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A sky so blue it hurts to look at it. Ancient trees rise a hundred feet, red and yellow cedars next to black cottonwood and vine maples, their roots twisting out of deep green slippery moss and rotting wood. The boy runs barefoot. He stops in a small clearing, breathing hard and fast, and listens. Eleven maybe twelve years old, dark eyes wide. His jeans are torn where dead branches have been caught and snapped, the muddy gray T-shirt is stained with sweat on his back and the sleeves cling to his thin arms. Skin shows through where the fabric has been cut and blood covers his arms and hands as if they have been dipped in it.


The boy sweeps a strand of hair from his eyes and throws up what little is left in his stomach. He steadies himself against a tree and then, downhill. His body pulled by gravity, losing his balance, wading through the fallen leaves. Under his feet the world crackles and shifts.







Last night


Darkness. The waves roared and crashed against the pebble beach. It was the loudest sound James Sinclair had ever heard and it filled his whole body as if poured into him.


He couldn’t remember waking up and walking across the lawn and down to the pier. A cold wind brushed his face and something hot and dry started to spread through his lungs. He panicked and tried to wake up; instead he tasted blood and heard himself cry out: the bed he lay on, the blindfold, the wire around his neck and hands. He thought of his children, he thought of his wife.





Chapter 1


On a good night you can smell the sea from way up on University Hill. Alice Madison rolled down her window a couple of inches and sniffed the air. The night was cold and December mist hung low and damp between the houses and the naked trees. Christmas was two weeks away and the students who could afford to live on that side of the hill had already left for the holidays, gone back to homes all over Washington State.


The clock on the dashboard said 4.15 a.m. Detective Sergeant Brown, a dark shape sitting next to her, had put the seal on the evening hours before.


‘After all the coffee has been drunk and all the talk has been talked, stake-outs are just long stretches of time with little to do, for people who would like to be doing something else, somewhere else, in somebody else’s company.’


It was a pretty fair description of their partnership, she thought.


Her breath was vapor on the pane. It was a choice between being cold and being reminded of other men’s hours of boredom and sweat. She’d rather be cold.


Brown turned around to look at the other end of the street and she caught a whiff of aftershave, cool and not unpleasant. Madison knew that they had been sent out there with next to zero chances; Brown was not a happy man.


Gary Stevens – white male, 23, no priors – was hot favorite for the murder of a 19-year-old student from the campus. Handcuffed to a radiator, Janice Hiller was sitting up with her back to the wall when the police found her, dead from a single blow to the head. A half-drunk cup of coffee was neatly placed next to her right hand.


The day she had joined Seattle Homicide, four weeks earlier, Alice Madison visited her grandparents’ grave in a cemetery near Burien. She put a bunch of white roses by the stone and stood there alone. In their heart they would know, wherever they were, that she was who she was because of them, and their love was a blessing she carried like gold, on her skin and out of sight. That night Madison went home, fixed herself dinner – nothing frozen, nothing canned – and slept for ten hours straight.


Brown had since been neither cold nor unhelpful, just detached. He was as good a cop as they come, better than most. They would never be friends, that much she knew, yet she would trust him with her own life any day. Maybe that was enough.


Brown and Madison had not discussed the nature of evil when they saw the ring of seared flesh around Janice Hiller’s wrist, the radiator heating up the metal of the handcuff at regular intervals; they just got busy trying to save the next victim, working steady and fast to get the innocent out of the path of the hurricane.


At the other end of the street two men in a dark Ford Sedan were trying to keep each other awake, long out of coffee and dirty jokes. Madison would much rather have spent the evening in their company: detectives Spencer and Dunne had been partners for three years, knew each other from the Academy and worked well together. They were an odd couple. Spencer was second-generation Japanese, married with three kids and a degree in Criminology from night school. Dunne, on the other hand, was Irish red, put himself through college with a football scholarship and dated women whose short skirts were part of the mythology of the precinct. They knew each other’s thoughts and could anticipate each other’s actions.


Alice Madison sat and waited; she hoped that she wouldn’t need that much from Brown, or anybody else. Still, this was where she was and the rest mattered little when all she wanted to do was stare into the darkness ahead.


Brown had been right about the essential nature of stake-outs and yet Madison suspected that a part of her actually looked forward to the quiet waiting before the target appeared, when everything in the world stilled and there was nothing but the trap and the chase.


The Police Academy had taught her much, except what it feels like to run full tilt after a human being who means you harm – that she had to learn on the street. Detective Alice Madison settled into the worn leather seat. Spencer and Dunne might have been better company, but tonight she was exactly where she wanted to be.


The wind was blowing hard now; only a few blocks away the sea rose and fell, spraying the deserted piers, shaping puddles of black seawater. Stevens would not come home tonight; he would never come home again. He had probably already left the state, changed his name and started all over in some other campus. Madison did not dwell on that thought – she was still at a stage where she could remember every single red name on the Homicide board, and those gone from red to black, the all-important clearance rate.


‘Good morning, Seattle, it’s a balmy 30 degrees outside. And the time is …’ Dunne’s voice croaked from the walkie-talkie.


Brown picked it up from in between their seats.


‘I make it about 4.15 a.m.’


‘Same here. How long do you want us to stick around?’


‘It’s late enough.’ Brown sighed. ‘That’s it, gentlemen – let’s hit the road.’


Madison felt a twinge of disappointment. Even if they had gone out with no expectations, turning away wasn’t any sweeter.


‘I don’t mind hanging around a little longer,’ she said.


‘There’ll be other nights.’


‘Not for Stevens.’


‘Stevens has gone,’ Brown said.


‘He might not stay gone.’


‘Us waiting here, it’ll make him come back?’


‘Probably not.’


‘But—’


‘It makes me feel better,’ she said.


Brown turned to Madison. In the half light her eyes moved over the shadows in the street as if to conjure up their man.


‘That and five bucks will get me a cup of coffee, I know,’ she said.


‘There’ll be other nights.’


Dunne’s voice came back. ‘There’s a twenty-four-hours place two streets away. We can meet up there.’


‘Alright. We’ll follow you.’ Brown put the engine into gear and the car moved softly away. The street was left just as it had been found hours earlier.


*

A couple in their late twenties were wandering down the aisles of the Night & Day, picking up small boxes of MicrowaveWorld. They looked like they had been partying somewhere – they were a little giggly but not really drunk. They couldn’t have been that much younger than she was.


Dunne had headed directly for coffee and donuts, Spencer for mineral water and Brown for a Diet Coke. They didn’t say a word to each other; the hours in the car had become real as they had stepped into the convenience store. Dunne stretched and yawned.


Madison picked up a carton of milk and drifted by the video rental shelf. It was mostly action and horror pictures with a few Disneys thrown in for the family. She had been on a diet of Billy Wilder for the last few weeks. Coming home after the graveyard shift, she had fallen asleep on the living room sofa listening to Josephine and Daphne. It took her mind off things because sometimes her mind was not a pleasant place to be. She paid and went to wait outside.


Madison leant against the car and drank the milk. It was still misty; maybe the morning light would get rid of it. The breeze from the sea was much stronger now, and brought the lone call of a fog siren. She hugged her heavy mountain jacket and thought about all the things that she wanted to cram into the next 24 hours, and that was when the girl came out of the mist.


Madison noticed her because she looked so young and out of place with her denim jacket and lightweight trousers. She must be freezing. Madison kept looking – the kid might need help. Her hair was baby blond and cut short. She looked 14, just about right for a runaway, small backpack included. She wore pink lipstick and heavy eyeliner, her cheeks flushed with the cold.


Leaning against the car with her coat and baseball cap on, Madison didn’t look the obvious cop, which was good – she didn’t want to spook the kid. Now she could see the dark shadows under her eyes.


‘Hey.’


Her voice broke the girl’s step; she turned toward her and nodded slightly. Madison gave her a half smile so that she wouldn’t think she was some kind of creep, at once realizing that was exactly what she looked like. Experience told her that she was probably sleeping rough, eating not nearly enough, and possibly nursing the beginning of some infection of the respiratory system.


