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			Prologue

			The woods pressed into the town from all sides. The bite of land that had been scooped out of the wilderness by the original residents was barely visible from above during the day, and at night – when the only lights were a few scattered street lamps – it was all but gone.

			The deer raised its snout, sniffed the cold night air and took a couple of steps. It paused by the line of trees and waited.

			Somewhere much higher up on the mountain the winds howled and shook the firs for what they were worth, but in the hollow of the valley the town of Ludlow lay silent and still.

			The deer ambled into the middle of the empty road and three others followed it out of the shadows. They made no sound as they padded on the veil of snow and their reflections crossed the windows of the shuttered stores on Main Street.

			The town stirred in its sleep but it did not wake: a dog barked from inside a house, a porch light – triggered by a faulty motion sensor – came on and went off in one of the timber-frame homes, and one of the town’s three traffic lights ticked and flickered from red to green to marshal the ­non-existent 3 a.m. traffic. And yet, tucked away in an alley, a thin shadow tracked the progress of the deer and matched them step for step. They didn’t pick up its scent because it smelled of forest and dead leaves, and they didn’t hear any footsteps because it made no sound as it wove between the houses.

			The deer followed a familiar route that would lead them to the woods at the other end of Main Street, and it wasn’t until they had almost reached their destination that they caught the ugly scent. It was a few hundred yards away yet sharp enough to startle them. For an instant they froze and then, one after the other, they bounded out of sight. The acrid smoke spread through Main Street, reaching into the alleys and the backstreets, under the doors and into the gaps of the old window-frames. But the car burning bright by the crossroads would not be discovered until morning, and by then the thin shadow was long gone.

			*

			A few miles away Samuel shifted his weight on the thin mattress and listened out for birdsong: he couldn’t hear any, and it could only mean that it was still pitch black outside. He sighed and tried to grasp the tail of a half-remembered dream. Something had woken him up, though, and it took him a moment for the notion to sink small, keen teeth into his mind – dulled, as it was, by sleep and the warm cocoon of his blankets. Then a rough hand grabbed his shoulder and Samuel flinched and understood. He sat up without a sound, eyes peering through the gloom.

			The bedroom – such as it was – was plain, with pallets for beds and a wooden stove in the corner. Embers from last night’s fire lit the bundles of blankets lying on the other pallets, and a cold draft found Samuel as soon as he threw off the covers.

			He didn’t have much time, and he knew it. His heart had begun to race and his mouth was a tight line as he pulled on his boots and snatched his satchel from the side of the bed. The tip of the boy’s finger brushed against his good-luck charm, hidden in the folds of the satchel, and he felt a crackle of pleasure.

			Two minutes later, Samuel walked out into the night and the door closed softly behind him. He looked up: the sky was low with heavy clouds, and he could almost taste the snow that was about to fall. He ran across the clearing and straight into the forest. He knew each tree and boulder and rock, and the dusting of white on the ground showed him the way.

			They had always called him ‘Mouse’ because he was small for his age – fifteen years old the previous November – small and fast. He needed all the speed and cunning he could muster now.

			Speed, cunning and the spirit of the mountain on his side.

			He was three hundred yards away when the bell clanged and shattered the silence. They would be waking up then, rushing and scrambling after their things, and when the door opened to the night they would fall out and come after him. And God forbid they should catch him. The black raven feather in the boy’s satchel would have to work hard to keep him safe.

			Chapter 1

			The small plane flew into a cloud and for a moment there was nothing but hazy gray. Then, faster than it would seem possible, they came out on the other side and sudden rain streaked the windows and blurred the view of the Cascade Mountains way down below.

			The pilot had not spoken since his last attempt at conversation had been met by a polite but economical response and, after that, turbulence had demanded his complete attention while the three passengers had kept to themselves.

			George Goyer had held his license for nineteen years and flown the red Cessna U260A for the last seven. He carried supplies in the winter and holidaymakers in the summer, and he knew this unscheduled journey on a chilly February morning was not about cargo or recreation.

			It was still early and the sun was barely a smudge on the horizon. On the tarmac of Boeing Field, George had removed two seats from the line-up to make more room and helped the passengers load and secure their luggage inside the cabin – three smallish bags and some surprisingly heavy boxes – while making calculations about gross weight, fuel and distance. Although there had been formal introductions, by the time he had shaken their hands George had promptly forgotten his passengers’ names. When they were all strapped in and cleared by the tower for departure, the Cessna had taken off and George had allowed himself one wide, smooth turn over the flat, glassy waters of Elliott Bay and the shimmering skyscrapers of downtown Seattle before he had curved east towards the mountains. The way he saw it, they might as well begin the flight with something pretty since they were heading straight for some moderate to heavy chop.

			‘It’ll be short and sweet,’ he had said through the headset, trying to sound reassuring.

			‘The shorter, the better,’ the man behind him had replied. He was in his early fifties, with ginger hair turning silver, and sat in his leather seat as if he’d rather be somewhere else – anywhere else.

