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			From the #1 New York Times bestselling author of Three Fates comes a novel about shattering loss and shocking discovery—set in a small town nestled in the Blue Ridge Mountains . . .

			When 5,000-year-old human bones are found at a construction site in the small town of Woodsboro, the news draws archaeologist Callie Dunbrook out of her sabbatical and into a whirlwind of adventure, danger, and romance. While overseeing the dig, she must try to make sense of a cloud of death and misfortune that hangs over the project— fueling rumors that the site is cursed. She must cope with the presence of her irritating—but irresistible— ex-husband, Jake. And when a stranger claims to know a secret about her privileged Boston childhood, she must question her own past as well. . . .

		

	
		
			Birthright

			“Nora Roberts is one of America’s bestselling writers, and Birthright makes it obvious why . . . Entertaining.”

			—Fort Worth Star-Telegram

			“In a word, it’s awesome . . . The dialogue between Callie and Jake is smart, often humorous and fun.”

			—The Columbia (SC) State

			“She doesn’t disappoint with Birthright . . . Well done again, Ms. Roberts.”

			—Grand Forks Herald

			“The literary equivalent of a big delicious meal whipped up by a talented home cook. She offers a dash of exoticism and innovation . . . Satisfying.”

			—Publishers Weekly
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			For my darling Kayla, the new light in my life. My wishes for you are too many to count, so I’ll just wish you love. Everything magic and everything real, everything that matters springs from that.

		

	
		
			
			
				And he who gives a child a treat

				Makes joy-bells ring in Heaven’s street,

				But he who gives a child a home

				Builds palaces in Kingdom come,

				And she who gives a baby birth

				Brings Savior Christ again to Earth.

				john masefield

				Know thyself.

				inscribed on the temple
of apollo at delphi

			

		

	
		
			Prologue
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				December 12, 1974

				Douglas Edward Cullen had to pee. Nerves, excitement and the Coke he’d had as part of his reward lunch at McDonald’s for being good while Mama shopped combined to fill his three-year-old bladder to bursting.

				He danced, in exquisite torture, from the toe of one of his red Keds to the other.

				His heart was pounding so hard he thought if he didn’t yell really loud or run as fast as he could, he might explode.

				He loved when stuff exploded on TV.

				But Mama had told him he had to be good. If little boys weren’t good Santa would put coal in their stocking instead of toys. He wasn’t sure what coal was, but he knew he wanted toys. So he only yelled and ran in his mind like his daddy had taught him to do when it was really, really important to keep still.

				The big snowman beside him grinned and was even fatter than Douglas’s aunt Lucy. He didn’t know what snowmen ate, but this one had to eat a lot.

				The bright red nose of Rudolph, his very favorite reindeer, blinked on and off until Douglas’s eyes were dazzled. He tried to entertain himself by counting the red dots that swam in front of his eyes, the way the Count counted on Sesame Street.

				One, two, three! Three red dots! Ha ha ha ha ha!

				But it made him feel a little bit sick.

				The mall was full of noise, the blasts of Christmas music that added to his impatience, the shouts of other children, the crying of babies.

				He knew all about crying babies now that he had a little sister. When babies cried you were supposed to pick them up and walk around with them singing songs, or sit with them in the rocking chair and pat them on the back till they burped.

				Babies could burp right out loud and nobody made them say scuze me. Because, dummy, babies couldn’t talk!

				But Jessica wasn’t crying now. She was sleeping in the stroller and looked like a doll baby in her red dress with the white frilly junk on it.

				That’s what Grandma called Jessica. Her little doll baby. But sometimes Jessie cried and cried and her face got all red and scrunched up. Nothing would stop her from crying, not the singing or the walking or the rocking chair.

				Douglas didn’t think she looked much like a doll baby then. She looked mean and mad. When that happened, Mama got too tired to play with him. She was never too tired to play with him before Jessica got in her belly.

				Sometimes he didn’t like having a little sister who cried and pooped in her pants and made Mama too tired to play.

				But most of the time it was okay. He liked to look at her and watch the way she kicked her legs. And when she grabbed his finger, really tight, it made him laugh.

				Grandma said he had to protect Jessica because that’s what big brothers do. He’d worried so much about it that he’d snuck in to sleep on the floor beside her crib just in case the monsters who lived in the closet came to eat her in the nighttime.

				But he’d woken in his own bed in the morning, so maybe he’d only dreamed he’d gone in to protect her.

				They shuffled up in line, and Douglas glanced, a bit uneasily, at the smiling elves who danced around Santa’s workshop. They looked a little bit mean and mad—like Jessica when she was crying really loud.

				If Jessica didn’t wake up, she wasn’t going to get to sit on Santa’s lap. It was stupid for Jessie to be all dressed up to sit on Santa’s lap, because she couldn’t say scuze me when she burped, and she couldn’t tell Santa what she wanted for Christmas.

				But he could. He was three and a half years old. He was a big boy now. Everyone said so.

				Mama crouched down and spoke to him softly. When she asked if he had to pee, he shook his head. She had that tired look on her face and he was afraid if they went to the bathroom they’d never get back in line and see Santa.

				She gave his hand a squeeze, smiled at him and promised it wouldn’t be much longer.

				He wanted a Hot Wheels, and a G.I. Joe, and a Fisher-Price garage, and some Matchbox cars and a big yellow bulldozer like the one his friend Mitch got for his birthday.

				Jessica was too young to play with real toys. She just got girl stuff like funny dresses and stuffed animals. Girls were pretty dopey, but baby girls were even more dopey.

				But he was going to tell Santa about Jessica, so he wouldn’t forget to bring stuff for her when he came down the chimney at their house.

				Mama was talking to someone, but he didn’t listen. The grown-up talk didn’t interest him. Especially when the line moved, people shifted, and he saw Santa.

				He was big. It seemed to Douglas, on the first ripple of fear, that Santa wasn’t so big in the cartoons or in the pictures in the storybooks.

				He was sitting on his throne in front of his workshop. There were lots of elves and reindeer and snowmen. Everything was moving—heads and arms. Big, big smiles.

				Santa’s beard was very long. You could hardly see his face. And when he let out a big, booming ho ho ho, the sound of it squeezed Douglas’s bladder like mean fingers.

				Lights flashed, a baby wailed, elves grinned.

				He was a big boy now, a big boy now. He wasn’t afraid of Santa Claus.

				Mama tugged his hand, told him to go ahead. Go sit on Santa’s lap. She was smiling, too.

				He took a step forward, then another, on legs that began to shake. And Santa hoisted him up.

				Merry Christmas! Have you been a good boy?

				Terror struck Douglas’s heart like a hatchet. The elves were closing in, Rudolph’s red nose blinked. The snowman turned his wide, round head and leered.

				The big man in the red suit held him tight and stared at him with tiny, tiny eyes.

				Screaming, struggling, Douglas tumbled out of Santa’s lap, hit the platform hard. And wet his pants.

				People moved in, voices streamed above him so all he could do was curl up and wail.

				Then Mama was there, pulling him close, telling him it was all right. Fussing over him because he’d hit his nose and made it bleed.

				She kissed him, stroked him and didn’t scold him for wetting his pants. His breath was still coming in hard little gasps as he burrowed into her.

				She gave him a big hug, lifted him up so he could press his face to her shoulder.

				Still murmuring to him, she turned.

				And began to scream. And began to run.

				Clinging to her, Douglas looked down. And saw Jessica’s stroller was empty.
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			The Overburden

			
				Go where we will on the surface of things, men have been there before us.

				henry david thoreau

			

		

	
		
			One
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			The Antietam Creek Project came to a rude halt when the blade of Billy Younger’s backhoe unearthed the first skull.

			It was an unpleasant surprise for Billy himself, who’d been squatting in the cage of his machine, sweating and cursing in the vicious July heat. His wife was staunchly opposed to the proposed subdivision and had given him her usual high-pitched lecture that morning while he’d tried to eat his fried eggs and link sausage.

			For himself, Billy didn’t give a rat’s ass one way or the other about the subdivision. But a job was a job, and Dolan was paying a good wage. Almost good enough to make up for Missy’s constant bitching.

			Damn nagging had put him off his breakfast, and a man needed a good breakfast when he was going to be working his tail off the rest of the day.

			And what he had managed to slurp up before Missy nagged away his appetite was sitting uneasily in his gut, stewed, he thought bitterly, in the goddamn wet heat.

			He rammed the controls, had the satisfaction of knowing his machine would never bitch his ears off for trying to do the job. Nothing suited Billy better, even in the god-awful sweaty clutch of July, than plowing that big-ass blade into the ground, feeling it take a good bite.

			But scooping up a dirty, empty-eyed skull along with the rich bottomland soil, having it leer at him in that white blast of midsummer sunlight was enough to have 233-pound Billy scream like a girl and leap down from the machine as nimbly as a dancer.

			His co-workers would razz him about it unmercifully until he was forced to bloody his best friend’s nose in order to regain his manhood.

