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SHARON MCCONE MYSTERIES BY MARCIA MULLER
THE DANGEROUS HOUR
DEAD MIDNIGHT
LISTEN TO THE SILENCE
A WALK THROUGH THE FIRE
WHILE OTHER PEOPLE SLEEP
BOTH ENDS OF THE NIGHT
THE BROKEN PROMISE LAND
A WILD AND LONELY PLACE
TILL THE BUTCHERS CUT HIM DOWN
WOLF IN THE SHADOWS
PENNIES ON A DEAD WOMAN’S EYES
WHERE ECHOES LIVE
TROPHIES AND DEAD THINGS
THE SHAPE OF DREAD
THERE’S SOMETHING IN A SUNDAY
EYE OF THE STORM
THERE’S NOTHING TO BE AFRAID OF
DOUBLE (with Bill Pronzini)
LEAVE A MESSAGE FOR WILLIE
GAMES TO KEEP THE DARK AWAY
THE CHESHIRE CAT’S EYE
ASK THE CARDS A QUESTION
EDWIN OF THE IRON SHOES
NONSERIES
POINT DECEPTION
CYANIDE WELLS

For the high-stakes gamblers:
Bette and Jim Lamb
Peggy and Charlie Lucke
Who’s light?

Many thanks to the following individuals, who aided and abetted me:
Sam Parsons, EMT, South Coast VFD, Medic 120—
and Renaissance Man
Melissa Ward, tireless researcher
Kristen Weber, who stepped in at a very bad time and is doing a great job
And Bill, who again has survived the transitions from Marcia Jekyll to Marcia Hyde, and vice versa
And thanks also to the Friends of the Gualala River, who fought to preserve our corner of paradise
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THE RIVER
From its source deep in the wilderness on Soledad Ridge, the clear, cold water of the Perdido River begins its journey to the sea. Twenty-seven miles of mostly navigable water held in the California Public Trust because it is deemed too valuable for individual ownership. 
A protected place—for now.
Imagine yourself standing near the spring where the river rushes from the earth. It flows rapidly, leaping and bounding over boulders that churn it to whitewater. Ancient redwoods crowd in upon its rocky banks, shafts of sunlight penetrating their dense foliage. The cry of a hawk splits the silence, and you look up in time to see it soar against the blue sky.
You follow the river miles downstream, to where it widens and moves under eucalyptus, tanbark oak, and pine. Its banks are reed choked, a nesting place for waterfowl. A great blue heron cranes its long neck, and an osprey rises up, its wings beating the air. Sun dapples the flanks of the coho salmon and steelhead trout that have swum upstream to spawn, and you spot the sleek brown flash of a river otter as it plays in the current. You sniff air laden with pine resin and the peculiar, mentholated odor of eucalyptus.
This is a place out of time—for now.
West, where the Perdido eases off to sea level, it moves lazily around sandbars and between white sand beaches, carrying with it kayakers, swimmers, and dogs splashing after Frisbees their owners have tossed. Many of these people are locals, but most are tourists, drawn here by the river’s recreational activities. Tourists, who are the lifeblood of Cape Perdido, the seaside town to the north. You watch them and think it is wonderful that all this has been preserved in its natural state for everyone’s enjoyment.
Preserved—for now.