The girl paused, hands deep in her pockets, and with two strides was up the stairs and into the store. She was traveling light, Madison had noticed; the small bag on her shoulders couldn’t hold much, and then there was the thing in the right-hand side of her jacket, the thing her hand had been clutching under the thin white fabric, and she had seen it as the kid was turning away. It had been a cold, sad waste of a night and it was getting worse: what Madison had seen looked like the tip of the butt of a gun. She was up the steps and behind the girl.


The kid was ten feet in front of her, looking at row after row of candy bars, her head swaying very slowly from side to side.


Brown was standing by the cashier and about to pay, four maybe five feet to her right; Spencer and Dunne were at the back of the store. The young couple had piled up their basket with boxes and cartons and were coming toward the cashier. Their chatter had died out and the only sound was the hum from the neon lights and the fridge.


In one movement Madison opened her jacket and unhooked the small leather strip that secured her gun to the holster on her right hip. It wasn’t a good time to remember that the majority of Homicide detectives never even have to draw the damn thing. She took one step toward Brown and touched him on the shoulder, her eyes never leaving the girl. She nodded toward the kid and made a gun with her fingers. Brown raised his eyebrows and unhooked the strip on his holster.


In the pocket of the jacket the hand was clammy and the kid didn’t like it, but she didn’t want to take it out and wipe it against the side of her trousers – that would have been much worse. She hated the feel of the weight of the metal; it dragged her pocket down on that side. The hand clenched and unclenched around the butt of the gun, her eyes swept over Hershey bars, Mars bars, Reece’s. Too many names.


The couple put their basket on the desk and an underpaid and overworked clerk started to ring up the items. Madison went up behind them, her voice so soft she could hardly hear it herself.


‘Police. Leave the store.’


‘What—’ The young man opened his mouth and closed it when he saw the flash of the badge on the inside of her jacket.


‘Now. Do not look around. Go.’


Mercifully, they did as they were told, but not without shooting a glance over their shoulders.


The clerk wasn’t as accommodating.


‘What is this—?’


The girl turned around, gun held with both hands at eye level.


‘Nobody move.’ Her voice was shaky but clear and the clerk dove under the bar.


The girl was facing Brown and Madison, the gun moving in jerks between one and the other. Spencer and Dunne had disappeared behind the racks. Madison knew as if she could see them that they both had their pieces out and were figuring out a way to get to the kid without getting either of them shot.


‘You have our attention. What next?’ Brown was calm and in control. Some part of Madison could actually appreciate the man at work.


‘Do as I say. Lie on the ground. Do it.’ The girl’s voice went up and cracked.


Madison could see her breathing getting more labored; they needed to calm her down pretty quick or she’d give herself a heart attack.


‘Do it!’ She was losing it fast.


‘It’s not worth it,’ Brown said. ‘There’s less than fifty bucks in the till. And you’re pointing your piece at two cops.’ He nodded toward his partner.


The girl’s eyes went into ‘Oh shit’ for a fraction of a second. It was long enough.


‘Put the gun on the ground and run like hell.’


The girl’s mouth was hanging open and she was thinking very hard. The four detectives knew all too well that anybody can be a tough guy with a gun in his hand, but some lucky ones could still hang on to their brains.


Madison struggled to keep vision, to still the hum and clear her mind. There was the girl’s hand, pointing the revolver at Brown’s head, and the girl’s arm and the girl’s heart. She knew she could clear leather and shoot and fell the kid in less than three seconds. She saw the muzzle tremble in line with Brown’s eyes and the man not flinch and look straight back and still talk kindly. The girl wore glitter nail polish and her ears were pierced, twice on the left side, once on the right. There was worn sheepskin lining on the inside of her denim jacket and under the neon light her pale skin was translucent.


‘Stop talking to me!’ the girl screamed, and Madison did not see her anymore but only the gun, and steadied herself to move. In the space between heartbeats Madison felt everything that was good and true drain from her.


‘It ain’t worth it,’ Brown said, Madison didn’t know to whom.


‘Alright. Alright.’ The girl was nodding. ‘I’m going to grab some things. You stay where you are.’


The moment had passed.


‘Nobody’s moving.’ Brown smiled. ‘We’re just three people talking.’


She reached behind her with her left hand and found the candy bars, grabbed a couple and stuffed them in her jacket, grabbed another couple and put them in the back pocket of her trousers.


‘I’m going to leave now. I’ll leave the gun on the steps. Nobody follows me.’


‘Wait a minute. Put the gun on the floor now. I give you my word me and my partner here won’t move for three minutes after you leave.’


‘Yeah, right.’


‘My word.’ Brown didn’t want her out on the street with a piece in her hand.


‘Do as he says. Nobody wants trouble. Put the gun down and get the hell out of here.’


‘What if I don’t?’


Brown looked her straight in the eye. ‘Juvenile Court is closed for the weekend and you’ll have to spend twenty-four hours in a cell with drunks and all kinds of violent offenders.’ The girl blinked twice. ‘I don’t think you want that.’


The kid swallowed hard; it had been a bad night all round.


‘Alright.’


She moved a couple of steps in the direction of the door, her eyes on the two cops in front of her. She bent down and put the gun on the ground, eyes still on them, poised to flee.


Spencer’s arm got her around the neck and Dunne snapped his cuffs on the thin pale wrists. It was over in seconds. The girl yelped. She tried to fight them off, without energy or hope, tears already streaming down her cheeks. Spencer let go of her. Madison knew he had a boy her age. She breathed in deeply and fastened the leather strip back in its place on her holster, heart still drumming.


‘It’s not loaded.’ Dunne said, shaking his head in disbelief. ‘Jesus, Mary and Joseph!’ The clerk popped his head up from behind the bar, evaluated the situation and put in his two cents’ worth.


‘Who’s paying for the candy?’


Brown went over to the till and put a bill on the counter.


They walked the girl down the steps; she would ride with Brown and Madison, with Spencer to baby-sit her in the back; Dunne would drive the other car.


‘Are you taking me to jail?’ she asked nobody in particular.


‘You’re coming to the precinct, so we can talk about how you ended up in possession of this.’ Spencer pointed at the gun.


The girl sort of flopped, as if all her energy had left her, and she hadn’t had much to start with. Spencer and Madison held her up, not to restrain her but to make sure she would not collapse and split her head on the concrete.


The wind had brought some light rain, shaking the trees for all they were worth and washing over the street a thin layer of damp leaves. It was still pitch black all around them except for the few lamp posts glowing orange and the neon lights of the ‘Night & Day’. As they were helping her inside the car, the girl looked up.


‘Do you have like a newspaper or something?’


Her voice was less than a whisper.


Madison saw the dark patch on her trousers.


‘I’ll get a paper in the store.’ She started up the steps. ‘Would you like a hot drink?’


The kid thought about it for a second.


‘Coffee. Black.’


*

The car heater made the sharp smell of urine almost unbearable and they rode with the windows down. The kid sat between two detectives, holding the cup with the tips of her fingers and drinking in small sips. They just couldn’t shut her up. It was not an uncommon reaction: her name was Rose, no second name, 13 years old, no permanent address. She had seen a guy dropping a heavy brown paper bag in a bin in Pike Place Market, she had hoped for leftovers. The piece had been wrapped in a tea towel.


‘You pointed an unloaded gun at two cops,’ Spencer said. ‘That’s a full ten in the Dumb scale.’


‘You knew it was unloaded,’ Madison said.


‘What do you think?’ There was a one-second delay in the answer.


‘Maybe and maybe not.’ Brown drove quickly, with the odd glance in the rearview mirror. ‘Either way we got ourselves a problem. We’re Homicides. We can’t keep you in our precinct since you didn’t kill anybody.’ He paused. ‘You didn’t kill anybody, did you?’


‘No.’


‘That’s good. But we can’t let you go either, ’cause you just waved your piece in my face and that put you right in my jurisdiction.’


If Brown had wanted to put the fear of God into the girl, he was doing it well. Madison gave her between two and four weeks since she had left wherever she was coming from.


‘What we’ll have to do is call somebody from Social Services to come pick you up,’ Brown continued in a steady monotone. ‘And they’re going to be pissed off because it’s five a.m. Sunday and they have already had a weekful of this crap. And one of us is going to have to stay on with you, call your family, write a report on how you got the gun and what happened. And wait for somebody to get you off our hands. You understand? You could be dead now, kid.’


