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It seems feasible that over the coming century human nature will be scientifically remodelled. If so, it will be done haphazardly, as an upshot of struggles in the murky realm where big business, organised crime and the hidden parts of government vie for control.
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Part One


 


The District
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ONE


 


 


 


 


Snowmageddon.


Dirty glacial clouds hammered the city’s anvil. On the District of Columbia’s north-western edge, gusts of snow rolled across the Park Road Bridge like volcanic ash. 


Michael Freeman, a detective lieutenant on the up and up with the Homicide and Sexual Offenses Branch of the Metropolitan Police Department (MPD), climbed out of his unmarked white Chevy Impala, impetuously hurdled the crash barrier and skidded across the pavement into a railing built to deter suicides. The sidewalk was slick with ice as brittle as glass. He patted the pockets of his down-insulated jacket, checking for a notebook and flashlight. He felt for the reassurance of the Glock 17 in a holster in the small of his back. He blew on his fingers and peered at his watch. It was Tuesday, just after four in the morning and the temperature was well below freezing.


Three and a half hours until sunrise.


Parked in the icy slush on the north end of the bridge there were two other vehicles. One was a patrol car from Third Police District, its revolving red and blue lights lighting up the skeletal latticework of trees beside the road. There was a uniformed officer huddled miserably inside and through the patrol car’s open window came the crackle of static punctuated by short bursts of speech. The other car was the Medical Examiner’s, a black Chevy Suburban with blacked-out windows.


The harbinger of death.


Freeman looked down through the cage-like railings of the bridge and the swirling snow at the road beneath. Forty feet below him, on the Piney Branch Driveway, there were two patrol cars from the Park Police. He looked up again at the hillside. He could see the lights of more patrol cars, parked on the reverse slope of the hill, reflected like distant searchlights in the cloud cover. 


A policeman with a flashlight approached through the trees and ducked under the yellow incident tape. He was overweight, his belly struggling against his uniform pants and fully loaded leather belt, and his face was flushed despite the freezing cold.


‘Lieutenant Freeman?’ he asked, breathing heavily.


‘Yes,’ Freeman acknowledged. 


‘We expected you sooner than this.’


‘I’m here now,’ he said. ‘What’s your name?’


‘I’m Kelly. Park Police.’ 


‘Well, Kelly, what time was she found?’


‘Just over an hour ago. I took the call.’


Freeman looked at his watch again. She was found at around 3 a.m.


They were on the boundary of Third and Fourth Police Districts, on a narrow spur of Rock Creek Park insinuated between the two and therefore under Park Police jurisdiction. That was DC for you, a mish-mash of competing jurisdictions. Behind him at the south end of the bridge was the residential area Mount Pleasant, and ahead of him at the top of the hill, on the far side of the trees, was Crestwood, a small exclusive neighbourhood.


‘Who found her?’


The policeman jerked his fleshy thumb back up the hillside. ‘A young woman out running.’


Freeman frowned. ‘At this time of night?’


Kelly shrugged as if nothing would surprise him. ‘She says she couldn’t sleep. She’s up there waiting for you. I’ll take you there now.’


Freeman followed along a footpath that struck out diagonally from the bridge and then curved around to the left, alongside a narrow, steep-sided ravine thick with snow. Ahead of him Kelly climbed over a fallen tree blocking the pathway. If anything, it was snowing harder now. Kelly slipped and landed on his back. He cursed. Freeman helped him to his feet. 


‘This is fucked up,’ Kelly groaned.


‘Come on,’ Freeman said, chivvying him along.


They continued. Abruptly the path forked to left and right. 


‘Where does this go?’ Freeman asked.


Kelly pointed into the darkness to his left with the flashlight. Trees etched in snow. ‘That way leads down to Beech Drive. We have another patrol car down there. The other way leads up to Crestwood.’ As he turned with the flashlight in his hand, Kelly lit up a steel chain-link fence about ten feet away, running parallel to the path. A sign said: PRIVATE PROPERTY, NO TRESPASSING. 


‘Who lives the other side of that?’ Freeman asked.


‘Senator Cannon.’


‘You’re serious?’


Kelly grinned maliciously. ‘They threw you a red ball, Lieutenant.’


A red ball: twenty-four-hour days and all other cases on indefinite hold. Now he understood what Walter Streeks had meant when he’d said down the phone, ‘You’re going to have to tread carefully.’ 


The call hadn’t woken Freeman. He had been lying awake in the darkness of his apartment and it hadn’t rung more than once before he’d snatched the cell off the nightstand.


‘The body of a young white woman has been found in Rock Creek Park,’ Assistant Chief of Police Streeks had told him. Streeks was head of the Criminal Investigation Division, and the most senior black police officer in the District. ‘I’m making you the primary. You need to get over there right now.’


Freeman wasn’t on duty. He was on dayshift and down three members of his squad but there was no way he was going to raise that.


Michael Freeman was thirty-five years old – a former Special Forces soldier turned policeman. He was a tall and slim black man, with grey-flecked hair and dark almond-shaped eyes. His smile was tight-lipped – half knowing and half strategic. It hid a mouthful of craggy teeth. A childhood in Detroit’s East Side with an aggressive, alcoholic father had taught him to play things close to his chest, to look and listen. His colleagues knew him as a patient thinker, sedulous, missing nothing given time. Intellectually savvy and emotionally guarded, he exuded certitude. In Afghanistan, in the immediate aftermath of 9/11, he spent several weeks as a mounted outlier with the Northern Alliance in the Alma Tak Mountains, beyond the range of reinforcement or rescue – drinking filtered ditchwater and eating nuts scavenged from corpses – and calling down massive airstrikes on Taliban positions. He gained a certain reputation. Word spread the length of the Darya Suf River valley, through the Tiangi Gap to the stronghold at Mazar-i-Sharif that there was a monster loose in the mountains and the Taliban called him ‘bor-buka’, which seemed to mean black or devil or whirlwind, and, at times, all of these things.


 


Freeman continued along the path through the trees. The ground fell away steeply to the right and down in the ravine there were hushed voices and then the sudden flash from a camera. Freeman got a brief glimpse of something shocking: a woman’s naked body sprawled in the snow. His heart missed a beat. Wait, he told himself, resisting the urge to move directly there. The body would be there for as long as it took to process the crime scene. It wasn’t going anywhere without his authorisation. Do what you were taught back in the academy, he told himself: begin at the periphery; establish a perimeter and then move in an ever-decreasing circle towards the corpse.


‘When did the Mobile Crime Lab Unit arrive?’ he asked.


‘About ten minutes before you. Their truck is parked up on Quincy.’


‘And the Medical Examiner?’


‘Twenty minutes ago. He was wrapping up a shooting in North-East. He came straight over.’


‘Have you got a map of the area?’ 


‘In the car.’


‘Come on, then.’


At the top of the hill there was a flat area of woodland, a clearing of sorts with several fallen trees and beyond it the lights of houses and more police cars. The neighbourhood had been jolted awake. There was a woman standing shivering beside a log with a space blanket wrapped around her. By the beam from Kelly’s flashlight he studied her. He judged that she was in her late twenties or early thirties, maybe five foot seven, and a hundred and twenty pounds. She was wearing dark sweatpants and a pale sweatshirt with bloodstains on it. Shoulder-length blonde hair poked out from beneath her knit cap.


‘My name is Harriet Armstrong,’ she said calmly, with her hands interlocked in front of her. He caught the flash of a substantial engagement ring on her left hand. ‘I called nine-one-one.’


A strange accent. ‘You’re Australian?’ he ventured.


‘Scottish, actually.’


‘Well, Harriet, maybe you can tell me what you were doing in Rock Creek Park after dark?’ 


