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“Three great forces rule the world: stupidity, fear and greed.”


ALBERT EINSTEIN




For the fans.




DAY ONE


SEATTLE: JANUARY 24, 4:30 P.M.
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Neil Campbell knew how to play the odds. Most people didn’t understand statistics the way Neil did. Because most people were stupid. They thought the more times you did something, or the longer you did it, the greater the probability became that you’d get the outcome you wanted. Play the lottery enough times, and sooner or later, you’re bound to hit it big, right?


Not so. The truth was, each time Neil cooked up a batch of methamphetamine in his Rainier Valley Trailer Park kitchen, the chances of the whole mess blowing up in his face remained exactly the same. It didn’t matter how many times he’d done it before, each batch was potentially as dangerous as the first. He didn’t know the exact odds stacked against him, but he knew they were high. More than his chances of being caught in the crossfire of a drive-by, which were already considerably higher for him than for someone who didn’t live in a deteriorating trailer park in a forgotten section of Seattle. Not as low as being struck by lightning. Definitely greater than his chances of winning the lottery.


Neil understood numbers. He’d been a computer programmer. And an actuary. And a cost estimator, and a day-trader, and an online poker player, and a bookie. Head Accountant for Jameson, Dunow, and Pierce had been his most recent iteration, which sounded a lot more impressive than his windowless cubicle had deserved, stuck in a strip mall shared with a hair salon, a sandwich shop, and three empty storefronts. After the King County grand jury had indicted the company six months previously on five felony counts of obtaining money by false pretenses, and another of forgery of a public record, the shopping mall got a fourth set of whitewashed windows and Neil got a new career. Lucky him. But he always landed on his feet. He knew how to press people’s buttons, to find their weaknesses, to exploit them. He had no pity for drones, and meth heads were so easy. But it was a pity that providing them with their crank put him at risk.


A meth cooker could tip the odds in his favor, though: use only high quality ingredients, make sure his work area and equipment were cleaner than clean. Still, the risk remained. The important thing was not to get greedy. That’s where dumb people messed up. Doubling the size of the batch. Buying cheap ingredients. Buying Sudafed too often from the same place, or buying it the same time you bought your batteries and camping fuel. That was a purchase guaranteed to increase your chances of landing on the wrong side of a set of prison bars. A place Neil vowed he’d never end up again.


He unwound the lithium foil from an Energizer battery four-pack and tore it into thumb-sized pieces, then shoved the pieces down the neck of a two-liter soda bottle, turning his head against the rotten egg smell as the lithium reacted with the anhydrous ammonia and the vent fan over the stove struggled to keep up. He topped off the bottle with Coleman lantern fuel, then screwed the lid tight.


Outside, a car horn honked. Once, twice, then full-on, non-stop. He waited. The honking continued. He left the bottle on the table and walked over to the window and pushed the mini blinds aside and waved. Hugo waved back. The honking stopped. Neil sent him a smile: Good boy, yes, that’s exactly what Daddy wanted you to do, and Hugo flashed a cherubic Daddy! Daddy! Look at me! grin and leaned his full weight on the steering column again.


Neil let the blinds fall. It wouldn’t be long before Hugo figured out how to unlock the car doors, and then what would he do? He couldn’t cook with him in the house. Wouldn’t. He wasn’t some lowlife tweaker getting high in front of his kid. He cooked for the cash.


Hugo was the only other human being that Neil truly cared about. Hugo was his blood, his property. And Hugo was okay as long as he stayed in the car. Child Protective Services wouldn’t see it that way, and if Hugo didn’t stop announcing to anyone within a quarter mile that he’d shut him in there alone on a frigid January day, CPS was going to show up on his doorstep sooner rather than later. But he knew better than to put his son in danger. He understood the odds.


He sat back down. Shook the bottle once to speed up the reaction, then gave the lid a quarter-turn to vent the gases without letting too much oxygen in.


The bottle glowed red.
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The explosion rattled windows and doors. In the house trailer across the street, Stephen Holder jumped off the sofa, grabbed his jacket, slid back the security chain, and banged out the front door.


Seconds later, Logic joined him. Live-action drama beat Judge Judy any day.


“Yo, fools—where’s the fire?” Ridgeback yelled, then doubled over laughing when he caught up to them in the front yard and saw the burning trailer.


Logic—early twenties, drug skinny and wiry to Ridgeback’s gorilla-hairy 285—snorted.