			But on that July afternoon, he’d run over the site with the same speed and determination, and damn near the agility, he’d possessed on the football field during his high school heyday.

			When he’d regained his breath and coherency, he reported to his foreman, and his foreman reported to Ronald Dolan.

			By the time the county sheriff arrived, several other bones had been exhumed by curious laborers. The medical examiner was sent for, and a local news team arrived to interview Billy, Dolan and whoever else could help fill up the airtime on the evening report.

			Word spread. There was talk of murder, mass graves, serial killers. Eager fingers squeezed juice out of the grapevine so that when the examination was complete, and the bones were deemed very old, a number of people weren’t sure if they were pleased or disappointed.

			But for Dolan, who’d already fought through petitions, protests and injunctions to turn the pristine fifty acres of boggy bottomland and woods into a housing development, the age of the bones didn’t matter.

			Their very existence was a major pain in his ass.

			And when two days later Lana Campbell, the transplanted city lawyer, crossed her legs and gave him a smug smile, it was all Dolan could do not to pop her in her pretty face.

			“You’ll find the court order fairly straightforward,” she told him, and kept the smile in place. She’d been one of the loudest voices against the development. At the moment, she had quite a bit to smile about.

			“You don’t need a court order. I stopped work. I’m cooperating with the police and the planning commission.”

			“Let’s just consider this an additional safety measure. The County Planning Commission has given you sixty days to file a report and to convince them that your development should continue.”

			“I know the ropes, sweetheart. Dolan’s been building houses in this county for forty-six years.”

			He called her “sweetheart” to annoy her. Because they both knew it, Lana only grinned. “The Historical and Preservation Societies have retained me. I’m doing my job. Members of the faculty from the University of Maryland archaeology and anthropology departments will be visiting the site. As liaison, I’m asking you to allow them to remove and test samples.”

			“Attorney of record, liaison.” Dolan, a strongly built man with a ruddy, Irish face, leaned back in his desk chair. Sarcasm dripped from his voice. “Busy lady.”

			He hooked his thumbs in his suspenders. He always wore red suspenders over a blue work shirt. Part of the uniform, as he thought of it. Part of what made him one of the common men, the working class that had made his town, and his country, great.

			Whatever his bank balance, and he knew it to the penny, he didn’t need fancy clothes to show himself off.

			He still drove a pickup truck. American-made.

			He’d been born and raised in Woodsboro, unlike the pretty city lawyer. And he didn’t need her, or anybody else, to tell him what his community needed. The fact was, he knew better than a lot of the people in the community about what was best for Woodsboro.

			He was a man who looked to the future, and took care of his own.

			“We’re both busy people, so I’ll come straight to the point.” Lana was dead sure she was about to wipe that patronizing grin off Dolan’s face. “You can’t proceed on your development until the site is examined and cleared by the county. Samples need to be taken for that to happen. Any artifacts excavated won’t be of any use to you. Cooperation in this matter would, we both know, go a long way toward shoring up your PR troubles.”

			“I don’t look at them as troubles.” He spread his big workingman’s hands. “People need homes. The community needs jobs. The Antietam Creek development provides both. It’s called progress.”

			“Thirty new homes. More traffic on roads not equipped to handle it, already overcrowded schools, the loss of rural sensibilities and open space.”

			The “sweetheart” hadn’t gotten a rise out of her, but the old argument did. She drew a breath, let it out slowly. “The community fought against it. It’s called quality of life. But that’s another matter,” she said before he could respond. “Until the bones are tested and dated, you’re stuck.” She tapped a finger on the court order. “Dolan Development must want that process expedited. You’ll want to pay for the testing. Radiocarbon dating.”

			“Pay—”

			Yeah, she thought, who’s the winner now? “You own the property. You own the artifacts.” She’d done her homework. “You know we’ll fight against the construction, bury you in court orders and briefs until this is settled. Pay the two dollars, Mr. Dolan,” she added as she got to her feet. “Your attorneys are going to give you the same advice.”

			Lana waited until she had closed the office door behind her before letting the grin spread across her face. She strolled out, took a deep breath of thick summer air as she gazed up and down Woodsboro’s Main Street.

			She refrained from doing a happy dance—too undignified—but she nearly skipped down the sidewalk like a ten-year-old. This was her town now. Her community. Her home. And had been since she’d moved there from Baltimore two years before.

			It was a good town, steeped in tradition and history, fueled by gossip, protected from the urban sprawl by distance and the looming shadows of the Blue Ridge Mountains.

			Coming to Woodsboro had been a huge leap of faith for a born and bred city girl. But she couldn’t bear the memories in Baltimore after losing her husband. Steve’s death had flattened her. It had taken her nearly six months to find her feet again, to pull herself out of the sticky haze of grief and deal with life.

			And life demanded, Lana thought. She missed Steve. There was still a hole in her where he’d been. But she’d had to keep breathing, keep functioning. And there was Tyler. Her baby. Her boy. Her treasure.

			She couldn’t bring back his daddy, but she could give him the best childhood possible.

			He had room to run now, and a dog to run with. Neighbors and friends, and a mother who’d do whatever needed to be done to keep him safe and happy.

			She checked her watch as she walked. It was Ty’s day to go to his friend Brock’s after preschool. She’d give Brock’s mother, Jo, a call in an hour. Just to make sure everything was all right.

			She paused at the intersection, waited for the light. Traffic was slow, as traffic was meant to be in small towns.

			She didn’t look small-town. Her wardrobe had once been selected to suit the image of an up-and-coming lawyer in a major urban firm. She might have hung out her shingle in a little rural dot of less than four thousand people, but that didn’t mean she couldn’t continue to dress for success.

			She wore a summer blue suit in crisp linen. The classic tailoring complemented her delicate build and her own sense of tidiness. Her hair was a straight swing of sunny blond that brushed the jawline of a pretty, youthful face. She had round blue eyes that were often mistaken for guileless, a nose that tipped up at the end and a deeply curved mouth.

			She swung into Treasured Pages, beamed at the man behind the counter. And finally did her victory dance.

			Roger Grogan took off his reading glasses and raised his bushy silver eyebrows. He was a trim and vigorous seventy-five, and his face made Lana think of a canny leprechaun.

			He wore a short-sleeved white shirt, and his hair, a beautiful mix of silver and white, exploded in untamed tufts.

			“You look pretty full of yourself.” His voice was gravel spilling down a steel chute. “Must’ve seen Ron Dolan.”

			“Just came from there.” She indulged herself with another spin before she leaned on the counter. “You should’ve come with me, Roger. Just to see his face.”

			“You’re too hard on him.” Roger tapped a fingertip to Lana’s nose. “He’s just doing what he thinks is right.”

			When Lana merely angled her head, stared blandly, Roger laughed. “Didn’t say I agreed with him. Boy’s got a hard head, just like his old man did. Doesn’t have the sense to see if a community’s this divided over something, you need to rethink.”

			“He’ll be rethinking now,” Lana promised. “Testing and dating those bones is going to cause him some major delays. And if we’re lucky, they’re going to be old enough to draw a lot of attention—national attention—to the site. We can delay the development for months. Maybe years.”

			“He’s as hardheaded as you. You’ve managed to hold him up for months already.”

			“He says it’s progress,” she mumbled.

			“He’s not alone in that.”

			“Alone or not, he’s wrong. You can’t plant houses like a corn crop. Our projections show—”

			Roger held up a hand. “Preaching to the choir, counselor.”

			“Yeah.” She let out a breath. “Once we get the archaeological survey, we’ll see what we see. I can’t wait. Meanwhile, the longer the development’s delayed, the more Dolan loses. And the more time we have to raise money. He might just reconsider selling that land to the Woodsboro Preservation Society.”

			She pushed back her hair. “Why don’t you let me take you to lunch? We can celebrate today’s victory.”

			“Why aren’t you letting some young, good-looking guy take you out to lunch?”

			“Because I lost my heart to you, Roger, the first time I saw you.” It wasn’t far from the truth. “In fact, hell with lunch. Let’s you and me run off to Aruba together.”

			It made him chuckle, nearly made him blush. He’d lost his wife the same year Lana had lost her husband. He often wondered if that was part of the reason for the bond that had forged between them so quickly.

			He admired her sharp mind, her stubborn streak, her absolute devotion to her son. He had a granddaughter right about her age, he thought. Somewhere.

			“That’d set this town on its ear, wouldn’t it? Be the biggest thing since the Methodist minister got caught playing patty-cake with the choir director. But the fact is, I’ve got books to catalogue—just in. Don’t have time for lunch or tropical islands.”

			“I didn’t know you’d gotten new stock. Is this one?” At his nod, she gently turned the book around.

			Roger dealt in rare books, and his tiny shop was a small cathedral to them. It smelled, always, of old leather and old paper and the Old Spice he’d been sprinkling on his skin for sixty years.