‘I was taking a short cut to Crestwood,’ she explained, unruffled. ‘It’s safer to run here after dark than in Mount Pleasant where I live.’ 


Washington was full of joggers, it was one of many things that distinguished the District in Freeman’s mind – lobbyists, lawyers and journalists all pounding the pavement like hamsters on a wheel – they were everywhere and at all times of day and night.


‘So what happened?’ 


‘I was on the path near the fence when I heard someone in the trees. He was coming towards me, carrying something over his shoulder wrapped in a blanket or a tarpaulin, something like that. I was alarmed. I got down behind a tree and he went past me, within a few feet. He fell and that’s when I first got a glimpse of what I thought was a body. I didn’t move. I didn’t do anything to give myself away. The man started swearing and cursing and crying. Then he went quiet for a while and then he ran off. I heard him splashing through the river at the bottom of the hill. After that I went to have a look. That’s when I found the body. I turned her over. I checked for a pulse. Her airway was completely blocked. I tried to clear it. I scooped out what I could with my fingers. Then I performed CPR, but it was too late – she was dead. That was just over an hour ago.’


‘Would you recognise the man if you saw him again?’


She shook her head emphatically. ‘I never got a clear look at him.’


‘Then what happened?’ 


‘I ran up the hill and knocked on the door of the nearest house. I woke up the owner and, once I’d told him what had happened, he agreed to let me in. I dialled nine-one-one and then came back here to wait for the police to arrive. That’s it.’


 ‘You’re going to need to go to Police Headquarters and give a statement.’


‘Of course,’ she agreed. ‘Right now?’


‘Officer Kelly will take you.’ He glanced across at Kelly who gave him a grateful look for delivering him from the snow. ‘Bring me that map.’


‘Sure.’


Kelly led the woman away. Freeman followed them to the edge of the tree line and stepped out onto the road. Facing the park there were several Federal-era double-fronted houses with exposed brick and painted shutters. Gaslights flickered on half-acre lots with snow-covered lawns and flagstone walkways. Kelly’s patrol car was parked outside the nearest house, the address that the 911 call was made from. 


The lights were on. There was a Jaguar in the driveway.


Freeman watched Kelly help the young woman into the back of the patrol car and then he turned back and looked in the direction of the woods. At the edge of the trees, there was a National Park Service boundary post and a sign that said: CLOSED AT DARK.


Kelly produced the map and then retreated to the warmth of the driver’s seat. Freeman blew on his fingers and spread the map out on the car’s hood, searching for the boundaries of an outer perimeter. To the west there was Rock Creek with Beach Drive running alongside it, to the south the Piney Branch River, to the east the busy thoroughfare that was 16th Street that ran straight to the White House, and to the north, jutting into the park like an inquisitive nose, there was Crestwood. He located the senator’s house with its long, curving driveway that led up from Beach Drive.


He was aware of the witness watching him from the back of the car.


‘Michael.’


A woman in a grey wool duffel coat with the hood thrown back, a laptop bag like a mailman’s pouch slung cross her chest, a pair of black-framed glasses and a black crocheted hat was walking towards him from the direction of the police cordon. Detective Maja Hadžiosmanagič was also a cop, the youngest though not the newest member of the Homicide and Sexual Offenses Branch of DC MPD. Like Freeman she was from Michigan, though not from Detroit. She was from Grand Rapids where her family settled after fleeing Mostar in Bosnia in the mid-nineties. She was something of an oddity in the department. She had arrived in Washington with a political science degree from Grand Valley State University and a freshly issued US passport. She had completed a year of American University law school and then dropped out and joined the DC police. After two years in a patrol car in Seventh District, two years in the Prostitution Enforcement Unit, and a further two years on the mayor’s security detail, she had transferred to Homicide. 


There was no point asking her why she’d chosen the police over the law. Freeman had tried several times in the last year and got answers ranging from ‘What would you do without me?’ to ‘Why walk among giants when I can tower over you pygmies?’ It was one of the things that he liked about her. For all that she gave the impression of being open, there was another side to her, an elusive quality that was not readily apparent, some feature of being a refugee, he thought. There were questions she wouldn’t answer, topics she wouldn’t discuss; try to pin her down and she would skip away laughing, her pale blue eyes flashing.


‘You got lucky today, handsome,’ she greeted him.


The irony was not lost on him. ‘Looks like I did.’


‘It’s a mess back there,’ Maja told him. ‘There’s already a police reporter from the Post and three or four photographers on the cordon and there are satellite truck crews from NBC4 and ABC7 parked outside the mayor’s house. I bet you more are on their way.’


‘The mayor’s house . . . ?’


‘Oh yes! He lives a block away. They’re only there because they can’t get any closer to the senator’s house. Let me show you.’ She joined him at the map, touched his shoulder and then pointed to the intersections with an index finger that stuck out of fingerless woollen mitts. ‘I’ve told uniform to shift the cordon back to 17th Street there and push it up to Varnum Street to the north there. That should give you the room you need.’


And now he had an inner perimeter. ‘We’ll be knocking on these doors first,’ he said, looking up and down the street. ‘We’re going to need some help.’


‘Stan and Olly are on the way,’ Maja told him. Stan and Olly was what she called her fellow detectives Hector Menendez and Kari Marschalk, which Freeman knew to mean that they had been judged competent and therefore worthy of her barbed, teasing affection. He’d once asked her if she had a name for him and she’d replied, ‘Don’t even go there, Michael.’


Standing at the edge of the woods in the biting cold, she was staring at him.


‘Earth to Michael?’


‘Can we get some lights in the woods?’ Freeman asked, once he’d collected his thoughts.


‘For that, I’ll have to talk to the National Guard.’ She hesitated. They both knew why. It would be daylight before they could coax any lights out of the National Guard.


‘What about an area search?’


‘We can get cadets from the Police Academy here in the morning.’


‘Good.’ 


‘Are you OK?’ Her hand rested briefly on his forearm as it often did when she was talking to him. 


‘I’m fine,’ he said and folded the map carefully before tucking it into his jacket’s inside pocket. Maja was the closest thing to a friend that Freeman had in Homicide, or anywhere for that matter. Freeman was the newcomer. He’d transferred in from the Detroit Police Department just after the President’s inauguration. He’d loyally followed his better paid, better connected and fiercely ambitious wife Shawna who had spent 2008 campaigning for Obama and now worked in the Office of Counsel to the President at the White House.


‘I’ll tell you what,’ Freeman told Maja, ‘let’s go take a look at the body.’


 ‘Let’s do that,’ she agreed.


Freeman nodded to Kelly who drove away with the witness in the back and he and Maja walked together into the trees, snapping on latex gloves.










TWO


 


 


 


 


Freeman often dreamed that he was back in the Tiangi Gap in Afghanistan with smoke seeping from the earth and powdered dust rising at every footfall, turning his clothes white, his face to a mask of dust. 


The further he walked into the ravine the greater the damage.


Provided that he had line-of-sight to an enemy position, Freeman found the mechanics of calling in an airstrike were relatively simple. He was equipped with a commercial GPS with a projection function, a prismatic compass, a set of binoculars with a laser rangefinder good out to three and a half kilometres (distance and terrain are metric in war) and a 40 MHz radio to communicate with the B-52 bombers that were circling above, their contrails leaving twenty-mile-wide ovals in the sky. He fixed his own location, and then, using the compass and rangefinder, fed the bearing and distance to the enemy into the GPS. It gave him back the enemy’s grid coordinates. He sent the grid to the bomber. 


In the bomb bay the smart-bombs (JDAMs) came awake.


The pilot said, ‘Pickle, pickle, pickle.’


As the bomb fell, the GPS unit in its tail sent signals to the fins, which feathered the breeze and ruddered the projectile on course.


‘Thirty seconds . . . twenty seconds . . . ten seconds.’