			The two women seemed to fare better: the redhead in her forties sitting next to the man had closed her eyes and possibly already fallen asleep. She had been particularly fastidious about the loading and securing of the cases, but George didn’t mind being told what to do by a pretty lady who knew her mind. The other woman was the only one of the three wearing a mountain jacket and walking boots that looked like they had seen actual walking – George was quick to spot and scorn brand-new gear bought by city folk who wouldn’t know a moose from a whip snake. The woman, younger than her companions, had helped him load their cargo and barely said a word. The rain had stopped and he caught himself watching her as she gazed at the landscape rolling and changing and at the dark mountains drawing near. The towns had disappeared and the plains had become forests: an expanse of deep green that covered valleys and peaks, except for stretches of bare rock and occasional snow. Slivers of lakes reflected the clouds above, and most roads – where there were roads – were hidden under the canopy. It was relentlessly beautiful and it never got old. After that brief moment the clouds had closed in and the rain had started again, harder than before. George glanced at the woman. She hadn’t asked him silly questions and had known not to spoil the moment. He liked her already.

			The Cessna bumped through a hard crosswind and George spoke into the headset.

			‘I know we’re getting slapped around some, but don’t you worry, I see this and worse every day.’ He added a little chuckle for good measure.

			None of the passengers ventured a reply. Though he didn’t remember their names, George Goyer knew who they were and why the call the previous day had come from Chief Sangster himself. Maybe, he thought, they could have done with a little more of the pretty at the beginning of the trip because, Lord knows, where they were going there was going to be nothing but ugly.

			Chapter 2

			Twenty-four hours earlier, in downtown Seattle, the weather had been overcast with a chance of aggravated assault. Alice Madison’s feet hit the ground hard and slipped as she felt the crunch of glass. She swore under her breath. Bottles, perhaps shards from the broken windows in the alley. Maybe so, but she didn’t have time to care. The figure ahead of her flying towards the mouth of the alley was going at full tilt and Madison was going to catch up and grab the runner if it was the last thing she ever did. She righted herself and kept going. Behind her she heard someone scramble over the same chain-link fence she had just climbed.

			‘Mind the glass!’ she yelled over her shoulder. She heard Andy Dunne land heavily, slip in the glass, swear under his breath, then a moment later his steps were thundering behind hers.

			Ten minutes ago they were on their lunch break, sitting at the Grand Central Bakery in Occidental Square, talking about mortgages and the Seahawks. Then the call came in, the worst call possible: one officer down, another in need of assistance, two attackers on the run.

			Detective Alice Madison and her partner, Detective Sergeant Kevin Brown, were in the car and driving in less than thirty seconds; Detectives Andy Dunne and his partner, Kyle Spencer, were close behind them. They were all Homicides but that was the kind of call that got everybody to come running.

			The radio in their car squawked and crackled with the back and forth between dispatch and the different responding units, while every officer in the area converged on the same place, wondering about one thing: who had been hurt and how badly?

			The International District sat a stone’s throw away from the more picturesque Pioneer Square area with its new art galleries and expensive restaurants, but it held none of the charm: boxy concrete warehouses followed grocery stores and shuttered businesses under the shadow of the Interstate.

			They saw him streak out of the back of a Chinese store and they gave chase. The kid – how old could he be? – was white, skinny, wore jeans and a black hoodie, and probably right about then had realized the magnitude of the trouble he was in. His partner was already sitting in a patrol car with a bloody nose because he had had the good sense to stop when four uniformed officers with their weapons out had told him to. He had dropped the metal pipe and stretched out on the ground in the middle of the road. The nosebleed was courtesy of the small envelope of white powder in his back pocket.

			‘Let me out here,’ Madison had urged Brown. The alley was too narrow for a car, anyway – never mind the chain-link fence – so Madison and Dunne had continued on foot while Brown and Spencer tried to cut off the attacker from the other side.

			Madison ran almost every day; however, the guy was fast. She wondered briefly what kind of drugs he was on, and what had happened with the officer who had been hurt, and then she pushed the thought away. She could run and catch the guy, or she could examine the intricacies of the drug war in downtown Seattle, but she really could not do both at the same time.

			The alley floor was covered in litter and the two buildings on either side were tall enough to cut out most of the sky, except for a strip of gray above them. Madison tried to avoid the flattened cardboard boxes and the empty food cartons, and worked through a mental checklist. Is he armed? Is he injured? Is he on drugs? How far does he want to take this? She could see his hands, and there was no weapon there – just clenched fists and arms pumping to get speed.

			The alley opened into a street and the runner rushed across the sudden glare, ignoring the horns from the cars driving in both directions. Madison blinked. The man dived into another alley and disappeared. Madison crossed the road and followed as Brown and Spencer’s cars shrieked to a halt beside her, five seconds too late.

			The alley was as narrow as the previous one and just as long and, Madison noticed, completely empty. She stopped abruptly and Dunne almost bumped into her back.

			‘He couldn’t have made it to the end. He was out of my sight for no more than a few seconds. He’s still here.’ A part of her was pleased that she could speak almost normally.

			Dunne, gulping air, nodded. Somewhere in the background sirens were approaching.

			They each took a side and proceeded slowly. There was a dumpster at the other end, but aside from that there was nothing but fire escapes and boarded windows. Madison’s heartbeat was slowing down after the run and the adrenaline was already kicking in: there were no hiding places before them, which could only mean that the runner had managed to break into one of the buildings. Soft steps behind her told her that Brown and Spencer had joined them.