			A rare bookstore wasn’t the sort of thing expected in a two-stoplight rural town. Lana knew the bulk of his clientele came, like his stock, from much farther afield.

			“It’s beautiful.” She traced a finger over the leather binding. “Where did it come from?”

			“An estate in Chicago.” His ears pricked at a sound at the rear of the shop. “But it came with something even more valuable.”

			He waited, heard the door between the shop and the stairs to the living quarters on the second floor open. Lana saw the pleasure light up his face, and turned.

			He had a face of deep valleys and strong hills. His hair was very dark brown with gilt lights in it. The type, she imagined, that would go silver and white with age. There was a rumpled mass of it that brushed the collar of his shirt.

			The eyes were deep, dark brown, and at the moment seemed a bit surly. As did his mouth. It was a face, Lana mused, that mirrored both intellect and will. Smart and stubborn, was her first analysis. But perhaps, she admitted, it was because Roger had often described his grandson as just that.

			The fact that he looked as if he’d just rolled out of bed and hitched on a pair of old jeans as an afterthought added sexy to the mix.

			She felt a pleasant little ripple in the blood she hadn’t experienced in a very long time.

			“Doug.” There was pride, delight and love in the single word. “Wondered when you were going to wander down. Good timing, as it happens. This is Lana. I told you about our Lana. Lana Campbell, my grandson, Doug Cullen.”

			“It’s nice to meet you.” She offered a hand. “We’ve missed each other whenever you’ve popped back home since I moved to Woodsboro.”

			He shook her hand, scanned her face. “You’re the lawyer.”

			“Guilty. I just stopped in to tell Roger the latest on the Dolan development. And to hit on him. How long are you in town?”

			“I’m not sure.”

			A man of few words, she thought, and tried again. “You do a lot of traveling, acquiring and selling antiquarian books. It must be fascinating.”

			“I like it.”

			Roger leaped into the awkward pause. “I don’t know what I’d do without Doug. Can’t get around like I used to. He’s got a feel for the business, too. A natural feel. I’d be retired and boring myself to death if he hadn’t taken up the fieldwork.”

			“It must be satisfying for both of you, to share an interest, and a family business.” Since Doug looked bored by the conversation, Lana turned to his grandfather. “Well, Roger, since you’ve blown me off, again, I’d better get back to work. See you at the meeting tomorrow night?”

			“I’ll be there.”

			“Nice meeting you, Doug.”

			“Yeah. See you around.”

			When the door closed behind her, Roger let out a steam-kettle sigh. “ ‘See you around’? That’s the best you can do when you’re talking to a pretty woman? You’re breaking my heart, boy.”

			“There’s no coffee. Upstairs. No coffee. No brain. I’m lucky I can speak in simple declarative sentences.”

			“Got a pot in the back room,” Roger said in disgust, and jerked a thumb. “That girl’s smart, pretty, interesting and,” he added as Doug moved behind the counter and through the door, “available.”

			“I’m not looking for a woman.” The scent of coffee hit his senses and nearly made him weep. He poured a cup, burned his tongue on the first sip and knew all would, once again, be right with the world.

			He sipped again, glancing back at his grandfather. “Pretty fancy piece for Woodsboro.”

			“I thought you weren’t looking.”

			Now he grinned, and it changed his face from surly to approachable. “Looking, seeing. Different kettle.”

			“She knows how to put herself together. Doesn’t make her fancy.”

			“No offense.” Douglas was amused by his grandfather’s huffy tone. “I didn’t know she was your girlfriend.”

			“I was your age, she damn well would be.”

			“Grandpa.” Revived by the coffee, Doug slung an arm over Roger’s shoulders. “Age doesn’t mean squat. I say you should go for it. Okay if I take this upstairs? I need to go clean up, head out to see Mom.”

			“Yeah, yeah.” Roger waved him off. “See you around,” he muttered as Doug walked to the rear of the store. “Pitiful.”

			

			•   •   •

			Callie Dunbrook sucked up the last of her Diet Pepsi as she fought Baltimore traffic. She’d timed her departure from Philadelphia—where she was supposed to be taking a three-month sabbatical—poorly. She saw that now.

			But when the call had come through, requesting a consultation, she hadn’t considered travel time or rush-hour traffic. Or the basic insanity of the Baltimore Beltway at four-fifteen on a Wednesday afternoon.

			Now she just had to deal with it.

			She did so by blasting her horn and propelling her old and beloved Land Rover into an opening more suited to a Tonka toy. The dark thoughts of the driver she cut off didn’t concern her in the least.

			She’d been out of the field for seven weeks. Even the whiff of a chance to be back in again drove her as ruthlessly as she drove the four-wheeler.

			She knew Leo Greenbaum well enough to have recognized the restrained excitement in his voice. Well enough to know he wasn’t a man to ask her to drive to Baltimore to look at some bones unless they were very interesting bones.

			Since she hadn’t heard a murmur about the find in rural Maryland until that morning, she had a feeling no one had expected them to be particularly interesting.

			God knew she needed another project. She was bored brainless writing papers for journals, lecturing, reading papers others in her field had written for the same journals. Archaeology wasn’t classroom and publishing to Callie. To her it was digging, measuring, boiling in the sun, drowning in the rain, sinking in mud and being eaten alive by insects.

			To her, it was heaven.

			When the radio station she had on segued into a news cycle, she switched to CDs. Talk wasn’t any way to deal with vicious, ugly traffic. Snarling, mean-edged rock was.

			Metallica snapped out, and instantly improved her mood.

			She tapped her fingers on the wheel, then gripped it and punched through another opening. Her eyes, a deep, golden brown, gleamed behind her shaded glasses.

			She wore her hair long because it was easier to pull it back or bunch it up under a hat—as it was now—than to worry about cutting and styling it. She also had enough healthy vanity to know the straight honey blond suited her.

			Her eyes were long, the brows over them nearly straight. As she approached thirty, her face had mellowed from cute to attractive. When she smiled, three dimples popped out. One in each tanned cheek, and the third just above the right corner of her mouth.

			The gently curved chin didn’t reveal what her ex-husband had called her rock-brained stubbornness.

			But then again, she could say the same about him. And did, at every possible opportunity.

			She tapped the brakes and swung, with barely any decrease in speed, into a parking lot.

			Leonard G. Greenbaum and Associates was housed in a ten-story steel box that had, to Callie’s mind, no redeeming aesthetic value. But the lab and its technicians were among the best in the country.

			She pulled into a visitor’s slot, hopped out into a vicious, soupy heat. Her feet began to sweat inside her Wolverines before she made it to the building’s entrance.

			The building’s receptionist glanced over, saw a woman with a compact, athletic body, an ugly straw hat and terrific wire-framed sunglasses.

			“Dr. Dunbrook for Dr. Greenbaum.”

			“Sign in, please.”

			She handed Callie a visitor’s pass. “Third floor.”

			Callie glanced at her watch as she strode to the elevators. She was only forty-five minutes later than she’d planned to be. But the Quarter Pounder she’d wolfed down on the drive was rapidly wearing off.

			She wondered if she could hit Leo up for a meal.

			She rode up to three, found another receptionist. This time she was asked to wait.

			She was good at waiting. All right, Callie admitted as she dropped into a chair. Better at waiting than she’d once been. She used up her store of patience in her work. Could she help it if there wasn’t much left over to spread around in other areas?

			She could only work with what she had.

			But Leo didn’t keep her long.

			He had a quick walk. It always reminded Callie of the way a corgi moved—rapid, stubby legs racing too fast for the rest of the body. At five-four, he was an inch shorter than Callie herself and had a sleeked-back mane of walnut-brown hair, which he unashamedly dyed. His face was weathered, sun-beaten and narrow with his brown eyes in a permanent squint behind square, rimless glasses.

			He wore, as he did habitually, baggy brown pants and a shirt of wrinkled cotton. Papers leaked out of every pocket.

			He walked straight up to Callie and kissed her—and was the only man of her acquaintance not related to her who was permitted to do so.

			“Looking good, Blondie.”

			“You’re not looking so bad yourself.”

			“How was the drive?”

			“Vicious. Make it worth my while, Leo.”

			“Oh, I think I will. How’s the family?” he asked as he led her back the way he’d come.

			“Great. Mom and Dad got out of Dodge for a couple weeks. Beating the heat up in Maine. How’s Clara?”

			Leo shook his head at the thought of his wife. “She’s taken up pottery. Expect a very ugly vase for Christmas.”

			“And the kids?”

			“Ben’s playing with stocks and bonds, Melissa’s juggling motherhood and dentistry. How did an old digger like me raise such normal kids?”

			“Clara,” Callie told him as he opened a door and gestured her in.

			Though she’d expected him to take her to one of the labs, she looked around his sunny, well-appointed office. “I’d forgotten what a slick setup you’ve got here, Leo. No burning desire to go back out and dig?”

			“Oh, it comes over me now and again. Usually I just take a nap and it goes away. But this time . . . Take a look at this.”