Up and down the street, Rainier Valley residents watched the spectacle in the gathering gloom. Flames poured from the trailer’s windows and door. No one attempted a rescue. House trailers were notorious fire traps, decrepit house trailers even more so, decrepit house trailers with an out-of-control meth fire in the kitchen the absolute worst. If the cooker who lived there was inside, he wasn’t coming out.


“Yo—lookit.” Ridgeback jabbed a finger into Holder’s arm and pointed toward a battered Escort in the trailer’s driveway. Holder squinted. Inside the car, backlit against the flames, he saw movement. A little boy waving his stubby baby arms and crying.


“What you doin’, fool?” Logic called as Holder sprinted across the street, dodging the crispy bits of house trailer that littered the yard and fluttered like fireworks from the sky. The air reeked of ammonia and burning plastic. Holder pulled his sweatshirt over his mouth and nose. He grabbed the driver’s door handle, then jerked his hand back, the metal red-hot, pulled his jacket sleeve over his hand, and tried again.


Locked.


Another explosion from inside the trailer. Heat singed the back of Holder’s neck, curled his hair. He pulled his hoodie over his head and rapped on the car window, smiled at the little squawler, mimed opening the door. But the boy couldn’t. Or wouldn’t.


He looked around. Found a fist-sized rock in a row of rounded beach stones lining a long-forgotten flowerbed, and smashed the backseat window. He scrambled in, reached between the front seats, and grabbed a handful of jacket. Dragged the boy into the back and scrambled out again before the heat ignited the fumes in the gas tank and the whole thing blew.


In the distance, sirens.


Holder tucked the howler under his arm and sprinted across the street.


Logic high-fived him as he ran up, and slapped him on the back.


“Yo, fool—look at you! You a he-ro!”


Holder’s retort was lost in a wail of sirens as a fire truck and an EMS unit turned the corner. They drove to within a hundred feet of the burning trailer and stopped.


“What they doin’?” Ridgeback asked after several seconds had passed and nothing had happened. “How come they not gettin’ out?”


“They ’fraid a gettin’ high,” Holder said.


Logic laughed. He and Holder bumped fists.


Holder could have told them that a contact high was the least of the firefighters’ problems. That the phosphine gas fumes from a meth fire could overwhelm a firefighter in seconds. Permanently destroy their lungs. That the hydriodic acid formed during meth production can dissolve your skin just as quickly. That a meth fire was so toxic, nothing was going to be done to help the cook inside the trailer until the Hazmat guys arrived. Basic stuff. Firefighting 101. Stuff he learned his first year at the Academy.


Instead, he rocked on his heels and watched the flames lick up the siding and melt the tarpaper along the edge of the roof; just another fool hanging with his BFFs. Standing among the empty beer cans and rusty bicycles littering the lawn of a broken-down trailer, holding the wailing son of a cooker who just blew hisself up.


Ain’t undercover grand.


“Le’s go inside,” Ridgeback said. “It’s cold out here.”


And dark. And rainy. And for Holder, potentially dangerous. When the cops rolled up, he was as likely to get picked up and questioned as his BFFs. Maybe even more so. Holder didn’t just dress the part of a player, he was the part: boot-cut jeans, layered oversized hoodie, mustache, and a soul patch with a chin strap and a goatee. A skinny six-two, though his weight was due to genetics, not drug abuse. Cigarette tucked behind his ear. Scruffy light brown hair, dark lady-killer bedroom eyes, and a lazy drawl he’d perfected as a teenager that made him sound like he was permanently stoned. No one would mistake him for an officer with the King County Sheriff Department, even if he’d been wearing a suit and a tie—certainly not the two Seattle Police Department units that rolled up and parked in front of the trailer next to the one that was on fire. Seven years, vice and narcotics. Mostly undercover. Street level stuff. Buys and busts. Joaquin shooting Rahim. Blah, blah.


He nodded at the patrol cars and held out the kid toward Ridgeback. “Gotta go.”


Ridgeback shoved his hands in his pockets. “Hells nah. You found him, you keep him. I ain’t your lame-ass babysitter.”


“I’m not askin’ you to keep him, fool. Give him to the cops. You be the hero.”


Ridgeback considered, straightened, held out his hands. The boy wrapped his arms more tightly around Holder’s neck. Holder peeled him loose and handed him off. Started down the sidewalk, then stopped, looked back. Little man waitin’ for his pops to come and get him—that was just sad.


