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CHAPTER ONE





I STOOD ON A DARK road, on the north side of the ship canal that wound like a lazy snake off Puget Sound. Wind coming off the water stripped another twenty degrees from a night that was already below freezing. No homeless in the little park across the canal tonight. They knew better. Stay in one place too long, and this cold would kill you.


The road was empty. Normal for midnight on a Saturday, but the place might have been just as quiet at noon. Across the road from me was a row of small warehouses lining the canal. A few of the warehouses boasted unbroken windows and exterior lights, weak sixty-watt dots that barely cracked the gloom. Most of the business owners had given up, and boarded up. A neighborhood on the final and fastest part of its downslope.


One feeble lamp dusted specks of light over black letters painted five feet high on the warehouse nearest me. After a decade or two of erosion by rain and wind, the words were barely visible on the cracked wood siding. LONERGAN REPAIR LLC.


Nobody in sight.


But lots of cars.


Not all grouped out in front of the Lonergan building. Nothing that obvious. But parked here and there along the road and on the side streets were Camaros and Beemer 6 convertibles and higher-end Toyotas with aftermarket racing gear. I’d marked the cars when I’d circled around, getting a feel for the place. Cars for young guys, guys with money to burn. The resale value of my old blue Dodge pickup wouldn’t buy a set of rims for most of them.


There was one guard, watching me from the driver’s seat of a Ford Excursion thirty yards up the road. I couldn’t see him, but I could hear the Ford’s engine. So he could keep the heater going.


My cell phone showed no signal here. Not surprising. There would be no calling ahead to announce my arrival.


I walked across the road and up to the warehouse, and around the side of the building toward the water. My breath made visible puffs in the air. The leather of my hiking boots creaked. I’d bought them when I’d returned home to Seattle to stay, less than a month before, and they weren’t completely broken in.


The back of the warehouse faced the canal. On the loading dock, six steps up from the pavement, the big metal rolling door was down. Light shone from underneath, where the rubber stripping was cracked with age. I could hear the faint sound of many voices inside, blended together.


At the far side of the dock was a human-sized door, also closed. A man leaned against it, smoking a cigarette, looking at me. With only the dim light coming across the water, neither of us could see each other clearly. He had a walkie-talkie to his ear. Maybe complaining about the cold to his partner, who was warm and cozy in the Excursion.


I walked up the steps and across the loading dock.


“Willard called me,” I said.


He glanced down at the bleach-stained Mariners sweatshirt I was wearing. My grandfather’s. Now mine. I’d inherited it along with almost all of Dono’s other worldly goods ten months ago, the last time I was in Seattle. But I still tended to think of the house and everything inside of it as his.


“What’s your name?” the guard asked. He was a beefy guy, about two bucks and change and taller than me. He’d weighed closer to one-ninety when he’d bought his black sport coat. His biceps and shoulders strained the fabric. Maybe it was intentional.


“Get Willard,” I said, stepping a little closer. The guard’s eyes caught the scars on my face, held there. His jaw went a little slack.


“O-kay, Chief,” he said. “I know who you mean. Stay right here.”


He knocked twice on the door, his eyes still on me, and it opened a crack. He went in. Light flooded out onto the dock, and I caught a glimpse of a slim girl lifting a tray of drinks from a bar, and another guard in another black sport coat, glowering at me before the door closed.


When it opened, light didn’t come booming out again. There was no room for it, not around Will Willard.


Willard was one of the largest men I’d ever known. It wasn’t just his height, or weight. He was massive. Like a granite block from a quarry, cut to man-shape and set loose.


“Get in here,” he said. His voice had come from the same pit, pieces smashed to gravel and turned over and over in a concrete mixer.


I followed him into the bright interior of the warehouse, the light provided by dozens of work lamps and the occasional tiki torch. Half a dozen circular tables covered in green felt were set up around the broad room. Six or eight men sat at each, playing cards. Each table had a dealer, and a wooden shoe from which the dealers swept cards across the felt. All of the dealers were female, dressed in black blouses and short black skirts. All of them looked attractive from where I was standing. If it wasn’t for the warehouse setting, it could have been the back room at any tribal casino in the state.


“Nice setup,” I said.


“Portable,” Willard said. “It all fits into a moving van.”


I wondered if he counted the hot dealers as part of that truckload. “This a regular thing for you?”


“Regular enough.”


Enough to mean he didn’t have to set up other jobs, I guessed. Willard was in the same line of work as my grandfather had been. They had been partners, on occasion. Burglaries. Robbery. Whatever paid. With his giant size, Willard was way too memorable to work up front, but he could handle a steering wheel or a welding torch better than most. Reliable. And a bigger brain than anyone would expect, behind that Cro-Magnon brow.


“Is it yours?” I said.


Willard didn’t reply. I waited, watching the tables. The card games were simple. Blackjack or Texas or variations of stud. The players were all male, and all under thirty. An even assortment of white and Asian and Indian, outfitted in Seattle Hip—laser-straight blue jeans and thick boots and plaid button-downs and logo T-shirts too expensive to look new. I guessed them for the sons of tech movers and venture capital shakers, or maybe they were rising stars themselves. Every once in a while, one of them would glance over at Willard. He had that effect.


I recognized one player. Reuben Kuznetsov. He hadn’t spotted me yet. If I was lucky, he would stay focused on his cards.