You saw it before you heard it: the mushroom cloud and then the boom that rolled up the hills and over the ridgelines like a freight train.


If the mechanics were simple, Freeman’s response to seeing the devastation first hand was more complex. The value of n may be different for each of us but by the time you have seen the nth victim or nth dismembered part of a victim in the nth pile of rubble it has ceased to be personal. Sooner or later fatigue sets in. You withdraw. For Freeman, alumnus of Afghanistan, his first experience of death at first hand was on such a massive scale and so clearly by his own hand that the sense of withdrawal was almost immediate. In the face of numberless and nameless dead in stove-in bunkers and collapsed trenches he simply shut down. If that was true in Afghanistan, then the opposite was true now. He had felt a deep compulsion ever since to find his way back to the personal, to recover his sense of outrage. With each murder solved, with each story fully told, he was a step closer to what was so abruptly lost. 


But even now, almost a decade later, unidentified bodies provoked the fiercest emotions in him. He repeated his mantra: I will find out who you are. I will determine who killed you. I will bring them to justice.


He was not a religious man. His wife was the one who owned a bedside Bible. But there was a piece of scripture that he regarded as his own. Luke 8,17: For nothing is secret, that shall not be made manifest; neither anything hid, that shall not be known and come abroad.


 


Kaplan, the Medical Examiner, was straddling the corpse with his feet planted either side of her waist and his aluminium scene case open beside him. He looked up as Freeman and Maja slid down the bank towards him, their torches making goggles of his spectacles. He was a small, round man with a bald head and tufts of hair sprinkled with snowflakes that stuck out horizontally from just above his ears. 


Kneeling on the ground beside Kaplan, a female Mobile Crime Lab tech wearing a head torch and an all-weather suit was picking up fragments of teeth with a pair of tweezers and depositing them in a clear plastic bag. If the witness was to be believed she had scooped them out of the victim’s mouth before giving CPR. Another tech was standing by holding a camera and beside him, squatting on the bank, there was a uniform taking notes for the top sheet of an incident report.


‘Y’all are the primary?’ Kaplan asked. 


‘I am,’ Freeman replied.


Kaplan was from Louisiana. ‘I’m just a poor Coonass Jew from the Bayou, trying to make my way through this thorny world and into the next,’ he would often say by way of introduction. He was known across the city for a probing intellect and a disconcerting stare.


 ‘So I guess they’re either getting set to build you up or knock you down,’ he said.


‘We’ll find out soon enough,’ Freeman agreed, squatting on his haunches beside the body. She was lying sprawled on her back with her arms partly extended and her face a bloody pulp. He had thought that he was veteran of such things but he had never seen a face so completely and deliberately smashed in. It provoked a strong sense of moral outrage in him. 


‘Your President came up here,’ Kaplan said.


The rest of her body was dead white; even her nipples were pale as alabaster. Here and there twigs and leaves adhered to her skin. 


Freeman retrieved a pencil from his pocket. He frowned, half listening. ‘My President . . . ?’


‘Abraham Lincoln. He rode up the Piney Branch Road to Fort Stevens in 1864, about a year after he freed the slaves.’


Freeman’s wife Shawna, who was more strident in these matters, might have taken exception to this. She refused to accept the idea of the slaves as passive recipients of freedom. She claimed with some justification that Lincoln was initially ambivalent about abolition and that it was only the hundreds of thousands of blacks, Northerners and escaped Southerners, who fought in the Union Army that brought home to the President the necessity of emancipation. But Freeman was not a preacher. He didn’t have any kind of axe to grind. 


‘I thought that you were referring to our cigarette-smoking Kenyan-born President,’ he replied. 


Carefully, he lifted the dead woman’s hair away from an ear with the tip of the pencil. There was a row of silver rings that followed the delicate curve of her ear. The hair was blonde, with dark roots. 


 ‘Lincoln came under fire from Confederate forces that were looking to capture the city,’ Kaplan blithely continued. ‘He’s the only sitting President to have come under enemy fire; this is hallowed ground, Lieutenant, ground that the Union would not yield.’


‘Thanks for the history lesson,’ Freeman told him. ‘Perhaps you could direct your brain to the matter at hand.’


‘I’m just getting started,’ Kaplan said. ‘We’re less than a mile from where the bones of Chandra Levy were found.’


Chandra Levy was the twenty-four-year-old intern who’d gone missing in the spring of 2001, and whose skeletal remains were discovered in the park a year later. After she went missing, Chandra’s family – white middle-class Jews from Modesto, California – had revealed that she was having an extramarital affair with a congressman from the 18th District by the name of Gary Condit. It was an instant sensation, a round-the-clock news story that gripped the nation’s attention in a way it had not been gripped since Monica Lewinsky talked on prime-time television about her affair with President Bill Clinton. Writing in the New York Times, the commentator Maureen Dowd had described it as the oldest Washington story, one part romance, and two parts droit de seigneur. The powerful man who thrives on adoration and adoring young women he meets in his office. It remained DC’s most famous unsolved crime. Although Condit was never a suspect, the months of relentless media scrutiny destroyed his political career and almost did the same for those responsible for the hapless police investigation. Only the national cataclysm that was 9/11 caused the cable news networks to switch their attention from the case. 


 ‘What can you tell us about the deceased?’ Freeman persisted, knowing that patience would win through in the end.


There was a pause while Kaplan’s eyes swam behind his spectacles. He resembled a mole, a subterranean creature.


‘Very well, Lieutenant, she’s a well-nourished white female measuring five foot seven inches. A hundred pounds or so. I’d say in her mid-twenties . . .’


‘And the cause of death?’ Freeman insisted.


‘We’ll have to wait and see what toxicology reveals but I’d say the most likely cause is that her tongue lost its attachment to the lower jaw and fell back.’


 ‘She asphyxiated?’ 


‘We’ll know for sure after the autopsy.’


Freeman glanced across at the technician with the gruesome bag of teeth. ‘Any sign of the murder weapon?’


The tech shook her head. ‘Not yet.’


‘Was she raped?’


‘There is no apparent evidence of genital or extra-genital injury,’ Kaplan replied, in a tone that suggested that he was not completely happy with the answer. It was easy to see why. The woman’s hairless vulva was visibly swollen, the furls of flesh engorged with blood. There was something shocking about it, pornographic even, and if it were not for the systematic destruction of her face it might be the most shocking thing about her. The dark marks on her inner thighs that Freeman had mistaken for blood were in fact earth.


‘But she’s had sex?’ 


‘I think so,’ Kaplan replied. ‘We’ll know for sure back at the lab.’


Freeman lifted the woman’s head slightly. There was no pooling of blood on the ground beneath her. ‘She was dumped here,’ he said. ‘She was killed elsewhere and carried into the park.’ 


No wonder the techs were so disconsolate. The transportation of the body away from the murder site meant that there would be few forensic clues. The male tech’s torch lit up a bloody tarpaulin, curled like a discarded rag on the slope of the ravine. ‘She was dumped there and rolled here.’


‘The witness spoke the truth,’ added Maja.


‘There are lesions on her wrists and ankles consistent with her being restrained,’ Kaplan said. ‘Probably with some kind of rope or strap.’


Freeman’s cell phone rang. It was Assistant Chief of Police Streeks. He said, ‘When you’re done with the body, head up to the senator’s house. Chief Thielen is waiting.’


‘Yes, sir.’


Streeks cut the connection. 


‘You can tell the morgue wagon to pull up down there on the bridge,’ Kaplan said. ‘We’ll take her out that way. It’s more discreet. Do I have your permission for that?’


Ignoring the question, Freeman turned the woman’s left upper forearm. 


‘Are you OK with us moving her?’ Kaplan repeated in his strange obsessive-compulsive way.


