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Part One

‘Near sixty miles from the coast and abutting the Silver Hills, the Hanish and the Susqua streams form the headwaters of the Susquahanish River. Separated by a heavily forested ridge line, these two valleys offer rough, steep and inspirational country, a landscape of high, terraced lakes and deep, narrow canyons much favoured by trappers and loggers, though care and wise preparation should always be taken in any approach to these valleys . . .’

 



Shaws’ Travelling Companion to the
 Northern Pacific States, 1923

Benfield Tar Flats, North Wyoming
 1:31a.m., March, 2009

The plastic should have blown. A single, moulded charge as round and as thick as a deep-dish pizza puttied round the top of a pipeline flow-control. Rigged with a timer for 1:30 a.m. A safe ten-minute window to scramble back up the slope, start the truck and wait for the blow.

That was the plan. That’s what they’d done.

Mort Johannesen glanced at his watch, its luminous second hand moving past contact time. Nothing. Not a whisper, save a cool night breeze scampering across the flats below them. Placement, wiring, connections, timer - he’d checked it all himself. On site. Last man away. It should have blown. But it hadn’t.

Mort cursed softly - ‘Shit’ - but loud enough to be heard by his three companions.

‘Shoulda blowed by now,’ whispered Gene, lying beside him, belly down in the dirt.

Forty metres away the elevated section of pipe threw a dim star-shadow over the sage scrub. It looked like a giant looping spigot rising out of the ground - three steel wheels set into its  trunk, one for each of the three pipes that lay buried two metres below ground. Blow that flow-control and the pipe pressure would send the oil fifty feet into the air. A hundred maybe. It wouldn’t stop production for long, Mort knew, but it would send out a clear message to those land-thieving bastards who were raping this land.

We don’t like what you’re doing. Stop now. Or else.

There were four of them on the job. Mort, Gene and two local activists. They’d spent a couple of months scoping the site, watching from the hills when the first shovellers went in, tyres higher than a two-storey building, scraping off the top level of bush and root and rock. In the first week the rigs had cleared a brown scab forty acres wide on God’s own country, pretty much no different now from when the State was a territory and the Cheyenne and Teton Sioux ranged across these high plains. Another week, it was ninety acres and the diggers and drillers arrived, levelling down to suck out that oil and pump it through to the railhead. Just a week earlier, the first sweet crude had started down these pipes.

And that’s where they were right now, under a bright starlit sky, four miles from the main site, six from the railhead, enough margin to give them a good start when the charge blew.

Except it hadn’t.

The other side of Gene, one of the locals who’d come along for the party stirred restlessly. Mort glanced across Gene’s back. The guy was shaking his head. Mort knew who it was. Fucking Beardie, right on cue. Johnny something or other, the younger of the two locals, with the red whiskers and an 82nd Airborne tattoo on his forearm.Wore his sleeves rolled up so you couldn’t miss it. Ever since Mort and Gene had come into town, it was Beardie who had the loudest voice. Always coming up with something. Some little twist to the plan. Some fucking refinement.  There was always one, Mort reflected. And this was theirs. His and Gene’s. A pain in the fucking butt.

‘It’s just that damn timer,’ said Beardie, in a croaking whisper. ‘I said it was loose when I saw you set it. I seen it a million times,’ he told them, and scrambled to his feet.

Beside him Mort sensed Gene about to move, to say something, to stop the guy. He reached out a hand swift as a spooked rattler and squeezed his fingers into Gene’s upper arm. The message was clear and his old buddy settled back in the dirt.

Like Gene, Mort knew you never go back to the charge site in a timer situation. Not if you want to live. You send in Disposal, you choose another site, or you squeeze off a couple of rounds.Target practice.Anyone from the 82nd Airborne would have known that. But there were a lot of guys out here in the boondocks liked you to think they’d done their share. Over there in Afghanistan or I-raq. Sometimes they worked those lines so long - ‘I did this’, ‘I saw that’ - they let it damn well go right to their heads, ended up believing all that shit. Like Beardie there. Some piss-head thirty-year-old country poke who wouldn’t have known a field latrine from a cocktail shaker. Probably never made it out of the motor pool.

By now said Beardie had slithered down the slope, reached the flat and was loping across open ground. Mort watched him every step of the way. Bent double he was, but still a wide-open target, the sage brush scraping againt his combat pants. He might as well have been banging a drum. Some para.

Mort shook his head, looked at his watch again.

Right about now, he reckoned, and worked his fingers into his ears.

The charge blew with Beardie no more than twenty feet distant. One second he was there, bent double and loping towards the control junction, the next he was off his feet, splayed out, and then gone. Eaten up by a white flash of  ten-weight Plexi-Lye-60 that turned in a split second into a rolling orange ball, gulped up by a boiling black cloud that wiped away a thick column of stars.

A blast of hot air raced up the ridge and slapped across their cheeks.

‘Holy shit,’ said Mort. ‘Did you see that?’
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Melville, Washington State,
 7:49 a.m., Friday, September 2009

It would have surprised no-one to learn that the house at the top of South Bluff Drive had been built by architects and was the home of architects. If anyone had been able to see it, that is. From the road there was nothing save a dead-end turning circle in a stand of spindly red firs, with stone and mortar pillars bracketing tall timber gates. A hundred metres beyond these gates the firs thinned and the sloping land levelled to a chip-wood parking area set against a final rising ridge. At first glance this low bank of land would have looked like a meadow of shifting grass and nodding wildflowers had it not been for a set of double redwood doors built into it, the meadow above nothing less than the roof of the house.

Because of the steep slope to the sea a hundred metres below, the house was stepped, its topmost floor on a level with the driveway, the three levels below it following the line of the seaward slope. Like its entrance gates and front doors, the house was built of local redwood, the  wide weathered planks cut on all four levels by sheets of tempered glass and solar panels that rose in a series of slanting squares from terraced decks to wildflower eaves.

Although the house occupied a headland above Melville there was no view of the old whaling town from the house, the northern edges of the property screened by the windbreak stand of firs that shaded South Bluff Drive. Instead, the only prospect from its glass-walled living rooms, bedrooms and bathrooms, its terraces, infinity pool and hot tub, and the lawns that sloped away from it, was a diminishing perspective of wooded coastline north and south and, as far as the eye could see, the ocean.

With nothing between her and the vast Pacific save a floor-to-ceiling sheet of glass, Dasha Pearse watched the swells roll into Melville Bay as she rinsed her crop of honey-blonde hair in the shower. Already she could see a couple of surfboards coming round the left-hand side of the curling breaks, much the same course she’d taken with her husband Zan when, twenty years earlier, the summer she’d started college, she’d finally summoned the nerve and the skill - nerve, most of all - to follow him out and take on one of the West Coast’s more daunting and exhilarating rides.

Turning off the shower, Dasha stepped from the glass-panelled wet room, pulled a towel from the rail and went through to the bedroom. Towelling herself dry, she watched the first boarder come in from the left and start stroking fast. Beyond the board a curling swell rose from the ocean, clean and glassy green, reaching out in a long glittering arc that seemed to build and build until the surfer was lost in its toppling fury. Dasha stopped towelling and held her breath. If the surfer didn’t ride that first break and come out of the pocket in one piece, he or  she would end up on the headland rocks with more cuts and bruises than a pint of mercurochrome and a tub of arnica could stretch to. Or be held down in one of Melville’s treacherous reef trenches praying that a gasped lungful of air would be enough to last through the following wave. Or two. Or three.They called it the hold-down. Dasha had been there. Dasha knew.

But suddenly the surfer was clear, coming out of the tube in a balancing crouch, arms spread like wings, streaking away down the turning slope of water before hitting the bottom and cutting up for another ride.Tucking the towel around her, Dasha squinted at the distant figure swooping up and down the wave, then reached for the binoculars that her husband kept by the window to search for whales. Adjusting the focus, she could make out a man. On a red board. Mungo McKay. That red board, this early in the morning, it just had to be Mungo, one of the best board-makers along the West Coast. Knowing Mungo, he’d probably spotted the swells before dawn and been catching rides ever since. Which meant that the other surfer out there was sure to be his girlfriend, Miche, now paddling fast on to the last swell of the set, catching the crest, rising to her feet and dropping away until the two of them were lost behind the headland.

All so long ago, Dasha mused, putting down the glasses and wondering how she’d make out now if she gave it a try. Wipe-out. Laundered. Just creamed. That was then, this is now.