“It’s a partnership,” Willard said finally. “I take it on the road. Kick a little up to whoever has the territory. Everybody wins.”


“Way cool crowd.”


He exhaled slowly. “It is what it is. Kids sick of online poker want a taste of the real thing.”


And an underground game, staffed by thugs and dealt by babes, would make a hell of a lot cooler story for them than driving out to the Indian reservations to join the blue-hairs. Judging by the cars outside, I put the buy-in somewhere in the low five figures. With a third of it going to the house, for the privilege.


“You’re using a jammer,” I said, stating the obvious. No way any of this was winding up on some geek’s Twitter feed.


Willard almost sighed. “It’s not enough. We have to put all the gadgets into a box, just to keep the idiots from snapping pictures. It’s like taking away a hype’s syringe.”


“So why am I seeing all this glory?” I said.


Willard walked slowly around to the back of the room. I followed him to the small bar. It was a real bar, with sinks and soda guns, with the whole thing on casters for easy transport. A petite girl with a waist-length fall of dark brown hair stood behind it. She gave us both a big smile.


“You want?” Willard said to me.


“If you mean a drink, I’ll take whiskey. Neat.”


“You got a brand, handsome?” asked the bartender.


“Anything Irish,” I said.


“Faithful to your roots,” said Willard.


“Dono would have enjoyed this.” I nodded at the room. The bartender poured us both two fingers of Jameson 12 in crystal lowball glasses. Posh.


“Here’s to him,” said Willard, “I miss the son of a bitch.”


We drank. I was enjoying the first icy touch of air in my throat chasing the liquor when someone put a hand on my shoulder.


“I know this fucking face,” said Reuben K. “Well, half of it, anyway.” He laughed at his own joke. So did the short guy standing behind him, on cue.


“Reuben,” I said.


Reuben Kuznetsov was the eldest son of a Bratva crime boss, in the loosely affiliated Russian mob. His father, Old Lev, wasn’t the only boss with a thumb on the North Pacific coast. He swung more weight and spent more time in Siberia than in Seattle. But connected was connected. And Reuben K lived his life in the decadent West, free from consequences.


“The fuck you doing in Seattle, Van?” he said. Reuben was all extremities. A big square head balanced on his neck, big hands and big feet stuck onto sinewy limbs. He stood close, leaning his high forehead down like an oily sunlamp. “I heard you went into the Army. Killing for your country.”


“All good things,” I said.


“My people could have told you to keep your ass out of Afghanistan. No way you win in that shithole.” He looked me over. “You need work? I have work for somebody like you.”


“Just visiting.” I nodded at Willard, standing as expressive as a marble column behind me.


Reuben brushed some imaginary dust off the sleeve of his glossy blue 38-long jacket. “Too bad. Good money.”


“RuKu,” said Reuben’s buddy, looking back at the table. “Game’s back on.” He was a fireplug. Short but wide as hell, with huge trapezius muscles in search of a neck, and stuffed into a silver Raiders jacket. A constellation of anabolic acne on his forehead.


Reuben ignored him. “Hey, Willard,” he said. “I still want to get that cage match idea rolling, yes?” He mimed punching. “This crowd could go for a little blood.”


“Next year,” said Willard.


“How ’bout next weekend?” Reuben jabbed me on the shoulder. “You should get in on that, Van my man. I remember you. Fucking werewolf.”


“Catch you later, Reuben,” I said.


He grinned and smoothed his slick brown hair back in place. “Nobody fast enough for that, Shaw.”


Back when I was a teenager, and Reuben not much older, he was running a whorehouse made up of Novosibirsk girls buying their way into the land of opportunity the only way they could. Reuben sampled the goods as much as he sold them. And he was prone to beating up customers who liked his favorites. The smart johns didn’t fight back. Old Lev could make it much worse. The whole situation had given Reuben the idea he was a badass.


Reuben’s silvery friend gave me what he thought was a hard stare as they drifted back to the table.


I looked at Willard. “Like I said. Way cool crowd.”


“I told you. I kick up to whoever owns the area. Lev’s reasonable.”


Willard drained the last of his Jameson, put the glass down on the bar. He was looking out at the tables, but his focus was somewhere else.


“It’s my niece,” he said. “Elana.”


I stopped in midsip. “I remember.”


“’Course you do.”


“I thought she moved east somewhere.”


“And back to Seattle and then south and back here again, for a couple of years now.” He waved a shovel-blade hand. “None of that is the point. The point is that she’s not here. Not tonight, and not last night, either. She was supposed to be working the tables.”


“She’s not checking in?”


“She left me a message last night to say she was sorry she didn’t show up for work, but she was headed out to the Peninsula. To her boyfriend Kend’s cabin, up in the Olympic Forest.”


“And she said she’d be back for tonight?”


“Yeah. I got the impression the trip was a last-minute thing. Maybe a party. I didn’t think much about it. But I couldn’t reach her today. And she didn’t show during setup. That’s when I called you.”


“Elana do that a lot? Blow off work to party?”


“She’d done it before.”


“No cell phone towers in the mountains. If she decided to extend her weekend through tonight, she couldn’t tell you.”


“I know that,” he said, exhaling heavily.


“But you called me.”


“Elana’s easy to read. There was something in her tone, I guess. Too calm. Too flat.”


Not like the Elana Coll I remembered at all. A girl of fire, or ice, but not much in between.