Freeman’s latex-covered thumb rubbed a patch of dirt, which turned out not to be dirt.


‘What’s that?’ he asked.


‘It’s a barcode tattoo,’ Kaplan replied. ‘Personally, I find it offensive.’ 


Freeman glanced up at him. ‘Because they used to tattoo your people there when they arrived at the camps?’


‘You’re not wholly ignorant, Lieutenant Freeman. Though tattooing was particular to Auschwitz.’


‘You have enough photos of the body?’ Freeman asked the male tech.


‘Yes.’


‘I have to go,’ Freeman said, abruptly standing up. 


‘You’ve been summoned?’


‘I’ve been summoned,’ Freeman agreed. He glanced at Maja. ‘Can you take charge of the crime scene and the door-to-door?’


‘Sure. What do you want me to tell the media?’


‘Nothing.’


‘Mark my words, Lieutenant, you’ll be writing reports to the entire chain of command until this case is solved,’ Kaplan told him. ‘White girls aren’t supposed to die in DC. When they do there’s hell to pay . . .’


Freeman had few illusions about his work. Sure, it was a kind of expiation for the airstrikes but Homicide in DC was rarely complicated. Nine times out of ten it began with a gunshot and a corpse on a pavement or in a stairwell. The victims and the perpetrators were invariably black or Latino and the location was either the south-east or north-east quadrant of the District. The current average was just over ten killings a month; a hundred and forty homicides in the district in the previous year. For the detectives of Homicide it was straightforward work: there were shell casings to examine, motives to explore, witnesses to cajole. Maybe a thug cut a deal and snitched on the killer. But in most cases it was the killer’s incompetence that led to their arrest. Cases were swiftly closed. 


Not this time.


‘You can remove the body now,’ he said.










THREE


 


 


 


 


Freeman unpeeled the latex gloves from his hands as he stepped out of the woods, and discarded them in the gutter at the park’s edge. The media crowd beyond the cordon had grown larger and louder. There were now several satellite trucks with news crews, and the barricade was lit up by the unreal glare of television lights that were much stronger than anything the cash-strapped DC police could muster. Several reporters called out his name but he would not talk to them now. Instead he walked up Argyle Terrace in the company of a skinny white officer named Newell from Fourth District. They turned left on Shepherd and after five or six hundred feet arrived at the discreet rear entrance to Senator Cannon’s estate. Two brick pillars with stone finials stood either side of an electronically operated steel gate. 


There were two routes to the house: the first the sweeping tree-lined driveway that ran up from Beach Drive in the park and the second, this one, which did not appear on the map, a short cut that fed into the main drive. Two routes in and out. Back and front. Newell pressed a button on a stainless-steel console and spoke his name. After a minute or so the gate slid silently open on freshly greased wheels.


The senator’s DC residence was a three-storey mansion capped by a roof of blue slate. It was said to be the largest private home in the District. In front of it was a paved circular driveway with a raised bed at its centre that was currently piled with snow.


‘The senator isn’t short of guest rooms,’ Newell said.


Freeman counted seventeen windows across the front of the house. It was not the first time he had visited the house, though the last time the raised bed had been full of flowers. He recalled what his wife Shawna said to him, close to this very spot, on a warm spring evening in 2008: Just remember that long before Bill Gates or Warren Buffett there was old man Tyrone Cannon, who bequeathed successive generations of descendants a truly astonishing boodle of money. 


That was Freeman’s first trip to Washington. It had seemed like a world away from his previous experience: Afghanistan and Detroit’s East Side. He had given evidence to a hearing of the Armed Services Committee and after the hearing the senator had invited Freeman and his wife to a drinks party at his home. Shawna had jumped at the chance. Looking back, he supposed that she already had her eyes set on a career in the capital. 


Now, standing and staring up at the mansion’s impressive facade, he remembered something that she said to him just before they entered the house. She had straightened his tie and said, Just don’t leave me alone in a room with him.


He regretted it now that he had failed to ask her what she meant.


There were three cars arranged around the mound of snow at the centre of the forecourt. The cars included Newell’s police cruiser, the Chief of Police’s Town Car and a black Lincoln Navigator with a large man inside who Freeman recognised as the mayor’s bodyguard and controversial business partner, Jay Albo. The mayor had been there that spring night also.


It was shaping up to be quite a reunion.


Freeman climbed the marble steps and walked between the white Ionic columns that framed the doorway. He noted the camera mounted above the door. He gripped the brass doorknocker that was shaped like a woman’s hand. 


He knocked four times.


A tall, striking brunette opened the door. She was wearing a short-sleeved black silk dress that ended just above the knees, and exuded an opulent smell of perfume.


Freeman stood at the door and showed her his badge. ‘I’m Lieutenant Freeman, Homicide.’


‘Of course,’ she said, smoothing a stray hair from her cheek. Her face was free of make-up, which he suspected was not usually the case. He judged that she was probably forty-five but on most other occasions could pass for ten years younger. ‘They are expecting you.’


He stepped into the hallway and stamped his boots on the mat to dislodge the snow. It was as he remembered. Ahead of him there was a broad, sweeping staircase that rose to a landing midway to the next floor, and divided to the left and right. There was an oak table with a huge display of fresh flowers and paintings that he remembered that his wife had told him were originals by John Singer Sargent and Mary Cassatt. 


‘This way . . .’


He followed the woman down a wood-panelled hallway, trailing in her cloud of scent. She had noticeably great legs. She showed him into a book-lined study. The senator was there with three others, two men and a woman. Two of them he knew. Police Chief Michelle Thielen was in uniform, standing stiffly with her cap tucked under her arm and her grey hair swept back behind her ears, a stern and Presbyterian expression on her face. Beside her, sprawled in a leather armchair and looking like he’d risen from his bed in a hurry, was her benefactor, the mayor – a black man in an overwhelmingly Democratic, overwhelmingly black city. He was wearing a pair of sweatpants and a sweatshirt with howard university printed on it. He acknowledged Freeman’s arrival with a swift nod of the head and returned to the BlackBerries that he was holding in both hands.


Senator James D. Cannon, son of the industrialist John T. Cannon and grandson of the railway magnate Tyrone Cannon, rose from the other armchair like a king from his throne. He was a big man, at least six foot two, with tanned skin, a broad leonine forehead and swept-back white hair without a single strand out of place. He was wearing pyjamas and a monogrammed dressing gown and navy blue velvet slippers; a massive gold signet ring. There was something profoundly alien about him. Even his eyebrows looked expertly groomed. Freeman remembered the shock the first time he met the senator in the flesh; up until then he’d only ever seen people of power like this on TV and he’d always thought that their gloss was a quality of lighting or make-up, not of themselves. Cannon’s gloss was real. The sheer physical presence was intimidating. 


‘Well,’ Cannon said, in a slow, gruff voice. ‘This is a terrible thing.’


Freeman could have sworn there were tears in his warm, oleaginous eyes and for a moment he thought that the senator might embrace him as he stepped forward. Instinctively Freeman drew back, thrusting out his hand to block him, offering him a handshake instead. Cannon’s eyes appeared to turn from green to grey and his face went cold.


‘A truly terrible thing,’ he said. His handshake was bone-crushing.


He looked around. ‘Forgive me,’ he said and made the introductions. ‘This is my chief of staff Larry Lumpe.’


Lumpe was a short pudgy man with a child’s face. Freeman recognised the type; Capitol Hill was awash with them – young, bright and fiercely ambitious men and women making their way in politics. Lumpe’s shirt was creased and his tie was poking out of the pocket of his pants. He fixed Freeman with a slightly manic look and pumped his hand. ‘We’re here to help, Lieutenant.’


‘And you’ve met my Director of Communications, Sonia Rojas.’