			He walked behind his desk, unlocked a drawer. He drew out a bone fragment in a sealed bag.

			Callie took the bag and, hooking her glasses in the V of her shirt, examined the bone within. “Looks like part of a tibia. Given the size and fusion, probably from a young female. Very well preserved.”

			“Best guess of age from visual study?”

			“This is from western Maryland, right? Near a running creek. I don’t like best guess. You got soil samples, stratigraphic report?”

			“Ballpark. Come on, Blondie, play.”

			“Jeez.” Her brow knitted as she turned the bag over in her hand. She wanted her fingers on bone. Her foot began to tap to her own inner rhythm. “I don’t know the ground. Visual study, without benefit of testing, I’d make it three to five hundred years old. Could be somewhat older, depending on the silt deposits, the floodplain.”

			She turned the bone over again, and her instincts began to quiver. “That’s Civil War country, isn’t it? This predates that. It’s not from a Rebel soldier boy.”

			“It predates the Civil War,” Leo agreed. “By about five thousand years.”

			When Callie’s head came up, he grinned at her like a lunatic. “Radiocarbon-dating report,” he said, and handed her a file.

			Callie scanned the pages, noted that Leo had run the test twice, on three different samples taken from the site.

			When she looked up again, she had the same maniacal grin as he. “Hot dog,” she said.

		

	
		
			Two

			
				[image: ]
			

			Callie got lost on the way to Woodsboro. She’d taken directions from Leo, but when studying the map had noted a shortcut. It should have been a shortcut. Any logical person would have deemed it a shortcut—which was, in her opinion, exactly what the cartographer figured.

			She had a long-standing feud with mapmakers.

			She didn’t mind being lost. She never stayed that way, after all. And the detour gave her a feel for the area.

			Rugged, rolling hills riotously green with summer spilled into wide fields thick with row crops. Outcroppings of silver rock bumped through the green like gnarled knuckles and rippling finger bones.

			It made her think of those ancient farmers, carving their rows with primitive tools, hacking into that rocky ground to grow their food. To make their place.

			The man who rode his John Deere over those fields owed them a debt.

			He wouldn’t think of it as he plowed and planted and harvested. So she, and those like her, would think of it for him.

			It was a good place, she decided, to work.

			The higher hills were upholstered with forest that climbed up toward a sky of glassy blue. Ridge tumbled into valley; valley rose toward ridge, giving the land texture and shadows and scope.

			The sun sheened over the hip-high corn and gave it a wash of gold over green and gave a young chestnut gelding a bright playground for romping. Old houses made from local stone, or their contemporary counterparts of frame or brick or vinyl, stood on rises or flats with plenty of elbow room between them.

			Cows lolled in the heat behind wire or split-rail fences.

			The fields would give way to woods, thick with hardwoods and tangled with sumac and wild mimosa, then the hills would take over, bumpy with rock. The road twisted and turned to follow the snaking line of the creek, and overhead those trees arched to turn the road into a shady tunnel that dropped off on one side toward the water and rose up on the other in a jagged wall of limestone and granite.

			She drove ten miles without passing another car.

			She caught glimpses of more houses back in the trees, and others that were so close to the road she imagined if someone came to the door she could reach out and shake hands.

			There were plenty of summer gardens in evidence, bright plops and splashes of color—heavy on the black-eyed Susans and tiger lilies.

			She saw a snake, thick as her wrist, slither across the blacktop. Then a cat, pumpkin orange, skulking in the brush on the shoulder of the road.

			Tapping her fingers on the wheel in time with the Dave Matthews Band, she speculated on the outcome if feline should meet reptile.

			Her money was on the cat.

			She rounded a curve and saw a woman standing on the side of the road pulling her mail out of a dull-gray mailbox. Though she barely glanced toward the Rover, the woman raised a hand in what Callie assumed was an absent and habitual greeting.

			She answered the wave, and sang along with Dave as she rode the roller coaster of a road through the sun and shade. When the road opened up again, she punched it, flying by a roll of farmland, a roadside motel, a scatter of homes, with the rise of mountains ahead.

			Houses increased in number, decreased in size as she approached Woodsboro’s town line.

			She slowed, got caught by one of the two traffic lights the town boasted, and was pleased to note one of the businesses tucked near the corner of Main and Mountain Laurel was a pizza parlor. A liquor store stood on the other corner.

			Good to know, she thought, and inched up as the light went green.

			Reviewing Leo’s directions in her mind, she made the turn on Main and headed west.

			Structures along the main drag were neat, and old. Brick or wood or stone, they nestled comfortably against one another, fronted with covered porches or sunny stoops. Streetlights were old-timey carriage style, and the sidewalks were bricked. Flowers hung in pots from eaves, from poles and porch rails.

			Flags hung still. American, and the bright decorative banners people liked to hoist to announce seasons and holidays.

			The pedestrian traffic was as sparse and meandering as the vehicular. Just, Callie supposed, as it was meant to be on Main Street, U.S.A.

			She noted a cafe, a hardware store, a small library and a smaller bookstore, several churches, a couple of banks, along with a number of professionals who advertised their services with small, discreet signs.

			By the time she hit the second light, she had the west end of town recorded in her mind.

			She made a right when the road split, followed its winding path. The woods were creeping in again. Thick, shadowy, secret.

			She came over a rise, with the mountains filling the view. And there it was.

			She pulled to the side of the road by the sign announcing:

			
				homes at antietam creek

				A Dolan and Son Development

			

			Snagging her camera and hitching a small pack over her shoulder, Callie climbed out. She took the long view first, scanning the terrain.

			There was wide acreage of bottomland, and from the looks of the dirt mounded early in the excavation, it was plenty boggy. The trees—old oak, towering poplar, trash locust—ranged to the west and south and crowded around the run of the creek as if guarding it from interlopers.

			Part of the site was roped off, and there the creek had widened into a good-sized pond.

			On the little sketch Leo had drawn for her, it was called Simon’s Hole.

			She wondered who Simon had been and why the pond was named for him.

			On the other side of the road was a stretch of farmland, a couple of weathered outbuildings, an old stone house and nasty-looking machines.

			She spotted a big brown dog sprawled in a patch of shade. When he noticed her glance, he stirred himself to thump his tail in the dirt twice.

			“No, don’t get up,” she told him. “Too damn hot for socializing.”

			The air hummed with a summer silence that was heat, insects and solitude.

			Lifting her camera, she took a series of photos, and was just about to hop the construction fence when she heard, through the stillness, the sound of an approaching car.

			It was another four-wheeler. One of the small, trim and, to Callie’s mind, girlie deals that had largely replaced the station wagon in the suburbs. This one was flashy red and as clean as a showroom model.

			The woman who slid out struck her as the same. Girlie, a bit flashy and showroom perfect.

			With her sleek blond hair, the breezy yellow pants and top, she looked like a sunbeam.

			“Dr. Dunbrook?” Lana offered a testing smile.

			“That’s right. You’re Campbell?”

			“Yes, Lana Campbell.” Now she offered a hand as well and shook Callie’s enthusiastically. “I’m so glad to meet you. I’m sorry I’m late meeting you here. I had a little hitch with child care.”

			“No problem. I just got here.”

			“We’re so pleased to have someone with your reputation and experience taking an interest in this. And no,” she said when Callie’s eyebrows raised, “I’d never heard of you before all this started. I don’t know anything about your field, but I’m learning. I’m a very fast learner.”

			Lana looked back toward the roped-off area. “When we heard the bones were thousands of years old—”

			“ ‘We’ is the preservation organization you’re representing?”

			“Yes. This part of the county has a number of areas that are of significant historical importance. Civil War, Revolutionary, Native American.” She pushed back a wing of hair with her fingertip, and Callie saw the glint of her wedding band. “The Historical and Preservation Societies and a number of residents of Woodsboro and the surrounding area banded together to protest this development. The potential problems generated by twenty-five to thirty more houses, an estimated fifty more cars, fifty more children to be schooled, the—”

			Callie held up a hand. “You don’t have to sell me. Town politics aren’t my field. I’m here to do a preliminary survey of the site—with Dolan’s permission,” she added. “To this point he’s been fully cooperative.”

			“He won’t stay that way.” Lana’s lips tightened. “He wants this development. He’s already sunk a great deal of money into it, and he has contracts on three of the houses already.”

			“That’s not my problem either. But it’ll be his if he tries to block a dig.” Callie climbed nimbly over the fence, glanced back. “You might want to wait here. Ground’s mucky over there. You’ll screw up your shoes.”

			Lana hesitated, then sighed over her favorite sandals. She climbed the fence.

			“Can you tell me something about the process? What you’ll be doing?”

			“Right now I’m going to be looking around, taking photographs, a few samples. Again with the landowner’s permission.” She slanted a look at Lana. “Does Dolan know you’re out here?”

