies me, lacking all common sense, ignoring the rise of hair on his scalp and the pound of blood in his veins. Somehow these deluded souls imagine that standing up to someone like me is even possible.

			My response is as fast, as harsh, and as public as it needs to be. Sometimes it is limited to the challenger himself. Other times I have to bring his family or friends into the matter.

			No hesitation. No weakness. It is the only way to do business.

			When I was young, the reputation I got from that brutal early response stood like a granite foundation, and I built on that. As the years went by, my one mistake faded from memory, a single, early, unkept promise that was buried along with my would-be competitors.

			I thought I was safe from a generation of younger, hungrier men.

			I thought my early reaction, fast and powerful and harsh, had solved the problem.

			Only recently have I learned that it did not.

			So now it is time to keep that one promise, at last.

		

	
		
			
				I

				Now: July

			
		

	
		
			
				Chapter One

				Now

			
			The two women sat across from each other at the old kitchen table, looking down at the gold star. Seven gleaming points around blue enamel words. Inspector, it said. S. F. Police. The badge was remarkably unblemished, all things considered.

			“So, they talked you back in.” There was not a lot of enthusiasm in Dee’s voice.

			“Looks like.” There was even less in Raquel’s. “Consulting at first. Active duty later.”

			“I thought the Department didn’t hire consultants.”

			“Contractor, then. Like you. They hire contractors if there’s good reason.”

			“And you’re a good reason.”

			“I guess? And we could use the salary.”

			“Oh, for God’s sake, Rock, do you have any idea how many jobs I turn down? You could earn multiples of what the Department pays and still have time to get your own business going.”

			“I know. But…”

			“But?”

			“Dee, I’ve begun to suspect that going private would require more…people skills than I’m comfortable with.”

			“So let someone else be your public face. What about Jen? She’d be great.”

			“You think I should ask a woman I’ve known less than three months to quit a job she loves and come run a nonexistent private investigation business? Anyway, the Department would give me full benefits.”

			“Health insurance will be a great comfort the next time some idiot shoots you.”

			“Dee, come on, that was—”

			“My fault as much as yours. More, maybe.” Dee had claimed guilt a dozen times since things blew up eight months ago, and a dozen times Raquel had rejected the claim. It was an argument they were both tired of.

			Raquel picked up the badge, rubbing her thumb across the raised number at the center. Her number. The same gold star she’d been given on promotion to Homicide, six years before. The Department had also given her back her sidearm—and she felt even more ambivalent about that.

			“So, when do you start ‘consulting’?” Dee asked.

			Raquel put the badge down, unconsciously adjusting it so the embossed number ran parallel to the table’s edge.

			“Probably next week. But I want to pass the agility run before I go back into active duty. The doctor said he’d sign off on me, but I need to prove that I can handle the physical demands.”

			“Prove to whom?”

			“Anyone who’s going to risk partnering with me. I’ll set up a practice physical next week.”

			“I still think it’s ridiculous that someone your size takes the same test as a six-foot-four man. You’re not much taller than the wall you have to climb over.”

			“And a six-four man has a handicap when it comes to sit-ups and push-ups, so the scores balance out.”

			“You think your leg will do it?”

			“I haven’t used the cane in a week.” She picked up a wooden promotional token from the little grocery co-op—Rory must have brought some shopping by—and started fiddling with it, walking it up and down the backs of her fingers.

			Being focused on the token, she did not see her sister’s raised eyebrow, but she could imagine Dee’s unvoiced remark—something along the line of: Maybe so, but you’re still limping. But all Dee said was, “Until then, you’ll be working with Al again?”

			“I’m going to suggest that I do both. I’ll be available to the Homicide Detail, though at first mostly working with Al.”

			Al Hawkin, renowned for having the best clearance rate of the SFPD Homicide Detail, had been Raquel’s mentor since her rookie days. Semi-retirement had moved Al from active duty into the Cold Case Unit—where he continued to rack up clearances, but where the budget would not cover Raquel going full-time. She had spent the last few months working Cold Case, during a leave that was only partly medical, but now that she had been cleared of wrongdoing—or, she suspected, now that Al had convinced their superiors that Inspector Laing had learned her lesson and that any sins she might have committed were more than offset by her unique investigative skills—she was looking at being on the active roster again.

			With mixed feelings.

			She liked working alone. She’d found it a relief, not having to consider every minor interaction with colleagues, being away from the noise and distraction of the station, coming back to find things on her desk precisely where she’d left them. Not having to explain her every move to people who seemed to enjoy being either ignorant or blind. She did best when she was working alone, at her own speed, without having to second-guess herself or wait for colleagues to catch up. And she enjoyed the freedom—no, admit it: she relished setting her own hours and making up her own rules. Going private offered the thrill of the chase unimpeded by the endless rules of search and seizure, Miranda rights, and the ever-looming presence of Internal Affairs.

			All of that she’d enjoyed, working with Dee. But in the weeks since the Gardener case had ended, when she’d handed over that badge on the table and the SIG Sauer that went with it, she’d reluctantly become aware that she didn’t really like working for Dee. Her sister’s investigations were either international and far-flung—ironic, for a woman who never left the house—or they were local and tedious beyond belief. She found it depressing, the number of millionaires eager to throw money at someone with Dee’s reputation for a simple case of corporate spying or a cheating wife. Like hiring a neurosurgeon to bandage a playground scrape. And if Raquel went through with her PI license, that would be the scope of her daily business.

			When it came to homicide, the closest a licensed PI could get to an active investigation was as some kind of support staff. But homicide, as the past weeks with Dee had driven home, was the crime, the only one that really mattered. Solving murders was, simply speaking, a job worthy of Raquel Laing’s abilities. A failed murder investigation, allowed to go cold and unsolved, was a nagging blot on the face of justice.

			She put down the token, its words in parallel to the numbers on the badge, and looked at her sister—then frowned.

			“Are you okay?”

			“I’m fine,” Dee said. “Why? Do I look sick?”

			“You look pale. Distracted.”

			“My mind’s on that thing in Ukraine I’ve been working on. And I always look pale.”

			“You didn’t when we first met.”

			Dee gave a cough of laughter. “Rock, when we first met, I was a teenager who ran track every afternoon. I was as brown as a farmworker.”

			“You need vitamin D. You should spend more time in the garden.”

			“If it makes you happy, I’ll take my lunch outside.” Dee’s brain allowed her to interpret the house’s fenced back garden as safely “in,” while the street outside, even the front steps, were threateningly “out.”

			“Thank you. And pull some weeds while you’re out there.”

			“Ah. So, self-interest rather than sympathy.”

			“You know me, Dee. I’m all about the hidden motives.”

		

	
		
			
				Chapter Two

				Now

			
			Starting that week, Raquel quietly set aside the private investigator idea and concentrated on what her life was, rather than what it might be.

			Weekday mornings she spent with Al, mostly following up on cases that their recent Gardener Estate investigation had brought to light, related to the 1970s serial killer known as The Highwayman. Weekday afternoons found her at her desk with the Homicide Division, waiting for someone to ask for help—which mostly meant working on something of her own while the others got on with their jobs. Lunch hours and after work each afternoon, she doubled down on her physical recovery.

			She’d done a lot of therapy on her leg since the last surgery in December, enough to get her back to brisk walking, slow jogging, and even climbing stairs. But for an active cop, the bar was somewhat higher. Raquel had never been much interested in fitness, but strength and endurance let the mind carry out its decisions. While some people might exercise for the joy of exertion, Raquel’s goal that summer would be to check milestones off the list: Dump the cane? Check. Walk without a limp? Check. (In the mornings, at least, before she got tired.) Heavier weights, harder stretches, more flexibility? Three checks. A jog that looked more like a run than a zombie shamble? Check. Sort of. And she found it a great motivator to work with a large, brusque, hypermasculine physical therapist with a very vocal scorn for female weakness.

			Weekends she spent with Jen.

			Jen Bachus was new, and unexpected. Raquel’s relationships tended to be energetic, shallow, and short-lived, but she already suspected the same would not apply to Jen. She wasn’t sure what to do about that. The two had met in April when the Gardener cold-case murder grew dangerous teeth, and by the time she’d realized that it might be wrong to bring a cheerful innocent like Jen into a life with some very dark corners, it proved too late to back out. Jen was the manager of the Gardener Estate, half an hour’s drive down the Peninsula if there was no traffic—and there was always traffic. It was actually something of a relief that Jen’s job enforced the distance between them. If it hadn’t, Raquel suspected that she’d have felt the pressure to clear some drawers for Jen’s things, but so far, any thought of moving in together had remained unvoiced, and they alternated weekends between the house in San Francisco and Jen’s apartment in Redwood City. Dee liked Jen. Jen adored Dee, and claimed she was fine with the situation—that absence made the hearts, etcetera.

			Raquel wasn’t sure she believed her.

			In fact, Jen Bachus was one of the rare people that Raquel couldn’t read like a book. The other unreadable ones usually turned out to be psychopaths, to some degree, but Jen was one of the most balanced, humane, empathetic people she’d ever met.

			Which might have explained the problem.

			The weekend after Raquel started back at the SFPD was a San Francisco weekend: Jen came Friday, they went to the farmer’s market on Saturday morning and Chinatown in the afternoon, went for two jogs (zombie shuffles) that Jen embraced with enthusiasm, and spent a lazy Sunday cooking brunch and pottering in the backyard (which was also looking better under Jen’s influence). She and Raquel cooked dinner and took a final brief stroll, then she packed her bag with the work she hadn’t done and the novel she hadn’t opened and said goodbye to Dee and Cat. Raquel walked her to her car, gave her a kiss, then went back to the house, barely needing the handrail to manage the steps up.

			Dee was making a pot of coffee in the kitchen—regular, not decaf, Raquel noticed.

			“You have a night of it?”

			“I need to catch someone in Kyiv when they get to work Monday. I won’t be that late. It was good to see Jen. She’s looking well.”

			“She claims she actually likes having separate lives during the week.”

			Dee gave her a sideways glance. “You think she’s just fooling herself?”

			“I think she may be having to rearrange her expectations.”

			“Have you asked?”

			“More or less.”

			“Which means no.”

			“Which means I talked around it in a way that would normally give me an answer, but…I find it oddly difficult to know what she’s thinking.”

			“That’s quite an admission.”

			Raquel gave her sister a wry smile. “An irony, I know, considering that’s what I do. And I’m pretty sure it’s not because Jen has a manipulative antisocial personality disorder.”

			“Maybe it’s the opposite problem? That you have trouble seeing into Jen’s secret motives because she doesn’t have any?”

			“You’re suggesting I see her as more complicated than she is?”

			“I’m suggesting that cops have a tendency to look for the worst in people.”

			Raquel thought for a moment, then shrugged. “Whatever it is, I hope Al doesn’t find out. My being able to see behind masks is the only reason he keeps me around.”

			“Not the only reason.”

			“Al, maybe. But the lieutenant didn’t allow himself to be talked into rehiring me because he thinks I’m charming.”

			“Or maybe,” Dee said, going back to the previous topic, “you’re not pulling apart Jen’s every interaction because you’re enjoying the sense of spontaneity. Or even because you’re dimly aware that in a relationship, the other person might need a degree of privacy.”

			Raquel thought about it for a moment. “You think I could be that sensitive?”

			Her question was serious, but Dee laughed so hard, her coffee sloshed out over the table.

			Raquel grabbed the sponge and watched her sister wipe the worn wooden surface. “You haven’t been laughing,” she said suddenly. “Dee, I haven’t heard you laugh in…oh, the better part of a week. And don’t tell me it’s because of the Ukraine investigation. Jokes are your way of balancing the dark shit.”

			“Oh, it is the work—partly, anyway. But yeah, you’re right, I guess I’ve been preoccupied. It’s…I’ve been trying to decide. Whether or not I should get in touch with some of those names I got from that ancestry site last year. The people it says are my…family.”

		

	
		
			
				II

				Then: Last Year

			
		

	
		
			
				Chapter Three

				Then

			
			The whole thing had started ten months ago, halfway through the previous September, with an unexpected conversation.

			Raquel was at the stove, stirring bits of spiced chicken in a time-blackened wok older than she was. Dee sat at the old wooden table with a glass of wine and her iPad. Cat—mostly Siamese and smug about it—had stretched along the cushions at Dee’s back in the hopes of sunlight, although the evening’s fog, lingering this year past true summer, was causing her to press up against Dee’s back instead.

			Raquel was tinkering with a new recipe, trying to balance the heat of the peppers and the tang of capers. She enjoyed cooking, although she wasn’t sure why. It should have felt like a waste of time to spend an hour or more assembling a meal that disappeared in minutes, but for some reason, she found the rituals satisfying. Science and art, precise rules enlivened by informed experimentation. She’d once made the mistake of musing about it to Dee, who replied that she thought it offered Raquel a degree of emotional and sensual engagement, but at a remove: on the surface, you were simply producing food; underneath, you were nurturing others and offering them pleasure. But when Dee had then gone on to suggest that it evoked the happy times when Mom or Dad cooked and the house was warm and safe, Raquel had changed the subject. She took care not to bring it up again.

			It was enough that standing at the stove cooking dinner helped separate her home life from her job, an endless reminder of all the grim ways the residents of San Francisco could come up with to kill each other. Although as it happened, that particular day had been relatively calm—no new homicides, not even a difficult autopsy. She was feeling about as calm and optimistic as she ever got.

			She turned the chicken in to a bowl, adjusted the gas, and swept chopped garlic into the pan.

			She and Dee had been chatting about an upcoming wedding they’d both been invited to, with ridiculously formal hand-calligraphed invitations that included a “plus one” for each of them, which got Dee started on speculating whether she could send a “plus two” in her place, or if Raquel qualified for a “plus three” to make up for a missing sister-plus, and if maybe Raquel could ask Al Hawkin, or maybe sixty-year-old Bobby Kitagawa, to step in as a boyfriend, and Raquel’s assertion that she was off men after the last one but maybe she’d ask her new partner, Pam, instead, and things got so silly that she didn’t even notice that her sister was avoiding something until Dee abruptly cut her off.

			“Hey, Rock? I’ve been thinking about doing one of those ancestry DNA tests.”

			Raquel’s hand slowed as her brain poked around the edges of the statement: no, she hadn’t misheard. She turned to look at her sister, sitting on the padded seat beneath the window, frowning at her half-empty glass. A person didn’t need to be an expert in microexpression analysis to see the discomfort there.

			Had Dee ever—ever—expressed a desire to know anything about the wider history of Emma and Tom Laing? No. Raquel had come into the Laing household when she was nine—Dee was fourteen at the time—but she knew she would’ve remembered such a radical proposal.

			“Why?”

			Dee intently studied the motion of the liquid in her glass. “Rory came over for lunch, and we were talking about one of her clients. She said something about the genetic component of anxiety disorders. It…got me to thinking.”

			Ah.

			Dee’s attitude, ever since the agoraphobia had closed in during her late twenties, was that she didn’t have a disorder: she simply never left the house. She was no hermit. She had more of a social life than Raquel did, and their house was always filled with friends, colleagues, and all manner of children. She even managed the occasional romantic fling—short-lived, generally, for obvious reasons. Everyone in her wide circle of friends had come to treat Dee’s quirk as a lifestyle choice, not a problem—including Rory Patel, Dee’s employee-turned-friend, who now worked with troubled adults and children every day.

			So, why now?

			“Would finding out that Mom and Dad had mad uncles in the woodwork make a difference to you?” Raquel asked.

			“Well, truly psychotic might be a bit alarming. But yeah, I thought it might be interesting to know.”

			“And maybe learn something about the outer branches of the family tree?”

			Dee lifted her gaze at last. “Would that be wrong?”

			“Of course not. Although I always figured there had to be reasons why Mom and Dad wanted nothing to do with either family. I mean, we had plenty of people we called ‘aunt’ or ‘uncle,’ but even as a kid, I knew that ‘Grandma’ Ruthie wasn’t actually a relative.”

			“Don’t you think it’s about time I try and find out a little more?”

			For someone who based her career on reading the subtleties of human response, Raquel Laing was not actually very good with human emotion. She kept a mental What Would Al Do? list to help her interact with the public, based on her mentor’s easy, natural methods, but outside of the job, only painful experience had taught her to consider the position of others. That experience was now telling her loud and clear that this was not the time to say, Huh, I always figured Mom and Dad talked to you about that when I wasn’t around.

			Because very clearly, they hadn’t.

			And equally clearly, Dee was troubled by the knowledge.

			It wasn’t that they weren’t wrapped in family, still, twenty years after Emma and Tom Laing had gone. The table Dee was sitting at was a curbside rescue Dad had laboriously carted home on his bicycle after the old one collapsed, that the four of them had scrubbed, sanded, and refinished. The glass that Dee was drinking from was the last survivor of a set the neighbor had given the Laings for an early wedding anniversary. The wok and the stove beneath it both dated from 1986, the year the Laings had come to San Francisco with their new baby, Dee. The fridge, the curtains, the coffeemaker, and Dee’s iPad were new, as was the cat stretched along the back of the window seat. The paint had also been redone in the years since the Laings had died, although the colors were virtually identical. Mom and Dad were still there, every day.

			Which made the Laings’ silence…unexpected. Two people who created a warm and loving home, who talked to their daughters—both the born and the adopted—about everything, who had taken care to explain any white lie the girls had heard them deliver, yet they had never discussed their respective families with Dee? Ever?

			“I think,” Raquel said carefully, “that if you want to find out more about them, then you should. I mean, I personally couldn’t care less about my own blood relations, but this isn’t about me. Again, would it help you in some way, to find out if you had any relatives with anxiety disorders?”

			“It might.”

			Raquel looked at her sister across the room. Her sister, Dee, who knew her better than anyone. The person who had welcomed and comforted her the night she was brought to this house, and never stopped. A person she had lived, worked, and grieved with, so completely intertwined that their conversations did not always need to be voiced aloud.

			Are you admitting that you have a problem? Raquel’s eyes asked.

			Do I need to admit it? was Dee’s silent reply.

			I thought you were happy.

			Maybe I could be more so.

			I don’t like to think of you being unhappy. I would have done something to help.

			I am not unhappy. I am merely limited. And this may be the time to change that.

			Dee, you are more than my sister. I will do anything for you.

			I know.

			“Then it sounds like a good idea,” Raquel said. “Make sure you choose a company with good privacy settings.”

			Dee’s response, though again silent, was eloquent: Would someone in my line of business neglect security? But all she said was, “Of course. And I think your vegetables are burning.”

			Dinner didn’t burn—quite. Dee entered her information and credit card number into the MyKin.com site, then closed the iPad and got up to set the table.

			As Raquel spooned Jasmine rice and Turkish-Italian stir-fry onto two of the chipped stoneware plates (another bit of inherited life, made by a potter friend of their parents), she wondered how long her sister would have to wait for her answers. The test would say nothing about Raquel herself, of course, but still, it was personal. Surprisingly so.

			At least it wasn’t a police lab—that could take months. And it wasn’t as if the two of them didn’t have plenty to keep them occupied.

		

	
		
			
				Chapter Four

				Then

			
			Inspector Raquel Laing’s busy life became even busier the next day, beginning well before dawn.

			She was on call, and the work ringtone pulled her from a sound sleep. A homicide. A nasty one. Down near Hunters Point.

			The body of a young, light-skinned Hispanic male was found at the edge of a decaying parking lot in a corner of San Francisco that had been enthusiastically slated for redevelopment, put on hold by Covid, and fallen into an economic void since then. The warehouse at the center of the lot, like most of the nearby buildings, had plywood sheets nailed over the windows. Most of the streetlights were either dark or flickering, a stark contrast to the flashers and headlights of the half-dozen vehicles and the sharp, blue-white beams of the flashlights inside the wire fencing, caught up in swirls of fog.

			The paramedics had been leaving when she drove up, and Patrol was beginning to set up the caution tape—precisely zero nosy civilians were pressing forward to see on this cold and foggy night, but the media would soon be there. At least someone had upended a paper bag over the post where a hand might have rested as they pushed through the gate. She gave her name to the officer in charge and exchanged greetings with the ME’s men and the other two officers, one of whom told her that the ops center had called in CSI and the local fire station were coming by with their floodlights. She gave a sharp warning to the youngest officer, who had nearly stepped on a patch of blood, then stood watching the ME work, trying not to think about how much evidence had been trampled already.

			The ME was in the process of bagging up things taken from the body, and Raquel asked one of the officers to shine his light over the driver’s license: Gilbert Gallegos, twenty-three years old, with an address two miles away in the Portola District. She studied the face on the license and decided that, though it was younger than the one at her feet, it was the same man.

			Crime Scene started to arrive, pulling out equipment to measure, search, record, and book in the evidence. The Examiner’s men stood back, CSI spread out, the videographer’s light was added to the mix, and half an hour after Raquel got there, her partner pulled up just before the fire department grumbled in.

			“Jesus,” Pam complained, brushing her off-white woolen coat. “I should have worn my black jacket. God, it’s cold. Not sure what we can do out here until morning, I could have stayed in bed till breakfast.” Her hair and makeup, Raquel noticed, were as perfect as ever.

			Pam Fawcett was new to Homicide. Normally, she’d have been paired with one of the older-timers, but since Raquel’s partner had taken retirement about the time Pam came bouncing in, the lieutenant had assigned the newbie to Raquel.

			Raquel had objected. The lieutenant had assured her it was temporary. That was five weeks ago, and yesterday she’d overheard one of the others in the twelve-person Detail refer to her and Pam as “the girls.” She intended to speak with the lieutenant again about rearranging matters. Nothing to do with the woman’s expensive clothes, immaculate hair, or weekly two-hour manicures.

			In the meantime, she decided to give “the girl” something to take her eager mind off futile complaints. “Do you see any security cameras?”

			“I can’t see much of anything in this fog,” Pam said.

			Raquel, on the other hand, could see entirely too much, even without the fire department’s lights: the way the blood had been smeared across a disturbingly long stretch of asphalt before Gilbert Gallegos drew up his legs in a fetal position and died. The harsh angle of the shoulders, pulled back by the silver tape on his wrists. The other patch of duct tape, just visible at the edge of his mouth—that, somehow, was the worst.

			Drug deal gone bad? If so, why meet in the middle of a bare parking lot, with no place to run to if a patrol happened by? Victim and shooter had needed to slip in through the fence where the padlocked gate sagged on its hinges, then cross the forty feet or so to the parking lot’s single working overhead light.

			“Hey guys,” she called. “Could you turn off your flashlights for a minute? I want to see how strong that overhead light is, before the fire department sets up their equipment.” Or the sun rose, whichever came first.

			One by one, the flashlights clicked off, and although the lights on the various vehicles kept the darkness away, the building served to partially block them. One of the patrol officers made a joke about hearing the undead creeping up.

			As her eyes adjusted, the patch of brightness grew clearer around the foot of the pole. It wasn’t enough for Crime Scene to work by, but plenty to show the curled-up victim and the semicircle of figures standing around him.

			“Thank you,” she called. The lights went back on, and moments later, the firefighters finished their maneuvering and flooded the area with harsh light and black shadows. Everyone winced, but it meant they could get on with their jobs.

			Raquel stood at the center of activity, looking up at the pale streetlamp. Had the body ended up at its base by accident, or was it staged?

			If I came all the way out here to tie someone up and then shoot them, she thought, I’d have picked a dark corner, or stayed out in the street. It was not accidental: being able to see him was the point.

			“Why don’t you go do a search for doorbell cameras?” she said to Pam. “And keep an eye out for any evidence.”

			Pam went silent—had she been talking?—and then gave a deep sigh to let Raquel know she was feeling put-upon. “Yeah, like I’m going to step on the brass. I’ll take some marker tags.”

			She stalked away in her three-inch heels—her irritation suggesting that, yes, she had been talking—and fetched the red, 4-cell Maglite with her name engraved on it that her boyfriend had given her, then set off to shine it up and down the buildings and along the gutters. Raquel kept an eye on her partner’s progress for a minute, to make sure gung ho new Inspector Fawcett didn’t try to open the door of that shiny orange Mustang with the Whoaman plates and the too-dark windows that was parked on the street like a diamond in a compost heap. Once Pam had walked past it, Raquel turned back to the body itself.

			She didn’t think Pam was going to find any security cameras, not in this neighborhood. No more than they would come across a night watchman, or a busy road or homeless encampment conveniently overlooking the abandoned warehouse. Basically, if Raquel herself wanted to commit a murder, this is where she’d choose. Patrol only found the body at all because of an old woman two streets away who’d called 911 at 2:03 a.m. to report a pair of gunshots. The first had woken her. When she’d gone to the window to see which of the local kids was getting up to no good now, the flash of the second shot had told her where it was.

			Nor did Raquel anticipate that Pam would need any markers for ejected cartridges lurking in the gutters. She could see enough of the victim’s wounds to know that the shooter had been up close—and if any brass had been kicked out in the middle of the flat parking lot, the flashlights would have caught it already.

			She watched CSI work, thinking about the scene, letting the details flit around in her mind as they sought to come together.

			This did not feel like a grudge erupting between local toughs. It felt deliberate. Planned, either by an attacker strong enough to overcome a fit young man—the victim’s skin and clothes had been so scraped up by the pavement, as he’d inched along and left that blood trail behind him, they’d need the autopsy to show if he’d been in a fight—or there’d been more than one assailant: the gunman to control the victim, another to tape up his wrists and mouth.

			She frowned.

			Why the mouth? Why stifle your victim’s cries, but use a gun whose shots would wake up an old lady two blocks away?

			And why the delay between the two shots?

			The ME’s investigators were packing up, ready to take the body. CSI had finished their immediate search and moved away into the parking lot. Raquel walked toward the body, studying the marks on the ground, and dropped to her heels within touching distance of the victim, playing her flashlight over his face.

			Good-looking, clean-shaven, the skin rubbed raw in places and embedded with dirt and gravel. Warmly dressed, in the casual clothing a man in his early twenties might choose. None of it was cheap—his shoes were the kind of pseudo-workman’s boots that cost two or three hundred dollars and he wore an expensive wristwatch, which for someone his age was a fashion statement, not a necessity.

			Despite the dampness of the air, the trail of blood had lost its earlier liquid sheen, although the actual pool that had gathered under his body was still wet. Even with the lights, she would have to wait for day to be sure of the fine details of the victim’s motions, but it was plenty bright enough to show the general direction of the smears and scuffs. And—She rose and shifted to the side. “Did you catch this?” she asked over her shoulder.

			One of the techs came over. “Where someone stepped into his blood? Yeah. You want closer pictures?”

			She sounded a bit irritated at Homicide feeling the need to point out evidence to CSI, but Raquel was accustomed to being an irritant to her colleagues, and it was better than taking a chance.

			“Please,” she said, and the videographer was summoned back.

			Pam, who had found no neighborhood security cameras, now wondered aloud about the Mustang at the curb. Raquel told her to talk to Crime Scene about it, and—considering the criminal record that had come up when they ran their victim’s name—asked her to start putting together their search warrant requests. Yes, by hand—Raquel had the team’s laptop in her car, but they had no way to print the forms.

			Reporters had found them, and called questions across the caution tape. Neighbors roused by the noise and lights came to see, but so far nobody claimed to know anything. The sky began to grow light, the fire department took their equipment away, she talked to the lieutenant another couple of times.

			Personnel drifted in, equipment was set up and taken away, the sun rose, the orange Mustang was loaded up and taken off. The ME ran the victim’s fingerprints, confirmed his identity, and did the family notification.

			When it was full light, the video tech made another complete round of the area. He was friendly, experienced, and secure enough not to mind requests for close-ups and multiple angles.

			Last night, she’d kept everyone well away from the long trail of blood and scuff marks, and made sure there was a lot of recording, both video and stills, close up and from a distance. CSI would continue to work the scene for a few hours, but Homicide was nearly ready to move to the next stages.

			First, though, Raquel wanted to put together her initial impressions of what had happened here.

			Most apparent was, this young man had suffered. It was more than twenty feet between the first spray of blood, where he’d been hit center mass and fell to the ground, and the large final pool below the light. Raquel was no expert at mapping a crime scene, but her brain worked by seeing patterns, and here she could tell that her victim had been kneeling when he was shot, that he fell onto his left side, and that he’d tried hard either to get away from his shooter or to reach the illusory sanctuary of the light spot under the pole.

			Two slightly larger smears suggested he had paused twice along the way. To catch his breath, which the tape over his mouth would have limited? He had stayed mostly on his left side, but the scrapes on his face could indicate that he’d been trying to get the tape off, whether to scream for help or simply suck in more air.

			How long? A minute, two? The old woman who called it in might be able to help, but it must have been an eternity for the victim.

			And why the delay between the two shots? Surely it wasn’t from caution: even before the first bullet, the victim had been bound and unable to defend himself. Was the shooter squeamish? She’d have thought a hesitant killer more likely to stand well off and fire wildly in the direction of the downed man than walk up close for the kill shot.

			The murder felt personal, profoundly so: a first shot to the body’s core, which would torture but not immediately kill. The killer had then stood by while the victim squirmed his way along, risking discovery while the young man’s body pumped blood onto the ground, his agony muffled by the tape across his mouth. And only when the trail of writhing was coming to an end did the shooter end matters with a precise second bullet in the victim’s exposed temple, from so near, he had stepped in the dying man’s blood. There would be gunshot residue in the victim’s scalp and blood spatter on the shooter’s sleeve.

			Spurned lover? A vicious rival gang? A family feud grown lethal? Or—appalling thought—San Francisco had bred another killer who took pleasure from a victim’s pain.

			Moreover, a killer who chose one of the City’s more isolated corners, who picked up any brass before leaving (unless he was old-school enough to use a revolver), and did not seem to have let drop any cigarette butts or incriminating bits of paper. He’d probably even had the sense to power off his cellphone so it didn’t ping a nearby tower.

			Revenge or perversion, this had been a deliberate assassination, and Raquel’s bones told her that this one was going to be a slog.

		

	
		
			
				Chapter Five

				Then

			
			When they had run the information on their victim’s license, they saw his record: dropped out of school at fourteen, a spell in juvie, and formally arrested twice since he had become an adult—most recently just three days ago, for selling cocaine to an undercover cop. Gallegos had made bail yesterday afternoon, and died less than twelve hours later.

			They would need to search his home, his car, and his electronic devices. Matters were somewhat delayed by the number of addresses linked to his name—the Portola District one on his five-year-old driver’s license, another in Dolores Heights where the orange Mustang had been registered two months before, and between them, another two in the Mission District.

			While Pam was working on the search warrant requests, Raquel phoned around for the name of whoever had bailed Gallegos out.

			When she heard it, her eyebrows rose. Not a friend or long-suffering family member, but a lawyer—a very pricey one who, yes, did not scruple to represent drug dealers, but rarely someone so low on the hierarchy.

			She didn’t bother to search out the phone number, for this was not a lawyer who would give any cop the time of day without being ordered to do so, preferably by a court of appeals. Or by an investigator playing on the blatantly suspicious time between his client’s freedom and the young man’s death. Although the lawyer’s willingness to cooperate would rest heavily on who was actually paying his bills.

			The ME’s office had notified the victim’s next of kin, his mother, earlier that morning. Raquel now phoned the woman, to set up a time to meet. She heard the accent and started off in Spanish, but Mrs. Gallegos persisted in English, so she shifted back. They arranged to meet at the Gallegos house, the Portola address on Gilbert’s driver’s license. She and Pam got there a little after two in the afternoon.

			When they parked across the street from the house, Pam looked at the place in surprise: tidy, fresh paint, large but nothing fancy. “That doesn’t look like a coke dealer’s house.”

			“His string of more recent addresses say that it’s not.”

			“I meant the house he grew up in. And he was living here on his first arrests.”

			Raquel didn’t answer, but it was true: on a crime map of the City, Portola would show as a low-crime island. As they got out of the car, she glanced at the handbag slung over Pam’s shoulder, and wondered if she ought to suggest that they lock it in the trunk. It had the kind of illegible logo on it that meant a high price tag, and combined with Pam’s still-perfect hair and nails, it made for a jarring note. Would you want the cop investigating your son’s death to walk in carrying that purse? What would Al do?

			Al would point out that the grieving family probably wouldn’t care what the investigators wore, so long as they did their job.

			Their interview with Mrs. Gallegos went as well as could be expected from a red-eyed mother surrounded by her distraught family: two brothers, two daughters, and a son three years older than Gilbert. The purpose of this initial contact was to introduce themselves, to offer condolences, and to assure the family that the SFPD was on the job. Raquel did not expect much firm information from this initial meeting, and went through the ritual of explanation, reassurance, and suggestions about everything from how to handle the media to when the body might be claimed for the funeral. She gave her card to every adult present, she offered her hand and repeated her condolences, and she left knowing that while Inspector Raquel Laing was not the most empathetic cop in the SFPD, she was an experienced one, and had done a decent job of representing the Department to a family going through one of the worst days of their lives.

			However, she was leaving with actual information. Not the least of which was a recognition that, to some extent, Pam had been right: the people in that house did not look like a family that had given rise to a two-bit dealer like Gilbert Gallegos.

			And only one of the daughters had taken any notice of Pam’s purse.

			Pam waited until they were in the car before erupting. “Jesus, how’d a low-life like our vic crawl out of a place like that? A professor, a doctor, a software programmer—where’d he come from?”

			“You think drug sellers all come from families of drug sellers?”

			Raquel had not intended to use such a hard tone, and it took Pam aback.

			“ ’Course not. But it’s just…well.”

			She subsided, having no idea why her senior partner had snapped at her. But at least her silence kept Raquel from having to go further into a debate about inheritance.

			Because if birthright was all, what did that say about Raquel Laing?

			

			 

			The other piece of information the family had given them was that, yes, although Gilbert had lived in the Mission District for a few years, his current address was the one on the registration of the flamboyant orange car: in Dolores Heights, up the road—and up the economic ladder—from the Mission. Which was a relief, since they’d sent the DA a warrant request with that address and it meant that, with his approval, they could take it to the judge with no further delay.

			Warrant approved and CSI informed, they drove to Dolores Heights and found the Gallegos home a match for his car, showy and new. The manager responded eventually to a fist on the door. He’d obviously been asleep, and grumbled that he’d been disturbed in the early hours by the officer sent to secure the door. Raquel gave him a brusque apology and asked about his tenant. Gallegos, it appeared, had only moved in two months ago, and the next time some kid without a 1099 wanted a place, the manager was going to shut the door on him.

			Raquel thought about asking how much he’d taken for short-cutting the agency’s requirements, but decided to save it for later.

			The elevator took them smoothly to the sixth floor, where an extremely bored uniform yawned at the door and an unruly heap of equipment in the hallway betrayed the presence of the Crime Scene team. They sent him home and let themselves into an apartment already filled with busy people.

			The walls were basic white, the carpeting thick, and the garish furniture so new, the air smelled of volatile compounds. A tech going through a cardboard box full of papers gave Raquel a nod. One of his partners stuck her head out of a doorway, said hi, and said they might want to come in.

			It was the bedroom, rumpled covers pulled back to reveal maroon silk sheets, the door to the closet standing open while a CSI went through the garments, quite a few of which still had tags on them. Someone was grumbling in the adjoining bathroom, but the centerpiece of the room was a beat-up folding card table in one corner, where Gallegos had been repackaging the contents of a single brick of what would later prove to be fentanyl-laced cocaine—using a now-empty box of ziplock sandwich bags and a teaspoon from the barely-used set in his kitchen.

			Bemused, Raquel stood next to the woman, whom she’d worked with a number of times before, and studied the setup.

			“You ever seen anything like this?” she asked.

			“Once. A middle-school kid had found his uncle’s supply and liberated some to sell to his friends. That was only pot, but the ziplock bags were the same.”

			No scales, no funnels, no tiny bags, not even a simple surgical mask to keep from breathing in a fatal dose.

			“Not exactly a pro at this, is he?” Pam commented.

			“ ‘Honest, man, it just fell off a truck.’ ”

			“And stealing from the boss is never a great idea,” Raquel agreed.

			“Ah, right,” Pam said. “You think he died before he told them where he’d put their stuff?”

			Raquel gave her a look. “With his mouth taped shut?”

			“Yeah, I guess not. So, exterminating a rat.”

			Except that the Gallegos murder was not simply an execution. Yes, chances were that the killer was whoever Gallegos had stolen the cocaine from—but it had also been deeply personal. Which meant someone was very, very angry, either because he’d expected loyalty from the young man, or because the theft had put him under threat from the next person up the chain.

			But if the killer felt himself in danger from above, why not make an effort to retrieve the drugs? Nearly three-quarters of the original package still lay on the card table, plenty to placate an unhappy boss. He wouldn’t have even needed to come after them himself, just scare the hell out of Gallegos and make him bring them.

			It was almost as if the killer was more interested in punishing the young man than he was in getting his coke back.

			There’s something I’m not seeing, the niggling voice in the back of her mind told her.

			Well, the end of the thread would appear sooner or later.

		

	
		
			
				Chapter Six

				Then

			
			As the days went by and the case spread out, no revelatory threads came to light. The site where Gallegos had died proved as forensically spotless as she’d anticipated. The Mustang search gave them many fingerprints, but none so far had led to anyone but other young men with records like his and three young women, none of whom seemed to be a current girlfriend. Interviews with various siblings and cousins, most of whom showed up with the Gallegos family lawyer—whose field was corporate law, not criminal, and who was clearly out of his depth—concluded that most of them had some idea about Gilbert’s drug connections, but few had anything to do with him since he’d left home. His credit card records were those of a 23-year-old who had come into serious money some months before, and enjoyed splurging on clothes, electronics, and restaurants. His call and text records were uninformative, though they knew there had to be a burner phone somewhere: the Mustang’s license plate had twice been tagged crossing the Golden Gate Bridge at times his smartphone had stayed motionless in his apartment, most recently on the previous Thursday.

			Thanks to television, even low-level criminals like Gilbert Gallegos knew about cell towers and GPS tracking—although that did not mean they were smart enough to think about the FasTrak cameras.

			The Tuesday after the murder, Raquel and Pam spent the morning with the family, then the afternoon continuing to work their way through the list of contacts. They spoke with a Gallegos cousin who worked in a shady body shop (who admitted he might have helped Gilbert locate the Mustang he’d wanted); one of the women whose prints were in the car (she said they’d had a fight when he bought the car instead of the tickets to New York he’d promised her); a school friend so stoned he fell asleep twice during the interview (they couldn’t be bothered arresting him); and the owner and the barman in an upscale restaurant chain called Romero’s where Gallegos had eaten dinner the night he was killed (neither had much noticed him, other than that the young man dined alone; both flirted with Pam, who flirted back). They then took a second run at the manager of the Gallegos apartment building (who asked when he could rent the apartment again) but none of them had anything helpful to say, and all of them seemed to be lying to some degree—hardly unusual, and the reason witnesses were so often interviewed a second time.

			Only the restaurant owner, Michael Romero, interested Raquel much, but Pam did not agree. By the day’s end, Pam was fed up with chasing in circles, and told Raquel that she was going home, that she had a date with her boyfriend, who had promised her a good meal and many drinks to take her mind off the pointlessness of her job.

			Pointless? Raquel couldn’t imagine a more significant job than theirs. However, she had to admit, driving home through crosstown traffic toward the Richmond District, that some investigations opened up more cleanly than others.

			Maybe, she reflected as she turned on to her quiet street, it was time for a conversation with Al Hawkin. Not that he was involved in the Gallegos murder, which was an active Homicide case, many weeks from any risk of being declared “cold.” But from a practical point of view, Al had a way of seeing things that Raquel did not. A human perspective that she had to work at. He was also the most experienced investigator she’d ever known. If anyone could nudge the teasing ideas in her brain into the light, it was Al.

			So, when she’d managed to maneuver her way into a space around the corner from home, she pulled out her phone and texted Al:

			Lunch soon?

			To her surprise, the ping of his reply came before she’d finished taking her things from the backseat.

			Friday 12:30?

			She sent a “K” as acknowledgment, checked that she’d left nothing visible to tempt thieves, hit the key fob to lock the car, and set off along the same bit of sidewalk that she’d walked pretty much every day since she was nine years old. The public schools she had gone to were in that direction; the park Mom enjoyed taking her to was down there. Raquel’s best—only?—friend in middle school had lived in that house on the corner that was now being renovated and divided up. She crossed the street onto her own block, avoiding the same uneven bit of paving that she’d stumbled over the first time she walked down here, nine years old and sullenly braced against whatever was coming next. October 23, 1999, when Jilly Caine, the latest and, miraculously enough, last in her series of social workers, had introduced herself in the hospital emergency room, spent the next few hours close at hand—but not too close—while X-rays were taken and a cast put on, all the time calmly accepting Raquel’s ongoing silence, explaining to her what was going on, even allowing her to sit in the car all by herself when there were things to fetch. At the end of a long, long night, Jilly Caine, that small, fierce, freckled hippie who had changed Raquel’s life, brought her here, to an unprepossessing 1920s stucco row house in need of paint: the home of Tom, Emma, and Dee Laing. There had been lights despite the late hour, gleaming through brightly colored curtains, and a freshly carved jack-o’-lantern on the gatepost.

			She could still remember how, when the door came open that night, she’d breathed in the most incredible smell. Oatmeal cookies, it turned out.

			The house was again in need of painting, she reflected as she let herself through the low gate. And although the air that greeted her at the door did not smell of baked goods, it did smell like home.

			The memory of Mom’s cookies—and Dad’s endless passion for them—had Raquel smiling as she shed her jacket, hung it up, and unbuckled the gun belt with a sigh of relief. She stuck her head in at the kitchen door to say hi to her sister, intending to continue on toward the back of the house to her little office and its handgun safe—then stopped.

			Guilt.

			Her sister wore the emotion like the photograph in a body-language lecture: the angle of her head, the tight grip of both hands on the pot holder, a little rictus of a smile on her lips. The reluctance to meet Raquel’s eyes.

			Raquel took a step inside. “What is it?”

			“Soup. Would you like some? I made—”

			It was a deliberate pretense at misunderstanding. Her sister knew she wasn’t asking about the pot on the stove. “Dee!”

			“Yeah, God—why do I bother? Sorry, Rock, I’ve done something you’re not going to like.”

			“That’s pretty fucking obvious, Dee.” Her sister might have been a child who’d broken a forbidden knickknack.

			“I’m afraid it has to do with your job.”

			“My—” Raquel’s tired brain snapped into focus. “How much trouble are you in? Do we need to get you out of here?” What was the best way to remove a severe agoraphobe from a city? Who could they call on without too much of a risk? Was that long-unused bottle of Ambien in the medicine cabinet still good?

			“Out of…? No, nothing like that. Not even illegal. Well, not very. No, it’s about you. It’s complicated, and I don’t think you’re going to be happy about it. Look, why don’t you go lock that away and come back, we can have some wine and soup and then we can talk.”

			Raquel looked down at the holstered gun in her hand. Dee’s suggestion was more in the way of a bid for normality than any anxiety about the weapon. Whatever her sister had done this time, it didn’t appear to involve the threat of a lethal response.

			Neither the guilt nor her words were terribly reassuring, but Raquel did go and lock away the gun.

			Ten minutes later, she wasn’t at all sure that gunfire wouldn’t be required.

			And ten minutes after that, Raquel slammed out of the front door, keys in one hand and coat in the other.

			She and Dee did not argue often, but this one the neighbors all knew about.

		

	
		
			
				Chapter Seven

				Then

			
			The Friday after the argument with Dee was a day of autumnal beauty with a trace of wildfire smoke in the air, which Raquel could smell as she drove downtown to meet Al.

			At least once a month, the two of them would meet up at the Blue Plate, a greasy-spoon coffee shop a discreet distance from the Hall of Justice—more often if they were collaborating on one of his cold cases or one of her active homicides. His favorite waitress, Ruby, knew which tables he liked. The kitchen produced breakfast all day, other cops rarely came in, and the cholesterol hadn’t killed them yet. It was where Raquel had first met him, eight years before, when the storied Alonzo Hawkin had heard gossip about a young officer with an unusual way of doing things, and set up a meeting. They had talked, and he had handed her—a rookie beat cop, years away from any chance at Investigations—one of his Cold Case Unit files: Polly Lacewood, age seventeen, who had left home for a party back in 1972 and disappeared into the night. Polly was a missing person for twenty years until her bones were unearthed by a bulldozer in 1993, moving her into Homicide. And when the investigation went nowhere, into Cold Case.

			The Lacewood file made for an unexpected start to an unusual mentoring program.

			She and Al hadn’t yet solved the Lacewood murder, but they didn’t give up, and she had managed to help with several other cold cases over the years. In return, Al had once or twice dropped a suggestion that opened up one of Raquel’s active investigations. Whichever way the assistance went, she never begrudged him the time carved out from her long hours on the SFPD Homicide Detail.

			Their conversation this day followed its usual route: what his wife and kid were up to, how her sister was (“Fine. Dee’s fine.”), did he know anyone who’d had to evacuate from the fire in Marin, was her cat’s arthritis any better. They followed this with his current cold case, where a sizeable reward had brought a torrent of calls and precisely no firm information. He then asked about her most recent victim.

			“Gilbert Gallegos,” she said.

			“Sounded like an ugly one.”

			She pulled a sugar packet from the little tray in the center of the table and absently set it to flipping back and forth across her knuckles. “You’re right about that. Somebody really wanted him to suffer.”

			“He stole a kilo of cocaine, I heard.”

			“Stupid boy was bagging it up in his bedroom with a kitchen spoon.”

			“Forensics get anything?”

			“Not yet. I don’t think they will. Anonymous setting, little chance of being seen, and the only traffic camera we found with any motion between then and the patrol car responding was on a gas station five blocks away, which showed one car driving toward the freeway, something dark and low. The bullets were .45 ACPs, possibly from a Colt, about as anonymous as you can get. There’s no match on file, and he took the brass with him.”

			He shook his head in sympathy, and leaned back for Ruby to put his omelet in front of him.

			“But,” Raquel said when they were alone again.

			He looked up, one eyebrow cocked.

			She put down the packet, picked up her fork, but didn’t use it. “You know how you have a case and something keeps bugging you? Like the pieces that ought to fit don’t, quite, or there’s some bit of the pattern you can’t see? Makes the brain itch, almost.”

			“Sure. Drives you crazy.”

			“Look, let me tell you where I am with this.”

			“Go on.”

			So she started describing the case. The body in the parking lot, the solitary patch of light under the lamppost. The length of time between the shots, the trail of blood. The card table with the probably-stolen and ill-packaged drugs, as if $60,000 worth of cocaine was a fluke windfall that had come his way rather than a permanent stage in his career. The clothes, car, and apartment that spoke of recent money. The probable burner phone he’d been carrying when his car crossed the toll bridge.

			“Young punk working his way up in the operation, one day spots an unguarded package and can’t keep his hands to himself,” Al summed up.

			“Almost certainly, yes. And on the surface, it looks like his boss—or at any rate, the next man up in the chain—got pissed off and got rid of him.”

			“In a way that made an example of him.”

			She sat forward sharply. “Exactly! ‘Steal from me and you die horribly.’ ”

			“It’s how that world works.”

			“But that’s what I’m not seeing. If it was only punishment for Gallegos, why set it up like that? Why not a drive-by, or take him out in the woods and disappear him? And if it was a general Don’t fuck around with me message to the world—how did it accomplish that? The middle of nowhere, two in the morning, it could have been anyone Gallegos pissed off.”

			Al thought for a minute. “You think it was personal? A private beef?”

			“It was personal—the scene itself made that clear. And even Pam agreed that it was strange how the killer didn’t seem to have made much of an effort to get his product back—there were no signs that Gallegos was tortured for information, and the stuff was sitting right in the open, a small fortune in street value for anyone who bothered to go through his pockets for the apartment key. Which could mean the killing had nothing to do with the cocaine, but I really don’t like that large a coincidence. I also can’t get around how Gallegos was shot right under the only source of light for a hundred yards. It was like a spotlight on a stage.”

			“Sounds like a message to me.”

			“That’s where my mind keeps going. And because there’s no point in a message if you don’t have an audience, there must have been witnesses to spread the word. Either that, or the shooter took pictures.”

			“And, what, emailed them to his enemies?”

			“That kind of thing. The light would have even been bright enough for a video. And a video would have shown just how much Gallegos suffered.”

			Al shook his head, but not in disagreement. “That’s some real ugliness.”

			“I keep thinking that sooner or later, we’ll get wind of this. If Gallegos was meant to be an example, people would have to know who was making the point. People will talk, informants will come out of the woodwork. Or do you think that’s being too optimistic?”

			“I think whether or not it goes public would depend on both how safe he feels, and how narrowly targeted his audience is.”

			She frowned, unhappy at the thought. He went back to his noontime breakfast, and after a minute, she did as well.

			“So,” he said when Ruby had cleared their plates and topped up their cups, “does that cover it? What you wanted to talk about, that is?”

			“Yes—well, no. I mean, when I texted you the other day I wanted your feedback on Gallegos, but something else has come up. If you have the time.”

			“I got nothing but. What do you need?”

			“It’s about a case. Not active, though it might be one of yours. Or two of yours. Something Dee came across.”

			His face went wary, and he did not respond.

			She took a deep, settling breath, and started again. “You know I was adopted.”

			He blinked at the abrupt change of topic. “You’ve mentioned it.”

			I was adopted was Raquel’s standard repressive phrase, used when a colleague pressed her about family or if some new visitor to the house looked pointedly between her—short, slim, light brown skin and curly hair, a narrow face with amber eyes that had a suggestion of fold at the corners—and Dee, five inches taller, a few shades darker, with straight hair, a sturdy body, round face, and eyes so black the pupil and iris merged.

			They were both clearly a mix of races, just not quite the same races.

			Said in the right tone of voice, I was adopted shut down the prying.

			“Well, Dee decided to send away for one of those DNA genealogy tests where they tell you about your ancestry. You know—when your family first arrived here, where they came from, personal histories, any genetic issues that might have been passed down. And they’ll put you in touch with any relatives who are on the service.”

			“Jules did one a while back.” Al’s stepdaughter.

			“I remember,” she said. Jules was a woman with her own reasons for curiosity about the past. “Our parents—Dee’s parents biologically, mine in every way but—they never talked much about their families. Mom and Dad were real Lefties—well, Mom was, and Dad went wherever she led. She was white and Jewish, he was mixed race—one Black grandmother, the rest white, so far as I know. They met at UCLA in the seventies. And I don’t know if it was antisemitism or race or even their politics, but there was a giant falling-out with both sides when they got married. I always figured that, if they’d lived, there would’ve eventually been a reconciliation. But when my parents died and none of the grandparents were interested in getting me as part of the grandparent package, Dee hired a lawyer. He took them to court, Dee—she was nineteen then, but close to being an adult—saying that she didn’t want any outside help, that she and I were fine together. When she won, that was more or less the last we heard of them.”

			“How old were your parents?”

			“Early fifties. Drunk driver, as they were coming back from an anniversary weekend in Tahoe. There was a settlement, which helped financially.”

			He made a noise that might have been pain, or sympathy. Silence settled over the table.

			After a bit, he probed. “So, what? Are you thinking of doing a DNA test of your own?”

			“Me? God, no—I know who my parents were, they’re both long dead. Although in a way, yes, this does involve my father. Peripherally. He…” She stopped. “Look, can I ask you to keep this to yourself? Until I’ve made up my mind what if anything needs to be done?”

			“Depends on how active it is.”

			“Oh, this is definitely Cold Case territory.”

			“Then provisionally, yes.”

			“Okay. So. My mother died in 1996 from a fast-moving cancer—I’m talking about my biological parents now, not the Laings—and my father went the following year. He was killed. Shot. No one was ever charged. He was…a criminal. I’d always known it—I figured it out when I was very young—but I always thought he was small-time. A gang, street-corner drugs, small heists, that kind of thing. I now have reason to question that. In fact, I think he may have been a fairly high-ranking member of a larger operation.”

			He sat back. “Drugs?”

			“Probably. Possibly even under one of the cartels.”

			“Jesus, Rock. Around here?”

			“We were living here, in San Francisco, but I was born in Southern California. And I think a lot of what he was doing was still there.”

			“What made you suspect that?”

			“Something Dee came across.”

			“Ah.” It was his turn to fall silent, pursing his lips as he stared at his half-empty cup. Raquel watched his face while he thought about how Dee “came across” things, and whether or not he should ask the next question.

			Quite a few people at the SFPD knew that Raquel’s sister worked in computer security. The Department regularly paid her for courses in OSINT—Open Source Intelligence—to teach investigators how to use public online information, from social media posts to Google Earth satellite photos, to track down suspects, smuggling routes, gang hideaways, missing persons, and the like. A few of the Department’s higher-ranking officers knew that Dee did not limit herself to the “open source” side of things, but used a full panoply of high-tech tools in her more lucrative, though still strictly ethical, job of “white hat” hacker, where big corporations paid her large sums of money to test their security by playing the role—and using the methods—of the “black hat” villain.

			And then there was the gray zone. The hacker who used every possible means, even those that violated laws or trashed ethical standards, to uncover information. Information that might then be used in any variety of ways, ethical or otherwise.

			Precisely four people inside the Department knew that Dee Laing, under a different name, was one of the best security professionals on the planet—and as such, would have to be categorized as one of these last types: a woman with potentially devastating skills, who so far (or so far as anyone knew) walked on the side of the angels.

			Al was one of the four.

			His eyes came up. “What has your sister done?”

			“Nothing. Not yet, anyway—at least, not that I know of. That is, nothing that would require…” As her voice drifted off, she realized that she was blithering, and that Al’s face was beginning to show alarm: Raquel Laing did not blither. She pulled her thoughts and words together, and started over. “Dee knows about my biological father, of course. She was fourteen when I came to the Laings, and although they probably knew more than they told her, they didn’t believe in hiding things from us kids. At least, I thought…” She shook her head. “Anyway, naturally she took over all their papers and accounts, which had things about my past. So, after she’d sent off her DNA sample, a week and a half ago, she started to get curious. About me.”

			“Uh-oh.”

			“No, it’s fine.”

			It was not fine, or at least, it had definitely not been fine when Raquel listened to her sister describing the unsponsored research she’d done into things that Raquel had never wanted to explore. It was the most vicious argument the sisters had ever had, and ended with Raquel actually leaving the house in a fury.

			She’d called in sick from work the next morning and spent the day fuming, then the night in a hotel, ignoring the pings of Dee’s texts. The next morning, she went back to work, still fuming, but also thinking. By evening, faced with the discomfort of another night at a hotel, she went home, where she and Dee spent many, many hours trying to discuss matters like two rational women.

			It had been neither easy, nor comfortable.

		

	
		
			
				Chapter Eight

				Then

			
			“Thank you for coming home.”

			“It’s home, Dee. Where else would I go?”

			“The world.”

			“I needed to be alone.”

			“You needed to be away from me. I’m sorry, Rock. I said things I shouldn’t have. And I certainly shouldn’t have sprung it all on you.”

			“You’re apologizing for springing things on me, but not for nosing into my past in the first place.”

			“If I say no, will you slam out again?”

			“I don’t slam. And probably. Maybe. Dee, I was…upset.”

			“I shouldn’t have called you paranoid and aloof.”

			“I am paranoid and aloof. And I shouldn’t have called you manipulative.”

			“Even though I am. But honestly, I’ve never seen you that angry. It…worried me.”

			“Yes. I’m sorry. I should at least have answered your texts.”

			“And turned your location sharing back on.”

			“That too.”

			“I’ll make some coffee.”

			“Is it too early for a drink?”

			“God, no. Wine or Scotch?”

			“Probably better to stick to wine for the time being.”

			“Rory brought over a bottle—it’s pretty nice. Grab a couple glasses? And, do you think you could take off your coat and sit down?”

			[The cork was pulled. The glasses were filled. The two women sat.]

			“Raquel, honey, I really am sorry. Honestly. I knew when I started that you probably wouldn’t approve. That if you’d been interested in your own history, you’d have gone looking, done your own damned DNA test. But I told myself that…you know. Even if I found something, I didn’t have to tell you about it.”

			“So why are we still talking about it?”

			“Because of what else I found. Which I started to tell you about, but you reacted so violently, and then you left.”

			“Dee, I’m…I apologize, too. My leaving frightened you. I had no right to do that.”