			A dank, earthy smell permeated the alley and occasionally a puff of white steam was released by a grid a few feet above their heads – somewhere on the other side of the building an Asian restaurant was serving lunch, and the air was thick with garlic and spices.

			They were about a third of the way up the alley when they saw it: a broken pane on a door, big enough for a person to squeeze through.

			‘What is this place?’ Spencer whispered.

			‘Warehouse,’ Brown replied. ‘Been empty for years.’

			Well, Madison thought, at least he didn’t run into the restaurant. She bent and looked into the darkness behind the broken pane: nothing but a murky glow.

			‘No time like the present,’ Brown said, then unholstered his weapon and edged himself into the opening.

			Brown and Madison had worked together in the Homicide Unit for just over two years, since she had joined it, and he had never lost the chance to be on point – one of those times, early in their partnership, it had almost cost him his life. She reached out to stop him and go first, but he was already inside.

			The small room was dim, with paint coming off the walls, and it stank of dead rat. The only light came from narrow horizontal windows way up near the ceiling. Whatever had been stored here was long gone and the place had been taken over by the gods of dust. Even the sounds from the street only a few yards away didn’t seem to reach it.

			An open door in the corner led to a cavernous space and in the distance, somewhere in the heart of the building, metal clanked against metal. As the detectives went deeper into the warehouse four thin beams from their flashlights crossed and parted on the concrete.

			Spencer pointed. Someone had been coming and going and had left a number of tracks on the floor.

			Madison examined her surroundings: it might have been the middle of the day outside, but inside the empty warehouse the world existed in a state of perennial, gritty dusk. Time had stopped the day the workers had left, and it wasn’t by chance that the young man had ended up in that alley and found that broken pane. He had intentionally gone back there. The notion that this desolate, abandoned building might be somebody’s safe place was more than a little troubling.

			Madison’s train of thought was interrupted because they had reached the other side. The only way forward was through a single door, and a stairway that led to the floor above. Natural light flooded in through frosted windows. They put away their flashlights and peeked: the tall shaft that went all the way up to the building’s roof was deserted.

			Madison and Brown started climbing the metal stairs, with Spencer and Dunne bringing up the rear. Their weapons were unholstered and pointing at the ground. Let him come easy, Madison pleaded silently, let him come without fuss. Behind them and back in the alley Madison heard the crackle of police radios.

			Let him come easy.

			They reached the landing and something moved beyond the door into the main room. Madison made sure she took the first step inside and her piece was half raised.

			‘Seattle Police Department,’ she said, loud and clear. ‘Come on out now.’

			Spencer and Dunne were on her left, Brown on her right. Madison’s eyes were slowly adjusting to the gloom when a timid cough rang out from the other side of the room.

			‘It’s okay,’ a soft voice said from inside the dimness. ‘It’s okay.’ Feet shuffled towards them and a woman appeared with her gloved hands raised. ‘It’s okay,’ she repeated.

			She was wearing layer upon layer of clothing, and her graying hair was shorn close to the scalp. And then it hit them: the scent of stale sweat and unwashed human beings. The woman’s skin was flushed pink and her bright blue eyes were the only points of light. Even bundled up, as she was, she was tiny compared to the detectives. Madison instinctively put her Glock away and tied the safety strip. She raised her hands so that the woman could see them, so that she could see she meant her no harm.

			‘Where is he, ma’am?’ Madison said.

			‘He’s a good boy,’ the woman said.

			I’m sure he is.

			‘Where is he?’ Madison repeated. She was aware that the others had lowered their pieces but had not put them away.

			‘Come,’ the woman said, and she turned.

			They followed her into a room that a long time ago had been an open-plan office – some desks and chairs were still piled in the middle, some had been broken up, and Madison could see the evidence of small fires that had been lit to keep out the worst of the cold. They crossed the wide room all the way to the opposite side of the building.

			‘Oh boy,’ Dunne whispered.

			The group had huddled against the far wall and created a kind of fort with the discarded furniture, the sort a child might make out of sofa cushions. Ten maybe twelve figures reclined and sat on the vinyl flooring; some were bundled up in clothing, others wore cheap shelter blankets wrapped around their shoulders. They all looked at the detectives with fearful, startled eyes. Someone had pushed discarded food wrappers, empty bottles and beakers into a corner in an attempt at tidying up.

			The woman pointed and, behind an upturned table, the young man they had followed lay with his arms around his knees, rolled up into a ball and covered with an old coat. His eyes were squeezed shut. I don’t see you, you don’t see me.

			There were loud steps behind them and four uniformed officers flanked the detectives. The two groups eyed each other.

			‘Tommy, is that you, man?’ one of the officers said, and headed straight for a shape sitting against the wall.

			At first, bundled up as they were, Madison couldn’t even tell their gender, let alone their age.

			‘I haven’t seen you around in months,’ the officer continued, crouching next to the man. ‘Where have you been?’

			‘On holiday,’ the man croaked, and he chuckled. ‘On the Riviera.’

			‘Who got hurt?’ Brown asked the patrol officer next to him.

			‘Scott Clarke from Downtown, broken collarbone. He was checking out a public disturbance call and his student officer took his eyes off the ball for a second. Told us enough before going to the Emergency Room, though, and he,’ the officer pointed at the young runner on the ground, ‘didn’t do anything except look scared and scamper when his pal went nuts.’