Dasha glanced at her watch. A little before eight. She’d need to get a move on. She might not be paddling out for the Melville breaks any time soon, but her schedule today was likely to be just as tough and demanding. A two-hour drive up to Pearse-Caine’s Wilderness project  for an on-site meet-and-greet with Mrs Courtney Sutton, who’d gone and bought their first unit off-plan after reading a magazine article about the project. She’d got it as a birthday surprise for her husband, and had called the previous afternoon to say she was bringing him in for his first weekend. ‘He can be a little difficult sometimes, ’ Court had confided. ‘You know men. Sometimes they need some stroking . . .’

Which had made Dasha giggle some when she put down the phone. Stroking? Is that what the woman had said? After spending two million dollars on the first of Pearse-Caine’s Wilderness retreats without telling hubby? Was that all it took? Either Courtney was a toaster in the sack, or Win was some pushover. And from what Dasha knew of software billionaire Win Sutton of SuttonCorp Seattle, the latter seemed very unlikely. No wonder the wife wanted back-up.

‘Hey, Momma. When’s breakfast? Blister’s hungry.’

Dasha turned from the window.Standing in the bedroom doorway,rubbing sleepy eyes,was her five-year-old daughter Alexa. Clasped in her arms was her teddy, Blister.

‘Waffles,’ Dasha replied, going down on her knees and gathering her daughter in her arms, smelling the sleepy warmth of her.

‘With maple syrup?’ came a second voice. It was Alexa’s nine-year-old brother, Finn, coming up behind his little sister and deliberately pulling a tuft of hair from Blister’s balding head.

‘Finn Pearse,’ cried Dasha. ‘I don’t believe I just saw you do that.’

‘I didn’t do a thing,’ Finn lied, barefaced, eyes widening and innocent, as Alexa’s mouth opened in a silent scream. It didn’t stay silent for long.

‘Just you wait till your father hears about this,’ said Dasha, as the bedroom filled with a rising wail of indignation. ‘Just you wait till I tell him.’
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Hauling his board up on to the narrow skirt of beach, Mungo McKay turned in time to see Miche take a tumble at the end of her ride, her own board slicing at too steep an angle off the breaking lip of the wave, stripping away her ankle leash and dumping her unceremoniously into a creamy wash of boiling surf.

‘Way to go, baby,’ murmured Mungo, and plumped himself down.The air was still damp from the night, and a thin crust had started to form on the surface of the sand as the sun rose above the hills behind him and warmed it. It would be a fine day, with some fine surf, but Mungo knew it wouldn’t last. Even now, far out beyond the waves, where sea met sky, a long thin line of black separated the two, running the horizon’s length between the headlands that enclosed Melville Bay. Leaning back on his elbows, pushing through the sand crust, he watched Miche tumble towards him with the surf, her board sluicing up the beach ahead of her. ‘One  of these days, my lady, you’re gonna give the word wipe-out a whole new meaning.’

Mungo was tall and tanned with a wet slick of greying blond hair that reached to his shoulders, cream-coloured eyebrows and eyes as brown as old kelp. He’d have been a very good-looking man if it hadn’t been for a ragged line of scars slanting across his left cheek, from the point of his chin to the lobe of his ear. Back in his teens, as a careless carpenter’s apprentice, he’d let a sander pad work loose from its mounting. Leaning into the wood, the spinning sandpaper disc had ripped free and gouged its way across his face. Nearly twenty years on these same scars had worn themselves into deep angled creases that gave his smile an odd lopsided tilt and turned handsome into rugged. He was smiling now as Miche, sputtering angrily, rolled to a stop not ten feet away from him, the wave that had carried her up the beach streaming back past her to the ocean.

‘That was your fault,’ she snarled, shooting him a menacing look, her black Makah Indian eyes blazing.

‘Hey, me? I didn’t do a thing,’ said Mungo, chuckling. ‘What did I do?’

‘You . . . you didn’t put enough wax on the board, that’s what.’

‘And if I’m not mistaken, that’s your board, not mine,’ countered Mungo. ‘Which means it’s your job to see it’s waxed.’

‘And it’s your job to keep an eye on me, and look out for me, y’know?’ Sitting in the streaming surf, she slid a finger beneath a slick of wet black hair and flipped it off her cheek. ‘That’s what the good guys do.’

‘Who said I was a good guy?’ Mungo replied, springing up to retrieve her board before the next wave got a hold of it, then hauled her up on to her feet.

‘And I’ve got sand in my suit,’ she said, squirming, plucking at the neoprene skin. ‘And a bathload of ocean too. Real cold.’

‘And I suppose that’s my fault as well?’

‘Sure is, white man. Who else’s?’ Miche snatched the board from him, and feinted away when he leaned down to plant a kiss on her cheek. ‘Hey, you! Good guys only, remember?’

‘Maybe it’s time you got yourself a new board,’ said Mungo, as they trudged up the beach towards a flight of steps set in the sea wall. They’d been out for nearly three hours and his thighs and shoulders had that pleasant, drilling ache that comes with good waves and better rides. Nothing put Mungo in a better mood.

‘So you gonna make me one?’ Miche teased, knowing that that was a little too much to expect, even after the three years she’d been sharing Mungo’s bed.The shortest of her lover’s surfboards, the 6-threes, took a minimum of two months to shape, cost a small fortune and were legendary up and down the coast - sleekly sculpted boards made from hand-picked sustainable paulownia, finned with plantation-grown cedar, and each signed with the entwined ‘M’s that could also be ‘W’s depending on which way you looked at them.Two thousand a pop, easy, and a six-month waiting list. For the last five seasons, all the big pro boys in Hawaii had ridden a Mungo McKay Wave-Walker - the 6-threes, the 6-tens, the 7-fives, and that beautiful nine-foot-eight-inch ‘Pointer’ for the real steep-and-deeps at Waimea and outer reef Pe’ahi.

Mungo waited until they reached the steps, hefting the board under his arm. ‘Already done it,’ he told her. ‘Reckoned a 7-three would suit you.’

Two steps behind him, aiming to whack his butt with the end of her board, Miche stopped dead in her tracks. She ran the words through her head, to make sure she hadn’t misunderstood.Then ran them through again. Her own board? Her very own Wave-Walker? She couldn’t believe it. He had to be joking? After all their time together the man still managed to catch her when she least expected it. By the time she got her wits back Mungo was up over the top step and heading for home.

Back in his workshop, an old timber-frame rope shack fifty metres behind the sea wall that smelt sweetly of ocean salt, warm sawdust and gum turpentine, Mungo slid his board on to trestles, switched on the local radio station out of Astoria, then reached for the tag behind his shoulders to pull down the zip on his wetsuit.

‘. . . and it’s looking like some fine sets coming in off the ocean this a.m., all the way down from Desolation Point to Cape Tribulation. So if any of you surf boys listening in got a good excuse for a day off work, head on down to Titus Bay or Ringwood Beach or the Melville Bluffs for some of the best breaks you’ll likely see all season. Swells are high now but expected to peak this p.m., with outer buoy readings suggesting there’s more to come tomorrow and into Sunday . . .’

‘Been there, done that,’ grunted Mungo, watching Miche scurry around the workshop as he peeled down the black neoprene sleeves of his wetsuit.

‘Forecast is good along the coast rest of the day, with high blues and the mercury tipping 24 celsius,’ the weather man continued. ‘But word is, it’s all set to change by day’s end, with a whiplash tail-ender coming in from the islands and a front heading down from our friends up in BC. No need to tell you folks that it’s gonna get wet  before it gets dry, all the way from the highlands to the ocean . . .’

‘So where is it then? Where’re you hiding it?’ asked Miche impatiently, checking under the clamp-table and behind the saw-bed, shaking her head as every possible hiding place drew a blank. ‘You better not be kidding me, you hear?’

Stepping out of his wetsuit and carrying it to the tub-sink, Mungo turned and pointed over his shoulder, up at the rafters where ropes and fish-nets had once hung to dry. Lying across two beams was a red-bellied board. When Miche saw it her heart gave a lurch and her throat tightened.

‘Needs a bit more beeswax to finish her off. But the way I hear it, you’re good at . . .’

Mungo McKay didn’t have a chance to finish. Miche was in his arms, legs wrapped around his waist and her mouth clamping down on to his.
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‘Momma’s wearing scarara. Momma’s wearing scarara,’ chanted Alexa from the back seat of Dasha’s silver Lexus Hybrid.