“Anything wrong in her life right now?” I said.


Willard grunted. “She’s her own person. She insists on it. You know that.”


I watched the room for a minute. The games were slow. Inexperienced players, taking their time with every decision, trying hard to look like the guys they’d seen on TV.


“What do you know about Kend?” I said.


“I’ve met him. Here, in fact. Not this location, but Elana brought him to a couple of the card games we had during the past year. She was showing off a little, I think. Kend seemed all right. Less spoiled than most of these little shits.”


“He’s rich?” I said.


“He’s Kendrick Haymes.”


The curve balls just kept coming, low and inside. “Haymes as in …?”


“Haymes as in,” Willard confirmed. “Nobody starts a question with those words unless the family’s fucking loaded, do they?”


The name Haymes was on a lot of buildings around Seattle. Hell, all around the western half of the state and a few beyond. Kend was a hell of a catch for any girl, especially one with Elana’s jagged background.


Willard would have been the black sheep of most families. But Elena’s parents, Willard’s sister and her husband, had been aggressively committed burnouts. Stoned all day and calling it spiritual. Elana had lived with them in whatever mobile home or camper van they’d squatted in that year. If they were away dancing around some tree in some jungle, she might accept a little help from Willard. Somehow she had survived.


As hard-assed as my grandfather had been, I knew even back then that my home life could have been worse.


Willard tapped his knuckles on the bar. “Tomorrow night I got to have this whole damn room set up in Portland. In California the day after that. Besides, I don’t know shit about finding things in the woods.” He looked at me. “You do.”


“Tell me you can narrow that down.”


“The cabin’s on private land in the east part of the national park. Inholder, they call it. I got the name of the road it’s on.”


“Some of those private tracts cover thousands of acres,” I said. “But forget that for a minute. Is there some reason you’re not calling the county sheriff about Elana? Besides the usual history with you and the cops.”


“She’s not in any trouble, far as I know.”


“As far as you know.”


Willard stared at the bustling room. “You’re not Dono’s kid anymore. I get that. I wouldn’t ask you if I thought there would be problems.”


Once upon a time, it wouldn’t have mattered what Elana might be into. I could have matched her beat for beat in making trouble. B&E. GTA. Grand larceny. Dono had trained me very well.


But like Willard said, I wasn’t that kid anymore.


He reached into his pocket and put a small roll of hundreds on the bar. “Just check in on her, all right? It’s stupid of me to get wound around the axle on this. Elana probably just blew off work for a couple of nights. But she’s family.”


He didn’t have to say I owed him. He was there during Dono’s last days.


“I’ll find her,” I said.


He nodded. “I’ll call you after the game breaks up tonight. Tell you what I know about the cabin.”


Willard slipped me the bills as we shook hands. I wove through the tables full of designer hoodies to the exit.


I’d think of it as a weekend excursion. A paid vacation. I could use the thousand bucks. An honorable discharge and the thanks of a grateful nation hadn’t bought me much in terms of job prospects.


Outside, Reuben K and his fireplug friend in the Raiders jacket were chatting with the guard at the door. Somebody had turned the exterior light back on. Reuben was smoking. Hand-rolled tobacco, laced with something stronger from the smell of it.


“You really work for the big man now, my friend? Willard’s past his ex-pir-ation,” he said to me, drawing out the syllables.


“Just dropping by.”


“So you say, so you say. Still, you want something better, you know where.”


“Not my idea of better,” I said.


“What the fuck does that mean?” said Fireplug. “You watch your mouth, asswipe.” His pupils were pinpricks. The guard chuckled.


I looked at Reuben. “He one of yours?” I said.


“Hmm?” Reuben had a little trouble focusing. “Pauly? No, he’s jus’ hanging around.”


“You wanna go?” Pauly said. He was up on his toes, hands already tightened into fists at his sides.


I put my hand on Pauly’s face and shoved hard. He took a step back, right off the edge of the loading dock, and fell five feet backward onto the asphalt. The impact sounded like a sack of melons.


The guard hadn’t moved. He just stared at me. Pauly moaned. And Reuben started cracking up.


“If he needs an ambulance,” I said to the guard as I walked down the steps, “you wait until Willard’s moved his stuff out.”


“Hey, Shaw,” Reuben yelled after me, still bent over with laughter. “You come back when we get the cage matches going. I swear I split any bets you win for me. Fucking beast.”



















AGE SIXTEEN


Our Paladins were getting creamed. The football game was only one minute into the second half, and already looking like a rerun of the first, with Garfield High rolling over our defense like a threshing machine.


I sat in the stands with Rob and Luis Firmino, surrounded by cheering students and family members of the home team. Enemy territory. They waved their Go Bulldog flags. The Firmino brothers and I were the only crimson blemishes in the waving field of purple, the contrast uncomfortably obvious under the hard glare of the stadium lights.


I’d come to the game partly to watch my friend Davey Tolan play. Davey was small, but he could beat anybody on the field when it came to quick feet. Unfortunately one speed demon wasn’t going to get the job done. Davey managed one touchdown until Garfield started crashing the line. So far those six points were the only thing keeping the game from being a shutout.


“Geez, Van,” said Rob. “Coach is pissed at you.”


I knew it. When we’d said hello to our friends at halftime, Coach Kray had ordered us off the field. No one else, just us. And Rob swore he had glared at me from the opposite side of the field during timeouts.