He slouched off with his head down, hands shoved deep into his jacket pockets, a ratty-assed junkie looking for a place to score, as the Hazmat team arrived at last and the serious action began. He watched from the corner of his eye as the pumper started knocking back the fire and the EMS guys finally broke out a stretcher. Saw the uniformed officers—unis—get out of their car and trudge up the broken sidewalk to the neighboring trailer. He noted the open door, Tiffany’s red Toyota in the driveway.


The lead officer stepped carefully over the rotting porch boards and did the cop knock with the flat of his hand against the side of the trailer, then announced himself and went in.


Moments later, he came back out. He bent his head and spoke into his shoulder radio.


“We got a 10-84.”


“You want an ambulance with that?” the radio crackled back.


“Negative,” the cop said.


Holder ambled faster. Turned the corner, and broke into a run.


10-84. Coroner case. A dead body.
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Detective Sarah Linden—long red hair pulled back into a ponytail, navy police jacket buttoned over one of the high-necked Scandinavian sweaters she tended to favor—stood in the living room of the run-down trailer. She could hear muffled voices from outside; the firefighters were still working on the burnt wreckage next door. She bent over the body jammed between an overturned coffee table and a faded sofa. Male. Caucasian. Maybe six feet, 230 pounds. Early to mid-thirties. Blond hair. Socks, no shoes. Jeans and a black sweater. Stretched out on his side with one arm over his head and his fingers extended like he was reaching for something. Like a basketball player going for a jump shot, or an outfielder trying to snag a homerun ball. Small-caliber entrance wound in the center of his forehead. Eyes open with the slightly surprised look of the newly dead.


“You found him?” she asked the SPD uniform.


“Yes, Ma’am,” the officer answered. “They were afraid the fire was going to spread, so they sent me over. The door was open.” Defensive. Knowing the question would be asked, and not just by Sarah.


“Name?”


“Johnson. Sam.”


He reeled off the rest of the pertinent information: unit number, incident number, badge number, his time of arrival, the steps he had taken to secure the scene. Under Sarah’s unwavering gaze he backed out of the trailer, leaving her standing alone.


Sarah turned a slow circle looking for objects out of place. A pillow on the floor could have been thrown. A spilled ashtray might indicate a struggle. A torn magazine. A dangling curtain. Her eyes scanned every corner as she mentally filed the scene away, the body’s sprawl, the tired furniture. A crime scene was compromised the moment somebody found the body. You only got one chance before the techs finished with it and the yellow tape came down.


“You ready?” One of the techs, standing in the doorway.


Sarah nodded and turned to leave. The techs moved in, taking photographs, bagging evidence, collecting samples. She stepped onto the front porch and shielded her eyes against the drizzle, then started for the crowd behind the police tape. The gawkers melted away at her approach like ice cream on a summer sidewalk. In a place like this, a detective was better at breaking up a crowd than a riot squad.


She walked up to the only person who stood her ground. Mid-forties. Jet-black hair. Light blue Inuit-style embroidered anorak. Skin like tanned leather.


“You the manager?” she asked. Only someone who had a stake in the outcome would stick around.


The woman nodded.


“Name?”


“Caroline Fraser”


“Who owns the trailer?”


“Tiffany. Tiffany Crane. They say there’s a dead man inside. Is it the boyfriend?”


“Do you know where Ms. Crane is now?”


The woman shook her head. “She pays her lot rent on time, I don’t ask where she goes.”


“Does she always pay on time?”


“Yes. No. Well, except for last month. After the boyfriend moved in.”


“Does anyone else live in the house? Kids? His? Hers?”


“No one. Listen, can I go now? I gotta call the owners. Tell ’em what happened before they see it on the news.” Sarah held out her card. “If you think of anything else—” “Yeah, yeah, I know. Give you a call.” The woman shoved the card in her coat pocket without looking at it and hurried off.


Sarah turned around and squinted against the failing light to study the Crane trailer. Emergency lights strobed as the firemen at the trailer next door mopped up. The radio said it was a meth explosion. A man had been badly burned. The incidents could be related. Or not.


She took out her phone. “Rick? It’s Sarah. I’m sorry. I’m going to have to cancel our dinner plans… I know. I’ll make it up to you, I promise.”


She made another call.