‘Mascara, stupid. It’s mascara,’ said Finn, sitting beside her, thumbs flying over his DS keyboard.

‘Don’t say “stupid”, Finn,’ Dasha chided. ‘It’s not a nice word. Say “silly” instead.’

‘Silly. Stupid. Still means she’s a dumbass,’ replied the boy, this last word spoken cautiously, under his breath.

‘Finn Pearse, I heard that.Where did you learn a word like that?’

‘Dad,’ he replied, with an unmistakable ‘so-there’ edge to it. ‘And Gramma too,’ he added for good measure, to hammer the point home.

Dasha grimaced - typical, she thought. Some father. Some grandmother.

But now was not the time to let it bug her - she was more concerned that if Alexa had noticed the mascara, then maybe she’d applied her make-up too hurriedly or thickly. It wouldn’t do to turn up for lunch with the Suttons with mascara globs in her eyelashes and dotting the tops of her cheeks like a high school prom queen. Pulling up on a red at the set of traffic lights at the bottom of South Bluff Drive, Dasha flipped down her visor and checked in the vanity mirror. She tipped her head from side to side, winked one eye and then the other in the mirror, then jumped in her seat when the driver behind her beeped his horn. The light had turned to green. Snapping back to the road, she promptly stalled the Lexus and a couple more angry blasts greeted this further delay. By the time she’d gotten started again and pulled away, the light had switched back to red and the line of cars behind her stayed right where they were.


And good riddance, thought Dasha, looping down on  to Promenade and along the harbour front. She was heading for The Quays, Pearse-Caine’s wharfside development where she and Zan kept an office, and where Dasha’s mother, Shelley, had an apartment. Just a block from the office, Gramma’s was the perfect place to dump Alexa and Finn when the schedule got crowded.

In a perfect world, of course, Zan would have been around to help with the kids and do the driving, and she’d have had time to get herself into some kind of presentable order. Not that she was a slouch when it came to high-end meetings or corporate presentations and all the social bally-hoo that went hand in hand with maintaining a successful architectural practice. But three days earlier, her husband had gone off on his annual fishing trip, up to the high lakes on the Hanish Stream. And as Dasha Pearse knew only too well, nothing, not even Mr and Mrs Win Sutton, came between Zan Pearse and a cutthroat trout. Not that she begrudged him his break. He worked hard, he was a great dad, and he deserved the down time. Dasha hadn’t even bothered to phone and tell him about the meet. Knowing her luck, she’d call his cell just as he hooked the big one. He’d never forgive her.

‘Hey, Mom,’ said Finn, breaking into her thoughts. ‘Why’s there a police car outside the office?’

The question brought Dasha back with a jolt. Up ahead, where Lower Main joined Promenade and swung round the north side of the port, she spotted the squad car in The Quays’ parking lot. As she came off the harbour bridge, made the lights on Main and turned through the development’s anchored entrance she also saw the reason the squad car was there. Daubed across  the opaque front window of their office were four spray-painted words, each letter two feet high, each dripping paint down the window in alternating red and green ribbons. And just a week before the offices were finally going to be fitted with security cameras, goddammit!

Rather than park in her reserved bay outside the office, and right next to the police car, Dasha drove past without stopping. In her rear-view mirror she could see Big Bill Mulholland, the town’s police chief, leaning on the bonnet of his Durango four-wheel drive, boot heel resting on its fender, surveying the damage.

As she sailed by, Dasha hoped Mulholland didn’t recognise her car. She was running late already and if she wanted to make it to the Suttons she didn’t have time for police enquiries and questions and commiserations. Her office manager could handle all that. And get someone in to clean that damned paint - and message - off of their window. And fast.

But as Dasha pulled into a space at the far end of The Quays’ parking lot, it wasn’t just the damn timing thing with the security cameras that bothered her, or the paint that would have to be cleaned off, or the possibility that she might be delayed.What really concerned her about this new message was the fact that the usual two-word aerosol instruction - ‘STOP NOW . . .’ - had been added to.

Another two words completed the line, and it was this chilling addition that prickled the small hairs on the back of her neck:

‘. . . OR ELSE!’.
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Warming up her breakfast coffee with just a small slug of Jack’s sour mash, Shelley Caine left the galley kitchen in her Quays’ apartment and went through to the living room. Slipping her fingers between the blinds she watched her daughter’s Lexus pull into a parking bay two floors below and the kids tumble out. She glanced at her watch. Running late as usual, rushing around like a fly on one wing, thought Shelley. Just like her dad.And her husband, come to that. All three of them. Take on anything, they would, but pretty much damn hopeless when it came to a schedule. Dropping the blinds, Shelley took a sip of the cooling coffee and felt a scalding glow.Whoa - maybe a splash too much sour mash. She’d need to keep a line on it if she was looking after the kids.

Shelley had always liked a drink. From way back. A vodka rocks on the stroke of six, wine with meals, social stuff. But after her husband, Mack, passed on, she’d taken to it with a real relish. Pretty soon the vodka had given way to bourbon - it was always a good thing to vary your diet, she liked to think - and come winter, bourbon had a warmer, richer taste than the icy Ivanoff Sixes she bought  in two-litre kegs. Jack, Jim and Hiram were now among her best friends - a splash in the morning to oil the joints and get the old body moving, a dash in her morning coffee as a reward for unloading the dishwasher from the night before, a couple of tugs around lunch and maybe a little something to see her through the afternoon. But she could handle it. She knew when to hold off.

Melville-born and bred, Dasha’s mother had been one of the first to move into The Quays, taking a two-bedroom unit with harbour view just a few months after her husband passed away. At first she had missed the old family home with its creaking wood stairs, heavy panelled doors and gingerbread verandahs. But she’d quickly discovered that the new condo was much better suited to her current needs. Not only was she close to the shops, a deli, a couple of bars, a Starbucks, and an Austrian bakery, but The Quays’ recycling was a damned wonder.

Back in the old house, there had always been a problem getting rid of empty bottles. Most of her neighbours had just a few to recycle - mostly jars for sauces and preserves - but whenever the garbage crews came to empty her bins, it sounded like a Niagara of breaking glass out there on the sidewalk, and she’d turn up the radio to cover the din. One time, a friend had applauded her sense of civic pride - recycling bottles for the whole street. Shelley Caine had not disabused her of that assumption. But here at The Quays, set into the worktop beside her kitchen sink, there were three bin lids. One was for plastic waste, one for paper and board, and one for glass. She just lifted the lid and dropped the bottle in. At the bottom of the chute, two floors down in the basement, was a large sealed container that serviced the six apartments in  her block. She might have been getting through more liquor than any of the other residents but there was no-one to point a finger or raise an eyebrow.

Out in the hall, the buzzer sounded and Shelley went to answer it.

‘Hey kids, come on in, why don’t you?’ she said, stepping aside as Finn and Alexa bowled in through the door.

‘I’m running late, Mom,’ said Dasha. ‘Can I just leave them with you and split?’

‘You go on ahead,’ her mother said, receiving a hug from her daughter and a kiss on each cheek, but remembering to keep her mouth firmly closed so that her breath wouldn’t give her away. ‘I got their favourite fish pie for lunch and if you don’t make it back by teatime I’ll have ’em fed and watered by whatever time you do. Only don’t rush yourself, you hear?’ said Shelley as Dasha headed down the corridor. ‘And check out that mascara, honey. You got it on a little thick, you ask me.’
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In a small town like Melville, even with weekenders coming in from Seattle, a chief of police soon got to recognise certain cars. And Big Bill Mulholland recognised Dasha  Pearse’s silver Lexus the moment it slid by. A hundred yards ahead he saw the brake lights shine, and watched the car pull into a parking bay two rows over. Not that he was surprised she hadn’t stopped by the office.The woman had the kids with her, looked like she was in a rush, and well, it wasn’t the first time that this kind of thing had happened.

Three times in the last five months - since Pearse-Caine started construction on the Wilderness project up-country - Mulholland had been called out to see the spray-painted threats smeared across their office windows, or across the glass-bricked entrance to The Quays. On each occasion he’d been blunt and honest. ‘Until we catch them with the spray-gun in their hands, Mrs Pearse, there’s not a lot we can do beyond give you a crime number and tell you to call your insurers,’ this advice levied with a take-it-or-leave-it shrug. ‘And maybe fix yourself up with some of those CCTV cameras in the meantime.’