In my first year at Watson High I’d played running back, the same position Davey had now, but by the time I was a sophomore I’d gained enough meat on my bones for Coach to move me to defensive tackle. After a couple of games, he bumped me up to the starting line.


“See that?” he had bellowed after I’d knocked the opposing team’s halfback out of bounds and upside down. “Shaw ain’t huge. But that’s how you mothers should hit somebody! Show some gee-damned aggression!”


But early last summer, things had changed for me. My granddad Dono had taken me on two trips, one to Portland, and one east to Billings, Montana. Both jobs were fun. More than that, both were profitable. I’d scored two grand. I wanted more. And that meant keeping my afternoons and weekends free. When practices had started up in July, I wasn’t there. Coach Kray called the house. No matter how many times I told him I had taken an after-school job—close enough to the truth—he toasted my ear for ten minutes, telling me how much I was letting down my school, my teammates, and myself. He called once a night for a week, until Dono took the phone from me and quietly informed Coach that if he referred to me as a quitter one more time, Dono would teach him the difference between American football and what he called Belfast Rules Rugby. The phone calls stopped after that.


So now we were getting mauled, and Coach seemed to blame me for the whole mess.


“He’ll get over it,” I said.


“Whatever,” said Luis. “But you better pray you don’t pull him for Chem class next semester, Vannie.”


Luis liked to call me Vannie. He called everybody by some nickname, even if it ticked them off. Luis didn’t care. He also didn’t care who knew he had a stone crush on one of the Garfield players. ’Phobes could go screw themselves sideways, he would say, sometimes right to the ’phobes’ faces. Which was exactly why Rob had asked me to come to the game, in case Luis’s attitude created a situation.


The Paladins fumbled the ball before they could get it to Davey. To look at something else, I scanned the crowd for girls.


I spotted one worth looking at, off our side of the bleachers by the concession stand. Dark hair in minibraids, very long limbs in purple leggings and a white tank top. She was sitting up on the wheelchair ramp railing, legs tangled around the pipes, shoulders back, like she was posing for an invisible photographer.


Then she turned around. I laughed, mostly at myself.


Elana Coll. Big Will Willard’s niece.


What was Elana doing here? She was fourteen, barely. Too young to go to Garfield. With her height she could pass. Maybe she was dating a guy who went here. I usually saw Elana with a flock of tween girls like Lucille Boylan and Tammi Feitz trailing after her.


I watched her. She kept her eyes on the concession stand. The long lines of customers from halftime had dwindled to a trickle of people, and only one skinny kid was left in the stand to take orders. He took the money from each customer and made change out of a little steel lockbox. Cash only, just like the games at Watson.


Boys tossed furtive glances at Elana as they walked past. Some made sure to walk past more than once. Her eyes stayed on the skinny kid, and the money.


“Hang here,” I said to Rob. “I’ll be back.”


“Hustle up. No way I want to sit to the end of this horror movie,” Rob said.


“Which one is she?” Luis teased.


Elana was so focused on the concession stand that I was sitting on the railing next to her before she turned. She had painted dark black eyeliner all around her green eyes, and her lips shone under a thick layer of caramel-colored gloss.


“Oh, hey,” she said, recognition hitting her. “You’re Van.”


“I didn’t know you were into Mathletes,” I said, nodding toward the geeky counter boy.


“Huh?”


“You’ve been staring at him for like half an hour.”


She looked back and forth between the kid and me. “What, are you stalking me?”


I grinned. “It’s a really dumb idea. The cashbox, I mean.”


Elana stiffened and hunched her shoulders. “I don’t know what you mean. Or care.”


“Okay.”


I watched the game. She held out for one more Garfield first down.


“Why is it a bad idea?” she asked.


“I gotta guess at a couple of things,” I said. “At the end of the third quarter, Computer Camper there will stop selling soda and popcorn and lock everything up, just like at football games at Watson. Maybe you’ve already got a way to get into the stand. But he’ll probably lock the box in a cabinet inside the stand, too.”


“Maybe that’s not a problem. Maybe I can pick locks.”


“Fine.”


“You think I’m lying?”


“Like you said, I don’t care. So it takes an extra minute or five for you to open the cabinet, and the box. Meanwhile that cop watching the crowd will probably come down here to keep an eye on people leaving the game.”


She glanced up the bleachers. She’d known right where the cop was without looking around for him, which was one point in her favor.


“Maybe he comes down,” she said. “Maybe not.”


“Where you gonna hide the cash?” I said. “It’s all small bills. You got no pockets. Unless you’re wearing a much bigger bra than you need.”


She flushed. “You’re an asshole.”


“But I’m not wrong.”


I watched the game, and the cop, for another minute. He hadn’t looked our way. Didn’t mean he hadn’t noticed Elana hanging around.


“You think you could open the cabinet?” she said.


I was sure I could steal the cop’s police cruiser and disable its transponder before he noticed it was gone, but this wasn’t a game of you-show-me-yours.


“I think it’s too much risk for three or four hundred bucks,” I said.


“Would you do it?” said Elana. She slid off the railing to stand almost in front of me, a little slantwise, head tilted just so. Another pose for the unseen photographer. “It would really help me out.”


“Nope.”