The tall brunette who had answered the door to him bowed her head. Sonia Rojas was more difficult to read, she held herself slightly apart from the others. Her mouth was set in a hard, thin line.


‘And you know the mayor?’


‘I met you here once before,’ Freeman said.


The mayor nodded in his direction.


‘Of course you did,’ the senator said. ‘I was telling Larry and Sonia about it just now. I said Lieutenant Freeman is just the kind of man we need at a time like this: a son of Detroit, a former Special Forces soldier and a decorated hero of the Afghan war.’ He turned to Chief Thielen. ‘We were in the same unit, Michelle. We wore the same Green Beret. Fifth Special Forces Group. Different wars, sure: mine was Vietnam and his was Afghanistan. But we’re made of the same stuff.’ He returned his attention to Freeman. ‘Michael is a committed public servant and a reluctant cavalryman. Am I wrong?’


‘No, sir.’


In November 2001 Freeman and his Special Forces team had ridden with the victorious Northern Alliance into Mazar-i-Sharif, vanquishing the Taliban in what a euphoric media dubbed the first mounted charge of the twenty-first century. He’d never been on a horse before his deployment to Afghanistan and he hoped never to have to get on one again.


‘I had lunch with Crusty Buchanan last week,’ the senator told him. Representative Crusty Buchanan of the state of Texas had been Freeman’s team leader in Afghanistan. Described in his Yale Banner yearbook as a ‘wild and profligate man’, Buchanan had distinguished himself in Special Forces before making a fortune selling car alarms and standing for office as a Republican. He was generally regarded as one of the more colourful members of the one hundred and eleventh Congress. ‘Crusty is a big fan of yours, Michael.’


That seemed unlikely. The last time Freeman had seen Crusty Buchanan he’d punched him. They’d almost court-martialled him for that.


‘And I was telling them that your wife is an operator,’ the senator continued, ‘an adviser to the President, a woman of substance. You’re a lucky man, Lieutenant.’


‘Yes, I am, sir,’ he agreed.


A telephone rang and Sonia Rojas immediately answered it. ‘It’s the Secretary.’


‘I’ll take it in the other room.’


The moment that Cannon was gone, the mayor looked up from his BlackBerries and said, ‘You better ask your questions, Lieutenant.’


Freeman looked at Lumpe, the senator’s chief of staff, who stared back expectantly.


‘The body of a young woman has been found in the woods adjacent to this property,’ Freeman told him. ‘I’d like to know who was here this evening and if you heard anything or saw anything that might help me with the investigation.’


‘Of course, Lieutenant,’ Lumpe replied eagerly. ‘I’ll tell you what I told Chief Thielen. The senator worked late tonight, preparing for the hearings the day after tomorrow. As you may know the senator is a member of the Armed Services Committee. I can’t emphasise enough the importance of his work. If we don’t do the work our end then our soldiers on the front line go without bullets. I’m sure that as a war veteran you understand what I’m talking about.’


‘The senator worked late, you’ve made that point.’


‘I have been with him all evening. We were in his office on the Hill until about 9 p.m. Then a car service brought us here. The senator’s housekeeper has the night off but she left out some food. We had dinner. The senator freshened up and then we got back to work. That’s it until the police showed up. Sonia joined us just before the mayor did; that must have been about half an hour after Officer Newell informed us that the body had been found.’


‘And did you see anything or hear anything suspicious?’


‘Not a thing, Lieutenant. I’m sorry that we can’t be more helpful.’


‘Was there anyone else in the house?’


‘Like I said, his housekeeper has the night off and she’s visiting relatives down in Richmond. The senator’s car is in the shop so his driver is also off and away visiting relatives, and his wife is at their home in Tennessee. To be frank, it’s one of the reasons I was happy to come back home with him, to make sure he was OK.’


‘I’ll need both you and the senator to give a statement.’


‘I don’t think there’s any requirement for the senator or Mr Lumpe to attend Police Headquarters at this time,’ the mayor cut in. ‘Can you arrange for an officer to take their statements here?’


‘Of course,’ Freeman replied. ‘I’ll ask Detective Hadžiosmanagič to come straight over.’


The mayor’s eyes narrowed. ‘You got Maja Hadžiosmanagič working for you?’


‘Yes,’ Freeman replied. The mayor had pronounced Maja’s surname correctly, with what she called her secret Hs – ‘zh’ for the ‘z’, ‘sh’ for ‘s’ and ‘tch’ for the ‘c’ at the end. Of course, he thought, she’d worked on the mayor’s security detail.


Cannon returned. ‘It was Bob,’ he told the mayor. 


To Freeman it seemed credible that the senator had been speaking to Robert Gates, the President’s workaholic Secretary of Defense, who, it was said, rarely slept. ‘He told me to tell you that you can expect any assistance you need to solve this case.’


‘I was just telling the lieutenant that we didn’t hear or see anything suspicious,’ Lumpe said. 


‘Have you identified the woman yet?’ the senator asked.


‘Not at this early stage, sir,’ Freeman replied.


‘Somewhere she has a family, Michael, a mother and father.’ Cannon gripped him by the upper arm. ‘They will be worrying about her. We must not prolong their pain. What about missing persons?’


‘We’ll check that out.’


‘What about the FBI? You want me to call Bob?’ Freeman assumed that this time he meant Robert Mueller, the Director of the FBI. ‘I’ll get him out of bed. If you don’t think you can handle it?’


‘We can handle it,’ Chief Thielen said.


Cannon nodded. ‘And I’ve already told the mayor here that you need men and overtime, isn’t that right? So don’t you worry, Michael, you’ll get the help you need.’


‘Thank you, sir.’


‘Good man.’ The senator tapped Freeman on the back. ‘I told them you were the one for the job.’


‘There is something that you can do for me, sir.’


‘Anything. You ask, you’ll get.’


‘I need you to hand over the footage from the security cameras.’


Cannon raised his eyebrows as if the request was unexpected and looked across at Lumpe, who intervened smoothly: ‘Of course, I’ll have them sent over to you at Homicide straight away.’


‘Excuse me,’ said Cannon and left the room once more. Lumpe followed him out.


‘Well, I’d better be going,’ the mayor announced.


‘He’ll be upset if you are not here when he gets back,’ Sonia Rojas told him.


‘You know him well, do you?’


After a moment’s awkwardness, when Sonia Rojas didn’t look like she cared for his implication, she said, ‘Only Mrs Cannon knows Senator Cannon well.’ 


Once she was gone, the mayor frowned at his BlackBerries and said, ‘You want to make captain, Freeman?’ 


‘Sure,’ Freeman replied.


‘Make sure you clear this up swiftly.’


‘I understand.’


Chief Thielen went to the French windows and after giving Freeman a significant look, she opened them and stepped out onto the terrace. If he hesitated for a moment, it was only because it was so damned cold outside.


‘Excuse me,’ he said to the mayor.


The terrace was as long as the house and maybe twenty feet deep and the forested hillside fell away steeply from it. Thielen walked to the end of it and looked out over the parapet. Freeman joined her. In silence they watched the play of torches and shadowy figures in the trees beneath them. The girl’s body was being moved down to the bridge where the morgue wagon was waiting, well away from the cameras.


‘Identification may be difficult,’ Freeman explained. ‘Her face is damaged beyond recognition.’


‘Do your best and do it quickly. You pick up any leads you report them directly to me.’


‘Of course.’


‘We have a downtick in killings. Last year the District logged the fewest number for nearly fifty years. I don’t want anything messing with that.’


‘OK.’


‘The mayor is up for re-election later this year. As soon as the snow clears, the yard signs will go up with his name on. We have good school test scores and a growing population. There are new parks and recreational areas for kids to play in. Nobody wants a homicide to become a campaign issue.’


‘OK.’