And every time he spoke the words, he wished he could do more. Descended from a long line of Melville whalers - back in the days when you rowed the whaling boat, threw your harpoons and hung on while the whales took you for a sleigh ride - Mulholland didn’t take kindly to anyone messing with his town, nor the people who lived in it. And what he saw each time he answered the Pearses’ call fair made his blood boil. Some damned hooligan troublemaker, some damned do-gooder eco-nut who couldn’t think no further than the end of his busy-body green nose. Like, just how many chemicals were they gonna have to use in cleaning agents to scrub that shit off the windows? Did the asshole ever think about that before he pulled out his aerosol can and  started spraying? No damn way, thought Mulholland, hitching up his gun belt. As if the Pearses were doing anything that deserved that kind of attention anyhow. Far as most of the townsfolk saw it, it was the Pearses that had helped put Melville back on the map, renovating those old captains’ houses up on South Bluff, converting the flensing sheds, and bringing in those houseboats to liven up the deserted quays. Got them featured in all those magazines, didn’t they? Stoked up the interest, good for the local economy. And everything eco-friendly as you please. Sustainable this, renewable that. What was there to complain about? Let alone go making threats. And this latest message was certainly that, far more chilling and direct than the ones that had come before it.

Course it wasn’t locals doing it, Mulholland was certain of that. In a small town like Melville he’d have heard about it, known whose door to go knocking on. When he discovered the aerosol cans couldn’t be bought nowhere but Seattle, he was even more certain the perps were out-of-towners.

‘At it again, Chief?’

Mulholland turned. It was Lindie Cass, out walking her dog. Big and blonde and blowsy, turquoise rings and necklaces matching her eyeshadow, Lindie owned Mama Surf, Melville’s oldest and best-loved tavern down on Promenade.

‘Sure looks like it, don’t it?’ replied Mulholland, taking off his trucker’s hat and pushing a wad of freckled fingers through a thatch of greying red hair. As he settled the cap back down, he spotted the Lexus heading back in his direction. Just Dasha this time. Eyes straight ahead. Kids dropped off with their gran. Looked like  she was dressed for a meeting too, hair done up and all. He pretended not to see her, and turned back to Lindie as a green Toyota truck pulled out of a bay and followed after the Lexus. ‘Course, it needn’t never have happened,’ he continued, noting the Toyota’s out-of-town plates, ‘if our Mr Pringle hadn’t voted against it when the council were talking security cameras for downtown.’

‘Tell me about it,’ said Lindie, calling her mutt to heel. ‘They should have left that fucker in sanitation. Where he belonged.’

Mulholland chuckled. Since David Pringle had taken up the job of Town Works and Resources Director, he had made more enemies than al-Qaeda, and become the town’s favourite whipping boy. Anything went wrong, seemed you could always trace it back to Pringle.

‘You know what he’s planning this time?’ asked Lindie, who had no good reason to like the man - her planning application for a pontoon bar across from her premises on Promenade had been turned down by Pringle just the week before.

‘Now you gonna spoil my day, Lindie? This early on?’ asked Mulholland.

Lindie drew close. ‘The little dipshit wants to introduce a sport licence for the beach. You surf, you pay. Like parking a car. Waves by the hour. Says we need to regulate the numbers. Too many coming in. Too many coming in? Without the surfers, this town would have been done for when they stopped the whaling and the logging.’

Mulholland sucked in his breath. Now that was news. Right from out of left field. For a second or two he  couldn’t credit it. Had Pringle completely lost the plot? Because Lindie was right. If it hadn’t been for surfing, and the crowd it brought in, and the work that the Pearses were doing, bringing life back into Melville, the town would have gone down. Two great industries lost and surfing saves the day. Who’d have believed it? Surfing.

For a while back then, after the last whale carcass was hauled up the harbour slipway, and the last lumber loaded along South Bluff Quay, it had looked like Melville was a busted flush, couldn’t even turn itself round as a sailing marina like some of the other ports down the coast. To get in and out of harbour, you needed a steady nerve and a strong ship to make it through the surf that rolled into Melville Bay nine months of the year. It had been worth the risk for bales of fur and timber and whales, but weekend sailing was a different matter. Pretty soon the fine old houses the town’s well-padded traders and skippers had built up on South Bluff were peeling with neglect, the raised sidewalks along Main Street sagged wearily, and its deserted cobbled quays had been left to the crabbers.

And then the surfers arrived, back at the start of the seventies, a Beach Boys soundtrack and a small band of pioneers who reckoned Melville’s big-wave surf breaks better than anything further south. Mulholland remembered them. Tanned, young guys with easy smiles, and pretty girls waiting for them on the beach. Not a care in the world if the waves were high, and never any trouble for a rookie cop called Mulholland just starting out after a spell in ‘Nam. Pretty soon he’d caught a few swells himself, and most evenings he’d find himself down at the beach, smoking dope and talking waves.

Hell and high-water, it was down on that darned beach, sitting round some driftwood fire, he’d met his wife.

For a couple of seasons, those first surf boys kept Melville to themselves, but word soon spread there were some awesome walls up in north-west Washington State. One minute it was a few camper vans parked up for the season, a few gunslingers riding the waves. The next the whole damn world’s out there. Surfing, or watching. Most just watching.

And if those first surfers didn’t really do any work, and had a kind of stoned hippy look to them, the ones who followed were a very different breed, software and telecom execs from Seattle who were wealthy enough to invest in some prime weekend real-estate but still young enough to surf. It was this market that the Pearses and a whole bunch of other locals had lucked into, with board shops, accessory stores, and surf-wear boutiques up and down Main, not to mention bars like Mama Surf along Promenade and Jap diners serving sushi and saké.

And men like David Pringle to keep everyone in line, thought Mulholland.

A ticket for the beach? A licence to surf? The bird-brain had to be joking? Then again . . .

‘Whaddya bet he’ll get it through?’ asked Mulholland.

Lindie shook her head. ‘It’ll never happen, Chief. Not in Melville.’

Mulholland seemed to consider this, rubbing a hand through his walrus moustache. ‘A ten says he does.’

‘And your ten taken . . .’ replied Lindie, and the two of them shook on it.
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Elroy Baker had never bought a woman’s product before. It was about as bad as buying that first Trojan when he was fourteen. No, he decided. It was worse. Even at this time in the morning and Delaney’s Supermart open just an hour, it had taken three idling strolls down the cosmetics aisle before it was clear of customers - all of them women, all of them intent, it seemed to him, on reading every word on the back of every bottle or tube or packet they picked up. Didn’t they know what they wanted? Didn’t they have anything better to do?

On his fourth pass, a tinny muzak piping out along the aisles, Elroy hurried over to the relevant shelf. Or rather shelves. It wasn’t just the one brand he had to deal with, but what looked like dozens. In seconds a kind of numbing panic swooped in. He hadn’t figured on a choice.

Tampons, that’s what Mort had said. Just tampons.

And fruit. And duct tape. And torch batteries. And a good sturdy padlock, and a whole load of other stuff - all of which he could handle, no trouble.

But tampons? What sort of tampons? Did he need  the Super or the Regular? Did he need the green packet? Or the blue one? Or the pink? And then . . . Wings? Night time? Jesus. What kind? What was he supposed to choose? Tampons? Sanitary towels?

To cover himself, Elroy took a packet of each, burying the items as best he could under the other supplies. It wasn’t until he reached the check-out that he realised his mistake. He was going to have to empty out his basket on to that strip of conveyor belt, all laid out for anyone to see. And just how was he going to explain needing so many different brands? He was about to turn back to the shelves and unload everything, make do with just the one brand, when he realised he’d left it too late. Two of the women who’d held him up earlier on the cosmetics aisle were now settling in behind him, waiting their turn.

Lowering the bill of his baseball cap, Elroy started to unload his basket. First went the rolls of duct tape, then the padlock, the apples, the bananas, the avocados, rolling down the conveyor belt like flotsam on a patched black river. Finally, with what he hoped would pass as a bored indifference, he brought out ‘Night-Time’ in the blue packet. Then ‘Wings Supreme’ in the pink, followed by assorted packs of ‘Beyond’, ‘Softeeze’, and ‘GentleGlide’. And as he did so, he leant forward an inch or two, angled out his elbows and broadened his shoulders in an attempt to cover the nature of his purchases from the women behind.

‘You want help packing, son?’ asked the check-out lady, as she swiped the last ‘GentleGlide’ across the scanner.


Son? Why did everyone over the age of forty call him  son? He was twenty-five, chrissakes, six foot one in his socks, and been working the crab boats since for ever.