“Please,” she said. She moved close, touching my thigh with hers. Close enough for me to smell floral soap and hair spray. She tossed her head back and gave me a big green-eyed invitation.


“Try that on the kid at the counter,” I said. “He’ll probably hand over the box without even knowing it.”


Garfield must have scored again, because the crowd in the bleachers behind us suddenly roared. Elana flinched. When the noise died down she pouted at me and folded her arms.


“Jackoff,” she said, without any heat to it. “I need the money.”


“We all need the money,” I said. “That’s why they put it in steel boxes with cops around.”


“You go to Watson, right?”


“Yeah.”


“I’ll be at Roosevelt next year. Too bad.” The enticing look was back. “Would have been cool to see you.”


I was saying a silent thanks that Elana Coll wouldn’t be lurking around during my senior year when she stepped in and kissed me hard on the mouth. I didn’t immediately kiss back. I didn’t move away. She broke it off an instant before I decided.


“See you,” she said, smirking. She took off at a fast walk out the exit. The candy smell of her lip gloss lingered.


When I got back to where the Firminos were sitting, Luis was grinning so wide that the corners of his mouth almost touched his pointy sideburns.


“Ooooo, Vannie,” he said.


“I don’t know her, do I?” said Rob, frowning at the gate where Elana had left the stadium. “She’s hot.”


“She’s like fourteen,” I said.


Luis waved a hand, weary of the world and everyone in it. “If there’s grass on the field, then you play, fool.”


“Flag!” laughed Rob. “Ten yards at least.”


I shook my head. Elana Coll had definitely scored some points off me. I just wasn’t sure how.




















CHAPTER TWO





AT SIX A.M. THE next morning I joined the line of cars filing onto the early ferry to Bainbridge Island. My truck’s cold engine clattered in protest as I gunned it up the steep ramp and onto the ferry’s upper parking level. By the time the boat began its sluggish pull away from the pier, I’d bought a cup of coffee and was standing out on the deck.


I passed the hot paper cup between hands and looked at the black skyline still waiting for dawn. The city had changed radically in the ten years I had been away. Was still changing. Evolution seemed to be a constant. Even after the economy tanked, construction cranes kept sprouting up like skeletal sunflowers, transforming the old into new and the newer into bigger. Corporations took advantage of the slump to double down on foreclosed real estate.


Luce Boylan was making the same wager, hoping that the Morgen—the downtown bar she owned which had once belonged to my grandfather and Luce’s uncle—would ride the wave of urban renewal and its lease would multiply in value.


Luce had been drifting off to sleep when I’d left. The two of us had tumbled into bed shortly after she’d closed up the bar around three and come upstairs to her small one-bedroom. She’d told me about her night and I’d told her about Willard and his niece. Luce and Elana had run in the same pack as young girls, but they had fallen out of touch when their group split into different high schools.


Somewhere in the middle Luce and I had stopped talking and started undressing each other. A lot of our conversations went that way. I’d only been home a month. The bloom was still on the rose, as Dono would have put it.


We’d been dozing when my phone pinged with a message from Willard, spelling out what little he knew about the location of Kendrick Haymes’s cabin. I tucked Luce in, and made the short drive to Pier 52 and the ferry terminal.


The trip across Elliott Bay wasn’t long. I was still thinking about how Luce’s hair smelled like freshly sanded cherry wood when the big engines downshifted, and a cloud of acrid diesel fumes caught up to the slowing boat.


State highways traced an almost straight line across Bainbridge Island and the first part of the Peninsula, until the blacktop connected with the Hood Canal Bridge. The bridge took me over the canal, to the last piece of continental U.S. before the Pacific Ocean. It was a hell of a piece. More than half a million acres of wilderness, big enough to surround the Olympic Mountain range and the national park named for it.


Willard’s text said Kend’s cabin was on a private road off of Salismount Lane. Google Maps depicted the lane as a very crooked line, deep in the eastern peninsula. The GPS got me most of the way, following roads with names like Penny Creek and Buckhorn. But it still took me half an hour and two passes to find what must be Salismount, a narrow strip of asphalt with no signage.


Once I was off the charted roads, there was nothing but giant trees, any direction I looked. The pavement was shaded and wet, and the truck’s tires slipped an inch or two every time I turned the wheel or tapped the brake.


For the first half mile it was easy going. But the farther I went, the thicker the white layer covering the ferns and mossy soil in the ditches became. The asphalt ended and my tires started crunching an uneven beat over frozen gravel. Another half inch of snow under the treads, and I’d have to stop and put on chains.


As it was, I ran out of road. Tire tracks led off Salismount. Multiple sets of tracks, recent enough to be clearly visible in the dirty snow. The tracks followed a short dirt lane, which curved for another twenty yards before it ran into a closed gate. I got out to take a look.


The gate was made of welded iron pipes and corrugated sheet metal, and chained with a heavy padlock. The padlock had a Day-Glo yellow foam cover to keep it from freezing solid in rain and cold. My breath made dragon plumes in the air.


I could have the padlock open in less than a minute. Dono’s good set of lockpicks was hidden under the wheel well in the truck.


But I wanted to stretch my legs. It was half the reason I’d agreed to Willard’s request. After leaving the big man’s card game the night before, I’d swung by my house and packed a ruck. With my Army gear and what I’d found while sorting through Dono’s stuff during the last few weeks, I had everything I might need for a couple of days in the wild.