“Regi? Sarah. I have to work late tonight… I know, I already called him… Yeah, another time. Listen, can you keep Jack overnight? I can pick him up for school in the morning… Thanks. I owe you.” She returned the phone to her pocket. “Did you run the plates?” she asked the uni, nodding toward a faded red Corolla in the trailer’s driveway.


“The car belongs to the trailer’s owner. Tiffany Crane.”


“Do we have an I.D. on the vic?”


“Lance Marsee. M-A-R-S-E-E. Age thirty-two according to the driver’s license in his wallet. No priors.”


“Can I see the wallet?”


The uni handed over an evidence bag, not yet sealed. Sarah fished out a man’s leather wallet, good quality. Better than most trailer residents would own. She flipped it open, scanning the usual array of credit cards and small bills. She fished out a dog-eared business card in Lance Marsee’s name, which declared him to be an employee of Stratoco. The company name was unfamiliar to her, and the card itself looked like it had been in the wallet for quite some time. Perhaps Marsee didn’t have many opportunities to hand them out. At the back of the wallet was a photograph, carefully folded. The recently deceased stood with his arm around a blonde woman’s shoulders. They looked like a couple. Was the woman Tiffany Crane? It was an outdoor shot; Puget Sound or possibly Lake Washington. Pine trees and a strip of silver-gray water in the background.


Sarah waved the business card and the photograph at the uni. “Mind if I keep these for a while?” The uni shrugged. Not his job to argue with a detective.


Sarah fished inside her jacket for her cigarettes and leaned against the Toyota. Tiffany’s car. Was she dead like her boyfriend? Missing? Abducted? Had she gone into hiding because she witnessed what happened? Or was she simply off doing her regular Tiffany thing, oblivious to the fact that her life was about to forever and irrevocably change?


She looked at the photo again. Something about the couple’s expressions—so into each other, so obviously happy—threatened to crawl under her skin and take root. She pushed it away. Every crime had a ripple effect. Every life lost was a potential heartbreaker. Her job was to find out what happened, so their tragedy wouldn’t be a complete waste. Bad things happened when you let yourself get too close to a case. It wasn’t easy finding the right balance. Some detectives never did. They drank too much, started using, lost their marriages and families—sometimes all of the above. Rick was always pressing her about why she became a homicide detective in the first place, but that was a question for another day. At any rate, Sarah hadn’t met a cop yet who wasn’t lugging around a few suitcases’ worth of baggage.


She took a final drag, then tossed the cigarette and crushed it under her foot. The light was failing, and she had a lot of ground to cover. Including finding the girlfriend.
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5:00 P.M.


“Girlfriend?” one of the recent transfers to Homicide asked, nodding toward the photograph in Detective John Goddard’s open wallet.


Goddard shook his head. He pulled two ones for the vending machine and flipped the wallet shut. The picture of Claire—long dark hair, white skin, wide face, wider smile, sharp cheekbones, kohl eyeliner—his sister—hidden from the uni’s prying eyes once again. Goddard didn’t take issue with the man’s assumption. What with his blond hair and blue eyes, no one had ever mistaken him and Claire for full brother and sister. But genetics did strange things sometimes. Likewise he didn’t hold the uni’s curiosity against him. The kid was, after all, a cop. Even if he was as green as a Seattle spring.


Goddard could have told the uni that he was six years married with two kids. Or that he carried Claire’s picture in place of a family photo as a reminder of the one he couldn’t save—even though the whole cop-with-the-troubled-kid-sister scenario was so clichéd it would have been laughable if it didn’t apply to him. But home life stayed at home. Goddard tried to keep things that way. Neat. Orderly. Compartmentalized. But he didn’t always manage it.


“Goddard. We got a body at the shipyard. You’re up.” Detective Lieutenant Michael Oakes stepped into the hallway just far enough to deliver his pronouncement, then retreated back into his office like a turtle pulling into its shell. Oakes was in countdown mode until his retirement, and it showed; not only in his perfunctory, get-it-done-and-I-don’t-care-how-you-do-it manner, but in his appearance as well: early sixties, thinning light brown hair worn long enough on top to be dangerously close to a comb over, stocky build threatening the seams of his serviceable dark gray suit, shaggy brows, and jowls that wouldn’t have looked out of place on a basset hound. Then again, Oakes had always considered niceties and preambles a waste of time.


He poked out his head again and aimed his finger at the uni. “And take Louis with you.”


“First name, or last?” Goddard asked the uni once he was certain his commander-in-chief was done playing Jack-in-the-box.