‘And your word is jackshit on a cracker,’ the girl said to herself.


*

Forty-five minutes later Madison sat at her desk in the squad room, typing. The others had gone home with mumbled thanks as she had volunteered to stay on. The girl was wearing a pair of clean tracksuit bottoms Madison had in her locker and eating a chicken sandwich rescued from the fridge next door. Madison hoped the ‘best before’ date was merely a suggestion – it smelled okay.


A few phone calls had been made and Shawna Williams was on her way from Social Services.


Madison pulled the sheet of paper out of the printer and put it on the side of her desk. She stood up and stretched; the midnight-to-eight tour was all out and they were alone.


It was a grim room: desks, lamps, chairs, and a few filing cabinets, all in a charming shade of gunmetal gray. Brown’s desk was opposite hers; he kept a paperback copy of Moby-Dick in the drawer as a sign of hope. One day, he had told her, people might stop killing each other long enough for him to read it. It hadn’t happened so far.


Rose was oblivious to the room; she was concentrating on a donut and a mug of hot chocolate. A detective had brought the mug from home; on the side it read I’ve walked Mt. Rainier.


Exhausted as the girl was, Madison could see the food had done her good. A smart kid can travel a long way, but not in winter: if the street doesn’t kill you, the cold and the rain will.


‘Are you sure there’s nobody you’d like to call? You can call long-distance, or I can find out the number for you if you have a name.’


The girl shook her head. Madison knew what she was seeing: an adult wearing good warm clothes, three meals a day and the keys to an apartment – maybe even a house. She didn’t want to explain herself to her. Madison understood that better than she would ever know.


‘I remember the first time I was in a police station,’ Madison said as she picked up an apple from her desk and took a bite.


The girl was too tired to even pretend that she was interested.


‘I was twelve years old. Ran away from home. County police picked me up near the Canada border, north of Anacortes. I was gone for one week before they found me.’


‘Bullshit.’


‘Nope. One week. It was August and very hot, not like now.’ Madison was matter-of-fact. ‘We were living on an island; one day I just took the ferry.’


‘This is just something you are making up. I bet you tell this story to all the kids you pick up.’


The girl seemed very small just then and closed up like an angry little fist.


‘What do you think?’ Madison said.


‘Morning, detective.’ Shawna Williams walked into the room, an African-American woman in her early forties. They had met for the first time when Madison was still in uniform. She looked down at the blond girl.


‘Who’s this then? Can I borrow your interview room?’


‘Be my guest. Help yourself to coffee.’


‘Who made it?’


‘I did.’


‘You make coffee like it’s the last cup you’ll ever drink.’


‘You say it like it’s a bad thing.’


‘Only if you want to live past forty.’


‘I’ll bear that in mind.’


‘You do that,’ she said and she poured herself a cup. ‘Let’s go.’


Madison and the girl nodded a sort of goodbye to each other; she extended her hand toward Rose.


‘You find another gun …’


The girl put the card in her pocket and went off down the dimly lit corridor. Shawna’s warm tones bounced off the walls but Madison could not hear the words anymore. Somebody somewhere would have to investigate how she had got the gun and whether it had been used for anything less than legal, but not till tomorrow.


Six a.m., Madison slips her jacket on, straightens the papers on her desk, turns off her lamp and leaves. Howard Jenner, the desk sergeant, waves with the receiver cradled on his shoulder. Two detectives walk up the steps with a drunken man in handcuffs; he looks at Madison as she walks past.


‘Sweet dreams, honey.’ His voice is like a broken bottle.


The rain has stopped and the sky is wide above them.


*

Alki Beach was deserted at this time of day. Madison parked in her usual spot and climbed into the backseat. She peeled off her trousers and pulled on sweatpants and a faded Sonics T-shirt. She had never liked the idea of leaving her weapon in the car, in case some bright spark decided her four-year-old Honda was worth stealing. She adjusted the holster under her sweatshirt and rolled her head from side to side. The muscles above her shoulder blades began to tighten; it was cold and damp and she would need to warm up pretty quickly. She leant on the car with one hand, grabbed one foot and pulled it up high behind her, then did the same with the other.


She started toward the water’s edge with a gentle jog and after a couple of minutes she put some speed into it and really dug into the ground. In a while the world would just be the water lapping and her feet hitting the sand.


*

In the near-complete darkness of the Hoh River trail, a three-hour drive from Seattle, a man races through the woods. He’s a blur through the trees. It is the thirty-seventh time he has run that stretch, the twentieth in darkness. Fast enough to keep him alive for the time he will need, slow enough for his ultimate purpose. He reaches the bottom of the bank and checks his watch. Twenty-three minutes. He lifts his face to the open sky, shivering in the sudden breeze, and his colorless eyes find a smattering of stars. How long does it take to be good?





Chapter 2


Alice Madison drives into the first light of the morning. Her own car smells fresh – not perfumed, just very clean and slightly leathery – and Madison drives it to the legal speed limit. From the speakers Arcade Fire blasts ‘No Cars Go’ loud enough to knock any thoughts about what happened in the store right out of her.


When news of her transfer to Homicide had come through, Brown and Spencer had done the usual checks. It was an unofficial tradition: a few phone calls here and there and even Madison’s college records could have been pulled from the University of Chicago. What they learnt was what they needed to know; the rest would take care of itself soon enough.


Alice Eleanor Madison was born in Los Angeles and had attended six different schools in six different cities before she arrived in Seattle at 13, and apparently decided to stay put. University of Chicago, Degree in Psychology and Criminology, magna cum laude. Sailed through the Police Academy and, Spencer was pleased to add, in the sixty-seconds hand strength test held an above-90 average for each hand, with a Model 19 Smith and Wesson.


‘Just what we needed.’ It was Brown’s only comment.


She was single, drank little, didn’t smoke and paid her bills on time. She socialized occasionally with other cops but mostly kept herself to herself.


Dunne’s contribution to the checks was the fact that Madison had been asked out by at least seven of his acquaintances in other precincts and politely turned down every one of them, even the unmarried ones.


For the past four weeks Madison had been working flat out, keeping her eyes and ears open, her years in plainclothes only the foundation of the house she wanted to build. Between them Brown, Spencer and Dunne had 40 years on the job, 20 of them in Homicide. It was like being in school again.


Three Oaks is a green neighborhood on the south-western edge of the city limits. Two- and three-story houses can be seen through the Douglas firs, with their tended gardens and two-car garages. Behind the houses the lawns slope down to the still waters of the Puget Sound: there are boats and small neat piers, a narrow cobble beach runs along many properties, Vashon Island is a dark green strip across the water. It’s quiet wealth, professionals bought in or inherited from their parents.


This early on a Sunday the streets were empty and only a few keen birds dared break the silence. Madison turned into Maplewood Avenue and some yards later into her driveway. For just one heartbeat there was someone at one of the first-floor windows, but she knew it was only the shadow of a tree.


She parked her car next to her grandparents’ Mercedes. It had not been driven now for over a year and Madison didn’t notice it any more than the trees around her or the rocks that lay under the leaves. It was landscape.


A large padded envelope was propped up against the door, nothing written on either side of it. Madison smiled; it felt soft and full to the touch. She let herself in and opened it from the little catch on the back. The note inside it said: ‘Brunch is at 12, come when you can. See you later, Rachel.’


Madison dug into the envelope and took a bite off a chocolate chip cookie.


Shawna Williams had thanked her for waiting with the kid; given she had pointed a gun at her, she had said that she was a good guy.


Vague shapes were only beginning to form through the large windows onto the patio at the back. Madison sat down on the sofa and looked out at the lawn and the water. She leant her head against the back – nothing to do for the next 24 hours.


Her mind flashed back to the girl gripping the gun for dear life. Rose. Madison knew with complete certainty what she would have done if the kid had tried to take a shot at Brown. It didn’t surprise her but filled her with a dull ache. What would Shawna Williams make of that? she wondered.


The run had used up the last of her energy, just as she had hoped it would; she closed her eyes, fell into the dream and Alice Madison, 12 years old, wakes up with a start in her bedroom in Friday Harbor.