			‘It’s okay,’ the woman said to no one in particular.

			No, Madison thought, it’s really not.

			Chapter 3

			Madison edged herself out of the broken door and was grateful for the rush of fresh air. She had been a uniformed officer in the downtown precinct at the beginning of her career in the Seattle PD, and she was familiar with the drill. Fifty percent of the day-to-day calls the patrol officers in the warehouse dealt with were more social work than policing. Someone had already called the Mobile Crisis Unit, and they would come and help with temporary accommodation and whatever ongoing medical treatment each homeless person might need. Her own field-training officer, Monica Vincent, had known the name of every down-and-out on her beat, their histories and their conditions, and Madison was glad that at least one of the police officers at the scene had been able to put a name to a face.

			At the time, Officer Monica Vincent had been everything Madison had wanted to be as a cop. She was capable, kind and compassionate; she had chosen to stay downtown, chosen to deal – day in and day out – with the realities of homelessness, shelters, mental illness and the plight of the conveniently forgotten. It was an unremitting tide of misery, and the joys it brought were subtle and elusive. After a while Madison had moved on, but the front-line work was still there – if anything, the front line had become visible at almost every corner.

			Only a few minutes from the warehouse, Kobe Terrace stretched its green walkways over a hill with a view of the city. Monica Vincent had taken Madison there the first day they were working together. It was March and the cherry trees were in bloom, heavy with pale pink petals on their curved branches. Madison had gone back at least once every year to sit under those trees. As they left the alley she looked up, but a few buildings were in the way – and it was too early in the season, anyway. It felt as if winter had decided to dig in and bring its friends. Madison made a mental note to call Monica that night; she couldn’t remember the last time they had spoken.

			‘No rest for the wicked,’ Spencer said to the group, tucking his portable radio back in his inside pocket. ‘The boss wants us all back, asap.’

			‘Do we have time to go back and pick up our lunch from Grand Central?’ Dunne asked him.

			‘Sure, the boss said to take the scenic route and stop to pick up wildflowers too.’

			Their boss, Lieutenant Fynn, was in charge of the Homicide Unit, and when he said, ASAP, he meant, Teleport yourselves back to the precinct this instant.

			*

			They drove, barely stopping for red lights, and once there, they found Fynn angry enough to chew glass.

			‘Go wait for me in the conference room, if you please,’ he said, the last words clearly meant to reassure them they were not the reason for his foul mood.

			Madison was glad of a couple of minutes’ reprieve as she was still metabolizing what she had seen in the warehouse. She looked around the conference room – a pale green, spartan space which would never win any prizes from Martha Stewart. It seemed that the whole shift was sitting around the table: Detectives Spencer and Dunne, Kelly and Rosario, and Brown and herself.

			Spencer and Dunne spoke quietly among themselves, and Dunne let out a snigger like a teenager before class. He was Irish red and the complete opposite of Spencer, who was second-generation Japanese and the calm core at the center of their long partnership. Both men had welcomed Madison into the team when she had joined just over two years earlier; since then they had been through enough that she considered them more than good friends, and when Dunne had got married, three months previously, Madison had been the only woman at his bachelor party.

			Detective Chris Kelly studied his nails and scowled at the world in general: he was not a friend, any kind of friend, and never had been. Madison and Kelly worked together because they had to, but it was painful for both. Their dislike had been immediate and had not improved on further acquaintance: at first Madison thought that Kelly might be an old-style cop who was wary of newbies, but had soon realized that he was merely a bully with a streak of aggression a mile wide and the social skills of a skunk.

			As an unfortunate consequence of their mutual loathing she had not had a chance to exchange more than a few words with Tony Rosario, Kelly’s partner, and had no idea what kind of person he was – aside from the fact that he was mostly mute, often on medical leave, and his usual color seemed to be an unearthly pallor. He was leaning back in his chair now, utterly still, with his eyes closed; Madison was relieved to see his chest rise and fall.

			Brown passed her a bottle of water and she nodded thanks. Madison’s partner, Detective Sergeant Kevin Brown, had been the shining light of her time in Homicide. He ran a hand through his ginger-silver hair, pushed up his glasses and looked over the front page of the Seattle Times, spread on the table. He was in his early fifties – twenty years older than Madison – and liked to get his news on paper. She could take a thousand Kellys as long as she had one Brown.

			The door opened and Lieutenant Fynn hurried inside, followed by four detectives from another precinct Madison had never met, two investigators from the Crime Scene Unit, and a tall dark man in an immaculate suit who drew the gaze of all the police officers in the room.

			‘Let me get straight to it,’ Fynn said as they took their seats. ‘I presume you all know each other. If you don’t – quite frankly – I don’t care, let’s deal with that later, right now time is of the essence. I need to have an answer for the Chief within the hour. Mr Quinn . . .’

			The tall man looked around the room and Madison noted that two of the detectives from the other precinct were giving him the classic cop stare that is supposed to make regular people break into a sweat and trip over their feet. Nathan Quinn was not a regular person, and he ignored them. His voice was quiet because he knew he didn’t have to shout.