‘No thanks, ma’am. I’m just fine,’ Elroy replied. ‘Do it myself, no problem,’ he added, suddenly wondering if there was any hint of sarcasm in her offer to help with the packing. He glanced at her to make sure. She was slouched in her spin-round chair, chewing gum and testing each of her lacquered fingernails with a click-click against her thumbs. No sly smile, no odd looks. She could have been on a different planet. Probably was.

‘Then that’ll be fifty-eight bucks fifty, son.’

Gritting his teeth, Elroy slipped three twenties from his pocket, moved past the till, and started shovelling his purchases into a plastic bag.

‘Hey dude, havin’ a party?’

Elroy swung round to the voice. Standing right behind him, dressed in a white butcher’s apron with a paper trilby perched on his big round head, was Tod Breamer. A lay-off back in high school and now clearly working shifts on Delaney’s meat counter, Breamer’s broad red face was split into a leering grin, piggy black eyes flicking between Elroy and the packet of Softeeze he held in his hand.

‘Your change, son,’ drawled the check-out lady, holding out a palmful of dimes and a curling till receipt.

Elroy took them with a nod of thanks, threw them into the bag with the Softeeze, then turned back to Breamer. His old high school chum might have been bigger and broader and older, but Elroy knew he was smarter. And out of school smarter really counted. It gave him a surge of confidence. He’d managed the check-out lady; he could handle this.

‘How’s it going Breamer? Good to see ya,’ he said, tucking a pack of GentleGlide into the bag and reaching for Night-Time.

‘I mean,’ continued Breamer, not to be distracted. ‘I mean, your mom and sis stockin’ up for a rainy day or something?’

‘Breamer, you wanna talk girl’s talk, that’s fine by me,’ replied Elroy, surprised at how level and sure his voice was. ‘But me, I just buy ’em and pack ’em.’

Breamer took this in, not sure whether to nod or frown.

‘You wanna know,’ Elroy continued, suddenly inspired as he packed away the last items. ‘I get ’em for lagging.’

‘Lagging?’

Elroy hefted the two bags from the counter and set off for the Exit doorway. ‘Gotta leaking pump on the boat. Skipper wants to lag it till he’s got the money for some proper parts and repairs, know what I’m sayin’?’

Breamer decided on a nod, not wishing to appear uninformed when it came to boats, about which he knew very little.

‘See you round, Breamer,’ called Elroy, as he ducked through the automatic doors.

‘Yeah, you too, Elroy.’

Outside, Elroy headed for his truck, slung the bags on to the front seat and got in after them. There was sweat on his forehead and his heart was still thumping.

Lagging? Jesus! Where did that come from?

But he’d done it. Exactly what Mort had told him to do.And he’d handled big dumb Breamer into the bargain. Mission accomplished.Which was just as well. In the last few weeks Elroy Baker had learnt one very important lesson. Do what you’re told, and don’t never mess with Mort Johannesen.
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‘You sure you want to do this?’ said Mungo, turning his flatbed Mitsubishi on to Main and heading up town.

Beside him Miche was checking through her back-pack. Satisfied, she tossed it on to the back seat. ‘Two days, two hundred a day says I want to do this.’

‘You’re gonna get wet.’

‘I’m boarding. Of course I’m gonna get wet.’

Mungo grunted.‘You know what I’m saying. If there’s rain coming in, it won’t take long to fill those canyons.’

‘Then I’ll be back sooner than we thought. Deal is Gimball pays the two days even if I’m up there just the one.’

‘That’s what Gimball told you?’

‘You were there.’

‘It was Mama Surf on a Wednesday night. I didn’t hear a thing. Just saw those fat wet lips moving.’

‘Well, that’s what he said. Why? You gonna miss me?’

Mungo pulled up at the lights on Delamere and glanced across at her. She was looking right at him. That look she had, always challenging, always testing. The answer-back princess. And that straight, black hair, the long fringe that  reached to her arched black eyebrows, those soft almond eyes. Yup, truth was, he was going to miss her. But he wasn’t altogether sure he could trust himself to say it, without reaching into the glove compartment and giving her the second present of the day, his mother’s wedding ring, three small twinkling diamonds in a thin gold band. He’d been planning it for weeks, just hadn’t quite found the right time to spring it on her. Three years together, it was time to get the whole thing up and on a proper footing. And he did love her, like really love her. He’d had his share down the years, hanging round the beach, surfing the breaks. But Miche was way different. There was just something about her - wilful, stubborn, sexy as hell. Like two hours back when she’d taken him upstairs after she found the board, just pushing him down on the bed and sliding out of that neoprene suit like it was silk. No-one should have been able to get out of a wetsuit like that. But she had. Even the sand felt good.

The lights saved him. Mungo shifted gears and pulled away. ‘There’s gonna be some waves,’ he said. ‘Wouldn’t want you to miss them. Not with the new board and all.’

‘Four hundred bucks says the breaks’ll have to wait, lover.’

‘Just take care. If the Susqua looks like it’s gonna fill, you tell Gimball it’s a no-no. He’ll try and railroad you . . .’

‘He’ll try what? Railroad me? You are kidding, right?’

Mungo chuckled.A ridiculous idea. No one railroaded Miche Tomak. But four hundred dollars was some lever.

‘You think he’ll pay up?’

‘Tell you what,’ grinned Miche. ‘If he doesn’t, you can always go round and get it off of him.’ She shot him a  look. Mungo and Gimball did not hit it off. Knowing Mungo, he’d love a chance to steam in on Charlie Gimball.

‘Well now, there’s a prospect,’ replied Mungo, pulling off Main and into Gimball’s lot. ‘Just don’t forget to give me a call, let me know how it’s going.’

‘It’s the Susqua, remember? No signal till after the canyons.’

‘You could always light a fire. Send me some of those smoke signal things.’

Miche reached for her back-pack and threw open the passenger door. Leaning over, she gave him a long, whispering kiss on the side of his mouth. ‘Only smoke signal you’re gonna get is when I’m back Sunday and smokin’ your ass on the breaks. Or in bed. Take your pick, surf-boy.’

And with that she was out of the truck, door slammed behind her, and striding across the lot.
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Charlie Gimball looked at the clock on the wall of his office and wondered if Mungo’s girl had remembered. If she hadn’t been squaw, he wouldn’t have worried. But she was, and he did.You never could tell with the natives.  The girl might look like a Cosmo cover but like the rest of them Makahs her brains were in a different place. Smoking too much dope and swinging one too many crystals, was Charlie’s opinion. He’d offered her the job two days earlier at Mama Surf down on Promenade. Said he was short a board leader for today’s college trip and maybe she could help out? Two days running the gorges from just above the Susqua Falls? She’d seemed keen enough at the time and was a good, experienced canyoneer, knew the water like the back of her hand. But you couldn’t rely on that, not with squaws like Miche Tomak, even if he was paying top dollar.

Charlie shook his head miserably and was leaning forward to pick up the phone, put a call through to Mungo’s place, when he saw the Wave-Walker van pull into the lot. The passenger door swung open and Miche jumped out, reaching back in for a rucksack. In the driver’s seat Charlie could just make out Mungo, flicking a return wave to Miche and turning back out on to Main.

‘So you made it,’ he said, as she pushed open the door and dropped her kit by his desk, took a chair and stretched out.

‘You think I wouldn’t?’ she asked with a sly smile. She knew Charlie Gimball a whole lot better than he knew her.

‘Never can tell. Those margaritas down at Mama’s don’t do much for the memory,’ he replied, letting his eyes graze over her. Shoot, but she was just gorgeous, thought Charlie, pretending to wipe an eye but taking it all in. Wearing jeans and a tight polo neck, she was long and lean with a chest on her that screamed ‘look at us, look at us’, straight black hair cut to the shoulder,  high Indian cheekbones and eyes as black and shapely as the ace of spades.

‘Wouldn’t miss it,’ she said, not fooled by the eye-wiping routine, feeling his gaze drift over her - just as she’d expected. ‘So, what’s the brief?’

‘Like I told you the other night,’ he couldn’t resist saying, ‘a canyoning club from Fairbanks College over Tacoma way. Six students, two teachers. They’re bringing their own gear, including wetsuits. All we gotta do is provide the boards and chow, and meet up with them at the Lodge up in Shinnook. I already loaded everything, you’ll be pleased to hear. You’ll be paired up with one of the teachers, guy by the name of Pete Conway who made the booking. Me and his wife’ll drive the vans, set up lunch drops and deal with the camps.’