Friday, February 20

JESSIE DOMINGO
Three-three-Sierra, turning final.”
Jessie gripped the seat with both hands and stared at the back of the charter pilot’s head, hoping he was as calm and capable as he sounded. Through the tiny plane’s window she saw nothing but pine trees stretching toward the placid gray sea. 
Where the hell was the runway?
“Make sure your seat belts’re fastened tight, folks. We’ll be on the ground in a couple of minutes.”
Thank God!
She yanked on the end of the belt so hard that it all but forced the air from her lungs, then glanced at her traveling companion, Fitch Collier, for reassurance. Wouldn’t you know it? The lawyer was sprawled out in his seat, sound asleep.
What an asshole! 
First he’d upgraded to business class on their flight from New York, leaving her with her knees pressed against her nose in coach. Then he’d proceeded to wander back and forth between their seats the whole time, bringing her documents he’d finished reading, and annoying the other two passengers in the cramped row by leaning across them to issue comments and instructions. And now he was comatose, just as the pilot of the little four-seater got set to plunge them into a thick forest in the wilds of northern California!
Where the hell is that runway?
The tops of the trees came level with the window. Jessie felt as if she were being sucked down a steep green chute. She closed her eyes, her ears popped, and then the plane thumped onto the ground so hard that pain shot up her spine. She tried to remember if her health plan paid for chiropractic treatment.
When the pain cleared and she opened her eyes, the plane was turning toward a low brown prefab terminal where two figures stood in a patch of pale winter sunlight. The welcoming committee from the Friends of the Perdido River. An ancient, mud-splattered white van was the only vehicle in sight. If this was to be their ground transportation, Jessie hoped it had good suspension.
Beside her, Fitch stretched and yawned—a honking sound that reminded her of a recent National Geographic special on Canadian geese. She glared at him before she felt around at her feet for her briefcase. Predictably, he didn’t notice.
She’d met Fitch Collier, as prearranged by her employer, in the boarding area at Kennedy a long ten hours before. Already she was beginning to loathe him. Besides the upgrading and the kibitzing from the aisle, he’d spent their entire layover in San Francisco on his cellular, talking to more people than Jessie even knew about a variety of subjects designed to impress anyone within the greater Bay Area. From these conversations Jessie had learned, among other things, that Fitch expected to make a small fortune on the upcoming IPO of SoftTech, that the Benz was being repainted, that he was still searching for a good deal on a time-share on St. Bart’s, that “the babe” couldn’t get enough of him.
In short, Fitch was an ostentatious, inconsiderate jerk—all the more so because he made her feel mean-spirited for disliking him so much after so short an acquaintance.
When she’d drawn this assignment, Jessie had been excited—what community liaison specialist at Environmental Consultants Clearinghouse wouldn’t have been? An opportunity to work with Fitch, one of the best water rights attorneys in the country. A trip to a remote part of the northern California coast. A complex and potentially precedent-setting case that, should they win it, would earn them front-page coverage in newspapers across the country.
Jessie Domingo, in the New York Times!
Jessie Domingo, on Sixty Minutes! 
Jessie Domingo, stuck at the end of nowhere with an egomaniacal, dictatorial lawyer who clearly considered her a mere flunky. And who, should they succeed, would end up taking all the credit for their joint efforts.
Reality strikes. Jessie strikes out—again.
The pilot shut down the plane, and Jessie peered out at the pair by the terminal. The stocky woman in the voluminous multicolored skirt and cape would be Bernina Tobin, and the lanky denim-clad man with the cloud of silver-gray curls, Joseph Openshaw. From both her reading of the foundation’s research files and her phone conversations with Bernina, Jessie knew that she was a Maine transplant and had led the Friends of the Perdido River in their yearlong battle against a water grab by Aqueduct Systems, Inc., a North Carolina corporation. Openshaw had been one of Jessie’s heroes ever since she became interested in ecology. A nationally known environmental activist and author and a native of the Cape Perdido area, he’d returned from the state capital early in the fight to lend his support and had done much to turn public opinion against the waterbaggers, as the locals called them. 
Jessie and Fitch had been sent by ECC to Cape Perdido in order to familiarize themselves firsthand with the situation; they would consult with local experts in hydrology and ecosystems, as well as with the leaders of the protests and other residents of the area. Next week they would journey to Sacramento, where Fitch would argue their case before the state water resources control board. If all went well, they would score a major coup for pro-environmental groups; if not, the board would rule to allow a pumping station to be built upstream on the Perdido, and pipe laid across a defunct lumber company’s mill site, where the river’s waters would be sucked into massive rubberized bags moored offshore, to be towed south and sold to drought-starved southern California municipalities such as San Diego. 
Leaving the community with no recompense for its loss.
Leaving the ecology of the Perdido permanently damaged, and a visual blight on what was now a pristine and beautiful coastline.
Leaving the door open for violence in a place where the citizens had long embraced the tradition of taking the law into their own hands when the law didn’t suit them.
The challenge was clear. Jessie stepped down from the plane, prepared to embrace it.
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