The moon is high in the open window, as always, a warm breeze brushes her cotton sheets and her heart beats rabbit-fast. She knows what’s coming. The Mickey Mouse clock on her bedside table reads 2.15 a.m., as always, and her eyes slowly focus in the gloom.


Her mother has died five months earlier and in her grief Alice can barely breathe. Her books stand in rows on the shelves, her clothes folded neatly on the chair, her bunny slippers by the bed. She knows what’s coming. The floor in the hall creaks and her head whips around to her closed door. Someone is in the house. Her father works nights and she does not expect him back till dawn.


Her eyes blink and she forces herself to think. It could be Dad. No, the light in the hall is off, he would have turned on the light, he would have checked in on her. Dad would not creep around in the dark. Someone is moving from room to room and her nails press into her palm through the sheets, heavy steps trying to be light going into her parents’ room.


Her baseball bat is under the bed and she reaches for it quick without taking her eyes off the door.


He’s in the hall again. Alice is afraid to move and afraid to stay where she is. She is frozen with one bare foot on the cold floor and the rest of her still under the sheet, the bat gripped in both hands. The steps pause in front of her room and time stops: 2.18 a.m. Alice doesn’t make a sound, doesn’t blink, doesn’t move, doesn’t breathe. Then a dog barks nearby and Madison wakes up in her empty house, her holster digging into her side and her heart still drumming.


She was used to the dream like a scar when you roll up a sleeve: ugly, permanent and private. It didn’t always end there; sometimes she would get to the point where the bat would swing and the crashing of glass would wake her, but not this time.


Less than half a mile away, James Sinclair has not moved for hours and cannot feel the first light across his body. Shadows form, lengthen and melt away. Silence, like smoke, has reached into the corners of the room.





Chapter 3


Miles and miles away from the city. The man closed his eyes and listened to the stream. The fly hit the water delicately, cast with a fluid motion of the wrist. His hands were cold but he did not like the feel of gloves against the skin when he was fishing. On the back of his right hand, three thin scars four inches long crossed and glistened white. The sky was turning into day and the quiet of the woods gave it their blessing.


He looked like a regular guy out for some camping and maybe a little fishing. A short neat haircut and good, expensive gear on the ground by his boots. Nothing an accidental hiker would look at twice, nobody anybody would remember for more than five minutes. Under the right trouser leg, the small revolver in his ankle holster was a familiar weight he hardly noticed anymore. The man knew little about blessings.


He cast the line in the water once more, eyes following the long slow arc, and knew then that that was very probably all the peace the world would ever grant him.


The shots of the hunters above him on the mountain did not startle him at all.


*

It was 12.45 p.m. when Madison stirred. She was a little stiff from falling asleep on the sofa – nothing a long hot shower and a strong cup of coffee couldn’t take care of. She pulled on a pair of chinos, a dark denim shirt and a tan padded suede jacket. She set the sneakers she’d worn on the stake-out by the closet in her bedroom and picked up some black ankle boots instead. The holster with the gun went into a locked safe under the bed.


The deal was that if Alice was off duty she wouldn’t carry her gun in Rachel’s house. They had both agreed that it would not be healthy for the children to get used to the sight of an adult with a gun on her belt having coffee in their kitchen.


Madison walked to Rachel’s in seven minutes. Over their twenty-year friendship their homes had never been further away than fifteen minutes on foot. It means everything when you are thirteen.


On Blueridge a few houses had already put up their Christmas decorations, lights blinked from behind curtains. Alice had never been much for that sort of thing – her grandparents though had decided that she should have the biggest tree in Seattle for their first Christmas together and she had loved it.


Rachel’s house was crammed with relatives. Neal’s brothers with their wives and kids, aunts and uncles, cousins whom Alice hadn’t met for years. Several children were parked in front of the television playing video games. Adults sat on the sofas and stood by the buffet table. Ruth, Rachel’s mother, made sure everyone was fed and watered to capacity.


Rachel had steered Alice through the room and they had ended up sitting on the stairs by the first-floor landing, holding their plates on their laps.


Once, when Madison was still in uniform, she had worked the case of a missing nine-year-old boy. The day they found him, buried under bushes in the playground, Rachel went and sat with her in the dark house for hours. Now that she was in Homicide Madison did not sit with the lights off anymore.


Rachel took a sip from her wine and looked at her friend.


‘How are you doing?’ she said.


‘Fine. I slept like a rock. How was your week?’


‘Okay. Term’s over, no major dramas. I’ll spend the holidays marking a pile of essays.’


Rachel taught classes twice a week at UW, in the Psychology Department. ‘What about you? Any dreams?’


Rachel was the one person in the world who knew.


‘Every few months. It’s not too bad.’


‘The woman I told you about is really good, if you want to talk to someone.’


‘I’m okay. I’m used to it.’


‘I don’t think it does you any good just to live with it.’


‘It’s not a big deal anymore.’


‘For Chrissake, girl, you do have a Psychology degree.’


‘I know. Amazing, isn’t it?’


‘Yeah, right. By the way, Tommy wandered off in the supermarket. Again. I found him sitting on the floor by the cereal aisle, playing with the boxes. It’s the second time in a month. Did you catch your guy last night?’


‘Nope. Just a thirteen-year-old girl, held up four cops in a corner store with an unloaded gun.’


‘Jesus.’


‘Almost got herself shot over a couple of Mars bars.’


‘You were there?’


‘Yes. She’s with Social Services now.’ Madison took a sip of wine. ‘Her name is Rose.’


‘Pretty,’ Rachel said.


*

A couple of hours later Madison was on the sofa with Tommy, Rachel’s six-year-old, reading one of his books. It was a collection of Native American myths written for children; Tommy knew it by heart but he liked to be read to.


The fire was crackling in the fireplace and they had Tommy’s quilt on their lap. After five minutes without being interrupted by his little voice, she realized that he had fallen asleep.


Madison’s eyes went to the wall above the fireplace. It was what they called ‘the family wall’. Photographs of the Levers and the Abramowitzes going back generations. Alice had always had her favorites: Rachel’s Russian grandparents on their wedding day, Rachel and herself on the steps of the apartment they shared in college, the black and white portrait of an unknown boy in his best Sunday suit.


Alice didn’t have any photographs of her parents. She liked being on the wall with the rest of Rachel’s folks.


Somebody was playing Bach next door, the beauty of the structure coming through in spite of the useless piano lessons.


Madison looked at the fire for a while longer, then got up slowly so as not to wake the child. Tommy didn’t stir. After thank-yous and goodbyes she walked home, had a quick look inside her fridge and went into the bedroom. Before she even realized what she was doing, she put on her holster with the off-duty piece, closed the safe and left.


At the supermarket she picked up fruit and vegetables, cheese from the deli counter and fresh bread. The store was already in full Christmas swing and a tape of carols was playing around the clock.


She was standing by the chicken and turkey aisle when she noticed the man, a skinny white guy in a denim jacket. He was shifting his weight from one foot to the other and looking over his shoulder at the security guard who was talking with the young woman at the checkout.


His clothes looked alright and his hands were both in sight. He looked toward the exit again; the guard was still deep in conversation. At that moment the man was joined by a woman and a small child. Madison picked up some pieces of chicken and went to pay. The things we see in people … Madison didn’t know a cop who didn’t automatically keep an eye out for the guy with the long coat on a warm day.


Back home she pulled on sweatshirt and pants and ran for 45 minutes around the neighborhood. Brown was on her mind. Starched white shirts and raincoat. Her nose stung in the freezing cold. She would learn from him whether he liked it or not. She’d be right there where the job was.


She cooked with the news on and ate out of the pan, watching a Sports Night rerun. Just before going to bed, she took her gun out and cleaned it completely, dry-fired it a couple of times, reloaded it and put it under the bed. She fell asleep at 9.30 p.m. and dreamt no dreams till morning.





Chapter 4


The offices of Quinn, Locke & Associates occupy the ninth floor of Stern Tower between Pike and 6th. Nathan Quinn has been in his office since 7.30 a.m., reading a brief for King County vs Mallory and making notes. On his desk there is nothing except for the brief, his laptop, a lamp and black coffee in a white china cup and saucer. The rain traces fine lines across Puget Sound and the harbor, as they come slowly into sight in the corner window.