“Uh, last name, sir. And it’s Joe. Joe Louis. Like the boxer.”


“Okay then, Louis. Grab your coat and let’s go.”


* * *


The Port of Seattle was a great place to stash a body. Cruise ships, cargo ships, the North Pacific fishing fleet, the Seattle-Tacoma Airport, four public marinas and conference facilities surrounded by a ring of parks around Elliot Bay combined to make it the eighth busiest seaport in the United States. Over two million shipping containers passed through the port every year, making it inevitable, Goddard supposed, that occasionally, a body would be found inside one.


Or in this case, between. He and Louis navigated the rain-soaked maze of shipping containers like drowning moths heading for the lights the techs had set up until they found the two containers in question. The body between them was covered with a tarp. Not that a tarp was going to make much difference. An outdoor crime scene was always dodgy. Add in the fact that it was six o’clock and full dark after a day of steady rain, and they’d be lucky to find any trace. Real life wasn’t like television. Goddard had once spent two hours on the witness stand trying to explain to a group of cop show-indoctrinated jurors why absolutely no physical evidence had been recovered from a particular crime scene. The defense got an acquittal on that one, in large part, Goddard was certain, because the jurors were convinced they were looking at a case of shoddy police work rather than the realities of the job. The CSI effect was definitely alive and well in the city of Seattle.


“What have we got?” he asked.


One of the techs lifted back the tarp. “Male. White guy. Two hundred, maybe six-two. Looks to be somewhere in his mid-thirties. Gunshot to the back of the head.”


Goddard mentally added “blond,” “affluent” (the Burberry raincoat), and “barefoot” to the description. “We know who he is?”


“Not yet. No wallet.”


“Who found him?”


“One of the checkers, a couple of hours ago. Though it looks like a homeless guy got to him first.”


Which explained the lack of a wallet and the missing socks and shoes. No witnesses, no I.D., most likely no trace. Goddard’s solve rate was already below department average; this case was going to send his stats into the toilet. He shone his flashlight between the containers and over the body, looking for something—anything— then pocketed the light and carefully climbed the rain-slicked, welded-steel rungs of one of the containers to the top. Walked to the edge and shone the light down, trying to imagine the scene as it had played out below. Who the players were, who was standing where, what happened, how it happened, why. There were basically only two possibilities. Either the man was shot where he was found, or he was shot somewhere else and his body brought in and dumped. Goddard favored the first option. If the man was killed elsewhere, bringing his body to the shipyard and stashing it between the containers was a lot of effort to go through to hide a body that would inevitably be discovered. Unless the killer or killers were counting on the elements to remove the evidence first, in which case it wasn’t such a bad idea after all. Still, killing the man in the shipyard made more sense. Bring the guy out at gunpoint and end it with a quick bang to the head. That’s how Goddard would’ve done it. Occam’s razor, lex parsimoniae. The simplest explanation was most often the correct one, in police work as well as in science.


He pulled up his shirttail to wipe the rain from his glasses, then put them back on and trailed the flashlight from the body to the end of the container, following the path the killer or killers would have taken to get in and out. His light picked out something in the mud. Plastic-looking. Shiny.


“Down there,” he called to Louis, keeping the light trained on his find. “Go around the other end and see what we got.”


“It’s an I.D.” Louis waved over the tech to take a photograph, then pulled on a glove and picked up what looked to Goddard like a corporate identification card dangling from a broken lanyard. He aimed his flashlight. “Yep. It’s our vic.”


And that was how good police work was done. Goddard was a good detective, despite his current miserable solve rate, even a great detective, the kind of cop who was able to blend equal parts science and imagination to get results. Most of his colleagues thought emotions only clouded the truth. But for Goddard, it was important not only to think a case through, but to feel it. To become his victims as far as he was able; to crawl inside their head and experience their final moments so he could give them a voice and they could tell what happened. Yeah, his method carried a greater emotional toll. But for Goddard, there was no other way. The day you stopped seeing your vics as individuals from whom the ultimate had been taken was the day you needed to start looking for another job.
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According to his I.D. tag, the dead guy worked at GenMod Labs, a name that was instantly recognizable to any Seattle resident over the age of thirty as the city’s oldest and largest biotech firm. The dead guy also really was a “guy"—Dr. Guy Marsee, a fact that Louis seemed to find a great deal funnier than it deserved. Goddard put Louis’s reaction down to new-guy nerves.