			‘In case we haven’t met before, my name is Nathan Quinn and I work for the US Attorney for the Western District of Washington.’

			Quinn had been a criminal defense attorney for many years before taking up this latest post, and chances were the detectives who were looking daggers at him had met him in court and come out the worse for it. Madison knew the feeling. Quinn had been lethal when he was working for the defense and had made many enemies.

			‘I was contacted this morning by the Office of the Governor regarding a situation in Colville County,’ Quinn said.

			Fynn sighed at the blank stares around the table. ‘Anyone who can find me Colville County on the map gets a cookie,’ he said.

			‘Somewhere northeast?’ Dunne ventured.

			‘Somewhere northeast,’ Fynn conceded.

			‘Between Stevens and Pend Oreille County, squashed against Canada,’ Brown said softly, to save the day.

			‘Teacher’s pet,’ Dunne whispered.

			Quinn continued: ‘Colville is a small – very small – county in a mountainous area with more deer than people, and their law enforcement is not equipped to deal with the present situation. Generally a case could be turned over to the State Police or the County Sheriff, but in this particular instance they need the skills represented by the people in this room. The State Police are up to their necks and cannot take the time needed to deal with it properly.’

			‘And we can?’ Kelly said.

			‘Deal with what exactly?’ Brown asked.

			‘Murder,’ Quinn replied. ‘The first murder ever recorded in Colville County.’

			There was silence around the table. The first murder ever. Madison found it almost impossible to get her mind around that simple point. How could it be possible? The statistics for Seattle were what they were, and still they were better than many other larger urban areas in the country. More deer than people, she thought, that figures.

			‘They need help,’ Quinn said simply. ‘They need a team of Homicide investigators to support their local force, and they need a crime scene officer with extensive experience of murder scenes to examine their evidence and help them collect, preserve and analyze.’

			‘How many do they have working it?’ Spencer asked.

			‘The whole force,’ Quinn replied. ‘That is to say, one person. One full-time police officer, two part-time.’

			Seattle, Madison knew, had over one thousand officers.

			‘I need volunteers, people,’ Fynn said before Quinn’s words could sink in, ‘and I need them fast. Because you’re going to have to leave tomorrow morning, early – before the crime scene is blown away to all hell.’

			‘The Eastern District has Spokane and Yakima,’ said one of the detectives Madison hadn’t met before – a skinny man with eyes like a bloodhound. ‘They have police departments. It’s their district. Why don’t they help out?’

			‘Yes, they have departments. And yes, they deal with major crimes,’ Fynn said.

			Madison knew that Spokane had a pretty healthy crime rate – in many ways higher than Seattle, which had three times the population.

			‘But,’ Fynn continued, ‘right now Spokane PD has got its hands full and cannot offer the necessary support. There’s no point in sending somebody over to Colville County next month when they need warm bodies on the ground tomorrow. The next time, it might be Spokane’s or Yakima’s turn.’

			It was Brown who picked up on that particular turn of phrase. ‘The next time?’ he said.

			‘The next time a murder happens in a town with a police department of one, yes,’ Quinn replied. ‘There are nearly eighteen thousand law enforcement agencies in the US, and half have fewer than ten officers; three-quarters have fewer than twenty-five. Small-town police departments are closing down all over the place, and policing is being kicked up to state and county level. This is a nationwide initiative to create a core of investigators who can support and train the officers of the smaller agencies, if and when the need arises.’

			‘Would save State and County a bunch of time and tax­payers’ dollars if they didn’t have to get involved,’ Spencer said.

			‘You want us to go and train them?’ Kelly snorted and, in spite of her feelings about him, Madison could see that he had a point: how could they teach someone in a matter of days what it took them years to learn on the street, and what kind of standards of training were they going to find?

			‘You behind this, Boss?’ Dunne asked Fynn.

			Fynn looked beyond frustrated. ‘I’m behind getting some help over to Colville County right now, this minute, before any chance of catching the murderer is completely lost. The rest I’m still thinking about.’

			‘The issue of jurisdiction—’ Madison started.

			‘We’re still working on that,’ Quinn said.

			Their eyes met for an instant, and he looked away.

			‘What about warrants?’ Spencer said.

			‘The first set for home and place of employment are already in the works. They will be delivered to the investigators on site.’

			‘What about the evidence?’

			Madison turned and smiled. Amy Sorensen was one of the Crime Scene Unit’s chief investigators, a redhead in her forties with a dirty laugh and the skills to break into any car in under twenty seconds. In all the years they had worked together Madison had been able to appreciate both.

			‘By that I mean, whose signature and whose responsibility in court is it going to be when this little learn-on-the-job experi­ment goes spectacularly wrong and blows up in everyone’s face?’

			‘We’re still working on that too,’ Quinn replied, unperturbed. ‘The idea is that those of you who go will take the local officers through the investigation as you would do it here, and the next time something similar happens they will do better because they will know more.’

			‘They’re going to love us, for sure,’ Kelly said. ‘Who wouldn’t want a complete stranger to travel across the state just to tell them they’ve been doing their job all wrong?’