			“No. He wouldn’t like it.” Lana picked her way around mounds of dirt and tried to keep up with Callie’s leggy stride. “You’ve dated the bones,” she continued.

			“Uh-huh. Jesus, how many people have been tramping around this place? Look at this shit.” Annoyed, Callie bent down to pick up an empty cigarette pack. She jammed it in her pocket.

			As she got closer to the pond, her boots sank slightly in the soft dirt. “Creek floods,” she said almost to herself. “Been flooding when it needs to for thousands of years. Washes silt over the ground, layer by layer.”

			She crouched down, peered into a messy hole. The footprints trampled through it made her shake her head. “Like it’s a damn tourist spot.”

			She took photos, absently handed the camera up to Lana. “We’ll need to do some shovel tests over the site, do stratigraphy—”

			“That’s studying the strata, the layers of deposits in the ground. I’ve been cramming,” Lana added.

			“Good for you. Anyway, no reason not to see what’s right here.” Callie took a small hand trowel out of her pack and slithered down into the six-foot hole.

			She began to dig, slowly, methodically while Lana stood above, swatting at gnats and wondering what she was supposed to do.

			She’d expected an older woman, someone weathered and dedicated and full of fascinating stories. Someone who’d offer unrestricted support. What she had was a young, attractive woman who appeared to be disinterested, even cynical, about the area’s current battle.

			“Um. Do you often locate sites like this? Through serendipity.”

			“Mmm-hmm. Accidental discovery’s one way. Natural causes—say, an earthquake—are another. Or surveys, aerial photography, subsurface detections. Lots of scientific ways to pinpoint a site. But serendipity’s as good as any.”

			“So this isn’t that unusual.”

			Callie stopped long enough to glance up. “If you’re hoping to generate enough interest to keep the big, bad developer away, the method of finding the site isn’t going to give you a very long run. The more we expand civilization, build cities, the more often we find remnants of other civilizations underneath.”

			“But if the site itself is of significant scientific interest, I’ll get my long run.”

			“Most likely.” Callie went back to slow, careful digging.

			“Aren’t you going to bring in a team? I understood from my conversation with Dr. Greenbaum—”

			“Teams take money, which equals grants, which equals paperwork. That’s Leo’s deal. Dolan’s footing the bill, at the moment, for the prelim and the lab work.” She didn’t bother to look up. “You figure he’ll spring for a full team, the equipment, the housing, the lab fees for a formal dig?”

			“No.” Lana let out a breath. “No, I don’t. It wouldn’t be in his best interest. We have some funds, and we’re working on gathering more.”

			“I just drove through part of your town, Ms. Campbell. My guess is you couldn’t come up with enough to bring in more than a few college students with shovels and clipboards.”

			Annoyance creased Lana’s brow. “I’d think someone in your profession would be willing, even eager, to focus your time and energy on something like this, to work as hard as possible to keep this from being destroyed.”

			“I didn’t say I wasn’t. Give me the camera.”

			Impatient now, Lana edged closer, felt her sandals slide into dirt. “All I’m asking is that you— Oh God, is that another bone? Is that—”

			“Adult femur,” Callie said, and none of the excitement that was churning in her blood was reflected in her voice. She took the camera, snapped shots from different angles.

			“Are you going to take it into the lab?”

			“No. It stays. I take it out of this wet ground, it’ll dry out. I need proper containers before I excavate bone. But I’m taking this.” Delicately, Callie removed a flat, pointed stone from the damp wall of dirt. “Give me a hand up.”

			Wincing only a little, Lana reached down and clasped Callie’s filthy hand with her own. “What is it?”

			“Spear point.” She crouched again, took a bag out of her pack and sealed the stone, labeled it. “I didn’t know much about this area a couple of days ago. Nothing about the geological history. But I’m a fast learner, too.”

			She wiped her hands on the thighs of her jeans, straightened up. “Rhyolite. There was plenty of it in these hills. And this . . .” She turned the sealed stone in her hand. “This looks like rhyolite to me. Could be this was a camp—Neolithic campsite. Could be it was more. People of that era were starting to settle, to farm, to domesticate animals.”

			If she’d been alone, if she’d closed her eyes, she could have seen it in her mind. “They weren’t as nomadic as we once believed. What I can tell you, Ms. Campbell, from this very cursory study, is that you’ve got yourself something real sexy here.”

			“Sexy enough for a grant, a team, a formal dig?”

			“Oh yeah.” Behind her tea-colored lenses, Callie’s gaze scanned the field. She was already beginning to plot the site. “Nobody’s going to be digging footers for houses on this site for some time to come. You got any local media?”

			The light began to gleam in Lana’s eyes. “A small weekly newspaper in Woodsboro. A daily in Hagerstown. There’s a network affiliate in Hagerstown, too. They’re already covering the story.”

			“We’ll give them more, then bump it up to national.” Callie studied Lana’s face as she tucked the sealed bag in her pack. Yeah, pretty as a sunbeam, she thought. And smart, too. “I bet you come across real well on TV.”

			“I do,” Lana said with a grin. “How about you?”

			“I’m a killer.” Callie scanned the area again, began to imagine. Began to plan. “Dolan doesn’t know it, but his development was fucked five thousand years ago.”

			“He’s going to fight you.”

			“He’s going to lose, Ms. Campbell.”

			Once again Lana held out a hand. “Make it Lana. How soon do you want to talk to the press, Doctor?”

			“Callie.” She pursed her lips and considered. “Let me touch base with Leo, find a place to stay. How’s that motel outside of town?”

			“Adequate.”

			“I’ve done lots worse than adequate. It’ll do for a start. Okay, let me do some groundwork. You got a number where I can reach you?”

			“My cell phone.” Lana pulled out a card, scribbled down the number. “Day and night.”

			“What time’s the evening news?”

			“Five-thirty.”

			Callie looked at her watch, calculated. “Should be enough time. If I can move things along, I’ll be in touch by three.”

			She started back toward her car. Lana scrambled to catch up. “Would you be willing to speak at a town meeting?”

			“Leave that to Leo. He’s better with people than I am.”

			“Callie, let’s be sexist.”

			“Sure.” Callie leaned on the fence a moment. “Men are pigs whose every thought and action is dictated by the penis.”

			“Well, that goes without saying, but what I mean in this case is people are going to be a lot more intrigued and interested in a young, attractive female archaeologist than a middle-aged man who works primarily in a lab.”

			“Which is why I’ll talk to the TV crew.” Callie boosted herself over the fence. “And don’t shrug off Leo’s impact. He was a digger when you and I were still sucking our thumbs. He’s got a passion for it that gets people stirred up.”

			“Will he come in from Baltimore?”

			Callie looked back at the site. Pretty flatland, the charm of the creek and the sparkle of the pond. The green and mysterious woods. Yes, she could understand why people would want to build houses there, settle in by the trees and water.

			She suspected they had done so before. Thousands of years before.

			But this time around they were going to have to look elsewhere.

			“You couldn’t keep him away. By three,” she said again, and swung into the Rover.

			She was already yanking out her cell phone and dialing Leo when she drove away.

			“Leo.” She shifted the phone so she could bump up the air-conditioning. “We struck gold.”

			“Is that your scientific opinion?”

			“I had a femur and a spear point practically fall in my lap. And this is in some hole dug by heavy equipment where people have been tramping around like it was Disneyland. We need security, a team, equipment, and we need that grant. We need them all ASAP.”

			“I’ve already pulled the chain on the funds. You take on some students from the U of M.”

			“Grad students or undergrads?”

			“Still being discussed. The university wants first crack at studying some of the artifacts. And I’m doing some fast talking with the Natural History Museum. I’ve got a buzz going, Blondie, but I’m going to need a hell of a lot more than a couple of bones and a spear point to keep it up.”

			“You’re going to get it. It’s a settlement, Leo. I can feel it. And the soil conditions? Jesus, they couldn’t be much better. We may have some hitches with this Dolan. The girl lawyer’s pretty firm on that. Small-town politics at play here. We need some big guns to get his cooperation. Campbell wants to call a town meeting.”

			Callie glanced wistfully at the pizza parlor before she made the turn to head out of town to the motel. “I drafted you for that.”

			“When?”

			“Sooner the better. I want to set up an interview with the local TV late afternoon.”

			“It’s early for the media, Callie. We’re just gathering ammo. You don’t want to break the story before we’ve outlined strategy.”

			“Leo, it’s midsummer. We’ve only got a few months before we’ll have to pack it in for the winter. Media exposure puts the pressure on Dolan. He doesn’t step back and let us work, he refuses to donate the finds or pushes to resume his development, he comes off as a greedy asshole with no respect for science or history.”

			She pulled into the motel’s lot, parked and, shifting the phone again, grabbed her pack.

			“There’s not that much you can tell them.”

			“I can make a little seem like a lot,” she said as she climbed out and went to the back of the Rover to pull out her duffel.

			With that slung over her shoulder, she pulled out her cello case. “Trust me on this part, and get me a team. I’ll take the students, use them for grunts until I see what they’re made of.”