‘How’s the river?’ asked Miche, remembering the forecast back in Mungo’s workshop. ‘You been up recently?’

‘Couple of weeks back. Good late summer flow but nothing too high or fast. Deep enough for jumping some of the higher chutes, but no standing water to speak of. If we can get up there by two, you should be able to squeeze a couple of hours in.Warm them up some. Maybe get as far as Susqua Falls. Tomorrow, if you start early enough, you could make it down through Lobo and Cougar canyons. I was thinking we could camp up the last night below Fiddler’s Chute and paddle-raft the rest of the way down to Shinnook.’

As Charlie outlined the itinerary, Miche ran it through in her head. Headwaters to Susqua Falls a fairly straightforward twelve miles to start, another twenty or so Saturday - fast and furious - and back in time to try  out her new board. Two days out, less than fifty miles tops. And four hundred dollars cash in her pocket, say eight bucks a mile. It didn’t get better than that. Just so long as the peaks out on Melville Bay stayed high till she got back Sunday afternoon.

‘When do we leave?’

Charlie glanced at the clock on the wall. ‘How about right now?’
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Moving his feet carefully over the muddy bed of the lake so as not to cloud the drifting water, Zan Pearse waded along the high bank towards his camp, keeping an eye on the still surface. For the last couple of hours he’d been stalking the top end of Bear Tree Lake, chasing a speckled shadow that had come to nothing, and time was running out. He was due back home that evening and with camp to break and a three-hour trek to the trailhead where he’d left his Jeep, there wasn’t much casting time left.

Of all the lakes on the upper levels of the Hanish Stream, ranging in size from a suburban front lawn to a college football pitch, Bear Tree was Zan’s favourite.  It was the highest of all the lakes, on the top-most level, long and narrow but large enough to provide good water, with shadowing overhang banks and sluicing currents where the Hanish Stream entered and left it. The water was tea-coloured, chill from snow-melt and clear as glass, knee-high at the top end, sloping down to waist height around the edges of the lower pools.

Zan had come here first with Mack Caine, Dasha’s father, nearly twenty years earlier, his fourth summer in Melville. The first two seasons they’d fished stretches of the Susqua in the neighbouring valley where the old man had watched how the boy handled himself. When Mack was satisfied, he’d taken Zan over the ridgeline and brought him to Bear Tree.

‘They’ll tell you the trout are finer and fiestier over in Idaho,’ Mack had told him. ‘Or down south on Steamboat, Umpqua and Deschutes, or up north in BC on the Babine and Morice. But don’t you believe a word of it. The best darn fishing for trout is right here on the Hanish, and Bear Tree’s the jewel in the crown.’

And twenty years later, Zan was in no doubt that his late father-in-law was right in all but scale. Bear Tree wasn’t just a jewel. In his opinion it was the whole damn crown.

At the end of every summer Zan took a week’s break from Pearse-Caine to fish for steelhead and cutthroat. It didn’t matter what was in the diary - meetings, dead-lines, presentations - he’d pack his four-by-four and head up-country. Parking at the trailhead and shouldering his kit, he’d hike uphill in a lazy zig-zag before levelling out on to the first of the three shelves that led to the upper Hanish lakes. Brushing a path through ferns that had never seen the light of day, and climbing up past  moss-covered cedar and ghostly hemlock that looked as though they’d shrugged on green overcoats to keep off the chill and the wet, he’d smile at the echoing, insistent drill of a distant woodpecker, pause for the bugling of elk, and keep a wary eye out for cougar and bear. Up in these hills, miles from the nearest shack, it didn’t do to take chances, his right hand never straying too far from the butt of his Colt .44 Magnum.

There were no map-printed names for the puddles and ponds and finger lakes that lay up here (Zan had checked), and, far as he could tell, it was Mack who’d given Bear Tree its name. And it was Mack who’d shown him why. Set around the water’s edge were more than a dozen red cedars that bore the marks of bears’ claws, bark ripped and shredded, moss and lichen piled high in dead grey pillows around their roots. Just the cedars - not the hemlock, not Douglas, not alder. Neither Mack nor Zan knew the reason for the choice, but they both agreed that if a bear could do that to a tree, what they could do to a man didn’t stand thinking about. Yet in all the time Zan had been coming here, he’d only ever seen one bear - a large brown sow with her cubs - loping along the opposite bank as though she was in a hurry to make the shops before they closed. That night, he’d slept light in his tent with his gun beside his pillow.

It wasn’t just fishermen the bears spooked. Up here, as Mack used to say, the trout were as difficult to lure as a nun on sabbatical.Which was half the fun.You could dry-drift a fly over the head of a cutthroat a dozen times and he’d just watch it float on by.You could drop a Big Hopper on the bubble line and a bull would turn his back on it. You could find a pod of rainbows, finning  against the top-end current, drop a wet-fly between them, and they wouldn’t stir more than a fin to get out of its way. And all the time you’d be looking over your shoulder, just in case some old grizzly decided to drop by, pay a call.

All of which made a strike a prize worth having.

The other great thing about Bear Tree was its inaccessibility. From trailhead to campsite, it was a tough uphill hike that usually took Zan most of the first afternoon - he rarely made his first cast before dusk shadowed the water. Also, the tree cover around Bear Tree might have been close and thick enough to cause problems with your back cast, but it kept away the floatplanes and the helicopters. In twenty seasons - apart from the early days with Mack - Zan had never had to share the water with another angler.

This was Zan’s last day up-country and so far the catch had been good. A bull trout the first evening at a tad over five pounds, followed by two red-jawed cutthroats, one of which he’d spit-grilled for his supper. His second day had begun where the Hanish Stream fed into Bear Tree, which meant tracking through a squelching moss meadow cut in the middle with a narrow, fast-moving pelt of water where he knew the trout liked to line up in squadrons. Three good-sized rainbows hit his Royal Wulff in the space of an hour, all of them a respectable weight and all of them returned to the chill swirling stream to fight another day. By lunchtime, the sky was high and blue through the treetops and it was hot. He’d retrieved his net of import Grolsch lager from where it had been chilling in the coldest water he’d been able to find, snacked on a protein bar and snoozed on the bank until the evening fish started calling him.

And that was how he’d spent his time, trolling both sides of Bear Tree, working the moss meadows at either end of the lake and finding some new sweet spots along an eddying twist further up the Hanish. It was all he’d hoped for, all he could have asked for - hard fish, sly fish, runners and sinkers, all of them cool and cunning. But last night, too dark for more casts, stripping off his waders on a skirt of bankside pebbles close to camp, he’d seen the fish you dream of.

It started with a tell-tale plop not ten feet from the beach, close enough for a ripple to reach him. It was just a flash but it was enough - a long silver side, hunched shoulders and a flick of the tail that left a rolling swirl on the surface. A ‘summer-run’ steelhead. Maybe thirty inches. And twenty pounds easy, or close to it.

Zan had spent the night thinking about that fish. Where it might go, the pools and eddies it might favour, the flies that might attract it. He wished with all his heart that the old man was there. Mack would have known what to do; Mack would have known where to find it. But this time he was alone, no other fisherman on the water. The fish was his if he could find it, lure it, take it.

With just one final morning to play with, Zan had dressed in the dark and was out on the water before the surface mists had slid away. By ten o’clock he’d passed a dozen rainbows that he’d have cast for just a day before. But now he wasn’t bothering. There was only one fish he was looking for, only one he’d cast for. He checked the time. Maybe another hour’s fishing before he’d have to break camp and head off down to the trailhead. He looked across the lake and knew it wouldn’t be enough. Clambering up on to the nearest stretch of bank, he  hurried back to camp, dug out his phone from his rucksack and dialled Dasha.
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A low insistent hum, four seconds long, followed by a second’s silence and the hum again. Jenna Blake let it ring three more times, praying she’d switched on the answer phone before falling into bed. Literally falling, and still dressed from the evening before so far as she could make out.

By the fifth ring it was clear she’d hadn’t remembered to switch on the answer phone, but she let it ring on, hoping the caller would give up. Squeezing her eyes shut, she burrowed down under the duvet. But she could still hear it.Whoever was calling really wanted to get through. Wearily, she reached for the bedside table and grappled the phone into bed with her.