Willard’s thousand dollars filled in the other half of my motivation. The sizable nut I’d earned during my last short visit to Seattle had disappeared just as fast, sucked away by legal fees and repaying favors and especially Dono’s astronomical hospital bills. Only the rich could afford to die slowly.


My ruck weighed about forty pounds, counting the two gallons of fresh water in the CamelBak. Less than half of what I was used to humping. It felt odd on my shoulders without the balancing weight of a combat kit and ammunition. Just another little adjustment to being a civilian.


There had been a lot of those discoveries recently. After ten years of taking orders on where to go and what to go, the bigger changes to my life were obvious, and welcome. But small things scratched at me. Choosing the shirt I was wearing had taken half an hour. The streets smelled unfamiliar late at night, after Luce’s bar had closed, all damp and charged with electricity. Even the buildings seemed to lean toward me. I used to be a city kid.


So I’d go for a long walk. Check in on Elana Coll and tell her that she owed her uncle a thousand bucks’ worth of bartending time. Enjoy the scenery. Not a bad deal. And I was curious to lay eyes on Elana again, after more than ten years.


I wasn’t sure how far the Haymes road went. Willard thought there might be a main house that the family used, along with Kend’s cabin, somewhere in all their family acreage.


The road wound slowly upward. After an hour of hiking I guessed my elevation at about 1,500 feet. My breath was steady and my lungs burned just a little from the chill. It was easy hiking. The Olympics were an impressive range of mountains, but gentle. Afghan mountains were like stone knives, slicing up from the earth to shatter anyone foolish enough to underestimate them.


Eventually the road emerged from the trees. It curved along the sunlit edge of the mountain, providing a stretch with no snow on the ground and a view over the forest below. Countless trees blanketed the horizon and crumpled into folds between the nearest peaks. I stopped to open the ruck and eat some jerky and an apple I’d grabbed off Luce’s counter.


Overhead, a hawk was circling. Watching the road in case some small animal dashed across, maybe. I drank water until I’d had enough, and then drank a little more as I hiked on. The road became steeper. Most of the thin layer of snow here had frozen solid, and my progress slowed as I picked my way around the icy patches.


I wasn’t worried about missing the cabin. The multiple sets of tire tracks had been a constant companion since the locked gate. I tried to guess what they belonged to. One was a midsized car with tires that were nearly bald. The second might be a small sports car, front-wheel drive, with newer curving treads that looked like fishhooks. The third was the easiest to spot. A dually, a big truck with four wheels on the rear axle.


Willard had said it might have been a party that had tempted Elana to play hooky from work. There was only one set of tracks for the car with worn tires. The other two vehicles, the sports car and the dually, had gone up the road in my direction and come back down again. I’d have to hope the bald tires belonged to Elana.


Within another four miles the road had narrowed sharply, to where the big dually truck would have had barely a foot of clearance on either side. Low branches hung down over the road, and the shade was thick. All of the tire tracks overlapped now, making two long, straight indistinguishable channels. I hiked along one of them. There was less snow underfoot here, thanks to the canopy of the trees. But the ground was still frozen, and my boot soles made only soft thumps, like walking on concrete. In the quiet, I could hear individual branches moving above me in the mild wind.


Then I heard a distant sound that was not the trees, or the wind. A low animal snort of exhalation and effort, from somewhere out in front of me. I stopped.


When the sound didn’t repeat, I took a few quiet steps forward. And a few more. Far out of my sight, in the thick of the woods, something like fabric or wings rustled. I moved off the road and into the trees.


The ground was twisted by roots and covered with leaves and moss and millions of evergreen needles. On every step I put my foot down softly. When I had gone about a hundred paces, I heard the snorting noise again.


Definitely an animal. A large animal.


The noise had come from my two-o’clock, off in the shaded depths of the forest. When I looked hard in that direction I could see a yard or so of angled rooftop, an unnaturally sharp edge among the branches. Kend’s cabin, almost certainly. It was another fifty yards off.


The trees offered plenty of cover. I moved closer, taking my time. The road to my right turned sharply to lead in front of the cabin. A blue Volvo hatchback was parked off to the side.


I was looking at the back of the place through the trees. It was maybe fifteen by twenty, more of a tiny house with wood siding than a true cabin. More sounds of movement now, from around the front. I slowly walked a wide circle, keeping my distance.


There was another snort, and a tearing sound. My circle widened and the area in front of the cabin came into view.


And I stopped and held very, very still.


A black bear. It stood on all fours about ten feet in front of the cabin, its head bent low as it worked at something on the ground. It snorted again, and tugged, and moved around to get a better grip.


And I saw what the bear was dragging.


The half-eaten carcass of a human.

















CHAPTER THREE





BY THE SIZE OF it, the body was a man’s. It had hiking shoes and jeans on, and its arms were still mostly covered by blue plaid sleeves. The torso, or what was left of the torso, was red where the bear had been feeding and grayish where it hadn’t. I couldn’t see the man’s face, and considered that fact a small blessing.


Was he Kendrick Haymes? Where was Elana?


The bear huffed. It swung its big head around and looked out into the trees. Maybe it had caught my scent. I continued my imitation of a statue.


I didn’t know a lot about bears. They weren’t high on the list of probable engagements in Army training. I knew they preferred to avoid people, and that they had sharp ears and even better noses, like dogs. And they hibernated. What the hell was this one doing awake in February? Maybe bears didn’t hibernate all the way until spring.