			“You had every right. But let’s try not to do it again for a while.”

			“I suppose you found out that my father was a criminal.”

			“You knew that?”

			“Even for a child, it was hard to miss. Normal families don’t put up a shelf by the front door for visitors to park their handguns.”

			“Wow. Really?”

			“Of course. David Cooper thought of himself as a good father, and good fathers don’t risk their little girls playing with a friend’s weapon.”

			“I…don’t even know what to say to that. You never said anything.”

			“A previous life. I didn’t want to think about it. Still don’t.”

			“Well, anyway, that was where I started. I knew your father’s name, of course—it’s in the adoption papers—but as you can imagine, there are a fair number of ‘David Coopers’ out there. I eventually came across a little notice in the Chron archives from 1997, asking the public for any information on the whereabouts of David James Cooper, whose daughter had been turned over to Social Services after Cooper left her with friends and disappeared.”

			“He went off on some business, and his body was found a couple weeks later down in Southern California. I’d been staying with friends of his. When he died, nobody could find any family for me, so I went into foster care.”

			“Did you know that the father of the family you were staying with was also murdered?”

			“What, Uncle Ramon? No! What happened?”

			“A drive-by shooting in the Mission District, broad daylight. He and the man he was with both died before they reached the hospital.”

			“When was this?”

			“Near as I can figure, it was about eight or nine days before your father’s body was found down near San Diego.”

			“Before he was found? Are you sure?”

			“Pretty sure.”

			“That’s…huh.”

			“What’s wrong?”

			“I used to stay with the family whenever my father was away, but this time, there was a lot of tension in the house that I didn’t understand. A day or two after I’d got there, Uncle Ramon started asking me about a box my father had left. I told him I didn’t know anything about it, he got angry and left the room, and a little while later, his wife came in and told me I would have to leave because my father was dead.”

			“This was two days after your father had left you there?”

			“No more than that. The next day, Uncle Ramon left, too, and his wife was really upset about it. That night she called CPS for a social worker to take me away.”

			“And you’ve never looked into any of this?”

			“I told you, I didn’t want to know. Which I suppose isn’t like me, but there’s always been a ‘then’ and a ‘now’ in my life, and when I came here, I…I realized that this was a place I wanted to stay. But I’d have to make a decision, to keep the ‘then’ from spilling over and polluting the ‘now.’ Without a past—any past at all—it was like I was giving myself a chance to become the person your parents—our parents—showed me I could be.”

			“I understand, I think. And I’d guess that the choice would have seemed all the more absolute, meeting Mom and Dad after two years of foster families that were…”

			“Incompatible.”

			“I was going to say ‘evil,’ but okay. I can see why you’d want to shut it all out. Although I doubt a therapist would agree. However, there’s something else I found. Something I think only you can decide what to do with. Whether to close the door on the entire mess, or drag it out into the light and deal with it.”

			“Does it have to do with Uncle Ramon’s murder?”

			“I’m afraid it may be larger than that.”

		

	
		
			
				Chapter Nine

				Then

			
			Raquel looked across the Blue Plate’s worn Formica table at Al: mentor, partner. Friend. He deserved honesty. And in any case she couldn’t think of any way around it, not if she wanted his help.

			“So, Dee was curious about my past. Which made me…it pissed me off, to have her poking around in things without asking whether I minded. But my sister is…‘working through some issues,’ as they say, and a part of that seems to be figuring out how much of her situation—of her entire personality—is her and how much is genetics. So, she signed up for that MyKin.com report and then, knowing it will probably take weeks to get the results, she decided to distract herself by turning her fixation on me. She had my biological father’s name from the adoption files, and knew the dates, and so she went looking. And she found him, uncovered some of his history, and just kept digging. Until she came up with a couple of his known associates.”

			He cut in sharply. “Don’t tell me your sister hacked her way into the San Francisco Police Department records?”

			“No! I asked, she said she didn’t, I believe her. Dee and I don’t lie to each other. We might refuse to answer, but we don’t lie.”

			Al said nothing, but his face remained hard. After a minute, she helped herself to some toothpicks from the table dispenser and started arranging them in geometric shapes, her attention focused on them rather than his face as she resumed.

			“Dee also knows that, if I ever ask for her help, I need authorization to give her certain information. Even then, she has to stay within bounds, so that anything she finds is watertight enough to take to trial. Without specific approval, she and I can only use stuff that shows up on public records. She accepts that.”

			“And swiping things from SFPD confidential files would shoot down your case in court.”

			“She also knows that it might be the end of my working with you.”

			Raquel looked up then, waiting for the faint shift of muscles that would mean he accepted what she was telling him. She saw it in his face two full seconds before his shoulders went down, and was breathing again when he leaned back in his chair. “Go on.”

			“Which isn’t to say Dee doesn’t use shortcuts. What would take me days to dig out she can lay her hands on in hours.”

			“You’re working around the point so hard, I don’t think you’re concerned about a couple of clever apps she’s downloaded. What did she get her hands on?”

			“Nothing too extreme.”

			“Raquel, who did your sister hack into?”

			“I can’t tell you.”

			“Rock, you need—”

			“Al, if I tell you which agency Dee has a back door into, you’ll decide that you have to report it, and that door will close. She might even be arrested. The feds don’t like people nosing into their secrets.” It had not actually been a governmental agency, but a private company. Raquel Laing might not lie to her sister, but she would do so to Al if she had to. And she was good at lying.

			“There’s a reason the feds keep things secret,” he growled.

			“Dee has a higher security clearance than either of us. And the information she finds can save lives. Literally. There are people walking around doing good work who would be dead if not for her.”

			“Rock, you need to trust me.”

			“I do trust you, Al. With my life. But can you say the same for everyone up and down the Department’s chain of command? This is Dee we’re talking about. I’m sorry, but I can’t tell you.”

			She watched, and again saw the capitulation—partial, this time, but there. “Okay,” he said. “Tell me what you can, and I’ll decide what I have to do about it.”

			“Right.” The emotionally fraught part of the discussion being over, she could now put her facts in order. She frowned over the toothpicks, letting the pentagon become a hexagon, and the hexagon join with another. “My father’s name was David James Cooper. He was born in 1967, down in Escondido. His mother was a waitress at some chain restaurant, and his father a Marine stationed at Camp Pendleton, who was shipped off to Vietnam before either of them knew she was pregnant. He didn’t make it back. They weren’t married. David spent his childhood being passed around from one aunt to another, all across Southern California. When he was thirteen and living in LA, he was recruited into a gang, at first standing lookout for a drug house. He must have been bright—not bright enough to get out of the life entirely, of course, but with sufficient brains to work his way up from street sales to upper echelon, from baggies of weed to bricks of heroin, at a pretty young age.”

			She looked up from the honeycomb pattern her fingers were creating. “I should mention that much of what follows is speculation. I’m piecing together childhood memories with Dee’s research, and filtering it through my professional knowledge of how things work. More hypothesis than theory, right?”

			He nodded his understanding, and she went on.

			“My father’s mother was I think a mix of Filipina and Hispanic, probably Mexican. His father was Black, although he can’t have been very dark-skinned. But this hodgepodge of racial heritage turned out to be an unexpected benefit. He’d been raised by various of his mother’s relatives, all over Southern California—he had a habit of referring to his friends as my ‘uncles’ but I could usually tell the difference—so he had ties to the Asian and Hispanic worlds, but he also was clearly at least part Black. You’d have expected this to be a problem, since most of the gangs are so tribal—you don’t find Mexicans in a Black gang, or vice versa—but I think he managed to turn it around and make an asset of his outsider status, to show he was useful as a go-between who could bring together several different worlds. Especially if he was clever enough to show people that cooperation could be more profitable than all-out gang warfare.

			“I probably overheard conversations about it, because I remember being proud of him. I also understood that, when we moved up into the Bay Area, it was because his bosses trusted him. He was becoming an important man.

			“We moved up here when I was two—Oakland at first, then after cancer took my mother in 1996, we moved to San Francisco. He died the next year, when I was seven. Shot, his body found lying by his car in an isolated patch of hillside halfway between San Diego and the Mexican border. I learned about it from one of my ‘uncles’—not an actual relative, but probably my father’s closest friend, whose family I often stayed with when he had to be out of town. Looking back, I have a feeling that one reason we moved across the Bay was to be closer to ‘Uncle Ramon’ and ‘Aunt Sofie.’ Anyway, one night ‘Uncle Ramon’ woke me up and started asking me questions. I didn’t know what he wanted, something about a box of my father’s that I knew nothing about. He got angry, I got upset, and eventually he got tired of my crying and shouted, ‘Now your damn father’s dead, what the hell am I supposed to do with you?’

			“His name was Ramon Alvarez. I had forgotten his surname, but when Dee pulled up some booking photos, I recognized him. He’d been arrested several times but never convicted—possession and resisting arrest, mostly, although he was suspected of working for a Sinaloa Cartel hit squad.”

			“Jesus, Rock—your father left you with a hit man?”

			“I know. But there’s more.”

			“I can’t wait.” He patted his shirt pocket, an unconscious stress-gesture that Raquel knew was his hand reaching for a cigarette package, though he’d given up smoking long before they’d met.

			“The next couple of days were really confusing. I was only seven years old, remember, and even looking back, I can’t make sense of a lot of what was going on. I do know that they sent me back to school on Monday, and when I came home, ‘Aunt Sofie’ was on the sofa crying. The minute she saw me, she started shouting. That it was all my fault, whatever ‘it’ was—something to do with Uncle Ramon being gone. One of the other aunties tried to quiet her, and sent their oldest boy, Diego, to lock me in my room.

			“It seemed like forever before the door opened again, and when it did, there was a strange woman standing there. She looked like a school principal, the kind you know regrets the end of corporal punishment, and told me to get my things, that I was leaving. She was my first social worker. And that night, I was with my first foster family.”

			“Not the Laings.”

			“Oh, no. They were later. Much later.”

			“Okay. So what had happened to make Mrs. Alvarez kick you out?”

			“At the time, I thought they blamed me for my father’s death, and didn’t want me anymore. Later, when I got to thinking about how nice she’d been at first but how angry she was on Monday, I wondered if maybe Ramon had abandoned the family. I knew that men did that sometimes, and it was always someone’s fault—usually a woman’s. I didn’t know what had actually happened until Dee told me. And,” she said, “this is where we come to the question of whether or not you can help me.”

			“With something you don’t want me to tell the lieutenant about.”

			“Yet. Eventually, yes, but I need some time first. Al, I think ‘Uncle Ramon’ may be in your Cold Case files. Along with a second man, named Lucas Morales. They both died in the same drive-by shooting.”

			His face and his voice went hard. “Rock, you need to give me what you have.”

			“What I have is limited. What I propose is to let Dee poke around for a couple more days and see what else she can find. If it’s nothing, then we just give you what she’s found so far and see if it helps you any. But if she does come across anything useful, in a search you couldn’t justify, you and I can see if there’s some way to go about ‘finding’ it.”

			“Legally, you mean.”

			“Yes.”

			“Inspector Laing, I don’t need to tell you how close to the edge you’re walking right now.”

			“No, Al, you don’t.”

			“Forbidden fruit” was a regular part of an investigator’s diet: a piece of evidence you needed, and knew was there, but which could choke you in court since it came to you illegally. If, however, you could manage to find a different path to it—a fully legal path—then any hint of a previous lack of procedure was easier to ignore. Especially if the prosecutor was good and the defense attorney was not.

			Given what she’d told him so far, Raquel knew that she and Al—and by extension, Dee—were safe. Al would not go to the Department’s brass with mere suspicions. And if Dee did find something but there was no way to use it without dropping Al into trouble—well, that information would simply have to stay hidden.

			“What do you want from me?” he demanded.

			“I told you, I’d like your—”

			“Rock, you’re not looking for my advice. You wouldn’t bring me a problem that could land me in the shit—you’d keep it to yourself. I must have something you want.”

			The problem in working with someone who knows you too well, Raquel thought, and sighed. “The two Cold Case files, of Ramon and the other man. I want to see them.”

		

	
		
			
				Chapter Ten

				Then

			
			It took Al a few days, and several conversations with their higher-ups, but in the end, he convinced them that, despite Raquel’s personal connection to the murder of David Cooper, they should turn the two possibly related Cold Case files, of Ramon Alvarez and Lucas “Lucha” Morales, over to Raquel and her hacker sister. He brought the files to their house himself: incident and forensic reports, crime scene diagrams, photographs, scribbled notes by the investigating officers, and a lot of extremely brief statements from contacts and witnesses, most of which boiled down to: Who, me? I really don’t know anything about that.

			The binders and file boxes spent the daylight hours securely locked in Raquel’s home office. After dinner, she and Dee would spread files out across the kitchen table to pore over the pages, making notes, adding names to the contacts lists. At the end of each session, they compared details, added things to their To Do list, and went to bed late, the files securely locked up again.

			Each morning when Raquel set off to her actual job, Dee worked the thirty-year-old investigation into her online world. Slowly, in between the war crimes, political assassinations, and environmental catastrophes, she teased out bits of missing information, adding them to their notes, along with further possible links between the contacts and their lives. At the end of each session, she checked that she had left no tracks behind, so she could honestly say under oath that there was no SFPD information on her computer. Because a person never knew what a defense attorney might want to subpoena.

			The files themselves went back to Al, as the Cold Case investigating officer, along with a long list of queries and suggested follow-ups.

			Dee stayed on it, nibbling ever deeper into the trail of names, places, events.

			Leaving Raquel, in the end, to resume her full-time investigation into the murder of Gilbert Gallegos.

			And then, three days after she had returned the Alvarez/Morales files to Cold Case, Raquel’s phone pinged with the news that the killer’s “Steal from me and you die horribly” message had finally surfaced.

		

	
		
			
				Chapter Eleven

				Then

			
			The video showing the murder of Gilbert Gallegos was very clear. Very close. Very brutal. And eerily silent.

			She and Pam watched it on Raquel’s desktop computer in the Homicide Detail offices, the other detectives crowding around her cubicle. No one said anything until it was playing through a second time.

			“Jesus.” That was the reaction of Bobby Kitagawa, five years from retirement.

			“Where did you get this, some snuff channel?” Mark Hadley, the youngest inspector but for Pam.

			“YouTube,” Pam told him. “Can you believe that? It was taken down in less than twenty minutes.” Her voice tried for matter-of-fact, but she looked not far from heaving into the wastebasket.

			“Somebody called it in to the tip line,” Raquel added.

			She glanced at Pam’s taut features, then started a third play, slowing the speed. She stopped it at several points, enlarging the screen once to focus on the flash of the first bullet, which included the bright blur of an ejected casing, then a few seconds later, as the lens moved to follow the body’s motion, the quick glimpse of someone’s shoe.

			“There’s two people there,” someone said. Raquel did not comment, having found it obvious from the first glimpse of the staring eyes over the duct tape that the person holding the camera was not the one the victim was afraid of. Instead, she tried to get a clear still image of the toe. Leather, not an athletic shoe, with a narrow line of brogue decoration around the laces. Probably brown? Glossy enough to be expensive. She let the recording go to its end, tracking the writhings that her mind had seen in the distinctive stains along the pitted asphalt surface. The motions that she had envisioned, there in that cold parking lot with the gothic fog tumbling through the flashlight beams.

			She had been keeping track of the time on the counter bar at the bottom of the screen. One and a half seconds from the beginning of the video, a harsh flare washed out the screen—the first shot which, up on the next block, caused an old woman’s sleeping eyes to snap open. As the screen’s image settled, the kneeling figure was recoiling away from the blow, face screwed up, torso twisting in slow motion to land on its left side. His fashionably sturdy boots kicked at the pavement, his legs trying to push him away from danger. Eight seconds. Fifteen. Twenty-one. At thirty-four seconds, he paused, torso heaving as he tried to suck in air. The camera shifted, and the victim’s movement started up again, not as strong. In the distance, the old woman was pushing back her blankets, stepping into slippers, making her way to the window…

			At 1:07:44 on the counter, the figure paused again. When he started moving once more, there was little coordination, mostly a feeble scraping against the ground. When that stopped, he was lying on his side, in the position Raquel had first seen him. At 1:52:12, the gun flared again. The camera jerked and retreated a step, then came back to the lax features of the face. Blood trickled down from the wound in his head, across the bridge of his nose to the left eye. It did not blink.

			The video ended.

			“The whole thing looks like something from a movie,” said another voice, and the men around Raquel’s desk stepped back automatically to give the lieutenant some room.

			“It’s been edited,” Raquel agreed. “Enhanced detail, cropped, and put together for a dramatic impact.”

			“Any sound?” he asked.

			“Doesn’t seem to be.”

			“Bad enough without having to hear the poor bastard,” Kitagawa muttered.

			“I suppose it’s too much to ask that none of the public caught this?”

			“If we caught it,” Pam said, back in the safety of her own low-walled cubicle, “someone else will have.”

			Raquel had left the final image frozen on the screen. Even with the duct tape and blood, someone who knew Gilbert Gallegos would recognize him.

			And Pam was right. The video popped up at various places. The less graphic portions even showed up on social media, several times with his name, others just the nickname “GG.” Some were posted by people they had on their Contacts list, others by apparent strangers, but every identifiable poster was noted down and followed up.

			The next day, Raquel was at her desk when her phone rang.

			“Hey, Inspector,” said a familiar voice. “This is James.”

			The man who called himself “James Kaplan” was a confidential informant she’d known since she was walking a beat, a fence and seller of illicit marijuana who often wheedled twenty-dollar bills out of her and seemed to think that his snitching might put him on the Department’s good side the next time he was caught selling hot athletic shoes or baggies of organic Humboldt County weed, an assumption that Raquel denied, but feebly enough that he did not believe her.

			“Hello, James, what’s up?”

			“So, Inspector, how’s things?”

			“I’m at work, James.”

			“Yeah, me too. Hey, you seen the video going around?”

			Her back straightened, but she kept her voice on the edge of boredom. “Lots of videos going around, James. You mean the new Keanu Reeves?”

			“Hah! You’re right, it’s like a Wick movie—‘Murder in the Dark,’ you could call it. But no, this one’s strictly amateur.”

			“Are you talking about the execution of Gilbert Gallegos?”

			“GG, right. And look, I can’t be nowhere near this one. I like you, Inspector, and you’ve done me right a couple of times, but you and I are never discussin’ this again.”

			“Are we discussing it now?”

			“No, we’re not. And I don’t want your money, either—I don’t want nothing but maybe a little gratitude in the back of your mind, if ever I need a favor.”

			“Okay.” That was unusual. CIs had various reasons to give information: to feel big, to play cop, to get back at someone. This CI always at least asked for money.

			“Michael Romero,” he said, and the line went dead.

			“James? You there?” She held the phone away from her ear to look at the screen, but no: he had hung up.

			She set the phone down on her desk and made a note of the call, then looked over at the Gallegos folder. She didn’t need to open it to find the name—she and Pam had talked with restaurant owner Michael Romero early on as they worked their way down the victim’s phone log and credit card list. Pam had been satisfied with what Romero and his bartender had to tell them, and crossed their names off the list. However, something about his manner had made Raquel lodge a mental note to reinterview him, although since she had no greater reason than vague suspicion, he had stayed relatively far down on the rank of importance.

			Until, it seemed, tonight.

			She picked up the phone, punched in the number, asked a question, and had her answer in thirty seconds.

			“Hey, Pam,” she said when she had hung up. “We need to go up to Fisherman’s Wharf.”

			“Oh God, why? I have a date, Rock—it’s my boyfriend’s mom’s birthday, and I can’t be late. It’ll take forever to get to Fisherman’s Wharf and back.”

			But Raquel was already on her feet. “The longer we wait, the later you’ll be.”

			“Goddamn it. Okay, but I’m driving.”

			Raquel took care not to let her displeasure show. “Then maybe you should go get the car. I’ll meet you out front in five.” She listened to the exasperated rhythm of Pam’s heels clicking their way toward the elevator, and started putting her things away for the night.

			James’s tips were not always solid, but they were rarely entirely made up. And he did have his nose and fingers in all sorts of corners.

			In any event, her own “vague suspicion” was a common attitude toward Michael Romero among the more experienced members of the police department. He owned a small chain of Northern California Italian–fusion restaurants that were loved by the movers, the shakers, and the people who thought of themselves as important. Romero was the personification of Mr. Nice: amiable, photogenic, donor to Good Causes, and a hands-on dad to a daughter in her thirties and a five-year-old son, born from his third wife when Romero was fifty-one. He was a man with friends in high places wherever his restaurants were found—San Francisco, Oakland, down in Silicon Valley for the tech trade, and over in Sacramento for the politicians. The Romero’s chain had no Michelin stars, but they were where a person went to see and be seen, always full, an unlikely but successful mix of power brokers, influencers, actors, and just plain millionaires.

			However, dig far enough under the surface and some troubling details emerged. He’d been arrested twice in his early twenties, for drug-related offenses—which, fine, young men get into mischief, and he had no history of violence. On the other hand, many of his investors, some of his customers, and a solid number of his friends had felony records. There were gaps in his financial and personal history. And even murkier, the first Romero’s, which he’d inherited after his father’s death in 1993, had been under investigation as a source of money laundering—not exactly rare in those cash-heavy days before credit cards were king—although the investigation went nowhere.

			Michael Romero took that first place and cleaned it up, from the finances to the menu. The chain grew, and he’d never been arrested since those early flirtations with crime. Cops and politicians patronized his restaurants all the time. State officials invited him onto committees and gave him awards. Still, there remained the faint awareness of a question mark beside his name.

			But criminality or not, Gilbert Gallegos would’ve been well out of his league in a Romero’s—and yet his card showed that he’d been in the habit of eating at one or another of the chain two or three times a month.

			The last charge on his credit card had been at the Romero’s at Fisherman’s Wharf, a few hours after his pricey lawyer bailed him out of jail, and a few hours before he died.

			

			 

			Pam made her wait an extra ninety seconds before pulling up at the door, and set her sleek little Audi moving before Raquel had her seat belt fastened. “Where are we going, that can’t wait till tomorrow?”

			“Romero’s.”

			“The restaurant?”

			“One of my CIs called in a tip, suggesting we might want to have another chat with Michael Romero.”

			The car’s engine slacked off. When Raquel looked at the driver, Pam’s face had gone expressionless.

			“What?” she asked.

			“What do you mean, what?” But there was no real protest there, merely a bid for delay.

			“Pam, what’s going on?”

			“Yeah. Well, about Michael Romero. I should mention, I’ve kind of met him.”

			“Not only when we questioned him, you mean.”

			“No, before. He didn’t remember, probably because my hair’s different, but he was at this party my boyfriend took me to a while ago, down in Mountain View—a big bash celebrating some international business thing. Maybe he was doing the catering? He was acting like a guest. Anyway, it was crowded and there was a live band and we didn’t stay long, because it was pretty obvious there were things other than alcohol being handed out, and I mean, I am a cop. So we left—or rather, I left. Tonio drove me home and then went back.”

			“Did you witness Michael Romero using or giving out any illicit drugs?”

			“God no!”

			“Then I wouldn’t worry. We know the circles he moves in, it’s hardly surprising some of his friends use substances.”

			Pam looked relieved, and sped up—or tried to, although she ended up grumbling and cursing at traffic all the way across town, and pulled up with a jerk to the curb in front of the door. When they got out, she hit the key’s lock button, flipping her badge in the face of the protesting valet as she brushed past him.

			“Hey, we’re busy, I need this space,” the man complained to Raquel.

			She presented him with a polite smile. “We shouldn’t be long.”

			On this second visit, she was struck anew by the restaurant’s unexpectedly imaginative decor. The first time, nearly three weeks ago, she’d gone in anticipating mock-classic Italian, a caricature trattoria designed for tourists and nouveau millionaires, but the place was attractive, modern, and lighthearted. Not a dripping candle to be seen, and the art on its walls was lively, local, and a touch humorous. Romero’s flagship site was a clever bit of marketing—and the crowd, even at this early hour, demonstrated its success.

			Romero himself was circulating among the tables, making affable conversation with his more important customers. At least, he had been, until one of his servers leaned in for a brief word and the boss’s gaze came across the room to take in the two cops inside his door.

			Romero was a tall, fit, handsome man in his mid-fifties, with an easy smile and friendly brown eyes that went far to explain both his popularity with media photographers and his reputation for cordiality. And also, Raquel thought as she noticed the drift of his gaze across Pam, might explain why he was on his third marriage. He wore an expensive suit and a luminous silk tie that was ever-so-slightly loose at the knot, as if to suggest that he hadn’t actually started his evening’s work yet.

			He turned briefly back to the seated man he’d been talking with—a man whose face had been on the front page of the Chron that week for a large MOMA donation—and slapped his shoulder with a laugh before catching her eye and nodding toward the back of the restaurant. The previous time, he’d talked to them with one elbow propped on the bar. This time, it appeared, they were to be given more privacy.

			They followed him around the tables and past the restrooms and kitchen, down a narrow hallway leading to the back. He was behind his desk when they walked in, but not yet seated. The air smelled faintly lemony—not, as she had thought when they talked at the bar, because someone had been cutting up citrus for drinks, but because of his aftershave.

			The furniture here was expensive and far more traditional than the restaurant’s decor, as if the boss had saved the clichés for his personal realm. The artfully uncluttered desk of some dark, polished wood was slightly too large for the room, as was the infinitely adjustable ergonomic leather chair behind it, which probably had a massage function and was set about three inches higher than the plain chairs on the other side of the desk. And just in case his visitors were in any doubt about his importance, while the wall behind the desk held only a trio of rather nice paintings of Tuscany—background for Zoom calls—those on either side were his trophy walls covered with black-framed awards, letters on impressive headings, and photographs of famous people.

			Romero in an audience with Pope Benedict; Romero in the restaurant, laughing with his very blond first wife and the behatted mayor Willie Brown; Romero at a party with his even blonder second wife, standing between a famous romance writer and a star baseball player. Romero with Willie Brown again, along with Gavin Newsom and Mayor London Breed. Three—no, there was Arnold, make that four of California’s governors were on the wall, along with pretty much every mayor of San Francisco since the mid-nineties, half a dozen US Senators, the heads of several huge tech firms, someone who might be a Prime Minister of India, a brown man with gleamingly perfect white teeth in front of a green, white, and red flag—one of the Mexican government’s trade bigwigs who was in the news from time to time—and next to it, in pride of place and echoing the Pope to the right, a picture she suspected of some very professional editing: Romero with then–Prince Charles and Camilla, during their 2005 visit that had disrupted an entire week of her own high school classes.

			At the edges of all these Important People were a scattering of Romero doing good works: kneeling with an elementary school soccer team that had Romero’s printed on their bright new uniforms; waving from a convertible in a Columbus Day parade; accepting some kind of award from a small child in a wheelchair.

			None, she noticed, showing his current wife or either of his two children.

			She had deliberately taken her time with this survey of the room, forcing Romero to hover behind his expensive chair.

			Finally, he cleared his throat. “Officers,” he said. “I hope we can make this brief. As you can see, we’re pretty busy.”

			Pam bristled at the “officers” and said, “It’s Inspector. Fawcett, and Laing.”

			Raquel gave her partner the lightest possible touch on the elbow, a message to stand down. Reluctantly, she did.

			Romero noticed, and one side of his smile gave a brief quirk, before he paused, studying Pam more closely. “We’ve met, haven’t we?”

			Her ruffled feathers went instantly smooth, and she gave him what a less generous person than Raquel Laing might call a simper. “Briefly, a few months ago. There was a big party in Mountain View, with the Mexican ambassador or someone and a lot of important people, but I had to leave early.”

			Raquel could see him on the edge of asking whether Pam had been working security, but he caught himself and made it a more general question, easily satisfied when she explained that her boyfriend was with the bank that had made a portion of the loan.

			He nodded, then waved at the chairs, lowering himself onto his gleaming oxblood leather. “What can I do for you, Inspectors? It’s not about that young man again, is it? If so, I’m not sure there’s much else I could tell you.”

			Raquel took out her notebook and laid it on the desk. “Well, yes, that’s what we were wondering, Mr. Romero. Why didn’t Gilbert Gallegos stand out more in your mind? He can’t have been your usual sort of customer. He had money, but he didn’t exactly dress like those men at that table you were talking with. He was less than half the age of most people I’ve seen here, he wasn’t a tourist or a tech bro, he didn’t sit on any city council or board. He wasn’t even Italian.”

			“Maybe he just liked our cioppino.”

			“Good,” she said with exaggerated cheerfulness, “that’s a start, you remember what he ordered.” The ME’s analysis of the stomach contents had indeed noted seafood, onions, fennel, and the rest.

			“Of course not.” His face retained its affable expression, but that reply was a fraction too fast, and Raquel had caught the tiny wince in his eyelids. “Most people who dine here try it at least once. I’d be happy to have the kitchen bring you a bowl, if you’d like to see why. Consider it examining the evidence.”

			His smile broadened into a grin—or into what he intended to look like a grin. Raquel met his eyes with a smile of her own. “I don’t think that would be a good idea, Mr. Romero, do you? But I imagine you know your regular customers well enough to notice what they eat. And before you protest, yes, Mr. Gallegos was a regular. Including the night before he was gut-shot in a deserted parking lot three miles from here and left to bleed out onto the asphalt.”

			This time the wince was more extreme. Almost the reaction one might expect from any civilian faced with that description—but not entirely. He seemed on the edge of breaking into a sweat. Raquel left the smile on her face, and hoped Pam had the sense not to interrupt. He swallowed, dropped his eyes, reached out to adjust the teak desk set and tap into motion one of those intricate but pointless executive toys, then picked up a silver-framed photograph, fiddling with it for a moment before laying it on the polished surface, face down. He looked up.

			“I’m sorry,” he said, “I do know that police officers—and Inspectors, of course—aren’t supposed to accept free meals. No offense meant. And you’re right, I probably retain a vague memory of the young man eating our cioppino, simply because, as you say, he was not our usual demographic. I no doubt exchanged a word with him, to check that he was enjoying himself. But honestly, I can’t say I remember having an actual conversation with the fellow.”

			With the accumulation of probably, vague, no doubt, honestly, and can’t say I remember, Raquel couldn’t imagine working any more deflections into a single reply.

			Which didn’t mean his answer wasn’t informative. Romero had checked to see if he was enjoying himself, which confirmed that Gallegos had been alone. Raquel had gone closely over the victim’s extensive credit card records, and found that Gallegos had two kinds of eating habits. Mostly he used fast food or takeouts, with sums that suggested he was dining alone. His restaurant meals, two or three times a week and more heavily on the weekends, tended to be double what a normal person’s dinner bill would be, suggesting a date or at least a friend. The sole exception was Romero’s. Those visits were generally weekdays, they were time-stamped for either first seating of the night or near closing time, and were for one person.

			Even one visit from a single young Hispanic man in flashy clothing would have caught the eye of an attentive restaurateur. Which meant that Raquel was now quite interested in comparing Michael Romero’s own whereabouts with the times and Romero’s venues that showed up in their victim’s credit card receipts.

			If, of course, she could convince a judge to approve a warrant for Michael Romero’s phone and business records.

			She allowed his overly long response to settle in the room. After eight seconds, Pam glanced over at her, but did not break the silence. When it had gone on for a full twenty, Romero gave an ostentatious glance at his wrist—one of those very pricey smartwatches that hide behind an analog face—and raised his eyebrows. “Was there anything else, ladies? If there is, I may need to ask my lawyer to join us, so I can get back to work.”

			Raquel rose before Pam could take offense at the ladies. “We’ll let you know beforehand the next time we come, shall we?”

			His face had a blend of wariness at the idea that they would be back and relief that they were leaving now, but the relief had him on his feet, stepping to one side of his desk to encourage them toward the door. Pam stood; he gestured politely for her to go ahead of him; Raquel took a step forward between their two chairs—and reached out to turn over the photograph.

			It showed his family—the members who did not appear on his wall of fame or in a basic Google search. A dark-haired woman in her thirties with a body that had never known a plastic surgeon and a face that was more intelligent than pretty. She had her arms around a laughing, snaggle-toothed boy of four or five. Next to her was a calm young woman in her twenties. Behind the three stood Romero himself. His face was…unexpected. Proud, and somehow surprised, at this happy group of people around him.

			The photo was ripped from her hand, the relaxed, happy face of the photograph replaced by a man who looked a narrow instant from using his clenched fist on her. They stared at each other, her heart and his breath both racing, as one, two, three seconds ticked by.

			But he did not hit her. Did not so much as move. She let her hand rise, fingers out, which he was free to take as an apology if he liked, and put a noncommittal smile on her face. “You have a handsome family,” she said, and took a step back. He did not move, so she turned to follow her partner.

			She found Pam on the street outside, digging out her keys and ignoring the glares of the valets. “Well, that was a waste of time,” she was grumbling.

			Raquel found that she needed a steadying breath. She took it, and deliberately set aside the threat reactions of amygdala and hypothalamus, allowing instead the simpler feeling of surprise. And she was surprised, although she knew she shouldn’t be: a decade on the SFPD, and it never failed to astonish her how oblivious her colleagues could be. Granted, Pam had been nearly at the door when Romero reacted, so that the three long seconds of fury had taken place behind her back, but she should have noticed the man’s earlier wariness and avoidance. “Really?” she said. “I thought it was pretty clear that Romero’s lying.”

			The locks clicked open and Pam slid in behind the wheel, fishing out her phone to scroll through the texts, talking as she did so. “Yeah, he’s no doubt sketchy as hell. A search of his books would probably show that he pays off the health inspector and stocks his bar with bottles that fell off a truck.”

			“Lying about Gallegos, I mean.”

			“Well, sure, wouldn’t you in his position?” Pam’s thumbs began flying over the little screen. “Nobody who owns a place like this would want it connected in any way to a low-life drug dealer that half the City has seen die gruesomely on YouTube.”

			“It’s not only that.” The valet was directing a laser-beam stare through the windshield at the oblivious driver, while Raquel ran the interview images through her mind: that quirk of contempt, the wince of dismay as he realized he’d admitted to her question, the attempts at distraction with a semi-bribe and avoidance phrases. The grin that didn’t quite work. (Had that been apprehension?) And interesting: the fact that he loved his family, enough to keep their faces to himself.

			But Pam looked up from her texting. “Oh God, Rock—you’re not going to do your Sherlock thing on me, are you?”

			“My Sherlock…?”

			“Yeah, I’ve heard about it, how you stare off into space and come up with a magical solution.” She bent to set her thumbs back on the phone. “I mean, nice for you, but I sort of think we should have something that we can hand over to the DA with more weight to it than ‘I could just see he was hiding something.’ Look, I need to shower and put on my face before Tonio picks me up. Can I drop you at your house instead of fighting my way back and forth across town? I’m happy to pick you up in the morning. And you could always grab an Uber, if you have to go out tonight.”

			Pam’s phone gave the swoosh of a text going off. As she dropped it into the cup holder, it occurred to Raquel that Pam was a lousy driver, and furthermore, as her superior, Raquel had the right to be in control of the transportation. It also occurred to her that what she was feeling was the urge to commit verbal assault on her partner.

			Which might be satisfying, but not wise.

			“I don’t need a ride,” she said, reaching for the door handle. She got out, then ducked her head back in. “And Pam? Please don’t call me ‘Rock.’ Have a nice date.”

			She pushed the door shut and walked away.

			Safely around the corner and out of sight, she stood for a moment, looking down at her right hand, which seemed tempted to follow Michael Romero’s example and make itself into a fist. Instead, she took out her own (smaller, older) phone and summoned a ride.

			(Romero’s grin, she thought while her driver recounted the idiocy of tourists on the City’s hills and the perils of these new driverless taxi things. Worry, yes, at the thought of her coming back, but apprehension? And that first wince, when he heard himself admit to remembering Gallegos, followed by the sickly look when she summoned an image of the young man’s death. Could she categorize that as outright fear?)

			The driver was still talking when they pulled up outside the house, but she hadn’t heard most of what he was saying. Gate; stairs; door: the house was silent, other than the familiar thump of feline paws landing on the floor overhead. No smells from the kitchen, though she thought Dee had offered to cook that night. She hung up her jacket and locked her sidearm away in its safe, and when she emerged from her tiny office, Cat was waiting.

			“Is Dee upstairs?” she asked it.

			The sleek creature did not reply, but did rise and amble down the hall, to gaze pointedly at the empty bowl. Raquel fed it and turned on the kettle. Five minutes later, the coffee was made and Dee hadn’t appeared, so Raquel carried the two mugs through the rooms, first downstairs and then up.

			She found Dee in her bedroom, sitting on the edge of the bed, staring out the window. Or no, she thought, not even out the window, just…staring.

			“What’s wrong?”

			Dee shook her head.

			Raquel abandoned the cups on the dresser and moved around so she could see Dee’s face, trying to evaluate what she saw there. Stress, pain, sadness. Fear?

			And anger, at the back of it all.

			“Dee, what happened?” It had to be something personal—Rory’s kids? Some catastrophe that hit her online community? War crimes had a way of striking close to home, and Dee had lost friends, more than once. But that anger around the eyes…“What is it, Dee? Have you been crying?”

			“Oh, fuck, it’s nothing. Nothing at all, clearly, or I wouldn’t have gone my whole life without someone mentioning.”

			“Mentioning what? Dee, you’re worrying me.”

			“Well, God, we can’t have that.” She took a deep breath, and looked up with an expression that Raquel had never seen there: despair.

			“Rock, I’m…I’m not a Laing.”

		

	
		
			
				Chapter Twelve

				Then

			
			Raquel stared at her sister, trying to make sense of the words.

			“What does that mean?”

			Dee held out a crumpled sheet of paper. Raquel peeled it open, flattened it against her thigh, and found the printout of a family tree, from MyKin.com. The ancestry company. None of the names were Laing. They weren’t even Abrams, which was Emma’s family. “They’ve sent you the wrong one,” Raquel said. “Labs mix things up all the time.”

			“I know that. And I don’t trust anything commercial, so I signed up with another company, too. That one came in two days ago. I wrote back to complain that they’d made an error. But I was wrong.”

			Raquel sat down next to Dee, reading the nine boxed names. Every surname was Spanish, and most of the given names. She looked at her sister’s dark, straight hair: Emma Laing’s texture, Tom Laing’s color. The skin that had always seemed the halfway point between Emma and Tom. Dark eyes and round face like Tom, the sturdy body like Emma. Or not.

			She looked back at the page. “Mother, Dolores Ortega. Grandmother, Elisia Ortega. Grandfather, Simon Ortega.” A section below, under the header Contact Your Kin, had several offerings—anonymous, but with general locations given: two in Mexico, one in Phoenix, and two in California: Modesto and the desert town of Barstow.

			“Not only adopted, but I seem to be illegitimate as well.” Dee’s voice was bitter—not, Raquel thought, because of any stigma, but because of what it suggested about her relationship with the people she had called her parents.

			“Mom and Dad were lying?” Raquel absently noted the question mark on the end of her sentence, as if she had to try the idea on for size.

			“Mom and Dad weren’t Mom and Dad.”

			“No,” Raquel said sharply. “ ‘Mom’ and ‘Dad’ is exactly what they were. Dee, I know the difference between parents and biological parents. Mom and Dad loved you. Hell, they loved me, and they didn’t get me until I was a prickly nine-year-old.”

			“Then why lie about it? For nineteen fucking years! Were they going to wait until I had kids of my own, before telling me? Except one night some bastard decides to have an extra drink or three before driving home and they were gone. Oops, sorry, hon—too late now.”

			Raquel considered the names, her mind trying to fit together the people she had known and this thing they had done. “You know, Dee, that’s a good question. Why lie? Why would Emma and Tom Laing, of all people, keep a secret like that from their daughter, for her entire life?”

			But Dee was not interested in any more questions. And she was a long way from forgiveness. She balled up the page again and threw it at the wastebasket, then stood. “I have work to do. You okay with cooking?”

			“Dee, I—” But she was talking to an empty doorway. “Sure,” she said after a minute, “I’m always happy to cook dinner after a long, shitty day.”

			She sat for a minute, looking out at Dee’s view of the back garden and the neighbors’ yards. Should she phone Rory? Dee needed to talk to someone, and if not her sister, who better than a friend who was a psychologist? She took her phone out of her pocket, then hesitated.

			Was she hoping simply to dump the problem on Rory? How would Dee react to that? And come to think of it, was there much difference between Dee’s messing around in Raquel’s history and Raquel messing around in Dee’s life? Wouldn’t Dee be as pissed off as Raquel had been?

			Rightfully so.

			Maybe what Dee needed at the moment was not an imposed solution, but time to come up with one of her own.

			Raquel sighed. Reading human emotions was easy. Dealing with them was a whole different matter. In the end, she opened the text function and sent:

			Lunch tomorrow?

			Seconds later, Al replied:

			12:30

			

			 

			Dee did not join her for dinner. “I’m too busy,” she said from her bank of computer monitors. “I’ll have leftovers later.”

			Late that night, Raquel woke to the sound of movement—hardly unusual, with her sister’s hours, but there wasn’t usually any thumping to accompany her work. But it was Dee, moving around in her room. It went on for a couple of hours, punctuated by trips downstairs and to the linen cupboard at the other end of the hallway.

			Not surprisingly, Dee did not appear the following morning, although Raquel could see signs all over of a literal upheaval in their lives. She shook her head, anticipating a weekend of drastic housecleaning and renovations—except that as she closed the front door on her way down to wait for the Uber, her eye was caught by a heap of large, lumpy black trash bags on the paving stones below. She pulled open the knot on the top one, and found Dee’s bedroom: their parents’ old handmade quilt, half a dozen of Emma’s treasured garments, a childish bowl Dee had made Tom for a long-ago Father’s Day, miraculously unbroken. The bag beneath it shifted, giving out a tinkle of broken glass: family photographs from Dee’s bedroom walls.

			Raquel’s phone beeped at her, and she looked over the little wall at the parked Uber. Cursing under her breath, she trotted out, promised the driver an extra tip to wait a few minutes, and hurriedly dragged the bags around the side of the house to a spot that would at least be invisible from the street, and mostly so from above.

			God only knew what Dee had thrown out in her fury.

			

			 

			At noon, she set off to meet Al at their usual dive. They ordered their usual lunches, from their usual waitress, surrounded by the sorts of customers they had seen before. The Blue Plate was boring, and obscurely comforting.

			Especially after Dee’s revelation, and those ominous trash bags. Would she come home to a house stripped bare? Would Dee notice her half-hearted rescue attempt and respond with a scorched-earth call to a junk service? Again, should she call Rory to intervene?

			Not that she intended to talk about either the revelation or Dee’s chosen act of revenge, even with Al. But after they’d ordered and he asked how the Gallegos case was coming, the reminder of real life was almost startling. “Gallegos—right. You know Michael Romero?”

			“The restaurant guy? Owns those upscale spaghetti places?”

			“Right.”

			“Slick as grease. Pretends to be Italian. Makes the place seem more authentic, maybe.”

			She lowered her voice. “I think he’s involved in the Gallegos murder.”

			“Involved, or the actual shooter?”

			“I’m not sure. Could you see him in that frame?”

			Their food arrived. Al thanked Ruby, cut off a piece of omelet with the side of his fork, chewed it, swallowed—on automatic, not tasting the food. “If you’d asked me, I’d have said he’s nowhere near as clean as he looks. No one who got where he is today can have done it entirely aboveboard. He definitely has secrets.”

			The word echoed off the last twenty-four hours, but she pushed it away. “Pam and I went by his Fisherman’s Wharf place to talk with him. He’s very polished, but he is lying.”

			“About what?”

			“Pretty much everything. I think he’s one of those men who has to come up with a reason to tell the simple truth. Especially when he’s talking to a woman.”

			Al ducked his head in a sideways nod: he knew the kind.

			“Pam believed him.”

			“Ah.”

			“Like I say, he’s smooth and he’s plausible. On the surface, anyway.”

			“You want me to have a little chat with our Pam?”

			She lifted an amused eyebrow. “What, like you’re my father or something?”

			“No, but I’ve partnered you enough times to have seen your results.”

			“She figures it’s some kind of Sherlock Holmes magic.”

			“I could—”

			“No, it’s fine, I’ll deal with her. In any case, I want to let Romero cook for a while, then make him come in for questioning. Knock him out of his comfort zone. ’Cause I could swear he’s frightened of something.”

			“Any idea what?”

			“It’s related to the Gallegos shooting.”

			“Interesting. If you bring him in, he’s sure to be well lawyered up.”

			“Lawyers can’t control a client’s facial giveaways. And if nothing else, I can always use the video to show Pam what I’m seeing. Slowed down considerably, of course.”

			He grinned. “A lesson in microexpressions. Will that convince her?”

			“By itself, probably not. But I don’t need her approval for an arrest.”

			“Good luck. Let me know if there’s anything I can do.”

			“Always. And what about you? Anything open up on your two cold cases?”

			“A pair of Hispanic males with criminal records, gunned down at the tail end of the eighties crack epidemic? We’re basically starting from the ground on this one.”

			“Dee might come up with something.”

			“Maybe.”

			“What have you found so far?” It was a relief to land on a topic that didn’t involve irate sisters, disdainful partners, or patronizing restaurateurs.

			“Ramon Alvarez and Lucas ‘Lucha’ Morales. Both men were known gangbangers with a series of small arrests. Alvarez did have links to a cartel hit squad, as your sister found, but nothing to indicate that he ever actually worked for them. More like he hung out with the hard guys so he’d feel tough. I got the feeling that the detectives who caught the case just assumed all gang members knew each other, and there wasn’t much need for a deeper dig. Plus, like I say, there was a crack epidemic, so they did have a lot going on. Though I admit, I haven’t managed to add much to the known-contacts lists, myself.”

			“Have you talked to the investigating officers?” Their names were in the files, obviously, although Raquel didn’t know either man.

			“One of them died a couple years ago, the other retired to Reno. I talked with him on the phone, but he’s a little hard of hearing. I thought I might drive out for a face-to-face, that’s sometimes easier.”

			“I’ll go with you.”

			“Better I go on my own.”

			“Al, they weren’t investigating my father’s death. It’ll be fine.”

			“I’ll think about it. How is Dee?” he asked, blatantly changing the subject before she could protest further. “Did she ever get a report from her ancestry company? Any interesting family members come into view?”

			Raquel pushed her plate to one side and reached for the toothpick dispenser, so as not to meet his eyes. “Yes, she did get a report.” She added, more slowly, “It was…yeah: interesting. It’s given her some things to think about.” Raquel arranged four slivers of wood into a square, took two more and gave it a roof. She was half tempted to unload on him and see what he made of things—but no, she decided. Not yet. “I’ll tell you sometime. Maybe in a few days.”

			“Fair enough. Jules took a while to share hers with us.” Al’s stepdaughter had gone through her own rough patch, as a kid. He watched the toothpick house change into an hourglass, then decided to return to what he had been saying before she had threatened to intrude on his Reno interview. “I also phoned the San Diego sheriff’s department—they’re the ones who investigated your father. I told them their cold case might be related to our two, and asked if we could have their records. Though again, there probably won’t be a whole lot in the file.”

			Had it been a white man found dead next to his car a dozen miles from the city limits, the case might have progressed differently. But even taking into account predation, the postmortem heat distortions, and the relative lightness of David Cooper’s skin, they would have known he was Black. And Raquel would not have been surprised if the search of the car turned up a weapon or two, and possibly traces of drugs. To border cops, the story it told would have been obvious.

			“Solving the shooting of a Black man out in the boonies would not be at the top of most law enforcement priorities,” she said.

			“No. Although, I did point out to them that, as cold cases go, it’s not all that old, and the shooter might still be around. Closing a case always looks good on the books.”

			“Do you know if they entered the bullets into the National Tracing Center?”

			“We sent ours in—the ones from Alvarez and Morales—about ten years after they were killed. I suggested to San Diego that their Cold Case Unit might want to check and see if theirs were done—probably during one of the case reviews, since I don’t think the ATF had their database up to speed yet when he was first shot.”

			“The NTC was in existence, but as you say, it took a long time before local departments started to upload things.”

			“No matches from Dee’s trolling operations?”

			“She’d have sent you anything that caught her eye.”

			“Okay. But maybe the three of us should meet up after I’m back from Reno.”

			“Have fun, and don’t gamble away Jules’s inheritance.”

			And on that note, Al slipped some money under his cup for Ruby, Raquel swept the toothpicks onto her plate, and they left.

		

	
		
			
				Chapter Thirteen

				Then

			
			Raquel got home that night to find more garbage bags at the side of the stairs, which was as far as Dee could toss them without having to venture past the top landing. These, too, she carried around the side of the house. In the front hallway, she saw that Dee had run out of bags and started filling old cardboard boxes with art, knickknacks, clothing, and many of the folkloric sculptures and wood carvings that the Laings had collected over the years.

			Dee, coming out from the sitting room with a small rolled Tibetan carpet, told her the boxes were for Goodwill.

			Raquel said they needed to talk about it.

			Dee replied that they didn’t need to talk—that it was ridiculous, and psychologically unhealthy, for two grown women to be living in a house that had not changed since they were ten, and in any case, it was past time to have the walls painted, that they’d have to pack things up, anyway.

			Raquel objected that they’d painted the walls only five years before.

			Dee pointed out that when they did, they’d used exactly the same colors, and it was time for a change.

			Raquel threw up her hands and went into the kitchen, where she found the shelves mostly empty, and asked how Dee expected her to cook.

			Dee replied that she shouldn’t be so dramatic, that there were pans in the cupboard and there were paper plates, that the new dishes she’d ordered would arrive tomorrow.

			Raquel took out her phone and called for a meal delivery—a single meal delivery—but when she spotted the handle of their mother’s beloved wok in a box of battered saucepans and cheap aluminum frying pans, she hauled it out with an outraged clatter, and hung it back on its hook with a bang.

			The wok stayed, as did some of the pictures and carvings rescued from the garbage bags, although much of the rest did indeed go to the secondhand shop or the homeless shelter.

			Some of Raquel’s would-be-rescues were rejected a second time; those she carried down to the basement.

			The quilt she folded and put in the back of the linen closet, where it remained, slowly hidden behind the new sheets and blankets that arrived daily.

			Cat was perplexed, and voiced her displeasure over the absence of several prized cushions.

			

			 

			The following week saw the one-month anniversary of the Gallegos murder. The case ground on, with a lot of depressing interviews that left Raquel wondering how all this scum had collected in the corners of a city like San Francisco. She fielded half a dozen calls from the family, ranging from tearful begging to angry demands, and could only give them various versions of the same response: the investigation is ongoing.

			Pam was on call when another suspicious death came in, and seized the case with glee, claiming that it left her with little time for the endless Gilbert Gallegos follow-ups. Everyone knew the death would turn out to be an accident, but Raquel was just as happy for a few days of working on her own.

			She had a long conversation with the lieutenant about bringing Romero in for questioning, but he was not keen about placing an important restaurant owner and his high-powered attorney in an interrogation room, based on almost no actual evidence. He suggested they see what else came up, hopefully more concrete than Romero having rubbed Raquel the wrong way. The suggestion was in the form of an order.

			Al was not having much more luck with his cases. The San Diego sheriff’s office dug the David Cooper material out of the evidence locker and sent the bullets off to the feds, who claimed to process a report within thirty days…unless something more important got in their way. His new San Diego buddy also read him the key parts of the Cooper file, which wasn’t very informative: man shot, body badly decomposed, clothing ripped by (probably) coyotes, wallet on the ground nearby, keys in the car thirty feet away, SFPD notified, case gone cold. If he wanted the entire folder, they could photocopy it, but it would take a few days. He also went up to Reno to talk with the original investigator of the Ramon Alvarez murder, and came home with little more than was already on the books.

			Scattered pieces, a tangled thread. Raquel ended up blurting out that she thought the Gallegos folder was going to end up in his Cold Case Unit. He made a sympathetic noise, but could not argue with her.

			A week went by, then another. Pam went away with her boyfriend for a few days and came home tanner, blonder, and wearing a diamond on her left hand. The government narrowly avoided a shutdown, and the Bay Area was rattled by a quake. Jack-o’-lanterns began to appear on the neighbors’ doorsteps. Dee ran out of things to purge from the walls and shelves and set about filling the now-empty spaces: deliveries appeared on their doorstep multiple times a day, and she had to hire one of Rory’s unemployed clients to return the things she decided against. Her mood improved. No one pointed out that the basement was full of Emma and Tom’s possessions.

			A level of détente had been achieved in the household, with the number of Mom-and-Dad reintroductions averaging out at roughly ten percent of that tossed—a smaller percentage for things that were purely memorabilia, somewhat higher if the item in question might be considered a tool. If Raquel noticed that almost none of what Dee dragged to the door was actual furniture, she did not say anything. Thus, Dad’s chair remained in the spot where it had stood since the day his wife bought it for him—but it and several other pieces began to grow little swatches of alternative upholstery.

			Similarly, paint chips were gathered, discussed, and taped to the walls for further consideration. Some minor remodeling was discussed, and their contractor consulted. On Halloween, troops of small, sugar-mad trick-or-treaters trudged up and down the steps. The neighboring jack-o’-lanterns mildewed and slumped, to be replaced by sprays of artificially orange autumn leaves and childish drawings of turkeys in windows.

			On the surface, normality was restored. Dee’s fit of pique against their parents might even have been mildly amusing were it not for her flat refusal to speak about the Laings, and the deep resentment that Raquel occasionally caught on her sister’s face when her eyes came to rest on some object rescued from the purge.

			After that, Raquel left most of the rejected past gathering dust in the basement, and she and Dee cautiously returned to their collaborations, be it paint colors or murdered drug dealers.

			Until the second Tuesday of November, when Raquel walked into the kitchen with the Thai takeout she’d picked up on her way home and found Dee at the table with a file folder of printouts: she’d connected Michael Romero with Gilbert Gallegos, at last.

		

	
		
			
				Chapter Fourteen

				Then

			
			“I caught a picture on someone’s Instagram page this morning,” Dee said, “and a bunch of stuff fell into place.”

			Raquel looked warily at the folder. “Is this kosher?”

			“Absolutely. Well, almost all of it.”

			Dee flipped open the folder and laid a hand on the contents, a gesture Raquel had seen her sister perform dozens of times in front of a Zoom screen. The pages she was about to go over would be organized in Dee’s usual meticulous way, starting with some key image, then going forward through her presentation: each step clearly delineated, each link clearly defined.

			“I’ll start with the one weak place here, three photos I suggest we simply remove from the file before you take it to your employers, since they won’t be happy to see them, and you can get them another way. That’s these.”

			She removed a clip from the photographs and laid them in front of Raquel. The low angle and the distortion identified them as stills from a doorbell camera. The view was not terribly inviting: concrete walkway, patch of lawn on either side, a picket fence that any adult could step over, a sidewalk with a two-lane road beyond, and on the other side of it some kind of commercial building with a lot of windows, probably a restaurant, set back by a deep parking lot.

			The first showed an orange Mustang with the license plate Whoaman, pulling into the lot.

			The second, dimmer than the first, nonetheless captured the back end of a dark Tesla Model X pulling in, with the first two letters of its back plate visible: RO.

			The third one, still in the daytime color mode, showed the now-dim shapes of two men standing next to the Mustang, talking.

			“Where is this?”

			“Let me take you through it,” Dee answered. She clipped together the three doorbell camera shots and set them to the side, then went back to the folder.

			The first page showed the FasTrak toll-crossing photo of the Gallegos Mustang with the personalized plate. He had come across the Golden Gate Bridge into San Francisco on September 8th at 7:56 p.m., five nights before he was killed—without his phone, which had placidly continued to tell the local cell tower that he was at home.

			The next photograph showed the orange Mustang driving past a lot of sailboats. It was slightly pixilated, obviously pulled out of a larger snapshot, but the license plate was clear enough.

			“This was posted on Instagram late last night, by someone who had been on a long cruise and then came down with Covid, which may explain why a picture taken in September wasn’t put up until November. I checked the images, and that’s one of the marinas in Tiburon.”

			Raquel stirred, about to voice an objection, when Dee put the next image down. “You’re going to say that I couldn’t have gotten his license plate through OSINT, but I didn’t have to go searching, because there was this.”