The quiet, elegant office and the beautiful view suited him well, as well as the dark suit and expensive shoes. But nothing suited Nathan Quinn better than the small pool of light over the mahogany table and the brief in his hand, preparing to go to battle. The view stayed unseen and the coffee untouched.


Carl Doyle, who managed the day-to-day running of the firm, brought him his mail at 8.30 a.m. with a list of the messages that had been left on the answering machine overnight and a reminder of the times he was due in court that day.


Quinn looked briefly over the envelopes and opened a couple. One was a thank-you and the other a thinly veiled threat from a witness he had subpoenaed. The third envelope was heavy cream paper and looked like an invitation. Quinn opened it and took out the simple card that matched it. There were only two words on it, printed in black ink. He turned the card around but there was nothing more. He read it again:


Thirteen Days


He put it to one side and went back to the rest of the mail. It was not the first, nor would it be the last, anonymous letter that he had received; this wasn’t even particularly original. Later, much later on, he would think of that moment as a small death.





Chapter 5


Monday morning, 8.30 a.m. Maria Davis was late. She walked quickly up Blueridge, holding her umbrella tight against the wind. Monday was always the worst for traffic, yet she didn’t mind coming to Three Oaks. She had worked for the Sinclairs for seven years, since their youngest was born. They were a nice young couple and the housework was light. Mrs. Davis was 43, her own two kids in high school; and she held another job with a family in the neighborhood.


She walked into the driveway and noticed that the curtains were still drawn on the first-floor windows. She rang the doorbell once and put her key in the door, turned it and stepped in.


‘Good morning!’ she called out. She closed the door behind her and listened out for voices. The only light in the hall came from the flashes of the Christmas tree.


‘Hello!’ She hung her coat on the rack by the door.


Tree branches brushed against the windows as she took two steps into the living room and paused. Everything in place, curtains drawn, the Christmas tree next to the French doors.


‘Mrs. Anne …?’


She peeked into the kitchen; the dishwasher light was on, the cycle finished. Maria Davis looked around; no one had made coffee today. It was a tiny thing and she didn’t know why it should upset her so much. I should check the bedrooms.


At the top of the stairs, under the wood polish, an ugly scent hit her hard and the small hairs on her arms rose against the fabric of her shirt.


The door was wide open: four bodies on the bed next to each other like flesh turned to stone, hands tied and blindfolded, spots on the pillows slick with blood and the boys between them. She didn’t have the breath to scream; she stood and stared. When she found her way downstairs she called and the operator asked which service she wanted.


‘The children …’ she said and she had to hold the receiver with both hands. After they told her a patrol car was on its way Maria Davis opened the front door and sat on the step.


*

The first blue-and-white arrived at 8.47 a.m. Officers Giordano and Hall left Mrs. Davis in the back of the patrol car and went in. She leant back with her eyes closed.


This was no way to start a Monday morning, Giordano thought; his ulcer had already started to glow red.


Hall pointed to the stairs. Their pieces were out, the crime scene had not been cleared yet. They walked up, step after step, got to the landing together and saw what she had seen.


‘Don’t touch anything,’ Giordano whispered.


‘I know,’ Hall snapped back.


Giordano had seen more bodies than he cared to remember, but every time children were involved he felt he had to speak softly in their presence. Hall stood, unable to move or look away.


A few minutes later, back in the car, Giordano’s voice was clear.


‘… Two adults, two kids. 1135, Blueridge, Three Oaks …’


He rubbed his face with the palms of his hands and went back in, took out his notebook and started writing.


*


Lieutenant Fynn took the call in his office at 8.58 a.m. He jotted down details and stood up to get his crew together. Madison knew him to be a heavyweight, a cop who’d rather stay on the floor and work with his men than get promoted and play golf.


‘Everybody. We have four D.O.A.s in a private residence in Three Oaks.’


Madison looked up from her paperwork; she hoped her voice would come out steady.


‘What’s the address?’


‘1135, Blueridge.’ Fynn looked around the room. ‘Let’s have everybody down there. Brown, you’re up?’


Brown already in his raincoat. ‘This one’s mine.’


Madison put her coat on. She didn’t know anybody on Blueridge. She ought to have been relieved, but it doesn’t always work that way. For the first time she was going to work on home ground. There was no relief in that.


Madison and Brown were riding with Chris Kelly, a veteran Homicide with a ratty temper whom nobody liked. He thought himself a mean bastard and liked that. Brown tolerated him, Madison just kept away.


‘You know people there?’ Brown asked her – the man didn’t miss a thing.


‘It’s my neighborhood,’ Madison replied.


She could almost see Kelly’s ears pricking up, mentally calculating the price of real estate. The sirens cut through the steady hum of I–5 and Madison felt the initial rush of adrenaline.


‘I don’t know what we are going to find when we get there,’ Brown said, ‘but it’s going to get a lot of coverage.’


You can take that to the bank, Madison thought.


*

A white helicopter from a news channel hovered like a beacon of tragedy above the wooded hills. A small crowd of onlookers was already forming at the end of the driveway; Brown slowed down and showed his badge to one of the three uniforms manning the road.


Four patrol cars were parked on the side, lights off and radios crackling. They were waved in. The ambulances arrived at the same time.


Brown walked up to a couple of young cops standing by the main door and flashed his badge.


‘Brown, Homicide. Who’s the first officer?’


Madison took out her notepad and glanced at the crowd. It would get bigger, you could bet on that. Nothing like free entertainment. She had left her coat in the car and was wearing a blazer over her shirt and trousers, her Homicide badge hooked over a breast pocket. One of the two uniforms eyed her up and down, she looked straight back and he looked away.


Giordano walked them all upstairs. ‘It’s pretty bad,’ he said.


Yes, Madison thought as they filed into the room, it is.


‘Spencer, can you go talk to Mrs. Davis?’ Brown said. ‘See if she needs a doctor.’


Spencer walked off and Madison knew that he would talk to the lady with that quiet voice of his and she’d calm down and tell him what she knew.


‘Did she give you the names?’ Brown asked Giordano.


‘Yes. This here is the father. James Sinclair – late thirties, she thinks. That’s the wife, Anne. Same age. These are their kids, John and David, nine and seven years old. Someone took out the whole family.’ Giordano slapped his notebook shut. ‘No sign of forced entry anywhere. All the lights were off except for the hall.’


‘Thank you, Officer.’


Brown switched the central light on with the sharp end of a pencil. Giordano shifted on his feet; he wanted to do something for those poor folks and didn’t know what.


‘I’ll make sure you guys can work in peace.’


Somebody had gone to great lengths to set the scene for them. Somebody had prepared tools and positioned bodies and thought the matter through very, very carefully. Though Madison did not know much about the crime yet, she knew this: whatever passion had sparked off such a horror, the hand that had brought it to completion was controlled, accurate and dead-cold steady. It was the evil stillness in the eye of the hurricane.


She took it all in, her eyes going over things, her hands deep in her pockets.


‘Alright, tell me what you see,’ Brown said. ‘Let’s start with the father.’


Madison crouched; she was balancing herself on her heels. Her sense of smell protested and she ignored it.


‘Looks like at least twenty-four hours.’


‘Yes. Why?’


‘Lividity. I can’t tell about rigor without moving him and we ought to wait for the ME people.’


‘Go on.’


‘He’s blindfolded with a piece of black velvet. Not torn, cut. On the forehead, there is a sign like a cross. Drawn in blood. He’s bound with … looks like leather. Thin strip. Around his neck, hands and feet. Hands are tied behind his back. Makes it really difficult to move if you’re lying down on them.’


Madison paused and breathed; it was not easy; she let the facts come to her.


‘Deep red ligature marks where he’s been tied. Some bruising. He put up a fight. I’m not going to take the blindfold off yet. No obvious wounds. It doesn’t look like it’s his blood there on the pillow. Cause of death, probably asphyxia. We’ll have to check the eyes for spots.’


‘What about the others?’


Madison was aware of the Crime Scene Unit men setting up on the landing; the pathologist had just arrived and was snapping his gloves on, a double layer. She focused back on the dark-haired woman and her children.


‘All blindfolded. All with a cross on the forehead drawn in blood. Only the hands are tied. At the front. No ligature marks.’