			Nathan Quinn’s black eyes glowed with little warmth as he regarded Kelly. ‘Detective Kelly,’ Quinn said, and Madison noticed that the detective had no idea that Quinn knew his name, ‘a man was killed and his body burnt inside his car. There was enough blood on the snow to show that he might have been tortured before being killed. At this stage we have no witnesses, no motive and no clear cause of death. What we do know is that he lived in a place where the most violent crime their police department had to investigate was a bar brawl two years ago when someone got a broken nose in front of fifteen bystanders. Would you like me to tell the man’s wife and children that the murderer will, in all probability, never be found because you just do not have the time today to look over the file?’

			Kelly opened his mouth but no words came out.

			‘I’ll go,’ Sorensen said, and sat back in her chair with her arms crossed. ‘Madison, how many extra units in Criminalistics have you taken? Four or five? I forget.’

			Sorensen was often joking that Madison, who believed in evidence as truth as fervently as she did – and had taken extra courses in the subject for the sheer pleasure of it – should drop the whole Homicide Unit gig and come to work with her instead, where the real investigating was done.

			‘Five,’ Madison replied, sensing trouble.

			‘Perfect,’ Fynn declared. ‘Madison, you could help out with the evidence too.’

			Madison knew a trap when she saw one, and this one had already snapped shut around her ankle. Never mind that she was going to volunteer anyway. If she was going, though, she wouldn’t be going alone; she turned to Brown and he straightened his newspaper, sighed and nodded once.

			‘Excellent.’ Fynn stood up. ‘Thank you all for coming, and have a great day. Brown, Madison and Sorensen, I’m calling the Chief now and will speak with you in my office when I’m done.’

			Nathan Quinn was already out of the door with neither thanks nor goodbyes.

			One of the detectives from the other precinct nodded in his direction and muttered to Madison and Brown, ‘Once a shit, always a shit.’

			Madison was about to reply, but Sorensen cut in. ‘I’m going to give you a list of personal kit to pack,’ she said. ‘We have no idea what we’re going to find when we get there. I mean gloves, evidence bags, everything you normally keep in the trunk of your car, extra batteries, the lot.’

			‘Batteries? Colville County is still mainland USA.’

			‘Wanna bet?’

			*

			Fynn had lucked out, and he knew it. He couldn’t force any of the detectives to volunteer for the assignment and the fact that he had ended up with the most senior of his investigators and two bright stars meant that, for once, his mid-afternoon ulcer wasn’t burning as red-hot as usual.

			‘If we are to do our jobs fast before things get lost or – worse – contaminated, we won’t always be able to worry about stepping on people’s toes,’ Sorensen said.

			They were having the conversation standing up because Fynn wanted to keep it short and to the point.

			‘You do what you can to make it as easy as possible for everybody involved,’ Fynn replied. ‘The last thing we need is for the whole project to implode because of a personality conflict.’

			‘What conflict?’ said Sorensen, who, as Madison was well aware, was technically not under Fynn’s command. ‘I’m ­delightful, as long as people do what I ask them to do.’

			Brown, however, had heard what Fynn had meant. ‘This thing has been in the air for a while and Colville County is the trial run?’

			‘Yes, we didn’t know when the right case would come along, and now it has.’

			Madison didn’t need to look at Brown to know what he was thinking: the powers that be had just been waiting for that poor sonofabitch to get himself killed in a manner that was sufficiently exotic and mysterious to satisfy the criteria of the trial and get the ball rolling.

			‘How do the local police feel about us going over?’ Madison asked Fynn.

			‘It was the mayor who called us, and he made a point of saying that the local officers are absolutely on board. Looking forward to meeting you.’

			Madison smiled. They all needed a good joke, and it was the funniest thing Fynn had said all day.

			*

			Madison finished her paperwork, filed it and turned off her computer. She wouldn’t be at her desk tomorrow, she wouldn’t be at her desk for a number of days. Madison had only ever been a police officer in Seattle; she had applied to the academy right after her degree in Psychology and Criminology from Chicago, because being a cop was all that she had ever wanted – and being in the Homicide Unit had been the ultimate goal. Madison wondered about the life of the part-time officers she was about to meet and how they could be part-time when being a cop had imbued every aspect of her life for years. She knew the answer, though: a small town that couldn’t afford more than one full-time officer, and a community with low rates of non-violent crime.

			Until now.

			‘Pack for a week,’ Fynn had said. ‘We’re going to have to play this by ear, but I’m going to need a report every day. And pack for cold weather: they have ice rinks in July in Colville County.’

			‘See you in the morning,’ Madison said to Brown as she shrugged on her coat. ‘Bright and shockingly early.’

			‘Are you alright?’ he said.

			‘Sure, why?’

			‘You seemed pretty mad after the meeting. I thought maybe you changed your mind about going.’

			Madison had been plenty ticked off after the meeting, but it was not something that she could explain to Brown. She shrugged. ‘Nah, just a moment of . . . whatever,’ she said, and hoped that he would buy it.

			‘You realize we might be back in twenty-four hours,’ he replied.

			A dead man in a burnt-out car with the real possibility of torture, and no witnesses.

			‘Do you really think so?’

			‘Nope. Do you?’

			‘Not for a second.’

			He nodded. ‘See you at the airport.’

			Madison left and Brown went back to his report. Whatever had been on her mind was not something he could pry out of her, and yet something had shifted in his partner in the last couple of months, something had changed. Brown had seen it in Madison like you see a sail catching a new wind.