			A Chronicle article about the Gallegos murder from September, showing uniforms, Crime Scene, and the videographer working in the parking lot. The body itself was invisible, but the Mustang had not yet been towed, and the license plate was clear. Every other car in sight was either an official SFPD vehicle or an anonymous modern sedan that might as well have had the city logo on the door.

			Raquel knew that a defense attorney would argue that it was a guess, but she thought the license was fair enough. She nodded. Dee picked up the next page.

			By the time Dee finished, the Thai food had gone cold, and she carried the containers over to the microwave while Raquel went through the pages again. When the noodles and duck curry were steaming from the plates, Raquel picked up her fork and absently took some bites.

			“Are these all open-source?” she asked.

			“Pure OSINT, other than the doorbell camera image. That one I hacked into. Which took me all of ten minutes—really, you’d think people would pay a little attention to their security. This guy didn’t use two-factor authentication, didn’t even change the preset password, I could have stripped his home computer bare, bless the man. Anyway, I lifted those stills off the videos, and you shouldn’t put off going after them for too long—there’s some signs the guy is having money troubles, and if he cancels the subscription, the videos get deleted.”

			“Should I ask how you knew to look at that particular house in all of Tiburon?”

			“No, you probably shouldn’t. Although the guy is forever posting on the town council’s forum about the kids who hang out there, so you could have discovered him through that, with a little random looking around.”

			Which meant Dee had slipped into some secret, probably governmental spy-satellite site to follow the Mustang—and she was right, Raquel didn’t want to know. She waved her sister to go on.

			“Yes, I know, you’ll have to think of some better excuse. Anyway, the guy will probably be happy anyone’s listening to him and give you the videos. Everything else I’ve given you is perfectly clean. I didn’t even have to use a dummy account for Instagram.”

			At the end, Raquel straightened up the pages and tucked them into the folder—including the pirated front-door pictures. “Thank you. I’ll make an appointment with the lieutenant tomorrow.”

			

			 

			Late the following afternoon, Raquel finished her presentation and let the others study the pages she’d laid out methodically—Dee’s printouts plus some from the SFPD records. She wished Al were here, but the Gallegos murder had nothing to do with him.

			The lieutenant picked up the dim, pixilated, and as of one o’clock this afternoon, absolutely permissible photographs from September 8:

			6:55 p.m.: an orange Mustang pulled into the empty parking lot of a restaurant that had a sheet of plywood nailed up over its door. It was evening, but light enough to see all the details of the car and its license plate, which read Whoaman.

			7:18 p.m.: the sun was going down when a dark Tesla Model X pulled in. Unfortunately, the motion-sensor doorbell camera had been triggered by a delivery truck an instant earlier, which obscured all but two of the letters on the Tesla’s plate: RO. By the time the brown box pulled away, at 7:20, the Tesla was tucked into the parking lot behind the Mustang.

			7:26 p.m.: a dog-walker triggered the camera, which recorded the now-dim shapes of two men standing next to the Mustang, talking.

			7:36 p.m.: the Tesla pulled out of the lot. It was dusk, and the camera had switched to the black-and-white darkness mode. As it left, glare from the car’s headlights obscured the front license plate.

			The Mustang followed precisely five minutes later, headed for the Golden Gate Bridge FasTrak camera.

			“You didn’t have to cut any corners to get these?” he asked.

			“These are all free and aboveboard,” she said, hedging her answer a little. “An online image search for the Mustang’s license plate brought up an Instagram photo on a public page, taken by some tourists headed for a birthday dinner in Tiburon. Gallegos’s phone did not ping any towers in Marin, but we already knew he was in the habit of either shutting it down or leaving it at home several times a month—including five times in the past year when his credit card was being used at one or another of the Romero’s chain. We haven’t had any luck yet in linking him to any ongoing burner numbers, he may have kept changing them.

			“Now, I will admit that the parking lot photos were a less direct find—but as you know, at a certain point in any stalled investigation, you tend to toss in more…intuitive ideas. In this case, we couldn’t think of any reason for Gallegos to be in Tiburon that night, but he did die in a deserted parking lot exactly five nights later. We thought there might be some pattern in his behavior—he liked to meet shady friends in dark parking lots. Anyway, we figured it might be worth driving over to Tiburon to see if we could find any deserted parking lots. We went over this morning and got lucky when we spotted a house across the street from one boarded-up restaurant and it had a doorbell camera. We knocked on the door to ask if they had the record for early September. Fortunately, it was within the cloud storage period, and the old guy was happy to be helpful, so he gave us what he had from that night—the stills are from those videos. That car belongs to Gilbert Gallegos. The only Tesla Model X we could find whose California plate starts with RO is registered to Michael Romero. And the picture of the two men, while far from clear, can probably be cleaned up. Even if it can’t, the figures match the two men in general terms.”

			“ ‘A less direct find,’ ” the lieutenant said dryly.

			She gave him a virtuous look. “Bit of a reach, I know, but we were getting nowhere, and all it cost us was a trip across the bridge.”

			Raquel watched the lieutenant’s face closely, and saw the muscles relax into satisfaction. He didn’t actually say, Got the bastard, but everyone in the room could read it.

			He raised his head to look at Raquel. “Let’s bring Mr. Romero in for questioning.”

			Questioning was a step down from interrogation, but more aggressive than an interview. Raquel smiled at him. “With pleasure.”

		

	
		
			
				Chapter Fifteen

				Then

			
			Michael Romero came promptly at 10:00 Friday morning, accompanied by his lawyer, a man named Troy Spivak, who was as well known to the SFPD as his client.

			Either man’s suit was probably worth more than the clothing of every cop on the Homicide Detail combined. Their watches probably came with more zeros attached than every smartphone and computer on the fourth floor—and it wasn’t even worth considering the cars that had brought them here.

			She and Pam were standing outside the elevator, having got word that the men were on their way up. Raquel was holding a notebook and two bottles of water, and stood slightly behind Pam’s shoulder. She and Pam had spent a solid hour going over the play, tweaking Pam’s hair and clothes, coaching her body language. This time, Pam would take the lead, and present herself as crisp, competent, no-nonsense. “Let them think of you as a lesbian,” Raquel had told her, and Pam had looked startled, then grinned. When the elevator door opened, she stepped forward and gave the two men a smile, followed by her hand. “Good morning, Mr. Romero, Mr. Spivak. Thank you for coming in.”

			They shook hands—both men trying for the palms-down position of dominance, with limited success. “I think you know my colleague, Inspector Laing?” Raquel offered them her hand submissively, palm up. The two gym-hardened hands delivered their manly squeezes, and she stood back, following the others into the smaller of the Detail’s two interview rooms, the one with no windows, inadequate ventilation, and barely room for four chairs around the table.

			Pam gestured the men to the side facing the camera, and slapped down the folder she carried, pulling out her chair with a squeak. Spivak, after a disapproving glance at the ancient and exceedingly beat-up laptop and half-drunk cup of coffee left on the table, set his sleek briefcase down and sat across from her. Romero took the chair beside him, leaving Raquel to put the two water bottles in front of the men, carry the cup over to a corner of the room, shift the laptop to one side, and settle down with her notepad.

			Pam then launched into the introductory remarks, which they had crafted to sound a narrow step away from the full Miranda rights. Romero gave a quick, involuntary glance at his lawyer as she said the words, “You do have the right to remain silent, as I’m sure you know,” but neither man interrupted, nor did they object to the session being recorded. However, the moment Pam was finished, Romero spoke up.

			“Am I under arrest?”

			Spivak’s twitch was almost imperceptible—almost—but he didn’t actually reach out to lay a hand on his client’s arm.

			“Not at present. Unless you’d like to confess?” Pam asked. Raquel could see her expression, and made a mental note to praise her act. Her smile was decidedly cool when she added, “You could save us all a lot of time.”

			“I don’t think it’s my job to save the police time,” Romero snapped.

			Now his lawyer did interrupt. “Michael, it might be better if you stuck to answering the ladies’ specific questions.”

			Obviously a reminder of previous instructions. Romero smirked, and subsided.

			And at that smirk, despite the patronizing ladies, Raquel felt a warm glow of confirmation start up in her heart.

			Pam picked up again, doing a fairly good job of carrying out the scenario Raquel had devised: that she felt Romero was guilty (she did not), that she was a pushy interrogator (she wasn’t, not usually), and that she felt very certain about their evidence (absolutely not). Oh—and that Inspector Laing was little more than a short, rather shy cop with intriguing eyes.

			Sitting in her chair playing the part of Pam’s assistant, Raquel was not surprised to see Romero respond to her submissive body language and forget her assertiveness in his office back in October. Spivak, however, had both done his homework and met Inspector Laing before, and was more wary of the silent woman at the table than his client was. He listened to Pam, but kept one eye on Raquel.

			“Mr. Romero, when we spoke with you last month, you claimed that your only interaction with Gilbert Gallegos was to ask if he was enjoying his cioppino,” Pam started.

			“That’s not exactly what I said, but essentially, yes. I often approach solitary diners, helps them to feel welcome. And you know, people who feel welcome leave larger tips for the servers.”

			“So you chatted with him for the benefit of your waitstaff.”

			“Well, I’m not the one who gets the tip.” He grinned at her. His lawyer gave him a warning look.

			“Commendable boss. But in that case,” she said, reaching for the folder and taking out two pages, “can you tell me what you were doing with Mr. Gallegos in a deserted parking lot in Tiburon, five days before he was killed?”

			The first page she laid before him was the photo showing the Tesla around the delivery truck, with the license plate’s “RO.” The second, which they’d had to enhance a bit, showed the car’s distinctive shape behind the parked Mustang while the two men stood and talked. Both date stamps were clear.

			Raquel could practically feel the grins coming from their colleagues watching in the next room. Romero’s face fell, and he was obviously thinking about arguing, but his lawyer got there first, demanding that Pam and Raquel leave the room and turn off the recording.

			Pam picked up the folder, leaving both Tiburon photos behind, and the two women left them to consult. There was plenty of time to work on their backlog of emails before the questioning resumed.

			Or as young Inspector Hadley said, “Who’s making the popcorn?”

			

			 

			When the two women came back into the room, the photograph of the two men in the parking lot lay face up on the table in Pam’s spot. Romero’s gaze locked on to the folder in Pam’s hand as if expecting a snake to slither out.

			During the enforced interval, Raquel had speculated with herself as to what approach the suspect and his lawyer would take. Would it be bluster? She suspected Romero’s automatic reaction would be, What, that picture’s so lousy it could be anyone—although if Spivak had his way, she would expect a more studied and noncommittal acceptance of this particular piece of evidence, in hopes of finding what else the folder held.

			One step inside the interview room and she knew the lawyer had talked his client out of bluster. Both men showed a degree of caution as they watched Pam sit down and arrange the folder, a pen, a notebook, and her bright pink water flask with an SFPD sticker on it. Neither paid much mind to Raquel, who again had to push the oversized laptop to the side to make room for her own pad. The cameras were back running when they came in, so Pam went through the full ritual for the recording—officer and suspect IDs, date and time, all the rest. She then paused to unscrew the pink top, take a drink, screw the top back on.

			“Can I get you two anything? Coffee? Another water?”

			“I’ve had the Department’s coffee before, no thanks,” Spivak said. Romero shook his head.

			“Okay, but let me know if you get thirsty. These interview rooms can be dehydrating.”

			“We’ll finish here and then get our own coffee.”

			“Understandable. So, Mr. Romero, having had a chance to talk with your lawyer about that midnight meeting with our murder victim, what does he want you to say about it?”

			Spivak sat forward. “To be clear, Inspector, I have not instructed my client as to his response.”

			“Of course you haven’t. Mr. Romero?”

			“I didn’t know it was him.”

			“Sorry?”

			“The guy in the parking lot. I didn’t know it was Gallegos.”

			“Are you in the habit of meeting strangers in deserted places in the dead of night?”

			Raquel thought this was as good a time as any, and surreptitiously tapped Send on her messaging app.

			“No, of course not. But I’d been—”

			Pam’s phone, its volume turned deliberately high, blared out an alert. She picked it up, glanced at the text, and stood. “I’m sorry, gentlemen, I’m needed elsewhere. Inspector Laing will take it from here.”

			She stated her departure for the recording, and walked out. The two men gaped at her back, then turned as one to look at Raquel. She had been fiddling with the laptop, and now looked up, giving them a noncommittal smile. “You were saying, Mr. Romero?”

			“Yeah. Um, that place in Tiburon. Once Covid started to fade, the restaurants were doing so well, I decided we might open another place, and I’ve been watching for something to come on the market in Marin. When that property went up, a few weeks earlier, I drove over to have a look. It had been empty a long time, because it basically needed a complete gutting, so I spread the word that I was looking for someone to do the work of stripping it back to the walls. I heard that one of my customers knew a guy with a truck who was happy to work for cash. He left me his number, and the next time I had to be up in that area, I arranged to meet with him on my way back. It was pretty near dark, and I was tired and not paying a lot of attention. We talked for about two minutes, he said he’d call the agent to let him in for a look around and then send me a bid. I said thanks and we both left.”

			The story was as full of holes as a fishnet stocking. Gilbert Gallegos did not own a truck, and the thought of that young man in designer jeans ripping out cabinets and Sheetrock was absurd. But Raquel did not go after any of the holes or absurdities, merely saying, “You left, exactly five minutes apart.”

			“I wouldn’t know about that. I just drove off. He could have spent the night there for all I know.”

			“So I imagine this must have come as something of a surprise,” Raquel said, hitting the old laptop’s Play button and swiveling the screen around to face him.

			His reaction was both extreme and instantaneous, and there was no hiding either: Romero’s head snapped back the moment he realized what he was seeing: a young man kneeling down in his $400 blue jeans and $250 T-shirt, hands together behind his back, wide-eyed and mouth working against a patch of duct tape, cringing away—then the gun flashed and he spun and fell. Down on the pitted asphalt, squirming and bleeding and scraping his face against the rough surface—

			Romero’s hand slapped the laptop shut.

			He stared across the table at Raquel, and she was very glad that she’d added a high-speed, high-resolution camera next to the room’s ancient model, because there was a lot going on in that face. Horror, yes, and a desperate casting about for ideas, but why that extreme fear? The man looked ready to lunge for the door—or for Raquel’s throat. She’d not have thought a cool character like Michael Romero would panic at the video of a brutal shooting, especially not if he’d been the one to pull the trigger.

			Or was he the one recording it? His background was criminal, but rarely violent, not even as a young man. Could this possibly have been the man’s first encounter with death?

			She became aware that the lawyer was berating her, protesting her crudeness, threatening to file a complaint for forcing his client to witness such a thing. Not that Spivak knew why Romero was reacting so strongly, why this smooth, wealthy powerhouse was now sitting in his chair almost shaking with reaction. But he could see it, and his bone-deep instinct was to try and distract Inspector Laing before she noticed.

			Too late.

			She leaned sideways in her chair to peer under the table at Romero’s feet. Calmly, she straightened and picked up her pen to write a note on the pad: brown leather loafers, look custom.

			She put the pen down, sat back, and turned the laptop around, opening it again so that the video could play to the end while she waited for Romero to pull himself together and Spivak to run out of words.

			“And bang!” she said unexpectedly, in time to the second gunshot, noticing Romero’s flinch from the corner of her eye. She then clicked the video off the screen and closed the computer. “Mr. Romero, you’ve seen that before.”

			“I…Christ, yeah. I mean, the entire Internet has seen it—I had to tell my kitchen staff to stop playing it at work.”

			He was trying hard to present a face of normality, and coming close enough that a less-experienced cop might have taken his denial at face value. But not Raquel Laing. And even without her skills, any cop who’d spent enough time sitting across from suspects would have seen the sweat on Romero’s face.

			“You were there,” she said calmly, as if he hadn’t spoken. “Which means either you shot him yourself, or you were the one filming it. It’s interesting, the camera’s reaction. The person in charge of recording it jerked a couple of times and kept letting the focus drift to the side. As if, even onscreen, they were finding it hard to watch. Though I imagine the sounds Mr. Gallegos was making must have been trying as well.”

			“Inspector Laing,” Spivak broke in sharply, “that’s enough. If accusation and amateur dramatics are all you have, I’d say we’re finished here. Michael, let’s go.” His chair screeched back, followed more slowly by the second chair.

			“That’s fine,” she said, closing her notebook and clipping the pen on to its cover. “We know where to find you, Mr. Romero. Although I imagine the same applies to the person you were with that night. Your associate, who may not be happy when he starts to consider how vulnerable you have made him to this investigation. I’d hate to find he decided to take his irritation out on you. Or your family.”

			She had delivered the little speech almost at random, mostly to keep his lawyer from controlling the room’s dynamic. But to her amazement, what she saw made her pray that his height hadn’t put his face out of the camera’s view. He was frozen, with horror, dread—panic, almost, and his body stood, locked in place, until the lawyer seized his arm and pulled him toward the door.

			She watched them go, a myriad of small things coming together in her mind. “Thank you, Mr. Romero,” she called. “We’ll see you again soon. And if you decide you want to talk about plea bargains and protective custody, your lawyer knows how to reach me.”

		

	
		
			
				Chapter Sixteen

				Then

			
			Playback time. They’d moved into a boardroom with a wall-mounted screen so everyone could see.

			Raquel had stopped the video of the session just as the lawyer was reaching to grab his client’s arm and stir him into motion. Romero’s face was at the top edge of the screen, but was clear from the hairline down.

			She took a swig of water, her throat dry from giving what amounted to a one-hour lecture. She leaned forward to study the subtle positions of the eyelids, the tension in the lips, the stretched look of the neck as if he might draw back from the perceived threat in her words.

			“Man,” said a voice behind her. “Are you always looking that closely at people’s…stuff?”

			She glanced over her shoulder at Mark Hadley, baby-faced at nearly thirty. “What ‘stuff’?”

			“The zygomat major and pro-whatever.”

			“Zygomaticus—”

			“And I mean, I have trouble reading those expressions even when you freeze them like that.” He nodded at the screen. “How can you possibly see all those little…twitches when you’re sitting there talking to them?”

			She looked at him for a minute, playing with the idea of actually telling him why she could do that. But no: in the end, it was better to leave things simple. “Practice?” she told him.

			“But she’s right,” Pam said to the room at large. “I mean, I’m not sure I agree with everything she says, especially about the early part of the interview, but Rock—Raquel, here where you mention his partner. You can see that hit home. I mean, we knew there was somebody, from that little bit of shoe in the murder video, but the idea of pissing the guy off really does scare the shit out of him.”

			At the moment, however, Raquel was more interested in the sequence of Romero’s panicky reaction. She had been using the near-cliché of making a suspect feel the threat of a partner’s revenge, but watching the slowed video, she had noticed that his reaction was already showing before she had finished the thought.

			She ran the recording backward a bit, then let it advance by fractions of a second, leaning forward to study Romero’s expression. It still struck her as extreme—no simple dread at the idea of a partner’s anger, but something closer to terror. And for some reason, it began the moment she said the word associate.

			It was gone in an instant, with the lawyer’s tug on his arm, but that sickly expression…

			Scared shitless, indeed.

			It had only taken an hour out of Raquel’s day—basically, delivering a condensed course in the fleeting telltales of microexpressions—to get Pam to that admission. Even then, the most she could hope for was that her partner might stop dragging her feet a little.

			Pam made a face and gestured at the screen. “So, what can we do with it?”

			Raquel pulled her gaze from Romero’s stretched face. “Do with it?”

			“Yeah, can we actually use that microexpression stuff in court?”

			“It’s not like DNA or fingerprints,” Raquel said. “Courts don’t accept it as evidence. Think of it like…like an experienced cop who has a hunch. Someone like Kitagawa, or Al Hawkin, can get away with intangibles in a court testimony. If they mention the way a suspect refused to meet their eyes or clenched his fist when his wife interrupted him, those aren’t evidence, but they are observations that have weight because the court knows those men have spent decades catching criminals. You or I would probably get two words in before there was an objection.” Pam began to speak, but Raquel talked over her. “However, anyone who gets to Homicide already has years of experience doing it. You might not be able to use your gut feelings in an actual testimony, any more than you can arrest someone—or ignore your other suspects—based solely on a hunch, but microexpression analysis can be a valuable tool. It can tell you if you’re going in the right direction.”

			Pam’s look could have made for a teaching slide in itself, an illustration of disappointment—nothing fleeting about it. “I’m not sure that does much good.”

			Raquel felt like rolling her eyeballs, but instead, said simply, “Isn’t it always easier to find something if you’re sure it’s there?”

			Raquel hadn’t actually admitted that Dee used illegal means to lead them to the meet between Gallegos and Romero, but Pam was neither stupid nor inexperienced, and knew that, yes, they’d known where to go looking for the camera. The shrug she gave now was more I guess than I don’t get it, and Hadley and a couple of the others were looking thoughtful, so Raquel closed down the image and let her audience wander back to their desks.

			She sat looking out of the window for a while, then got up and crossed the hall to the lieutenant’s office. “Can I have a minute?”

			He pointed at the chair, and she sat.

			“I’d like to apply for search warrants on Romero. The restaurant, home, car, electronics, the lot.”

			“Not an arrest warrant?”

			“I’d like to take another run at him. Maybe on Monday.”

			“Why wait? He could get a lot of stuff cleared away over the weekend.”

			“I suspect he cleared away the most obvious stuff before he came here. Whatever we find, it’ll be digital, and that’s harder to hide.”

			“You could still get it by this afternoon, if you write fast and the DA’s feeling generous. I can send an officer over to keep an eye on Romero.”

			“No, I’d rather have him spend the weekend worrying, and walk in on him when he’s begun to relax. I think an officer on the street outside his restaurant might make it pretty obvious that we’re coming.”

			“Your call. Remember, you only have ten days to serve the warrants.”

			“I won’t need them.”

			“Hope you’re right,” he said, and moved to answer the blinking button on his phone.

			

			 

			“We need to write up some warrant applications,” she told Pam.

			“Search warrants? For who?”

			“Romero’s restaurant, his home, his phone, computers, iPads, all that.”

			“Rock…ell, I can’t serve a warrant tonight. Or tomorrow—I’ve got things I have to be at.”

			“Oh, we won’t serve them till Monday. Can you get them started?”

			“All right. Did you want me to use those photographs from the stuff your sister gave us?”

			“And the attached evidence—how many Teslas have California plates that start with those two letters, the statement from the real estate agent that he showed Romero the property in the middle of August, all that.”

			“Sure.”

			“We need phone records, too—calls and GPS tracking and cell tower pings, if we can get them. You do the first draft, I’ll take a look when you’re finished.”

			“Yes, Mother.” Pam sounded annoyed, but Raquel didn’t want to take any chances.

			“Spivak is the highest-priced attorney in the Bay Area. With this one, we cross each t and dot each i, no gaps at all.”

			“Gotcha,” Pam said, and retreated to her desk.

			I really need to talk to the lieutenant about moving her, Raquel thought—then glanced at the clock and realized that she was going to be late for lunch with Al.

		

	
		
			
				Chapter Seventeen

				Then

			
			It was two weeks since Raquel had last met with Al at the Blue Plate, but it seemed like months—in part because of the grind of the case, but also because the weather had abruptly changed, bringing in the first serious California rains of the season. The City was filled with minor accidents and people soaked to the skin, although knowing that the fire season had finally ended was cheering up even the most unprepared pedestrians.

			Raquel was not unprepared, and shook the rain from her umbrella at the door, then propped it in the corner next to an old-fashioned tan raincoat gone dark with absorbed water. She checked the size in the label, made a mental note to ask Dee to find a waterproof replacement that a 70-year-old man might wear, and joined him at the table.

			He was already dipping into a bowl of steaming soup.

			“Onion?” she asked.

			“Hits the spot,” he said. “Ruby wouldn’t let me wait to order.”

			Fortunately, he hadn’t been out in it long enough for his actual clothing to get wet, she was glad to see, and joined him in Ruby’s recommended November menu of soup and grilled cheese.

			“How goes it?” he asked.

			“It is going well.”

			“I can see that—good news at last. What happened?”

			She enjoyed telling him about the progress with Romero, the photographs and the interview. He laughed aloud at her description of Spivak turning them out for an emergency conference with his client—Al had retired from Homicide before the attorney came on the scene, but knew him well from cases since then—and nodded wryly when she told him how she’d had to take her partner and colleagues step-by-step through the high-definition interview recording. He nodded at her proposal of next steps and, as usual, offered any help he could give.

			“What about you?” she asked when Ruby had picked up their plates and the two twenties he had set on the table, and brought their coffee and the change. “How does the world of colder cases progress?”

			“I do have a couple things you’ll be interested in,” he said. He took a twice-folded sheet of paper from his inner pocket. When she unfolded it, her eyebrows went up.

			“NIBIN got back to you.”

			“Two minutes before I left for lunch. Turns out the gun that killed your father has a complicated history.”

			She read through the summary from NIBIN—National Integrated Ballistic Information Network—which was run by the BATF—Bureau of Alcohol, Tobacco, and Firearms—using the technology of IBIS—Integrated Ballistics Identification System—to analyze bullet and cartridge cases for the cross-agency information network. Probably a Beretta 92, the report said. Its earliest bullet on their records was taken from the body of a drug dealer in Guadalajara, Mexico, in February, 1984. Next, as Al had just discovered, came David Cooper, in 1997 near San Diego, followed by the deaths of two journalists investigating the narco trade, murdered on a back street in Veracruz in June, 2003—where the police also collected two cartridges from a different gun, possibly a Glock. One of those cartridges bore the partial fingerprint of a man who died the following year in a gang shootout in Sinaloa. After that, the probably-a-Beretta went underground until October, 2018, when one of its bullets showed up in the skull of a heavily damaged and yet-to-be-identified body washed onto a beach south of Malibu.

			“That is one busy gun,” she said.

			“It could have traded hands a lot, or had a single owner who’s always back and forth across the border. Either way, the gun has spent twenty years in the drug business. I would guess cartel.”

			“No links to Ramon Alvarez?”

			“No, he and Lucha were killed by a different gun. And before you ask, there’s no reason to believe either of them owned the Beretta.”

			She studied the page for a minute longer, then asked, “Can you send me the complete report?”

			“Already in your inbox.”

			“Thanks. And you’re right, that’s a weapon with a lot of history.”

			“I’m not sure what to make of the fact that none of the crime scene reports for the Beretta mention bullet casings.”

			Not that cops were always as careful as one might want in their evidence collection, Raquel thought, especially thirty or forty years ago. And in any case, shooters were often in the habit of tidying away evidence. “Statistically, it wouldn’t be surprising if cartel shooters tended to have a fairly high rate of clearing up their brass.”

			“I’d guess any deliberate killer would be more cautious about evidence than someone who kills in a moment of passion. And that brings me to the second thing.” Raquel’s head came up at his tone of voice: calm, deliberate. He might as well have said brace yourself aloud. “The material San Diego sent me was a little sparse, so I called and asked if I could talk to the original investigating officers. It took a while—they’re both retired and the main guy just had heart surgery—but he phoned me the other day. He was a little fuzzy on the details, but he had someone bring him the files so he could refresh his memory. When he called back, his description of your—of the David Cooper crime scene had some oddly familiar notes.”

			“In what way?”

			His eyes flicked across the nearby tables, checking that they would not be overheard, then lowered his voice, anyway. “David Cooper was shot twice. The first bullet hit him in the stomach. He fell to the ground, apparently crawled away for a few minutes, and was then executed by a second bullet, in his left temple.”

			She stared at him. “The Gallegos killing? But it’s not—”

			“Not the same gun, no—that was a .45. Plus, twenty-five years apart, it’s most likely a coincidence. However, it was something I thought I should mention, since you may come across it on your own. And it could be useful to keep an eye out for other deaths with that MO. There may be some gang or cartel thing we haven’t come across before.”

			“I want the photos.”

			“Absolutely not. You do not need to see the pictures of your father’s body. There’s no evidence there anyway, since it was heavily disturbed in the days before he was found. But the San Diego guy was fairly new at the time and he spent a lot of time thinking about the scene, and the only thing he could come up with to explain the forensic details was a relatively lengthy delay between the first wound and the second. The initial bullet went straight through him—they found it buried in the soil, a few feet from the car. The second they found in his head, and although coyotes or something had been at him, the blood trail made it clear where he’d died, about thirty feet from the car. Not that it would make much difference, since they never even had a suspect. But like I say, keep it in mind if you come across anything similar.”

			“Al, I can—”

			“No. And before I go any further with this, I want your promise that you and Dee won’t go after them. You do not need to see those photographs.”

			She gazed at him for a time, thinking about it. Al would have examined those photos very, very closely before declaring them off-limits. What were the odds of her noticing something that he had not? “Were his hands bound and mouth taped?”

			“No. But then, they were miles from anywhere. Nobody to hear, no place to run to.”

			“Any other tire prints?”

			“It was several days before he was found. No rain, but a fair amount of wind. And as I mentioned, predation.”

			She nodded. He waited a moment, then went on. “The sheriff’s investigator remembered thinking at the time that whoever shot him had wanted him to suffer, but hadn’t wanted to risk leaving him there in case someone came along and got him to a hospital in time.”

			“Like Gallegos.”

			“By no means an exact match of MO, but as I said, worth bringing it up.”

			“Thanks. Though I suppose that in 1997, the shooter wouldn’t have been filming it. I mean, unless he’s a sickie who wanted a souvenir, there wouldn’t have been much purpose. I suppose he could have made copies and mailed them out to…friends? Enemies? Targeted individuals, anyway. CDs?” she wondered.

			“More likely videocassettes,” he said, but she hadn’t actually been asking, merely ticking through the ideas that came to mind.

			“Anyway, I’ll have Dee add that MO—potential MO—to her searches, a bullet in the stomach followed by a long pause and then one in the head. Why isn’t there a federal database for distinctive MOs?” she groused.

			“Raquel, I don’t think—”

			“I’ll tell her to remove any photos of David Cooper,” she promised. As if she needed any grainy crime scene photographs to envision her father’s handsome face after a week of hot sun and hungry scavengers.

			“Good. And how is Dee? What is she up to? Or do I want to know?” he joked. Half joked, perhaps.

			How was Dee, Raquel wondered. When he’d last asked, she had put off answering. This time…I really do need to talk to somebody about this. Still, she sighed, and unconsciously picked up one of his quarters, her fingers marching it up and down along its back. How best to introduce the alien world she had uncovered, then tried to heal over, during the month since Dee had discovered that she was, as she put it, not a Laing? “Dee is conflicted. The genealogy test said she was adopted, too.”

			His cup paused on its way to his mouth. “What?”

			“I know. She had no clue—I didn’t, either. She looks enough like the Laings to be theirs biologically, and I’m certain they had her very soon after she was born—there’s an unbroken series of photos in the albums, starting when she was tiny, with Mom and Dad.” Though no pregnancy photos, her mind noted belatedly. “The earliest ones were taken in Mexico, where they were living at the time, but they continue in our house here, which they bought when they came back to California when she was small. Nowadays, it’s easy to fake photographs, but not then, not so cleanly.”

			“She’s from Mexico, then? Does she know who her parents were?”

			“The MyKin.com site doesn’t give much on her father, just a few fairly distant relations, but it says that her mother was a woman named Dolores Ortega, and she has relatives around—California and Texas, mostly. But Dee is…upset, at the realization that Mom and Dad deceived her about something so important, for her entire life. She’s furious, and reacted by trying to clear the house of anything and everything that reminds her of them. She won’t even talk about it.”

			“They might have kept it quiet because it wasn’t a legal adoption.”

			Raquel shook her head. “I find that hard to imagine. Not that black market adoptions weren’t an enormous thing in the eighties, but I can’t see the Laings willingly having anything to do with one.”

			Black market adoptions were an ugly business. Newspaper articles from the time—she, too, had speculated—quoted prices of up to $20,000 for a healthy child with paperwork that could pass US inspection. Babies were often stolen outright—from hospitals, maternity homes, and even directly from their mothers. Dissidents in prison had their newborns taken and sold. Many of them had not been pregnant when first arrested.

			“Could they have thought it was aboveboard?”

			“Both of them were active in the farm labor movement—they couldn’t have been ignorant of what a black market baby meant. And they weren’t the sort of entitled people who ignore ethics when they’re inconvenient. In any case, Emma had only been out of university for a few years—she might not have even known she was infertile yet.”

			And there was no autopsy to raise the question, since the crash was such an obvious cause of death. Yet more overlooked pieces to her sister’s puzzle.

			“So, what did you find out?”

			“Why would you assume I went looking?”

			He did not reply, merely turned his Don’t be stupid look on her.

			She gave him a crooked smile. “Yes, okay, I wanted to know…basically: why? Emma and Tom Laing almost never lied. If we ever caught them bending the truth, usually to other people, they would sit us down and explain why they’d done it. Plus that, Dee was more or less an adult when they died, more than capable of dealing with the idea of being adopted. So, yes, I went looking. Which, okay, I’ll admit is a bit ironic, considering how angry I was back in September when she went poking into my past.

			“But what I found was, even with registering for MyKin, there wasn’t much to go on. A handful of names, but few birth dates, cities, middle names, married versus maiden surnames, relatives—anything. There’s thousands of random listings for the name Dolores Ortega—an actress, a politician, housewives by the dozen, you name it. Considering the Laings and their interests, I even looked at the lists of desaparecidos. In the eighties, the ‘Dirty War’ against Communists was merging into the ‘war on drugs,’ and that’s when the cartels really took over. Both gangs and governments made a policy of disappearing their enemies—did you know that more than a hundred thousand men and women are still missing? And sure, there are variations of the two names on the lists, a couple of whom even disappeared the same year Dee was born, but that is nowhere near evidence.”

			“Will you talk to her about this?”

			“When Dee wants to know, she can find out more than I can.”

			He shook his head. “You two, rooting around in each other’s past.”

			“The two situations are somewhat different.”

			“Right. And if your sister had decided to respect your right not to think about your father’s death, would it ever have been linked to those other killings?” He gestured at the ballistics report printout.

			“Probably not,” she admitted. “And if I had anything less coincidental than a similar name and a rough date, I would approach the organizations that keep those lists and see what they know. But the chances of a connection are small, and even if we did find that one of those women was Dee’s mother, the odds of that leading to any actual investigation are minuscule.”

			“Still, you need to talk to her about it.”

			“I will. Maybe in a few months. Right now, it’s way too raw for her. She feels betrayed by her own parents, and if her sister starts pressuring her…well, I don’t think I should.”

			He nodded, picturing the effect of a second perceived betrayal on even the most sociable of agoraphobes. In thoughtful silence, they finished their coffee and went back out into the rain.

		

	
		
			
				Chapter Eighteen

				Then

			
			Raquel, somewhat reluctantly, added the IBIS report to the Gallegos file, along with a lengthy explanation of why she was adding the forensics details of an apparently unrelated gun, used to commit a series of murders stretching over thirty-four years: namely, that it included a 1997 San Diego murder that might suggest a pattern in the manner of killing, by either an individual or a group. As she reread what she’d written about the potential significance in having two bullets with a delay between them, she found herself making a face at the screen. It sounded thin. Grasping at straws. If it didn’t have the name Alonzo Hawkin attached to the possibility, it would have been discounted completely.

			She copied it all and sent it over to Dee—and added a note asking her to see if any of her friends could recommend a good raincoat for an older man.

			She then picked up the warrant applications that Pam had printed out and left on her desk. She read through them, found two spelling mistakes and several missing commas, added some phrases she thought might clarify matters for the judge, and put it all back on Pam’s desk. Her partner made a noise of irritation. “I was about to leave.”

			“You finish them up, I’ll get them signed.”

			Raquel’s offer to take on the legwork to the DA and judge lessened Pam’s irritation, although she still jerked her chair back and slapped the mouse to bring the desktop to life. “I don’t know why we couldn’t have done this all on Monday.”

			“Because if something comes up over the weekend, I want to have these in my hand without having to wait.”

			“What’s going to happen? You think he’s going to burn down his restaurant and make a break for the border?”

			“Pam—”

			“Yeah, it’s fine, here it comes.” She finished her corrections, hit the Send key with a flourish, and reached down to hover her hand over the power switch. “Anything else?”

			“Have a good weekend.”

			Pam turned the desktop off and began to gather her things, giving the window a hard glare. “It better clear up. Tonio and I were invited to a wedding that’s supposed to be in the garden of the groom’s parents, down in Woodside, and I have a brand-new pair of Jimmy Choos I want to wear.”

			“Mm,” Raquel said absently, having picked up the NIBIN report again.

			“You have any plans?”

			“Sorry?” She looked up.

			“This weekend. You have anything good planned?”

			“I thought I’d spend some time at the shooting range.”

			“Wow, you sure know how to party.”

			Target practice sounded like more fun to Raquel than a garden wedding in a pair of expensive shoes—or even her other option, which was painting the living room—but Pam was on her way out the door. Once she’d phoned the DA to let him know the request was coming, Raquel went back to transfer some notes from the report on the probable-Beretta.

			February, 1984: drug dealer in Guadalajara

			November, 1997: David Cooper in San Diego

			June, 2003: two journalists in Veracruz (also at the scene: prints of a man later killed in a gang shootout in Sinaloa, on casings, possibly from a Glock)

			October, 2018: Malibu beach

			All five of the gun’s direct victims, as well as the related cases in San Francisco and Sinaloa, were tied to drugs, either selling them or investigating them.

			Raquel knew there could be any number of other killings that hadn’t made it onto the NIBIN registry. Most big-city police departments tried to review their cold cases regularly, and submit any unexamined ballistics evidence to the federal system. But small towns, rural areas, departments under budget constraints, or cops who didn’t care about clearing their backlist meant that there were a lot of bullets and cartridges sitting in evidence lockers. Still, with the exception of David Cooper, all the deaths on the Beretta’s record were connected to large urban centers, which increased the chances somewhat.

			And absent ballistics evidence, she wondered, could there be methodological links between these other deaths, as Al had suggested lay between her father’s murder and that of Gilbert Gallegos? Not the drive-by, she thought. And the gun’s first death was so long ago, she doubted there would be much available. The double murder of the journalists? Two simultaneous victims would be technically difficult, although it was worth looking into, but she also wanted to phone LA County and see what the coroner had found in the Malibu death.

			But as she’d complained to Al, there was no database for MOs. The only option was a case-by-case inquiry, looking for individual deaths where the shooter waited around for a while before finishing off the victim.

			At this point, there was no way she could justify the time—either her own, or that of the people in Veracruz and Malibu who would have to go into their records rooms for her. And in any event, she reminded herself, with no obvious ties to the Alvarez/Morales murders, she had no business looking into those deaths. Cold Case was Al’s job. Let him do it.

			She closed out the document, switched off the computer, and went home to a weekend of tarpaulins and paint fumes.

			

			 

			On Saturday afternoon, while Dee oversaw some complicated baking project with Rory’s kids in the kitchen, Raquel carried her phone, her laptop, and the considerably more basic SFPD laptop up to her bedroom, well clear of the kitchen voices and the roar of fans helping dry the day’s paint.

			She sat in the window seat and propped the work laptop on her knees, opening her email—and the first thing to catch her eye was the DA’s search warrant approval, which included the searches of telephone and electronic devices. She grunted in admiration, at his willingness to let her go after a man as important as Michael Romero, and started the pages to printing. With luck she would catch the duty judge before he settled down to dinner.

			She sent back her thanks and glanced at the rest of the emails before shifting her attention to the Romero file, where she’d put the stills she had taken from the interview. She moved slowly through them, watching how the smirk gave way to wariness, then alarm. She expanded the final image, that brief but unmissable moment of terror her lens had caught on Romero’s face.

			Despite what she’d said to Mark Hadley, Raquel had not learned her skills at reading faces without the benefit of slow-motion video simply through practice. Nor was it just years of training—although she had those—or even that her brain was wired differently from theirs—which it definitely was. At the base of it, the thing she had never spoken about with a single person other than Dee, was the fact that childhood trauma changed a person, permanently and irrevocably, and that one symptom of PTSD was hypervigilance.

			By itself, hypervigilance could cripple, leaving a person paranoid, jumpy, angry, and self-destructive—the amygdala constantly alerting, causing the system to flood with stress hormones. But somehow, Raquel’s young mind had managed to find a way to use it. It had taken her years to realize that, were it not for the solid, calm, unwavering, and above all intelligent support of Emma and Tom Laing—their love, and Dee’s when they were gone—the two years of childhood chaos and abuse she had lived through would probably have twisted her into a sad, damaged person. Instead, between the Laings’ strength and her own neurodivergent brain, her nine-year-old mind had been given the resources to begin shaping a potentially devastating condition into a tool she could use.

			Practice, yes—but not the kind one would recommend to another human being.

			She glanced at the photograph on her dresser, which showed Emma Laing reading her a book on this very window seat, then reached for her phone to send Pam a text:

			Need a brief talk, let me know when you have 5 minutes free.

			While she waited for a reply, she opened a browser on her own laptop and looked through the list of raincoats Dee had sent her, choosing one that was neither the most expensive nor the more fashionable, but highly rated and looking like something Al might wear. She gave his house in Palo Alto as the shipping address, and wondered how long it would take him to figure out who had sent it. A few minutes later, her phone rang, with Pam’s name on the bar.

			She tapped the button and said without greeting, “Sorry to interrupt your wedding party, but I wanted to let you know the DA approved the warrants, so I’ll take them to the judge this afternoon. If he says yes, I’ll go see Romero Monday. Probably at his restaurant.”

			“You sure you want to wait till then?” There was a band playing, muffled by distance or doors, and voices raised in merriment.

			“I want Romero to spend the weekend twitching at every car that drives past his door. And I don’t want to serve it when he’s home—having us come in with his employees watching will be worse for him than keeping it in the family.” Or would it? How would Romero feel, if those three people in the photograph he kept on his desk, positioned for his eyes alone, had to watch him taken away in cuffs? In general, she tried hard to avoid arresting a suspect in front of his children. And despite the chance of using that extra bit of pressure on the man, she shied away from the idea of that young boy’s face contorted by tears.

			“He’ll call his lawyer,” Pam warned.

			“Yes, but it’ll be in front of his waitstaff and cleaners.”

			“That lawyer would love to charge you with harassment.”

			“Just doing my job.”

			“Yeah, right. Look, I have stuff in the morning on Monday, but if you can wait till noon, I’ll go with you.”

			“They don’t serve lunch on Mondays, but the person who answered said there’s some early business group coming in for happy hour at four, which means they’ll be busy setting up. I want to be there no later than noon, leave here around 11:30. I’ll ask Mark or Bobby.”

			“No, I’ll be there. I’ve been thinking—about those expressions you found on his face. I’m not sure I follow all your conclusions, but I would agree that he’s slippery as hell.”

			Raquel was surprised, but said, “Okay. But if you’re late, I’ll grab whoever’s around and go without you.”

		

	
		
			
				Chapter Nineteen

				Then

			
			The judge read the name on the warrant with a raised eyebrow, but signed the forms.

			The rest of the weekend passed with no alarms on the Romero front.

			Monday morning flew by. Even though Raquel had spent the non-painting part of the weekend putting together background material for Crime Scene and going over the list of what they were looking for, she would let someone else go to the Romero home and deal with upset wives and any frightened children coming home from school. She did another search on his current wife, Karen, and found little more than she knew before: the woman had been a middle-grade teacher he met at a 2016 food-bank fundraiser. The restaurant’s professionally-done Instagram feed posted photos of the event, which were picked up by a few gossipy online news sites. But after that, Karen Romero nearly vanished. The Instagram photos themselves had been deleted, and more recent pictures of her tended to be at a distance or in a crowd. Romero’s adult daughter, Ana, was slightly more visible, but Raquel could find no images at all of the young son.

			Michael Romero was keeping a high, tight wall between his present home life and the rest of the world. In Raquel’s experience, this meant either something embarrassing he wanted to hide, or something precious he wanted to protect—and his face had given her the answer to that. He loved his family enough to consider hitting a cop—and a woman, at that—who dared to so much as pick up their photo. Idly, she wondered if the photograph still had a place on his desk, or if he’d locked it away after the vulnerability was revealed.

			She picked at the sandwich she had brought from home, although she had the usual pre-confrontation lack of appetite. At 11:00, Pam texted to say she was on her way. At 11:20, she texted again to say she’d be there in fifteen minutes, and then at 11:36 sent:

			5 minutes sorry!

			Raquel messaged back to say:

			We’ll use your car, pick me up at the front.

			At 11:44 Pam’s Audi swerved over and the locks jumped open, her apologies and curses against clueless out-of-town drivers spilling out as Raquel opened the door. Raquel was still fastening her seat belt when Pam accelerated out into traffic, collecting the blare of a horn from behind them.

			“Pam,” she said, breaking into the driver’s curses, “take it easy, we’re fine for time. Even if he did get wind of the warrants, most of what we’re looking for is going to be digital, anyway. There’s not a lot he can do to hide that.”

			There was actually a lot that could be hidden, but not quickly, and not without some very specific skills. Somehow, she didn’t think Michael Romero had his own Dee Laing working in the back room.

			The restaurant would be shut until 4:00, but behind its closed doors, things would be busy, with the kitchen gearing up for the evening and the other staff laying out the tables. When Raquel had phoned at 11:00, to say that she was dropping off a sample print job and needed to talk to Mr. Romero, she was assured he’d be there until the dinner hour.

			Pam pulled up at the front, empty of valets today, and they climbed out. Raquel stood rapping at the glass door with the end of the Leatherman multi-tool she always had in her purse, its metal making for a louder, and more relentless, sound than her bare knuckles. It would be hard to miss inside—although it took three minutes before the lock sounded and an irritated face looked out.

			“We’re not—”

			Pam, fully embracing her inner pushy cop, stuck her badge up in the young man’s face and followed it through the door. “San Francisco Police Department,” she said. “I need to see Mr. Romero.”

			“Wait, you can’t—do you have a warrant?”

			“Good boy,” Pam said, shoving a page in his face, “you’ve watched enough TV to know what to ask.”

			He reared back, trying to focus on the sheet, allowing Raquel to circle around him in one direction, Pam in the other. In twenty seconds, they were at Romero’s office door.

			Closed. Raquel gave a brisk knock and tried the handle: locked. She raised her voice. “Mr. Romero, this is Inspector Laing. I need to speak with you. Mr. Romero? I know you’re in there.” There was no response—and putting her ear to the wood, she could hear no sound, not even of a paper shredder running. She looked around for the busboy, and instead spotted a young woman in a pristine white apron, sticking her head out of the kitchen.

			“Can—”

			Raquel interrupted. “I need a key.”

			“I can’t let you into Mr. Romero’s—”

			“You can, SFPD, I have a warrant. Where’s the key?”

			Another white apron appeared in the doorway, this one older and male. “She needs the office key,” the woman told him. “She says she’s the police with a warrant.”

			The man studied Raquel, then Pam, and stepped back into the now-silent kitchen. In seconds, he reappeared with a ring of keys, sorting through them as he approached. She intercepted him before he reached the door, took the key that he had isolated, and thrust it into the lock. She turned it, pulled it out, returned the key ring to the cook, and looked at Pam.

			The question on both their minds was, How desperate would Michael Romero be?

			And the answer on both minds was, Let’s not take a chance.

			Raquel pointed the cook back at the kitchen, and he hastened to obey, gathering the sous-chef and the others craning to see. The busboy scurried past and dove after them, while Raquel and Pam both pulled their weapons. Pam nodded. Raquel reached over with her left hand, turned the knob, and flung the door open, saying in her loud cop voice, “SFPD, put your hands where I can see them!”

			No response. The office was empty.

			Pam thrust her SIG Sauer away and stalked off to the kitchen. “Where the hell is he?” she shouted.

			Raquel could smell Romero’s lemony aftershave: he had not been gone long. She went around the desk to see what he’d been doing, and found the laptop’s screen faded, but not yet darkened into sleep. A touch of the pad brought it to life…and there, at the upper corner of his screen, was a black-and-white image of the sidewalk and street at the front of the restaurant. The back half of Pam’s car was off-screen, but not its front doors.

			He’d seen them coming.

			She should have sent Pam around to watch the kitchen door.

			She cursed her rookie mistake, and followed the computer’s settings to the screen-saver function. It was set to go to sleep after ten minutes of no activity, so she changed it to “Never,” saving Forensics the frustration of a password lockout. She checked that the cord was still plugged in, then helped herself to a Post-it from his executive-set dispenser, clicked open his Japanese enamel pen, and printed in large black letters, DO NOT CLOSE. She stuck the note prominently on the laptop’s keyboard—and left the pen in the hinge to make an accidental closure that much more difficult.

			“He went out the door just before we came in,” Pam said. “He was carrying a gym bag.”

			“The street camera view was on his screen when we arrived.”

			“You think he heard we were coming?”

			“Or habit, who knows. Call the team at his house and let them know he might be on his way. And—let’s get his wife and son to a hotel.”

			Pam looked startled. “You think they’re in danger?”

			“No,” she said. “I think they’re in danger of disappearing along with him.”

			But Romero did not go home. Long before Raquel and Pam had finished interviewing the staff, Romero’s wife and son were safely lodged in a room with a guard at the door and an interview set up first thing in the morning. The kitchen staff knew little, and although Raquel made notes on two servers reluctant to meet her eyes, she could tell it had more to do with their immigration status than any criminal involvement.

			With their suspect missing and preliminary interviews done, there was little more for the two detectives to contribute. They’d put out an APB for the Tesla with Romeros on the plate. Crime Scene was in charge of both business and home, their computer guy had happily gone off with Romero’s still-active laptop, caution tape was now stretched over all kinds of surfaces, and an order had been put in for a locksmith for the home safe. It was barely more than 4:30 when Raquel and Pam let themselves out the restaurant’s front door, past the Closed until Further Notice sign and the shouted questions from the reporters.

			As always at these times, the world outside seemed slightly unreal, filled with people walking blithely past a crime.

			Pam pulled out her phone and sent a brief text, then unlocked the car and got in behind the wheel. She sat, but instead of starting the engine, she asked, “Where do you think he is?”

			“The man has a lot of friends. Although not many of them will be happy about sheltering a fugitive.”

			“You think he’s dangerous?”

			“I think he’s frightened.” No need to tell Pam: frightened people, especially frightened men who had imagined themselves untouchable, were always dangerous.

			“I’d guess he’s armed.”

			“You saw the desk drawer with the touchpad?”

			“I did—it looked custom made. Like a gun safe, steel lining and all.”

			“It was standing open when he left.”

			“So, yes, he’s probably armed.”

			Michael Romero could be halfway to Canada by now, armed with anything from a backpack full of cash to a small rocket launcher. She’d had the Crime Scene tech open the drawer all the way so she could get an idea of what Romero valued enough to lock up, but not enough to take with him.

			It was mostly a jumble of expensive gadgets: headphones covered in deerskin, a tennis ball–sized device of silver rings, joined so they would spin (a handheld gyroscope, the tech said), a pack of luggage smart tags, two VR goggles, and an assortment of other executive toys whose main characteristic was their price. On top lay his expensive pretend-analog smartwatch, which he’d had the sense to leave behind lest they use it to track him—and she’d made a note to see if it had recorded his September trip to Tiberon, or to the Hunters Point parking lot five nights later.

			Pam sighed, started the engine, and put the car into Drive.

			They traveled in complete silence across town. Pam pulled up outside Raquel’s house, only partly blocking the street, but when Raquel got out and was turning to close the door, Pam spoke up. “The wedding was very nice, thank you for asking.”

			Raquel bent to look over at her partner—or at the side of her partner’s face with its very clenched jaw. “Your wedding party, yes. In Woodside. The weather must have been nice for it.”

			“Hardly anybody’s high heels were ruined by sinking into the lawn.”

			“Um. Good?”

			“You know, Rock-quel,” Pam said, with exaggerated emphasis and not turning her head in the least, “we all know you’re a fucking genius, and that the captain and Al Hawkin think the sun shines out of your ass, but you might sometimes make just a little effort to—you know. Show a speck of interest in the people around you.”

			Raquel stared at her, and a flurry of possible responses came into her mind, to be rejected, one after another: Do you actually think it’s that simple for me? Or: Have you never met anyone on the spectrum? Or: I might be more interested if any of you were the least bit interesting. No, even on a bad day, she knew better than to say that. What about, I’m really sorry, but I like to keep things strictly professional? Except that was a lie. So in the end, she offered the side of Pam’s head the simple truth.

			“Believe it or not, I’m loads better than I was before Al Hawkin started in on me. If you’d met me ten years ago, you’d have shoved me in front of a car.”

			Startled, Pam turned and looked directly at her, for the first time since leaving the restaurant. Raquel could see it was about equal chances that she’d slam her foot on the accelerator and roar off with the passenger door still open, or that she’d hear what was, in fact, an apology.

			But to Raquel’s astonishment, there seemed to be a third option.

			Pam’s face crumpled. For a horrified instant, Raquel thought her partner was about to dissolve in tears, but then she gave a sharp choking sound—and threw back her head in a burst of laughter.

			Raquel wasn’t exactly sure why the brutal truth would strike her partner as so hilarious, but it was better than cold resentment, so she went with it, smiling as if she’d made a deliberate joke. Pam was grinning when she shook her head and said, “God, I never know with you, do I? Yeah, I’ll try not to shove you in front of a car. See you tomor—Jesus, what the…?”

			Something had caught her eye in the rearview mirror. At the same time, a horn blared down the block and Raquel took a step back, intending to let the car pull away—but then Pam was lunging for her purse and shouting, “Gun, gun, he’s got a—”

			Raquel’s head whipped around: Michael Romero.

			Time slowed as twenty things happened at the same instant: Pam yanking at her seat belt and the squeal of brakes and horns blowing and distant screams and shouts—Romero, the shouting was Romero—NOT GOING TO TAKE MY SON FROM ME YOU BITCHES WHY COULDN’T YOU JUST SHUT UP AND KEEP IT—his face contorted with fury and terror and despair and then his gun was flashing and Raquel had only enough time for one mad thought as her fingers scrambled for her weapon—the muzzle flash is so bright when it’s pointing at you!—before the third flash and her leg burst into fire and tumbled her to the ground where she cried out even as she was trying to roll fast enough to get her gun clear before another of those wild shots could reach something more central—

			And then the gunshots shifted, a different sound from a different direction and suddenly it was Romero who was falling, landing with a thud, his handgun [Colt some part of her brain coldly noted] skittering across to the neighbor’s half wall and Pam came into her vision then, Pam with her gun in both hands, holding it on Romero, lying crumpled and still. Pam, who shot a quick look at her partner and shouted something but stayed where she was for a moment, and when Raquel didn’t get up and reassure her, Pam backed slowly away from the man on the ground, never taking her eyes or her gun away from him.

			“Are you shot?”

			“My leg.”

			“Can you reach your cuffs?”

			Raquel worked a hand into the bag slung across her shoulders and came out with her handcuffs. Pam’s eyes stayed on Romero as she approached him, kicked his slack legs around to put both arms into view, and worked the cuffs onto his wrists. She retrieved his gun, popped open the trunk of her car to drop the weapon inside, slammed it shut, then went back to Raquel, taking out her phone as she came.

			“Any medical personnel here?” she shouted.

			“My wife’s a nurse, I’ll get her,” called a voice.

			Pam thumbed her way through the buttons and was soon delivering terse commands—officer down, shots fired, solitary suspect down, scene under control, require EMS and police, reciting the address she read off the nearest house, identifying herself, and acknowledging the response.

			She lowered the phone, looked down at Raquel and met her eyes, then over at Romero, who hadn’t moved. She stood for a moment, closed her eyes, and gave a great shudder of reaction.

			Raquel tried to speak, coughed (Shit, that hurts!) and tried again, intending to thank Pam for saving her life. However, she was interrupted by two things.

			First, a peculiar noise, a slap slap slap—was that raindrops? No—one of her neighbors was clapping, then the pair of dog-walkers in front of the next house joined in, followed by a harassed-looking woman pushing a stroller occupied by suddenly silent twins, and soon random people climbing out of the cars that were scattered along the street began to applaud, then whistle, and hoot their approval.

			And next, even more like a hallucination, over Pam’s shoulder Raquel saw her own front door fly open and there was Dee. A pause—one, two—as Raquel drew breath to call that she was okay—but then Dee was running down the stairs—down the stairs, out of the gate, and up ten feet of bare, public, exposed sidewalk to where her sister lay bleeding.