Or maybe it had smelled something worth waking up for.


The bear turned back to the body. After another moment, I could hear it chewing.


The smart thing for me to do would be to turn around, double-time it back to the truck or at least to where my cell phone could get a signal. I wasn’t eager to challenge a three-hundred-pound animal eating what might be its first meal in weeks.


But I kept thinking of Elana. Was she trapped in the cabin by the bear? Was she hurt? The door was open. No lights on inside, from the narrow sliver I could see. No smoke coming out of the chimney, either.


The bear tugged at the corpse, tearing off strips of its plaid shirt and what might be a down vest.


I had to see what was in the cabin. Or who.


Hikers sometimes carried airhorns to scare off bears, or some kind of supercharged pepper sprays for really desperate situations. I didn’t have either of those things. What I really wanted was a flashbang grenade. Something that would send the bear and every other creature nearby running for the next county.


I didn’t have that, either, but the notion got me thinking about what was in my ruck.


Five paces behind me was a huge Douglas fir, with a trunk wide enough to conceal a whole squad. I faded back to it. Slowly, I took off the ruck and opened the pocket with the emergency kit, in a soft waterproof bag. In the kit I found three signal flares, yellow tubes about ten inches long with translucent caps, and a small roll of duct tape.


I’d also brought a couple of three-gallon trash bags. I wadded up the mouth of one of the bags and blew into it, until it was mostly inflated, like a balloon. When I stopped I was a little dizzy from hyperventilating. A cheap high. It would have been funny, if it weren’t for what was happening at the cabin.


I pushed a signal flare halfway into the closed mouth of the bag. With the bag inflated, its plastic was held away from the tip of the flare inside. I sealed the bag tightly around the middle of the flare’s tube with duct tape.


When I finished my invention it looked something like a small sad beach ball. Ludicrous. But it was all I had.


Edging around the side, I looked for the bear. It was facing away from me, pawing at the thigh of the body. There were twenty yards between us. I’d have to get closer.


I moved slowly between trees, keeping my eyes on the animal. When I was forty feet away it snorted and lifted its head. I slipped behind the nearest tree, and heard the bear move again. It had heard me, or caught my scent. This was as close as I was going to get.


Through the plastic of the trash bag I popped the cap off the signal flare. Got the cap turned around, and struck the sandpapery end.


A flame bloomed instantly inside the bag, and without stopping to check it—the thing would work, or it wouldn’t—I stepped out from behind the tree and threw the flare and the already swelling balloon of the trash bag toward the cabin. The bear saw me and rose up on its hind legs with a heavy grunt.


Both of us watched the trash bag as it landed and gently bounced. Its plastic stretched and strained rapidly.


It exploded. A shockingly loud bang that rang my eardrums and shook a torrent of needles off the nearest trees.


The bear wheeled and ran in the opposite direction, blowing a deep groan of what I guessed was fear. It crashed through the brush. In seconds the sound of its panicked flight faded into the distance.


I rushed forward, stomping on the flare and crushing the flame into the earth.


“Elana,” I yelled at the dark cabin door.


There was nothing I could do for the man. I ran for the silent cabin. If Elana was in there, hiding, she’d be terrified. Maybe in shock.


But even before I crossed the threshold, I knew I was too late.




















CHAPTER FOUR





THE SUDDEN REEK OF death at the cabin door made my throat close up in protest. Inside, I could feel the smell seep into my skin and clothes like water from a fog.


Her body was seated at a small rough pinewood table. She had fallen forward, facedown on the table, long, brown hair draped over the unfinished planks. The back of her head was misshapen and clotted with gore. The body had bloated at some point during the past day or two. Now it was deflated again, and the skin I could see was gray, like the remains of the man outside. Blowflies buzzed into tiny cyclones as I stepped closer.


On the drywall behind her, two wide splashes of black blood, like spread wings reaching almost to the ceiling.


I couldn’t see her face under the shroud of hair. From the exit wounds on the back of her head, I knew I didn’t want to. But her body was long and lean. Familiar.


The cabin was crowded with fake-rustic furniture, a table and chairs, and two double beds and a single dresser. All expensively designed to appear as though some hillbilly had chopped the pieces from raw trees, and joined them together with crude dovetails and dowels instead of hidden screws. Only a potbellied stove and battered pine cabinets looked authentic.


A woman’s shoulder bag was on top of the dresser. In the bag was a green bandanna. I fished it out and used it to keep from leaving fingerprints as I went through the bag’s contents.


I found a pocketbook, opened it, and saw Elana’s face, smiling up from a driver’s license photo under a clear plastic window. It wasn’t quite the face of my memory. The girlish softness had been sculpted in the past dozen years into something more defined, more striking. Strong Eastern European cheekbones framing bottle-green eyes. And vibrant. That indefinable something that makes one girl hold your eye among a hundred others just as beautiful.


Elana Michelle Coll. Twenty-seven years old. Five foot nine inches, 130 pounds, brown over green. And gone.


God damn it, Elana.


I edged my way around the table. Her suede blouse was heavy with crusted blood, but intact. There were two crude holes in the painted pink drywall four feet behind her chair. More blood on the chair, and the floor.


Two shots, straight and close. A high enough caliber to go through her head and take most of it along.