Department of Motor Vehicles records showed Marsee lived in one of the new downtown high rises—the penthouse, Louis and Goddard discovered after their search warrant got them past the doorman and the building manager pressed the elevator button for the top floor. Apparently Seattle’s biotech industry wasn’t in as much financial trouble as the papers wanted people to believe.


The building’s manager confirmed that Marsee lived alone. She used her passkey to unlock the apartment at their request and stepped back.


“Did Guy do something wrong?” she asked after they’d cleared the apartment and signaled that she could come in. Her use of the victim’s first name was telling. Goddard would’ve bet a month’s wages the question wasn’t asked out of idle curiosity, but Louis was so inexperienced, the wager would hardly have been fair. Mid-thirties, trendy haircut, short skirt, high heels, tight jacket, plenty of cleavage—everything about her appearance said this was a woman looking to make a permanent move to the top floor.


“How well do you know Mr. Marsee?” he asked. “Do” and not “did.” He hoped Louis picked up on his use of the present tense. This stage of the investigation was about gathering information rather than giving it. Everyone was a suspect, including overly ambitious potentially gold-digging building managers.


She flushed. “Not well. I mean, no better than I do the rest of the tenants. Not enough to help with your investigation. Sorry.”


Bingo. Shakespeare nailed it: The lady doth protest too much.


She leaned forward. “Seriously, what did he do? What are you investigating?”


Goddard didn’t think it wise to tell her that the guy whose apartment she was eying up was on a slab. Best to keep her guessing, and keep her talking. “I’m afraid we’re not at liberty to divulge that information at the moment.”


“How long has Mr. Marsee lived here?” Louis asked, moving the conversation along.


“I don’t know exactly—I’d have to look it up. Maybe three years? And it’s ‘Dr. Marsee.’ He’s a scientist, though, not a medical doctor.”


“Does Dr. Marsee get many visitors?”


“Not that I know of. His brother drops by once in a while, but that’s about all. You really should ask the doorman. I just manage the building. I don’t keep track of who goes in and out. I do know that Guy—Dr. Marsee—is hardly ever here. He spends most of his time at work.”


“At GenMod Labs.”


“That’s right.”


Goddard left Louis to practice his interview technique and walked to the middle of the room. Building superintendents could be a great source of dirt, but if this one had any, she wasn’t dishing. He clasped his hands behind his back and took in every detail, analyzing and categorizing. You could learn a lot about a person from the way they lived. In this case, the warm cherry wood floors, black Italian marble fireplace, white sheepskin throw rugs and white leather pit seating practically screamed that this was a man with absolutely no imagination. The decor was as predictable as a classic spread in Architectural Digest. Even the art objects on the open shelves that divided the room into living and office space were exactly what you’d expect to see in a magazine photo: Egyptian bronze gazelle, Islamic tinned-copper bowl, an intricately carved wooden bust of a Polynesian woman in the style of Gauguin. All eminently passable knockoffs—indiscernible to the average person from the real deal. But when it came to art objects, Goddard was far above average thanks to a degree in fine art from the Rhode Island School of Design and six years working art fraud in L.A. To Goddard, the inconsistencies were so obvious, the artwork may as well have been plastered with “Made in China” stickers.


He picked up what looked like an eighteenth-century Qing porcelain vase and turned it over to confirm that it too was a fake.


“Should you be touching that?” the building manager asked.


Goddard played dumb cop and put the vase down without comment, then headed for the master bedroom, the manager following on his heels as self-appointed museum guard. Clearly, she had no idea that the art items in Marsee’s apartment were worthless. Marsee might have thought his counterfeits were genuine as well, but Goddard didn’t think so. His gut said that everything about the apartment was an act; carefully contrived to convey the impression that Marsee was worth more than he actually was. If that was the case, judging by the building manager’s awestruck reaction as she escorted him past the “valuables,” it was working.


Inside the bedroom, more wannabe over-the-top luxury: white carpet so dense it was like walking on a cloud. Caramel-colored bedding that Goddard was willing to bet came, not from Neiman Marcus, but from Pottery Barn. Recessed lighting. More bogus-art-filled bookshelves surrounding the upholstered headboard of what was easily the biggest bed that Goddard had ever seen. Twenty feet of floor-to-ceiling windows. No window treatments, but this high up, none were needed. Anyone looking in would have to be sitting in an airplane.