			Dee, her face startlingly pale, grabbed on to Raquel’s hand like a lifeline. Moments later, a small woman with a kind face was kneeling beside them, asking questions Raquel didn’t hear but Pam seemed to.

			Then a siren started up in the distance, and another. Raquel Laing smiled at her sister, and gave her fate over to the hands of others.

		

	
		
			
				Chapter Twenty

				Then

			
			November was lost to pain, two surgeries, and a wheelchair.

			December was a third surgery, more pain, and a geriatric’s walking frame with tennis balls on the feet.

			January and February presented Raquel with a cane, a lot of physical therapy, and growing, ill-tempered frustration.

			In March, she was allowed to drive at last, and went two days a week to the Hall of Justice, refusing to use the handicapped spaces, tapping her way past the Homicide offices to Cold Case, and settling in to work with Al Hawkin.

			In April, a skeleton was uncovered in the Gardener Estate down the Peninsula. A serial killer came to light, the 1972 disappearance of Polly Lacewood was solved, and a relationship with Jen Bachus, manager of the Gardener Estate, began.

			In May, Inspector Raquel Laing handed in her badge and gun, and went to work for her sister.

		

	
		
			
				III

				Now: July

			
		

	
		
			
				Chapter Twenty-one

				Now

			
			Him

			In my business, people on the top can die fast. Rivals, police departments—whole government agencies, waiting out there to take a person down.

			Two rules keep me safe. One is, Be the predator: fast, strong, ruthless.

			The other is, Camouflage is everything.

			A deer will look directly at a mountain lion and not see it if the cat blends into the landscape thoroughly enough. Don’t move, don’t doubt—and when the deer decides there’s nothing to worry about and lowers its head to graze, move fast.

			People don’t believe their own eyes, if the camouflage is good enough. You can get away with anything, if you convince your prey that there’s nothing to see.

			I went to a party a while ago, in the garden of a house so expensive, it was less about providing shelter than about displaying the price tag of every blade of grass. The guests, as with the world at large, accepted that the owner’s brilliance in tech paid for it all. They don’t see that his true skill is in breaking the law.

			If the mask is good enough, if the lie is big enough, if the face is confident enough, people will believe anything.

			Camouflage.

		

	
		
			
				Chapter Twenty-two

				Now

			
			On the fourteenth of July, the eight-month anniversary of the night one of them was shot, two sisters sat on opposite sides of a kitchen table, studying a gold star. Seven points, representing the seven virtues—aspirational, rather than compulsory—surrounded firm words picked out in blue enamel. Inspector, it said. S. F. Police. The badge was remarkably unblemished, all things considered.

			“So, he talked you back in.”

			“Looks like.” There was not a lot of enthusiasm in Raquel’s voice. “For a while, anyway. As a consultant.”

			Raquel picked up the star, as familiar a weight in her hand as the returned SIG Sauer was on her mind. She had tried going it alone. Since the November shooting, three surgeries and endless physical therapy appointments had taken her from medical leave into part-time Cold Case work with Al. And then, two months ago, a particularly demanding cold case became very hot, at which point she’d decided that the SFPD restrictions carried too many constraints for the pursuit of justice. She handed in her resignation, started working for Dee, and filled out the forms for PI certification…only to sit across from Al one day at the Blue Plate and find, to her surprise, that a general grumble about the cost of healthcare had somehow turned into an admission that going solo had not felt as right as she’d expected. That, in fact, she actually didn’t want to quit. Al could be a manipulative bastard sometimes. But he also had a way of being right.

			And he’d obviously been working behind her back, because it turned out the lieutenant had not yet got around to processing her resignation.

			She now laid the badge down on the table and picked up a little wooden token from the local organic market, on the point of asking about their weekend plans—then stopped and took a closer look at her sister.

			“Are you okay?” she asked abruptly.

			“I’m fine,” Dee said. “Why? Do I look sick?”

			“You look…distracted.”

			“Oh, my mind’s on that thing in Ukraine I’ve been working on.”

			But Dee’s face betrayed her lie. It wasn’t the thing in Ukraine, Raquel thought. It was the thing that had been grinding away at her sister for months now: her parents were not her parents, and the two people she had loved most in the world had lied to her.

			After the DNA report came back in October, Dee had done everything she could to strip the ghosts of Emma and Tom Laing from the house, and from her life. Another woman might have moved out entirely. Instead, Dee had evicted Tom and Emma. She did not talk about them, she deleted the MyKin.com app, and she had methodically erased almost all evidence of them. Tom Laing’s favorite chair was now upholstered in a warm orange fabric. The kitchen table, she had let Rory’s kids paint all over. She had even scoured the wok down to bare metal one day, which was taking Raquel considerable effort to season back into usability.

			Neither of the women at the table that July morning was the same person she had been the previous fall. Raquel had only been off the cane for a short time, and would face hard work to get her through the Department’s physical test. Dee had been shaken to the core, first by the MyKin revelation, then by nearly losing her sister—she had left the house that terrible day for the first time in years, to go with Raquel to the hospital. Finally, and more slowly, both were wrestling with the drastic rewriting of their roles.

			Neither of them had really focused on how dependent Dee was until Raquel became the dependent one. And with Raquel now being in what looked like was becoming a relationship with Jen Bachus, the woman she had met working the spring’s dramatic cold case, things were about to change even more.

			Dee’s dismantling of the house, following October’s first spasm of reaction, had ended. During Raquel’s recovery, Dee had carried on with the repainting and reupholstering, but quite a few of the paintings and carvings Raquel had brought up from the basement had been allowed to remain on the walls and shelves.

			She had also started conversations with a psychiatric colleague of Rory’s, a woman whose primary field was anxiety disorders. Recently, Dee had taken to sitting just outside the front door, setting a timer for three minutes. She’d got as far as two steps below the top landing before retreating inside.

			Raquel thought about confronting Dee on her claim of Ukrainian demands, then mentally shrugged, and was opening her mouth to tell her about a trip Jen had suggested for the fall when Dee blurted out, “All right, yes. It’s the Ortegas.”

			“Your biological mother’s family.”

			“Yeah. I was thinking I might renew the MyKin membership and pick one or two. Send them a message.”

			“Good idea.”

			“You think?”

			“I do, actually. If you don’t, it’s going to be hanging over your head forever.”

			“Unfinished business.”

			“Neither of us is good with unfinished business,” Raquel noted.

			“You’re right about that.”

			“Who will you start with? I remember seeing some contacts. Closest one was in Modesto, I think?”

			“I thought I’d start with Phoenix, but maybe Modesto as well. I’d rather keep things at a distance. To begin with, anyway.”

			“Makes sense.”

			“Does it?”

			“To me. But then, I’m paranoid and aloof.”

			Dee laughed, a rare thing in recent weeks, and the two sisters went off to their respective offices.

		

	
		
			
				Chapter Twenty-three

				Now

			
			Raquel’s email that morning included several tedious forms related to her reinstatement; a suggestion from the captain that they set up a conversation to lay out just what her status of “consultant” would mean; a note from Al’s daughter, Jules, thanking her for the present she’d sent for the baby shower—everyone had been astonished at the announcement that Jules, in her early forties, would be presenting Al with a second grandchild at the end of summer—and a number of conflicting emails related to her hospital bills.

			But after running her eye down the sender/subject lines, the one she opened first was from Pam Fawcett.

			The Officer Involved Shooting investigation had long since run its course, once the final publication of a Firearm Discharge report cleared Pam of any wrongdoing whatsoever.

			Pam herself wasn’t so sure. Oh, intellectually and professionally, she knew the shooting was justified. She had accepted the praise for saving the lives of Inspector Raquel Laing and however many others who might have been hit by Michael Romero’s wild bullets, including those toddler twins in the stroller that Forensics discovered had been missed by less than six feet. Pam knew it was a righteous shooting—but emotionally? She had killed a man. She, Pam Fawcett, had taken the gun issued by the SFPD to serve and protect its citizens, she had aimed it at another human being, and she had pulled the trigger. He’d been dead before he hit the pavement.

			And she had killed him.

			Raquel hoped her former partner was sleeping better than the last time she’d seen her, when her gaunt face and haunted eyes had gone to talk to the Return to Duty panel, through a corridor filled with colleagues gathered to show her their support.

			She now tapped the email open and read, with no surprise, that Pam was taking some time away from the Department. She and Tonio had broken up, and she’d given him back his ring and his Audi. She was seeing a new guy who was really sweet and supportive, her sister had found her a great job at her school, her parents had given her the down payment on a condo, and…she hadn’t decided to quit entirely, she loved being a cop, but thought she needed some time doing other things. Her therapist agreed. And she wanted to thank Raquel for being such a kind and encouraging partner. She’d learned so much during the short months they’d worked together. If Raquel ever found herself down in Sunnyvale and wanted to drop by for lunch, it would be great to see her. Love, Pam.

			Raquel’s eyes lingered on the phrase kind and encouraging, and her hand hovered over the Delete button, but in the end, she filed the letter instead. Funny to think that for a brief time, she’d looked at the woman’s flaunting of money and wondered not only about her outside sources of income, but her reasons for being in the Department in the first place. Pam might actually make a good cop, if she could answer that question for herself.

			Next, she turned to the communications regarding the investigation that had been hers before the shooting had seconded her into Cold Case: Gilbert Gallegos and her chief suspect in his murder, Michael Romero.

			Neither case was hers, not anymore. Nor were either of them officially closed, but as soon as the bullet dug out of Raquel’s leg found a match in the system, the investigation was back-burnered: the gun that Romero shot her with in November had also killed Gilbert Gallegos in September. It was, as she’d thought, a Colt, never registered but reported stolen in a house burglary in Davis the year before. Romero’s family, friends, and employees swore they’d never seen him with a gun—and it was true, his complete lack of control over the thing did suggest he’d never used one before. Nonetheless: he had the gun, and a history of meeting Gallegos. A pair of custom-made shoes pushed into the very back of his closet revealed a trace of Gallegos’s blood on the sole of the left one, and a pattern of broguing that matched the murder video. Forensic accounting led them through a shell company to a small, anonymous, and very secure windowless space in a busy industrial park just off the freeway in San Rafael, which had a high-security dead-bolt lock on its door—keyed, rather than a touch pad, with no sign of the key anywhere. It took some time to gain access to the space, and at first sight, it had been a disappointment: a plain Sheetrocked room with empty metal shelving units on two walls, a long table along the third, and three folding chairs leaning beside the door. But when Crime Scene got to work, every surface tested positive for fentanyl and cocaine. Tiny fragments of tape and gray plastic wrapping matched the package found in the Gallegos apartment, and although most of the surfaces had been wiped down, half a dozen of Michael Romero’s prints came up in places like the backs of the shelves and the framework of the table. The bon-vivant restaurateur had managed to stay completely under the radar for most of his life, but when Gallegos walked away with that parcel of cocaine, it all began to unravel.

			The drugs were of far more interest to the Department than the actual murder. Police departments in four different cities were picking over the Romero restaurants, home, computers, financial and phone records, and every other corner of the man’s life. The FBI, ATF, DHS, and half a dozen other alphabet agencies were involved, finding what the police chief called in one of his many press conferences a “web of criminal enterprise.” Indications were that Romero got his start by laundering money through the restaurants, and was soon doing the same job for at least one of the drug cartels. Then at some point, he became more hands-on with his involvement, while managing to keep himself well below the surface. Michael Romero was a public figure whose very prominence served to conceal his identity as the head—or at the very least, a major player—in what was beginning to look like a substantial drug ring. It would probably take them years to follow all the threads to their end points. Including that continuing source of frustration, the question of what he, his partner, or his boss had done with the drugs taken from the San Rafael storehouse.

			His restaurants were shut, in limbo until the court system decided what part of her husband’s estate Karen Romero might inherit. A number of his regular customers had gone quiet, and a handful were taking extended vacations in places with uncooperative extradition policies. Many of the movers-and-shakers among the Romero’s clientele professed to be shocked. No doubt some of them actually were, since the chain was not merely a front, but a successful concern of its own.

			Not, perhaps, successful enough to justify the houses, cars, and possessions Romero had collected over the years. His wife and son were now in Los Angeles, but Karen Romero’s reaction, her refusal to use her husband’s lawyer, and her continued willingness to help the police, made it fairly clear that Romero had not involved her in his business life.

			Eight months after it all blew up, the Romero world was being stripped to its bare bones, and everyone was happy about it, everyone was saying that the streets would be cleaner.

			Everyone except Inspector Raquel Laing.

			Oh, she was glad to have helped close off a major source of street poison. And she had no doubt that they had the right man when it came to the Gallegos murder. She just wished that she could forget Romero’s face, coming down the street as he was firing that uncontrolled pistol. She saw it in her dreams, as clear and detailed as a high-res video.

			The problem was, she could not get that face to match what everyone knew about the man.

			It wasn’t only the public’s glee, with rampant speculation and amateur true-crime fans going on about him being a well-disguised psychopath, hounding his widow and daughter into hiding, trashing the fronts of the restaurants, forcing the police to put a guard on his home lest the vandals get through his gates again.

			It was an easy story, satisfying to the public and convenient to law enforcement—who, granted, had missed the signs, but if the man had been so clever that even his wife did not suspect…

			An easy story. Raquel wished she could accept it and move on.

			The problem was, she had to admit that the critics of microexpression analysis were not entirely wrong: it was no more a behavioral science than criminal profiling was. Both functioned by collecting myriad impressions of a person’s behavior or history, then running those impressions through the analyst’s own subjective experience. To some extent, it was indeed simply a way to justify a hunch.

			On the other hand, microexpression and body language were tools she used to process her impressions of a person. She was trained, she was experienced: she was good at her job.

			And her memory of Michael Romero’s face as he tried to kill her did not fit into the slot for a homicidal psychopath, no more than it did of a cornered man choosing suicide.

			What she kept seeing on that face was love. Decision. Sacrifice.

			Which was nuts. A person couldn’t see those subtle emotions on a rage-contorted face.

			And yet….

			She kept thinking about the two times she’d seen a similar facial expression. The first was when she’d been walking through Golden Gate Park and heard an odd, sort of truncated moan. She looked up and saw a woman, standing frozen as her face twisted in a complex expression of horror, and commitment, and knowledge. The next instant, the woman broke into a sprint. Raquel whirled, and saw the blur of an off-leash pit bull racing across the grass toward a child. Seconds later, the dog’s owner managed to grab the leash and tragedy was averted, but the woman herself collapsed to the ground, overcome by hysterical tears, her scarred features twisted by the memory of when she herself had been small and savaged by a dog.

			The second time, Raquel had been a uniform cop called in for crowd control around an apartment-house fire—clearing the road for the fire trucks, keeping people away from hoses and hydrants—when the roaring cacophony was pierced by a woman’s scream. One of the firefighters looked up at the window, then over at the nearby flames, and a long moment later, set off with that same expression on his face, straight into the burning building.

			Heroic acts often come from a testosterone-driven sense of invulnerability blessed by dumb luck. However, the instant of hesitation by both the woman in the park and the firefighter showed that they knew full well what choosing action would mean—and had gone ahead regardless.

			Michael Romero had not been rescuing a child or plunging into a burning building. Romero was a slick lifelong criminal implicated in at least one murder, who built a life of riches and influence in a syndicate that destroyed people’s lives. Whose response to being caught was not to phone his expensive lawyer, but to get out his gun.

			And yet…

			She could not get the picture in her mind to merge with the facts that were being uncovered.

			She even talked it over with Al, who proved sympathetic, but unconvinced. And if she could not win Al over, she knew she would have no chance with the lieutenant, trying to persuade him that her memory of a face—a brief glimpse, one split second before she was shot—justified his keeping the investigation active. What was she going to say? “His face reminded me of a woman in a park?” There were good reasons why cops did not work the cases they were involved with, and Inspector Raquel Laing was not exactly impartial when it came to Michael Romero.

			The only thing keeping the Gallegos murder from being conclusively shut, and placed inescapably at Romero’s feet was, ironically, that same brief glimpse in the murder video of a polished shoe. There was no doubt the shoe was his: the blood on its sole and the stitching around its laces would have removed any hesitation in a jury’s collective mind. And yet, an absurd amount of time had been spent in the Homicide Detail, debating that half second of recording, analyzing the angle between the lens and the shoe, comparing that with the angle of the shots, and theorizing about the position of the hands. Half the Detail argued for a single killer. The other half agreed with Raquel, that there must have been both a shooter and a person filming. Both sides had used the Department’s crime scene reconstruction software to illustrate their positions. Both sides had taken their debate out into the hallway to demonstrate the possibilities. Both sides had finally been sent back to work when the lieutenant came out and found them rolling about on the floor, and banned any further argument.

			Eventually, when no massive revelation came along to decide otherwise, the official position settled in: the only thing keeping Michael Romero from being charged with the murder of Gilbert Gallegos, as revenge for stealing a package of cocaine from him, was the inconvenient fact that Romero was dead.

			And yet…

			In the end, Raquel had opened up what amounted to private murder books on both Gallegos and Romero, duplicating what information she’d had, adding what reports and evidence she’d been given by sympathetic colleagues. They grew to include not only a copy of her own lengthy statement about what she and Pam had found in Romero’s office and what had happened later on the street outside her house, but also less-than-fully-licit copies of the statements taken from witnesses to the shooting. There were inevitable disagreements—how many shots had been fired, what direction Romero had come from, what he was shouting as he came down the street—but Raquel felt that her own recollection of that brief, chaotic minute was fairly clear.

			At 12:02 that Monday afternoon, Romero had been at his desk in the restaurant when he saw Pam’s Audi appear in the laptop’s street view box and the two investigators get out. He knew what it meant. He snatched up some things from the desk’s locked drawer and went out the restaurant’s back door and up the side alley to the street. When he was sure that the two of them were inside, he slipped over to the back of the Audi, knowing he was out of view of the camera, and fastened one of his luggage smart tags to the bumper. He then walked the two blocks over to his parking garage and got into the Tesla—at 12:14, according to the all-intrusive eye of the Tesla logs—and started it up, pulling out of his reserved spot and driving up to a near-empty corner of the top floor. There he opened the tracking app on his phone to set up the device.

			After that he merely sat behind the wheel, doing nothing that the garage security camera could see, for thirty-six minutes. They found no record of any text, phone call, or online connection, although they did later decide that he’d spent at least part of the time writing a letter, on stationery and a stamped envelope he’d brought from the office.

			It was after 1:00 when he started the Tesla again. This time he pulled out of the lot, keeping well clear of the restaurant. He paused at a post office a mile away to drop the letter in a box, then simply meandered through the busy afternoon streets for twenty minutes, pausing in front of two or three houses before finding one with a well-hidden driveway, and pulling in. The driver’s door opened several times, and the trunk twice, as he removed the Tesla’s personalized Romeros plate and screwed on a set that had been taken from a Honda Accord some months before.

			The motor started again, and he drove toward the western shores of the city, taking his time, passing through Golden Gate Park on Kennedy Drive, stopping for a while near one of the open fields where there was a Frisbee match going on, then pausing again near the bison paddock.

			When he reached the Great Highway, he turned left, then right in to one of the last parking areas before Lincoln Way. There the car stopped, at 2:33. At 2:39 he got out and hit the lock, then either sat on the seawall immediately in front of the car, or left his phone in the car while he went for a walk. (Apparently, someone had been curious enough about his excursion to dig into the Tesla’s Sentry Mode recordings—only to find that Romero, like a lot of people, never cleared his storage, which meant it was completely filled with random snippets of people, dogs, and bicycles passing too near to the car.)

			Deeper in her file, Raquel had stuck a stock photo of the area, showing the seawall with a scattering of windblown people either passing along the Esplanade or seated on the wall to admire the beach. In the background, ships and sailboats headed in and out of the Golden Gate. The photo illustrated the general consensus: that Romero had gone to the sea to think.

			While he was doing so, calls and texts had poured into Romero’s phone, going to voicemail and lining up in the message queue. Everyone from his wife to his maître d’ had tried to reach him, but the phone just sat, quietly pinging off the local cell tower.

			At 3:14, the car door unlocked, and Romano turned on the motor. He sat for a few minutes, letting the heater run (the weather report said it was 53° that afternoon, and he had not been wearing an overcoat). He then backed out and headed north along the Great Highway, past The Cliff House, through the Lands End parkland and the Sea Cliff area, ending up at the Presidio, roughly two miles away from his restaurant. He parked at the edges of the visitor center and this time stayed in the car, sitting, his phone pinging with incoming messages that went unread, incoming calls that went unanswered.

			Nearly an hour later, at 4:37, the phone app alerted him to movement of the tracker on Pam’s car. He immediately set off to intercept them, catching up as they drove west along California Street, and tailing behind them to the street outside Raquel’s house, where he stopped two car-lengths short of Pam’s back bumper.

			Less than ninety seconds later, he was dead.

			When Raquel had gone through the material compiled after the shooting, she was interested to see the investigating team’s speculations as to Romero’s purpose. Was he fixated on Raquel? Had she done or said something that triggered his rage—on her, specifically? Could he have imagined that without her, the SFPD would lose all interest in him? If so, why not try and eliminate her in the dark some night, rather than in the most public of fashions?

			The witnesses seemed to agree that he had been aware of Pam, even if he had made no effort to fire directly at her. One woman—the neighbor who had called her wife, the nurse, to help—thought he might have been turning toward the driver, but Raquel herself retained a very clear picture of the Colt’s barrel coming back to her after each recoil. Of course, considering his lack of control, she knew that he’d hit her almost by accident. She also knew it was a minor miracle that the only injuries other than hers had been scrapes, bruises, and a broken finger among the bystanders diving for cover.

			He got off seven shots before Pam’s gun responded: the third was the one that hit Raquel. Crime Scene originally made it six, but she stood firm with her count, and had been obscurely pleased when they went back to search the street and located the seventh round, buried in the bricks behind a downspout. No, she told her interviewer, she did not think Romero had moved the gun away from her other than by accident. And no, she could not be certain whether he was fixed on killing her, specifically, or if he’d simply panicked and started firing at the first one of them he saw. Either way, she told them, it did not seem like he was intending to escape.

			The team eventually decided she was right. The GPS records from his phone were consistent with a man wrapping up business, going out to watch the waves to think for a while, then moving to take action.

			Suicide by cop.

			Not, Raquel reflected, that suicide and murderous rage were exclusive. Romero had not struck anyone on the street that evening as being rational, and his tumble of shouted words seemed to stem from a conviction that the police were about to take his son away.

			The next day, a letter had arrived in his grieving family’s mailbox, addressed to Michael Romero. Three days later, when his wife was allowed back in her thoroughly searched and fingerprinted house, she knew in an instant that the handwriting, although uneven, was his.

			It read:

			
				Dearest Karen,

				I am so incredibly sorry for doing this to you, the brightest point in my life. I have made a string of stupid decisions. I keep trying to figure how to set it right, and I’m afraid I may fail. They are going to say terrible things about me, some of which are true, but I want you to know that this, too, is true: you are the love of my life. You, and Ana, and Daniel are treasures I do not deserve, and I would give everything if I could save you the burden of what these next months will bring. Thank you for making me happy, and forgive me, all of you, for my wrongs.

				—M.

			

			Addressing it to himself suggested that Romero had been leaving the door open, just a crack, to the hope that things might not go the way he dreaded. That he would avoid being forced into an act of violence and make it home safely, where he could intercept the note when it was delivered. Before his wife saw it. Before his daughter and son had their lives forever changed.

			Michael Romero loved his family—a fact both clear and surprising. They were his one unexpected point of grace in a life of dirty business. Had he chosen death to save them from humiliation? Or perhaps to save himself from being humiliated in front of them? Michael Romero would not be the first high-powered executive unable to live with shame. And in the end, to have been brought down by two young women investigators must have been the last straw.

			The pundits of social media had no time for the subtleties of shame in a drug lord. Michael Romero was a laughing psychopath who spent his whole life getting away with it, and in the end had chosen to go down in a blaze of glory rather than stand trial like any ordinary criminal. His former friends sold stories and went on podcasts, experts in the difference between psychopaths and sociopaths found themselves in great demand, and 60 Minutes ran a program on innocent women whose husbands did awful things.

			And Raquel Laing lay awake at night seeing that face, wondering what she had missed.

		

	
		
			
				Chapter Twenty-four

				Now

			
			Over coffee one morning, not long after Dee had sent her two messages through the MyKin.com site, she told Raquel that one of the Ortegas she’d written to had died a few weeks earlier.

			“That’s too bad. Which one?”

			“The woman in Modesto.”

			“What did she die of?”

			“Asks the Homicide cop. I don’t know, she was in her seventies.”

			“Well, I hope the other one gets back to you. Oh—and Jen wants to come here this weekend, her landlord is working on the plumbing. I said that was fine.”

			“Sure—anytime. I like Jen.” She gave Raquel a speculative look, very clearly counting up the number of weekends her sister had spent with this new friend.

			“Yes,” Raquel said, answering Dee’s unvoiced remark. “I like her, too.”

			“She’s a good person.”

			“She’s interesting. Unexpected.”

			“Have you talked to her about…”

			“My deep, dark past? Only the general outlines. She knows I’m adopted, obviously.”

			“You should tell her the rest.”

			“Some of it’s part of an active investigation.”

			“Like that’s going to stop you. And I’m not talking about your father.”

			“What, you want me to scare her off entirely? I thought you liked her.”

			“I’m serious, Rock. Though you should also take her to that show at the de Young she was talking about.”

			“Good idea. You cooking tonight, or am I?”

			“Let’s finish off those leftovers the señora brought by. There’s plenty for Jen, if she hasn’t eaten already.”

			“Sounds good. And Dee? I’ll think about it. See you.”

			Raquel had a meeting that afternoon with several members of the task force investigating the serial killer she and Al had uncovered in May. They met in one of the conference rooms, where she helped herself to coffee and took the chair next to Al.

			The buzz of good cheer in the room puzzled her, but before she could ask, he told her. “He’s gone.”

			“Who? Johnston?”

			“Last night. And I trust that one of the guards put a stake through his heart, to be sure he stays gone.”

			Michael Johnston, dubbed “The Highwayman” for the way he had preyed on young hitchhikers during the seventies, had been dying for months. Each time he revived, one of the team would have to go and see him, hoping to pry a bit more information out of him. It would be a relief to be forced to work with what they had.

			“I’m glad,” she said. And although the media would have a great deal more to say about the man in coming days, that was the only epitaph he got from the men and women working to unravel his trail of destruction.

			The meeting ended more or less on time, but since a number of them came from a distance and had been collaborating on The Highwayman long before an official task force was formed, dinner plans were made. It was not, they were all clear, a celebration of his death. Of course it was not. Raquel was expected to join them—she had been, after all, key to opening things up—but as usual, she turned the socialization over to Al, and went back to her office to finish off some email.

			Half an hour later, her cell rang. Raising an eyebrow at the name that showed, she swiped it on.

			“Hello, Pam,” she said.

			“Raquel—oh, I thought maybe you’d—I was going to leave you a voicemail—I…” The voice drifted off, and she gave an uncomfortable laugh. “I’m sorry, I should have thought this through.”

			“What can I do for you, Pam?”

			“I wrote you an email.”

			“I saw it. I haven’t replied yet, I was in a meeting.”

			“I know. I sent it, and then realized…it wasn’t enough. I needed to say thank you. I guess I said that in the email, but I hope you know I mean it.”

			“All right.” What on earth was going on?

			“I also wanted to say I’m sorry. For not taking your suspicions seriously. I thought, that microexpression stuff, it’s kind of…”

			“Hoodoo?”

			“Well, I might not’ve been that rude, not to your face, but sort of, yes. I looked at Romero and I saw, basically, a great guy. I didn’t see any sign at all that he was…what he was. You nearly died because I didn’t listen to you.”

			The last sentence came out in a rush. Raquel sat back in her chair, her hand unconsciously kneading at the scar on her leg. “Pam, I’ve had a number of partners over the years. Some of them I got along with, others I didn’t, but none of them agreed with me much more than you did.” Except for Al Hawkin, she thought—but Al was one of a kind. “And honestly, I didn’t see what Romero was, either. I didn’t see him as a cold killer, or even as someone hard enough to build that operation entirely behind the scenes. I missed it, too.”

			“Really?”

			“Pam, I hate to say it, but we were damn lucky. The way we walked into the situation was like…like going into an old house without checking the state of the floorboards. If he’d been a better shot, he could have killed both of us and half my neighbors that afternoon. And anyway, you were the one who called him ‘sketchy,’ not me.”

			“Yeah, but I’ve called what you do sketchy, too.”

			“I promise, I don’t run a crime syndicate out of my house.”

			Pam laughed. Not much of a laugh, granted, but an attempt.

			“And Pam? I don’t know that I’ve said it before”—she hadn’t, unless it was under pain meds in the hospital—“but I thank you. Not only for saving my life, but for what doing so cost you, and will continue to cost you in the future. Thank you.”

			Pam burst into noisy tears, snuffled and snorted into the phone for a while, choked out her appreciation yet again, and finally hung up. Raquel put the phone on her desk and looked at it curiously, then turned back to her computer—only to glance up at the sense of being watched.

			Al was standing in the doorway. She wasn’t quite sure what his expression meant.

			“You all decide where to go for dinner?” she asked.

			He ignored her question. “Was that Pam?”

			“Yeah. She’s upset, wanted to apologize for about the twentieth time.”

			“That was a kind thing to say.”

			“Was it? It seemed to make matters worse.”

			“Catharsis is good.”

			“I guess. It wasn’t…I didn’t…It was something Jen pointed out. That the bullet messed up my leg, but it was also messing up Pam’s mental health. I figured, saying that to her directly might help her.”

			“Good for you. And yes, we’re going to that Peruvian place down on the water. Come with us.”

			“No, Jen’s driving up tonight, I want to finish off some things first.”

			“If you change your mind, just come. Bring Jen.”

			She was in no way ready to introduce Jen Bachus to all those colleagues, but she merely waved him away and went back to her screen.

			She had a list of questions related to Michael Romero, the case that was not hers…yet was more hers than anyone else’s. And although she was accustomed to investigations ending up with unanswered questions, this one seemed to have a lot of them.

			Those that were still under active investigation, by feds and local agencies, were mostly concerned with the drugs themselves. Where had Romero moved the contents of his storage room between Friday’s session with his lawyer at the Hall of Justice—which must have clued him to the SFPD closing in—and Monday when they pulled up outside his restaurant? Was there another, larger warehouse somewhere farther away from the point of distribution? Which of Romero’s many colleagues and investors over the years were straight, and which were a part of the drugs portion of his enterprises?

			Then there were the parts of the original inquiry that seemed to have been more or less forgotten by everyone but Raquel herself. Who filmed, edited, and posted the murder video of Gilbert Gallegos? Were there accomplices for that, and if so, who? And why did Romero panic when he felt them closing in, rather than stand firm and bring in that high-powered attorney of his?

			She tried to convince herself that the feds and the Narcotics Division and the SFPD digital snoops were all both persistent and experienced, and that answers would continue to come to light.

			In the meantime, she was not allowed to investigate the Romero case—at least, not openly.

			Nor was she permitted to look into the death of her father.

			The Highwayman case was also mostly given over to other departments and agencies, none of whom actually needed her.

			Even MyKin.com was off-limits, unless and until Dee specifically asked for her help.

			Amidst this great flurry of investigations, she was left holding Ramon Alvarez and Lucha Morales—two cold cases that were, in the official eyes of the SFPD, her only concern.

			There was no avoiding the fact that both had been her father’s associates, with Alvarez a close enough friend that she’d called him “Uncle.” But that simply meant she’d have to maintain clear boundaries to keep from stepping over into forbidden areas.

			Anything would be better than having to pore over old lists of missing girls for any who might have been thumbing for a ride, back in the days when that foul creature who had just died was driving the roads.

		

	
		
			
				Chapter Twenty-five

				Now

			
			Jen arrived early enough for it to count as the dinner hour, and the three of them sat down to a platter of the neighbor’s mouthwatering enchiladas. The next morning, after Jen made them all blueberry pancakes, Raquel took her to the Ferry Building farmer’s market, then to the show at the de Young. When they had seen every single room, Jen insisted on going next door to the Japanese Gardens for the childhood pleasures of green tea and tiny cookies. They ordered takeout sushi that night for dinner, and fell asleep in front of the television watching an impenetrable subtitled movie chosen by Dee.

			On Sunday, Raquel and Jen drove up to Santa Rosa and the Luther Burbank gardens, where Jen had friends among both the staff and the volunteers. The day was hot but Jen was in heaven, exclaiming at the roses, pouncing on new ideas, and happily comparing the design choices and overall upkeep with those of her own Gardener Estate. When they left, she was happily burbling away about the research she and one of the staff had been discussing, which explored the interdependence of plants and how they communicate with each other, from trees that practice chemical warfare on potential competitors to the opposite, a plant under attack that sends out a chemical message, or perhaps activates a fungal network at their roots, to trigger the defenses of their neighbors.

			As they passed Mill Valley and the Rainbow Tunnel came into view, Jen broke off with a laugh. “Oh God, I’ve been rattling on like a lunatic. You must be falling asleep at the wheel!”

			“Not in the least. I find mycorrhizal networks and allelopathic interactions fascinating.”

			“Oh, full points for getting the terms right.”

			“They are actually interesting,” Raquel said.

			“You’re very generous. And as a reward, dinner’s on me. Or late lunch? Do you think that place across from Ocean Beach would be serving yet?”

			The Beach Chalet was a restaurant/brewery at the end of Golden Gate Park, a place they’d driven past a few times but never stopped at. Raquel hesitated, picturing Michael Romero’s final afternoon, sitting across from it on the seawall, looking at the waves…

			But if a Homicide cop let her investigations interfere with dining out, she’d be eating all her meals in Oakland and Marin.

			So they went to the Beach Chalet, which at this in-between hour was crowded but not impossibly so. They argued amiably over the best beers in the samplers and stuffed themselves on blue cheese hamburgers and roasted cauliflower, then split the truffle cake to go with coffee.

			One bite, and Jen closed her eyes in sheer bliss.

			Raquel studied this unexpected person. Those dark windblown curls overdue for a cut, that ridiculous scattering of rings on her fingers, the adolescent freckles on her nose. A woman who found joy in chocolate cake and local history and gardens, for heaven’s sake—within minutes of meeting Jen, back in April, Raquel had to ask her what a wisteria was. And when it came to bliss, Raquel was more likely to find it in a key piece of evidence or a well-guided confession. I’ve known this woman precisely three months, she thought. Why does it seem that she’s been a part of me for half my life?

			She was thinking about that question while Jen was scraping the plate, then paying for the dinner. It stayed in her thoughts as they made their slow way down the stairway, around the entrance hall, along the Depression-era WPA murals, guessing the identities and looking for the man with six fingers. It took them some time to get out.

			“Thank you for dinner,” Raquel said.

			“Tourist food, radical art—a perfect combination.”

			“That’s San Francisco for you: mainstream and subversive.”

			“Oh, look, the sky has some color in it—can we take a little walk across the way and watch the sun go down?”

			Three months. Forever. Time for a talk.

			In the place where Michael Romero contemplated death?

			Where else does a San Franciscan go to think deep thoughts. Or to reveal dark things.

			“You’re the one who has the drive home, so sure. And there’s something I need to tell you.”

			“That sounds serious,” Jen said. Raquel didn’t answer.

			They crossed over the road to the Esplanade that separated the Great Highway from the sea, running from the WWI Fort Funston up to the modern Cliff House. The sun was still warm, although the fog was gathering in the distance.

			Jen slid her hand into Raquel’s, and tried for a light tone. “If you’re about to tell me you’re breaking up with me, I’m going to be pissed that you waited until I paid for dinner.”

			“No. But there are things you should know, and think about, before you decide if you want to continue.”

			“Let’s sit,” Jen said.

			Raquel hesitated, thinking again about Michael Romero staring out to sea, but let Jen lead her up to a break in the seawall. They sat on the steps leading to the sand, shoulders together as they hunkered down from the breeze. Raquel took a deep breath, and began.

			“Okay. You know I was adopted. And you know that we recently found out Dee was adopted, too.”

			“Yes. And can I say, I’m glad she decided to reach out to the family.”

			“I am, too, for her sake. But it’s my situation I need to tell you about. You know the outlines—that my mother died when I was small, my father was involved in the drugs world, and he was shot when I was seven. I went into foster care.”

			“The Laings.”

			“No. That was the problem.”

			She stared intently at the horizon, where the low sun was going soft with the haze, and made herself go on. “Social Services—Child Protective Services—is always chronically underfunded, and depends on the good nature and hard work of the individual caseworkers. Most of them are amazing people who work ridiculous hours. They put up with endless bureaucracy and harassment—threats, even—and still manage to agonize over the welfare of their kids. But occasionally, you’ll come across one who…cuts corners. Who doesn’t do quite as many background searches and home visits as you might wish. Who works their forty-hour week—maybe billing for a little more for overtime, maybe working a little less than the full forty—and goes home with an easy mind.

			“As I say, in my experience, these are few.”

			“But you got one?”

			“I did.”

			“At seven years old.”

			“With no mother and a father who’d just been killed. And whatever the man’s failings, he did care about me.”

			Jen threaded her heavily ringed fingers through Raquel’s, and squeezed.

			“I don’t think I really need to go into all the details of the twenty-three months that followed. Basically, I started with a family that wanted the foster care stipend in exchange for me sitting quietly in the corner, then moved to another family deeply committed to corporal punishment, and then landed with a family whose male adults saw me as…available.” Jen made a noise; Raquel stared into the fading sun. “Each time, I would go through the same routine. At first, I’d try to be invisible and, if not that, at least obedient. When that didn’t work, I would become increasingly difficult until the family lost it and the social worker had to come and take me away.

			“But I’ve always been small. When a large man is angry, or when a teenage boy decides to…Well, there’s not a lot a small child can do to protect herself, except become very, very good at reading the room.”

			“I can see where—oh. Yes, I see.” Her change in voice said that she did begin to understand why Raquel was…Raquel.

			“Yeah. Those twenty-three months shaped me, long-term. People who have been through trauma are often hypervigilant, with exaggerated alert mechanisms. But because my brain is wired differently, how I process information is different. I learned to put things together almost instantaneously. The people I work with see me pulling in tiny signs and giveaways and reaching a conclusion before they’ve even started reviewing the evidence, and they think it’s some kind of instinct. Mind reading or something. It’s not. It was a learned skill—unconscious at first, since an eight-year-old has no intellectual basis for putting things together, but I could tell the instant I walked into the house what direction my evening was headed in. Sometimes I could reshape it, other times I could redirect the floating aggressions. Sometimes I would just turn and run out the door. When a kid runs away too many times, Social Services takes notice, and I would be moved on.”

			“And when you grew up, you turned those skills into something the SFPD can use.”

			“Yes, but.” Raquel looked down and realized that she was doing a rhythmic finger-tap over the scar on her leg, and made herself stop. “Under stress, that putting-it-together facility can turn on itself. Seeing connections that aren’t there. ‘Apophenia,’ it’s called—finding significant patterns in random events. It can lead to paranoia, fixation, conspiracy theories.”

			“Survivalists and mass shootings,” Jen provided.

			“The face of Jesus in a piece of toast. That’s more precisely ‘pareidolia,’ but yes. There are degrees of delusion, and that can be…detrimental to personal relationships.”

			An undulating V of homeward-bound pelicans cut across the rosy sky, barely above the low-breaking waves. Jen’s gaze followed them until they had disappeared from sight. “Did Dee ask you to tell me this?”

			“I would have, anyway.” Eventually, she thought.

			“Are you saying that all your relationships end in conspiracy theories?”

			“Only those that go on long enough.”

			“Better than mass shootings,” Jen said, then: “Sorry, that didn’t come out quite as light-hearted as I intended.”

			“I’m a cop. I get dark jokes. But you needed to know. And you need to know, too, that if you’re ever worried—about my getting paranoid, or if I start taking potshots at the cars on 19th Avenue—talk to Dee. She’s seen it all.”

			“I’ll keep that in mind. You’re lucky to have her.”

			“Don’t I know it. I was in six foster homes before the Laings. By then I’d been knocked around enough to grow a hard shell—although to be fair, not all the homes were inherently bad. Some were just crowded, with parents who didn’t have the energy for a weird kid. And I was weird: almost silent, unusual eyes, reading books no child my age should understand. My schools knew I was bright, but even in class, I’d mostly sit there and watch.

			“I was nine when things changed. I’d made a miscalculation—I was tired of sneaking around and trying not to confront people, so one night I talked back, thinking I was safe because they had guests. I ended up in the emergency room. And the social worker who came to get me was a new one. Jilly Caine was her name, a very small Jewish woman with a lovely voice. When we got into her car, she said that we needed to return to the house I’d been living at, but I was not going inside. I would remain in the car while she went in and fetched my things. She even had me tell her what and where they were—not that I had much left. When she came back, she drove me across town to the Laings’ house.”

			Raquel smiled into the last rays of the sun. “Their house smelled of freshly-baked oatmeal cookies. It got under my defenses like nothing else would have. And she had to’ve briefed them beforehand, although I didn’t realize it at the time, because Tom stood back, letting his wife and daughter do all the talking. They gave me a room that had a lock on the inside. Of course, I still mostly sat warily in a corner, even when they were reading me a book or sitting around the dinner table.

			“But they were fine with that. They just let me sit and watch, Emma and Tom and even Dee, who was only fourteen. They understood that when I did finally start to talk and everything I said was some kind of snarky insult, it was a sign of trust.”

			Jen laughed. “I imagine that at her age, Dee took some convincing.”

			“She was remarkably patient. And I wasn’t their first foster child. It took a while, but the three of them worked hard to show me a world that didn’t hate me.”

			The sun was below the horizon now, leaving pink fog tumbling silently toward the shore.

			“I was happy,” Raquel said. “We were happy. For five years, until Mom and Dad were driving back from a weekend in Lake Tahoe and a drunk driver killed them. Dee was just nineteen, but when Social Services showed up at the door—not Jilly, I think she had moved on by then—and said they were there to take me back into foster care, Dee wouldn’t let them in. Told them to come back with a warrant. By the time they did, she’d brought in the family lawyer. And he was good, a close friend of Dad’s. We went to court, arguing that Dee was an adult, that there was money and a house, that I’d been legally adopted, that they had no reason to break us up. Of course, this was before Dee…”

			“Decided to stay indoors,” Jen supplied.

			“Yes. If that had manifested earlier, it might have made the argument more difficult, but things went in our favor, and here we are.”

			“A lot to thank that social worker for.”

			Raquel was silent for a moment. “We never saw her again, after the funeral. She offered to come to court with us, but the lawyer said we didn’t need her. And in the end, we didn’t.”

			The last of the sunset had faded and darkness closed over them. White lines of breaking waves caught the light from streetlamps and passing cars. The two of them were pressed against each other now, shoulder to hip, hands clasped together.

			I’ve never done this before, thought Raquel. I’ve laughed and argued and had sex with people, but I’ve never just sat, holding hands for comfort.

			“I should stay tonight,” Jen offered. “Monday the Estate is closed, anyway.”

			“You have meetings tomorrow,” Raquel said. “And, it might not be a bad idea for you to live with all this for a few days. I’ll come down Friday, we can pick things up from there.”

			Jen’s head tipped onto Raquel’s shoulder. “For someone who says she doesn’t understand people, you can be pretty smart.”

			Raquel kissed the top of Jen’s head, and they sat there until the fog had covered the sand and the cold drove them back to the car.

		

	
		
			
				Chapter Twenty-six

				Now

			
			The house seemed oddly empty, once the red lights of Jen’s car had turned the corner and Raquel locked up the front door for the night.

			On the other hand, it wasn’t too late to check on one or two things regarding the Ramon Alvarez investigation.

			She went to her office and opened the work laptop…

			And at midnight, Dee sent her a text, ordering her to bed.

			

			 

			Monday, she went back to work on her two official cases.

			Ramon Alvarez had died on November 13, 1997, gunned down alongside his friend and occasional partner, Lucha Morales. His other friend and colleague, David Cooper, had been killed in the hills south of San Diego perhaps three days earlier, although the police had not found him until some hikers came across his body a week later. How Alvarez knew of Cooper’s death before the San Diego sheriffs made for one curiosity.

			Another one: David Cooper apparently had a box of something that Alvarez wanted badly enough to wake up little Raquel Cooper, asleep in his daughter’s bedroom, to demand where it was. What was in that box, and had anyone ever found it?

			And: Alvarez had fostered the reputation of working for a cartel hit squad, and although that was later discounted by investigators, there remained a suspicion that he had at least known some of the cartel’s people, and if he hadn’t worked for them, he may have worked with them. Had David Cooper, too?

			Police records on Alvarez showed a history of juvenile arrests followed by drunk-and-disorderly charges, then drug busts and, finally, assaulting a police officer. In 1991, he’d been in jail, awaiting trial, when he met Lucha Morales. Morales was found guilty of aggravated assault and sent to prison for two years. Alvarez had an unexpectedly good attorney and was acquitted. When Morales was paroled, in 1993, he found an apartment five minutes’ walk from the Alvarez home in Oakland.

			The dates were interesting. Raquel was pretty sure that “Uncle Ramon” had been a part of their lives even before they moved up to the Bay Area in 1992. At first, they lived in Oakland, in roughly the same area as Alvarez and Morales. When her mother died, in 1996, all three men and both families had crossed the Bay to San Francisco.

			With what she knew now, she suspected that David Cooper, having proven his negotiating skills to whichever drug lord he was connected to in Southern California, had been sent to open the way for a Northern California expansion.

			It was interesting to note that although Alvarez was arrested once more, the year after his trial, and his old jail friend Lucha Morales was picked up twice, none of those charges ever stuck. And more remarkably, after Morales’s second arrest, neither man was in trouble with the law until the day they died.

			David Cooper, on the other hand, despite his color and his long career in the underworld of drugs, had never been arrested. He was a planner, he was careful, and he knew the system inside out. She had to wonder if, once he had his friends Ramon and Lucha working under him, he somehow convinced them that coming to the attention of the police was a stupid thing to do, and that if they could only follow his example and learn how to keep their heads down and any incriminating material away from their persons, they and the entire operation would benefit.

			She also continued working on their known contacts lists, family and friends of her two victims. Ramon Alvarez had four sons and a daughter, only one of whom—the youngest—had any arrest record at all, even though his first son had been old enough to join the family business when his father died. She dredged the family names out of her memory, compared them to online birth records, and hunted her way through them.

			“Aunt Sofie” had died of a heart attack in 2015, and the second child—Raquel remembered him as Jojo but he turned out to be José—had died in a motorcycle accident on New Year’s Eve, 1999. The others were still alive, and included 43-year-old Diego, 36-year-old Leo, Maria, who was thirty-two, and the baby, Oscar, now twenty-eight. Oscar was in jail, awaiting trial on car theft, and she could find almost nothing on Maria, the daughter who had grudgingly shared her room on the nights Raquel stayed with the family. Diego, whom she remembered as a looming, surly adolescent, was a corporate lawyer with a company in Los Angeles that worked mostly with television studios, and Leo was that rarity in these days of online booking, a travel agent.

			She spent some time deepening her search for Maria, who had been the most sympathetic of the family, but without assistance from either Dee or the feds, she proved to be out of reach, for the moment.

			Which to approach, Diego or Leo? The younger one used to tease little Raquel Cooper, but stopped short of torment, and once had even invited her to a birthday party. Both because of that, and because a travel agent might be easier to reach than a lawyer, she called his company, inventing a group tour that needed organizing. In two minutes, she was connected to the man himself.

			“This is Leo,” the voice said.

			“Good morning, Mr. Alvarez. My name is Raquel Laing—you may remember me as Raquel Cooper, since I stayed with your family a few times when…Hello?”

			But the phone was dead.

			Her eyebrows went up and her brain went into overdrive, trying to come up with reasons the mere mention of her name would send him into…what? A panic? A loathing? Was she misremembering, a quarter century on, his generally friendly attitude? It wouldn’t be a great surprise if he knew who she was—her face was distinctive, and had been on the television any number of times this spring during the Highwayman case. Or was she overreacting, and his hang-up was merely irritation at an unsolicited call?

			After a bit, she returned to the computer to look for photographs of the man, as if seeing his face might give her a hint into his attitude. Three and a half minutes later, her phone rang: it was the travel agency’s number.

			“Yes?” she answered.

			“Raquel, sorry,” his voice said. “Something’s going on with our phones here, they keep cutting people off, I’ve had the tech guys out twice to look at it but obviously they didn’t fix it. Sorry, I wasn’t—” He seemed to realize that he’d gone on long enough, because his voice changed. “Anyway, here you are now, so, hello! It’s been a while, but sure, I remember you. How are you? What can I do for you?”

			It was hard to miss the forced heartiness in Leo’s voice, which went with the overly detailed explanation used so often to embroider a lie. However, that delay—long enough to have a think, or even to consult someone as to how he should respond—had triggered her cop’s instincts. It would be a good idea, she thought, to actually see the giveaways of his facial muscles as she was asking about his father.

			“Mr. Alvarez, I’m working with the San Francisco Police Department’s Cold Case Unit, and your father’s case has come up for another review. Since I had some personal contact with your family, we thought it might be less disruptive to you all to talk to me, rather than some stranger in uniform.” Complete bullshit, but she wanted to see how he reacted.

			“Really? I thought—well. Man, it’s been a long time.”

			“At the SFPD, a murder case is never closed until it’s solved,” she said virtuously. “We try to go over the files every few years in case there’s unchecked evidence or some later event sheds light on things. When could I come out and have a talk?”

			He was not expecting that blunt question. “You want to—I’m really busy, could we maybe just do this over the phone?”

			“Mr. Alvarez, do you not want your father’s murder solved?”

			“Of course I do! It’s just—look, can I get back to you in a little bit? I have a couple of appointments that haven’t been firmed up yet, once I’m sure about those I can see when works best.”

			“I can come anytime. To your home, if that would be easier,” she offered. But as she anticipated, that set off another panic.

			“Oh no, it’s fine, my office. Or maybe some place in between. Can I call you in a couple hours?”

			“I’ll be here.”

			“Okay, bye. Oh, and good talking to you, Raquel.”

			Clearly, it was not good. But it was thought provoking. She recorded her notes on the conversation, and turned to the other file.

			Lucas “Lucha” Morales. Killed at the same time and place as his friend and associate Ramon Alvarez, at 2:15 in the morning on November 13, 1997, as they walked home from a Mission Street bar. The detective’s notes said that the nickname was from the colorful Mexican masked wrestling sport of Luchador, although it didn’t say if Morales was himself a wrestler, or merely a fan.

			Morales had been the oldest of the three men, and had probably not met David Cooper before getting out of prison in 1993: Morales had been thirty-three. Alvarez twenty-nine, and David Cooper just twenty-six. Raquel had only the vaguest childhood memory of Morales, mostly a man with big shoulders and a beat-up face that had somewhat frightened her. She thought her father hadn’t liked him much. Or perhaps he made her mother uncomfortable? For whatever reason, they hadn’t socialized as much as they did with the Alvarez family, so she had to go looking to see if he had any survivors. To her surprise, she located an obituary in the online archives of the Examiner, the sort of form bio put together by funeral homes that obscured more than it revealed. However, it did give her some names: parents, wife, sister, brother. All from the Fresno area—where, she was surprised to read, Lucha’s father had been the pastor of a small evangelical church in nearby Tulare.

			She found the father’s 2010 obituary in the local paper. Unlike the son’s, this one was long and personal, filled with praise and messages of love and grief from both family and community, and included an informal Morales family photograph from a few years earlier. Enlarging it on her screen, Raquel found herself looking at what she’d have thought would be the last family in the world to contribute a son to the drug trade: conservative in dress and hairstyle from curly-haired toddler to bent abuela. The article said that the pastor’s grandson, Joseph, was going to take his place in the church. Joseph Morales: Lucha’s nephew.

			Raquel sat back in her chair, wondering how to handle this one. “Reverend Morales, can we talk about your uncle, the felon, who was murdered because of his involvement in the drug trade back in the nineties?” How responsive would an evangelical pastor be to that?

			She’d have to think about the best approach. How would Al do it?

			But before she could decide how to tackle a Bible-thumper about his sinner uncle, her phone rang: Leo Alvarez. She’d expected him to make her hound him for days, but no, here he was, well within his promised two hours.

			“This is Raquel,” she said.

			“What does Wednesday look like?”

			“Day after tomorrow? I can move things around.”

			“Ten in the morning, then? I’ll text the address—want it at this number?”

			“Thank you.”

			“See you then,” he said, and hung up.

			She looked at her phone, wishing she could have seen his face. He had sounded oddly relieved.

			Another puzzle—and she looked forward to renewing her acquaintance with Leo Alvarez.

		

	
		
			
				Chapter Twenty-seven

				Now

			
			Him

			In my business, few of us live to be old men. Camouflage fades or bad habits creep in, but eventually, either a younger predator comes for you, or law enforcement takes notice.

			I disposed of my first failed associate—or if you like, I killed my first man—at the age of seventeen. It surprised me how easy I found it: he was there, then he was not. The next ones were no harder, and in no time at all, I was unbelievably wealthy. But because in my business, there are even fewer old, stupid men, I soon realized that being easy was what made it dangerous. I was starting to get cocky, and next, I would get careless, and that would get me either jailed or shot before I turned twenty-five.

			Instead, I got smart. I started sending others to do the more public jobs. Narrowing down the number of people who knew who I was—and making sure I had something on each of them, to keep them under control. I also began to teach myself the art of camouflage. I learned to sound educated, learned to dress well and know the right people, to shake hands and meet the eye like an honest man. I learned what people liked to hear from me, and I found ways to get them to believe me. It was a game, but it was also a predator’s camouflage.

			Later, and more reluctantly, I learned a harder lesson: there are times when a man needs experts. Even when I was a boy, I never trusted anyone, and it seemed to me that an admission of ignorance was a show of weakness. On the other hand, a man—or woman—who has a particular skill, or family name, or profession may be able to open a heavily fortified door with far less effort than a direct approach.

			A government official here, the unattractive daughter of a billionaire there. Someone who knows the ground in a place you’re expanding your business into—all sorts of experts, I found, could be hired, and controlled, and then disposed of when their job was over.

			The disposal is often the only really satisfying part. Experts—especially the young ones—can be arrogant, condescending, and convinced of their own importance in the overall scheme of things. Sometimes, the simplest answer is just to get rid of them, along with any of their friends who supported them too strongly or to whom they might have told too much. Preferably, using a way that provides a lesson for others.

			At times, an expert is too useful to get rid of entirely. But you have to be subtle with the threat and punishment, aware of the balance between bringing a man to heel and crushing his usefulness completely. You need to find their weak spot, and make it perfectly clear what is at stake if they slip, then free them to do their work. If done right, it looks almost like trust.

			A few years ago, I brought in one of those arrogant young experts to upgrade the business a bit. Life in the 2020s is not life in the 1980s, and the world is filled with all kinds of traps that would have been unthinkable even a few years ago. So, I bought a hacker, and once I had illustrated the idea of consequences and the extent of my authority, I more or less turned him loose.

			He has been unexpectedly helpful. He has found—and explained—traps and hazards I could not have anticipated, but he’s also come up with a few bright new opportunities.

			Among them, a way to correct the flaws of the past.

		

	
		
			
				Chapter Twenty-eight

				Now

			
			That afternoon, Raquel had a pair of meetings in the Hall. The first was down in the Cold Case offices, and involved the Michael Johnston case. The other promised to be more difficult.

			Since word of The Highwayman’s death got out on Friday, the news and media had exploded with macabre nostalgia for a time when a young woman felt free to stand by a freeway on-ramp, stick out her thumb, and climb into a car with a stranger. When the buzz showed no signs of slacking off over the weekend, the chief had decided to deliver a statement, and told Al he’d need notes on the work still being done. The other two long-term members of the task force drove into the City to talk things over. Raquel shook hands, exchanged the requisite small talk, agreed that her leg was a lot better, took a chair near Al, and then said almost nothing for the next hour while they hammered out key points for the chief’s speech and the Department’s press release.