			She yanked open the door of the lobby, stepped up to the desk. “I need a room. Biggest bed you got in the quietest spot. Get me Rosie,” she said into the phone. “And Nick Long if he’s available.” She dug out a credit card, set it on the counter. “They can bunk at the motel just outside of town. I’m checking in now.”

			“What motel?”

			“Hell, I don’t know. What’s this place called?” Callie asked the desk clerk.

			“The Hummingbird Inn.”

			“No kidding? Cute. Hummingbird Inn, on Maryland Route Thirty-four. Get me hands, eyes and backs, Leo. I’m going to start shovel tests in the morning. I’ll call you back.”

			She disconnected, shoved the phone in her pocket. “You got room service?” she asked the clerk.

			The woman looked like an aged little doll and smelled strongly of lavender sachet. “No, honey. But our restaurant’s open from six a.m. to ten p.m. every day of the week. Best breakfast you’ll get anywhere outside your own mama’s kitchen.”

			“If you knew my mother,” Callie said with a chuckle, “you’d know that’s not saying much. You think there’s a waitress or a busboy who’d like to earn an extra ten by bringing a burger and fries, a Diet Pepsi to my room? Well done on the burger. I’ve got some work that can’t wait.”

			“My granddaughter could use ten dollars. I’ll take care of it.” She took the ten-dollar bill and handed Callie a key attached to a huge red plastic tag. “I put you ’round back, room six-oh-three. Got a queen bed and it’s quiet enough. Probably take about half an hour for that hamburger.”

			“Appreciate it.”

			“Miss . . . ah . . .” The woman squinted at the scrawled signature on the check-in card. “Dunbock.”

			“Dunbrook.”

			“Dunbrook. You a musician?”

			“No. I dig in the dirt for a living. I play this”—she jiggled the large black case—“to relax. Tell your granddaughter not to forget the ketchup.”

			

			•   •   •

			At four o’clock, dressed in clean olive-green pants and a khaki-colored camp shirt, her long hair freshly shampooed and drawn back in a smooth tail, Callie once again pulled to the shoulder of the site.

			She’d worked on her notes, had e-mailed a copy of them to Leo. On her way back, she’d dropped by the post office to express-mail him her undeveloped film.

			She slipped on little silver earrings with a Celtic design and had spent ten very intense minutes on her makeup.

			The camera crew was already setting up for the remote. Callie noted Lana Campbell was there as well, clutching the hand of a towheaded boy who had a scab on one knee, dirt on his chin and the kind of cherubic face that spelled trouble.

			Dolan, in his signature blue shirt and red suspenders, stood directly beside his business sign and was already talking to a woman Callie pegged as the reporter.

			She assumed he was Ronald Dolan because he didn’t look happy.

			The minute he spotted Callie, he broke off and marched toward her.

			“You Dunbrook?”

			“Dr. Callie Dunbrook.” She gave him a full-power smile. Callie had known some men to dissolve into a panting puddle when she used full power. Dolan appeared to be immune.

			“What the hell’s going on here?” He jabbed a finger at her chest, but fortunately for him didn’t make contact.

			“Local TV asked for an interview. I always try to cooperate. Mr. Dolan”—still smiling, she touched his arm as if they were compatriots—“you’re a very lucky man. The archaeological and anthropological communities are never going to forget your name. They’ll be teaching classes about your site for generations. I have a copy of my preliminary report here.”

			She held out a folder. “I’ll be happy to explain anything you don’t understand. I realize some of it’s pretty technical. Has a representative of the National History Museum at the Smithsonian contacted you yet?”

			“What?” He stared at the report as if she were handing him a live snake. “What?”

			“I just want to shake your hand.” She took his, pumped. “And thank you for your part in this incredible discovery.”

			“Now, you listen here—”

			“I’d love to take you, your wife and family out to dinner at the first opportunity.” She kept the smile in place, even boosted it with a couple of flutters of her lashes, while she steamrolled him. “But I’m afraid I’m going to be very busy for the next several weeks. Will you excuse me? I want to get this part over with.”

			She pressed a hand to her heart. “Talking on camera always makes me a little nervous.” She tied up the lie with a quick, breathless laugh. “If you have any questions, any at all about the report or the ones that follow, please ask either myself or Dr. Greenbaum. I’ll be spending most of my time right here, on-site. I won’t be hard to find.”

			He started to bluster again, but she hurried off to introduce herself to the camera crew.

			“Slick,” Lana murmured. “Very slick.”

			“Thanks.” She squatted down and studied the little boy. “Hi. You the reporter?”

			“No.” He giggled, and his mossy-green eyes twinkled with fun. “You’re gonna be on TV. Mommy said I could watch.”

			“Tyler, this is Dr. Dunbrook. She’s the scientist who studies old, old things.”

			“Bones and stuff,” Tyler declared. “Like Indiana Jones. How come you don’t have a whip like he does?”

			“I left it back at the motel.”

			“Okay. Did you ever see a dinosaur?”

			Callie figured he was getting his movies mixed up and winked at him. “I sure have. Dinosaur bones. But they’re not my specialty. I like human bones.” She gave his arm a testing squeeze. “I bet you’ve got some good ones. You have Mom bring you by sometime and I’ll let you dig. Maybe you’ll find some.”

			“Really? Can I? Really?” Overwhelmed, he danced on his Nikes, tugged on Lana’s hand. “Please?”

			“If Dr. Dunbrook says it’s okay. That’s nice of you,” she said to Callie.

			“I like kids,” Callie said as she rose. “They haven’t learned how to shut down to possibilities. I’m going to get this done.” She ran her hand over his sun-shot hair. “See you later, Ty-Rex.”

			

			•   •   •

			Suzanne Cullen experimented with a new recipe. Her kitchen was equal parts science lab and homey haven. Once she’d baked because she enjoyed it and because it was something a housewife did. She’d often laughed over the suggestions that she open her own bakery.

			She was a wife, then a mother, not a businesswoman. She’d never aspired to a career outside the home.

			Then, she’d baked to escape her own pain. To give herself something to occupy her mind other than her own guilt and misery and fears.

			She’d buried herself in cookie dough and piecrusts and cake batter. And all in all, she’d found it a more effective therapy than all the counseling, all the prayers, all the public appearances.

			When her life, her marriage, her world had continued to fall apart, baking had been a constant. Suddenly, she had wanted more. She had needed more.

			Suzanne’s Kitchen had been born in an ordinary, even uninspired room in a neat little house a stone’s throw from the house where she grew up. She’d sold to local markets at first, and had done everything—the buying, the planning, the baking, the packaging and delivery—herself.

			Within five years, the demand had been great enough for her to hire help, to buy a van and to take her products countywide.

			Within ten, she’d gone national.

			Though she no longer did the baking herself, and the packaging, distribution and publicity were handled by various arms of her corporation, Suzanne still liked to spend time in her own kitchen, formulating new recipes.

			She lived in a big house snuggled well back on a rise and guarded from the road by woods. And she lived alone.

			Her kitchen was huge and sunny, with acres of bold blue counters, four professional ovens and two ruthlessly organized pantries. Its atrium doors led out to a slate patio and several theme gardens if she felt the need for fresh air. There was a cozy sofa and overstuffed chair near a bay window if she wanted to curl up, and a fully equipped computer center if she needed to note down a recipe or check one already in her files.

			The room was the largest of any in the house, and she could happily spend an entire day never leaving it.

			At fifty-two, she was a very rich woman who could have lived anywhere in the world, done anything she desired. She desired to bake and to live in the community of her birth.

			Though she had chosen the wall-screen TV for entertainment rather than music, she hummed as she whipped eggs and cream in a bowl.

			When she heard the five-thirty news come on, she stopped work long enough to pour herself a glass of wine. She sampled the filling she was mixing, closed her eyes and considered as she rolled the taste on her tongue.

			She added a tablespoon of vanilla. Mixed, sampled, approved. And noted the addition meticulously on her pad.

			She caught the mention of Woodsboro on the television and, picking up her wine, turned to see.

			She watched the pan of Main Street, smiling when she caught sight of her father’s store. There was another pan of the hills and fields outside of town, as the reporter spoke of the historic community.

			Interested now, certain the report would focus on the recent discovery near Antietam Creek, she wandered closer to the set. And nodded, knowing how pleased her father would be that the reporter spoke of the importance of the site, the excitement in the world of science at the possibilities to be unearthed there.

			She sipped, thinking she’d call her father as soon as the segment was over, and listened with half an ear as a Dr. Callie Dunbrook was introduced.

			When Callie’s face filled the screen, Suzanne blinked, stared. There was a burn at the back of her throat as she stepped still closer to the screen.

			Her heart began to thud, painfully, against her ribs as she looked into dark amber eyes under straight brows. Her skin went hot, then cold, and her breath grew short and choppy.