‘What does that tell you?’


‘Post-mortem. They were tied up when they were already dead. Contact wounds to the head. You can see the tattooing. The shooter was less than two feet away. All of them, except the father. Just one shot. No bruises, no signs of struggle.’


She stood up. The room was cold, the door was open with people coming and going. The Sinclairs and their children were wearing pajamas. Brown gave her a brief nod. It was the most she had got from him in four weeks.


‘How are you doing, old man?’ The forensic pathologist gave Brown his usual salute.


‘I was doing a hell of a lot better before I got here,’ Brown said.


‘I can see why.’ Dr. Fellman took it in and knelt next to the father.


‘James and Anne Sinclair.’ Brown pointed. ‘John and David Sinclair.’


The photographer joined them. Someone was already sketching out on a pad the position of the furniture.


Spencer came back. ‘The maid’s in shock. She’s been with the family for seven years. Nice folks, never a problem. Man’s a tax lawyer, wife does something part-time at a local primary school. No enemies that she knows of; never a cross word in the house.’


Madison looked away from the harshness of the camera flashes.


Brown filed the information somewhere in his mind. ‘How are you doing with the photos? I want to take his blindfold off.’


‘Give me another minute.’


Madison wanted to hear the pathologist’s preliminary examination; she stood by and wrote on her notepad what she had just given Brown. From this moment on, the lives of James Sinclair and his family would be systematically stripped of all privacy. The camera flashed, snapped and reloaded, and somewhere above the house the helicopter waited patiently for a shot of the bodies being taken away.


*

Andrew Riley had heard about it on his police radio scanner. He had to think fast – an opportunity like this might not happen more than once in a lifetime. He surveyed his shabby studio apartment: four dead bodies in Blueridge might just be his way out of there.


He went to the closet and took out the Federal Express uniform that he had paid top dollar for three months earlier. It was a beaut. It came with clipboard, pad, baseball cap, boots and, best of all, a pristine Federal Express bag that he could carry slung on his shoulder. The day he got it he took it to a friend of his to get it customized. The lens of the micro-camera was hidden by a buckle on the side, a tiny remote that fit easily in his pocket controlled the shutter release button; it was sensitive enough to shoot indoors with no flash. Because that’s where the bodies were.


He shaved quickly – appearances mattered – and cut himself slightly on the cheek. A reverse directory told him who lived at 1135 Blueridge: Sinclair, James R. Riley wrote the name on the FedEx envelope, together with the details of an imaginary sender, put in it a copy of yesterday’s Seattle Times and pressed the envelope shut. If he managed just one good shot of the bodies – four dead bodies – inside the house, where nobody else was allowed, it could be worth thousands.


From the second he had heard it on the scanner, Andrew Riley was out and driving in 13 minutes.


*


The crime-scene photographer had covered every inch of the victims and the room they were in.


‘Alright,’ Dr. Fellman said. ‘Let’s see.’


He took out of his pocket a tape recorder, put it on the night table closest to the body of the man and pressed the record button.


‘Sam, can you check the heating system? I need to know the exact time it comes on and goes off.’


Dr. Fellman’s assistant, whom Madison had never heard utter a single word, went off. The pathologist placed the tips of his fingers on the side of the man’s head and tested the rigidity of the neck muscles. He ran his fingers along the jaw.


‘Rigor’s complete. I’d say between 24 and 36.’ He turned to Brown. ‘Can you smell it?’


‘What?’


He sniffed the air two inches from the dead man’s face. He reached behind the head.


‘Did you get a picture of the blindfold’s knot?’ he yelled to the photographer who was on the landing.


‘Yeah. All of them.’


Dr. Fellman cut neatly through the blindfold near the knot and held it toward Brown and Madison with the tips of his fingers.


‘Chloroform. Look at the blisters around his nose and mouth. It could have been enough to cause heart paralysis in a few minutes. We’ll know for sure after the PM. It doesn’t look like he suffocated, though.’ He pushed up the eyelids in turn and looked into the eyes.


Madison had not smelled the chloroform and made a mental note not to make the same mistake again.


Dr. Fellman put the blindfold in a paper bag and tagged it. ‘Let’s roll him over.’


Brown helped the pathologist turn the body on his side and Dr. Fellman proceeded to snip the leather strip close to the knot and put it in another paper bag. It was encrusted with blood from the man’s wrists. He tested elbows, wrists and fingers. He rolled him back and tried to bend the man’s knees without taking off the ligature around his feet. Then he went around the bed and started all over, took off all the blindfolds by cutting near the knots and looked closely at the gunshot wounds.


‘.22?’ Brown asked.


‘Looks like it. Very close range and she has no exit wound.’


‘There’s a couple of rounds in the wall by the children’s bunk beds,’ Dunne said, standing by the door.


‘Any good?’ Brown said.


‘Pretty flattened out.’


‘That’s all I am going to do for now,’ Dr. Fellman said and turned toward his assistant. ‘Let’s bag the hands and get them out of here.’


Brown was looking intently at the four naked faces, dark crosses above the eyes.


Officer Hall, not quite stepping into the room, half cleared his throat and half coughed.


‘Yes?’ Brown said quietly.


‘There’s a FedEx man downstairs, says he has an envelope for the victim – somebody’s got to sign for it.’


‘Madison, could you …’


‘Yes.’


Hall turned around and pretty much bumped into the delivery man.


‘Hey. I told you to wait downstairs.’


‘Sorry, officer.’ The man was short and stocky, with a crew cut under the baseball cap and bright eyes like a bird. ‘I have to get this signed.’


Madison stepped right in front of him, between the man and the open door.


‘I’ll sign this for you downstairs. You can’t be here.’


The man did not move. Madison stepped closer.


‘Sorry but you can’t be here. Let’s go.’ His eyes kept going past her to the room.


‘You in charge?’ Andrew Riley said, one hand holding the envelope out, the other in his pocket with his finger on the remote, trying to edge around the woman cop who was blocking his way, only half listening to her. ‘I have to get this signed by the person in charge. Company rules.’


Madison saw his eyes and did not like what she found there. The news channel helicopter made a slow pass just above the house, and she knew.


‘You. Downstairs. NOW.’


Riley backed off, his voice suddenly apologetic. ‘Sorry, officer. I didn’t mean to get in the way.’ He started down the stairs, Madison and Hall by his side.


Her eyes on his hands, the envelope, the bag.


‘Let me see your bag.’ Madison said.


‘No. It’s this here you’ve got to …’


Madison put her hand out. ‘Give me what you’ve got.’


Riley was pretty much surrounded; the two uniforms he had passed at the door were now standing behind him as he walked backwards and the woman cop was right in his face. He raised his hands. ‘Hey.’


‘“Hey”? Just give me the damn bag.’ Her voice low and meaning it.


Riley took it off his shoulder and handed it to her. Madison held his eyes. She opened the large flap and the mechanism on the side was easy to see.


‘You have anything else on you?’


‘No.’


His belt had no buckle, no other hiding places.


‘Any ID?’


Riley took out his driving license. No point in trying to show them a dud. Riley’s eyes went to the bag. You bitch, he thought. You bitch.


Madison took his right arm above the elbow and started walking out, dragging him with her.


‘If I were you I would keep a really low profile.’ She could feel anger flapping in her chest. ‘The people out there could get very upset if they knew what you were trying to do.’


They were going up the driveway toward the main road. Caring neighbors and curious passers-by alike were under dark umbrellas, the crowd now a few dozens. Bored news people started their cameras as the two of them left the house.


‘I was just doing my job,’ Riley hissed.


Madison’s grip tightened. They got to the line of blue uniforms holding back the crowd. Madison had her back to the press; she leant forward and whispered, ‘I ever see you again on a crime scene, you and I are going to have an abrupt disagreement. Have a nice day.’


She gave one look at the crowd and started back down, ignoring the calls from the reporters.


‘Bitch!’ Riley said to himself. He was getting soaked.


‘Yo! Riley!’ A familiar face from the wall of photographers and cameras beckoned him, more flashes went off.


Madison got back inside just as Andrew Riley started to tell his tale to a buddy, under a borrowed raincoat.