‘Is that Jenna Blake, the world’s most celebrated TV news reporter?’ were the first words she heard. She recognised the voice immediately. Her brother, Greg, in his last year at Washington State, working towards a doctorate in animal behaviour. Another three months and he’d be let loose on the world. God help it, thought Jenna with a burst of  annoyance. Always her little brother calling at the wrong time. At least there was no-one in bed with her.

‘Greg, for chrissakes. Do you know what the time . . . ?’ Jenna’s eyes focused on the green digital read-out on her bedside clock. 10:36. Shit, it wasn’t even midday yet. Her day off and it was starting way earlier than she’d planned. Thanks to Greg.

‘Don’t tell me you’re still in bed?’

‘And sleeping, Greg. Happily sleeping.’ Or rather, unconscious, thought Jenna. The previous night she’d covered Seattle’s latest club opening downtown, realised too late it was pretty much gay, so she’d found herself a perch at the bar and gotten loaded. She wondered if Gerry Coons, CTACtv’s news-desk producer, had known when he gave her the ticket. She just bet he did. ‘So whaddya want? Speak now, or . . .’

‘One word. Jellyfish.’

Jenna groaned. ‘Please Greg, not another animal thing.’ For the last two years her zoologist brother had been researching human-animal conflict, and the increasing incidence worldwide of animals turning on man. Two months earlier, he’d called to tell her about a fifty per cent rise in cougar attacks in British Columbia. Before that it had been bear maulings in Romania, wolf attacks in Uzbekistan, and death by dog in Beijing. It didn’t matter how many times she tried to tell him, Greg seemed not to realise that his sister worked for CTACtv Seattle, not the National Geographic Channel or Discovery, and that her viewers, let alone her news-desk editor, weren’t too concerned by how many kids in Uganda were getting bitten by the resident chimps, or why twenty-foot long salt-water crocodiles were terrorising bathers along Australia’s Queensland coast.

Now it was jellyfish.

‘Greg . . .’

‘The bay’s full of ’em, Jen.You could walk out to the Kerry Light on them.’

‘Kerry Light? Where are you?’

‘About twenty miles north of Titus Bay. Out on the coast. And they’ve never seen anything like it up here. I’m telling you, this is a scoop, baby. It’s all here.’

‘They sting, these jellyfish? They bite?’

‘Sure they sting.’

‘I mean fatal sting, Greg. Like you die screaming in agony. Or a set of teeth that’ll snap your leg off.’

‘They’re jellyfish, sis. Chrysaora fuscescens. You get a sting, sure. But they won’t kill you. It’s just they don’t often come this far north, and it’s some colony out there. Awesome. Just swept in from nowhere.’

‘Anything else get swept in? Something a bit more dramatic.’

‘We had sharks,’ Greg replied. ‘Couple days back. I left you a message, but they moved on.’

Jenna’s interest was piqued. Sharks were good. ‘Moved on? You happen to know where?’

‘Who knows? They weren’t saying. North, south. Coulda headed back out to sea.’

‘Is this usual? Large numbers of sharks getting together?’

‘Sure, it’s called schooling. Happens all the time. But you don’t usually get it so close to shore.’

‘If they come back, you just make sure and call me, y’hear?’

‘What about the jellyfish?’

‘When they grow teeth and fins, Greg. Teeth and fins,’ she replied, and jammed the phone back on the stand.
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Forty minutes after leaving Melville, driving along a two-lane black-top that never strayed far from the Susquahanish, Dasha saw the stone ramparts of Drivers’ Cut rise above the treeline. It was here that the river narrowed and took its first real deviation, a slow left-right-left through the ridgeline separating the Melville and Shinnook valleys. Easing the Lexus into the first of the bends Dasha passed into cool shadow, the mid-morning sun lost behind two rising slabs of limestone that squeezed road and river together. As usual she felt a familiar shiver along the back of her arms.

Back in the old days, this dog-leg twist on the Susquahanish had been a real problem for the logging industry, the only spot between Shinnook’s sawmills and Melville’s lumber yards where timber was given to jamming up in a wall of raw red wood. It was here that the log-drivers, after whom the Cut had been named, came into play, finding the one log that, when released, would set the rest free. It was dangerous work, hopping from one piece of rolling trimmed timber to the next, and a memorial plaque on the wall of the  Cut commemorated those brave men who had been crushed to death when things didn’t go according to plan. Every time Dasha passed that plaque, that’s when she shivered.

Swinging the Lexus past the memorial Dasha rattled over a planked bridge, found the sun again and felt the land start to rise, the road straightening and the Cut walls dropping back. From here the valley narrowed and the Susquahanish took on a faster pace, its steepening banks not twenty feet from the side of the road. Ahead lay gentle slopes of alpine meadowland fenced to pasture, rising up into a staggered fringe of Sitka spruce, the road Dasha followed passing orchards and farms and isolated stands of garryana oak and red paper-barked madrone.

Five minutes later Dasha saw the left-hand turning for Shinnook and, glancing in her rear-view mirror, she flicked the indicator and slowed. A mile or two behind her an old green Toyota truck also indicated left and followed at a safe distance.

From here the Melville - Tacoma highway branched away to the right, bypassing Shinnook and heading on south-east. If you wanted up-country this was your last chance, two single-lane black-tops the other side of Shinnook winding up into the Silver Hills, roughly following the tributary courses of the Susqua and Hanish Streams. Take the left fork along the Hanish and the road carved a path through the spruce and fir for nearly twenty miles before petering out into a rarely used trail at the end of which Zan had parked his Jeep. The Susqua went further, rising higher and promising a pass through the mountains but delivering nothing more than a rutted track that led nowhere. It was up  here that Dasha’s land started, and where the first of Pearse-Caine’s wilderness homes had been built, three miles along a cleared firebreak on the upper banks of the Susqua.

Normally Dasha would have driven straight through Shinnook, a quaint, tightly huddled community of stone and wood-shingle housing set around the logging pool and old saw mill, now trading as the Saw Mill Lodge, and the only accommodation in town. That’s what she would have done, except a light on the dash and a soft beep let her know that she was low on gas. If she wanted to make it to the Wilderness site and back she’d need a refill. Checking the time, she pulled into Shinnook’s only garage, filled the tank, bought herself some water in the shop, and was getting in behind the wheel when her cell phone rang. Hoping it wasn’t her mother calling to complain about Alexa and Finn, Dasha was relieved to see Zan’s name come up.

‘I thought you were supposed to be fishing?’

‘I am. Just thought I’d call, see how you are.’

‘Liar. You never call when you’re fishing. I call you. And only in the evening. Those are the rules.Your rules too.’

‘Rules are there to be broken,’ he replied.

Dasha smiled. She knew why he was calling. His voice was jerky and excited, a whisper really, just as he sounded when he showed her a new design, outlined a new project. ‘I’ll remember that when you next go fishing,’ she said.

‘So where are you? What are you up to?’ he asked, holding back.

‘I’m in Shinnook, on my way to greet the Suttons.’

‘They’re coming in? You didn’t say.’

‘Mrs Sutton called yesterday. They want us there for lunch. I told her you couldn’t make it, so it’s just me.’

‘You should have let me know.’

‘Really? And that would have made a difference?’ she teased.

‘Well, the Suttons . . .’

‘Zan, I know you, right?’

‘Okay, okay. Not a whole heap, no.’

‘So what can I do for you? I suppose you’re calling to say you want another day. It’ll be tomorrow night, not tonight? There’s a fish you’ve seen.’

‘Only if you can spare me?’

‘I think I can manage. Tell me about the fish.’

‘Oh baby, you wouldn’t believe . . .’
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‘Doughnuts. A dollar each. They gotta be kidding,’ said Eddie Dougan, dropping behind the wheel of the green Toyota and slamming the door behind him. There was no inside panel on the door and the sound shook tinnily through the truck. ‘Here,’ he said, taking a doughnut for himself then passing the paper bag to his companion. ‘She still on the phone?’

In the passenger seat Gene Dickens yawned, scratched the side of his head. He wore a vicious buzzcut and the marks of his passing fingernails showed on the scalp like three red tramlines. ‘Still on the phone,’ he replied lazily.

‘You ask me, this is the best shot we’ve had,’ said Eddie, chewing on his first mouthful, looking down to pick crumbs from between his check shirt and T-shirt. He was thin and wiry, with narrow eyes and a slim mouth. ‘We oughta call Mort. Let him know.’