He opened the double doors to a walk-in closet. Shoes lined up like they were waiting for the starting gun at a marathon. Hangers so evenly spaced he could have measured the variation between them with a micrometer. Whatever else he had going on, Marsee had some serious obsessive-compulsive issues.


Goddard chewed on his thumbnail as he studied the contents. What struck him more than the scarily precise order was the complete absence of personal objects. Most people kept all sorts of junk in their closets; sports equipment, shoeboxes crammed with old photos and mementos, whatever else they didn’t know what to do with. But aside from the shoes and the clothing, this one was empty.


On a hunch, he retraced his steps and checked all of the wastebaskets, first in the bedroom, then the office area, then the kitchen. Just as he’d guessed, they were spotless, empty. Like they’d been wiped clean. Or like they’d never been used. The manager said Marsee had lived here three years, but the apartment was as cold and impersonal as a hotel. There wasn’t even any mail on the hallway table.


He checked the fridge. Two bottles of Stella, a stick of butter (not margarine), a half-dozen eggs, an open package of low-salt bacon, and a wilted bunch of carrots and a green pepper desiccating in the vegetable drawer. Enough food to sustain someone who dropped by just often enough to make it look as though he lived here. Like the whole apartment was a setup. A very expensive front. For what, Goddard couldn’t begin to guess.


Or maybe the guy just preferred eating out.


“Who lives downstairs?” he asked. Nothing he’d seen so far indicated that this was the murder scene, but if the apartment was the abduction site, and the abduction had been preceded by a struggle, the person in the apartment below might have heard something.


“Esther Cobert,” the building manager said.


Louis gave a low whistle. “Seriously?”


“Seriously.”


“I’m supposed to know who that is?” Goddard asked.


The manager and Louis exchanged the kind of can you believe this guy? looks that teenagers usually reserved for their clueless parents. “Only if you’re into the indie music scene,” Louis, who clearly was, answered.


“Well then, let’s go talk to her.”


The manager shook her head. “She’s on tour. Europe, and after that, Dubai. She won’t be back for months.”


“Is anyone staying in the apartment while she’s gone?”


“No one. Not even the dogs. She always takes them with her.”


Another dead end. Goddard pursed his lips. He’d thought—hoped—naively, perhaps, but hoped all the same—that once they had an I.D. for their victim, the murder would be relatively easily solved. Lord knew he needed an easy case.


He walked to the windows and clasped his hands behind his back while he admired the million-dollar view. The rain had stopped. The city spread out below, watercolor reflections shining back from glossy pavement. To the right, the Space Needle. To the left, Mayor Adams’s waterfront project and the Port of Seattle.


He turned around. “Okay, we’re done here. Louis, grab Marsee’s computer and let’s get back to the station.” Maybe the techs could find out why an art lover living on top of the world ended up in a Seattle shipyard. If Goddard was lucky.
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An hour of knocking on doors in the rain and the dark and the cold while the techs finished processing the scene and the M.E. took care of the body, and Sarah had nothing. Nobody wanted to talk to the cops. Of course, even if she’d found someone willing to open their door to her, they only would have lied anyway. Everybody lied. The guilty lied to protect themselves. The innocent lied to protect the guilty. The rest lied because they could. Because it was human nature. Because the police wanted—needed—their help. Because in this kind of neighborhood, kids were taught from the time they were old enough to breathe that you never, ever offered information voluntarily to a cop.


Still, she had to go through the motions. She slid behind the wheel of her silver Ford Focus and blew on her hands to warm them, then reached inside her jacket for a cigarette. Took a last look at the crime scene, the burned trailer beside it, the lone remaining patrol car, the KIRO news van, the cameraman, the TV reporter broadcasting from beneath the requisite oversized black umbrella. Let her thoughts go where they wanted as she closed her eyes and leaned against the headrest and took a long drag, reviewing impressions, sounds, smells, mentally shuffling the information. So many pieces, with no idea yet which ones were important or how they fit. The beginning of a new case was always both exciting and depressing. Intellectually, she relished the challenge of a fresh puzzle. But the downside of being a homicide detective was that each new mystery began with someone’s death.


Right now, the first thing she needed to do—the most important thing she could do—was let the details soak into her mind and into her pores until they became as much a part of her as her own memories. There were so many ways you could go at the start of an investigation, and until the evidence pointed solidly toward one of them, all of the directions were valid. That’s why you had to choose your path carefully. Going down a wrong road wasted time. And when a case involved a missing person—if Tiffany Crane was indeed missing—time was one thing you didn’t have.