The bodies were carried out in bags; the little procession would be online news within minutes. The ambulances left, followed by the ME’s car.


As the crowd closed in behind them some walked off back to their houses and others just stood around uncertain about what to do now that the principal players had gone. The rain just kept on, soft and steady over the detectives, Spencer and Dunne among them, who walked from person to person and from house to house gathering what information they could.


*

Brown gently poked at the hole where a bullet had been, by the top bunk of the boys’ room.


Madison froze her anger out – no use for it. Someone had tried to tell them something with the murders: the message was cruel and twisted and ugly, it was time to find out about the messenger.


They moved through the house, becoming familiar with it, trying to get a sense of the life that had been lived in it. Brown paced back and forth between the master bedroom and the children’s. On the white glossy door frame, about five feet from the ground, a smudge of blood and something else, probably hair.


Madison walked from room to room; no other place seemed to have been visited by the killer. The windows had not been disturbed, no broken glass swept under carpets or sofas. The kitchen on the ground floor was a long narrow room, windows to the garden on the left and white units on the right. It was spotless. Still wearing her gloves, Madison opened the door of the dishwasher; inside plates and glasses were clean. By the sink, a tall glass and a can of Coke. She looked in it – empty. One of the forensic technicians was dusting the bottom part of the window for prints.


‘Will you pick this up?’ she said, pointing at the can and the glass.


‘Yeah,’ he said without turning.


Madison made a note in her book to check whether the husband, the wife or one of the kids had been the last person walking around the house, for chronology’s sake. Judging by how neat everything was, the dishwasher must have already started its cycle or the glass would have been put in it.


Upstairs, Madison was thinking her own thoughts and almost missed Brown’s question.


‘Why did he not shoot the father? If you come into the house to do your thing, what’s the greatest threat?’


‘The father,’ Madison said. It had bothered her too.


‘Did you see the bruise under the blindfold?’


‘Yes. He put up a fight. So why not shoot him?’


‘I don’t know,’ Brown said.


‘I think he came at them and they never even knew it.’ Madison looked around. ‘He knew the lay of the place. He got in and just got on with it. So cocky he even let the father try to struggle his way out of it.’


Brown said nothing for so long she thought he had left the room. She turned toward him. He was transfixed, staring at the top of the door frame on the inside of the bedroom. Two words had been carved in the glossy white, the letters two inches tall, rough and angular but perfectly readable.


Thirteen Days


‘We’d better get CSU to take a look at it,’ Brown said.


The letters were carved with a kind of violent precision that was almost hard to look at. Someone had tried to give a little curl to the end of each one, to make them pretty.


‘Have you ever seen anything like this?’


‘No,’ Brown replied.


‘It could be a warning.’


‘It could be many things. None of them good.’


Walking down the stairs, you could still smell the pine wax. The banisters were oak and recently polished. A lovely house, a nice family.


On the doorstep, Brown looked out at the crowd.


‘Has someone taken pictures of the crowd? Somebody shoot us some video. The faces – I want to be able to see the faces.’ He pointed at the wall of umbrellas as flashes started going and television cameras swung into action.





Chapter 6


Frank Lauren stood in the middle of the upstairs study in the Sinclairs’ house and took it in. His partner, Mary Kay Joyce, snapped on a fresh pair of gloves. They had been collecting evidence. The window had been dusted and the powder had stained the glossy white windowsill. On the leather armchair in front of the desk a book lay open face down, a hardback edition of Isak Dinesen’s Letters from Africa. Joyce picked it up, slid it, still open, in a plastic bag; sealed it and fixed the sides with two very small clamps, tagged it and signed the label, Lauren scribbling his signature under hers. They worked the room methodically and in complete silence.


Joyce was running her hand around the side of the chair behind the desk, to check whether there was anything trapped in the fold. Her fingers dislodged a thin strip of pale green paper. She picked it up with a pair of tweezers and held it against the light.


*

Madison was organizing her notes as Brown drove. They had found the name of the next of kin in Sinclair’s wallet and – for the maid’s benefit – on a pad on the kitchen wall. In this case more than others it was important to talk to them as soon as possible as the house was probably already on the news, with all its gory significance.


There had been a statement from Lieutenant Fynn about ‘the swiftness of justice’ but no details of the victims or the crime had yet been released. Madison wrote a note to remind herself to ask Dr. Fellman about the time of death of the father compared to the others.


‘Something else is going to happen,’ Madison said. ‘Thirteen days from the victims’ death will fall sometime in the night between the 23rd and the 24th. That’s only twelve days from today.’


‘Two hundred and eighty-eight hours and change, to be precise,’ Brown said.


The car pulled up to the curb, the traffic slow and the crowd of shoppers a sluggish river around them. Madison saw a mother yank her five-year-old back to her side just as he was stepping in front of a car.


‘Have you met him before?’ Brown asked as they got into the Stern Tower elevator.


‘No. I have seen him in court. He can make it pretty nasty for a witness.’


‘Yeah, well, most cops would rather stick pins in their eyes.’ Brown smoothed down his tie with the flat of his left hand.


They stepped out on the ninth floor and entered the offices of Quinn, Locke & Associates.


Brown asked to see Nathan Quinn. They were directed to a waiting area and asked if they wanted anything to drink, which they declined, and were told Nathan Quinn would see them in a few minutes. Madison looked around. There was art on the walls and she remembered pictures in the papers of charity events Quinn had attended.


They were shown to his office and Nathan Quinn stood to meet them. He was somewhere in his forties; his eyes were black and had the same grave quality she had noticed in court. Up close, he didn’t have the manner of detached affluence one expected from a partner in a successful firm with corporate clients. He looked like a man who would take somebody apart with what the legal system had given him, and failing that he’d just use his bare hands.


‘Sergeant Brown. Detective Madison. What can I do for you? Please sit.’


This was a man who was used to dealing with the police and Madison realized that he probably thought they were there because of a case he was working on.


‘Mr. Quinn, is James Sinclair an associate in this firm?’ Brown asked.


Quinn sat back in his chair.


‘No. He has been a partner for the last four years.’


‘How long have you known him?’


‘What is this about?’


‘I’m sorry,’ Brown said. ‘I have some very bad news.’


Quinn pulled himself back.


‘There is no good way to say this. James Sinclair was found dead this morning in his home. His family …’ Brown paused. ‘His wife and children were with him.’


‘Annie and the boys?’


‘Yes.’


‘What happened?’


‘An intruder. We think sometime on Saturday night.’


Nathan Quinn leant his elbows on his desk and looked down at his hands. For maybe a minute the only sound was the clicking of a computer keyboard nearby. When his eyes finally came to rest on them he spoke and his voice was steady.


‘Can I see them?’


‘Yes. If you think you are up to it, we would like you to do a formal identification.’


‘I understand.’


‘There are some questions that we need to ask you – to ask the people who worked with him.’


‘Whatever we can do.’ Quinn hesitated. ‘How did they—’


‘We will know more later on,’ Brown said, avoiding the word ‘post-mortem’.


‘Was it a burglary?’


‘It’s not clear yet.’


‘If there are any questions you’d like to ask me—’


‘I appreciate that,’ Brown said. ‘We’d like to find out enough to give us a picture of the family. You knew them well?’


‘Yes.’


‘When was the last time you saw them?’


‘I saw James in the office on Friday. He left at about five, five thirty. I left a little after he did.’


‘Did you notice anything strange, anything unusual in his behavior in the last few weeks? Did he seem worried or concerned about anything?’


‘No. Everything was normal.’


‘How well did you know Mrs. Sinclair?’


‘I knew her very well.’


‘Did you also meet outside work?’


‘Yes.’


‘Did you visit their home?’


‘Yes.’


‘As far as you know, did they have any enemies, someone who wanted to do them harm?’


‘Absolutely not. James is a tax lawyer and Annie teaches in primary school. They are – they were – decent and kind and generous. They had no enemies.’


‘Nobody from an old case?’


‘No.’


‘You understand, Mr. Quinn, these are questions we have to ask. Even if it’s personal.’


‘Go ahead.’


‘Did James or Annie Sinclair ever have an affair? Somebody who might be angry enough to harm them?’


‘No,’ Quinn said.


‘Would you know if they had?’ Brown said gently.