‘Best to be sure,’ said Gene, wrapping the bag around one half of his doughnut and biting off the other. Mort was right, he thought, chewing through the soft, sugary dough. Anxious Eddie. Just no holding the guy back. Like every other small-time local activist he and Mort had had to work with, just desperate for action. Couldn’t wait.

‘If she’s going to the site,’ Eddie continued, ‘she’ll turn right at the fork and up the Susqua. Then we’ll know. Then we call it in.’

A hundred yards ahead, on the other side of the road, the two men could see Dasha’s Lexus pulled up in a garage forecourt. This was the first time she’d left Melville since they’d started keeping tabs on her, and Gene had a feeling that Eddie was right. This just might be the moment. They were certainly ready. In the last few weeks they’d settled into base camp, gone over the routes and worked out a dozen different scenarios. None of them looked as good as this one. The kids dropped off with grandma, the husband out of town, and a dozen miles of up-country trail for the lady to negotiate - alone - if she was heading for the Wilderness site. If she took that right-hand  turning, he’d call Mort like Eddie said and they’d likely do it.

‘She’s on the move,’ said Eddie, straightening up behind the wheel. Up ahead, Dasha pulled out of the garage forecourt, heading up the slope towards the logging pool. If she wasn’t stopping at the Lodge for a meeting or lunch there was only one other place she could be going - no point in coming all the way out to Shinnook just to fill up with gas and take a phone call.

‘Give her till the Lodge then take off after her,’ said Gene, balling the paper bag and tipping it into the back seat. Brushing his hands together he reached for his cell.

‘You callin’ it in?’ said Eddie, starting up the Toyota.

‘Let’s just see what she does.’

Three minutes later, keeping their distance, they watched the Lexus pass the Lodge and carry on out of town.

‘You gotta call it in now,’ said Eddie. ‘It’s the only place she could be going, and a good hour to get there. Gives us all the time we need.’

‘Just keep on the way you’re going,’ Gene said quietly. ‘No need to follow. Now pull in here.’ As the Toyota braked to a halt by North End Bridge, he watched the Lexus disappear into the trees then punched in a number on his cell.

‘Let’s see what Mort has to say about it,’ he said.
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An hour behind Dasha, making the journey from Melville to Shinnook in Wild Water’s specially adapted SUV and trailer, Charlie Gimball and Miche Tomak arrived right on time for their rendezvous with the Fairbanks group at the Saw Mill Lodge.

Pulling a trailer stacked with float-boards, and with the back seats and boot of Charlie’s van loaded with camping gear, they’d rattled along at a steady fifty, any conversation pretty much exhausted by the time they reached Cedar Creek gas station a few miles out of Melville. While Charlie filled up with gas Miche crossed the road and took a look at the river. It looked to be running a little faster than in Melville, a soft, whispering pelt of coppery water clear enough to see the weeds and pebbles on its sandy bed, cutting an open course through sloping pasture, shaded by stands of old hemlock. In spring, fed by snowmelt and steady rain, it was a different creature altogether - a rush of muscly water that reached within a foot or two of the bank - but right now it seemed settled enough.

Standing at its edge, Miche picked up a stick and  tossed it into the centre of the stream. As soon as it hit the surface, it was off, bobbing along with the current, but not too fast or wild to alarm her. She watched it for maybe twenty feet then heard Charlie toot his horn.

From Cedar Creek, curled up on the front seat, Miche watched the river run alongside them and took in the scenery. It didn’t matter how many times she made the journey, the countryside never failed to impress, the pasture land either side of them starting to steepen the closer they came to Shinnook, the fir-clad valley sides closing in on them and the Silver Hills beginning to loom up ahead.

As well as admiring the scenery, she also took in her travelling companion, hunched over the wheel and picking at his teeth with a thumbnail. Miche didn’t need to see a resume or read references to know the kind of man Charlie Gimball was. Tracking into his late forties, Charlie liked to blame his increasing failings on anyone but the real culprit. Charlie was always right. Charlie knew better than anyone else. Truth was he wasn’t, and he didn’t. For all the bluster, life was slowly getting the better of him.

According to Mungo, Gimball had arrived in Melville after learning the ropes with a wilderness outfit down in Oregon. He’d set up Wild Water Adventures on a wing and a prayer and for five or six seasons had built up a reputation for fair prices and always finding good water - not difficult with the Upper Susqua so close. But when the money started coming in, old Charlie had sat back and let standards slip, blaming the downturn on sloppy staff, the kids he pulled in cheap to run his trips. No-one stayed long with Charlie Gimball.  Sooner or later he’d hit on the girls who worked for him, or square up to the boys. And Charlie Gimball was not a pretty sight when he’d sunk a few margaritas at Mama Surf and started rolling those shoulders of his.

From the word go,Wild Water’s big earner had always been canyon-boarding, an activity that Miche had loved as a kid, but which Mungo regarded with a grunting disdain. Body-surfing, that’s all it was, he told her. Lying on a board rather than standing on one. And Miche had found it hard to persuade him otherwise. Sure, it wasn’t like surfing Melville’s breaks, but the ride was longer, a lot of fun, and the canyons of the Upper Susqua were just magnificent. The previous season she’d taken a few groups down through those canyons when Gimball was short-staffed, but even without Mungo’s advice on the matter she’d made it plain she was only prepared to stand in on a casual basis. Money and fun, it didn’t get much better than that.

‘You like country and western?’ asked Charlie, switching on the radio. Miche shrugged. She knew that Charlie wasn’t bothered whether she liked it or not, would play the station whatever she said.

‘You hear the weather reports this morning?’ asked Miche, as Gimball spun the dial for something suitable.

‘I heard ’em,’ replied Charlie, eyes flicking between tuner and road until he found some Johnny Cash and slumped back in his seat.

‘And?’

Charlie shrugged. ‘Some front coming down from across the border. Due to reach the Cascades some time this afternoon and the Silver Hills tonight or tomorrow morning. But it’s just more of the usual - bigging it up  for a splash down in Idaho and the Plains before heading on east. Shouldn’t do more than brush past.’

‘How much rain? They say?’

‘Not enough to fill a butt. Maybe there’ll be some heavy water getting up tomorrow evening, maybe not. But by then we’ll all be down through the gorges and sitting round a campfire. All we got the last morning is a bit of fun on the Susqua shallows. Easy stuff. No trouble.’

Miche, who knew the canyons and gorges of the Susqua and knew what even a thin shower on the wrong side of the Silver Hills could do, hissed softly through her teeth.

‘Hey, I’m telling you it’s not a problem,’ said Charlie, catching the sigh.The last thing he wanted was his guide causing problems or playing up. ‘You been down them canyons in worse than this,’ he continued, flicking his thumb to the skies above them. ‘Not a cloud. Lookit. See for yourself.’

‘Charlie, you know as well as me . . .’ Or maybe he didn’t, she thought.

‘Listen, girl. It’s Wild Water Adventures, remember? That’s what they pay for, that’s what they want, capisc? They get a good ride, they come back for more. Tell their friends.’

‘Even so, we should keep an eye on it.’

‘And we will. We will. Course we will. Be stupid not to.’

Miche nodded. Stupid, sure. And in big trouble if they didn’t. Not that a cancellation worried her. Just so long as she got her money, Miche was prepared to go with the flow.

By the time they pulled into the Saw Mill Lodge  beside the old logging pool at Shinnook, the Fairbanks crew were already there. Their minibus - with ‘Fairbanks College’ on its flanks - was already parked in the Lodge car park, its occupants snacking on doughnuts and sipping beakers of coffee. Miche gave them the once-over: four guys and two girls, all around seventeen, eighteen, all dressed in identical college slickers with FCC embroidered on their backs.Two of the party stood away from the group, chatting beside the driver’s door. They didn’t look much older than the kids they were in charge of, but they had to be teachers, thought Miche. Despite the slickers, they had that look about them - older, in charge.

Beeping his horn, Charlie rattled in beside them.

‘So you made it,’ called Charlie, pushing open his door and swinging down from his seat. ‘Looks like we’re in for some fun,’ he added, shaking hands with the teachers and looking up at the sky.‘Hope you brought your factor fifty.’

Twenty minutes after meeting up, introductions made, the two vans set off, with Pete Conway’s wife, Alison, driving the students, and Conway travelling with Charlie and Miche. He was somewhere in his thirties, Miche guessed, with a crop of brown hair and an easy grin. It would have been a great smile, she thought, if he spent some money at the orthodontist. There just looked to be too many teeth in his mouth and it turned what could have been a good deep voice into something of a gargle.
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