‘I don’t mind telling you, Michael, I was sceptical when the senator suggested you for this case. You can only ride so far on your wife’s coat tails. And as for that maverick war hero bullshit, forget it. I have no tolerance for heroics.’


So the senator had made his call and the mayor and the Chief of Police had come running, and when the senator had told them who to put in charge of the investigation they’d gone along with that too. 


‘I understand,’ he said.


‘Do you? Just remember you’re not in Detroit now.’ 


Freeman opened his mouth and closed it again. He felt his face flush with anger.
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They didn’t need war toys. Any old stick or length of rebar became a weapon in their hands, and lumps of concrete were grenades. It was always war. They fought, block by block, through the abandoned factories, yelling, ‘I gotcha!’ and ‘Yo’ dead!’ 


As a child, you didn’t take a piss without choosing a target and bombing it. 


Sometimes, drawn by the smell, they’d come upon a real body in Motor City, the massive abandoned complex, spread over thirty-five acres that had once housed Packard Motors and closed down in 1957. The body of some hapless foot soldier in the drug wars, his limbs at crooked angles among the swaying grasses in the gaps between buildings, or perhaps in a pool of oily goo beneath a shattered warehouse ceiling. They’d gather around and stare in reverential silence at the bloating corpse. Somebody might say something: ‘He died on his feet like a warrior,’ or ‘He went down fighting.’


You were on a war footing from the very start.


That was Detroit: the arsenal of democracy against the Nazis and the incubator of the American dream. The city that taught the rest of the world mass production, now reduced to block after block and mile after mile of abandoned and rotting factories, office buildings, storefronts, apartment blocks and houses. 


 


It wasn’t easy to be a stand-up cop in Detroit. Some people, Chief Thielen for instance, seemed to think it was impossible. Freeman joined the Detroit Police Department in a year when more than a dozen cops were indicted for concocting false reports, planting guns and drugs, assaulting citizens and lying under oath. Each passing year had brought more investigations – Internal Affairs, Justice Department, FBI – and with them more indictments. There were times when he almost regretted having returned to Detroit. The army was the perfect escape tunnel. He’d got out. He’d witnessed the wider world. Why go back? But he had gone back, drawn by a sense of responsibility – a calling, perhaps – a commitment to return something to the community that had produced him. 


And if he hadn’t gone back? He wouldn’t have met Shawna.


He drummed his palms on the steering wheel. 


Detroit: sometimes it felt like you just couldn’t get out from under it.


 


At Dupont Circle Freeman took the exit for Massachusetts Avenue. It was still dark and the streets were quiet. Only the snowploughs were out. 


Metropolitan Police Headquarters was downtown in the Henry J. Daly building on Indiana Avenue. It was an ugly place – a heavy, bunker-like building, six storeys high, located midway between the White House and the Capitol building. Henry ‘Hank’ Daly had been a homicide detective with twenty-eight years’ service with the Metro PD. In November 1994 an enraged suspect had walked into the building, entered the cold case squad of Homicide Branch and shot Daly and two FBI agents with an assault weapon. The building was later renamed in Daly’s honour.


About twenty minutes after leaving the Park Road Bridge, Freeman backed the Impala into a parking space on the lower tier of the basement garage, strode grim-faced through a metal bulkhead door and sprinted up the stairs to the fifth floor. 


The Joint Operations Command Centre (JOCC) was routinely described by Chief Thielen as the nerve centre of the nation’s capital, ready to respond within seconds to any incident or crime in the most powerful city on the planet. To access it Freeman had to swipe a card and press his palm against a biometric recognition pad. 


The room was cavernous. One wall was an enormous real-time three-dimensional map of the District of Columbia, ‘the District’, looking like a diamond with a chunk bitten out of its south-west corner. It was subdivided into seven police districts and marked with seven police stations and five substations. Most of it was grey, a grid of numbered streets and long diagonal avenues named after the states of the Union: Connecticut, Pennsylvania and New York, etc. There were also several splashes of colour: the jagged blue fork of the Potomac and Anacostia rivers; the horizontal green rectangle of the National Mall stretching from the Lincoln Memorial to the Capitol building; and, running north to south, an irregular vertical wedge like a lightning flash: Rock Creek Park.


Either side of the map more than forty video screens relayed live feeds over a secure, wireless network from ruggedised police cameras dotted around the city, as well as from cameras located in schools, subways and parks. The network was expanding all the time: private cameras in banks and shops, and the lobbies and elevators of apartment buildings and hotels were being added to the system daily. More than five thousand were already connected. Standing before it you could watch travellers, drivers, residents and pedestrians going about their business. A zoom lens enabled the watchers to focus on the face of someone walking towards the White House or the Capitol building. Digital images of the captured faces could be flashed around the world in an instant on the Internet. Married to face-recognition technology and tied in to public and private agencies around the world, an electronic library of hundreds of millions of faces was being created. 


The JOCC was a facility jointly staffed by Metro PD, US Secret Service and the Federal Bureau of Investigation, sitting at about fifty computer consoles. The wall behind them was inscribed with President George W. Bush’s pledge, delivered soon after the September 11th attacks: We will not tire. We will not falter. We will not fail. 


At that hour the JOCC was relatively quiet. Freeman sat at one of the empty consoles, put on a headset and one of the dispatchers routed the 911 call through to him. He leaned back in his seat, closed his eyes and listened. He imagined the young woman, who identified herself as Harriet Armstrong, standing in a stranger’s hallway with the handset pressed to her ear and the dead woman’s blood on her hands and her sweatshirt. She sounded calm on the tape, her voice evenly modulated. She described how she had found the body, its location and the life-saving actions that she had performed. Freeman remembered the Crime Lab technician recovering tooth fragments from beside the corpse with tweezers. As he had done at the crime scene, he again imagined Harriet scooping the woman’s shattered teeth out of her throat to clear the airway. She did not seem to have hesitated.


‘I tried,’ she said, and for the first time he heard a hint of emotion in her voice, ‘but it was too late.’


It occurred to him that she was a woman who did not like to fail.


 


When he found her, Harriet was lying curled up on the floor of an interview room, with her hands squeezed between her thighs and her head resting on her folded sweat-top; Freeman watched her for a minute or so from the corridor outside, his face pressed to the wire-cored glass of the viewing pane. She appeared to be sleeping. 


Under normal circumstances he might have found this suspicious; the innocent were usually the most nervous. In the homicide lexicon, it was taken as read that an innocent person left alone in a room would remain awake, staring nervously at the cubicle walls. And statistically speaking, there was a significant probability that the person who found the body also committed the murder, but there was something about this young woman that he hadn’t yet figured out. He decided to wait for Maja to return before waking her up and questioning her further. 


Instead he sat at a government-issue metal desk beneath the washed-out glare of overhead strip lights and leaned back in the chair. He picked up a remote and switched on a wall-mounted television. MSNBC was running the breaking news strapline: ‘Body of unknown woman found in Rock Creek Park’ and Fox 5: ‘Hill link puzzles in hunt for woman’s killer’.


The Fox anchor was saying: ‘Associated Press are reporting that DC Police Chief Michelle Thielen met with Senator James D. Cannon in their investigation of a woman’s body found adjacent to his property in Rock Creek Park. Both a police spokesman and a spokesman for Senator Cannon refused to confirm that investigators talked to the senator. Police also refused to confirm reports that investigators expect to interview Senator Cannon in the future. Let’s go to our reporter on the scene.’


The screen split in two. A woman in ear muffs was speaking to the camera: ‘Hi, Gwen, I’m in Crestwood, a small, prosperous neighbourhood of Washington, DC, that is tucked away inside a thickly wooded area of Rock Creek Park. Behind me is the DC mayor’s house and just a few hundred yards from where I am standing is the estate of the veteran Republican Senator James D. Cannon. According to the police, at about 3 a.m. this morning a passing jogger observed the naked body of a dead woman, lying in a ravine close to the perimeter fence that surrounds the senator’s property.’