Quinn’s eyes held Brown’s for a moment. He would tell the police things to help them do their job, Madison saw that in him, but Nathan Quinn would not unfold the lives of his friends and lay them open for strangers to take apart.


‘They were devoted to each other.’


‘This is it, for the moment. Thank you,’ Brown said, standing up.


Quinn stood with him. ‘Did the neighbors see or hear anything?’


‘We are still canvassing.’


‘Any signs of forced entry?’


‘Not obvious ones, no. Of course, it is too early to say.’


‘How many people do you think were involved?’


‘We are still working the scene.’


Quinn rubbed his temples with his index fingers.


‘Sergeant, the number of murders in Seattle last year was twenty, the year before that, nineteen. Compared to other metropolitan areas, it’s a pretty safe place, with a high murder clearance rate. This was not a burglary.’


Quinn looked from one to the other, taking measure of them as they had done of him. ‘I will meet you there in half an hour,’ he said. ‘I have to call Annie’s sister in Chicago.’


As the doors of the elevator closed in front of them, Madison saw three or four people gather around Quinn and the expressions on their faces as they were being told. The dumb animal shock, the pain.


*

Back in the car, they checked the radio and found there was a message from Mary Kay Joyce. They were patched through and Joyce’s voice crackled on the line; she was calling from the unit van.


‘We have found two halves of a check for $25,000. One half was in the study, the other in the kitchen bin. Do you receive clearly?’


‘Yes, go ahead.’


‘The signature is only half written; it stops in the middle, but it’s very clear. The name is John Cameron. J–O–H–N C–A–M–E–R–O–N. You got that?’


‘I got it.’


Madison looked up from her notebook. For a moment there was just the static crackle of the radio and the rain on the windshield.


‘I’ve called in Payne,’ Joyce continued. ‘It’s his day off and he was pretty pissed off. There are dozens of items to go through but I’ll put the check on the top of the pile.’


Payne was the top man in Latents. If anybody or anything had touched the slip of paper he would find out.


Brown was not an expansive man and Madison liked how he wore his thoughts close to the chest. He wound down the window and took a couple of breaths as if the air in the car had suddenly turned foul.


‘What do you know about John Cameron?’ he asked her.


Madison had heard many things over the years – hard facts bulked up by speculation, hearsay and myth.


‘I know about the Nostromo,’ she replied.


‘Then you know enough. If he is in any way involved in this thing, any piece of evidence we have is gold dust.’


‘What do you mean?’


‘There were five dead on the Nostromo. Two cops, three ex-cons. He slit their throats and let them bleed out.’


‘I remember.’ Madison had been barely out of the Academy and the case had been news for weeks. The boat and its cargo had been found in the waters near Orcas Island. They had never managed to get all the blood off the deck – the wood had been black with it. Nobody had ever been charged with the murders.


‘We had nothing. No evidence, no eyewitness, no case. Snitches were afraid to even mention his name. But it was him alright.’


Madison remembered the pictures in the papers: standard ones for the cops and prison issue for the ex-cons. Brown drove toward the morgue.


‘Two years later we had the body of a known dealer bobbing up in Lake Union. His hands had been cut off, his eyes were missing and he had been almost completely decapitated. A reliable informant said it was Cameron’s work and we got a stampede of dealers leaving town. Next thing, the informant said he’d changed his mind and we are left with nothing.’


‘How does someone like Cameron know the Sinclairs? What’s the connection?’ Madison said. ‘Sinclair was an attorney. A tax-attorney. Very white collar, very safe.’


‘Remember that we don’t know for sure that it’s our Cameron. It could just be the same name.’


‘Maybe. Is there a file for him? Was he ever arrested?’


‘We never got that close. But he was printed once, drunk driving, when he was a kid. After that, nothing. The only reason we have his prints today is that he had a couple of cold ones when he was eighteen.’


‘Then we also have a picture.’


‘For what it’s worth, a twenty-year-old picture.’


‘We can get it computer-altered. See what he might look like today. And show it to the neighbors.’


‘Once we mention Cameron’s name all hell will break loose, I want one definite link between them.’


‘Let me get started on this. We need his file and prints. I’ll catch up with you at the morgue.’


‘Madison, be discreet.’


Brown had to stop at a busy corner. Madison left the car and disappeared into the crowd.


*

In the building that temporarily housed the office of the Medical Examiner and the Crime Lab, technicians came and went about their business. Brown waited in the hall. Quinn was a difficult man to read and Brown wanted to see how he would carry himself through the ordeal of the identification.


He hoped he would learn something about the kind of man Quinn was and maybe one day that knowledge would be a resource they could count on.


When the moment came Nathan Quinn stood by the window. Brown knocked on the glass and the blinds revealed four slain bodies. Quinn looked from face to face, then turned and nodded once.


In the parking lot, he sat in his car for minutes; after a while he drove off at speed. Brown looked at the space where the car had been and thought how Quinn’s right hand had been shaking and he had put it in the pocket of his coat.


Brown took a glass of water from the cooler in the corridor and downed some Vitamin C with it. He cleared his mind, took out his notepad and walked into the sanitized chill of the autopsy room.





Chapter 7


Madison stood by the printer in the Communication Center and hoped that the quality of the picture that the Photo Unit was sending would be good enough for a first look. They would have to work from a copy of the original itself for the age alterations to be successful, if it ever came to that.


From the moment Cameron’s name had been mentioned in the car, it had been in her thoughts like a low-level sound she could not get rid of. Her mind flashed back to the blindfolded bodies in Blueridge.


Like hunters of old, Madison felt her own need to see the eyes of the enemy to get a sense of him. She tried to remember the details of the Nostromo killings.


Little was known for sure about how the day went down. Every crook in every bar had a favorite version. Apparently the two cops, detectives from LAPD, had something nasty going on with the other three. Nobody knew how Cameron fit into that but somehow he did because the five men had decided that he would not be coming back from the trip.


It was a glorious day in August, the sun reflecting off the gleaming deck and a fresh breeze blowing in from the sea.


Whether he knew or not, when they started off, that they had decided to kill him, John Cameron did not run when he found out. The police recovered two 9mm Glocks and three revolvers near the bodies, all with a number of rounds spent, shell casings rolling with the swell. Yet no blood except for the dead men’s, no physical evidence that anybody else had ever been on the boat and no explanation of how he had left it.


A fisherman on the dock had seen six men get onto the Nostromo but he could give no description. Some said Cameron drugged them, then killed them one by one; some said that he got them to shoot each other. The one known fact was that, in spite of all the ammunition gone, the men had each been killed by a single incised wound to the neck.


After that, Cameron disappeared. Very few knew what he looked like. For all you knew, the story went, he might be the guy at the end of the bar, or the guy you just bitched with about the game.


The machine started to hum.


A couple of patrol officers she knew were walking toward her in the corridor; Madison tore off the sheet of paper with the name and the picture and, without looking at it, left the building and found her car in the parking lot.


Sitting in her car, she turned the sheet over and looked at John Cameron, alleged murderer of six. It was the picture of a boy, a teenager who looked his age. A soft face with longish hair that would have been right 20 years ago. The charge had been drunk driving but he did not look under the influence. He looked somber and Madison held his gaze. Five eleven, dark and dark, the only distinctive marks the scars on his forearms and the back of his right hand. She put the photograph in an envelope with the set of fingerprints and drove off under the light rain to see James Sinclair and his family one last time.


*

In the four hours following the first item on television, the police switchboard received 27 calls confessing to the murders: 22 men, five women, the closest in Spokane, the farthest in Miami. All had to be dealt with and all had to be exonerated. It was a pointless task and a waste of man hours, and everybody knew it would get a lot worse.


The Seattle Times had given it the front page: a pretty photograph of the house and what little had been made public; it kept speculation to a minimum.


The Washington Star ran the headline ‘Christmas Slaughter’ with a picture of Madison holding Riley by the elbow. It speculated on the nature of the murders and gratuitously mentioned the homicide that had taken place on Blueridge some years before, when a little girl had accidentally shot her neighbor.


Under the spitting weather, people walked to the newsstands and went online: gradually, as if a storm was about to hit the city, windows were checked, back doors were locked and children were told they could not play outside.
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