The victim: Lance Marsee. Living in his girlfriend’s trailer in a bottom-of-the-pond trailer park that attracted the lowest common denominator. The dregs nobody wanted. Drug dealers. Prostitutes. Thieves. Sex offenders who couldn’t find anywhere else to live.


The girlfriend: Tiffany Crane. Owner of a broken-down trailer in said trailer park and a beater in the driveway. Lot rent paid on time until her boyfriend Lance moved in. Missing, though whether it was by choice or against her will was impossible at this point to say. Presumed innocent until Sarah found out otherwise.


The crime: Single gunshot to the head. Close range; less than six inches, the M.E. was likely to rule judging by the stippling and the fouling that Sarah had noted on the victim’s forehead. Cold. Brutal. Efficient. Committed with what motive and by whom remained to be seen.


She stubbed out her cigarette. Flipped on the wipers and put the car into gear. Twenty minutes later she hung a right into the precinct lot and parked, hunching her shoulders against the wind and the rain as she hurried inside. She peeled off her jacket and draped it over the wooden coat rack in a corner of her office, then pulled the elastic from her ponytail and shook out her hair. Outside the arched windows across the hallway it was fully dark. Except for the spatter of rain against the glass, the station was quiet, the lights dimmed for the night shift.


She refastened her ponytail, then snapped on her desk light and checked her watch. Almost seven. She’d give it till ten. With Jack squared away at Regi’s for the night, in theory, Sarah could work as late as she liked. But she’d been making a concerted effort over the past couple of years to pace herself. It was part of the deal she’d made with her lieutenant. That as far as she was able, she’d get home at a reasonable hour. Get enough sleep. Not forget to eat. Besides, there was only so much she could do until the girlfriend turned up.


She booted up her computer. IAFIS confirmed what the uni had told her at the crime scene: Marsee did not have a criminal record. Tiffany, however, had been arrested twice; once for shoplifting when she was nineteen and a second time one year earlier for possession of a stolen object—a Cartier watch she had allegedly lifted from a customer at the Black Bear Casino where she worked as a waitress. She claimed that the watch’s owner—a Desmond Whittaker—had given it to her as a gift—a seemingly unlikely story at first, in view of the owner’s report that it had been stolen. But after the watch had been recovered and the victim had refused to press charges—most likely because he didn’t want his wife to find out that he was involved with a cocktail waitress—Tiffany’s side of the he-said, she-said became more credible. If she had been guilty of anything, it was naivety for accepting the watch in the first place. For believing a casino high-roller would ever leave his wife for a cocktail waitress.


At any rate, two minor arrests did not a murderess make. While the missing Tiffany was definitely on the suspect list, in theory, anyone at the park could have been responsible for Marsee’s death. Running the location brought up dozens of reports, most centered on the park’s rampant drug trade, methamphetamine apparently being the drug of choice. Judging by the dates of the incident reports, as soon as one meth lab was put out of business, a half-dozen more sprang up to take its place. Sarah felt sorry for the guys working narcotics.


There was one place she could check for Tiffany right now: the Black Bear Casino—if she still worked there after the theft charge. Best not to spook the woman; she probably didn’t have much love for the police after her run-ins. She looked up the number for the casino and dialed.


“Black Bear Casino, how may I direct your call?” It was a man’s voice, oozing customer service.


“Is Tiffany Crane working tonight?”


There was a pause. “I’m afraid Miss Crane is no longer employed here. What is this regarding?”


“I’ll call her at home. Thank you.” Sarah put down the phone. No need to warn the casino’s owners that the police were interested in Native American business affairs. So Tiffany was unemployed. No wonder she was late paying rent.


She pulled out the business card and photograph she had taken from Lance Marsee’s wallet, and laid them on her desk. She did an internet search for the company name on the card; Stratoco turned out to be one of the major players in Seattle’s aerospace industry, with a glossy highly maintained website. She picked up her phone and dialed the contact number, slightly surprised when the call was answered immediately. The space industry clearly worked as late as she did. Two minutes later she put the phone down. Guy Marsee had worked at Stratoco until September, but had left the company, for reasons the woman on the other end had not been willing to discuss. No wonder the single business card had been so dog-eared. It was just a reminder. She would have to go ask her questions in person, both at the casino and Stratoco, but that was a job for tomorrow.
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