			Her mind was miles away when Al asked her a direct question. “Raquel, what do you think?”

			“I think it’s interesting how effectively people can hide, if they stand right out in the open.” She heard the silence, and sat up. “Sorry, my mind’s on a case. What was the question?”

			“You talking about Johnston?” JJ growled. He and Charlie had gone stiff at her reply: no cop liked the accusation that they had ignored evidence.

			“No—well, not directly,” she said. “I was thinking about Joseph d’Angelo, but it occurred to me that we’ve been so focused on Johnston’s hitchhiking crimes, we might be overlooking others that he committed under a different MO.”

			D’Angelo was, like Johnston, a serial rapist and killer who had gone uncaught for decades, in part because, as a police officer, he knew how to vary his crimes and to spread them around far-flung California jurisdictions. Michael Johnston had not been a cop, but that didn’t mean he wasn’t bright enough to have changed his methods.

			“You’re suggesting we should look for women who disappeared but weren’t hitchhiking?”

			“And maybe at other sorts of victims. Older women. Men, even.”

			“So, anyone at all who went missing during his active years,” JJ said flatly.

			She shrugged. There was a collective groan around the table, but Al said, “We can talk about that later. Guys, let me type this up for the chief, I’ll meet you downstairs in ten.”

			He pulled over his laptop to finish the task force notes, pounding away with the emphasis of someone who had learned to type on a manual keyboard. Raquel was gathering up the pages they had been studying when he asked, with no pause in his hammering, “How’s Dee?”

			“Better. She’s started therapy. And she decided to write to a couple of the family contacts from the ancestry site.”

			“That’s good. Isn’t it?”

			“I think so, yes.”

			He nodded, then glanced at the papers in her hand. “Want to tell me what in there made you think of hiding in the open?”

			“To be honest, I’m not sure.”

			“Come and have a coffee with us, we can talk it over.”

			“I have another meeting. About Gallegos and Romero.”

			His fingers paused. “You’re not—?”

			“Still active? No. And the lieutenant will be sitting in to make sure I don’t push my way in. But it was my case, and there are always things to follow up.”

			“Okay. Just…try not to make them feel stupid.”

			“I don’t do that,” she protested. He did not reply, although his eyebrow did, before he went back to beating up the keyboard.

			

			 

			Twenty minutes into the day’s second meeting, she realized that Al’s warning had been justified.

			It started fine, in the lieutenant’s office with Bobby Kitagawa and Mark Hadley. In November, after she was shot, all her active cases had been distributed to others. Kitagawa was given the Gallegos murder, and he supervised Hadley, who was nominally in charge of Michael Romero, although that case was regarded as more or less closed. When she came out of medical leave, and the question of her opening up files to her sister without authorization was beginning to recede in official memory, she had been told in no uncertain terms to keep hands off. And in the eight months since, she had done so.

			She chafed over it, but she did not interfere. That she had been invited to this meeting was a clear sign that she was on the brink of being welcomed back to the fold.

			Kitagawa divided the report with the younger man, and Raquel had to admit that the two men had clearly spent a lot of hours plodding through the evidence. The pairing was not a bad idea: Kitagawa was experienced but somewhat old-school, having not even managed to take one of Dee’s OSINT investigations workshops, while Hadley was more energetic and tech-savvy, although he tended to follow tracks that a more practiced investigator would not have bothered with.

			Their report gave in excruciating detail the search for the cocaine and fentanyl that disappeared from the San Rafael storehouse. They had combed Romero’s financial records for other rental spaces. They took a look through his email and text history, as well as the paper files in his home and business offices. They went over the various tracking devices that followed his life about, from watch to fitness ring to phone to car, and though there were a number of suggestively motionless periods here and there, they found no pattern of trips to a possible larger warehouse. They knew from the start that Romero did not go near San Rafael on his final day, from both the active GPS system on his smartwatch and phone and the lack of sufficient time between 12:02, when Pam and Raquel arrived at his restaurant, and 4:58, when he had climbed out of his car with a gun. And they might have thought that some employee or colleague had broken into the storehouse after Romero died, except the lock—a non-digital, patented-key, $1,200 dead bolt—showed no signs of tampering. The two detectives had then methodically worked their way through his considerable list of employees, contractors, and friends, searching for a potential hidden partner in the operation, but so far, no red lights had gone off.

			Raquel finally couldn’t sit still. “Haven’t you—” Don’t make them feel stupid, Al had said, so she looked for a way to present a suggestion that did not carry that overt message. “Are you satisfied that he actually took his phone and watch with him, whenever he went out?”

			Hadley replied without hesitation. “Pretty much.”

			Kitagawa caught what she was asking. “We did notice two periods in the previous week where he seemed to stay put for kind of a long time, once in the San Francisco restaurant, and then three days later at the Sacramento branch. Both times, the Tesla stayed where he’d parked it.”

			“But you saw no sign of his using burner phones?” She was more or less thinking aloud, but Kitagawa answered.

			“Nothing we noticed, and we didn’t spot any on his credit cards.”

			Cash? “Did he…” She frowned, thinking. “I don’t suppose his bank account showed regular uses of ATMs at electronics stores, or Targets, that kind of thing? Except those all have security cameras, and he might have wanted to avoid those.”

			“That gas station,” Hadley said.

			Kitagawa looked up, surprised. “You think?” He turned to Raquel. “Mark noticed that Romero tended to stop every couple of months and take cash from a gas station machine in Richmond. Always the max, $300. We couldn’t figure out why he was there, on the edge of a beat-up strip mall with three other gas stations between it and the freeway.”

			“Any stores that might sell burner phones in that strip mall?”

			They fell abruptly silent.

			“We can double-check,” Kitagawa said. Meaning that they hadn’t looked.

			Al would say that she’d done enough to offend her colleagues, so she made the sort of motions suggesting she was finished. “Well, I have something to finish up. Want to let me know if there’s anything else I can do?” She directed the question at the lieutenant, hoping that he would hear, Do you want me to ask for Dee’s help?

			Hadley bristled, just a little. “You think you’re going to see things we didn’t?”

			I just did, was what Raquel had the sense not to say, even without consulting her inner Al. “I think it never hurts to have another set of eyes on a problem.”

			Kitagawa glanced at the lieutenant. “Okay with you?”

			“Raquel can be helpful,” was the verdict.

			“Okay. We still need to go through his emails. Want to start that?”

			It was a shit job, endless hours of scrolling through business transactions and family chatter in hopes of some small slip on the part of sender or recipient. They would have done a quick search already, perhaps some key words and specific names, but his being dead moved the priorities of a close and detailed read so far down the Urgent list that it would have been crossed off entirely were it not for the missing drugs.

			“Sure,” she said.

			“Thanks. Mark, can you send her the passwords?”

			The younger man hesitated, on the verge of protesting, then shot a look at the lieutenant and retreated. “Okay. Might not be till tomorrow, I have some things this afternoon.”

			Which probably meant there would also be gaps in the information she’d have to follow up, but it was a beginning.

			The meeting broke up, but before Raquel could reach the door, the lieutenant called her back.

			A one-on-one with the boss is never reassuring, even when he is a fair man. But as Raquel approached his desk, she saw his face, and remained standing.

			“How’s the leg?” he asked.

			“Not too bad. I’ve started running. A very slow half mile, but it’s a start.”

			“Good. Don’t push it, I’d rather have you on a desk for a while than take a chance at messing it up.”

			“Thank you.”

			“Okay, I’m glad you volunteered for the email, although I know you plan to use it to keep an eye on their work. However, you and I need to make one thing very clear. Twice now you have stepped across the line when it comes to evidence. The first time, when someone tipped you off about that doorbell camera in Tiburon, got set aside after Michael Romero died because his family had other things to worry about. Then more recently, during the Gardener investigation, you again brought your sister into things without authorization. You used her to locate Rob Gardener and, as it turned out, that, too, had its benefits. But this will not happen a third time. You are experienced enough to know that evidentiary shortcuts are a great way to get your case tossed. If you are to remain a sworn member of the San Francisco Police Department, you will not venture up against those boundaries again without my explicit approval. Is this understood?”

			“Sir!” She found that she was standing rigid, hands at her sides and gaze locked past his shoulder.

			“You’re a valuable member of the team, Inspector Laing, but in all things, the team has to come first. If you can’t manage to work within the rules, this time that resignation you sent in will be accepted.”

			“Sir.” Her hand twitched, as if about to salute, and she had to make herself turn naturally rather than on a parade-ground heel.

			Her pulse, after she’d left his office, took some time to settle.

		

	
		
			
				Chapter Twenty-nine

				Now

			
			Back at her desk, heartbeat near-normal and thoughts returning, she found that she was looking down at the notes she’d made earlier in the day:

			Weds 10:00 Leo Alvarez, with the address of his travel agency in Mountain View.

			Joseph Morales, with the phone number of his church in Tulare.

			She couldn’t do anything more with Michael Romero until Hadley sent her Romero’s email passwords. It was—she was surprised to find—after four o’clock, a little early to set off for home. Maybe she should try to reach Lucha Morales’s nephew before she left? She had no idea what time churches closed on a Monday, but she could always leave a message.

			She dialed the number, let it ring three, four—but it continued, instead of going to voicemail. At seven, she was about to hang up when the line opened and, after a bit of rattling, a man’s voice said, “Church of the Fields, Pastor Morales.”

			“Good afternoon, Pastor, this is Inspector Raquel Laing of the San Francisco Police Department—may I first check: Are you the nephew of Lucas Morales, who died in 1997?”

			“Lucas…oh, yes—my father’s brother. Why are you asking?”

			She launched into the same background she’d given Leo Alvarez—cold case, regular reviews, checking on some things—but before she could get into details, he broke in.

			“I’m really sorry, I’m very glad to hear that San Francisco is keeping the investigation open, and of course I’m happy to help you in any way I can, but I’m afraid I have to ask if we could talk later? I’m in the middle of setting up for a potluck and Bible study, and this doesn’t sound like it’s going to be a quick conversation.”

			Well, at least it wasn’t the brick wall that Leo Alvarez had tried to build in front of her. “Certainly. When works for you?”

			“Tomorrow I’m busy all day, then there’s an evening service and outreach program I should be at, so maybe Wednesday morning? Either that or tonight.”

			“What time tonight?”

			“We usually finish by nine, if that’s not too late to call?”

			“Not at all.”

			Refreshing, she thought, to find a cooperative civilian in the world.

			And having an interview tacked on to her day justified packing up her things and leaving early.

			However, she found herself driving past her usual turn toward home. And a few blocks later, doing the same with the secondary turnoff. Instead, she was headed toward the ocean, and the parking lot along the seawall at Ocean Beach.

			The summer fog lay offshore, but it was still far enough out that one or two afternoon sailors were lingering outside the Golden Gate. She pulled into a space near one of the stairwells, and turned off the motor.

			There was something going on in the back of her mind. She’d felt it there all day—last night as well, when she and Jen had sat here, holding hands at the end of a day spent talking about all manner of things, from chocolate cake and bad foster homes to garden design and the communication of plants. Something was niggling at the corners of her brain, tiny firings among the synapses as they tried to establish a connection. It was a familiar sensation, and she knew there was no point in trying to force matters. It was the mind’s equivalent of the eye’s rods and cones: the retina’s cone-shaped photoreceptor cells at the center read detail and color but require bright light, while those at the periphery—the rods—use the dimmest light to give shape to the world. Straining to see at dusk was a pointless exercise. Far better to let half-seen impressions come together to form an image.

			Her phone rang: Dee. To her surprise, she’d been sitting here for nearly twenty minutes.

			“I thought you were on your way home, so I put dinner in the oven. Shall I go ahead without you?”

			After their argument the previous fall, Raquel had taken care to leave the location tracker on her phone turned on, so Dee would know when she was on the move. “No, the fog’s coming in, I’m leaving now.”

			Let the periphery of the brain look for its connections, she told herself, and started the engine.

			

			 

			At four minutes after nine, her phone rang and Rev. Morales was apologizing for being late.

			“No problem,” she said, “thank you for calling me back. I hope your potluck and Bible study went well?”

			He laughed—a nice laugh, more personal than professional. “Potluck dinners are always a bit of a gamble. One time we ended up with seven bean salads, fifteen desserts, and a small plate of tamales, but this one had a good number of main dishes. And we’re working our way through Isaiah, always topical.”

			She did understand the first reference, since the Laings had often taken the girls to community potlucks (very little meat, loads of pasta, and desserts built around fake whipped cream). She had far less of a grasp on what Isaiah had to do with anything, but she didn’t think it was worth asking just now, so she checked off Start by showing a degree of personal interest and moved on to the general explanation phase.

			“As I said earlier, Reverend Morales, I am—”

			“Please, ‘Reverend Morales’ always makes me look behind me for my grandfather. Call me ‘Joseph.’ ”

			She stopped, trying to weigh the hazards in this particular situation. Sometimes when this “first name” request cropped up from a witness, it turned out to hold a subtle social trap, demanding that she downgrade her own position from interrogator to quasi-friend. But then, she did not often find herself questioning an ordained priest—who was, when you came right down to it, a sort of professional friend. Intimacy, or authority? Al wouldn’t have hesitated.

			In the end, she decided it was worth the risk. And she’d told him her first name when she introduced herself earlier in the day—if he wanted to use it, he had the information.

			“Joseph, then,” she said. “As I said earlier, I am with the SFPD Cold Case Unit, and we’re taking another look at your uncle’s death, back in 1997.”

			“Have you found any new evidence?”

			“We’re just starting the review,” she replied, and before he could notice that wasn’t actually an answer, added, “At the moment, we’re going through Lucas’s family members and his known-contacts list.”

			“Everyone called him ‘Lucha,’ not ‘Lucas.’ I was in high school when he died, sixteen or seventeen, maybe. We used to see him a fair amount when I was small, but that stopped by the time I was ten or so. He was my mother’s youngest brother, and she didn’t approve of whatever he was doing. She didn’t have the heart to ban him from the house completely, so we would see him occasionally, but never for long. He didn’t have kids. Come to think of it, I’m not sure if he was even married.”

			Some faint emphasis in the man’s voice made her wonder if Lucha had been gay. If so, he would have been heavily closeted, which might explain some things about him. “You think your mother knew about his criminal life?”

			“Oh, she knew he was up to no good, though probably not the details. She was a devout woman, and forgave a great deal, especially for her little brother. I imagine she just tried not to think about it too much. I know she was shocked when he was killed.”

			“Would any of the rest of your family have kept in touch with him? Any aunts or uncles?”

			“My father, Jesus, was the second oldest child. He disappeared when I was three, shortly after my sister’s birth—it turned out that he had a second family in Mexico, and went back to them. My mother went to her reward in 2010, most of her family stayed in Mexico. My aunt Luz—she was the oldest of the four—lives nearby, and Uncle Thomas is in Dallas. Beyond them, there are cousins and more distant relatives all over. None I can think of offhand who might have stayed in touch with Lucha.”

			“Can we start on some of the names?”

			“I guess. But…you know, I think it would be better if I took my time to put them together for you. I don’t imagine you’re in any hurry for it, not after all these years. And my aunt Luz has the family Bible—in fact, she was working on a family tree a while ago, so she might have it all together. I’ll ask her for that, shall I?”

			“I’d like to speak with her.”

			“I…it would be better if I spoke with her first.” Even without visual clues, Raquel could hear the finality in his voice. Not everyone was as easy in talking to the police as Reverend Morales.

			“I do understand. But make it clear that I’m not interested in anything other than her brother’s murder.”

			“I’ll let her know. Can I text you on this number?”

			“Sure, and let me give you an email address, too. Feel free to send me whatever you come up with.”

			She recited the address, thanked him again, and hung up, hoping she hadn’t spooked the good Father Morales away permanently.

		

	
		
			
				Chapter Thirty

				Now

			
			There was nothing from Reverend Morales in the morning, but Raquel hadn’t really expected it, since he’d said his day would be busy. She brought her work laptop and gun into the kitchen and greeted her sister.

			Dee was standing at the window, hands in the pockets of her robe, looking down at the street. “Mm,” she replied.

			The coffee had finished dripping entirely, but Dee had not yet poured herself a cup. Raquel filled two mugs and took them over to the table, dropped some bread into the toaster, and eventually sat down with her breakfast. Dee had not moved. “You okay?” Raquel asked.

			“I’m…puzzled.”

			She took a bite of toast. “About what?”

			Dee exhaled, then looked down at the coffee that waited at hand’s reach, and seemed to realize she was still on her feet. She slid into the window seat, taking care not to disturb Cat, and picked up her mug. “The Ortegas. The other one I wrote to has never answered back. Just seems…odd, to set up your options on the site to permit people to contact you, then not respond. And I could swear that there were more contacts in the fall than there are now.”

			“Is there a monthly fee? Maybe they drop people who just want a brief view.”

			“Could be. But the only reason for a name to disappear from the DNA Relatives contact option is that someone changed their settings.”

			“Are you sure?”

			“Not really. I’ll dig into it a bit, see if that’s just how the site functions. But I’m also wondering if it’s time for a closer look at Dolores Ortega herself.”

			“I can help, if you want.”

			“Rock, you’ve gotten into enough trouble letting me help you—the last thing we need is for the Department to find you using official sources to do personal research for your sister.”

			“I wasn’t offering anything dicey—I’m not as good as you are when it comes to OSINT, but I can find my way around.”

			“Thanks for the offer. But honestly, without a hint from one of the relatives, it’s needle-in-a-haystack time. Have you any idea how many Dolores Ortegas there are in Mexico?”

			Raquel did, in fact, have a pretty good idea, having done her own search back in November. She would not bring that up if she didn’t have to—or bring up the possibilities of political assassinations and desaparecidos.

			“A lot, I bet.”

			“To say nothing of the fact that there are tens of thousands of unidentified burials. Most of which were before they started taking DNA.”

			“Who put her into the MyKin family tree in the first place, can you tell?”

			“It doesn’t say. I’d guess someone who has put their settings on ‘Private.’ ”

			“You do have some names, though—right?”

			“The ones that are on the family tree, yes. No addresses given, of course, but I can keep trying the contacts. Sooner or later, someone will answer.”

			“Well, if you can find any within driving distance, I’m willing to go knock on some doors for you.”

			If anyone could locate some reluctant relatives on nearly no clues, it was Dee Laing.

			“I’m not sure that sending my cop-sister to bang on their door would make for the friendliest introduction to the family.”

			Raquel cleared her cup and buckled on her gun. “They’re the ones who decided to go looking for their ‘Kin’ in the first place.”

			The last twenty-four hours, Raquel reflected as she picked up her bag, had involved an awful lot of conversations in which she had made an offer to help, and been turned down.

			Time for her own, actual cases where she was the one to decide what needed doing, and when.

			

			 

			She spent the morning tying off some loose ends on the Gardener Estate and Highwayman cases. During her lunch hour, she put on her running shoes and walked over to Oracle Park, where an acquaintance let her in to try running the stairs—or at least, climbing a flight or two with gritted teeth. On her way back to the Hall, she distracted herself from the trembling in her legs by phoning Jen, who was hosting a group of English landscape enthusiasts that day so couldn’t talk much, but said she was looking forward to seeing Raquel on the weekend.

			Raquel agreed, and wished her luck with her Brits.

			When she was showered and settled gratefully in her chair again, she turned to cold case Ramon Alvarez. She did a deeper search on his two surviving sons, assembling a detailed picture of what Leo and Diego had done in the years following the death of their father. Diego was seventeen when his father died, but in an era before social media, it was difficult to find much sign of him until his name turned up on a list of UCLA graduates when he was twenty-five, having taken a bachelor’s degree in English. He went to law school, passing the bar and getting a job with a Beverly Hills talent agency. He had been in the LA area, and in the entertainment industry, ever since. No sign of trouble there at all, unless some kind of juvenile record lay in the eight years between high school and finishing a four-year degree—and she admitted that it was more likely, since his worst offense on the books was a speeding ticket, that he had merely been working to support his mother and siblings.

			His younger brother, Leo, had only been ten when Ramon died, so it took even longer for him to achieve any online presence. However, once he showed up, there were signs that he was not quite the responsible member of society that his brother was. Misdemeanors, for the most part—bar fights, a couple DUIs, minor drug possession—and one felony arrest, for riding in the backseat of a car a friend had lifted for a joyride. Charges had been dropped. The troubles faded as he moved into his twenties, with nothing but one DUI—on New Year’s Eve—six years ago. He’d been working for the travel agency since 2007, and bought it outright in 2014 when the owner decided to retire rather than fight the world’s turn to online bookings. A situation that raised her suspicions—why buy a worthless business unless it’s some kind of a front?—but appeared to be aboveboard, a success based on targeting groups of people who want someone experienced to handle their planning.

			Raquel was not entirely convinced, but for the time being, she would set the question aside, and be satisfied that she knew as much as she needed to before talking to Leo Alvarez the next day.

			She then clicked open the file for Lucha Morales.

			No kids, as his nephew had said, and no wife that she could find. (And of course at that time, there was no possibility of a legal husband.) His sister, Luz, showed up once in the Fresno newspaper with a Teacher of the Year award in the 1970s, then seemed to have vanished, perhaps into a name-change of marriage and motherhood. Raquel knew she could find her, given time and official pathways, but for the moment she would go with the sparse information of open sources. The brother, Thomas, had managed a farm in the Central Valley and showed up a few times in photographs of the kids’ baseball teams he coached, then moved to a town near Dallas and worked for a company that manufactured farm equipment. When he retired at the age of 61, in 2018, his company held a big party for him that made the small town’s newspaper.

			The missing Morales sibling, Jesus, could have been any of the half dozen who showed up in searches, and Raquel decided to abandon him until she had something that would narrow down the search.

			When she was finished there, she paged through the three physical folders for a minute, then dug out her personal laptop and hunted for the doc that Dee used in the OSINT classes she taught. There was a section on basic geolocation techniques that she copied and pasted into an email for Kitagawa and Hadley. At the top, she added:

			
				If you go looking for cars that might have picked Romero up during those times his Tesla remained parked, drop Dee a line, she’d be happy to help.

			

			She added Dee’s email and phone number, and sent it off before she could decide against it.

			Enough for the day. With luck, tomorrow would open a door, just a crack.

		

	
		
			
				Chapter Thirty-one

				Now

			
			On Wednesday, Raquel was dawdling over her breakfast when Dee came down to the kitchen.

			“Why are you still here?” Dee asked as she poured herself coffee. “You taking the day off?”

			“I have to be in Mountain View at ten, not much point going into the office beforehand. Oh, and I heard back from one of my Cold Case witnesses. I might have to go to Tulare soon, maybe tomorrow or Friday.”

			“Tulare? That’s a lot of driving.”

			“Nothing but glamour in the SFPD,” Raquel said absently, her attention on an email—Al Hawkin, saying that the Mexican police tentatively identified another of Johnston’s victims, who had been found in 1998, outside of Jalisco. Closure, at least, for someone’s family.

			“Would you be able to do something for me, if you do go down there?”

			“Sure,” Raquel said, shutting the laptop and gathering up her dishes. “What do you need?”

			“You have to pass through Fresno on your way to Tulare. Would you have time to make a stop for me? Two of the Ortegas live there.”

			“Oh, did you hear back from them?”

			“Well, no. I went looking. I think these are the right ones, though I haven’t really confirmed either of them. If you’re going, and if you don’t mind being my representative, I’ll do a little more work and see if I can find addresses.”

			Raquel thought about it. She knew that “finding addresses” might well put Dee’s search into a gray area. On the other hand, this had nothing to do with court testimony, so why worry? However, the drive to Tulare and back was going to eat up seven or eight hours, depending on the traffic, and unless finding the Ortegas in Fresno was a near-instantaneous project, she’d be getting back into San Francisco in the early hours of the morning. But: this was Dee asking.

			“I was thinking of spending the night there, anyway,” she lied, “so sure. See what you can find. Just make sure you send it to my personal email address.”

			“Of course.”

			Dee had no more wish to be the target of some public defender’s personal-laptop fishing expedition than Raquel did.

			

			 

			The address Leo Alvarez had sent Raquel was not that of the travel agency, but of a nearby building with workspaces hired by the hour, used for meetings by companies from outside the area or that were too small to have dedicated boardrooms. Or, she suspected in Leo’s case, wanting to keep the police away from his place of business.

			She gave her name to the building receptionist, who recorded her ID and directed her to the right door.

			It was an utterly anonymous meeting room with a long board table, ten chairs, art reproductions on the wall that were probably ordered by the dozen, and a food-preparation area comprising a large fridge, two microwaves, and a big coffee machine, which was currently filling the room with fragrance. There were, unexpectedly, two men—and although at first glance she took the older one as a lawyer Leo had brought along, after a moment, she recognized him. Lawyer, yes, but also Leo’s older brother, Diego. Leo himself wore an Apple watch, and had come dressed in jeans, pricey trainers, and the kind of sweatshirt whose cost is the main distinguishing factor. He lifted his chin and met her eyes when she came in, to illustrate that he had no fear of what she represented. Diego, whose watch was a TAG Heuer, wore custom-made shoes and a three-piece suit that probably cost more than anything Raquel owned, possibly including her car. Had he flown up from Southern California for this meeting? Interesting.

			“Leo,” she said, offering her hand across the table. “And Diego. Long time.”

			Leo’s grasp was hesitant and oddly damp, and he let go as soon as he could. Diego, on the other hand, faced her in an almost confrontational manner and let his hand engulf hers.

			Men and their handshakes, she thought. “Mind if I have a coffee?”

			Leo made as if to move to the kitchenette, but Diego stopped him with, “Help yourself.”

			She took her time with it, opening all the cupboards as if she were thinking of renting the place, while telling them about the traffic down the Peninsula. She came back to where she’d left her computer bag and took the chair beside it, which meant that neither man was sitting as they’d intended, directly across from her.

			“Good of you to fly up and join us,” she said to Diego. “I hope you don’t have to go out of LAX?”

			“Burbank,” he replied.

			“Oh, that’s easier. So, your father’s death. I expect Leo explained why I’m here?”

			“He said the SFPD has reopened the case?”

			“Did he? The case was never closed, merely moved to Cold Case when there was no evidence coming in sufficient for an arrest.”

			“Do you have a suspect, then?”

			She looked at him over the top of her coffee mug, then at Leo, studying his face. Most people in his situation—the adult son of a murdered man—would show a certain degree of eagerness and relief at the idea of a suspect in sight at last. It was somewhat different for the child of a man whose death was linked to his own criminality, but even then, she would have expected to see a trace of hope running through the shame.

			What she would not have expected was the puckered skin of the central forehead, the particular tensions around the eyes, the tendons in the neck.

			The signs of fear.

			From the man who had panicked and hung up when he heard her name, then pulled his brother in for a meeting with her.

			He’d been a child when his father was shot, but Diego had been seventeen. Plenty old enough to pull a trigger.

			Walk carefully here. (And she was glad she’d worn her gun, under her blazer.)

			She set down her cup. “It’s funny, isn’t it? We’re all three the straight kids of criminals. Did you love your father?”

			“What the hell kind of question is that?” Diego snapped.

			“Just curious. I loved mine—though, of course, I was only seven when he died. At that age, you don’t really pay much attention to the dynamics inside other families.” Which was a lie. Even normal kids picked up unspoken patterns. “But I knew my father was a criminal. And when he was killed, I was aware that it had to be related somehow. I was just wondering about you two, how your father’s death affected you. Were your parents happy together, or was your mother somewhat relieved?”

			“No!” Leo, this time. “She loved him. He was a great dad. We would’ve been fine if it hadn’t been for your father’s—”

			“Leo,” Diego said sharply, a warning.

			“It’s true—if it weren’t for—”

			“Stop,” the lawyer ordered. And his brother stopped. The two looked at each other, and in a minute, Leo swallowed and dropped his eyes.

			Diego turned a bland face on Raquel. “What my brother is trying to say is that your father was responsible for bringing a number of problems into the situation.”

			“You’re saying that my father got yours into trouble?”

			“Well, not entirely,” Diego admitted. “The trouble was there from the beginning, but it didn’t get bad until David decided to…extend himself.”

			“Extend himself into the higher reaches of their syndicate, you mean?”

			“He made some enemies. And that meant his friends became targets as well.”

			“Do you know who?”

			“No.”

			“You must have some idea. You were seventeen, I can’t believe you didn’t want to find out who had killed your father.”

			“My mother took us all away for a couple of years, until things had cooled off. Before we came back, she made me promise not to get involved, in any way.”

			Raquel looked over at Leo, who was staring a hole into the table’s shiny wood veneer. For a minute there, he’d forgotten his fear, but when Diego cut him off, it had served as a reminder.

			“Was your father employed as a hit man by the cartels?” she asked.

			“What?” Diego looked astonished, Leo terrified.

			“A hit man. Paid assassin. Two of the interviews done at the time say that he used to tell people he was.”

			Diego gave a harsh laugh. “Yeah, that sounds like him. He could be something of a poser, to make himself look like he was more than someone who just sold drugs on the corner.”

			She thought about that for a moment. Not only did those who sold product out on the street tend to get arrested a lot more than Ramon Alvarez had, she didn’t think her own father would have been close friends with a mere salesman. “But he wasn’t, was he? Someone who sold dime bags to users? Certainly not by the time I knew him.”

			“I really don’t know,” Diego said. “I have nothing to do with whatever my father was doing before he was killed.” The twist of contempt was clear on his face—and although that might reflect his feelings about his father’s failure rather than the man’s business as a whole, all in all she thought he was telling the truth.

			“Do you remember any of his…colleagues? Other than my father, I mean?”

			“No.” His face had closed down. Leo’s face had gone anxious again.

			“There was this one man,” she said, putting uncertainty into her voice. “A big man, big voice, had a crooked nose, like it had been broken.” The description was taken as much from his booking photos as it was her own memory, but Diego clearly recognized it.

			“Lucha? Yeah, he was one of Dad’s friends. ‘Lucha’ was a nickname—wrestling, you know? I think he used to get beat up a lot. I don’t know what his real name was.”

			She looked at Leo, who just shook his head. Her question about his father’s “colleagues” had frightened him, but not specifically Lucha Morales. She had other names from the known-contacts list, compiled in the early investigation, but as she read them from her notebook, the only ones that raised any stir of recognition were those with family connections. At the end of her list, Diego was becoming impatient and Leo was looking relieved.

			She closed the notebook and clipped the pen over the cover, to mark the end of business. Both men looked more relaxed now: whatever it was they had been expecting to contend with, she hadn’t brought it up.

			“Oh, and one other thing,” she said. “That last night I spent at your house, the night I found out my father had been killed, I was asleep in Maria’s room and your dad came and woke me, looking for some box that belonged to my father. What do you know about that?”

			“A box?” Diego looked at Leo, then back at Raquel. “You don’t know what was in it?”

			“Something important, but all he said was ‘the box,’ nothing about what it contained. Later, when he was gone and your mother went through his things, did you—or she—find anything out of the ordinary?”

			He shrugged. “Nothing I remember. Cash—she found that stored in all kinds of strange places. The pocket of a coat he hadn’t worn in ages, a box of old sports magazines on a closet shelf.”

			“That drawer,” Leo said suddenly. “There was some party going on—”

			“Not a party,” Diego corrected him. “Just a family get-together.”

			“Pretty big one.”

			“It wasn’t long before we went down to Mexico, so people were coming to say goodbye. Anyway, Mama pulled out a drawer to get something and it stuck, and when she’d managed to force it open, she couldn’t get it closed again. So she pulled it out—all the way out, off the tracks—and stuck her hand in to see what was there, and she came out with this mangled envelope full of twenties that had been taped to the back of the drawer.”

			“Must have made for a happy New Year,” Raquel said.

			“It paid the rent for a while. I wonder if he had a whole box of money somewhere?”

			“If it was his, he wouldn’t have asked me about it,” she pointed out.

			“No. But…did he say how big the box was? Maybe your father left some drugs with him?”

			She had the impression, dimmed by the years, that the box in question had not been large. Had Ramon gestured with his hands, perhaps, outlining the shape? Not that a shoebox-sized container couldn’t hold a fortune, in high-denomination bills or processed drugs.

			But her father would never have left drugs in a place his seven-year-old daughter might have found them. And Ramon knew David Cooper well enough not to even ask her.

			That didn’t mean a box couldn’t have held other valuables, from jewelry to fake IDs to a spare firearm. She shook her head. “After all this time, if it ever existed, it’s gone now.”

			Diego glanced at his watch, but before he could invent another appointment, she asked about their sister. “I’d like to talk to Maria, if she’s available?”

			“She’s not.” Diego’s voice was hard, final, just like his expression. Leo’s entire attention was on his coffee mug.

			“I beg your pardon?”

			“Maria decided she’d had enough of the family troubles, and left the area. None of us have seen her for quite some time.”

			“Where did she go?”

			“Away. Mexico, most likely.”

			Which meant that Mexico was probably the last place she’d find the woman. “Why don’t you want to tell me?”

			“Because she doesn’t need the attention. Leave her alone.”

			“Please,” Leo added.

			She studied him for a long minute, reading his face, seeing both the concern, and the lack of deception. In the end, she nodded. “I can’t promise, but if I can leave her out of things, I will.”

			“I think we’re finished here,” Diego said. “If there’s anything more you want to ask us, do it through our lawyer.”

		

	
		
			
				Chapter Thirty-two

				Now

			
			Well, Raquel thought as she sat, writing up her notes and waiting for the car’s air conditioner to kick in, that was interesting.

			The two brothers had been happy to talk about their father’s criminality, his propensity for self-aggrandizement when it came to his street reputation, his habit of squirreling away cash, and the puzzling box that had gone missing.

			They had been less happy when asked about their parents’ relationship and Ramon’s colleagues—at least, those she didn’t know about. And both were protective about their sister, Maria.

			They definitely blamed David Cooper and his ambition for bringing the wrath of his criminal overlords—the cartels?—down on the three partners. And, despite it all being a quarter century ago, why did she get the strong impression that the two men still felt themselves, and their sister, under threat?

			She was going to have to suggest another, even closer review of the finances and contacts of Leo and Diego Alvarez.

			The car vents were no longer blowing a sirocco into her face, so she dropped her notebook and pen on the passenger seat and reached for her bag, taking her phone off Silence to check for messages. She found a text from Al, to say he’d set up a phone call that afternoon with a Jalisco detective about their probable Highwayman victim. One from Dee gave two names and addresses, both in the Fresno area, with the photograph of a woman that looked like it came from an ID badge. Both texts got brief acknowledgments before she closed out the text function and opened her emails, to make sure nothing urgent had come up.

			The third one down was from the Tulare pastor, Joseph Morales. She opened it, and read:

			
				Hello, Detective Laing, I spoke with my aunt last night and she will talk to you, if you don’t mind my being there as well. However, she has to go to Texas tomorrow to see her brother, so we will need to wait until she gets back in two or three weeks.

				I will ask her to write me with whatever she remembers about Uncle Lucha, and I will send you that.

				Yours in God,

				Joseph Morales

			

			Raquel sat in the cooling car, thinking. Two or three weeks. Police investigations were all about the waiting—for someone to remember, for someone to show up, for busy labs to spit out test results. She was used to waiting, and yes, it was hard to consider the three 1997 cold cases as being in any way urgent.

			On the other hand, she had nothing crucial waiting for her in San Francisco, either. And she’d been a cop who was called into autopsies and crime scenes for so long, she always carried an emergency change of clothing in the car.

			She found that she’d picked up her pen and been spinning it around her finger, so she put it down again and autodialed the Hall of Justice. She let out a silent breath of relief when the lieutenant agreed that she did not require backup for her interview of an evangelical minister and his seventy-year-old aunt. She even agreed to wear her gun, in case the minister came out with his own guns blazing. She then went down the Recent Calls list and tapped the number with the 559 area code.

			Five minutes later, she texted Dee to say she would not be back that night, and set her navigation system to the address of the Reverend Joseph Morales, nephew of the third man in her trio of long-dead drug dealers.

			

			 

			The Church of the Fields—Raquel was having trouble getting around the irony of an evangelical church in the midst of this investigation—had once been a two-car garage attached to a small suburban house that was probably the pastor’s residence. There were actual fields all around, baking under the afternoon sun but well enough irrigated to be fully green. Grapevines, she thought. The church itself was unexpectedly handsome, its onetime garage door replaced by a pair of stained-glass panels on either side of a beautifully carved wooden entry. The exterior paint was fresh, the roof was new, and a cross was mounted on the ridgeline.

			The front garden of the small, equally neat house was a work of such perfection that Jen would have approved, with flower beds, a tall tree with spreading branches over two angled benches, and a path that disappeared and made the garden seem larger than it was. At the center, in a circle of some low, green ground cover, stood a tall flagpole with two flags: the stars and stripes, and below it the Farm Workers’ Aztec eagle.

			The man who stepped out of the onetime garage was the same age as Diego Alvarez, but life had not been as gentle to him. Were it not for the clerical collar he wore in his paint-stained work shirt, she might have thought he had wandered away from the team picking grapes off in the distance. His walk had a twist that suggested spinal problems, his dark face was further baked by the sun, and the hand he held out to her was missing the end of its little finger and part of the next one.

			“Good afternoon, Detective Laing, thank you for giving me an excuse to break off and have a cold drink.”

			She took his hand and did not correct his form of address. “Thank you for seeing me, Reverend Morales.”

			His eyes fixed her with the kind of look one might use to correct a child, humorous but firm. “Joseph, please.”

			“Then I’m Raquel.”

			“Welcome to The Church of the Fields, Raquel. Come in for a moment, I just need to cover my paintbrush and we can go in the house where it’s cooler.”

			The interior of the church was as unexpected as the outside, with three new-looking wooden pews of the same blond wood as the door and four rows of assorted folding and plastic chairs, although even those had colorful cushions. The floor was concrete painted to look like tile, and when she turned around to look at the two stained-glass panels, she found Jesus on one side and the Virgin on the other, surrounded by agricultural crops and bent-over workers. Both figures had brown skin and black hair, and somehow the artist had managed to create faces that seemed proud and affectionate. The Mary, for some reason, looked familiar.

			“Those are beautiful,” she exclaimed.

			Morales beamed at them. “One of my parishioners is doing a master’s in Fine Arts at Sacramento State, which the community helps pay for. She designed the windows, and supervised their creation over two summers.”

			“I hope she continues with it, she’ll make a fortune.”

			“God has given her a great talent, and a warm heart.” He picked up a paintbrush from its rest atop the can and carefully inserted its bristles into a plastic sandwich bag. They had come around behind the altar, which was another, though simpler, piece of that same light wood. He had been painting a section of window frame—this one surrounding a sheet of plain textured plastic.

			“Will she do another window for here?” she asked.

			“She is discussing it with her advisor, to see if they would accept it as her senior project.”

			“I look forward to seeing it,” Raquel said—and was surprised to find that she meant it.

			“You are welcome anytime, Raquel Laing. There, that should save my brush from drying out. Let us see if the air conditioner in the house is working.”

			It was, although it was not central AC, and he had only turned on the old window-mount box in the sitting room. He showed her in, made a probably futile adjustment to the controls, and gestured to a chair. “If you sit there, you’ll get the benefit without being directly blown on. I’ll go scrub my hands and bring us something to drink.”

			Before Raquel had gotten out of her car, she had looked at the holstered SIG Sauer she had laid on the passenger seat at the beginning of the drive and wondered how far she could stretch the definition of “wear” when it came to the gun. A firearm, even a smaller one on a simple gun belt, tended to take up a lot of space in a room, especially with people who were already dubious about the police. So she compromised, sliding it into her shoulder-bag, then slung that across her chest.

			She left it on, more or less obedient to the lieutenant’s order, and walked over to the front window, which was both in the direct breeze from the machine and conveniently close to the framed wall photographs of family.

			Not all family, she decided, studying the variety of faces. And although she looked, working her way down the wall, she didn’t see Lucha among them. At least, not Lucha Morales as he had appeared in his mug shots or her childhood memories.

			She heard footsteps move along the hallway, then voices—the reverend and a woman, speaking English, but sounding different from how he had spoken to her. She couldn’t make out the woman’s words, but his voice had taken on a more strongly Latino pattern of stress and consonants. Neither shifted into Spanish, suggesting that at least one of them was a native-English speaker. Uncle Ramon’s family, too, had spoken the Latino-flavored English that outsiders take to mean a second language, but is actually the phonology of a distinct native community. Ramon’s own Spanish had been sparse—his wife had to translate for him—and she wouldn’t be surprised if Leo and Diego had dropped the language entirely.

			It was, she guessed, a proud and deliberate choice of speech patterns here, going with the master’s degree in American History that she knew Joseph Morales had, rather than the work-roughened skin and hands he showed the world.

			When he came back in, those hands were clean, but empty. “There’s fresh lemonade coming,” he said.

			“Thank you. Do you do your own gardening?” She gestured at the window.

			“Most of it, yes. It’s satisfying—and a useful background for conversations with parishioners. I put them on a bench while I am on my knees, pulling weeds. It seems to encourage honesty. Perhaps because it feels less judgmental.” That explained the state of his skin.

			“I have a friend who takes great pleasure in gardens. She would enjoy yours.”

			“Mary Magdalene mistook Jesus for a gardener, when she came upon him after the resurrection. I like to think of myself continuing his work, a sort of spiritual weeding and nurturing. Ah, is that the blessed song of ice in a glass I hear?”

			At first glance, Raquel thought it was a child who entered, concentrating hard on the tray in her hands. But no, she was probably in her late teens, merely quite short and with the facial characteristics of Down syndrome. Reverend Morales stood and removed a book from the low table in front of the chairs, but let her continue the rest of the host duties: In the center of a flowery plastic doily went a sweating glass pitcher. Two matching coasters, precisely arranged, each received an empty glass. In the center of the resulting triangle she set a small plate of clearly homemade cookies. She stood back to evaluate the layout, before looking at the reverend.

			“Mimi,” he said, “that is perfect, thank you.”

			Her frown of concentration blossomed into a smile, which she turned on Raquel as well before dropping the tray onto the Reverend’s chair and grinning her way out of the room.

			He shook his head and moved the tray to the nearby desk, then sat, pouring their drinks. Raquel, looking forward to the cooling tartness, reached for a glass.

			“Hold on a moment,” he said. She hesitated, expecting him to close his eyes and pronounce a thanks over the offering. Instead, he picked up his glass and took a cautious sip, then nodded. “I do like to check—there was one time she used salt instead of sugar. It made for a memorable meeting.”

			“Is she a relative,” Raquel asked, when she had taken a welcome swallow of the drink, “or a parishioner?”

			“Mimi? A little of each, I suppose. She came here two years ago, when—well, people like her tend to give wholeheartedly, with every interaction. Which makes them an example to us all, but can also be a problem when what they give includes their trust. Her parents decided that living with the parish priest might help keep the young men away from her. Now, my new friend, you want to know about my uncle Lucha.”

			“I also look forward to speaking with your aunt about him.”

			“My cousin will bring her here in the morning, we’ll have a couple of hours before she needs to set off for the airport. I hope you will not be offended when I say that my Tia Luz is a little uncomfortable at the idea of talking with the police.”

			“I do understand, but as I said, I’m only interested in Lucha’s murder. Whatever I learn, it won’t affect anyone’s immigration status.”

			“Oh, she’s as American as I am, she just doesn’t trust the police.”

			She laughed. “I will try to be trustworthy.”

			“I’ll hold you to that,” he said. “I’m just sorry she couldn’t see you tonight, you’ve had a long drive. You said you were staying over—do you need a room?”

			“I have one, thanks, and I’m happy to see your aunt in the morning. But as for you—I think you were a teenager when Lucha died. You must remember some things about him?”

			“Well, as I said, my mother didn’t much approve of him, but yes, we’d see him at family gatherings and holidays. He was…” The reverend stretched out his legs and searched for the word. “Grumpy. That’s how I thought of him, as a boy. If I met him now, my impression might be that he was troubled. Or perhaps depressed. I imagine that when he was young, he was the kind of boy others picked on.”

			“Short-tempered?”

			“No—not that kind of grumpy. I never felt that he was about to strike out at one of us.”

			“And yet he got into fistfights.”

			“Did he?”

			“Someone mentioned it. And his nose had been badly broken.”

			“I wonder if he could actually have been a luchador?” Morales mused. “I always thought it was just a nickname, but there could have been a reason behind it. My aunt will know.”

			“I will ask her. Do you know anything about your uncle’s relationships? The man he was killed with, for example.”

			“Ramon…I forget his last name. I met him maybe twice? The family used to take over a nearby park for big birthdays, and it would have been one of those. My grandmother’s eightieth, perhaps? Uncle Lucha brought him, and I think…It’s hard to remember, after all these years, but I think maybe the second time he came, my mother had found out who he was—that he had something to do with Lucha’s drug selling. She wasn’t at all happy about it.”

			Raquel helped herself to a cookie, choosing one that wasn’t too badly scorched, and tried to decide on her next question.

			She had said nothing to Reverend Morales about her personal involvement in the case. There was no reason to, and it would even be unprofessional. If the principals involved found out later, well, he might be offended by her deceit, but he would forgive her. Forgiveness was, after all, his business.

			On the other hand…

			She sighed, and pulled out her phone.

			“I should tell you,” she said, thumbing through the photographs app for the right folder, “that I was peripherally involved with your uncle, when he was alive. Not directly—the police department takes care to avoid that, although if the case wasn’t so long ago, I probably would have been removed from it entirely. Do you remember this man?”

			It was a picture of David Cooper—not a police photo, certainly not the morgue photographs Al had banned, but a digital reproduction of one of her few surviving childhood possessions: a snapshot taken on Christmas morning, the year before her mother died. Her father sat on the sofa next to the tree, happy and relaxed as he opened a present. She spread her fingers across the screen to zoom in on his face, and turned it to the reverend.

			He squinted at the phone, spreading the image out a little further, then shook his head. “I don’t think so. Good-looking fellow like that, I think I’d have remembered. Who is it?”

			“My father,” she said. She took back the phone, looking at her father for a moment. He had been good-looking, yes, until he came back from a trip a few months before he died, frightening his daughter with two black eyes and a broken nose. “He was…involved in the same things as they were. And he died just a few days before they did.”

			“Ah,” he said. “Child, I am sorry for your loss. You must have been very young.”

			“I was. I knew Ramon a little—Alvarez, was his name—and I stayed with his family a few times. I’m pretty sure I met your uncle once or twice. And to be clear, it is their deaths I am investigating, not that of my father.”

			“I take it his was not an accident?”

			“He was shot. Hundreds of miles away from Ramon and Lucha, and with a different gun.”

			“But the deaths were related?”

			“We think so.”

			“Hard to imagine otherwise. What was his name?”

			She hesitated, then told him. “David Cooper. He was just thirty.”

			“I will include him in my prayers,” he said, and before Raquel could respond to this religiosity, added, “I find stray memories often pop into my mind when I am at prayer. Which can be a distraction, and interferes with my conversations with God, but then, if he wished me to concentrate on him alone, he should not present me with stray thoughts. Wouldn’t you agree?”

			She laughed at the mischief in his eyes, and he leaned forward to rest his hands on his thighs. “And now, Detective Laing, I must return to my paintbrush. I will walk you to your car, and show you the garden on the way.”

			She admired the garden, the small loop of path (“To encourage meditation,” he said) and the abundance of flowers, taking photographs of one interesting bloom to ask Jen about. She thanked him at the end of it, and asked him to thank his young housekeeper for her baked goods.

			“I might wait until after you’ve gone tomorrow. If I tell her you’ll be back, she might spend the night baking for you.”

			“Tell her I’m on a diet.”

			“The all-American excuse.”

			Raquel opened the car door and looked over its hood at the simple church. The sun through the back window was making the stained glass glow, and she was again struck by the faces.

			“That Mary…” she said hesitantly.

			“I’m afraid so,” he said. “Dolores Huerta, one of my parishioners’ heroes. A little sacrilegious, but so far, our bishop hasn’t noticed.”

			“I won’t tell,” she assured him, and shed the heavy shoulder bag to toss onto the passenger seat. She got into the car, rolling down the window when she had shut the door.

			“You are sure you have a good place for the night?” he asked.

			“I’m well set, thank you, Rever—thank you, Joseph.”

			And with an approving nod, he stepped back and waved her on her way.

			As she glanced in the rearview window, her eye caught on the two flags, stirring vaguely in the beginnings of an afternoon breeze.

			Emma Laing used to have a faded Farm Workers flag hanging on the wall of her home office, the room that was now her daughter’s technological lair. She and Tom were too young for the early years of the National Farm Workers Association, but even in the eighties and nineties, people who worked for labor rights well remembered the lessons of the grape strike, and the rewards that long, slow, determined efforts can bring. The person who had given Emma that flag was a friend who had once marched beneath it, and she swore she could still smell the dust of Delano in its threads.

			Even when Raquel joined the family in the late nineties, she’d known Emma to hesitate over the table grapes for sale in the market. They were no longer boycotted, and the struggle had moved on from grapes to other issues, but those who had been active in workers’ rights never took them for granted.

		

	
		
			
				Chapter Thirty-three

				Now

			
			Raquel did not, in fact, have a good place for the night, or indeed any place at all, since her decision to stay over had been last minute. But the world was filled with hotels. The one she chose was a comfortable distance from the freeway and had the additional benefit of a nearby taco place that a quick search told her was rated at four and a half stars.

			When she had checked in, she hung her clean though wrinkled change of clothing in the bathroom, phoned first Dee, then Al, took a quick shower to wash off the sensation of road grime, then made a mental shift of gears: out of working the SFPD Alvarez/Morales cold case, into helping Dee with the search for her mother’s family. She got back into the car to head toward Fresno.

			Ortega #1 was no longer an Ortega, having married a man named Nguyen, but if this was the same Paula Ortega with a box on Dee’s family tree, she was a 37-year-old nurse at the community hospital who drove a red, three-year-old Toyota Camry. It was getting to the dinner hour when Raquel’s navigation system said she had reached her destination, and she was pleased to find a parking spot almost directly across the street from the split-level, blandly painted stucco house on a street full of variations on the theme. Most of the residents had hung on to the small lawns the developer planted when the tract was built, despite the rising price of water. This house had opted to pull out the grass and replace it with a mosaic of low shrubs and succulents. Easy to maintain, she imagined, and more attractive than the neighbors’ parched-looking rectangles.

			There was no red car in the driveway, although the garage door was closed. She sat for twenty minutes, a solitary woman in an air-conditioned car on a suburban street, hoping the phone she held prominently in her hands would make people think she was just wasting time before a date. There was life in the house—she could see a stocky, gray-haired woman moving around in the kitchen, with an androgynous, bleach-blond head hunched over a laptop in an upstairs room that had bright posters on the wall.

			At 7:15, the garage door began to rise, and a small red car coming from behind her turned in to the driveway and inserted itself beside a pair of gleaming Harley-Davidson motorcycles.

			The garage door trundled down. Raquel checked the photos she’d snapped to make sure the license plate was legible, then turned off her motor and rolled down the windows. A minute later, a tall, slim woman with short, pure white hair walked across a downstairs window, heaved an armful of things onto some piece of furniture, and continued on to the kitchen. The gray-haired cook turned and moved into her arms for a hug and a kiss, and then the white-haired woman walked out. A minute later, Raquel could hear a voice raised from the house. The head upstairs lifted and turned, then the person—jeans, T-shirt, short hair—stood up and headed for the door, reappearing a minute later in the downstairs window. Setting a table, it seemed, in the dining room.

			She waited until the three were sitting down for their dinner, then opened the navigation system again and put in the second address.

			Ortega #2 proved a more hopeful candidate, if for no other reason than he was difficult to find. Dee’s information on this potential relation—a cousin of her biological mother—was limited to a name, a Social Security number, a 1971 birth date, and a Riverside address from the 2010 census that on Google Earth turned out to be a brand-new office building that had replaced an earlier structure three years after the census. He had no employment history later than 2016, no record of utilities, streaming subscriptions, tax records, or credit cards that Dee had been able to uncover (yet). But in a random data leak that had gone into one of her forums a few years back, Dee uncovered a possible candidate at an address out in a hilly, undeveloped area near Sanger, a small town fifteen miles east of Fresno, that on paper was owned by a nonprofit for literacy of inner-city children.

			It was still light when Raquel found the property’s entranceway: high fences, sturdy gates, heavy padlock, with two industrial-type security cameras and a large No Trespassing sign. She slowed, but did not stop until she was half a mile up the road.

			She pulled to one side and took the phone from its cradle mount to text her sister:

			Paula Ortega Nguyen doesn’t look like yours—yes to the Camry but it’s two older women and a teenager. Nico Ortega lives behind some very serious security. You might take a closer look into him before I try knocking on his door.

			She attached the clearest image of the dining trio, sent it off with the text, and reset the navigation to Tulare, where she settled down to a beer and plate filled with fajitas so good she regretted being unable to take some home to Dee, followed by a hotel bed that was more comfortable than it looked.

			

			 

			The next morning, Raquel woke at dawn. Her leg was unhappy after a day sitting in the car. When she had showered and made coffee in the room’s machine, she looked online for a good walking place. The dimly-remembered Tulare Lake, which Wikipedia proudly declared to have once been the largest freshwater lake west of the Mississippi, proved to be currently agricultural land—at least, until the next wet winter came along—so she kept hunting until she found a park with actual trees, and did a circuit or three in the cool morning air before consulting the phone again for breakfast recommendations, ending up in a bakery with a five-star rating. It smelled like heaven and produced an excellent cup of coffee.

			Despite the distractions, she arrived early at the Church of the Fields, and sat checking her email until the reverend spotted her, waving at her from his front door. She slung on the heavy shoulder purse and picked up the white paper bag from the backseat, holding it out to him as she approached the door. “My penance, for disturbing you early.”

			He took it and peered inside. “Pan dulce!”

			The highly rated bakery made a point of avoiding the more lurid artificial colors. “And those turnovers are some kind of berry.”

			“As my Roman friends might say, ego te absolvo, though such a generous apology is not necessary. Come in, I was just making coffee, we can have a second breakfast.”

			This time, they went into the kitchen, which had a small table with four chairs beside an open window. There sat a gray-haired Hispanic woman in her late sixties, dressed in a kind of pantsuit that looked practical for traveling.

			Introductions were made. His “Tia Luz” was Luz Flores, and although the “tia” suggested that he thought of her in Spanish, Raquel could see the steel in the woman’s gaze, and did not want to start off making assumptions. So she asked, “Do you prefer señora or missus?”

			A glint of the steel suggested approval. “Missus is fine,” she said, and took the hand Raquel held out for shaking.

			Raquel unslung the shoulder bag and dropped the strap over the back of the seat, then sat down, commenting on the beautiful weather. (Pointless conversation isn’t pointless if it breaks the ice—Al Hawkin.) Their host brought coffee and plates for the pastries, then resumed his seat, the chair between them.

			“I told my aunt what you asked me yesterday,” he said. “I also told her that you promised not to take anything she tells you to the wrong people.”

			“I promised to try,” Raquel clarified. “But it is a murder investigation. Confidentiality is not always an option.”

			“My aunt runs a law firm specializing in immigration problems,” he said.

			Raquel looked across the table at the suddenly more imposing figure, and reproved herself for jumping to conclusions—and for missing this as she’d done her background search on the woman. To be fair, not many high-powered lawyers looked like they bought their clothes from their local Target. It made for a pleasant change from her usual lawyers—most of whom more closely resembled Diego Alvarez.

			She found she was very nearly grinning.

			“Mrs. Flores, as Joseph says, I’m looking into the 1997 death of your brother, Lucas.”

			“He never used that name. We all called him Lucha.”

			“Someone told me the nickname was because he’d been a wrestler—is that so?”

			“I doubt it, luchadores tend to have a far more showy personality. Although I suppose he was something of a punching bag,” she added, a bit sadly.

			“I think I met Lucha a few times when I was small. He knew, and probably worked with, my father, David Cooper.”

			“Joseph told me that. I think I met your father.”

			“Did you?” Raquel said in surprise.

			“Once. He came to my office with Lucha, who wanted me to help a friend of his who was having problems with La Migra. It became clear that the man was also involved with the drug trade, so I told them I couldn’t do anything. Of course, I could have, but I didn’t want to—and since he was my brother, not my client, I was not ethically obliged to provide legal representation. Lucha was angry with me, but your father was very polite. A real charmer. Of course, it helped that he was a handsome devil.”