The anchor raised an immaculate eyebrow. ‘What was a jogger doing in the park at that hour, Brandy?’


‘It’s pretty strange. The police are saying the jogger claims she had insomnia.’


‘So what do we know about the dead woman?’


‘Not much. The police are hoping that the public can help identify her. They are saying she is a white female in her early twenties. She’s five foot seven and weighs a hundred and eight pounds. I understand that because of the horrendous nature of her injuries, the police will not be releasing a photo.’


Freeman switched off the television.


He sat for a while and watched the dark outline of the city through the squad room’s sixth-floor windows. 


It was all so normal. 


 


Maja returned after about an hour with the results of door-to-door canvassing: no one saw or heard anything. She was also carrying bland, unrevealing witness statements from Senator Cannon and his chief of staff and the news that only three out of six cameras at the residence were functional.


‘All we’ve got is the front door, the terrace and the main drive,’ she explained, pulling off her crocheted hat and flinging it on the nearest desk. She sat down and removed her glasses. She yawned.


Freeman was incredulous. ‘What?’


‘The other three cameras are on a separate circuit. The main switch for that circuit was tripped sometime yesterday morning. One of the three cameras covers the Crestwood entrance to the property and the other two cover the kitchen door to the main house and the kitchen gardens. The circuit also includes the lights and sockets in the garage and the attic space of the main house. At the time of the murder the back of the house was in total darkness.’


‘Are you serious?’ Freeman exhaled loudly. 


‘The senator speculated that contract workers clearing snow from the driveway yesterday morning may have used the sockets in the garage and overloaded the system, tripping the switch.’


‘You better check if that’s true,’ Freeman told her.


‘It stinks.’


‘Be careful what you say,’ Freeman cautioned.
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It was 5.45 a.m. The light over the door of the interview room was green, indicating that a tape was rolling. Inside, Harriet sat on one side of a metal table that was bolted to the floor and Freeman and Hadžiosmanagič sat on the other. There was a black hemisphere mounted on the ceiling, with a camera inside feeding images to the adjacent video monitor room.


‘Can you identify yourself for the recorder, please?’ 


‘My name is Harriet Armstrong. I’m known as Harry. I’m thirty-five years old. I’m a British national.’ If she had been a citizen Freeman might have cynically referred to her as all-American – clean-cut, blonde with innocent blue eyes, like a corn-fed farm girl from the Midwest. ‘I live with my husband on Park Road, between 18th and 19th Streets,’ she said with her unusual accent. ‘He’s a journalist. He writes for a magazine.’


‘How long have you been here in the United States?’


‘Since the spring of 2008; my husband came to cover the primaries. I came with him.’


‘Are you employed?’ Maja demanded.


‘I’m trying to get a green card so I can work here.’


‘What did you do back home?’


She hesitated. Then she said, ‘I was an officer in London’s Metropolitan Police Service.’


Freeman sat forward in his chair. ‘You’re police?’


She nodded. ‘I was. I left.’


‘Why?’


She shrugged. ‘I wanted to try a different life.’


‘What did you do in the police?’


‘I worked for the Specialist Protection unit of SO1, that’s Protection Command.’ 


‘You were a bodyguard?’


‘Yes. The correct term is protection officer.’


Freeman and Maja exchanged glances.


‘Did you guard anybody famous?’ Maja asked.


‘I protected politicians and diplomats, mostly.’


‘What about the princes?’


‘No. I was Specialist Protection not Royalty Protection.’


Freeman thought he could detect a hint of impatience in her tone. He reached across the table for her metallic-blue iPod. She’d been listening to Thievery Corporation.


‘So you know how to look after yourself?’ 


‘If pushed, yes . . .’


‘Is that what happened? Did she push you too far?’


‘I don’t know what you are talking about.’


‘The dead woman. I mean you must have hit her pretty hard.’


‘I didn’t hit anybody.’


‘It’s better that you tell us the truth now than we find out for ourselves later.’


‘I’ve told you what happened,’ she replied, meeting his gaze. ‘The first time that I set eyes on the woman she was lying face down on the ground. I turned her over. She wasn’t breathing. I tried to revive her. I was not successful.’


‘How long have you been married?’ Maja asked.


Harry glanced across at her. ‘Just over two years. Why?’


‘Not long then?’


‘Not long,’ she admitted.


‘Is your husband faithful to you?’ Maja asked.


‘I believe so,’ she said.


‘Are you aware that the park is closed at night?’ Freeman asked.


‘Yes. I know that I shouldn’t have been there.’


‘What were you doing there?’


‘I don’t sleep very well. I often wake up in the middle of the night. So I go running. I run for an hour or so and it helps me get back to sleep. Plus I’m supposed to be in training for the National Marathon in March. Usually it’s quiet but there have been a couple of muggings in Mount Pleasant during the last few weeks so I decided to run around Crestwood instead – it’s safer up there, less urban. To do that I had to take a short cut through the park and up to Quincy Street.’


‘Crestwood has a large black population, including the mayor,’ Freeman told her.


‘I’m sorry?’


‘You said it was less urban. In this town when people use the term urban they sometimes mean black? Less urban, less black.’


‘That’s not what I meant,’ she said emphatically.


‘Go on,’ Maja said.


Freeman listened to her describe again how she heard someone come crashing through the trees towards her and she crouched down, hiding herself in the shadows. She watched while a man staggering beneath the weight of a heavy bundle passed her, just a few feet away. When he fell Harry got her first look at the body, nude and shockingly white, as the tarpaulin unravelled and it rolled down into the ravine. The man started shouting, cursing in a foreign language. And then he whimpered for a while. After that he climbed to his feet and staggered away. Once she heard him splashing through the river, she approached the body. She tried her best. There were no slip-ups and no contradictions. Her body language suggested that she was telling the truth.


‘Honestly, I couldn’t tell you what he looked like, beyond that he was kind of skinny.’


‘What language do you think he was speaking?’


‘I’m not absolutely sure but it sounded a lot like Russian to me.’


Maja glanced across at Freeman. There had been several memos from the Homeland Security Bureau’s intelligence unit in the past year warning of a possible influx of Russian mobsters into the District, but no actual evidence of it as yet. 


‘You said that he was carrying the body down the hill?’ Freeman asked.


‘That’s right.’


‘So he was coming from the direction of Crestwood.’


‘That’s right.’


‘You’re sure about that?’


‘Absolutely.’


‘And he ran down to the Piney Branch Driveway. That was his route of escape.’


‘Yes.’


‘And you went to take a look at what he’d dropped.’


‘Yes.’


‘Do you work for a foreign government?’


‘No.’


‘Are you a spy?’ 


In Washington spies were almost as common as joggers.


‘No.’


‘Are you prepared to voluntarily submit a DNA sample?’


‘Of course.’


‘And a polygraph?’


‘A lie detector?’


‘Yes.’


‘Absolutely.’


 


Freeman leaned against the dirty beige wall in the corridor outside the interrogation room. They had taken a five-minute break. Maja was staring at him. 


‘What do you think?’


‘I think she’s telling the truth,’ Freeman replied, ‘or she’s an accomplished liar.’


‘You want me to make some calls and check her background?’


‘Yes. Find out why she left the police. And make her do the polygraph. I’m going to pull together some of the paperwork and then I’m heading back to the crime scene. I want to walk the ground again.’


‘And if she passes the polygraph?’ 


‘Send her home. Be sure to tell her that we’re not finished with her.’