			She shook her head. Everything inside it was buzzing like a swarm of wasps. She couldn’t hear anything else, could only watch in shock as that wide mouth with its slight overbite moved.

			And when the mouth smiled, quick, bright, and three shallow dimples popped out, the glass in Suzanne’s hand slid out of her trembling fingers and shattered on the floor at her feet.

		

	
		
			Three

			
				[image: ]
			

			Suzanne sat in the living room of the house where she’d grown up. Lamps she’d helped her mother pick out perhaps ten years before stood on doilies her grandmother had crocheted before she’d been born.

			The sofa was new. She’d had to browbeat her father into replacing the old one. The rugs had been taken up and stored for the summer, and summer sheers, dotted-swiss priscillas, replaced the winter drapes. Those housekeeping routines were something her mother had done every season, something her father continued to do simply because it was routine.

			Oh God, how she missed her mother.

			Her hands were clutched in her lap, white knuckles pressed hard against her belly as if she were protecting the child who’d once lived in her womb.

			Her face was a blank sheet, dull and colorless. It was as if she’d used up all her energy and strength to gather her family together. Now she was a sleepwalker, slipping between past and present.

			Douglas sat on the edge of a Barcalounger that was older than he was. He watched his mother out of the corner of his eye. She was still as stone, and seemed as removed from him as the moon.

			His stomach was as tight and tangled as his mother’s fingers.

			The air smelled of the cherry tobacco from his grandfather’s after-dinner pipe. A warm scent that always lingered there. With it was the cold yellow odor of his mother’s stress.

			It had a smell, a form, an essence that was strain and fear and guilt, and slapped him back into the terrible and helpless days of his childhood when that yellow smear on the air had permeated everything.

			His grandfather gripped the remote with one hand and kept his other on Suzanne’s shoulder, as if to hold her in place.

			“I didn’t want to miss the segment,” Roger said, then cleared his throat. “Asked Doug to run home here and set the VCR as soon as Lana told me about it. Didn’t watch it yet.”

			He’d made tea. His wife had made tea, always, for sickness and upsets. The sight of the white pot with its little rosebuds comforted him, as the crocheted doilies did, and the sheer summer curtains. “Doug watched it.”

			“Yes, I watched it. It’s cued up.”

			“Well . . .”

			“Play it, Daddy.” Suzanne’s voice hitched, and beneath her father’s hand, her body came to life again, and trembled. “Play it now.”

			“Mom, you don’t want to get yourself all worked up about—”

			“Play it.” She turned her head, stared at her son with eyes that were red-rimmed and a bit wild. “Just look.”

			Roger started the tape. The hand on Suzanne’s shoulder began to knead.

			“Fast-forward through—here.” Energy whipped back, had Suzanne snatching the remote, fumbling with the buttons. She slowed the tape to regular speed when Callie’s face came on-screen. “Look at her. God. Oh my God.”

			“Sweet Jesus,” Roger murmured. Like a prayer.

			“You see it.” Suzanne dug her fingers into his leg, but didn’t take her attention off the screen. Couldn’t. “You see it. It’s Jessica. It’s my Jessie.”

			“Mom.” Douglas’s heart ached at the way she said it. My Jessie. “She’s got the coloring, but . . . Jesus, that lawyer, Grandpa. Lana. She looks as much like Jessie might as this woman does. Mom, you can’t know.”

			“I can know,” she snapped out. “Look at her. Look!” She stabbed the remote, froze the screen as Callie smiled. “She has her father’s eyes. She has Jay’s eyes—the same color, the same shape. And my dimples. Three dimples, like me. Like Ma had. Daddy . . .”

			“There’s a strong resemblance.” Roger felt weak when he said it, husked out. “The coloring, the shape of the face. Those features.” Something was rising up in his throat that felt like equal parts panic and hope. “The last artist projection—”

			“I have it.” Suzanne leaped up, grabbed the folder she’d brought with her and took out a computer-generated image. “Jessica, at twenty-five.”

			Now Douglas rose as well. “I thought you’d stopped having those done. I thought you’d stopped.”

			“I never stopped.” Tears wanted to spill but she forced them back with the iron will that had gotten her through every day of the last twenty-nine years. “I stopped talking to you about it because it upset you. But I never stopped looking. I never stopped believing. Look at your sister.” She pushed the picture into his hands. “Look at her,” she demanded and whirled back to the television.

			“Mom. For Christ’s sake.” He held the photo as the pain he’d shut down, through a will every bit as strong as his mother’s, bit back at him. It made him helpless. It made him sick.

			“A resemblance,” he continued. “Brown eyes, blond hair.” Unlike his mother, he couldn’t live on hope. Hope destroyed him. “How many other girls, women, have you looked at and seen Jessica? I can’t stand watching you put yourself through this again. You don’t know anything about her. How old she is, where she comes from.”

			“Then I’ll find out.” She took the photo back, put it into the folder with hands that were steady again. “If you can’t stand it, then stay out of it. Like your father.”

			She knew it was cruel, to slash at one child in the desperate need for the other. She knew it was wrong to strike out at her son while clutching the ghost of her daughter to her breast. But he would either help, or step aside. There was no middle ground in Suzanne’s quest for Jessica.

			“I’ll run a computer search.” Douglas’s voice was cold and quiet. “I’ll get you what information I can.”

			“Thank you.”

			“I’ll use my laptop back at the store. It’s fast. I’ll send you what I find.”

			“I’ll come with you.”

			“No.” He could slap just as quick and hard as she. “I can’t talk to you when you’re like this. Nobody can. I’ll do better alone.”

			He walked out without another word. Roger let out a long sigh. “Suzanne, his only concern is you.”

			“No one has to be concerned for me. I can use support, but concern doesn’t help me. This is my daughter. I know it.”

			“Maybe she is.” Roger rose, ran his hands up and down Suzanne’s arms. “And Doug is your son. Don’t push him, honey. Don’t lose one child trying to find another.”

			“He doesn’t want to believe. And I have to.” She stared at Callie’s face on the TV screen. “I have to.”

			

			•   •   •

			So, she was the right age, Doug thought as he scanned the information from his search. The fact that her birthday was listed within a week of Jessica’s was hardly conclusive.

			His mother would see it as proof, and ignore the other data.

			He could read a lifestyle into the dry facts. Upper-middle-class suburban. Only child of Elliot and Vivian Dunbrook of Philadelphia. Mrs. Dunbrook, the former Vivian Humphries, had played second violin in the Boston Symphony Orchestra before her marriage. She, her husband and infant daughter had relocated to Philadelphia, where Elliot Dunbrook had taken a position as surgical resident.

			It meant money, class, an appreciation for the arts and for science.

			She’d grown up in privilege, had graduated first in her class at Carnegie Mellon, gone on to get her master’s and, just recently, her doctorate.

			She’d pursued her career in archaeology while compiling her advanced degrees. She’d married at twenty-six, divorced not quite two years later. No children.

			She was associated with Leonard G. Greenbaum and Associates, the Paleolithic Society, several universities’ archaeology departments.

			She’d written a number of well-received papers. He printed out what he could access to wade through later. But from a glance he assessed her as dedicated, probably brilliant and focused.

			It was difficult to see the baby who’d kicked her legs and pulled his hair as any of those things.

			What he could see was a woman who’d been raised by well-to-do, respected parents. Hardly baby-napping material. But his mother wouldn’t see that, he knew. She would see the birthday and nothing else.

			Just as she had countless times before.

			Sometimes, when he let himself, he wondered what had fractured his family. Had it been that instant when Jessica disappeared? Or had it been his mother’s unrelenting, unwavering determination to find her again?

			Or was it the moment when he himself had realized one simple fact: that by reaching for one child, his mother had lost another.

			None of them, it seemed, had been able to live with that.

			He would do what he could, as he had done countless times before. He attached the files, e-mailed them to his mother.

			Then he turned off his computer, turned off his thoughts. And buried himself in a book.

			

			•   •   •

			
			There was nothing like the beginning of a dig, that time when anything is possible and there is no limit to the potential of the discovery. Callie had a couple of fresh-faced undergraduates who might be more help than trouble. Right now they were free labor that came along with a small grant from the university. She’d take what she could get.

			She would have Rose Jordan as geologist, a woman she both respected and liked. She had Leo’s lab, and the man himself as consultant. Once she had Nick Long pulled in as anthropologist, she’d be in fat city.

			She worked with the students, digging shovel samples, and had already chosen the two-trunked oak at the northwest corner of the pond as her datum point.

			With that as her fixed reference they’d begin measuring the vertical and horizontal location of everything on the site.

			She’d completed the plan of the site’s surface the night before, and had begun to plot her one-meter-square divisions.

			Today they’d start running the rope lines to mark the divisions.

			Then the fun began.

			A cold front had dumped the humidity and temperatures into the nearly tolerable range. It had also brought rain the night before that had turned the ground soggy and soft. Her boots were already mucked past the ankle, her hands were filthy and she smelled of sweat and the eucalyptus oil she’d used to discourage insects.