			She smiled, transforming her face, and Raquel nodded in regret.

			“I’m afraid he did make full use of both looks and charm,” she said, then began with a very general invitation.

			“What do you remember about your brother?”

			The question was not where she would have preferred to start, and certainly not on a morning when time constraints entered in, but it was what Al would have done. Childhood reminiscences, conflicting emotional connections, and memories of the often-confusing reactions of adults was the best way to grasp the essence of the person they were describing. It did take close attention, at this stage, to pare away the superfluous and the suspect, but with Luz Flores, and the occasional contribution from her nephew, a picture of Lucha Morales slowly came into view: not very bright, spoiled by his mother as the baby of the family, but scorned by his father and bullied by his peers, he’d started lashing out when adolescence brought muscle and hormones into the mix. “Although to be clear,” Luz Flores added, “it was never directed at me, or at our mother, but mostly at male authority figures. Teachers, the landlord, Father when he was around, policemen. It was why he was sent to prison, hitting back at a policeman trying to arrest him.

			“That’s when he met Ramon…Alvarez, I think was his name. Alvarez lived up in the Bay Area, and when Lucha got out of prison, he only lasted a few weeks here before our mother had to kick him out, and he moved back to Oakland. We were braced for the next arrest, but strangely enough, when we next saw him—Thanksgiving, maybe?—he seemed different. Ramon somehow managed to keep him in line, stopped him from getting into as much trouble with the law. Not that any of us thought there was much chance he was actually reforming. Mother worried about him, and I know she was afraid that Ramon was taking him deeper into the world. But what could we do? Lucha was a grown man, and he wasn’t living under her roof. Whatever they were doing, he no longer came to her for money.”

			Her face gave a brief twist, of painful memory. “Not that he didn’t come to her for other things. There were two or three times when he’d been badly beaten up. We would get a phone call, and one of us would have to go pick him up at the bus station. He’d spend a few days groaning on the couch and letting Mother cook for him, and when he could get around well enough to manage for himself, he’d call a friend to take him away. Ramon came for him once—and he’d been in a fight, too. I thought at first he and Lucha had been fighting with each other, but there was no animosity between them, so I decided they had gone together against someone else.”

			She thought for a minute. “That may have been the last time Mama let him stay with her. I know she was particularly upset with him that time. He’d given her a gift a few days before, an expensive coat that he’d bought with what he claimed was a bonus from work. When he left with Ramon, she made him take it away with him, because it was obvious that whatever his job was, it was nothing she wanted to benefit from.”

			“Your mother was a good woman,” Joseph Morales said. “She was fortunate to have two responsible children, at least.”

			His aunt gave him a sad smile. “But it’s often that way, isn’t it? The one a mother loves best is the one who causes all the heartache.”

			Raquel decided that, with the clock ticking away, it was time to pin down a few details. She looked at her notes—not that she needed them, but she’d found that the rituals of witness-questioning occasionally benefited from a tangible reminder of purpose. “Mrs. Flores, you said your brother came to your office one day with my—with David Cooper, to ask for help with someone’s immigration status. Can you tell me more about that? Where was this? And when?”

			“It would have been in the mid-nineties, because I was still in my office in Fresno. If you need a more exact date, I’ll have to think it over. I might have written down the name of his friend, and stuck it in my papers.” But before Raquel could ask her to go burrowing in her records, the lawyer continued. “However, it would be well and truly buried, unless I can think of some way to narrow it down.”

			“Anything you can come up with could be helpful, thanks. But you think Lucha was living in Oakland at the time?”

			“At first, yes, although later he was in San Francisco. I remember our mother saying that he must be moving up in the world, if he could afford to live in the big city. I mean, Oakland made sense, not that I know that much about the Bay Area, but San Francisco was noteworthy.”

			The City did have its share of poor people, especially in the nineties, but Raquel didn’t want to stop the flow by pointing this out. Instead, she circled back around to establishing a timeline.

			“While we’re on the question of dates, is there anything else you can pin down more closely? Lucha’s visits, for example—you said he came to family events. And what about the times he showed up after being beaten up?”

			“Well, if the dates would help, I might be able to put his visits together out of my mother’s photo albums. My brother Thomas has most of those, I can go through them while I’m in Dallas. But as to when the two beatings were…well, that’s more difficult. There wouldn’t be hospital records because he refused to go in for treatment. I’ll think about it, if it would matter.”

			Raquel couldn’t decide if the dates mattered or not, but in any investigation, one aimed at the superfluous in hope of hitting the occasional bit of importance. “Thank you,” she said.

			“It will give me something to talk about with my brother. Thomas has Alzheimer’s, but he always enjoys complaining about Lucha.”

			Oh crap, Raquel thought. So much for help from Lucha’s brother. “There was one other thing. Just before Ramon and Lucha were killed, I was staying with Ramon and his family, and he was looking for something my father might have left behind. A box of some sort.”

			“Lucha left some cartons in Mother’s garage when he moved north, mostly clothing he didn’t want anymore. After he died, she and my brother—this is Thomas, of course—went through them, and took most of it down to St. Aloysius’s for the poor.”

			Raquel tried to reconstruct the exact gesture of Ramon’s hands, leaning forward over her bed in Maria’s room that night. He’d held his palms maybe a foot apart, the fingers curled in as if to grasp the contents. Wouldn’t a large carton call for a different motion, with the fingers splayed? “Not terribly big. Maybe inside one of the cartons, something the size of a shoebox?”

			“There were some pairs of shoes, but I think I’d have remembered any new enough to be in a box. Money was tight,” she explained. “Mother would have been happy for anything usable.”

			“Could you see if your brother remembers anything…unusual among the contents? Anything at all.”

			“I can ask, his memory is sometimes better for older events.”

			Raquel took out two cards and wrote down her personal number and email address, giving one to each of them. “If you think of anything, or learn anything, please let me know—text, phone, email, whatever is easiest.”

			They shook hands, and she thanked them again and left, wondering if there had been any point to this two-day trip into the agricultural heartlands. She made her way automatically toward the freeway, but changed her mind at the on-ramp and turned instead in to the parking lot of a chain coffee shop that specialized in breakfast at any hour. Not that she wanted a third breakfast, but she did want a place to sit and think and perhaps make a couple of phone calls.

			The number of free spaces in the parking lot promised vacant tables inside, and she had no trouble finding one where she could talk without disturbing anyone. The waitress handed her a menu the size of a tombstone and automatically turned over the waiting coffee mug to fill from the carafe she’d brought.

			“Just the coffee, thanks,” Raquel told her. “And I may make a phone call, but I’ll keep my voice down.”

			“That’s fine, darling, just give me a wave if you change your mind.”

			An email from Al: the Jalisco detectives had agreed to send him some files. A text from Jen: a photograph, showing a large bowl of rosy-tinted peaches, with a note that she planned to make a pie that weekend. Raquel duly attached an emoticon indicating enthusiasm.

			Oddly, nothing from Dee.

			She took a swallow of coffee, and called her sister.

			“Hey,” Dee’s voice said. “Where are you?”

			“Just leaving Tulare, I talked to the aunt but she needs to catch a plane.”

			“Any help?”

			“Not at first sight, no.”

			“Sorry. So: Nico Ortega and his serious security.”

			“I’d have sent you a picture of his gate setup but there was no way to do it without being filmed in return, and once I’d done that, I might as well have climbed over and walked up his driveway. I thought I’d check with you and see how far you want me to go.”

			“This guy’s a puzzle. He’s probably just your common-or-garden paranoid-slash-hobbyist. Though if it is a hobby, he’s managed to cover a surprising number of bases—it could take a while to dig out his backstory. And if he’s some kind of actual survivalist, I definitely don’t want you climbing his gate. People like that have guns, and the right to use them.”

			“I could leave him a note. With a phone number—I wouldn’t want to give him our address.”

			Dee thought about it for a minute, then: “Sure. I can always decide to spend the time on him if I want to, but give the poor guy a chance to answer first. Good idea.”

			“Will do. I don’t think I’ll need to stop by the Hall on my way home, so I should be there by dinner.”

			“Safe driving.”

			She left the cheery waitress a tip greater than the cost of the coffee, used the restroom, and headed back toward Fresno. But on the way, she decided on a slight change of plans, and stopped at a shopping mall dominated by a village-sized Target. In a few minutes, she was sitting in the village’s food court, setting up her new flip-open burner phone. She picked a number, wrote it down so she wouldn’t have to go hunting for it, and dropped it in her purse.

			Back in the car, the AC going full blast, she tore a page out of her notebook to write:

			
				The daughter of Dolores Ortega, who is my adoptive sister, registered with the site MyKin.com in the fall. She has been trying to get in contact with the Ortegas, and sent messages to some of them a few weeks ago, but has not yet had any reply, so she did some research and came up with your name. It is possible you did not receive the message before you withdrew your name from the site, and although she fully accepts your right to live in seclusion, she would appreciate anything you could tell her about her biological mother.

			

			She looked at what she’d written, trying to find something that would convince him to respond. It would be pointless to assure him that they would not give him away, since the very fact of a note on his gate could be taken as a threat. He might well react by packing up his shotguns and survivalist gear to disappear into the wilds entirely.

			What would Al do?

			After a minute, she added:

			
				I apologize for invading your privacy like this. I hope my doing so does not cause you distress. But I love my sister, and not knowing anything about her mother is bringing her a great deal of pain. I hope you can find it in your heart to help her.

			

			She added the new burner phone number, tore a strip of duct tape from the roll in the car’s emergency kit, and keyed in the Sanger address again on her GPS. This time, she stopped directly in front of the gate, got out in full view of both cameras, and walked over with the note in her hand. She stepped up on the lowest rung of the gate, leaned over, and taped it to the back of the metal—not folded, so it was easily readable from a distance. Just in case his paranoia extended to poison-infused sheets of paper.

			She climbed down, gave the nearest camera a friendly wave, got back in her car, and drove away.

		

	
		
			
				Chapter Thirty-four

				Now

			
			Three hours of driving would put her into the City just in time for the worst of the 19th Avenue rush-hour strangulation, but she did not stop off for a delaying meal along the way. Instead, well aware that tomorrow she would be plunged back into the Alvarez/Morales cases, she allowed herself to spend the drive letting her mind chew over Dee’s problem.

			For one thing, was it odd that Dee hadn’t located many traces of her father? Half the MyKin.com DNA report ought to be about him, yet back in November she’d said that there was almost nothing on him. That might simply mean that MyKin.com’s users tended to be US residents, and if Dee’s father was from a family of campesinos, perhaps they simply had not yet migrated north into relative technological affluence.

			Which left Dee’s mother.

			How to find, or at least flesh out, the figure at the center of this hunt, Dolores Ortega? As Raquel had discovered when she first went looking in the fall, searching for a person with nothing but a first and last name was akin to hunting for a twig in a haystack—and the more common the names, the larger that haystack grew. Neither “Dolores” nor “Ortega” narrowed things down even a fraction. To have given birth to Dee in 1985, the woman could have been born any time between the late 1940s and the early 1970s. Raquel would continue to assume that she was from Mexico, since that was where Dee’s birth certificate was issued, but that only magnified the name problem. Unless one of the relatives on MyKin.com responded, to provide some way to narrow down identity—who her parents were, where and when she’d been born, what her middle name was, what school or university she may have attended—there was no way to separate her from the thousands of other Dolores Ortegas out there.

			Dee was persistent, and she had all the digital shortcuts (licit and otherwise) that a person could ask for, but without something concrete, it would be a long, frustrating slog, with no promise of success at the end of it.

			Raquel had not entirely written off the possibility of climbing over that gate with the security cameras. This was her sister, after all, a woman who, from the age of fourteen, had given her everything.

			

			 

			Dee had dinner in the oven when Raquel got home: something with meat and herbs and cheese.

			“That smells amazing,” she said.

			Dee closed the oven door and straightened up. “Garlic bread will be five minutes. I’m not waiting for you.”

			Obediently, Raquel disappeared, and was back in time to carry over the salad and pour two glasses of wine. Dee pointed a spatula at the pan of lasagna. “How hungry are you?”

			“I haven’t had anything since breakfast, though I did have two of those.”

			Her sister carved a large slab and pushed the garlic bread over. Silence fell.

			Eventually, Raquel paused to put down her fork and serve herself some salad. “Sorry I didn’t have more luck in Fresno.”

			“Tell me about Paula Nguyen first.”

			“I was too exposed to spend a long time there, and if you decide she’s got to be in that house I’ll go back, but I didn’t see anyone who matched the photo you sent. It looked more like a lesbian couple in their fifties, along with a teenager who could have been male or female. None of them looked remotely Vietnamese.”

			“Yeah, I wasn’t counting on much, it was one of those thirdhand connections that tend not to pan out. I wouldn’t have sent you down to Fresno just for her.”

			“But Nico Ortega may be a different story.”

			“Tell me what you saw.”

			Over the salad and the end of both lasagna and bread, Raquel described the situation: new metal gate solid enough to repel a small car, two high-end cameras that were nearly impossible to approach without being filmed, and solar lights with protective cages to ensure the driveway entrance was never dark. The field on the other side grew crops too low to hide the approach of anyone larger than a squirrel.

			“You left him a note?”

			“Better than that.” Raquel dropped her napkin on the table and went out to the hallway, bringing back the cheap phone she’d bought. She put it in front of Dee and resumed her dinner.

			“I asked him to get in touch, but I wasn’t entirely comfortable with giving him your cell, so I bought a burner phone and gave him that number. There’s two hours of credit in it. And it’s turned off at the moment—I thought I’d leave that up to you.”

			Dee eyed the phone, and Raquel knew her well enough to read her expression as risk analysis. If Nico Ortega had truly powerful connections or a bottomless wallet, the phone’s signal could be traced, leading him to their front door. On the other hand, even law enforcement had to work for that degree of access, and anyone short of that would be faced with a burner’s anonymity and lack of history.

			Dee took a swallow of wine, and left the phone where it lay. “How long do you think he’s had that gate setup?”

			“It looked fairly new, no more than a year or two old. Dusty, but then, it hasn’t rained in months. Why?”

			“Because Cousin Nico is, as I said, a bit of a puzzle. There was no problem finding him: born in Puebla, not far outside Mexico City, in 1971, and his family moved to Tucson when he was sixteen. They’re all US citizens now. He went to Arizona State, majored in computer science, worked in Phoenix, Pasadena, and Riverside. About ten years ago, his life changed. He quit his job—he had investments, cleverly handled—and moved out to the desert, near Barstow. Either deliberately or just because he was living alone out in the desert, his digital footprint got a lot smaller.

			“But either he wasn’t actually very concerned, or he wasn’t very good at getting lost, because four years ago, a property management firm that he owned posted some statements with his name on them, one of which involved that land behind the gate in Sanger. Then last year, that firm opened a branch in Fresno, using a UPS store as its street address—I think that may be when he moved out to Sanger. And as we know, he was relatively casual about his name on things like MyKin.com and Facebook, where he was active as recently as a year ago, on various groups including the families of desaparecidos.”

			“Was he the one who added Dolores to the MyKin genealogy?”

			“I think so, yes. But in the past few months, he’s gotten more attentive to actual security, rather than just a game of going invisible. He was never very active on Facebook, posting every couple of months, but in February and March he went through and deleted most of his profile. He also changed his setting to Anonymous on MyKin, dropped his Netflix and Amazon accounts—though he could be using a name I haven’t found yet—and sold his car. He moved his ‘property management’ business to a new UPS store, although the only two properties it manages are the place in Sanger and the old one in Barstow. If that gate and those cameras are as new as you think, it would go along with the timing.”

			“Don’t the satellites show when they went in?” She knew her sister would have looked.

			“There’s been a gate there for a long time, but there are signs of construction a year or so ago. The same with the house itself—there’s a lot of trees to begin with, so you can’t see much, but he seems to have added roofed walkways between the house and two outbuildings a few months ago.”

			“He sounds like your usual nutjob,” Raquel said.

			“Could be. Or he could have a reason to be paranoid.”

			“Speaking of paranoia,” Raquel said, tapping the phone, “are you going to turn this thing on?”

			“You are aware that you could have just asked me to generate an alternative number, rather than buy a whole new phone, right?”

			“Dee, it cost me less than a decent lunch. You don’t have to use it.”

			Dee picked up the little device, her face giving a slight twist. Humor, but also worry. “You know, before November, I wouldn’t have hesitated.”

			Nothing like seeing your sister bleeding into the sidewalk to change your worldview, Raquel thought, but did not say.

			Her sister took a breath and flipped it open, pressing the On button. It went through the booting-up process, with the two sisters watching, as if waiting for it to ring.

			It did not.

			After a minute, Raquel stood and cleared the table, Dee stood and made the coffee, and they went back to work. The day ended.

			The phone did not ring.

			But Dee kept it with her.

		

	
		
			
				Chapter Thirty-five

				Now

			
			Raquel was at her desk the next day, writing up her conversation with Leo and Diego Alvarez, when her cell rang. An unknown number—not an unusual event for a detective.

			“Raquel Laing.”

			“Good morning, Inspector Laing, this is Luz Flores.”

			She sat upright. “Hello, Mrs. Flores, what have you—” She stopped, hearing Al Hawkin’s firm instructions: For a cooperative witness, personal before professional. “That is, how is your brother?” There was no reason a social lubricant question couldn’t apply to her actual interest as well.

			“Oh, he’s fine. He’s deteriorating, I’m afraid, but he is happy here, so it softens the impact. I try to see him once a month. So far, he still remembers me.”

			“I’m glad.” Wait, was that the right response, for someone whose brother was being consumed by dementia? But before Raquel could apologize, her cooperative witness went on, so apparently, yes, it was acceptable.

			“It’s sad, but as I say, Thomas himself is content, and that’s all that matters. I haven’t talked to him about Lucha yet, it’s best to choose his more lucid times for direct questions, but knowing that might take me some days, I thought I should let you know that I have a more precise estimate of when Lucha and your father showed up in my office.”

			“That could be useful, thanks.”

			“It would have been the end of March or first part of April, either 1996 or 1997. I have a very visual memory, and as I tried to trace back when I’d seen them, I realized that I was picturing the two men surrounded by pastel bunnies. Which seemed odd, until I remembered that my secretary at the time used to decorate the waiting room for the season. Frankly, I found it distracting—especially when it came to skeletons and gruesome monsters at Halloween—but she swore it put the clients at ease, and since she never let things get out of hand, I let her do it. But I did limit her to ten days of decorations total before she had to clear things away, especially those mildewing pumpkins. If the pastel bunnies were up when they came, then it would have been within ten days of Easter.”

			She absently thanked Mrs. Flores and called up the 1996 and 1997 calendars on her phone. In 1996, the holiday fell on April 7. Her mother was ill, but still alive, and they lived in Oakland.

			In 1997, Easter was on March 30. It was Raquel’s first such without her mother, who had shyly loved the dressing up and the decorating of eggs. They would have lived in San Francisco by then, and she and her father had spent it…no: she’d been with the Alvarez family, who didn’t dress up and wear new hats to church, but did have a big egg hunt in their backyard. Which she remembered as not being as exciting as it should have been. She’d been sad, which irritated Aunt Sofie, because…

			Because her father wasn’t there. And then he was there, except it was a shock, because that was the day he came home from a trip with dark bruises around his eyes and a wide bandage across his nose, and even though Maria, the Alvarez daughter, shared some of her candy with Raquel, the shine was gone from the day.

			Raquel closed out the calendar and transferred the phone number Mrs. Flores had called from into her contacts list, then finished her report on the conversation with the Alvarez brothers. More reluctantly, she added a note about Ramon and her father making a trip to see Mrs. Flores concerning a friend with an immigration problem, adding the two possible years. She couldn’t bring herself to include a description of her father’s broken nose. It was peculiar enough just to see his name in an official file.

			She closed the doc, stared out of the window for a minute, then shook her head and opened Mark Hadley’s email with the Romero passwords.

			Twenty minutes later, she realized that she’d been staring out of the window again. And once she noticed that, she became aware of the itch in the corner of her mind, that teasing sensation of connections reaching out for each other. She sat back and let her eyes go out of focus, trying to look at the matter from the periphery.

			Easter bunnies and black eyes. Skeletons and ghouls. Jack-o’-lanterns.

			Carved pumpkin faces rotting on doorsteps, neglected after Halloween.

			And potluck. The sensation of a click, with a connection made—but where did that come from? Potluck…? Ah: Reverend Morales, who couldn’t talk when she’d first reached him because he was hosting a potluck dinner and Bible study, but who had an aunt who might have information.

			Potluck, and pumpkins. The smell of oatmeal cookies—no: a spicier smell. Pumpkin pie? No, pumpkin cookies, the kind with pecans on top that Mom often took to those community potlucks. And someone teasing her about slipping a spot of…No: modicum was the word. Slipping a modicum of nutrition in among the bowls of fake whipping cream, and Mom responding that her cookies were always first to go, weren’t they? Was it Dad, doing the teasing? It didn’t sound like Tom Laing, in the echoes of memory, it sounded more like—

			Click: and there it was, the glorious opening-up sensation of connections being made…

			But an instant later, her brain felt like an engine thrown into Reverse, because, no, that link was not possible. More than two years lay between the Alvarez Easter party of 1997 and the night after Halloween that social worker Jilly Caine brought Raquel into the Laing household. Jilly had nothing to do with David’s visit to the office of Luz Flores. What the hell was her mind doing? (“Apophenia,” it’s called—finding significant patterns in random events….)

			And yet, the sensation was not one she could ignore. Her mind was insisting that it had made a connection—but it was wrong. Which was a deeply unsettling thought.

			Perhaps…just because the two things weren’t connected, quite, didn’t mean her mind hadn’t found some direction it wanted her to go.

			It was not much better than depending on a statement from Thomas Morales. She was almost certainly wrong, which was worrying…but even if it was wrong, there might be some part of it that was right. And if she was leading herself down an impossible pathway? Well, she would only be admitting it to her sister.

			She snatched up her phone and autodialed Dee’s number.

			“Hi Rock, what—”

			“Jilly Caine,” she interrupted. “She loved Mom’s pumpkin cookies.”

			“What?”

			“Did Jilly know Mom and Dad before she brought me to the house?”

			Dee hesitated. “Jilly, the social worker? Well, yeah. She’d brought other kids before you, emergency placements. All short-term.”

			“But it was only after I came that the three of them started being friends?”

			“I guess so.” She didn’t sound at all sure.

			“What if she knew them before—knew them, Mom and Dad, and not just through her job? What if…” She had to force herself to say the absurdity aloud. “What if she knew them back when you were born?”

			“Rock, Mom and Dad moved to San Francisco after I was—after they got me.”

			“I know. But—Dee, look. I’m working these two cold cases that have to do with Mexican drug cartels, so I’ll admit that old family connections and people from Mexico and dead drug dealers are all on my mind a lot more than usual. But you know me—I work multiple cases all the time, and I don’t confuse them. My mind does not mix things up. And yet there’s some kind of a quirk in these investigations that I keep getting tangled up in. My brain insists on trying to insert Jilly Caine into the murders of my father and those two other men. Which is ridiculous and I know it’s just a random coincidence that popped up into my rational thinking process but—Dee, why does my brain insist on intruding Jilly into those cold cases?”

			The line was silent, both sisters listening to the plaintive echo of Raquel’s question.

			Raquel could hear her sister breathing, and was on the verge of telling her to never mind, that she was obviously in need of a rest, when Dee finally spoke. And not with the cautious tones of someone trying to hide their deep apprehension, but with the distracted air of someone rethinking the assumptions of a lifetime. “Jilly and Mom did become closer, after you came. She certainly was around more. But we knew her before. And looking back, maybe…yeah. It did seem like they’d been friends for a long time.”

			Raquel felt lightheaded with relief, that her sister had not instantly demanded that she take a leave of absence and come home to talk about her imagination.

			“Dee, to be clear: I really doubt that Jilly Caine could have had anything to do with my cold cases, and I’m pretty sure that if she knew anything about your past, she’d have told you when Mom and Dad died. I just know that the side of my mind’s eye insists it’s seeing a pattern of some kind, and it has to do with Jilly. You have to find her.”

			“On it,” Dee said, and the line went dead.

		

	
		
			
				Chapter Thirty-six

				Now

			
			It took Dee a week to find Jilly Caine.

			Dee Laing, with all the tools and knowledge in the world. With contacts in places she shouldn’t have them, people who could slip her a retired social worker’s employment record, providing a date of birth, Social Security number, college history, credit cards—and it still took a week.

			The thing that gave Jillian Ruth Caine away in the end was her friendship with Emma and Tom Laing.

			

			 

			“On it,” Dee told her sister, and in minutes she had cleared away the images of a war zone, which she’d been poring over in search of one particular vehicle, and drew up her notes on her sister’s old social worker. She didn’t anticipate it taking long—the woman had to be in her seventies and was surely a complete amateur online.

			An hour later, Dee walked out to the kitchen to make a fresh pot of coffee and reconsider her methods. Whether by accident or intent, Jilly Caine was proving more thoroughly hidden than any retired social worker needed to be. Time to shift tracks, and treat the search as an actual job.

			Coffee made, interest piqued, Dee returned to her center of operations. For two days, she tracked the woman along the usual digital trails, coming to one dead end after another. If Jilly had deliberately set out to disappear, she had done so far more efficiently than Nico Ortega had managed. Of course, the other possibility was that Jilly was one of those rare creatures whose life was spent completely free of social media, professional networking, and online forums. Like some desert-dwelling believer in the End Times. Thinking back to the small, cheerful woman who had been a part of their lives for so long, Dee couldn’t decide which sounded more like her.

			On the third day, Dee set off into the sort of territory that her cop sister didn’t need to know about: a friend with access to city records, who gave her Jilly’s employment history. And still, she found nothing more recent than 2020.

			In desperation, Dee abandoned her home territory of the World Wide Web and turned to the physical: the Laing family albums. She’d thrown them out in November, but knew that her sister had rescued them and stashed them in the basement with all the other painful reminders of parents who had lied.

			The sisters spent an entire evening going through the stack of albums, and came up with two snapshots. One had been taken in the living room of the Laing house, showing Emma and Jilly during a party of some kind, laughing. A basket of toys in the background—including a stuffed horse Dee recognized as her own—narrowed it down to the late 1980s—before Raquel was even born, much less arrived at the Laing household. The other picture showed the two women on a hiking trail through the woods, and Emma’s short hair placed it after her fiftieth birthday in 2001.

			Both snapshots were old, poorly focused, at odd angles, and with color that had degraded over the years, leaving Emma looking jaundiced and Jilly’s usual brilliant clothing long faded into pastels. Neither photo was ideal for an image search, and by themselves, they took Dee about where she expected: nowhere.

			Still, two images were better than one when generating a 3D re-creation of a face, and the image she showed Raquel at the end of the following day was somewhat lifeless, but recognizable as Jilly Caine.

			Next came casting her digital net out into the ocean of images washing around the world, in hopes of catching one specific fish. Dee tweaked the image, giving Jilly gray hair, adding years and glasses, putting on weight, then taking it off. When the phone rang that afternoon, her eyes ached from scrolling down reams of offerings on one facial recognition company after another.

			She picked up the phone, held her thumb over the screen to touch the Accept button, but saw only her basic wallpaper screen. She thought at first that the caller had already hung up, but then it rang again—and she dropped the phone to scrabble through the papers for the half-forgotten burner that Raquel had given her. She snatched it up, flipping it open just after the fourth ring. “Hello? Sorry, I was—this is Dee.”

			“My name is Nico Ortega,” said the voice. “I think you wanted to talk.”

		

	
		
			
				Chapter Thirty-seven

				Now

			
			“Dolores Ortega was a desaparecida,” Dee told Raquel that night, drink in hand.

			When Raquel came home, she had found Dee sitting at her desk—just sitting, and after one look at her face, she had left the room and come back with a bottle of Scotch and two glasses. Dee had downed the first one without speaking—and with that statement, Raquel could see why.

			She and Dee were rarely physical, but even Raquel knew that this was the time for bodily comfort. She sat forward in the chair and took her sister’s free hand, waiting.

			“Nico Ortega called,” Dee finally began. “That note you left, it spooked him. Not so much the contents as the fact that we’d found him. I had to tell him a little bit about what I can do and why he shouldn’t be too worried that someone else would duplicate it, but I also promised to help him get rid of the tracks that gave him away. He didn’t sound convinced, but he did seem a little hopeful, that maybe he wouldn’t have to move house again after all.”

			“What is he afraid of?”

			“He wouldn’t tell me. He said he’d give me information about my mother, but that was all. I don’t know what you said in that note you left, but you impressed him with your honesty.”

			“I just asked for his help.”

			“Well, whatever you wrote did the job. He said he’d be willing to tell me what he knew about Dolores.

			“She was his cousin—their fathers were brothers, and he was thirteen or fourteen when she disappeared. She was nine years older. Both families had lived in Puebla, about seventy miles away from Mexico City, but hers moved closer to the capital when she was in high school. She went away to university, he thought in California though he wasn’t sure where, and after graduation, came back home, to Mexico City. With their age differences, the two cousins weren’t close, but they did know each other. I got the impression that he’d have liked to know Dolores better. Puppy love, for his clever and exotic older relative.

			“She’d majored in English, but what she loved was journalism. Her family didn’t take her seriously, but in the end, she did get a job with one of the big newspapers. When she disappeared, that’s what her family blamed. Journalists were not popular at the time—not much better now, really. And when people disappeared in the eighties, especially people with links to suspect organizations—the university, the media, political activist groups—everyone knew that asking questions could be very dangerous.

			“Nico thought his cousin was heroic; but then, teenagers aren’t always keen on caution. And then the father of one of his school friends was taken off the street, brutally murdered, and dumped on the doorstep of his house. The father taught economics at one of the universities in Puebla.”

			Raquel began to see why Nico Ortega might choose to live behind a security gate, and reached for the bottle to top up Dee’s glass.

			Dee took a swallow, and continued. “After that, he began to understand his parents’ concerns. Dolores was only about twenty-one herself when she got the job. Most of the older reporters were pretty careful, and articles were almost always published anonymously. But you can imagine, a young, idealistic college student comes home and is hired for a job that would be risky even for grizzled ex-soldiers or dedicated paranoiacs.

			“Plus, it was 1983, the year when a general election gave the ruling party its first setback in half a century of control. Dolores threw herself into the reporting—and it must have been an exciting time to be a journalist, with foreign correspondents coming in to witness the upheaval. Older reporters stayed cautious, but she must have seen it as her chance both to change the world and to make a name for herself.

			“Her family wasn’t at all happy about it. Not only because of the risk involved, but their sweet daughter had come home from college with strange ideas and an improper attitude—asking pushy questions of perfect strangers, working with male colleagues, showing no signs of settling down. They feared for her safety, and they disapproved of her life choices. There were family arguments, and after one of them, she moved into her own apartment. She saw less of them. And then at Christmas, she showed up pregnant.”

			“Ah.”

			“The spring after the election, in early 1984, she’d met someone. No doubt it was all part of that heady time: new job, independence, in the capital city at a time of political change. Why not shed the mores of the world? Except that in a Catholic country in the 1980s, birth control was hard to come by.

			“She would have been pregnant by July—assuming that Mom and Dad kept my actual birth date in April, although who knows?”

			At least she’s calling them “Mom” and “Dad” again, Raquel noted.

			“Christmas was always a big family get-together, at the matriarch’s house in Puebla. Dolores came—and she made no effort to hide her condition. Her parents went nuts—but she was wearing a ring, even if it was only an engagement ring, and the diamond was impressive, and she told everyone how clever and educated and handsome he was. And he was obviously wealthy. He had his own big house in the countryside, and another in Mexico City itself.

			“Her parents were modern enough not to throw her out, but they did tell her they expected her child’s father to go through the formalities of asking for her hand, even though it was obviously a bit late for that. She assured them that he would, and asked her mother to come for the birth. Other than the glaring lack of a wedding ring on her finger, things were more or less patched up.

			“Except that he never went to see them.

			“Nico was not entirely clear on what happened after that, although he is certain none of them ever met the man. They also saw less and less of Dolores herself. She went on maternity leave from the paper, but she didn’t go home to her mother, and didn’t tell her mother where she was. Nico thought that the last time anyone heard from her was in February.”

			Dee’s birth date, according to the Report of Birth Abroad form, was April 1.

			“Her parents must have been frantic,” Raquel commented.

			“They did see her in April—she came home briefly to show them her baby—but after that she went completely silent again. In May, her father started phoning police stations and hospitals all over the country, then the morgues. In late May or early June, 1985, a body washed ashore on a beach near Acapulco.

			“It was hardly unusual, and it had been in the water too long to be identified, so it was buried in a common grave. When her parents heard about it and asked about identifying marks or possessions, they were told of a necklace the body had been wearing. Both parents went to see it. Her father, Simon, swore it was hers, but her mother insisted it was not, and refused to have her moved to the Ortegas’ local cemetery. And that was about all Nico knew.”

			“He never looked into it himself?”

			“His own family moved to Arizona the following year, and even though they were out of Mexico, it sounds like the family was in the habit of not talking about anything remotely connected with politics or drugs or anything, really, that could invite retribution. He let things rest for years, but it always bothered him, and I’d guess it might be one of the reasons he sent his DNA to MyKin.com. His parents had almost deliberately lost touch with the family they’d left behind, and as that generation began to die off, he realized that he wanted to reach out to them.”

			“So, why didn’t he? Why change his settings to be anonymous, and refuse to answer messages?”

			“He was open at first. I found him on a Facebook group he forgot he’d joined, and I didn’t have to burrow too deeply to find his name elsewhere as well. But he is nervous about something. He wouldn’t tell me what, and I had to drop it when he began to sound like he was about to hang up on me, but I’m pretty sure it was something to do with my mother. As I said, he seemed more than a little infatuated with her—and I imagine that thinking she might be one of his homeland’s political martyrs made her all the more unforgettable as the decades went on and he lived in relative comfort and safety north of the border. I let him talk about his childhood for a while, and some things he remembered about Dolores, and when he was relaxed, I asked if I could talk to him again next week. I told him I’d see if I could locate any pictures of her online, and promised to send them to him.”

			“You think he’ll answer if you call again?”

			“I think he was reassured enough not to disappear entirely. Although if I have other things I need to ask, you might need to go back down and climb over his gate, now that we know he’s not about to open fire on you.”

			Raquel wasn’t entirely sure about that, but decided not to argue.

			“I hope so. He sounds…interesting.”

			“I suppose. Although he might have been more diligent when it came to research. She’s right there on one of the lists of desaparecidos. And there’s a public record of when and where the body came ashore, and where it was buried. The family could request that the body be exhumed and DNA tests run.”

			Her face twisted, and she took a hefty swallow from her glass.

			“The body did receive a bit more police attention than most of those that washed up along that coast during those years, first because she was a woman, and then because the autopsy showed that she’d recently given birth. But once the Ortega parents came and suggested it might be her, and the local police learned that she’d been a journalist—even a newbie one—the investigation was more or less shut down. Nobody wanted to mess with the men who disappeared people.

			“And since it was a time when political killings were giving way to drug-related ones, it didn’t much matter if she’d fallen afoul of the government stamping on activists or a cartel trying to keep their rivals under control. Either way, the method was the same: snatch up your victim on the street or from their home, torture them for information on their fellow activists—or just because they were on the wrong side—and then dump their body on the street, or into a mass grave, or out of a plane over the Pacific.”

			Where sometimes, Raquel knew but did not say, the victim was not exactly dead when they hit the water. She reached for the Scotch and trickled the last of it into Dee’s glass.

			“Did he have any idea what sort of investigation she was working on when she died?”

			Dee looked up at her and blinked. To her surprise, Raquel could see that her sister was well on her way to being drunk. “Huh,” Dee said. “My mother, the investigator. Like mother, like daughter.”

			The sudden picture of Dee being shoved out of a plane over a dark ocean clenched a fist around Raquel’s heart. Dee must have felt something of her sister’s reaction, because her eyes and thoughts came to a focus. “I don’t think Nico had the faintest idea what she would have been working on. It’s possible we could trace down one of her colleagues on the paper, but I wouldn’t count on it.”

			“And as you say,” Raquel noted, “politics and drugs were becoming so intertwined, it could have been either. Does the paper have its archives digitized? I know she was just getting started, but she might have talked the paper into giving her a byline.”

			Dee shook her head. “The last thing newspapers in war zones and under repressive regimes want to do is openly credit their reporters. It takes a Navalny-level commitment to social activism for someone to voluntarily paste their name on an article attacking a corrupt official or drug lord.”

			“True. So, where do we go from here?”

			Dee looked at her blankly for a minute, and watching her come back from wherever she’d been since ending the call with Nico Ortega was a bit like watching the water come back up a dry pipe: emptiness, then a whisper of activity followed by a rising gush of action. “The desaparecidos site where I found her name—that’s the place to start. And yes, there was that woman on the Argentina case I helped last year, she has contacts in Mexico as well, let me find her…”

			She stood up, swaying ever so slightly with the alcohol in her veins, and turned toward the door.

			Then paused. “I was working on Jilly Caine, before Nico phoned. You’ll find some…stuff there. I’ll finish it tomorrow, when…”

			And she was gone, back to her world of databases and contacts and people who know people. Raquel watched her for a minute, then went to see what she could stir together for dinner that Dee might eat in front of her screens.

		

	
		
			
				Chapter Thirty-eight

				Now

			
			Him

			Mine is a small world. Oh, not my number of acquaintances or the spread of my business interests—those are wide and international.

			I mean that the number of people who matter—who actually run the world—is relatively small.

			Not surprising, I suppose, when you consider the dangers from without and within. We kill each other off, we sell each other out, we fall victim to official forces and our own lack of wariness.

			When I first started, the world seemed enormous. To make any impact at all, a person had to fight continuously for position, be more vicious than anyone, be willing to engage in something close to all-out war.

			But I climbed rapidly up the ladder, and the number of people I had to concern myself with fell away. Once, I was surrounded by rivals, all of whom lived within a few streets of me. Now I can count on my fingers the number of people who matter. An agreement between two or three of us can achieve more than an active struggle of hundreds.

			So when I see the same faces, hear the same names, I no longer think it is a coincidence, or necessarily dangerous. I think that it is inevitable.

		

	
		
			
				Chapter Thirty-nine

				Now

			
			With the dishes and pots cleared away and Dee vanished until the no-doubt wee hours into the search for Dolores Ortega, Raquel sat at the kitchen table with a cup of coffee, and opened both laptops. She shifted the cursor to her email, then noticed the way the folders were arranged when both screens were side by side. On the work laptop, to the left, the upper right corner held the Alvarez/Morales file—her actual job, those Cold Case murders, with three decades of digitized records and notes. Next to it, her own laptop, the screen’s top left corner showed the folder labeled Dee, where Raquel had been tucking all the odds and ends of her sister’s family search, from articles about Mexico’s missing persons and a lot of scanned photographs to a document of notes that had URLs, names, places, and a rough timeline of when she had done what.

			Below those two folders, on her personal machine but visually midway between DEE and the Cold Case folder, was the shared project manager that Dee had set up for the Jilly Caine hunt, where Raquel could see Dee’s work and contribute her thoughts, memories, and suggestions.

			Raquel caught the drift of her thoughts, and felt like throwing both machines out of the window. There’s no significance, she told herself fiercely. One diminutive social worker does not bring together any of these random events.

			Mexico? Half of California had links to the country across the border. The drug trade? Drugs killed millions of people in the country, not just Dee’s mother and Raquel’s father. Two girls, adopted by the same couple, one as an infant and one at the age of nine? It was reason for thought—but even that coincidence might be explained by a social worker who knew something about Dee’s past, and who thought of her friends, the Laings, on the night Raquel came her way.

			Nonetheless: Raquel really, really wanted to talk to Jilly Caine.

			Her finger hovered the cursor over the work file, then shifted right to click on the button for Jilly, to see what Dee had been working on before Nico Ortega’s phone call. There she found three days of frustrating dead ends, followed by their night’s slow search through eighteen years of Laing family photo albums that had turned up two poor-quality photographs of Jilly herself. Dee had said she would use those to create a 3D reconstruction, and today, seemed to have been tweaking that basic image to add years, change hair color, and adjust body shapes. It looked as if she’d been interrupted as she was feeding various versions of Jilly into the reverse-image search sites.

			The results of facial recognition software were, as any responsible cop well knew, apt to be skewed, partly from its built-in side effects but mostly because the data sets used for training the systems tended to be biased. White males gave the best results in a match, females less so. Well, at least Jilly wasn’t a person of color—Black women had the highest error rates when it came to facial recognition.

			Raquel gave a mental shrug, and picked up where Dee had left off.

			It was painstaking work, and she did not have Dee’s gift for finding ways to present an image that the computer’s recognition system would seize upon, but she did know most of the apps and engines her sister used. She started with Google and Bing, then PimEyes. An hour later, she was tempted to move the image onto her work computer and open Clearview AI…but she winced at the thought of the lieutenant’s voice stripping away a layer of flesh. She was pretty sure Dee had access to the site, although it was ostensibly for law enforcement only, but no: better to exhaust the sites she was permitted to use before asking Dee to use her barely licit ones.

			So, she put the image into TinEye, hoping she wouldn’t have to twist her brain around the demanding search features of Lenso.ai, and twenty minutes later, realized that her eyes were so tired, she might well have scrolled right past a match. She shut both laptops, closed up the house, and went to bed.

			She started again in the morning. Halfway through the pot of coffee, Dee came downstairs, asked what she was doing, grunted, and went back to her office.

			A brief review of the TinEye images confirmed that she had little memory of having seen them before, so she started all over again at the top. A quarter of an hour later, she paused.

			A small woman with close-cropped white hair, wearing a sort of Indian tunic and pants, sat on a low rock wall with a patch of dramatic coastline in the background. Was that Jilly?

			She followed its link and located the picture in the gallery page of a website for something called an “intentional community for women.” As opposed, Raquel guessed, to an accidental community? It was in Big Sur, some 150 miles to the south, and appeared to be a place with both permanent residents and those who came for healing retreats. Feminist, cooperative, organic—a commune, she realized, with a lot of outreach to abused women and recovering addicts. They did workshops, and welcomed children.

			She looked through the entire gallery, seeing many beatific faces, most of them considerably younger than the possible-Jilly.

			She went back to the picture and enlarged it on her screen. Did it evoke an emotion? Were those the blue eyes that had flared with anger, the night she’d come back to the car carrying Raquel’s meager possessions? She’d last seen Jilly Caine at the Laings’ funeral in 2004, when she was fourteen, and two decades could bring far more changes than a whitening of hair. But Raquel Laing was a connoisseur of faces, and the woman looking out from the screen felt like someone she knew.

			She put it into a text with a question mark and sent it to Dee, hearing the faint ting of its arrival from the back of the house. In a few minutes, Dee came out.

			“That could be her,” she said, studying her phone screen. “Although it could be a hundred other people. Where’d you find it?”

			Raquel turned her laptop around on the table. Dee read the description, and looked amused. “Well, they didn’t quite spell women with a y, but I bet somebody wanted to. Where’d you find that picture?”

			Raquel took back the computer and clicked on the Gallery button, locating the image and sliding the laptop over in front of Dee, who sat down and began to flick rapidly through the rest of the gallery. She then scrolled down to the bottom of the page, and when she didn’t find what she was looking for, went onto the home page to read the details in the lower margin. She clicked on the toolbar at the top to bring up the URL in its entirety.

			“What are you looking for?”

			“The site’s publication date, it’s not—oh, never mind, I’ll ask Wayback.” Dee’s hands flew over the keyboard, opened a site, clicked and typed and clicked—“It’s been around for a while, but they did a complete renovation two years ago, and added that gallery page then.”

			“Two years.”

			“Might be worth a phone call. If she was a guest, I doubt they’d give you any information. Unless you’re thinking about a warrant?”

			“For what? Keeping family secrets?”

			“Well, if you think there’s some kind of a link…” She stopped, at Raquel’s shaken head. “You’re right. Still, it doesn’t hurt to phone the place and ask if she’s there. Who knows—we might get lucky.”

			Luck was not something a cop counted on. On the other hand, it was usually best to start with the simplest option.

			“You want me to call?” Dee offered, seeing her hesitation.

			“I’ll do it. It might be simpler to explain my connection to her.”

			First, though, she checked her emails and her office phone messages, had breakfast, and got dressed.

			Which, it turned out, were all good things, since the phone call to the intentional community was both long and convoluted. She did not know if the woman who answered the phone was a secretary, the community’s director, or just some random person who’d been wandering past when the phone rang, but the woman got halfway through Raquel’s opening sentence before slamming the brakes on the process.

			“Good morning, my name is Raquel Laing. I’m looking for a woman named Jilly Caine, who may be a resident or—”

			“I can’t give out information on any of the residents or guests.”

			“So, Jilly Caine is one of your—”

			“I didn’t say that. I just said I couldn’t give out information. If we had it. Which I’m not saying we do.”

			What would Al do? Raquel took a deep breath, softened her voice, tried to ease the sudden tightness of her shoulders. “Jilly was a friend of my adoptive mother, who died a number of years ago. My sister and I have come across a problem with—”

			“I’m sorry your mother died, but I don’t know why that should make any difference. The women here need protecting. I can’t give out information.”

			Raquel bit back the words They probably need protecting from you, and tried to keep her voice reasonable as she modified an outright lie into a near-truth. “It’s possible that people are in danger. Women. Even children. Is there a way you can help me speak with Jilly? She may have information that could help enormously.”

			There was a pause, then: “She—that is, if we did have a person here by that name, I would have to get her permission. I can—I can ask our director if she knows this person. Jill, you said?”

			The receptionist was a terrible liar—Raquel had practically heard the idea of a mythic, all-knowing director pop into her mind—but she hadn’t actually said No. “I knew her as Jilly, but her name was Jillian.”

			“Give me your name and number, someone will call you back in a day or two.”

			“I can phone back. Later this afternoon?”

			But that was too much of a push. “You’d probably only get the answering machine. It’s just chance you caught me here today.” Another lie. It would be days before the woman got back to her.

			Raquel suppressed a sigh, and gave her name and cell number. The woman would phone back, but only after a delay that fully demonstrated her power.

			Back to work, she told herself, and turned to the job she was actually being paid to do, picking apart the emails of Michael Romero in hopes of a name, a date, or anything that sounded like some kind of a code.

		

	
		
			
				Chapter Forty

				Now

			
			The next morning started with a text from Luz Flores. A week had gone by since the woman’s phone call, and three days since she’d sent Raquel an apologetic text to say her brother was “going through a bad patch” and the doctors were trying to get his medications straightened out. Raquel, reading this, had translated it as: my brother will not be compos mentis enough to help you. She’d sent back a brief text to say she understood, and mentally drew a line through any help from the Lucha Morales side of things.

			Which made it a surprise to read:

			I would like to talk, whenever you have twenty minutes or so?

			Twenty minutes sounded promising, and surely there was no time like the present? Raquel hesitated over the FaceTime icon, then shifted to a simple phone call instead. It was answered on the third ring.

			“Hello, Inspector,” came the voice. “I didn’t mean to disturb you, but thank you for calling back.”

			“I hope this means your brother was well enough to talk to you?”

			“Oh, he’s doing better, thank you for asking.” Raquel had, in fact, been asking about his lucidity, not his well-being, but there was no reason to correct her. “I wasn’t in touch before this because his memories can take time to come together—they do have a kind of inner logic, but I didn’t connect them until…well, wait: let me start in a place that makes sense.

			“First of all, Thomas didn’t seem to mind talking about our brother, even though they never got along very well. But when I told him you were asking about Ramon Alvarez, he just fell apart. Which is a pattern in his behavior—things are fine until suddenly they aren’t. At least he doesn’t get violent like some of the people here, thank goodness. Anyway, I had to let it go and get out a jigsaw puzzle to distract him. The next day he wasn’t at all well, but he seemed fine the next morning, so I took him into the garden—they have a very nice garden here, with a clever winding walk that conceals the fact that residents can’t get off the property. I sort of circled around the subject of our brother, which again was all right at first and then he started showing signs of agitation. It wasn’t till the third time I brought it up that I began to wonder if he might be frightened of something. Again, with his mind, it’s difficult to know when an event actually happened and when it’s a story someone told him, or something from a movie—he’s absolutely convinced that he helped Arnold Schwarzenegger rescue Sarah Connor. So you should understand that nothing about this is very clear.”

			“I’ll keep that in mind.”

			“Thank you. It will probably be simplest if I just give you what I’ve pieced together, and anything that doesn’t make sense, you can then ask me about. Is that all right?”

			“Sure.” It would be by no means “all right” if the DA needed some of that information to build a case, but there was not much Raquel could do about it at the moment.

			“Now, there seemed to be two separate events in his mind that were somehow triggered by the idea of Ramon Alvarez. The timing is completely mixed up, but the one I think happened first was that Lucha gave Thomas a shoebox, and asked him to put it somewhere safe.”

			Raquel sat up sharply. “Does he still have it?”

			“He did, and now I do. Thomas has an old trunk that he’s kept since he was small, filled with boyhood treasures and personal mementos. It was in his garage when Joseph and I had to move him to the facility two years ago. We opened it, but I could see it was going to need a lot of sorting, so we took it with some other things to a rented storage locker. When he was talking the other day—I should mention that he has a sort of stream-of-consciousness word flow that, when you know him, makes sense. Anyway, he kept looping around from our brother to that treasure-trunk and back to Lucha and then to something Lucha gave him to keep safe, then back to Lucha and around to some events that took place around the time of Lucha’s death. You understand?”

			“I see where you could sense a pattern.”

			“So, last night I went to the storage locker and dug around in the trunk, and down at the bottom I found a very old shoebox with string around it, tied with a knot that I had to cut to get open.”

			“What did you—”

			“A gun.”

			“A gun! This is a handgun, right?”

			“Like a pistol. A revolver, I think? With the bullets in a circle rather than the modern, flat kind?”

			“Did you touch it?”

			“No. The box was full of crumpled brown packing paper, and when I pulled that away, I could see the thing. I put the top back on and left everything there.”

			“Thank you very much, Mrs. Flores. Would you mind turning it over to the local police department? I can find someone to meet you there and take possession of it.”

			“I certainly don’t want the thing. And I have power of attorney over Thomas’s affairs, so they’re welcome to it.”

			“Thank you, again. Now, you said your brother seemed frightened of something, too. You think it was the gun itself?”

			“No. He is very clear that Lucha gave him the shoebox to keep safe and not to open it, so obviously that was before he died.” November 13, 1997, Raquel silently supplied. “However, whatever alarmed Thomas seemed to me more recent. He didn’t start having cognitive problems until six or seven years ago, but there’s a certain…It’s hard to explain, you’d have to know him well, but whenever there’s an older memory at the base of things, you can see accuracy in the details, while things that happened more recently always seem to have a question mark in how he tells them. As if he can see the event, but he’s not completely sure that it’s his experience or—as I said—a movie or something. You understand?”

			The thought of having a mind that couldn’t be certain about reality was terrifying, but Raquel tried not to let that come into her voice when she said, “I think so.”

			“All right. Well, so this thing that frightened him could be another Terminator moment he’s adopted as his own, or it could have actually happened. It feels to me like it was real, because of the emotion attached to it. Horror movie scenes he’s adopted are usually very matter-of-fact, while things I know actually happened, like the time he was knocked down by a child on a bicycle, have a vivid emotion connected to them.”

			“I understand.”

			“Good. Well, it sounds crazy, but I think that at some point in the past year or so, someone came here to the facility and threatened Thomas. A stranger, so far as I can tell. It sounds like the man showed him a video, an extremely graphic video, of someone being killed—a dark young man in a white shirt. He was shot in the stomach, and rolled around in the weeds for a while, making horrible noises—that, I think, is what frightened Thomas the most. And then he was shot again and went still.”

			

			 

			Raquel found that she was on her feet, staring at the phone in her hand.

			I’m going mad, she thought. It was the simplest explanation.

			She heard some scratching noise coming from the phone: a voice. Luz Flores.

			She straightened her back, raised the phone to her ear, and choked out a word. “What?”

			“I know—a horrible thing to show a poor old man, something from a thriller that…”

			But Raquel wasn’t listening.

			Bad enough that her mind had created an imaginary link between the social worker who brought her to the Laings and the long-ago deaths of two drug dealers, but this? Why would a man whose brother was murdered in a 1997 drive-by shooting be shown the recording of the Gilbert Gallegos murder from last year? Random cruelty?

			What if, a message trickled in from her protesting brain, it wasn’t Gilbert Gallegos?

			Al’s voice, saying: …keep an eye out for other deaths with that pattern. It could be some gang or cartel thing we haven’t come across before.

			The murder video uploaded to YouTube had no sound. None of the versions Raquel had seen included noise of any kind, much less horrible ones. Had some clever asshole stuck a soundtrack on it, for extra added drama? Or was Thomas’s imagination simply filling in a missing element?

			But something else…

			The weeds.

			The parking lot Gallegos died in was almost barren of any growing thing. No weeds to roll around in.

			Could there be two different death videos, with nearly identical methods?

			“Mrs. Flores,” she interrupted, “I need you to tell me exactly what your brother said. Every word.”

		

	
		
			
				Chapter Forty-one

				Now

			
			“He has fairly advanced Alzheimer’s,” Raquel said, “but Mrs. Flores seems pretty good at reading him. I’d say he did actually hear the sounds.”

			She was talking to Al, in the Blue Plate—because, of course, she started with Al. Hadley would have laughed in her face, Kitagawa would’ve given her a worried look, and the lieutenant might well have put her on leave and ordered her to see the Department’s pet shrink. Al would at least listen before he reported her.

			“Did any version of the Gallegos death video you found online have audio?”

			“None. And her brother does have a history of conflating his personal experiences with things he’s seen on the television, so although she thinks that someone did actually show him the video, I can’t be absolutely certain about there being sound. Or the weeds he described, which were pretty sparse in that parking lot.

			“But why would anyone show it to him in the first place? It could have been some random bit of cruelty from one of the attendants, but Mrs. Flores says she’s never had any report of problems from the people there. She also says that her brother took it as some kind of threat.”

			“About what?”

			“She hasn’t figured that out—she’s not even sure he knows. He just gets very agitated at the thought of it, and she has to change the subject.”

			Raquel watched Al Hawkin thinking. She had caught him on his way to the office, and he diverted to meet at their café. Neither of them had touched the food that was growing cold in front of them.

			“And she doesn’t know when this happened?”

			“She’s going to talk to the nurses about it, see if one of them saw it.”

			“None of this is evidence.”

			“No.” No DA in America would touch a case that involved a nonexistent video, murders linked by a vague MO, and the secondhand testimony from a man with Alzheimer’s. “But the gun could be. Do you know anyone in the Dallas department?”

			Meaning, know anyone well enough to ask for a favor. Al had friends and contacts all over, and it would take a friend to request urgent forensic consideration for a revolver that had been out of circulation since the nineties.

			“I might. What excuse do you want me to use?”

			“Make one up. A witness with terminal cancer?”

			Al fixed her with a gaze that said he’d expected better of her, when it came to lies. “I’ll try something closer to the truth. That we have a case that looked closed but may not be.”

			“If it was the murder of Gilbert Gallegos that Thomas was shown, I can’t see how it was related. I mean, the drug world is small, so I suppose Michael Romero could have known Lucha and Ramon and even my father, back in the day, but Thomas Morales was a farmer who graduated to selling tractors, not a drug dealer. And Romero didn’t make any trips to Dallas last year. Unless he drove there—I’d have to ask Kitagawa and Hadley if his calendar left him the time. If not, someone else showed Thomas the video.”

			“And if it wasn’t the Gallegos murder that Thomas Morales saw?”

			She looked at him, and saw the dread she felt reflected on his face. “A different victim? How would you even begin searching for that two-bullet murder pattern? I can ask Dee if she can think of some way to catch key words, but databases aren’t set up to show the means of death. That information tends to be private.”

			“And I for one am not ready to open the search to the public,” he said. “As it is, there’s nothing to suggest it’s a deliberate pattern for killing.”