			Chapter 4

			Traffic was slow coming out of downtown, and Madison got stuck with everyone else who was traveling southwest. Rush hour in Seattle was ten lanes of headlights inching towards a release that might possibly never come.

			By the time she had reached Alki Beach the sun had set, and across Elliott Bay the city was a box of lights over the black waters of Puget Sound. It always surprised Madison how traffic seen from across the bay was almost soothing, like a distant stream of fireflies, as opposed to the exasperating experience of actually being one of the fireflies.

			Madison parked her Land Rover Freelander in the usual place; she had changed in the locker room at the precinct and her Glock and the backup piece were locked inside a metal box in the trunk. It was such a relief, after the day she’d had, to feel the sand under her feet, to let the briny air fill her lungs and the clean cold seep into her bones.

			After college Madison could have gone anywhere and done anything, and yet this city by the water had already claimed her: at university Madison had badly missed the line of blue mountains in the distance and the silver water at dawn; she had missed the wide sky and the changing colors in the seasons. And so she had come back to become a cop and hunt the worst that humankind had to offer.

			Two men in their twenties were packing up their kites and their harnesses, and they stared as Madison bounced on the spot and got the blood flowing.

			Don’t you go stretching first thing when you’re as cold as death and twice as ugly, her high school coach used to say. Madison rolled her shoulders a couple of times and then took off.

			Madison ran at the end of a good day and at the end of a bad one – and working in Homicide, the difference between them was stark. She ran because, somehow, the constrained energy in her body needed the air and the salt and the water. And that long, slow burn in her muscles helped her process whatever was going on in her life. Running on a treadmill in a gym – surrounded by tiny screens on mute and sealed in by concrete walls – would have been unthinkable.

			Brown had been right: Madison had been angry – no, she had been furious – but she couldn’t talk about it with him yet, and even turning the tight ball of rage around in her mind was not going to help. She sprinted and slowed down, sprinted and slowed down, until her breath was coming out in puffs of white and her lungs burned.

			Alki Beach – a strip of sand wrapped around West Seattle and Duwamish Head – had been part of Madison’s life since she had arrived in Seattle, aged twelve, to live with her grandparents. The life of the neighborhood was an intricate mosaic, and Madison added to her knowledge of it with every run. She wiped the perspiration off her face with a sleeve: there it was, the old bungalow decorated with floats and shells, getting more and more decrepit every week; and the café next to the bicycle-hire place, the owners chatting on the pavement; and two dog walkers with their odd, tiny charges. She ran past them and the little dogs yapped their annoyance. Madison didn’t have a problem with dogs but she thought that they should, at the very least, be as big as cats – otherwise the world made no sense.

			The sharp edges of her day softened with every step, and by the time Madison returned to her car she was already working through a list of what she needed to pack and which bag to use. Sorensen was right: they didn’t know what they were going to need once they got there. All they had was the certainty that something awful had happened and people expected them to find the truth. She climbed back into her car and cranked up the heat.

			No pressure, then.

			*

			‘No, that’s not what I said.’ Amy Sorensen passed her cell phone to her left hand and with her right she picked up a pack of latex gloves from a pile on the table and put it in a large box.

			It was getting late, but her regular duties at the Crime Scene Unit had not been put on hold just because she had to prepare for the trip, which is why she was having an argument with her younger daughter on the phone instead of having it face-to-face in the kitchen as she fixed dinner.

			‘No, I never said you could go. What I said was that we would think about it.’ Sorensen picked up another pack of gloves and then moved on to the brushes. How many would they need and how could she cover every base? Her daughter’s voice was rising in pitch according to her displeasure.

			‘What I meant was that your dad and I needed to think about it because it’s a party with college kids – which you’re not – and they will have the legally validated freedom to do what they please, including drinking – a freedom which you don’t as yet have – and they will exercise their prerogative to its natural consequences.’

			Five regular powder brushes, two fiberglass latent print brushes.

			‘Of course we trust you.’

			One white feather duster, one black feather duster.

			‘That’s not true: you went to Katie’s party, and you went camping with the Campbell kids.’

			Black latent powder, white latent powder.

			‘It’s not you, honey, it’s the situation. It’s very easy for things to get out of hand when there’s a big group of you and—’

			Her daughter had cut in. Sorensen remembered having variations of the same conversation with her two older children – more than once.

			‘I know you don’t, but others do, and it’s tricky when you’re all together and you don’t want to be the only one who says no to the beer or the punch or the wine.’

			Black magnetic powder, white magnetic powder.

			Sorensen sighed. ‘Can we talk about this when I get home?’

			She surveyed the table and counters covered in all the kit she still had to pack.

			‘Soon, honey, soon . . . I hope.’

			*

			Detective Sergeant Kevin Brown lived alone in a town house in Ballard. When he got home, he called his sister in Vancouver to say that he wouldn’t be able to make it there for the weekend as agreed, and then he packed a neat suitcase as per Sorensen’s instructions. He was taking some socks out of a drawer when he paused, his mind flashing back to the moment he had squeezed into the opening in the alley to get into the empty warehouse. Something in him wished that things had played out differently. He paused, closed his eyes for a second and then went back to his socks and Sorensen’s warnings.