I suddenly needed to be out of the cabin. Away from the charnel-house smell.


At the instant my boot was about to cross the threshold, I saw a spattered purple line crossing the grain of the oak floor. I stopped so abruptly to keep from stepping on it that I had to catch my fall on the doorjamb.


It was just a thin dappling, as if from a flicked paintbrush. Blood, but not Elana’s. She was on the other side of the table. There was another flaking patch of it, just under the base of the open door. And on the floor, pushed almost against the wall by the door, lay a Glock handgun.


I lay down to put my nose near it. The smell of burned powder in the barrel was strong enough to make out over the fog of decay.


9mm Parabellum, I was pretty sure. Easily enough punch to be the murder weapon. And from this new sprinkling of blood, I guessed that Elana wasn’t the only victim.


No sign of the bear outside. I walked over to check the man’s body, what there was of it. The animal had left his chest alone, finding the belly easier picking. There were no gunshot wounds on his front.


Birds or something else had been at his face and eyes. I knelt to try and get a look at the underside of his head, where his cheek lay against the earth. His right temple was blackened, in sharp contrast with the pallor of his skin. The thick red-brown curls over his ear were fried as black and stubby as candlewicks.


The shot had been so close, it had lit his hair on fire.


Was it self-inflicted? I could make that fit what was here. Kend standing at the open door. Elana sitting at the table. He shoots her twice, then puts the gun to his temple. Dead so fast that he barely bleeds at all. Unlike his woman, whose wings would still be spreading on the wall when his body hit the floor.


He had something in his front pocket. I took it out, very carefully avoiding the flecks of torn flesh. A money clip. Kendrick Haymes’s driver license was at the top of a stack of credit cards, along with maybe three hundred in cash. The photo on his license was handsome in its awkwardness, from the mop of curls to the crooked smile. I put the clip back.


The wind kicked up a little, and the sudden icy prickle on my face and ears made me realize I was flushed. And sweating.


Come on, Shaw. I’d seen plenty of dead bodies, a lot of them worse looking than these two. I knew what to do. Take my memories of the girl, and put them in a box at the back of my mind. There would be time enough for her later.


Had they been alone? At least two other people had been at the cabin recently, in the sports car and the dually. Had they all left before the shooting started? Or fled after it happened?


I wondered how long Kend and Elana had been dead in the cabin, before the bear had picked up their rising scent on the wind. Long enough at least for smaller creatures to brave the interior, to get at their faces and fingers.


Willard. I’d have to tell him. I went back inside the cabin. Maybe Haymes had kept a satellite phone, for emergencies.


A backpack lay on the bed against the right wall, a big blue High Sierra with aluminum frame, for camping trips. It was open and half of its contents spread out messily on the bed. Men’s boxers and shirts and thick books on sports history. A yellowed copy of The Boys of Summer, and a collection of essays on boxing from the fifties. Like stuff my grandfather might have read, if he had given a damn for American sports.


I looked under the bed. No other backpacks. Willard had said Elana only planned to be gone overnight. But there didn’t seem to be so much as a toothbrush here. Maybe Elana’s bag was still out in the Volvo.


Kend’s cell phone lay on the bed. I picked it up with the bandanna. No signal here, of course. Before I set the phone back, I copied the numbers of the friends Kend called most often into my own phone. Somebody would have to tell them about Kend’s and Elana’s deaths. If Luce knew any of them, maybe the news would be better coming from her.


I found Elana’s phone in her shoulder bag. Unlike Kend’s, her phone had a security lock. I didn’t want to risk fingerprints or breaking it to mess around with beating the code. Kend’s friends would have to be enough. I put it back.


Then I looked at the table again. Elana’s head, still at rest.


But nothing else on the table’s surface. Huh.


I looked at the squat wood stove again. The powdery ashes fluttered into motion with a wave of my hand, imitating the panic of the blowflies. They were fresh.


So Kend and Elana were here and alive long enough to build a fire. Kend had unpacked. But Elana hadn’t taken anything out of her shoulder bag. Not her cell phone or a book or even the bottle of water tucked neatly in the side?


A quick check of all the cabinets and drawers didn’t turn up a satellite phone. I went outside to look at their car, and to think in the clean air.


The Volvo was unlocked. Its interior had the look of a lot of time spent driving and eating and maybe sleeping inside. Crumpled food wrappers and T-shirts crushed into the crevices. Some back issues of women’s magazines with muddy footprints where they had slipped to the floor. In the glove compartment, under a pile of receipts and maps and paper scraps, I found the registration in Elana’s name.


Something large had taken up all of the space in the back of the car. The rear seats were folded down, and a brown woolen blanket was shoved to one side of the trunk area, like it had been used to cover whatever had been inside. Large, and heavy, judging by the sharp rectangular dents in the nappy fabric of the trunk’s floor.


No second backpack, though. They’d driven up here together. Kend had brought enough gear for a long weekend. Elana had only brought her shoulder bag. And left it alone.


Something didn’t resonate. I couldn’t tell what, or why. But I wasn’t going to get any answers here. It would be dark in another hour. Already the deepening shadows around the glade made me uneasy, thinking about the bear. I had to get down the hill. And give Willard some very bad news.
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‘Hamilton has crafted a compelling new hero in Van Shaw.’
Gregg Hurwitz, New York Times bestseller
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