			Here they were, not even finished with the Highwayman serial killer case they’d uncovered in April. The last thing either of them wanted was to present the lieutenant with another one.

			Al shook his head, firmly this time. “We’re getting ahead of ourselves. There can be any number of explanations for a delayed second bullet, and no reason to think there’s a string of linked homicides out there. The only thing that ties the Gallegos murder with your father’s is a vague similarity in how it was done. Gallegos wasn’t even born in 1997.”

			He was right—as usual—and she felt a brief urge to stand up and kiss his graying head in thanks. Al Hawkin, the voice of sanity.

			Yes, it was worrying that for the second time in a week, her talent for putting together faint traces of evidence had taken her dangerously close to the realm of conspiracy theories. She’d thought she was going mad when she tied her own social worker into Dee’s past, but here she was again, shaping a decades-long conspiracy out of two loosely similar deaths.

			Bless Al Hawkin, for reining in her imagination and setting her back on track. She took a deep breath, let it out, and tried to push away the fear that she was losing control of the thing that made her Raquel Laing. Back to the basics: evidence.

			“And that,” she said, “is why we need Dallas to do a detailed workup on the gun.”

			

			 

			Al promised to phone his Dallas connection from the office, and after eating at least a part of their cold lunches under Ruby’s disapproving eye, they separated.

			Raquel sat behind her wheel, running the conversation over in her mind. It was, as Al had pointed out, impossible to build a case on testimony from someone whose brain was diseased. That didn’t mean Thomas Morales didn’t have something valuable to contribute, but it would need some outside confirmation.

			Maybe she knew someone who could provide it. Unless her brain was leading her down another path…

			She looked up the number, put on a vexed voice, and when the receptionist answered, she let fly: “I have to see Leo. My check for the cruise was already lost once by the damn post office and I’m not about to try again, this cruise is important and I can’t risk losing the reservation, so when is he in—now, maybe?” Raquel let the woman say seven words, then cut in. “No, I’m not going to leave it with anyone, this time I’ll put it into Leo’s own hands, so when will he be there? He is? It’ll take me half an hour to get there—and if I don’t find him at his desk, my very large family will be taking its business elsewhere.”

			The woman’s voice was protesting when Raquel ended the call. She started the car and headed through the streets for the freeway south.

			

			 

			Leo Alvarez was on the phone when Raquel ducked past the receptionist and into his office. She shut the door and leaned against it, watching his face go pale.

			“Something’s come up, I’ll phone you back,” he said into the phone and ended the call.

			When you had no right to be somewhere, and when the person you were after could simply order you to leave, the only option was to dive in before they could gather their thoughts.

			“Inspec—” was all she allowed him.

			“Tell me about the threats,” she ordered.

			His mouth worked, but no sounds came out.

			“I know someone is going around threatening people,” she said. “I know it’s related to the killings of your father and Lucha Morales. But I don’t know how long it will take me to stop him unless you help, just a little. Was it the video that was going around last fall, of the young man who was shot? Is that what he showed you?”

			Diego would have summoned his defenses more rapidly, but Leo had been in a near-panic when they’d met a week ago, and the specific details of her question got around any orders for silence he’d been given. She watched his face crumple in fear and memory.

			“It was…I have children, a wife. I can’t—” He suddenly caught himself. “I can’t talk to you. It’s too—I can’t. You heard my brother, you need to go through our lawyer.”

			She gave him a pitying smile. “That’s all right, Leo, you’ve given me all the answer I need for right now. Thank you.”

			His protests followed her out of the office. Back in her car, reluctant but not seeing any way around it, she phoned Kitagawa. “Bobby, we need to meet up—you, me, Al, and Mark. And maybe it would be good to bring in the lieutenant as well. I came across some things that seem to touch on the Gallegos case.”

			Hadley would have protested, delayed, and insisted on knowing what she had so he could judge whether it was worth a meetup. Kitagawa knew her, and although he didn’t approve of everything she did, he accepted Al Hawkin’s trust in her enough not to object.

			“I’m out of town tomorrow,” he said, “and I think the lieutenant has family visiting this weekend. Mark’s in court Monday morning, but it shouldn’t take him too long. Monday afternoon do?”

			Monday seemed a long way off. “It’ll have to. But let them know this might be important.”

			“Will do.”

			And this, she thought as she glared at her phone, was why I thought life would be easier working private investigations rather than being hobbled by colleagues and regulations.

			The Morales family seemed to have information, but it was trickling in via a woman with no particular sense of urgency or even reason to love the police, from a man whose mind was rattling loose.

			An actual piece of evidence may have come their way, thanks to that Alzheimer’s patient, but it was literally out of her hands, dependent on the cooperation of a police department Raquel had never worked with.

			Leo and Diego Alvarez knew something, but were well barricaded behind the legal profession.

			Her colleagues were keeping her at a distance until next week.

			And that was just her official business. When it came to non-police matters, she was questioning her own mental stability, while entering a relationship with a woman she’d already put in danger once, and searching for a retired social worker to help clarify a mystery, only to be blocked by an “intentional community” woman’s petty display of authority.

			Her choices seemed to be: returning to the mind-numbing tedium of a restaurateur’s emails; crawling into bed for a weekend of equally mind-numbing video bingeing; or picking something she felt like doing and to hell with the rest of it.

			What was to stop her?

			She thumbed in a number, put the phone to her ear, and felt herself smile when the voice answered.

			“Hey, Jen. I wonder if you might like to drive down to Big Sur with me this weekend on a wild-goose chase that will probably prove an absolute waste of time?”

			She could hear the smile in Jen’s voice when she replied, “My dear heart, there’s nothing I’d like better.”

		

	
		
			
				Chapter Forty-two

				Now

			
			They broke their Sunday drive with an early lunch in Monterey, at a small café where Jen ordered avocado toast and Raquel had the clam chowder. They stopped again for coffee at Nepenthe, a place Jen loved and Raquel had never been to before. Normally on a Sunday afternoon, Jen told her, they’d have been lucky to get a table near the driveway, much less one at the edge of the spectacular view: the slide that was still closing Highway 1 had cut the coastal traffic considerably. A little farther south, following the instructions Raquel had printed out (not trusting phone coverage that far from civilization), they turned inland on a road that was little more than a poorly-maintained driveway.

			The compound at the road’s end, on the other hand, was trim and well kept, with a number of cottages in various styles peeping through the trees, surrounded by vegetable gardens and with a larger building at the center. That was where the driveway stopped and a gravel parking lot held half a dozen cars.

			“Remember,” Raquel said as she put on the hand brake, “you’re the one who wanted to come here. You’ve got nothing to do with Jilly Caine.”

			“Happy to playact,” Jen said, and climbed out of the car—only to make a genuine sound of enthusiasm and take off toward a flower-covered archway in the fence around the vegetable garden.

			“May I help you?” It was, unfortunately, the same voice Raquel had heard on the phone, the self-important gatekeeper ready to throw out intruders—except that one of these intruders had already left her far behind, and was standing under the arch, gazing up at the pink flowers.

			Raquel shrugged at the woman and gestured toward Jen as if to say, What can I do? The gatekeeper set off to confront Jen, who heard the approach of feet over gravel and turned around.

			“This can’t be a Marchessa Boccella!” she exclaimed.

			“Well, it is,” the woman said repressively.

			“You’ve trained it to climb,” Jen said. “I’ve only ever seen them as a shrub.”

			“Patience is everything, when it comes to roses. I’m sorry, this is private property, were you looking for something?”

			“No, I was just—oh, look: a Black Baccara! Oh, aren’t they just the most gorgeous things, like velvet. Oh, and look at that beauty, what is she?”

			Raquel took care to lean against the car, looking bored, until the woman had glanced over her shoulder to check on her, but once the guardian had turned to follow this uninvited enthusiast deeper into the garden, Raquel walked briskly to the larger central building and let herself in.

			As she’d expected, the front held the office and reception area for new visitors, with a little stack of pamphlets about the community. She picked one up, spotted a map on the back, and stuck it in her pocket, making her way through the door behind the desk. Voices led her to the community’s dining hall and three women working in the kitchen. The air was filled with the rich odor of baking bread.

			One of the women saw her. “Hi. Can I help?”

			“Hi, I’m Raquel. I just got here, and I was told to look for Jillian?”

			“She’s with the kids.”

			Possibly not a wild-goose chase, after all. “Should I wait…?”

			“No, I’m sure it’s fine. You know where the schoolroom is?”

			She’d noticed it on the map. “I do, thanks.”

			She left before they thought to ask further, and checked the pamphlet: winding path, second left, although as she got closer, she could have found it without the aid: it was outdoor time, and there was no missing the sounds of children having fun.

			And at the center of the swirl of small bodies, a short, white-haired woman in jeans and a crudely hand-embroidered blouse.

			Raquel looked across the play area at her past. It took a couple of minutes before one of the children drew their teacher’s attention to the intruder, and she turned.

			It took Jilly two seconds to recognize Raquel. She crossed the lawn with a wide smile on her face, to throw her arms around Raquel—who found herself returning the hug without hesitation.

			Jilly stood back, hands on Raquel’s shoulders. “Why, little Rocky Laing, how you have grown!”

			Raquel burst into surprised laughter. “I’d entirely forgotten that nickname.”

			“I started calling you that after you corrected one of the many paper pushers in your life who kept trying to call you Rachel, and you leaned into her face and said, ‘It’s Rock. Rock-L.’ She didn’t make that mistake again.”

			“It wasn’t the last time I had to correct someone.”

			“I bet. But what on earth are you doing here?” Jilly said. “Did you know I was here?”

			“Ah. Well, that’s a bit of a story, and you’re busy. I just wanted to find you before the community guard dog savaged my leg and dragged me out.”

			“I see you’ve met Aurora. Speaking of paper pushers. We’re nearly over for the day, come in and have a seat, we’ll be finished in twenty minutes or so.” And without waiting, she raised her voice to call the children inside. Two of them were taller than she was.

			Before the promised twenty minutes was halfway over, Aurora the guard dog came into the classroom, Jen trailing behind her trying to look innocent. She stormed over to where Raquel was perched in a too-small chair, then jerked to a halt at a sharp rejoinder from the head of the class.

			“No, Aurora,” Jilly said, a fierce, no-nonsense command contrasting with her usual friendly tones. “My friend is fine, thank you.”

			The other woman wavered, and Raquel was interested to see her give way and leave without further argument. It would seem that the community schoolteacher wielded considerable authority.

			Jen closed the door behind Aurora and came to sit with Raquel.

			“Thanks for keeping her distracted,” Raquel whispered.

			“It was no hardship—the garden is really beautiful. Is that your woman—the social worker?”

			“Jilly, yes.”

			They watched the end-of-day interactions, a reminder of homework and a moment of silent hand-holding—and then the kids were released in a burst of chatter and squeals that made them seem far more numerous than the eleven young bodies Raquel could count before her.

			When the tumult had spilled out, she introduced the two women, then she and Jen put the chairs away while Jilly ran a broom over the floor. When the room was tidy, Jilly led them down a path through the fenced-in gardens to one of the small cottages, the last one before the hills fell away to a view of trees and a valley, with a glimpse of sea in the distance.

			She settled them in chairs on the small deck and asked, “Coffee, tea, wine, or lemonade? I’m going to have a glass of wine.”

			“I’d love one, too, thanks,” Jen said.

			“A half for me,” Raquel said. “If I’m driving that road afterward.”

			Jilly went inside and came back with three mismatched juice glasses and a half-full bottle of cold white wine, and let them pour their own drinks. She held hers up in a toasting gesture, took what seemed a very fervent swallow, and let out a breath.

			“Long day?” Jen asked.

			“I’m not usually in charge of them all for the whole day, but their regular teacher had to drive to San Jose for a custody hearing, so I stepped in. They’re great kids, but a person does feel her age.”

			“How long have you lived here?” Raquel asked.

			“Don’t you mean, ‘How on earth did you end up here?’ ” Her face wore the grin Raquel remembered so clearly, over all the years.

			“That too,” Raquel admitted.

			“Oh, I got bored with retirement. I’d heard of this place through some of the women I’d helped, came for a bit of R&R, and somehow just never left. My pension could barely afford a converted broom closet down the Peninsula, but here I get to live in this gorgeous place with lovely people—mostly lovely people—in exchange for helping out with three half-days a week in the school. I thought I’d last six months, but it’s been closer to six years. I don’t even go into town anymore, really.”

			Raquel studied the weathered face, reviewing the giveaways she’d just seen. Had it not been for the almost defiant tip of the gray head and the deliberate way she met Raquel’s eyes, she might have believed that Jilly’s disappearance from the world was more or less accidental, nothing more sinister than a side effect of choosing life in an intentional community. However, the way Jilly’s gaze then wavered and dropped, the way her arm reached for the wine bottle as a distraction, confirmed that there was something more than happenstance.

			However, a person in her seventies was apt to have accumulated any number of complications she did not want to talk about, so Raquel said nothing, just let the old woman top up their glasses and change the subject. Interestingly, she got right to the point.

			“But, young Raquel, I don’t think you found your way here accidentally.”

			“I did not,” she agreed. “I’m here—um, first I suppose I should ask: Do you know…anything about my adult life?”

			“The last I heard, you were in college. Cal Berkeley, wasn’t it? But I’ve been mostly out here, as I say, for years, and we don’t get a lot of news from the world.”

			Meaning that Jilly Caine was one of the few people in California who hadn’t seen Raquel Laing’s face on the news this past year. “After I graduated, I joined the SFPD. I’ve been in Homicide for the past six years, and occasionally working cold cases.”

			Jilly’s face lit up in amusement. “Well, you certainly left your father’s life choices behind, didn’t you?”

			“That may have been part of the decision,” she admitted. “However, I’m here for Dee. My sister doesn’t…she doesn’t go out much. A few months ago, she decided to send in her DNA to one of those ancestry sites.”

			“Ah.”

			It was a sound of understanding. “So you do know.”

			“About her past? Enough to have some idea of why you’re here.”

			“Do you mind telling us? It’s important to her.”

			“Of course not. Although she’s welcome to come down…no, you said she’s a homebody. Trouble getting around?”

			“Agoraphobia.”

			“Poor dear. Give her my love.”

			“You can give it to her yourself, if I can get a connection.”

			“Not here you won’t. The office has wifi, but I doubt you want to have this conversation there.”

			Raquel pulled out her phone, and saw that there were indeed no bars. “Do you mind if I record this, then?”

			“Be my guest.”

			She propped the phone on the railing and adjusted it to show Jilly in her chair, then pressed the Record button and sat back.

			“So, as I said,” she began, “last year Dee sent her DNA to a company called MyKin.com. She was originally looking for any relatives who hadn’t been a part of whatever falling-out divided the family before either of us was born.”

			“And she discovered that the falling-out was a direct consequence of her birth,” Jilly said, then leaned forward toward the little screen. “Hello, my dear, it’s good to be in touch again after all these years. I hope I get to see you in person, someday.”

			“Sorry,” Raquel asked, “what do you mean? Are you saying that the two families were upset at Dee being adopted?”

			“Oh, no—they never knew. Well,” she added, “so far as I am aware. I’m pretty sure your mother would have told me if that changed.”

			“So why not do what they did for everyone else, just present Dee as their own? She looked enough like them to pass.”

			Jilly studied Raquel. “You really don’t know, do you?”

			“Apparently not. We did find out that Dee’s mother was a young woman from Mexico named Dolores Ortega, who worked for a newspaper, got involved with an apparently wealthy man, and became pregnant. Seven weeks after the date on Dee’s birth certificate, a body that might have been Dolores washed ashore, but because her parents couldn’t agree if it was her, she became one of Mexico’s desaparecidos. Somehow, in those early weeks, Dee was given to Emma and Tom Laing, along with a forged birth certificate that they later used to register her birth. As their own child. They then returned to California and bought a house in San Francisco.”

			Jilly considered this bare outline of a life, then glanced over at Jen. “I wonder if…”

			Jen instantly rose to her feet and, over Raquel’s protests, said that she would really like to spend some time in the garden.

			“It’s fine,” Raquel told her, but Jen shook her head.

			“I’d rather hear it when you’ve had a chance to think it over.” She emptied her glass and walked down the steps to the path.

			The crunch of Jen’s footsteps faded, and the two women let the afternoon settle across the deck. Raquel spoke first.

			“Did you know the Laings before Dee was born?”

			“No, although we had friends in common, mostly in the farmworkers movement. I got to know them when they came back to California with Dee and needed help with, well, various things. That was before I’d settled down in Northern California, but I’d worked with other people who had, shall we say, unconventional adoptions, so I was asked to help them along.

			“One of their first decisions was whether or not to go back to the lives they’d led before Mexico. They could have managed it, just. They’d been gone long enough that if Emma had been pregnant when they left, she might have given birth that April. On the other hand, most of their university friends were scattered, and neither of them had any close family ties—Emma was an only child whose parents had divorced, and both her mother and grandmother were dead. Tom’s family didn’t approve of Emma, partly because she was Jewish but mostly because she was, in their eyes, a Commie radical who had led their boy astray. It seemed the natural thing, for them, to just start afresh in San Francisco.

			“But I’m guessing you’re less interested in their decisions about where to build a family than in the question of where Dee came from in the first place, yes?”

			“That is—” why I’m here might be too blunt, Raquel thought. She changed it to, “Dee and I thought perhaps you were instrumental in the arrangement.”

			Jilly laughed. “I can see why you’d think that, but no, I came in later. Not a whole lot later, but by the time I entered, it was a fait accompli. I don’t know all the details, I’m afraid, although Emma made sure that I knew enough not to make some awful mistake that would bring official attention to the matter. And I suppose I should mention that I’m not at all certain what the statute of limitations would be on something like this.”

			“I have no intention of attaching your name to anything.”

			“If you can avoid it, that would probably be wise. So, to start at the beginning, your mother—that is, Emma…oh, this is already confusing. I’ll just call her ‘Emma.’ She and Tom had been involved with the Farm Workers union when they were in college, and after they both graduated, they spent some time in Mexico, originally to get a grasp on the history of the people they were working with, but after a while, just because they loved the country.

			“There were, at the time—probably still are, come to that—a lot of underground efforts, networks of people who could offer financial help, transportation, legal advice, or simply a roof over someone’s head. Tom and Emma weren’t heavily involved with any particular group, but they were in touch with people, and helped out a few times in small ways. It could be dangerous, although being an American gave a person certain advantages, at least when it came to being thrown into prison.

			“Dolores, as you said, wanted to be a journalist. She’d been to college in Mexico, then spent two years at UC Berkeley, and got a job—low down, but on an actual newspaper.

			“Emma had actually met Dolores. Just once, briefly, at an event somewhere, but they had mutual friends in what functioned as a resistance or underground. I never got names—Emma was very cautious when it came to letting anything slip that could threaten Dee’s security—but if you imagine a small, tight-knit group of Mexican and American believers in La Causa, that was pretty much the situation.

			“Tom had been accepted at law school, but he and Emma decided to put it off for a year, to live in Mexico and decide what they wanted to do with their lives.

			“In the meantime, Dolores was falling in love with a man who was…possessive. At first, her friends thought it was sweet that she was so wrapped up in him, but when they learned that she was pregnant, and saw how much the baby’s father was starting to control her life, some of them were concerned. Although the attitude is hardly unusual, even in less patriarchal cultures than Mexico.

			“But then, late one night in the middle of April, she showed up at the door of one of her friends in the movement, with a baby no older than a couple of weeks. She asked for her friend’s help hiding her and the baby.

			“It was something the movement knew how to do. If they could help spirit away some farmer who’d made his local gang angry and give him a new life, they would certainly do it for one of their own. They could move her to a safe house, smuggle her across the border if she wanted, set up a new identity—except that’s not what she wanted. She just wanted them to hold on to the baby while she went back to confront the father.

			“It turned out that she’d learned something that made her mistrust him, and wanted to go back and find out if it was true. She swore she didn’t really believe it—and yet, there she was, infant in arms in her friend’s kitchen at two in the morning, looking like she hadn’t slept in a month.

			“Her friend tried to talk her out of it, tried to convince her that if she wanted to confront him, she should take some of them along, or at least a lawyer. She refused, although she did agree to go to one of the group’s safe houses for a few days to rest up first.

			“It took a day or two to get the details, and as you can tell, the story came to me thirdhand, but apparently she and her boyfriend had been living together in his enormous mansion in the weeks leading up to the birth. He was, as she described it, so happy over the baby that he’d more or less forced her to move from her little apartment to his house. He brought in private doctors and a visiting nurse, transformed one room into a sort of fairy-wonderland nursery with everything she could possibly want. He talked her into taking a leave of absence from the paper.

			“So she moved in with him, and a few weeks later gave birth there, with what amounted to an entire surgical suite of equipment waiting at the ready. The birth went fine, he seemed pleased enough with a daughter rather than a son—never guaranteed, with men in a patriarchal society—and inundated Dolores with flowers and clothing and a spectacular diamond necklace.

			“But. Either just before the birth or just after, she had been poking around his office during the nighttime hours and come across something that didn’t fit. Something that made her suspect he was lying to her, and that the life he had shown her was not what lay under the surface.

			“I don’t know what it was—I don’t think anyone did. But as you said, Dolores was a journalist. Yes, she was now a mother, but she’d also been a young woman deeply committed to uncovering corruption and presenting truth to power.

			“A couple of weeks after the birth, her lover had a meeting and left her alone for the day—well, alone but for the servants. She packed up some things, walked away while the servants were busy, and phoned for a taxi, asking the driver to take her to a sort of truck stop restaurant and gas station on the main road. There she phoned for another taxi, then another, until she finally showed up at her friend’s house during the night.

			“The friend moved Dolores and the baby to a safe house in the countryside, which the group had used for people on their way north. Dolores wasn’t keen on leaving Mexico, but she was insistent on meeting her lover face-to-face, before she decided whether to go, and whether or not to take the story to her paper.

			“Her plan was to leave the baby with her friend while she went back to the mansion to ask her lover to explain himself. He would never hurt the mother of his child, she argued, and if she went alone, he couldn’t use the baby to manipulate her. And yes, I see from your face that you see the weak spot in this argument.”

			Raquel had witnessed too many scenes of domestic violence, in both her personal and professional lives, not to. “She assumed the man would remain rational when she crossed him.”

			“Yes. And evidently, he did not. She went, her friend waited, but Dolores didn’t come back.

			“Nobody knew what to do. They didn’t know who the man was or where he lived. The friend had never been in charge of a newborn before, and she had a life—one that she suspected was already under the watch of the government. She called in some other friends in the movement, and although they showed up, none of them were in any more of a position to take on Dolores’s baby long-term.

			“And then one of them thought, What about that American couple who had been traveling through Mexico, working with various local groups?

			“I can only imagine the conversations that followed. Emma and Tom were at the time halfway across the country, so someone would have had to go and talk them into turning their lives upside down for a woman they did not know.”

			“And who might reappear any day.”

			“That was looking less likely all the time. They came out to the safe house in May, thinking it would be for a week or two. In late May, a body was found in Acapulco who might have been Dolores, but her family wasn’t sure. If they couldn’t find a home for the baby—Dee, they were calling her, after her mother’s initial—she would have to be sent to a foster home, which they all knew often ended in exploitation or trafficking. In the end, Emma insisted that they talk to Dolores’s parents, to see if they wanted the child.

			“They knew it might be a shock, to be suddenly presented with an infant that was assumed to have died with its mother, so Emma stayed behind with Dee while Tom and one of the men went to the Ortega house. He introduced himself and said he wanted to talk with them about their daughter. They tried to shut the door in his face, but he basically stuck his foot inside and told them, ‘My wife and I have your granddaughter.’

			“He honestly thought they were both going to have heart attacks. The father yanked him and the friend inside, then slammed and locked the door. He pushed them into the front room while Mrs. Ortega ran around pulling the curtains shut. The whole time the two were talking such rapid Spanish Tom could barely follow it, but it was obvious they weren’t exactly pleased at the news.

			“Turned out, two men had forced their way into the house back in the middle of April, looking for the baby. The Ortegas, naturally, were both confused and terrified—especially since just two days before, Dolores, after having been silent for weeks, had showed up in a big shiny car with the baby, accompanied by the driver and a large attendant who didn’t let Dolores out of his sight.

			“These two new men tore the house apart, looking for the baby—though not, strangely enough, for Dolores herself. But when they had turned everything inside out and found not so much as a diaper, they tried to beat information out of the husband.

			“He, of course, couldn’t tell them anything. They eventually left—but three days later, they came back and went through the whole thing again, only this time the target of their fists was Dolores’s younger brother, who wasn’t much more than a child.”

			“Oh, God,” Raquel said.

			“They returned twice more. Then…nothing. The Ortegas gradually began to think it was over. Some weeks later, when a body was found wearing a necklace very similar to one they’d given Dolores for her fifteenth birthday, they couldn’t decide if it was her, but they did realize that she must have died and the baby with her. They got on with their mourning.”

			“And when Tom showed up, it all threatened to start again,” Raquel said.

			“Although to be fair,” Jilly said, “Tom thought they were as worried about Dee’s own welfare as they were about their son being beaten up again. They had no idea what their daughter had been involved with—didn’t want to know, really—but on one thing they were clear: Whatever the men wanted the child for, they didn’t want to give her to them. Even if Tom’s baby was their grandchild, it was better that they never see her again than take the chance of her ending up in the hands of people like that.”

			Raquel realized that the last few sentences had been addressed directly at the camera, for Dee.

			“Tom had no idea what to do, but it was clear they had to leave the Ortegas’ house before any neighbors turned them in. They drove back to the village in a very roundabout route.

			“Dolores’s friend asked if Emma and Tom would be willing to stay on for a week or two, until she could find someone willing to adopt the baby. They said yes—but as you can guess, by then they had fallen in love with her, and offered to take her themselves. They’d been in Mexico long enough to make the story of a foreign pregnancy plausible, and with Tom headed to law school, they were already set for some fairly drastic changes in their lives. It took some time, but between a village midwife and a priest sympathetic to the cause, they were provided with a birth certificate listing Thomas and Emma Laing as the child’s parents, which they could take to the embassy to register the birth. And then they flew home—you didn’t even need a passport for Mexico then—to start building a new life.

			“That was when I met them. As I said, I had worked with that organization, although it was mostly having to do with locating children who had been sold over the border, not the reverse. I wasn’t based in San Francisco, but I was there often enough to help them figure their way around the US bureaucracies. I liked the two of them. We kept in touch, and a few years later, I moved to the Bay Area and settled down to a job with Social Services. When Dee was a little older and they realized they weren’t likely to have children of their own, they started volunteering to foster kids in need of temporary or emergency placements. When I was given your case,” she said, looking at Raquel, “I immediately thought of them. Not that I expected you to become a permanent part of their lives,” she added. “That was their doing.”

			There was a great deal to sort out here, Raquel thought, but first and foremost: the men who broke into the Ortega house to threaten and beat.

			“What do you know about Dolores’s rich boyfriend?”

			“Almost nothing beyond what I told you. Young, handsome, wealthy. He must have been both charming and manipulative, to have managed to hide his true nature from an intelligent young woman, especially one trained in journalistic questioning. But then, emotional abusers are by nature very persuasive, aren’t they? At least until they’ve wrapped control around their target.”

			“They met in Mexico City?”

			“I think so. That’s where he lived—although he seems to have had more than one house—and her job was based there. Emma seemed to think she’d been working on a story in Sinaloa.”

			“Drugs?”

			Jilly shrugged. “It’s when the cartels were building up, so that could well be what she was looking at.”

			Drugs seem to be everywhere I look these days, Raquel thought grimly. She shook off the reflection and returned to Jilly’s information. “You said Dolores had kept her apartment—someone must have cleared it of her things. They didn’t find any photographs? No forwarding address, for when she was living at the man’s place?”

			“No pictures of him, and one of his people had been picking up the mail from her apartment.”

			“What about the two men who threatened the Ortegas? Could one of them have been the boyfriend?”

			“Tom got the impression that they were fairly thuggish. Big, rough men.”

			“Doesn’t sound like a charmer, no. And they were looking for Dee?”

			“Yes.”

			“Is there any chance of speaking with one of the family?”

			“I’m pretty sure both the parents have died. I have no idea where their son would be—I don’t even know his name.”

			Raquel wondered if Nico Ortega might know. Dolores’s brother would be his cousin, and about the same age.

			“Well,” she said, “thank you.” She reached out to the phone and turned off the video.

			“Oh, you’re not leaving? They’ll be serving dinner before long—at least stay for that.”

			“I need to be home tonight, and I’d rather not drive that road in the dark.”

			“I hope you come back. We’ve talked so much about your sister’s background, it’s only fair to see if I could fill in any gaps in yours.”

			“More cocaine,” Raquel said dryly, and shook her head. “It seems like every corner of my life these days is dominated by drugs. It would be nice to be handed a murder based on noise complaints or a purse-snatching.”

			At Jilly’s expression, Raquel was belatedly reminded that cop humor wasn’t for everyone. “Sorry, it’s been a difficult few months.”

			“I imagine. Well, next time you come down, you can tell me all about it.”

			“You’re more than welcome to come up to San Francisco. Dee would love to see you, and we have a guest room.”

			Jilly’s face went slightly stiff, and she gave an uncomfortable laugh. “I don’t even know if my old driver’s license is still valid.”

			Raquel knew that it had another three months to go, but did not want to betray how deeply she’d gone nosing around in Jilly’s life. However, the discomfort Jilly was giving off made her wonder: did the woman’s profound understanding of emotional abuse—and her clear disinclination to venture into the world—come from something more sinister than a happy retirement?

			“Jilly, is everything all right?” she asked bluntly. “If there’s anything I can help you with, you know you only have to ask, right?”

			“Help me? Good heavens,” she said brightly, “I have everything I need. Unless you know some way to convince the city to increase my pension a little? That’s always helpful.”

			“All right. But here—let me give you my phone number, and email address, in case you think of something.”

			Jilly looked at the card with the SFPD logo on it, and dropped it into a capacious pocket. In turn, she gave Raquel her own email address, with the admission that she didn’t check it very often. As the two women walked up the path toward the parking area, Raquel let out the question that had been eating at her ever since the conversation with Jen by Ocean Beach.

			“Why did we never see you again, after the funeral?”

			The old woman’s face went sad: no discomfort, no avoidance. “Because you didn’t need to. Your sister and I talked, and we decided it would be better if she was your designated adult. That’s an oversimplification, but it seemed cleaner to let the two of you build your new life without a lingering authority figure.”

			“Dee’s choice.”

			“My choice. Her reluctant agreement.”

			Raquel considered this around the next bend in the path.

			“What about you?” Jilly asked. “Are you thinking of doing one of those ancestry searches yourself?”

			“God, no.” They came around the side of the main building and she spotted Jen, on a bench just inside the garden. Jen lifted a hand in greeting and stood up.

			“That sounds very definite. Don’t assume that all your relatives are…”

			“Shady?” Father a coke dealer, mother one step up from a prostitute, it was hard not to suspect a pattern.

			“Compromised, shall we say.”

			“I’m sure they’re all librarians and schoolteachers,” she said. “No, I have quite enough family.” She then realized that she had looked at Jen as she said the word family. She wondered if Jilly had noticed.

			At the car, Jilly repeated her invitation, extending it to Jen as well. They hugged, and agreed to talk soon. As Raquel circled the gravel lot toward the entrance, she spotted the community’s guard dog in the office doorway, and gave her a big wave.

			They were off the dirt road and back on the paved surface of Highway 1 well before sunset.

		

	
		
			
				Chapter Forty-three

				Now

			
			Raquel got home late, settled down with Dee and a bowl of reheated soup to watch Jilly’s interview, and then they spent more than two hours talking about the past, going over what they had learned, and deciding what directions they might take now. Or rather, at Dee’s insistence, what directions Dee might take. Because, when it came to uncovering information about a group of activists from the 1980s, her community of international snoops and anarchists would be more help than any regulation-bound Homicide detective.

			Still, the regulation-bound detective wanted to help, and discussing what she might do left Raquel in bed for less than four hours before her alarm dragged her from sleep. She drank an extra cup of coffee in an attempt to jump-start her brain, trying to recall where she’d left matters three days ago, before she’d abandoned actual work to hare off in hopes of finding a long-retired social worker for her sister.

			At her desk in the Hall of Justice, she switched on the desktop and found an email from Luz Flores, sent on Friday afternoon, to say that she’d met with “a kind woman” from the Dallas police and given her the revolver.

			Saturday morning, Al had sent an email saying that his friend on the Dallas force had turned the gun over for testing, although she made no promise that the results wouldn’t take weeks.

			Saturday afternoon, Diego Alvarez had sent a stiff email ordering her to have nothing else to do with his brother Leo in the absence of either a lawyer or Diego himself, unless she wanted to have a complaint lodged against her with the SFPD.

			At which point Raquel picked up her cup and went to get another coffee.

			Back at her desk, she found her thoughts returning to Jilly Caine. A woman with a colorful background, dedicated to good work. Someone who had retired from the world six years ago, only to pull away from it almost entirely during the past year. Remote, well hidden. Oddly reminiscent of Dee’s cousin Nico, locked behind his gate.

			She sat still, coffee in hand. Nico. And Jilly. Was there some reason Jilly, too, had vanished so thoroughly, this last year…

			She slammed the mug down on the desk, then irritably pawed through her drawer for some tissues to mop up the resulting spill. For God’s sake, Rock, get ahold of yourself. Those two people did not know each other. Had nothing to do with each other beyond the tiny coincidental meeting-point of Dee Laing—and yet here was her brain again, finding patterns in random and irrelevant happenstance. As bad as her peculiar conviction that the video shown to Thomas Morales was not that of the Gallegos murder—a conviction that, over the past two days, had faded considerably.

			She dropped the soggy tissues into the trash, logged back into the Romero emails, and resumed her search there for some actual pattern, or code, or even odd coincidence that might lead to the man’s well-concealed secret life.

			

			 

			As the afternoon meeting she’d asked for grew nearer, her growing uncertainty nearly led her to cancel it entirely. But she did not. Instead, she packed up her files and walked down the hall to meet two Homicide inspectors, one Cold Case investigator, and the lieutenant in charge of them all.

			They set up in the conference room, with more coffee for the men—Raquel was jittery enough, and stuck to water. After some conversation—grumbles about the fog, concern about the fire’s devastations to the north, speculations about when the summer tourists would migrate away—they settled down and eyes went to Raquel.

			“Okay, Rock, you wanted to meet,” the lieutenant said. “What’ve you got?”

			If she hadn’t gone over this with Al on Friday, she might not have been able to summon the courage to go on. She took a deep breath, and walked over to the bare, clean whiteboard at one end of the room.

			“Last September, Gilbert Gallegos was shot in the stomach, allowed to suffer for nearly two minutes, then executed with a second bullet at close range to the right temple. Either the killer or someone with him filmed it.” She wrote the name, month, and year on the board. “The only IBIS match so far is from the gun used on me two months later by Michael Romero.” She added that name and the date of the scar on her leg. “It was a Colt that was reported stolen a year earlier. Recently, Al, as part of the two cold cases we’ve been working, noticed a striking similarity in the MO of the Gallegos death to that of another drug dealer, back in 1997. David Cooper. He was my father.” She took care to keep her voice and stance matter-of-fact. She knew all four men were aware of her background, but she still felt the prickle of discomfort that ran through the room. The whiteboard marker whispered as she wrote his name and dates.

			“Cooper’s death was probably related to the murders of his friends and partners, Ramon Alvarez and Lucha Morales, although theirs was a drive-by using a different gun. From there, as we all know, things get very twisted up, and I’m not going to list everything because we’d be here until dinner.”

			“Appreciate that,” Kitagawa said for them all.

			“But there are intriguing links. I will acknowledge from the start that coincidences happen every day, and the fact that I have a personal interest in the matter—two interests, if you include the Romero shooting—complicates it further. I only ask that you let me go through things, and then we can discuss how much of it is likely to be mere chance, and how much of it is worth taking a closer look at. I’ll start with David Cooper, and remind you that the gun that killed him had also been used in Guadalajara thirteen years earlier, and later in Veracruz and then Malibu. Four of the five victims were either selling drugs or investigating the cartels. The Malibu victim was never identified.”

			Raquel wrote down the names, dates, and arrows, then stood back from the board for a minute.

			“There are other links, to guns used in drug-related killings in Mexico and here in California. Those reports and details are all in the case notes.

			“As you know, Al has been working the Alvarez and Morales cold cases since last fall, and I’ve helped him on and off. Recently, there have been developments, although things are too tenuous to even call them a theory. Still, we thought the whole team—Cold Case and the Gallegos killing—should look at them together.

			“First, David Cooper. Al talked to San Diego, and found that the bullets had never been sent to IBIS, so he got that in the works. He also asked for the report, and that’s where he found the first oddity: Cooper was shot in the stomach, and dragged himself about thirty feet across the ground before he was killed, by a second bullet, close-range, in the temple.”

			Hadley made a sniffing noise. “Not exactly a unique MO.”

			“Maybe not. And David Cooper’s second bullet was in the left temple, while Gallegos took his in the right, although that could have been because he was lying on his left side. We are currently looking at some other possible matches, of ties to drugs and the double-shot manner of death, but there’s nothing concrete yet. And if any of you have a suggestion, let us know.”

			No one spoke up. She went on.

			“We’ve also been asking ourselves what purpose those deaths may have had, beyond getting rid of a competitor or punishing a failure. With the Gallegos murder video, remember, we decided it was probably made public as a threat—someone saying, people who betray me are going to die horribly.

			“Now, in 1997, when David Cooper was killed, there was an internal struggle between the cartels here in the Bay Area. Witness testimony suggests that he may have been making a bid for power, either within the organization or breaking away entirely.” The Alvarez brothers’ impression that David Cooper had been maneuvering for power agreed with her own childish memories, but she wasn’t about to tell these men that—any more than she planned on telling them that the reason attention was turned on the cases in the first place was that her hacker sister went poking around in personal things.

			She looked at the whiteboard, then capped the marker and went back to her chair. “As I said, David Cooper only came into matters because of the cold-case murders of his two close partners, Alvarez and Morales. I have spoken with both men’s families. Ramon Alvarez’s sons, Leo and Diego, were reluctant to talk to me, which is unusual for the children in an unsolved murder. Leo was unmistakably frightened, and although Diego hid it better, he too was very uncomfortable.

			“I then went to talk with the family of Lucha Morales, starting with his nephew, who is a minister in Fresno. Reverend Morales introduced me to his aunt, Lucha’s sister. She did not have much to tell me, but offered to speak with their brother Thomas, who lives in Dallas. Thomas has Alzheimer’s, which makes actual testimony impossible, but she did learn that something had badly frightened him a few months ago: someone had shown him the video of—and I quote: ‘a dark young man with something over his mouth. He was shot in the stomach, and squirmed around in the weeds for a while making horrible noises, and then he was shot again in the head and went still.’ ”

			“Some idiot trying to torment the poor old guy with that damned video,” Hadley said.

			“Possibly. Certainly, the man’s mind could have invented all sorts of details. But then there’s Michael Romero. The general consensus has been that he killed Gallegos over stolen coke, and that although there were at least two people at the murder scene, Romero was the one in charge. That Romero oversaw the posting of the video, as a warning to his enemies, and that Romero was the head of the local cocaine supply. I personally would have expected more direct evidence to come to light—and no, that’s not a criticism, since we do know he was clever about hiding his criminal activity, and had been ever since he inherited the restaurant in the 1990s. It’s also a little unexpected that we haven’t seen more chaos in the underworld as his competitors fight to move into the power vacuum, but again, he had at least one partner, and perhaps that man had enough authority to just step in.

			“However…and I know this is an argument we had months ago, but I ask you to just consider my impression of Romero’s state of mind at the time he opened fire on Pam and me: that he wasn’t angry, wasn’t out for revenge on the two people who ruined his life, but was desperate, and frightened, and taking the option of suicide over arrest.”

			Hadley stirred, preparing for an objection, but again she held him off. “As I say, I don’t want to revisit old arguments right now, but I ask you to keep in mind the possibility that Romero, too, had been threatened in a way that truly frightened him.

			“I’d also like to go back to the statement Thomas Morales made to his sister. Three words in there stood out for me. Weeds is one. There were a few weeds in that parking lot, but those around the body itself were so small and dry, they didn’t really show on the video. Second, noises. None of the Gallegos videos we’ve seen had any sound to them—although yes, someone could have added those for their own perverse entertainment. Third, that word dark to describe the victim. The Gallegos video seemed to have been edited to increase the contrast, since it was filmed at night under a dim light. It isn’t black-and-white, but it might as well be. In it, the victim’s face is fairly pale.”

			She took a breath, and committed herself to the possibility of instantly losing her audience. “David Cooper was Black. His skin was relatively light, but you’d never mistake him during daylight hours.”

			Her audience of three sat upright, with looks that ran the gamut from thoughtful to outraged. She held up her hand. “I know. We have no reason to think there’s a second film, showing my biological father’s death. I’m sure there are actual ‘snuff films’ out there, but until recently, people didn’t run around with a camera in their pocket, and there wasn’t any format to show them until the Internet.

			“Anyway, this is what Al and I came up with.” She gestured at the board, inviting them to reflect before they climbed down her throat. “It seems to us there’s a possibility of something going on here that we need at least to consider. Victims linked by their involvement in the drug world. The comparable MOs. The indications that there may be more than one murder video. The suggestion these factors raise that the murder of my father and, by association, those of his colleagues Ramon Alvarez and Lucha Morales are related to the death of Gilbert Gallegos, twenty-five years later.

			“And,” she said, with the sensation of stepping off a cliff, “I think there is a chance that all four murders are also connected to the 1985 disappearance and probable murder of a journalist investigating the Sinaloa drug cartels in the 1980s. Her name was Dolores Ortega. After she vanished, her parents were beaten up by a pair of men looking for her newborn daughter. That newborn child was my sister, Dee.”

			“Oh, for fuck sake,” Hadley exclaimed.

			“Mark, I swear to God you can’t be any more dubious about all this than I am. All I can do is put out the facts and hope you guys see things that I, frankly, can’t. I honestly hope that the four of you can convince me that the death of Dolores Ortega had nothing whatsoever to do with the deaths of David Cooper, Ramon Alvarez, or Lucha Morales, or the more recent murder of Gilbert Gallegos.” That’s a lie, she thought. If they show me I’m wrong, it means I can no longer trust myself. “I want you to prove to me that the threats made against Thomas Morales and Leo and Diego Alvarez this past year had nothing to do with what drove Michael Romero over the edge in November.”

			The mutters had risen up and become outright protests, but Raquel raised her voice to force the last impossibility out there.

			“And lastly, I honestly hope you can convince me that my sister’s biological father, the man who probably murdered her mother, was not some high-ranking member of a Mexican drug cartel, back in the 1980s.”

		

	
		
			
				Chapter Forty-four

				Now

			
			Him

			My pet hacker enjoys—or at least, he finds worthwhile—bringing me ideas and suggestions. Like a dog fetching a stick. Some of them have been helpful, such as the various commercial opportunities found in the corners of what is known as the “dark web.” Others are colorful but not particularly useful to me. Twice, he has proudly dropped at my feet something that actively endangered one of my projects. This required first punishment, followed by slowly permitting him to regain my confidence.

			At the beginning of the year, during a time when he was trying to work his way back into my good graces, he brought me not information or an idea, but a question. I don’t encourage questions, for obvious reasons, so my hacker was sweating when he came to see me. But he had decided it might be worth the risk, so I heard him out.

			It concerned my restaurant associate, whose disposal I had arranged a month or two earlier. Was the gun he’d used to shoot the woman police officer the one that I had given him? When I said I thought it was, my nervous hacker wanted to know how much I had handled it before giving it to him.

			“Not much,” I told him. “I did use it, two months earlier, but I made sure to wipe it before giving it back.”

			What about the bullets, he wanted to know, and was relieved—honestly relieved, as if he cared for my welfare—when I told him that the gun had been loaded when my associate handed it to me.

			He returned to his keyboards, I returned to my day. But his question lingered, like an echo in the back of my mind.

			These days, I have little need to be what they call “hands-on” when it comes to such business matters as disposals. Last September, when the loyalty of that associate seemed to be wavering somewhat, I felt that a harsh and in-person lesson was necessary to bring him back into line. And although I felt certain that there were no fingerprints, hairs, or even DNA on the weapon, it nonetheless made me think, and remember.

			I often give my men guns, as a sign of trust and appreciation. Five times in my career, I have seen growing dissatisfaction in one of those trusted men, bringing with it a threat of betrayal. Each time, in hopes of nipping disloyalty in the bud, I forced the would-be defector to help with a particularly harsh disposal. I would ask for his gun—the gun I had given him—and I would use it to provide an example. I would wipe it clean, hand it back to the associate, and make it very clear that the next time, it would be them, or their wife or child, lying there bleeding.

			Of those five men, three needed no further lesson. Two required finality. One of those, many years ago, was a man who imagined himself capable of supplanting me, despite having witnessed exactly what I would do to him. And then last fall, to my surprise, a similar threat delivered in September proved insufficient to stand against the pull of a wife and son.

			And now my hacker’s question had prodded a memory, turning my mind to that long-ago final lesson. Once, and once alone of those five times, the weapon handed to me was not loaded. The weight told me before I tried firing it, so I used it to break the young upstart’s nose. And then, instead of giving it to him to load, I had put the bullets in myself.

			Why? Why did I not demand that he do it? Was I not entirely certain that he would not then turn it on me? I don’t know. But instead of forcing him to bend to my wishes, I had held out my palm to receive the handful of bullets, and used my fingers to slip them into place, then closed the gun and used it to dispose of the traitor at our feet. As I handed the weapon back to my associate, his pretty face now covered in blood, my eyes dared him to do anything other than put it away.

			The lesson did not take, and six months later, I was forced to get rid of him before he could do any more damage. He was carrying a more modern gun that day, but the revolver had been old and of no particular value, so I thought nothing of it.

			However, the hacker’s question caused my hands to remember those bullets, warm from his pocket. Made my thumb remember pushing them in.

			I added the man’s name to my hacker’s list, along with the names of his two colleagues I’d disposed of the following week. They were all dead, of course, like the woman whose betrayal had threatened my beginnings, but I was curious about their families.

			And I had to wonder what Cooper had done with the gun.

		

	
		
			
				Chapter Forty-five

				Now

			
			“You did good, kid,” Al Hawkin said.

			It was two hours after Raquel had dropped her series of bombshells into the conference room, and when the meeting finally dispersed, he had taken her not to the Blue Plate, but to a bar for a drink.

			“I should have just given them the hard facts.”

			“No. Asking them to find how you were wrong was exactly right. Because the whole theory is…”

			“Far-fetched?”

			“Complicated.”

			“If you assume it was random chance that Dee and I both just happened to have fathers involved in the drug trade and both happened to end up with the Laings, then yes, it’s absurd. But there is actually a link: Jilly Caine. I didn’t bring her up because there’s already far too many moving parts for them to deal with. But Jilly herself says that she knew the people who gave Dee to Mom and Dad in the first place. She became friends with them, and they were one of the reasons she settled in San Francisco. And fourteen years later, when she came face-to-face with another child orphaned because of the cocaine trade, she thought of the Laings. You need to talk with her.”

			“Though it sounds like I’d need a woman colleague to get me in the door. So, are you satisfied with how the lieutenant reacted?”

			She gave him a crooked smile. “I suspect it’s going to turn into a somewhat larger team than I’m fully comfortable with.”

			The investigation’s potential expansion from a pair of dusty Cold Case files to a huge and all-too-active conspiracy would mean bringing in resources from all over, including the federal governments of both the United States and Mexico.

			“It’ll take days to even start getting a task force together,” he said. “What will you be doing until then?”

			“My agility run is scheduled for next week. I do need to practice for that.”

			He grunted. “And what are you doing the other twenty-three hours of the day?”

			“Do you think Bobby and Mark would mind if I poked around in the Romero case? Beyond just his emails, I mean?”

			“Rock, at this point I think the entire Department would be astonished to learn that you weren’t poking into it already.”

			“Well, maybe I’ll get fired and things will be simpler. Al, honestly, what do you think: Could Romero have been just a front man?”

			“Not ‘just’ a front man, no. He was clearly involved in all kinds of shit for most of his life.”

			“I can’t stop thinking about his wife and son. He gets married in his mid-fifties to a woman who’s nothing like his first two—a schoolteacher who doesn’t wear designer clothes or have facelifts. When I dared to pick up the family picture, Romero nearly punched me. And when he spoke of his son, his face showed love and pride. That made him vulnerable. If he was the boss, that’s one thing. But if he wasn’t, I have to wonder if the boss was concerned.”

			“And made him kill Gallegos to bring him to heel?”

			She shrugged. “He was frightened.” She felt that she’d been repeating that a lot.

			“Of whom?”

			“Someone ruthless, and with loads of resources. Someone good at blending in, and free to move around. Someone who either inherited a gun that had killed drug dealers in Mexico, or who has been murdering people himself on both sides of the border for forty years.”

			“Someone who knows about YouTube and DNA and video editing.”

			“Or who’s clever enough to adapt and hire help, rather than cling to the era of hard-guy gangsters.”

			“Do you honestly believe you’re talking about Dee’s father?”

			“That would be ironic, wouldn’t it? But I hope to God I’m not.”

			“Well, now you’ve brought up the possibility, the feds will be on it.”

			“They seem pretty fixed on Romero.”

			“They’re also pretty fixed on locating that coke missing from Romero’s storehouse.”

			She shook her head, then emptied her glass. “Thanks for the drink. I’ll talk to Dee, see if we can figure out how to go about finding him. She’s as invested in it as we are.”

			“Don’t let her screw things up,” he said sharply.

			“Nope, just her suggestions. See you tomorrow.”

			The evening fog was not in yet, but damp air promised it would not stay away long. She started her car, then let it idle. After a minute, she sent Dee a text to say she had a stop to make but would be home in half an hour. The ping of confirmation came as she waited for a break in traffic, and once she was allowed in, she made her way to Turk and then Fulton, heading for the place on the Great Highway where, eight months before, Michael Romero sat looking at the ocean.

			Parking spots were emptying as the chill came in. A few stalwart surfers waded up the sand from the water, dog-walkers wanting their dinner hurried their pets along, and joggers worked to finish their day’s requirement. She pulled on the sweatshirt she kept in the trunk and walked up the sandy walkway, in the general area where the cell towers had located Romero. He’d been out of his Tesla between 2:39 and 3:14, without his phone. Doing what? Counting waves and contemplating mortality? Meeting someone? Popping across to the Beach Chalet for a quick beer? Whatever it was, he then went back to his car to drive up and around the end of the City, waiting in the Presidio parking lot until the tracker he’d left on Pam’s car told him they were in motion.

			Romero was key. The investigation into his actual death had become almost perfunctory, once the gun in his hand tied him to the death of Gilbert Gallegos. And the things she knew about him—at least, the things she felt she knew about him—did not go against the image of a man contemplating the end of things by looking out over the Pacific.

			And yet.

			There were several threads that, in a normal investigation, or even in this one if the Department had an endless budget, might have been pursued with more enthusiasm. The ATF had taken over the search for the missing cocaine, but the rest of the bill was being footed by the SFPD. The Gallegos video, source of much argument over whether it could have been taken by the shooter himself or not, had been sent to a forensic lab that specialized in crime scene film. A firm of forensic accountants were burrowing ever deeper into the Romero books. Dee’s own consulting bill was not small. And with Raquel’s job about to go back from half-time Cold Case to full-time active Homicide, her freedom to press on was limited. Curiosity alone did not justify billing the Department for overtime.

			But still, those unasked-for connections just continued coming together in her mind…

			She slid off the wall and pulled her phone from her pocket as she walked back to the car, thumbing in Dee’s number.

			“Dinner in ten,” her sister answered.

			“Just leaving,” she said. “Dee, is there any chance we could locate some images of Ocean Beach, the afternoon Romero was sitting there? Because it occurs to me that he could have met up with someone and handed over the keys to that storehouse in San Rafael, as part of tying up loose ends.” Romero had mailed a letter to his wife that afternoon, but she couldn’t see him trusting the post office with an envelope containing the physical key to a small fortune.

			“I had started on that but dropped it when they shifted the funding. It could be a long, tedious process of sifting through thousands of Facebook posts and YouTube dashcams. I’m too expensive for the Department to pay me for that.”

			“Looks like I have a new hobby. Maybe there’s some shortcuts you can show me.”

			“Only if you leave now, dinner’s in nine minutes.”

			Raquel dropped the phone on the passenger seat and was at the table when Dee’s soufflé came out of the oven.

			She even waited until the dishes were in the dishwasher and the pots were clean before she pulled out her work laptop.

		

	
		
			
				Chapter Forty-six

				Now

			
			Raquel knew the basics of searching social media for geotagged images, although the search platforms seemed to change every day. Dee looked at Raquel’s list of options, sighed, and pulled the laptop over to add four URLs. “For that last one, you’ll need me to vouch for you with whoever’s on duty.”

			Next would come chronolocation.

			“Normally, you’d have a photo and hope you can pull the EXIF data from that,” Dee lectured, “but in this case, what you’re searching for are two specific elements of that data, the coordinates and the time. Of course, most websites—and all social media—strip that information off, so you’ll need a site that keeps it on.”

			“Seems an unexpected concern for user privacy.”

			“Oh, they don’t care about users, it’s money. Every dot of stored online information costs. You’d need a server farm the size of LA to support all the back-data as well. Here, you might have some luck with one of these. Was there anything particular happening in San Francisco that day?”

			Other than your sister getting shot? Raquel thought. “Not that I know of.”

			Dee did a quick search, muttering to herself about Ruby Bridges visiting a school and some names that sounded vaguely musical, then closed it out. “I don’t see anything that would have attracted a lot of tourists. You could ask Waymo, but God only knows how long they keep their images or how you’d get at them.”

			“That’s the autonomous cars?”

			“Pretty sure that last November they were still only available to residents, but even so, there were a fair number of them around. You could also see if the Google Earth people happened to be passing by filming street views.”

			“The chances seem thin, for both of those.”

			“As I said, it’s a slow and tedious process. It would have been nice if—” Her voice drifted off for a moment. “Hmm. I wonder if she had it working then?”

			“Who had what working?”

			“Oh, there’s this surfer who used to keep a webcam pointing at the Great Highway. It’s been broken for a long time, but if I can find the angle of the thing, we can see if it would do you any good before I go asking about it.”

			After a minute, Dee turned the screen around for Raquel. It showed a furry, gray image broken by white lines—low waves in a sequence, coming in to shore. The date stamp was from a couple of years ago, and the fog had been in when the photograph was taken, but she could make out the end of the Cliff House over at the far right, with cars and camper vans scattered in the parking lot closer to the camera. She searched for landmarks, and decided that the camera was situated slightly south and inland of the Beach Chalet where she and Jen had eaten their late lunch.

			“It looks pretty close. I’d have to double-check the cell tower coordinates, but I think the place Romero parked that afternoon would have been south of there. Just a bit off-camera, unless it pans back and forth.”

			“Let me make a few calls,” Dee said. “It’ll have to wait till later, though.”

			Raquel knew her sister too well to accept vagueness—and if these particular contacts functioned via telephone call rather than text, they were bound to be doubly idiosyncratic. “How much later?”

			“At least midnight.”

			“Don’t wake me up unless it’s important.”

			“I’ll send you whatever I learn.”

			Raquel reclaimed her laptop and set out on her new hobby: searching for online images that showed a specific slice of the Ocean Beach walkway between 2:39 and 3:14 in the afternoon, last November 14.

			By the time she went to bed, eyes burning, she was filled with loathing for every search algorithm, every sloppy time-stamp, and each and every tourist who had ever visited San Francisco and posted for the folks back home.

			

			 

			Dee was up and the coffee was on when Raquel went down in the morning. She had ceased to comment on her sister’s peculiar hours, although she still did not know how Dee managed to look human on so little sleep.

			“Any luck with your midnight contact?” she asked, taking a mug from the cupboard.

			“I reached them, they’re going to look into it.”

			“Who is ‘they’ and what are they looking into?”