			For Callie, it didn’t get much better.

			She glanced over at the toot of a horn, and this time the interruption had her leaning on her shovel and grinning. She’d known Leo wouldn’t be able to stay away for long.

			“Keep at it,” she told the students. “Dig slow, sieve thoroughly. Document everything.”

			She walked over to meet Leo. “We’re finding flakes in every shovel sample,” she told him. “My theory is we’re in the knapping area there.” She gestured to where the two students continued to dig and sieve the soil. “Rosie will verify rhyolite flakes. They sat there, honing the rock into arrowheads, spear points, tools. Go a little deeper, we’ll find discarded samples.”

			“She’ll be here this afternoon.”

			“Cool.”

			“How are the students doing?”

			“Not bad. The girl, Sonya, she’s got potential. Bob, he’s able and willing. And earnest. Really, really earnest.” She shrugged. “We’ll wear some of that down in no time. I tell you what I figure. Every time I turn around, somebody’s bopping by here wanting a little tutorial. I’m going to put Bob on community relations.”

			She glanced back. “He’s got this farm-fresh Howdy Doody face. They’ll love that. Let him give the visitors a nice little lecture on what we’re doing, what we’re looking for, how we do it. I can’t be stopping every ten minutes to play nice with the locals.”

			“I’ll take that for you today.”

			“That’s great. I’m going to run the lines. I’ve got the surface plan worked up, if you want to take a look. You can give me a hand with marking the plots in between your outdoor classroom obligations.”

			She glanced at her ancient Timex, then tapped the list she’d already made and fixed to her clipboard. “Leo, I’m going to need containers. I don’t want to start pulling bones out of the ground and have them go to dust on me once they’re out of the bog. I need equipment. I need nitrogen gas, dry ice. I need more tools. More sieves, more trowels, more dustpans, buckets. I need more hands.”

			“You’ll have them,” he promised. “The great state of Maryland has given you your first grant on the Antietam Creek Project.”

			“Yeah?” She grabbed his shoulders as the delight burst through her. “Yeah? Leo, you’re my one true love.” She kissed him noisily on the mouth.

			“Speaking of that.” He patted her dirty hands, stepped back. She was too pleased to notice he was putting safe distance between them.

			“We’re going to have to discuss another key member of the team. While we do, I want you to remember we’re all professionals, and what we’re doing here could have enormous impact. Before we’re done, this project could involve scientists from all over the world. It’s not about individuals, but about discovery.”

			“I don’t know where you’re going, Leo, but I don’t like how you’re getting there.”

			“Callie . . .” He cleared his throat. “The anthropological significance of this find is every bit as monumental as the archaeological. Therefore, you and the head anthro will need to work together as coheads of the project.”

			“Well, for Christ’s sake, Leo, what am I, a diva?” She pulled the water bottle out of the slot on her belt, drank deep. “I don’t have a problem sharing authority with Nick. I asked for him because I know we work well together.”

			“Yes, well . . .” Leo trailed off at the sound of an approaching engine. And worked up a pained smile as he spotted the new arrivals. “You can’t always get what you want.”

			Shock came first, racing with recognition as she spotted the brawny four-wheeler in demon black, then the ancient pickup truck in a hideous medley of faded red, rusty blue and primer gray pulling a dirty, white travel trailer covered with scratches and dings.

			Painted across the side of the trailer was a snarling Doberman and the name digger.

			Emotions, too many, too mixed, too huge, slammed through her. They choked her throat, twisted her belly, stabbed her heart.

			“Callie . . . before you say anything—”

			“You’re not going to do this.” She had to swallow.

			“It’s done.”

			“Aw, Leo, no. Goddamnit, I asked for Nick.”

			“He’s not available. He’s in South America. The project needs the best, Callie. Graystone’s the best.” Leo nearly stumbled back when she spun toward him. “You know it. Personal business aside, Callie, you know he’s the best. Digger, too. Adding his name to yours greased the grant. I expect you to behave professionally.”

			She showed Leo her teeth. “You can’t always get what you want,” she tossed back.

			She watched him jump out of the four-wheeler. Jacob Graystone, all six feet one and a quarter inches of him. He wore his old brown hat, its brim and crown creased and battered from years of hard wear. His hair, a straight-arrow fall of black, spilled out beneath it. A plain white T-shirt was tucked into the waistband of faded Levi’s. And the body beneath them was prime.

			Long bones, long muscles, all covered in bronzed skin that was a result of working outdoors and the quarter of his heritage that was Apache.

			He turned, and though he wore dark glasses, she knew his eyes were a color caught, rather beautifully, between gray and green.

			He flashed a smile—arrogant, smug, sarcastic. All of which, she thought, fit him to the ground. He had a face too handsome for his own good, or so she’d always thought. Those long bones again, sharp enough to cut diamonds, the straight nose, the firm jaw with the hint of a scar slashed diagonally across it.

			Her pulse began to throb and her temples to pound. Casually, she ran a hand down the chain around her neck, assured herself it was tucked under her shirt.

			“This blows, Leo.”

			“I know it’s not an ideal situation for you, but—”

			“How long have you known he was coming?” Callie demanded.

			This time, it was Leo who swallowed. “A couple of days. I wanted to tell you face-to-face. I didn’t think he’d be here until tomorrow. We need him, Callie. The project needs him.”

			“Fuck it, Leo.” She squared her shoulders as a boxer might before the main event. “Just fuck it.”

			He even walked smugly, she thought now, in that damn cowboy swagger. It had always irritated the hell out of her.

			His companion stepped out of the truck. Stanley Digger Forbes. A hundred and twenty-five pounds of ugly.

			Callie resisted the urge to curl her lip and snarl. Instead, she put her hands on her hips and waited for the men to reach her.

			“Graystone.” She inclined her head.

			“Dunbrook.” His eyebrows lifted between the tops of his sunglasses and the brim of his hat. His voice was a drawl, a warm and lazy slide of words that brought images of deserts and prairies. “It’s Dr. Dunbrook now, isn’t it?”

			“That’s right.”

			“Congratulations.”

			Deliberately she looked away from him. One look at Digger made her lips curve. He was grinning like a hyena, his smashed walnut face livened by a pair of spooky black eyes and the glint of his gold eyetooth.

			He wore a gold hoop in his left ear, and a dirty blond rat’s tail hung beneath the bright red bandanna tied around his head.

			“Hey, Dig, welcome aboard.”

			“Callie, looking good. Got prettier.”

			“Thanks. You didn’t.”

			He gave her his familiar hooting laugh. “That girl with the legs?” He jerked his chin toward the students. “She legal?”

			Despite his looks, Digger was renowned for being able to score dig groupies as triumphantly as a batter connecting with a high fastball.

			“No hitting on the undergrads, Digger.”

			He merely sauntered off toward the shovels.

			“Okay, let’s run through the basics,” Callie began.

			“No catching up?” Jake interrupted. “No small talk? No ‘what the hell you been up to since we parted ways, Jake?’ ”

			“I don’t care what you’ve been up to. Leo thinks we need you for the project.” And she would devise several satisfactory ways to kill Leo later. “I disagree. But you’re here, and there’s no point wasting time debating that or bullshitting about old times.”

			“Digger’s right. You’re looking good.”

			“If it has breasts, it looks good to Digger.”

			“Can’t argue.” But she was looking good. Just the sight of her blew through him like a storm. He could smell the eucalyptus on her. He couldn’t smell the damn stuff without having her face swim into his mind.

			She wore the same clunky watch, pretty silver earrings. Her open collar exposed the line of her throat where the skin was damp with sweat.

			Her mouth was just a bit top-heavy, and naked. She never bothered with paint on a dig. But she’d always slathered cream on her face morning and night no matter what the living conditions.

			Just as she’d always made a nest out of whatever those living conditions might be. A fragrant candle, her cello, comfort food, good soap and shampoo that had the faintest hint of rosemary.

			He imagined she still did.

			Ten months, he thought, since he’d seen her last. And her face had been in his mind every day, and every night. No matter what he’d done to erase it.

			“Word was you were on sabbatical.” He said it casually, without a flicker on his face to show his thoughts.

			“I was, now I’m not. You’re here to co-coordinate, and to head up the anthropological details of the project now known as Antietam Creek.”

			She angled away as if to study the site. The truth was it was too hard to stand face-to-face with him. To know they were both measuring each other. Remembering each other. “We have what I believe to be a Neolithic settlement. Radiocarbon testing on human bones already excavated from the site are dated at five thousand, three hundred and seventy-five years, plus or minus one hundred. Rhyolite—”

			“I’ve read the reports, Callie. You got yourself a hot one.” He glanced around, already assessing. “Why isn’t there any security?”

			“I’m working on it.”

			“Fine. While you’re working on it, Digger can set up camp here. I’ll get my field pack, then you can show me around. We’ll get to work.”

			She
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