In the interview room, Harry Armstrong did not appear to have moved. She was sitting calmly with her hands folded in her lap.
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Half an hour later, Freeman parked at a metered space on 16th Street, and walked west along Shepherd past the logjam of satellite trucks and news crews. Thankfully nobody recognised him this time. He showed his badge at the police barrier and entered Crestwood. He walked parallel to the edge of the park, stopping every now and then to look around. Dawn wasn’t far off and the cloud cover was lightening. He didn’t have a clear idea of what he was looking for or why he had returned to the scene before daylight when it would surely reveal more clues. In the military he had been taught to regard ground as both an obstacle and a source of protection. He had carried a dog-eared copy of Clausewitz’s On War in his chest-rig: in a thickly wooded country the obstacle to sight preponderates. At Fort Bragg he had been taught to look through the obstacle: study the ground; see it as your enemy sees it. He had carried the interest in ground with him from the army to the police, and it had stood him in good stead in the study of crime scenes, though as a homicide detective he was more used to walking the back alleys of row houses than wooded hillsides. There were clumps of blackened ice in the gutter and he spotted a discarded Christmas tree just inside the woods. He crossed to the opposite side of the road. He glanced back the way he had come. The initial excitement was over and the houses were mostly dark again, except for a lamp here and there in a living room or behind an upstairs curtain. There was a long wooden-clad house on the corner of 18th Street and Shepherd. There was something about it. It took him a few seconds to recognise the distinctive metal shoebox of a security camera above the back door. 


 He immediately returned to the junction to look at the front of the house. As he had hoped, there was another camera, this one in the eaves on the corner of the building. It was pointed at the carport and the street beyond. Standing underneath it, facing in the direction that it was pointing, he realised that any car entering Crestwood along Shepherd should be visible on the footage. He hurried back to the police barrier and told the uniform to get another patrol car down to the scene and wake up the inhabitants of the house. 


‘Get me everything recorded by those cameras for the last twenty-four hours,’ he said. ‘Don’t take no for an answer.’


 


Freeman entered the woods and followed a path towards the clearing, climbing over the fallen trees. Firm snow crackled underfoot. There was no other sound. The city had not yet woken. The buses carrying cadets from the Police Academy had not yet arrived. 


When they first arrived in DC, Freeman and his wife had explored Rock Creek Park – hiking and jogging – ranging as far north as the Boundary Bridge and south to the Potomac. Freeman loved the park for its wildness – the thick brush, deadfall and jumbled rocks. You didn’t have to step far from the main trails and it was like you were swallowed up. He didn’t know of any other city that had such a wilderness at its heart. His wife Shawna was less keen. She preferred to run on a machine at the gym of the Ritz-Carlton Sports Club, presumably because it allowed her to rub shoulders with those persons who she viewed as essential to her future success. His wife’s fierce determination to succeed manifested itself in many different ways, from the late nights at the office to their membership of a fashionable African-American congregation, from the tickets for the ballet at the Kennedy Center to volunteering for the DC-based charity Coalition for the Homeless. 


She’d had a meteoric rise, from local campaign manager in Detroit, to national campaign coordinator and finally as a special adviser in the Office of Counsel to the President. It was understandable if she felt a little anxious about her new-found status, if she was, on occasion, a little too eager to fit in.


Such things did not bother Freeman. Yes, he was a joiner – he’d joined the military and later joined the police. You could even describe him as institutionalised, but he had always viewed these institutions with a dose of scepticism. If he had largely managed to avoid controversy in his career it was because he mostly kept his opinions to himself. He wondered if that was why he had been chosen for this case. He may not have been a politician but he was by necessity a political animal, or at least an animal with radar attuned to politics.


 


Freeman paused for a moment on the far edge of the clearing and looked down into the ravine at the site where the body was discovered. Dawn’s pale light had not yet reached that far and it took a few seconds for his eyes to grow accustomed to the gloom. He saw a dark shape: a shadow of a figure. At first he thought it was an animal from the way it was crouching close to the ground and then he caught a glimpse of a hooded face raised to the air as if sniffing; a ski mask, glistening eyes in round holes, a knife slash of a mouth, bright white teeth, the lips curled back from a snarl.


 ‘Who’s there?’ Freeman called. He stepped forward.


The figure in the mask froze for a moment and then, with startling speed, jumped to one side. 


Freeman followed, skidding down the hillside with his arms out. He crashed through the trees, branches whipping at his face and hands. There was no time to reach for his gun.


‘Stop! Police!’ he shouted.


There was still a police car down by the river; some hope that someone inside it would hear him shouting. Ahead of him, the masked fugitive moved with an effortless, loping stride, swiftly reaching the river and scrambling across the jumble of rocks and shallow pools. Freeman felt a moment’s elation – at the top of the far bank, a uniform had got out of his car and was holding his torch aloft. Then the man smacked into him. The impact flung the police officer against his patrol car and a flurry of blows knocked him to the ground.


As Freeman reached the river, he leapt and plunged into freezing waist-deep water. He struggled forward, pulling himself across the slick rocks and pushing aside a tangle of brush. At the roadside, the police officer was being hammered with fists. 


Freeman scrambled up the bank and threw himself forward but a startlingly fast kick to the groin dropped him to his knees. 


‘Police . . .’ he tried to shout, but it came out as a humiliating whisper. Then a fist to the chest struck him like a hammer blow and knocked him back into the river, his ass taking the punishment of a violent landing on the rocks. He picked himself up and staggered, gasping and clutching his chest. Then he climbed the bank again. The police officer was lying face down on the tarmac. He was breathing raggedly. The gun was missing from his holster. The masked man had snatched it – seventeen rounds if the clip was full. He had crossed the road and was scrambling up the rocky embankment towards Mount Pleasant and the south end of the Park Road Bridge. A dark shape, about halfway to the top.


Freeman started running. 


At the top the masked man stopped and raised both hands together, pointing in the direction of the police car. Freeman saw the muzzle flash and dropped to the ground. He heard the crack of the shot and the sound of glass shattering on the police car and then seven more shots and the sound of tearing metal and explosively deflating tyres. 


In the silence that followed the eighth shot, Freeman sprang to his feet. He scrambled up the hillside, reaching the top in time to see a dark shape disappear up a back alley at the edge of Mount Pleasant. Freeman sprinted into the alleyway. He turned a corner, skidded across an icy space, and dived behind a row of garbage cans as he was fired at again, three shots, one of the bullets nicking the brickwork of a garage wall just above his head. 


Eleven expended. Six more in the magazine. 


Freeman drew his own weapon and pulled back the slide, loading a round in the chamber. He risked a look. His quarry was running, dodging between garbage cans and had almost reached the top of the alley. Freeman resumed his pursuit. Ahead of him, the man skidded on the ice and crashed into a pile of snow. Freeman sprinted harder. His opponent was up in an instant and fired again, the rounds kicking up snow at Freeman’s feet.


Twelve. Thirteen. Fourteen.


The man ran out onto the street with Freeman following, sprinting diagonally across a four-way junction and rolling over the hood of a braking car. Reaching the pavement he turned and fired, just as Freeman rolled into a ball behind the front wheel of the car. The bullets punched through the hood.


Fifteen. Sixteen. One left.


Freeman jumped to his feet and charged. He saw the man dash up another alleyway. Freeman turned the corner sprinting flat out.


Seventeen. 


The bullet so close he could feel the displaced air like wind on his face. Head down, charging like a bull.


And something struck him square in the forehead and knocked him to the ground. 










SEVEN


 


 


 


 


Harry let herself in and ran to the top of the house, taking the stairs two at a time. From the bottom drawer of the desk in Jack’s messy attic study, she retrieved her passport and carried it downstairs with her. Passing the bedroom, she heard the looped bass line of Jack’s habitual shower music. Back out on the porch, she handed the passport to the policeman who had driven her home. He flicked through the pages and compared her with her likeness on the photo page. 
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