			“They is Cosmo, a surfer who tends bar after dark and knows everyone in the surfing community, including those who live along the coastline and have cameras pointing at the waves. There’s one woman who runs a sort of subscription service, monthly fees for access to the view from her house. I asked Cosmo to find out where it’s focused, and if she stores the footage. If so, I can have them put me in touch with her.”

			“Unlikely that she’s saved surveillance tape for eight months, but thanks.”

			“You never know. What about you?”

			“The closest I’ve come so far is a German tourist’s livestream of his GoCar tour of the entire city. Even speeding it up, the thing took forever to get to the coast, and it turned out he was there at least an hour before Romero.”

			“There’s eye drops in my bathroom cabinet.”

			“I may take you up on it.”

			“In more cheery news, I had a message this morning through MyKin—another relative has come out of the woodwork.”

			“Great—who is it?”

			“His name is Mateo, though he calls himself Matt. It sounds like one of those relationships you need to sketch out on paper—second cousin twice removed kind of thing. He’s new to the site and hasn’t added his details in yet—people tend to lurk for a while before they get actively involved—but he did say he’s from Mexico. Anyway, I sent him back an email address so we don’t have to keep messaging through the site.”

			“Hope he turns out to have some useful information.”

			“Or at least a nice family.”

			“That too.”

			“Speaking of family, I’d like to ask Rory and her lot to come over this weekend, when Jen is here.”

			“Jen would love to see them.”

			“Saturday, if that works for you? Would you like to ask Al and Jani, too?”

			“Is this some kind of party?”

			“Well, I figured it was close enough to your birthday.”

			“Oh. Right.” Her birthday was usually celebrated by Dee sticking a candle in a store cupcake for her. “Do we have to have presents?”

			“We don’t need to have presents, no.”

			“Okay. Good. Well, let me know if your nonbinary surfer’s friend comes up with anything,” Raquel said, and made her escape upstairs to get dressed for the day. As she showered and pulled on her clothes, all she could think about was how many adults, children, and dogs would be in the house that weekend. A bit more family than she was prepared for. Maybe she could arrange some work emergency? One that required Jen to go with her? No, Al would know. Though he might not give her away.

			She heard her sister’s voice calling her name up the stairs, and stuck her head out of the door. “Yes?”

			“Cosmo’s friend might have something for you.”

			Raquel went to the head of the stairs, still towel-drying her hair. “The woman with the beach camera?”

			“That’s right. Cosmo sent a link, and told me that if you become a subscriber, their friend says you’re free to help yourself to whatever date you want for the two and a bit years it ran before the camera broke. Though they said there are some days when the camera had been blown wonky or had seagull shit on the lens.”

			Raquel trotted downstairs. “Would you—”

			“Send you the link? I did.”

			Link opened, subscription paid—not even expensive, which made sense if the woman’s subscribers were surfer dudes checking out the waves—Raquel found her way through the months to the sunny November day, scrolled forward to 2:30, and set it to running.

			It was not smooth video but a time-lapse, set for a shot taken every three seconds—cheaper that way, since it took up less space on a server. It was nowhere near as foggy as the old image Dee had found for her, and although the resolution was not great, the Cliff House was clear, as were the cars, dog-walkers, the few surfers riding lackluster waves, and a big container ship that crept along the horizon. One or two small sailboats were out, but there didn’t seem to be enough wind for most sailors to bother.

			The time stamp read 2:31 when a dark Tesla Model X came into view on the Great Highway, then disappeared, headed south. She held her breath, sitting forward as if that might help her see around the corner of the screen. The minutes ticked by in little jumps of movement: 2:33, 2:34, eventually reaching 2:39, when the Tesla had recorded its door locking.

			At 2:41, a man with dark hair appeared, walking slowly up the Esplanade. The three-second intervals caught him rolling up the sleeves of his white shirt, staring at the ground. His hands had gone into his trouser pockets as he passed one of the openings in the wall, ignoring the steps down to the beach. Halfway to the next stairs, in a place where few cars were parked, his back was to the camera and his hands out of his pockets, reaching for the wall. In the next image, one hip was on the wall and he was swinging his legs over.

			The image was not very sharp and the time-lapse was frustrating, but Raquel knew him: Michael Romero.

			She found her hand was kneading her leg and made herself stop. What was he doing? Just watching the waves? If he was meeting someone, he didn’t seem to mind if they came up behind him. Perhaps he wasn’t expecting—

			Wait. Had he moved? Or was it merely the breeze blowing his shirt, or a glitch in the poor image?

			She expanded his part of the image and ran it back thirty seconds, ten images clicking by. His left arm, on the side of the camera. When it came out of his pocket, had he been holding it awkwardly? She couldn’t tell, since the motions were lost in the missing periods. After that, he just sat, hands out of sight on his lap, head facing toward the water. And then, after four and a half minutes, his head dropped and his arm moved, assuming a position seen a thousand times a day on every street in the nation. In twenty seconds, his back straightened, his head came up—and yes: his left hand rose to the side of his head.

			A phone—but not his cell, which the towers had continued to locate inside the Tesla.

			Michael Romero was using a burner phone.

			The conversation did not take long. Less than three minutes later, his arm came down, his head dropped, and he sat, staring at his hands, or the phone, or the sand below his feet. He sat still for so long that, were it not for passersby, she’d have thought the camera had stopped working. Finally, he moved. Something small and dark appeared on the top of the wall beside him as both hands came up to his face. He sat that way, motionless, for another two and a half minutes.

			A figure with a small dog was approaching down the walkway. Romero straightened. He waited until she had passed, then picked up the small object, swung around and onto the walkway, then checked his surroundings before dropping the object to the ground, his left foot coming forward to grind it under one heel. He stretched down to retrieve the pieces, then walked back in the direction of his car, diverting slightly to toss the smashed phone in a waste bin.

			Leaving the tape to run, she pulled out her own phone, glancing away from the screen long enough to choose Al’s number.

			“Hi, Rock.” The noises in the background sounded like a supermarket.

			“Al, they’ve kept me mostly out of the loop on the Romero case, but do you know if Hadley’s phone warrants included tower dumps, looking for a burner number shadowing Romero’s own phone that last afternoon?”

			There followed a long, thinking silence, then: “I don’t think so, ’cause Kitagawa would have given it to Hadley, and Hadley would have bitched about what an incredible pain in the ass it was until someone showed him how to run the search.”

			“The number might have started up while Romero was sitting in the parking lot near the restaurant.” Writing his wife a final letter. “If so, and if he left it on, it would have pinged off towers as he went to the post office and through Golden Gate Park to Ocean Beach. It definitely was active there for a few minutes—I have video showing him on a phone—and would have gone literally dead, as in smashed underfoot, at about twelve minutes after three.”

			“It ought to stick out, if they go looking. I’ll find out.”

			“Thank you.” If Raquel had asked, either of her Homicide partners would’ve taken the question as a criticism, whereas outsider Al could merely be dropping a helpful suggestion.

			“Would the phone company still have the information?” he asked.

			“They should.”

			On the screen, a dark Tesla was traveling up the parking lot, getting back on to the northbound lane of the Great Highway, and continuing up the hill toward the Cliff House, and into oblivion.

			“Kitagawa and Hadley would’ve had no particular reason to think he had two phones,” Al was saying.

			“You’re telling me they’re going to be furious if I’ve found something they missed.”

			“I’m telling you to go softly. These are people you need to work with in the future. It doesn’t help to suggest they weren’t doing their job.”

			“Let me know what you learn,” she said, and closed the call.

		

	
		
			
				Chapter Forty-seven

				Now

			
			Raquel was doing a quick check of her emails before leaving for work the next morning when Dee came into the kitchen and started putting breakfast things on the table.

			Barely looking, Raquel filled her bowl with granola and milk and began spooning it into her mouth.

			“Matt saw my message and wrote back,” Dee said, slicing a banana.

			Raquel looked up blankly: Matt—right. “Mateo, your new cousin.”

			“More like an uncle, at least by age. He happens to be in LA this week—he works for the Mexican government’s trade department and travels to the US a lot. I thought I’d write and ask if he wants to talk, maybe FaceTime.”

			“Wouldn’t you rather use Zoom?”

			“Because it’s more anonymous? It’s actually not as secure.”

			“Then give him one of those burner numbers you said you had. Until you’re sure he’s legit.”

			“I don’t know that hiding my number is necessary. If he seems weird, I can always block him.”

			“Your choice,” Raquel said, and then stared down at the cereal, frowning.

			“Rock?”

			She looked up, realized that her sister had repeated her name at least once, and realized, too, that another niggling sensation had started up in the back of her mind.

			“Should we be concerned about the timing?” she asked, then realized that she shouldn’t have. The last thing she needed was Dee thinking that her sister was spiraling into outright paranoia.

			“The timing of what?”

			“Oh, nothing. Although, your cousin getting in touch seems…coincidental.”

			Dee didn’t look worried—not as worried as she might be if Raquel had told her all the other random things her brain had been putting together the past few weeks. But she was paying attention. “Not necessarily. I wrote to some of the MyKin contacts, what, three weeks ago? Less than a month, anyway. He could have heard of me through one of the family.”

			“Mm. Did you tell him you live in San Francisco?”

			“I said the Bay Area.”

			“Don’t make it closer than that until you’ve done some background on him.”

			Dee shook her head. “Rock, it’s a good thing you don’t use dating apps, you’d never get beyond the first ‘Hello.’ But no, I’m not going to tell him anything too specific. And it would be nice to see if he knows anything about my—about Dolores.”

			“Call her your mother,” Raquel suggested. “The Laings will always be Mom and Dad to both of us.”

			Dee nodded. “I’ll talk to him, and I won’t tell him where I am.”

			“I may be home early,” Raquel said.

			At work, she resisted the temptation to do a search on the criminal background of Mateo Cruz, partly because she didn’t have any business doing so but mostly because she knew Dee would get it herself. During the morning, Al sent her a text to say that Kitagawa was going to put in for a warrant for a burner number search. Just before lunch, Hadley walked through and pointedly did not look at her. At midday she changed into running shorts and drove to one of the neighborhoods with less traffic on the streets and decent sidewalks, to pound up and down the hills until her leg ached. She showered at the station and went dutifully back to the Romero emails.

			During the afternoon, she had an email from Luz Flores to say she’d talked with the nurses at her brother’s care facility, who said that he had gone through a troubled time in February, following a visit from a man who signed in as Juan Garcia and said he was a cousin. The main duty nurse was no longer there, but the care notes indicated that, because it had been a warm day, they’d let Thomas and his visitor go into one of the quiet garden areas to talk. The man had only been with him a few minutes when Thomas became highly agitated, and they’d had to ask his guest to leave and sedate Thomas. It was the twelfth of the month, and Mrs. Flores was trying to see if she could find someone who remembered what the man had looked like.

			Raquel thanked her, took care to ask politely after Thomas—thank you, Al—and hung up.

			“Juan Garcia” was the Spanish equivalent of John Doe.

			She turned back to the waiting screen, but did not resume her reading. February. After a bit, she turned off the computer and wandered out of the Hall and up the road to Pam’s favorite bakery, coming back carrying a cup and a bag. Back at her desk, she sipped from the cup, was surprised to find that she’d ordered a latte and, apparently, a slice of some kind of spicy frosted bread. She broke off a corner and ate it as she thought about February.

			She brushed off her hands and reached for the phone, and when she had again maneuvered the gullible office receptionist into connecting her with Leo Alvarez, she dove straight in.

			“Don’t hang up, Leo, it’ll only make me drive down and haunt your office until you either show up or are forced into retirement. I have one brief question, and nobody’s going to care that you answered it because you’re not telling me anything I don’t already know. So: Something happened in the past few months that scared you shitless. I don’t need you to tell me what it was, but I do want when it happened. It doesn’t even need to be the exact day, just the month, and which part of the month.”

			Silence. Though at least he hadn’t hung up on her.

			“Please don’t make me drive down there, Leo. Even your brother doesn’t need to know.”

			Silence again, before the sound of him pulling in a breath. “The third week of February,” he said. “Don’t call me again.” And he hung up.

			She did rather hope she hadn’t gotten the receptionist fired. Although by the way the young woman had looked at her boss, firing her would end more than an employment situation.

			Gratefully, she closed out the Romero emails and opened up a search for anything that had happened in February. She couldn’t see that the wars in Ukraine or the West Bank would enter into the matter of West Coast drug rings. Nor could she imagine any connection with Chinese spy balloons being shot down, or the huge earthquake in southern Turkey, or a WWII-era bomb going off in England. When she narrowed the search down to “drugs,” there were too many raids, murders, smuggling charges, and federal policy announcements to sift through.

			She closed down the search in frustration, and sent Dee a text.

			Something in Feb scared two of my cold-case witnesses. Linked to drugs? LMK if you have any thoughts.

			To her surprise, Dee responded almost immediately, with a URL that, when Raquel clicked it, opened a newspaper article from Tucson, Arizona, back in February, about a woman named Alicia Thomas who was shot to death in her home. Police asked for any witnesses.

			She was finishing the brief article when Dee’s follow-up text came in.

			Sorry, that was to do with Dolores, not your two cases. (Came across it in a general search for 80s activists—the woman was in Mexico City & Nogales.) But a comment on her online obit made ref to the number of activists who had died recently, I thought I’d try to reach the person and ask for details. Might have been a general vendetta related to your two? More tk

			If she’d been alone, Raquel would have lowered her forehead to her desk in despair. But since doing so would bring a room full of Homicide investigators over to her cubicle, she simply sat and stared at the letters on the screen. Not your two cases. Even Dee had nudged the search for Dolores Ortega’s past into the investigations of Ramon Alvarez and Lucha Morales.

			Every time she turned around, Raquel found herself tripping over some narrow thread that tried to connect the unconnected.

			All right, she informed her wayward brain: I give up. You insist on sticking things together, let’s go ahead and treat it all as one.

			And when she eventually had to admit that confusion ruled and rational boundaries had collapsed? Well, she’d simply have to hand in her resignation for good this time, and turn herself over to the Department’s shrink.

			

			 

			Raquel read the article again, then glanced at the clock on her screen. Was it after 5:00 in Arizona? Or was this the time of year when Mountain time matched Pacific?

			Simpler to just see. A quick search gave her the phone number for the Tucson Police Department, and a back-and-forth conversation took her to the Homicide Unit. The woman there took her number and said she’d phone back, then hung up before Raquel could protest.

			Three minutes later, the phone on her desk rang, and she answered.

			“Homicide, Inspector Laing.”

			“Good afternoon, Inspector, Jeri Ramos here. Sorry for the go-round, I’ve had problems with the press before this and I like to make sure who I’m talking to. You said you might have information on the death of Alicia Thomas?”

			“I need to ask first: How did she die?”

			“She was shot.”

			“That’s what the article said, but how? One bullet? Two? Anything odd about it?”

			There was a pause on the line, and when the voice resumed, it had gone lower. “You might say that. This was a 72-year-old retired do-gooder. She had duct tape around her wrists and across her mouth. The first bullet was in her stomach. A hollow-point, so it made a real mess. She’d nearly bled out by the time the second bullet killed her.”

			“Don’t tell me: That one was in her left temple.”

			An even longer pause, and then: “How do you know that?”

			

			 

			Raquel wrote up the conversation and pasted it into a group email, along with the medical examiner’s report that Detective Ramos sent her. She then sent a group text to the four colleagues she had met with the other day, saying:

			There’s another example of the two-shot MO, an activist who worked in Mexico in the 80s. POSSIBLE link to Dolores Ortega. Who wants to follow up?

			She had hesitated over the final line. Normally, she’d have simply said she would follow up, but with her co-workers already wondering if she was about to join the tin-hat brigade, she didn’t think she should assume anything.

			And indeed, five minutes later the lieutenant replied to the text, telling Kitagawa to talk to the Tucson detective.

			Which was fine, Raquel told herself as she sent Kitagawa the contact info. Well, not fine, but she understood. The lieutenant’s job was to protect the case, not the investigator.

			In the meantime, she wondered if an email to Jilly Caine would go unanswered. Because it would be very interesting to know if Jilly’s descent into full hermit mode had also taken place in February, after she’d learned of the murder of Alicia Thomas.

			

			 

			Raquel arrived home to the smell of baking, even though it was a little too warm for the oven. The kitchen windows were wide open, Dee was looking a bit flushed, and there were two quiches on the cooling rack.

			“We didn’t use up those veggies Jen brought from the garden last weekend,” she told Raquel, “and I didn’t want her to find them wilting in the drawer. If I’d realized it was going to be so warm, I’d have prepped them for soup and stuck them in the freezer.”

			“It smells great.”

			“Oh, I thought we could have it when everyone’s here on Saturday. I made salad with that leftover chicken for us tonight.”

			“Let me go put my things away, I’ll set the table—or maybe we could take it out to the garden?”

			“Good idea. Oh, I had a good conversation with Matt.”

			“What’s he like?”

			“He seems very nice. A little formal. Nervous, maybe.”

			“About what?”

			“Meeting family? I don’t know—and not so much nervous as cautious. He didn’t seem to want to talk about his life much.”

			Raquel, halfway through the doorway, turned around. “Why not?”

			Dee laughed. “Don’t worry, I did a search on him. His face is on the government website as a liaison with California businesses—getting tech companies to open operations in Mexico, looks like. I would guess there’s a lot of sensitive information he can’t talk about. Anyway, he is who he says, and although he didn’t know a lot about Dolores offhand, he said he has some family papers that his mother put together, and he’d look through them next time he’s back in Mexico City. However, he wants to meet up.”

			“You can’t invite him here,” Raquel said.

			“We may need to at some point. He did invite me to dinner tonight—us, when I told him I lived with my sister—but I just said I didn’t feel comfortable leaving the house.”

			“Good.”

			“So he wants to meet with you.”

			“Me? Why?”

			Dee shrugged. “People who negotiate for a living believe in personal meetups. If he can’t talk to me, he at least wants to meet you, this visit. And I knew you’d want to be my gatekeeper. However, he’s only in the Bay Area till Sunday afternoon.”

			Raquel thought about it. The request did make a certain amount of sense. And Dee’s disinclination to leave the house could have been for any reason from a medical condition to a new puppy, a professional negotiator would no doubt have picked up on her anxiety, and agreed to a middle ground to put her fears to rest.

			And what danger could there possibly be? A public meeting between a middle-aged bureaucrat and an armed cop half his age?

			“Saturday morning. I can meet him for breakfast and be back before Jen and the rest get here. Tell him 9:00 at the Blue Plate.”

			“What, that diner you and Al have adopted? Oh, Rock, make it someplace the poor man won’t have to worry about ptomaine.”

			“The Plate will be fine. Think of it as a test,” she told her sister.

			Dee sighed. “Okay, text me the address.”

		

	
		
			
				Chapter Forty-eight

				Now

			
			Thursday afternoon, as Raquel was getting ready to leave for home, her phone rang: Al.

			“You at work?” he demanded.

			“Yes. Why?”

			“Stay there. And see if the lieutenant’s around,” he said, and hung up.

			So, she put her things back onto the desk, and obediently crossed the hall to stick her head into the lieutenant’s office.

			“Al’s on his way over,” she told him. “I think he wants to see us both.”

			“About?”

			She shrugged.

			“I absolutely promised my wife I’d be home for dinner.”

			“Sorry, he didn’t say what he wants.”

			Ten minutes later, when Al stepped out of the elevator, the two men came face-to-face.

			“Lieutenant,” he said. “Any chance you can hold off leaving for a minute?”

			“Something tells me I’d better.”

			Raquel heard, and followed them into their superior’s office, where the lieutenant finished texting his wife and sat down. They did not. Al unfolded a sheet of paper from his pocket and laid it on the desk.

			“Dallas tested the Morales revolver in their lab and sent off the results. It was a Smith & Wesson, by the way. They called me when it came back this afternoon.”

			“That was fast,” Raquel said, reading the page upside down.

			It was in Al’s handwriting, hurried but legible, notes taken in a phone conversation. Names, dates, and brief phrases:

			
				S&W .357

				June 12, 1980, Cuernavaca, Mexico—known drug dealer

				January 3, 1981, Guadalajara, Mexico—known drug dealer

				July 21, 1985, Puerto Vallarta, Mexico

				November 10, 1985, Mexico—known gang member

				March 14, 1986, Mexico City, Mexico

				April 9, 1986, Mexico City, Mexico—suspected drug dealer

				Spring 1990, Tijuana, Mexico—drug dealer

				March 28, 1997, Bakersfield, CA—newspaper reporter

				All males ages 18–42.

			

			“Sweet Jesus,” swore the lieutenant.

			“He’s emailing me the details, I wanted to get this to you. And one other thing. There were fingerprints on the gun. Some of them didn’t appear on NIBIN. But there were others that belonged to—”

			The shift of his gaze warned Raquel before he said the name.

			“—David Cooper.”

			“David…” The lieutenant’s eyes went wide, and he stared at Raquel.

			She shook her head. “My father couldn’t have been responsible for those early ones—he was only thirteen in 1980 and never, that I know of, went to Mexico.” Her gaze returned to the paper, to that last date that seemed to vibrate on the page. “But he had a falling-out with someone around the time of that Bakersfield murder. He came home with a broken nose on March 30. And the immigration lawyer who gave us the Morales revolver said that he and Lucha Morales had been to see her in Fresno earlier that week, about a friend’s problem. She called him ‘handsome,’ so it was before his nose was broken.” Fresno was two hours from Bakersfield.

			“Someone needs to go interview that lawyer,” he said after a minute. “And let’s keep looking for matches to the other prints on the gun and the rounds inside it.”

			He then placed both hands firmly on the desk, and pushed upright. “Today is my thirtieth anniversary. If I’m not home in half an hour, my wife is going to divorce me and my children will never talk to me again. I’m going to let the two of you start this off. Hell, by this time you know the routine better than I do.”

			He left.

			Raquel and Al looked at each other, and started the first barrage of telephone calls.

			By Friday night, half the Homicide Unit was hoarse from talking on the phone to their counterparts in six Mexican cities and Los Angeles.

			Two of the victims—the 1985 death in Puerto Vallarta and the Bakersfield reporter in 1997—had been killed with the same MO as Gallegos and David Cooper: one bullet to wound, a long, eloquent blood trail, and another bullet to finish it.

		

	
		
			
				Chapter Forty-nine

				Now

			
			Him

			I am known as a person who makes good his promises, and his threats.

			I find myself amused at this thought. After all, how many people actually know of either promises or threats? I have shaped the world so only a tiny percentage of those who matter know of me and my promises—and yet, that small number possess huge power.

			Things are coming full circle, back to where they began. It is time to move to the next phase in shaping my world.

			When I realized how things were coming together, I laughed aloud. It frightened my driver (not a bad thing) but what other reaction could I have? A matter that has troubled me for forty years is returning, with its own delightful solution.

			A woman nearly ended me, during my first years of success. She had no idea who I truly was or where I was headed—although to be honest, neither did I. Because of her, I learned to fight for my life, learned the difference between trust and control, learned that I can never take for granted being my jungle’s top predator. Perhaps I owed her a cleaner death than she got.

			The intersection of paths makes for a delightful irony: my daughter, her sister, my associate. Their end, and a new beginning for me. I will be in the air before they are even found.

			It is indeed a small world, this one I rule. I simply had not realized how small it could be.

			It is time to keep my promise. And although Dolly is no longer around to see it, her daughter will have to do.

		

	
		
			
				Chapter Fifty

				Now

			
			Raquel, having spent more hours at work than at home the past two days, felt entitled to take off the morning to carry out the promised meeting with Dee’s distant cousin at the Blue Plate. She parked in the lot and sat at Al’s favorite table with her coffee, enjoying the relative silence and the break from having to carry on bilingual conversations with detectives in a dozen Mexican police forces. As she watched out the front window, a man who could only be Mateo Cruz climbed out of a rental Mercedes on the street outside. It was a car that stood out in this part of town, which meant that she had noticed it a few doors up the block as she drove past, its driver bent over his phone as if unable to believe what his GPS was telling him. The man himself looked equally out of place, wearing a suit that fit like a glove, some lightweight gray fabric that might have been woven out of money. He gazed up and down the decidedly working-class street, which was populated by secondhand furniture shops, tattoo parlors, windowless nightclubs, and even a palm reader. The doorways of empty shop-fronts and closed businesses were more often than not occupied by a sleeping person with a heap of possessions, and the sidewalks themselves had not been washed since the last rain, four months ago.

			The Blue Plate Diner fit right in here.

			The man in the custom suit? Not so much.

			His visual survey ended at the diner, and with an air of drawing in his arms so as not to brush against the doorway, he walked inside, his eyes going instantly to Raquel at the back.

			Ruby came out of the kitchen with menus and a greeting, but he ignored her, eyes fixed on Raquel, threading his way through the tables toward her. He moved with a smooth confidence, a man who looked to be in his early fifties until he got close enough for her to see the skin beside his eyes. Taller than she was—most people were—and of a sturdy build that suggested he really worked at keeping his weight down. He also looked vaguely familiar, although she didn’t think she had ever seen him in person.

			And then he was close enough for her to see his eyes, and she suddenly found that she was on her feet, her back all but planted against the wall. She was painfully aware of the other customers: all happily chatting away, all giving the man a quick glance before going back to their weekend brunch, all of them so completely…clueless. Vulnerable.

			He stopped in front of her table. He said her name, stretched out his hand, put warmth into his eyes, and pulled his lips back from his too-white veneers in a predator’s grin.

			She stood frozen, and fought the urge to dive for her shoulder bag and pull her gun on him.

			What the fuck?

			His head tilted, the grin broadening into amusement until she forced herself to take his hand and put on the rictus of a smile, say yes that was her name, ask how his visit was going. When they had both sat, she made her hand reach for the cup rather than wiping it on her pant leg. When she saw Ruby coming their way with the coffeepot, she stifled the desire to warn her off…from what?

			He was a pleasant-looking man, with light brown skin, dark eyes, and thick black hair dotted with silver glints, more Anglo than Hispanic in appearance. His suit, she noticed absently, had a faintly greenish cast to it, as if indeed dollar bills had been incorporated into the thread. His expression was friendly, his hands were relaxed, he sat back comfortably in the chair, and when he gave Ruby a smile, with thanks for the coffee, it sounded as if he meant it.

			Raquel had never been more frightened of a man in her life.

			And he saw it. The corner of his mouth twitched, and he leaned back, resting his elbow on the adjoining chair. Smirk of contempt, her mind automatically noted; dominance posturing. “So,” he said. “Dee’s sister. But you and I are not related, she said?”

			What the hell was it?

			Raquel had been trained, from an early age emotionally and as an adult intellectually, to react to tiny clues, some too subtle to identify consciously. She had, admittedly, been wrong before, usually when an innocent gesture or expression triggered an emotional response out of her past.

			Was that what was going on here? If so, what was he reminding her of?

			“No,” she forced herself to say. “I was adopted.” Was her voice too loud? She reached for her cup again, knowing that she was betraying her discomfort but needing the displacement. She raised it and sipped, hoping her hands weren’t shaking, and thought desperately, What would Al do?

			It was as if her hands had closed around a talisman. Al wouldn’t take his bullshit.

			She swallowed, put the cup down, and raised her head, giving the man a smile every bit as wide and artificial as his. Deliberately so. “No, you and I aren’t related. Our parents adopted me when I was nine.”

			The next few seconds would have been fascinating, had she not been so distracted by the pounding of her heart. Afterward, replaying the moment in her mind, she eventually decided that the man not only knew who she was—he had even glanced at her knees when he pulled out the chair to sit, as if expecting one of them to still be wearing a brace—but he had read her almost as rapidly as she had read him. When he first came through the door, he had judged her as if she were part of the rundown café: serviceable, drab, barely adequate. Off duty, she hadn’t been wearing her gun and badge. So, seeing a weak little woman made nervous by meeting such an alpha male, he had pushed ahead and got ready to tell her what he needed.

			And then she had given him that smile, and become a small, slightly exotic-looking, unexpectedly resistant woman who looked him in the eye and grinned back a challenge.

			His face gave a brief twitch of surprise. His head cocked slightly as he reconsidered. And when he smiled again, it was real this time, the pleased look of a gamesman with a secret weapon, looking forward to the chance of crushing another competitor.

			It lasted about as long as it took him to realize that Raquel’s expression was an exact mirror of his.

			The twenty-three minutes that followed were among the most difficult of Raquel’s life, a fencing match of information requested and denied, of well-veiled accusations deftly avoided.

			Dee tells me you work for the city? (Dee hadn’t told him what Raquel did.)

			Thousands of us do.

			Doing what?

			Paperwork, mostly. (His face told her that he had read the articles.) What about you?

			Oh, others do my paperwork.

			Because you’re too important?

			I suppose you could say that.

			She had come to the Blue Plate hoping to learn if the man might have information about Dolores Ortega, but also to find out why he had seemed cautious to Dee. Was it a scam? Was he an opponent from some completely unrelated case Dee had worked? Or had Cruz, too, been threatened with a murder video? All speculations that had gone out the window at the first sight of him stalking across the worn floor.

			I have to make an admission, Raquel. (This came twelve minutes into the jousting.)

			Do you?

			I googled you both.

			That’s what people do these days.

			Dee seems not to get around much. But you, you’re actually a cop, aren’t you?

			I was. I’ve been taking a bit of a break.

			You were injured. Shot.

			The thought seemed to amuse him. His cold eyes were actually sparkling—with humor? Excitement? Perhaps both.

			I was. I’m fine now.

			And then you caught that serial killer who died the other day.

			One of a big team.

			Busy girl.

			Been a while since I was a girl. She took care to show no reaction to the patronizing word or tone. However, she did decide it was time to press her own attack. She asked about Mexico, his childhood, his education. He slid away from most of those, but before he could turn matters back to her, she asked if he was married, had a family.

			Not married, no particular family.

			Too bad. Although, Mexico does have same-sex marriage now, doesn’t it?

			The mild provocation hit home, and rage flared across his face. Just for a moment, before cold deliberation clamped it down.

			I am not gay.

			She acted as if she hadn’t noticed his reaction.

			No? I guess that beautiful suit led me astray. Where did you buy it?

			Twice in rapid succession, she had kicked his feet out from under him, the accusation that his suit might have been bought off the rack almost as offensive to him as the idea of being homosexual.

			She hoped he could not see that she was sweating. On the other hand, his composure began to slip, ever so slightly, and seeing that steadied her.

			Thankfully, he was the one to end it. She had taken care to remain absolutely relaxed in her chair, never rubbing at her sore leg, never avoiding his gaze or fiddling with her silverware or creating shapes with toothpicks from the dispenser. Her entire manner said that she was happy to spend the whole day here. She had even managed to eat the food set before her, although it was not easy.

			In the end, it was his eyes that dropped. He stretched out his left arm to look at the watch on his wrist, and dropped his napkin onto the table. “Alas, my dear Raquel, I have an appointment, and need to leave you. Please give your sister my greetings, and tell her I hope we can meet the next time I’m here.”

			He held out his hand, and she did not hesitate to take it, although a faint twitch of the fingers suggested that he was tempted to deliver a crushing squeeze. He stood and thrust his right hand into his trouser pocket. Raquel went rigid—but he only drew out a slim wallet, to toss a crisp fifty-dollar bill onto the table.

			He nodded at her, thanked Ruby as he went past, and walked out on to the street, to his car, and drove away.

			Raquel took a shaky breath and let it slowly out, fighting the urge to drop her head to the table. Ruby came over, looking at her with concern. “You all right, honey?”

			“I’m good, Ruby. Just a difficult conversation. If you’d bring me the bill?”

			“Oh, that will more than cover it,” she said, gesturing at the half-folded note.

			“I’ll pay for the breakfast,” Raquel said sharply. “That’s…a tip he left for you.”

			“Generous man, your friend.”

			“Not a friend,” she said. “And leave the dishes for a minute. Do you have any small paper bags?”

			“Sure thing.”

			She came back with the breakfast bill and a white paper sack, and raised her eyebrows as she watched Raquel thread a clean knife through the handle of the man’s coffee cup and lower it into the bag, along with his fork. Raquel folded up the bag, gave Ruby her credit card, and realized that she urgently needed to visit the Ladies.

			Hands clean, bill paid, she walked around to the little parking lot and got into her car, putting her shoulder bag and the small paper sack on to the passenger seat. She sat for what felt like a long time, waiting for her hands to stop trembling, letting her thoughts dart furiously around those twenty-four minutes spent over a Formica table. The things that were said, and left unsaid. The man’s facial expressions and body language—and her own startling and instantaneous fear response. His age and probable background, the questions of what would motivate a person like that and what might take him by surprise. His power, his confidence, his ruthlessness. And then, the unanticipated fact that he had been the one to give way. That she had managed to stand up to the force of him, and he had not been entirely sure what to make of her.

			Against that, she wondered, what were her own strengths and resources? Her mind, first and foremost. Her city—she was on home ground. Her unexpectedness had clearly taken him aback. And…she looked down at the shoulder bag.

			Her badge. The weight of what it represented.

			When an officer wore the badge, the entirety of the Department stood behind her. Doubt her, mock her they might, but when it came right down to it, they had an officer’s back.

			I trust you, Al. With my life.

			Who else did she trust?

			She became aware that her hands were no longer shaky. Slowly, her eyes came back into focus on the street outside. She watched the cars and pedestrians for a minute, then took a breath, and pulled out her phone.

			“Al?” she said. “We may have a problem.”

		

	
		
			
				Chapter Fifty-one

				Now

			
			The SFPD could move fast when it needed to.

			Raquel sat down at her computer in the Homicide offices and set up a group call. Al was at home, the lieutenant had already been at his desk, Mark Hadley was nearby with friends headed to the Giants game, and Bobby Kitagawa was an hour away at a grandchild’s birthday party. While she waited for Kitagawa to find a quiet room, she phoned Dee, to tell her that their afternoon party plans might have to be changed somewhat. By the time the call was over, Hadley had appeared, wearing a black and orange T-shirt for the Giants game that night. The lieutenant followed when he heard their voices, and she opened the call.

			It took a while for Raquel to go over all the details—many of which, as she admitted from the start, were made more difficult by the limitations of her skills.

			“Cruz is a narcissist,” she started, “but it’s more than just self-importance and coercing others. I will admit it’s tough to get a reading on a true psychopath. They can be highly controlled, calculated in their manipulation of others, and they don’t give a damn what you think about them. The body language and microexpressions that most people give off, which are often some form of emotional self-defense, are extremely muted.”

			In other words, she translated to herself, you’re going to regard what I’m about to tell you as a hunch, or a guess, or the dreaded female intuition.

			However, since no one would accuse Al Hawkin of unjustified guesswork, and since the lieutenant trusted Al as if he were still a part of the Homicide Division (more, perhaps), they did at least listen. And in the end, an outcome that would have been a wait-and-see, with Kitagawa going back to his chocolate cake and Hadley to his beer and baseball, instead turned into something resembling a plan of action.

			The decision itself only took them forty minutes, by which time Kitagawa was on his way, Hadley was hunting down a change of shirt, and the lieutenant was coordinating support. When Raquel was ready, she texted Dee to let her know she would be leaving the station in five minutes. The lieutenant walked her to the door.

			“You good?” he asked.

			“I think so. Thank you for trusting me.”

			“You don’t have to do this.”

			“I’m not sure who else could,” she replied.

			He laid a hand on her shoulder as she went past.

			She got into her car and drove slowly across the City, Saturday traffic keeping her conservative when it came to red lights. She had no trouble finding a space in front of the house, since many of her neighbors took advantage of the weekend to use their cars. She parked, and sat for a moment, trying to control her shaky breathing. This was not November. Michael Romero was not about to leap out of his car. And even Mateo Cruz…

			She shook her head to rid it of the echoes of gunfire and got out. She opened the back door, took out a shopping bag filled with things from the office, slung her purse strap across her shoulder. She clicked the key fob, keeping it in her hand, and headed for the house. Through the gate, up the steps, undo the upper lock, then the lower one, step inside—and footsteps came racing up the stairs behind her.

		

	
		
			
				Chapter Fifty-two

				Now

			
			He hit her before she had a chance to get the door shut, a hard blow that bounced her against the wall and spewed her armful of books and garments and electronics all across the entranceway floor.

			He had a gun. Of course he had a gun, a Beretta 92 with a custom grip. She ripped her eyes away from it, forced her mind to shove back the memory of muzzle flare, pushed her eyes upward to look at the man himself.

			Mateo Cruz.

			“Where is she?” he demanded.

			“What do you—”

			“Get up,” he ordered. “Hands out. Where’s your gun?”

			She gestured at the floor, where indeed her pistol lay amidst the other things from the bag.

			“Move back. Keep moving.” When she had retreated as far as the two doors, kitchen on one side, living room on the other, he said, “Three more steps. Stop there.”

			She obeyed, keeping both hands in view.

			He shot a look into the room to his right—he could see it was empty, unless someone was squeezed in behind the sofa—and then to the left—the kitchen, with no hiding place at all. “Back, into that room behind you.”

			Again, Raquel obeyed, backing up into Dee’s office.

			Looking past her, he could see there was nothing but a lot of screens and electronic equipment. “Is your sister upstairs?”

			“She had to go out.”

			“She told me she never left the house.”

			“I wanted her to say that. I thought I should take a look at you first.”

			“And how did that work out for you?” he sneered, and raised the Beretta.

			“If you shoot me, you won’t get her. She won’t let herself in without hearing from me.”

			“What, are you her boss or something?”

			“My sister needs strong guidance.” Raquel could see his acceptance of the statement: if there was one thing alpha males understood, it was control. She went on before he had time to consider his options. “How did you find me? Did you follow me all the way across town?”

			“Tracker. If you’d parked in front of that ridiculous café, I wouldn’t have been able to slip it on, but you kindly parked just out of sight. When I pulled up at the front, you thought I’d just arrived.”

			“Clever. What do you want Dee for?”

			He straightened, and on his face was the textbook gloat of a narcissist. “What,” he said, “you don’t think a girl has the right to meet her father?”

			After a pause, Raquel nodded. “You’re Dolores Ortega’s mystery man. The young criminal she fell for and got pregnant by.”

			“Dolly’s man, yes. Silly girl called herself a journalist, but couldn’t see what was sitting right in front of her eyes.”

			“She saw it eventually.”

			“Took her forever. She used to go on and on, telling me about her so-called investigations—mostly going to parties with famous people who didn’t know a thing. It amused me, to think about what she’d do when she found out the story she was missing.”

			“What gave you away?”

			“One of my men left something out instead of locking it up like he was supposed to. And, bad luck, the baby was sleeping for once and Dolly thought she’d go snooping. In my office, which she knew was off-limits. I came home one afternoon and she and the baby were gone. Walked out right under the noses of my employees and disappeared.”

			Raquel wondered how many of those employees had later died with two bullets in them.

			“I figured she wouldn’t have got far, so I put out the word I wanted her. And then—would you believe it? A few days later, up the road comes a taxi and out she gets.”

			“Without her daughter.”

			“Right. And she was…unexpectedly resistant to telling me what she’d done with her. Kept trying to tell me the kid was dead.”

			“So you killed her.”

			“She died, so I got rid of her and went looking for my little girl.”

			“And failed.”

			The compression of anger on his face, instantly suppressed, told her what he thought of failure. “Do you have any idea how many babies there are in Mexico? I must have looked at a hundred of the things, spent a small fortune and far too much time. In the end, I decided she actually had died, and got on with my life. Frankly, I’d forgotten all about her. And then a few months ago, one of my men bought some information off one of those ancestry companies.”

			“What kind of information?”

			“Personal things. I have an employee who’s clever with computers, and he came across a man who broke into one of those sites and was offering to get whatever people would pay him for. Racists wanting lists of Jews or Chinese, unbalanced people wanting the addresses of politicians and actors, scammers finding targets by pretending to be a relative. I didn’t see much there I could use, but it occurred to me that, if someone could get in and steal information, why couldn’t someone else put information in? Not me personally, but like I say, I have people who know things, and I have other people who can convince pretty much anyone to help us.

			“So I had my associate create imaginary relatives for a list of people, as a test to see what he could do. Old girlfriends, a few competitors, some people I thought of as unfinished business. I put Dolly’s name on there as a sort of afterthought. I mean, she was dead, so I wasn’t about to find her, but I thought I might see what had happened to her family.

			“And wouldn’t you know it? Right there on the family tree is a daughter, born in 1985, never registered as deceased.”

			“Which led you to the Ortega family, who all went into hiding around the same time.” So many things Raquel wanted to ask—how had he found Thomas Morales and the Alvarez brothers, what was he looking for, who had helped him?—but she could see on his face that he was becoming bored with questions. Get him to the key of the matter. “But why do you want Dee? She’s not a child anymore, she’s a grown woman, and I guarantee she’s not going to be supportive of your lifestyle.”

			“ ‘Lifestyle,’ ” he snorted.

			“What do you call it? Someone who fills the country with poison, who murders anyone who crosses him, who tortures to death a young man who steals from him, then uses the video both to illustrate what happens to traitors and to control the employee who is starting to go weak on him.”

			She’d managed to startle a reaction out of him: wary surprise, enough to cause the gun to sag a little. “Why do you think I had anything to do with that video?”

			“You used it to try and control Michael Romero, who was starting to get tired of the life, and looking for a way out. In fact, I know all kinds of things about you, Mr. Cruz. That gun in your hand, for example. A Beretta 92, and although that grip looks new, I think you’ve had the gun itself for forty years. You used it in 1984 to kill a drug dealer in Guadalajara. Thirteen years later, you used it on one of your men who was becoming a challenge, out in the hills near San Diego. In 2003, you killed a pair of journalists in Veracruz with it, and in 2018, you left a body near Malibu they haven’t even identified yet. I imagine there are quite a few more of its victims out there that haven’t been found, but it’s early days in the investigation.”

			His eyes narrowed. “You have been a busy girl, haven’t you? None of that has anything to do with the SFPD. I mean, it’s ironic that you’re the one Romero decided to shoot, but that case ended with him. Why are you still poking your nose into things?”

			“I’m just trying to help my sister.”

			She knew the instant she finished the sentence that it was the wrong thing to say, reminding him of Dee and her absence. Before he could react, she distracted him by taking a small step forward.

			The gun snapped back up, and she forced her cringing body to keep still. “But that Beretta isn’t the only gun you’ve used. You had a Smith & Wesson .357 for at least twelve years, that you used in Cuernavaca and Guadalajara and Tijuana and LA. But it disappeared, didn’t it?”

			She had every atom of his attention now, and could only pray that his finger didn’t tense up before he learned what she knew.

			“What do you know about it?”

			“I know it disappeared, sometime after Easter in 1997, after being used on a reporter in Bakersfield. I imagine that’s when you went back to the gun you’re holding now, to use it in November for the San Diego shooting. The one you made a video of—videocassette, I suppose, later converted to digital. You put the one of Gilbert Gallegos up on YouTube, but the one from 1997 you showed to Ramon Alvarez’s sons and to Lucha Morales’s brother, to force them to tell you what happened to the Smith & Wesson. You may have shown it to Dolores Ortega’s cousin, too, but he’s become so much of a hermit, it’s hard to get in and talk to him.

			“There may be other videos, since you seem to enjoy that method of killing. Gallegos. The man in San Diego. A woman named Alicia Thomas, who was active in the farmworkers underground at the time Dolores was killed. You use two bullets, the first directly into the stomach, with enough time between them to get the maximum amount of suffering out of the least amount of effort. Your colleague in the San Diego hills was Black. I’m sure you remember him.”

			“David Cooper,” he said, all false bonhomie gone. “A small-time operator who thought he was smarter than me. And he wasn’t a ‘colleague,’ he was an employee. I’d had to break his nose when he failed me a few months earlier, but he refused to learn his lesson. Killing him did more for my business than anything he’d actually done on his own.”

			Got you, she thought, and now she could go back to her first question. “But Dee is none of those things. She doesn’t work for you, she’s never been in a position to betray you. And you can’t imagine she’s about to welcome you into her life after…this?” She made a small gesture at the ceiling to encompass the situation. “So why do you want her?”

			His black eyes went hard, and for a moment, Raquel was sitting in the Blue Plate, shrinking back as he walked toward her. Was frantically reaching for her gun on the street as Romero’s bullets flew. Was eight years old and watching her latest foster father get ever drunker. She wanted to cower, to run…except that Dee was in the house, somewhere over her head.

			“You’re right,” he said. “I find it useful to have an illustration of what happens to people who cross me. I was twenty-two when Dolly made a fool of me, and it took me years to shut people up about it. They’d laugh at me behind my back, and I had to work twice as hard to build my reputation, and my business. You’d think people would forget, after all these years, but every so often, I’ll still see a smirk. And if I take care of that one, sooner or later there’s another smart-ass talking behind my back. There’s always some kid convinced they can take me on, and that one long-ago mistake gives them ideas.

			“So, I know you call her your sister, but for me, Dolores Ortega’s daughter is nothing but unfinished business. If her mother hadn’t stolen her from me, I could have made something out of her. Now all I can make out of her is an example.”

			The house was very still, as if the traffic had been stopped and the neighborhood dogs locked away.

			“Like Gilbert Gallegos,” she said.

			“And David Cooper, and a few others. You’d be surprised—it doesn’t take many.”

			“Will you film Dee’s death as well?”

			“I probably should. But her mother had spirit, say that for her. Maybe I’ll just take a snapshot after she’s dead.”

			Raquel studied the man’s face, grateful that she could see nothing of Dee there. She took a breath, then, and on the exhale said gently, “David Cooper was my father.” She paused for a beat before she looked past him and raised her voice. “Don’t shoot him, Mark, but I think we’ve got enough.”

			For an instant, the world teetered on the razor’s edge of Raquel’s judgment.

			Another man—a man like Michael Romero—would have felt the trap closing and panicked, firing until they brought him down. A man with more control would think she was creating a distraction and shoot her before turning to look down what he expected to be an empty hallway. The vest she wore—the vests they all wore—were no guarantee that, at near point-blank range, the bullets from his Beretta would not kill.

			But as she’d been driving from the Blue Plate toward the Hall of Justice, Raquel’s mind had come up with where she had seen him: twice, on the wall of Michael Romero’s office.

			A narcissist confident enough to let a subordinate post his photograph openly on a trophy wall was not a man who would panic. The man who had looked out of those dark eyes in the Blue Plate was not one who would believe a mere woman could best him.

			It had taken all her skill to convince Al and the others that they had to let the man in the rental Mercedes follow her home. To convince them that she could stand—Kevlar vest or not—in front of a cold killer and get him to incriminate himself. And yes, to convince her own body that, bare months from her last encounter with a madman with a gun, it could stand before this one. I can do it, she had insisted, although in truth, she’d been nowhere near certain.

			But Mateo Cruz was not Michael Romero, panicking as deadly threats and his own options for escape closed in on him and his family. The man’s finger did twitch very slightly on the trigger as he heard the first footstep behind him, but he did not fire.

			Mateo Cruz was a man who had bulled his way through the harshest of environments for his entire life, starting in privilege and working up to power. A man whose cruelties went unchallenged, whose whim was law, whose arrogance permitted no self-doubt, and whose extreme emotional detachment was masked by a superficial charm and mock empathy.

			She’d had to convince Al and the others—and yes, herself—that Cruz would not burst into violence because, being a pathological narcissist, he would simply not believe that he had lost. Finding Dee after four decades merely proved he could do it all.

			And indeed, as the gun was peeled out of his hand and the cuffs snapped on to his wrists, as Kitagawa read him his rights and Hadley prepared to steer him out the door, the look he gave Raquel was not even one of threat, but merely of cold amusement.

			She knew that his mind would already be planning the next move, his call to his lawyer, his commands reverberating down through the ranks of his organization. She knew that his arrest would send many departments in more than one government scurrying into desperate action.

			And she knew that she must never, ever let her sister come face-to-face with the man who had fathered her.

			So she decided to give him something else to think about. She held up a hand to stop Mark from leading the prisoner off, and walked over to where they waited near the door. She met Cruz’s dark eyes without flinching, and did her best to duplicate his supercilious look on her own features as she said, “Mateo, I have to thank you for letting me be in on your arrest. My father would be happy to hear about it. I mean, he was a criminal, but he was smart enough to hang on to a gun you’d killed someone with. I know you’ve got away so far without giving your fingerprints, but do you really think Mexico will insist on your diplomatic immunity, once the desaparecidos mothers get wind of you?”

			The man was no Michael Romero, to be driven into a panic by the feeling of walls closing in. Still, Raquel could see it there. The narrowing of the eyes, the quick sideways glance as the first twitch of doubt touched Mateo Cruz.

			Satisfied, she stood back and let him go.
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				Soon: December

			
		

	
		
			
				Chapter Fifty-three

				Soon

			
			December 28, and the Laing house was filled with people, and noise, and tantalizing smells. Well before noon, the party had spilled into the cool but sunny garden. Two hours after that, Raquel was in the kitchen with Dee’s therapist, loading the dishwasher; Dee and Jen were in the garden overseeing the buffet table; Rory and her partner were corralling what seemed like twenty or thirty children; Al and his wife, Jani—daughter Jules would be by after the baby’s naptime—were talking with Bobby Kitagawa and his stunning young wife, while Pam and her new boyfriend and the neighbors with their twins and…well, there were far more people here than either Laing remembered inviting.

			And arranging a new batch of Jewish Christmas cookies on a plate was Jilly Caine, who had occupied the guest room for the past two days. It had taken some time for Raquel to convince her that the person who killed 72-year-old activist Alicia Thomas—a death that had prompted Jilly to retreat almost totally into her Big Sur hermitage—was safely in custody.

			Despite Raquel’s confident declaration to Mateo Cruz, it had not proved as simple as an arrest and a waiving of immunity. Not that she had thought it would be, but neither had she anticipated the sheer volume of attention that came crashing into what had started as an all-but-forgotten Cold Case investigation.

			FBI, DEA, BATF, DHS, and more wanted in on it. Cruz’s battery of lawyers made them fight for every millimeter of progress. The Mexican government was badly shaken, American corporations were under investigation, and representatives from international organizations for the disappeared were regularly on the evening news. The one small benefit was that the worst glare of spotlights had shifted away from San Francisco. The larger benefit was that the intense public interest lessened his chances of achieving bail or convincing Mexico to demand that he be sent home.

			It had come close, several times, but so far, Mateo Cruz remained behind bars, thanks to some damning evidence that showed up early on. His thumbprints on the cartridges in the Smith & Wesson used in 1997 to kill a reporter in Bakersfield. His known movements that matched burner-phone numbers called by Michael Romero, including on the last day of his life. And his DNA in some hairs that CSI vacuumed up from the swept floor of Romero’s storage space.

			Careless? Or simply ignorant of modern forensics? And did it matter, if it kept him locked up while the alphabet agencies burrowed down into his life?

			It helped that so far, Cruz’s self-incriminating statements that day in her hallway—tantamount to a confession—had withstood his lawyer’s efforts to dismiss. True, she had not read him his rights, but Miranda only applied when a suspect was in custody, and Cruz was the one who had violently broken in and was holding a gun on her. Still, Raquel had taken caution a step further: her “interrogation” of the suspect that day had consisted of either flat statements, general questions, or topics specifically concerning Dee.

			It had been a huge relief when the lieutenant had called her method of obtaining information “scrupulous,” and said he looked forward to the end of the court cases so the recording could be used as a teaching device.

			Raquel finished loading the dishwasher and dried her hands, following Rory’s teenage daughter through the holiday glitter and evergreens—Jen, it seemed, adored Christmas, and had decorated every surface of the house. She stepped out on to the deck beside the tiny silver tree and paused, her eyes caught by the sight of her sister on the grass below.

			Dee was at the very farthest side of the yard, nearly to the back fence and in animated conversation with Rory, Jen, a friend of Rory’s whose name she hadn’t caught, and Jani Hawkin. Jen’s gesturing arm was sketching garden suggestions—Raquel didn’t have to hear the words to know that—and by the looks of it, the Laing backyard was due to get either a small orchard or a miniature bandstand.

			It was good to see Dee relaxing. Her sister had taken personally the revelation of a hacker inside the Cruz machine, and had spent the intervening months in grim pursuit, with little result so far. Raquel thought that, secretly, she was relishing the challenge.

			Jen noticed her watching and squeezed Dee’s arm, trotting across the yard and up the stairs. She slipped her arms around Raquel and kissed her cheek. “You need something?”

			“No, just enjoying the sight. What are you trying to talk Dee into?”

			They turned, still intertwined, to look out over the gathering. “More like talking her out of. She wants a mulberry tree.”

			Raquel frowned. “You showed me one somewhere. They’re vast.”

			“There are dwarf varieties, but yes, a mulberry isn’t practical if you want anything else in the yard. I thought I’d show her some dwarf cherries and plums.”

			“You’re so good for her.”

			“I love your sister. She seems a lot less…anxious, I guess, than when I first met her.”

			“She managed two minutes on the bottom step yesterday.”

			“Oh, that’s great! Oops—I’ve got something in the oven, hope somebody rescued it!” And with another quick kiss, she was gone.

			Raquel leaned on the railing and watched her sister with their friends. Last summer, Dee had begun to venture out into the world—literally out, to doggedly spend at least five minutes each day on the exposed side of the front door. She had started on the top landing, then the steps, working her way toward the gate and sidewalk beyond. Raquel suspected that in the back of her mind, unacknowledged but taking hold, was the ultimate goal of Mexico and her mother’s funeral. Not that Dolores Ortega’s remains had been located yet, but exhumations had begun, and DNA testing was underway. Raquel had heard Nico Ortega promise to talk the family into waiting until Dee was ready, and although Dee had not replied, neither had she said no.

			Perhaps, she reflected, Nico himself was the inspiration for Dee’s efforts. The man had come out from behind his locked gates in early November, to drive to San Francisco and meet his cousin’s daughter. It was a brief visit, and he had twitched at every sound from the street, but he said he would come again—although perhaps not until after Mateo Cruz was convicted.

			Raquel hoped the forensic anthropologists exhuming the burial sites near Acapulco found and identified the poor young woman’s bones.

			Her grim thoughts and her view of the backyard were interrupted by an arm wearing a garish red-and-green sweater—half the people in sight were similarly dressed—and holding a basket filled with small stuffed rolls. She took a roll with one hand and the wicker handle with the other.

			“Hey,” Al objected, “I wanted one.”

			She waited until he had liberated a pair of them, then bent over the railing to lower the basket onto the buffet table below. Rory’s kids squeaked and pounced, then scattered when the nearest adult shooed them away.

			The line of sunlight had begun to move, driving the chatting groups further away from the house. In an hour, the whole yard would be in the shade and they would all have to crowd inside.

			“I heard a rumor that you caught an interesting case the other day.” Al’s voice was bland, his eyes on his wife as he took a casual bite from his second miniature sandwich.

			Raquel was not fooled one bit.

			“Yes, it’s a wild one, all right. Why do you ask?”

			“Rock, you know I’m always interested in your work.” He took a second bite of the food.

			“Ah.” She glanced sideways at his face, the way he was looking anywhere but at her. “It’s not because you want in on the action, right?”

			He swallowed and brushed the crumbs from his hands. “Only if it has a cold-case element to it.”

			“You know,” she said, “I think it might.”

			His face creased up into a smile. “Well then, you might be able to talk me into it.”
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			I also owe so much to the energies and talents of the various parts of Team LRK: my friends and beta readers Alice, Merrily, Karen, Sabrina, Erin, John, Zoë, and the Facebook group The Beekeeper’s Apprentices. And, of course, the fabulous people at Penguin Random House, who not only make my stories better, but convince people to read them: Hilary Teeman, Melissa Folds, Vanessa Duque, Jennifer Hershey, Kara Cesare, Kelly Chian, Carlos Beltrán, Saige Francis, Caroline Cunningham, Elsa Richardson-Bach, and a hundred others, as well as my buddies at Recorded Books, especially Brian Sweany. The amazing Sue Trowbridge, of Interbridge, keeps me online and active. My agents, too, are an endless blessing: Alec Shane of Writers House keeps me afloat on the tides of publishing, while the ladies of Cinelit, Mary Alice Kier and Anna Cottle, keep me believing.

			I also bless the booksellers and librarians, ever determined to put words into the hands of readers, no matter the hurdles and hindrances.

			And above all, you, the reader, who keeps me feeling that putting words on a page makes sense in an increasingly mad world.
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