			As few clothes as you can get away with. They have washer-dryers in Colville County, and we need payload weight for the kit not for your fashion choices.

			Brown grilled himself some salmon and threw some rice from the day before in the pan with it. He ate dinner with a glass of Riesling and a book propped open on the table, but his thoughts kept finding their way back to the job and to all its unknowns.

			Were they going to be the harbingers of all that was to follow? Now that the county had had its first murder, how quickly would it catch up with the rest of the state in its darkest statistics? Perhaps they could draw a line under it. Perhaps they could take that number and freeze it, as it was, for all time.

			One murder. Surely that was enough for such a small county.

			After dinner, Brown made sure he had watered every plant in the house.

			*

			Alice Madison lived in Three Oaks, a green neighborhood on the southwestern edge of Seattle. She lived in her grand­parents’ home, the home where she had grown up, and even though they had passed away a few years earlier – and it was her name on the deeds – it was still, and always would be, her grandparents’ home.

			The stone-and-wood house sat on a lawn that rolled into the water, edged by a narrow beach and across from Vashon Island. Madison went into the kitchen and dropped the bag of groceries on the counter: dinner would have to be simple – steak and salad – and would take only minutes to put together. She had stopped by Trader Joe’s in Burien and stocked up on food that wouldn’t turn to mush while she was away. She didn’t know how long that would be – and that not-knowing was like a tiny cut that kept catching, whatever she did. And yet, in spite of that, Madison was curious. She had wanted to go, had wanted to put her name forward, and was relieved when Brown had agreed. Madison didn’t care for advancement and promotions: the best cop she knew had been a sergeant for years and didn’t care about becoming a lieutenant or a captain. If it was good enough for Brown, it was good enough for her – no offense to Lieutenant Fynn. Still, this was an opportunity Madison didn’t want to miss.

			She opened the French doors and walked out onto the deck. She could hear the waves lapping at the beach, even though she could not see them, and the tall firs on either side of the lawn murmured in the breeze. Would the darkness be different where they were going? Where you’re going, the darkness has teeth, a small, reedy voice whispered, just because it is the first murder, it does not mean that creatures don’t kill and get killed every day there, and that’s as it should be.

			Madison went back inside and lit a fire in the hearth. She grabbed a backpack from the utility room and packed quickly. She knew Sorensen well enough to know that she was not above asking – no, demanding – that she and Brown ditch part of their luggage on the tarmac if they had brought too much.

			Then Madison peeled off her sweats, stuffed them into the laundry hamper and took a long, hot shower.

			The fire in the living room was crackling when Madison came back with her hair still damp and wearing a toweling robe. She checked her cell for messages – a smile came and went – and then proceeded to set the table for two.

			Chapter 5

			Samuel looked up. The clouds were rolling in and the air smelled like rain. He frowned: he might just have enough time to do what he had set out to do before the heavens opened wide, right over his head, and he got soaked good and proper. He didn’t like to be wet in the freezing cold, but a job was a job. He was on wolf duty – looking for fresh scat and tracks, in case the pack had wandered too close to the homestead. For Samuel it meant time alone on the mountain, following streams and trails and getting pleasantly, willingly lost for a few hours. Sometimes those hours of freedom ran away from him and he returned to the farm later than expected. No matter, he’d say to himself, they were worth the occasional hiding.

			Samuel left the clearing and took the path that would lead him north, towards the denser forest, and soon the sounds from the cabin where he lived were behind him. Next to the barn and at the edge of the clearing stood a hut, a small structure with a tin roof and worn planks nailed together for walls. Samuel had skirted it and hurried to the path without looking. No one liked to walk too close to the little hut: in the winter it was the promise of nightmares to come, and in the summer it carried the scent of rotting meat and fear.

			Samuel quickened his step. He had already fed the chickens, collected the eggs and done his share of milking. Someone else was on firewood duty, and the others had their own chores to attend to. No one gets a free ride, not in this world.

			He wouldn’t have minded tracking the wolf pack for a while. Three times he had seen them in the far distance, and each event was scorched into his memory: scattered gray-and-white shapes moving gracefully behind the trees; skinny legs and long muzzles. Each time he had been with his brother Caleb, and now Cal had left the farm and Samuel hadn’t seen the wolves for a long time. Maybe the wolves would leave too, maybe he would never see them again either. Finding droppings felt too much like a tease. He knew they were there, he could hear them sometimes, and yet that was all he got from them – a dried-up piece of scat full of animal fur.

			Samuel had always lived on the farm and he knew to be wary of wolves, but Cal had told him how bright they were, how they protected each other and cared for their wolf family. And since he had nothing left of his older brother, he clung to those memories and looked for scat. One day, as soon as he was old enough, Samuel would leave too. He would find Cal and forget about everything else.

			The boy’s eyes scanned the ground: the spots where shade had lingered the longest were still covered by a skin of snow. He crouched and pulled off a glove; his hand was a boy’s hand, with a grown-up’s thickened skin and nails bitten to the quick. He broke off the end of a fallen branch with a snap and poked a dark object that looked like a curved cigar half covered by dry grass. It crumbled under his stick and the boy let out a breath. Frozen dirt. It figures. Samuel put his glove back on, shifted the rifle on a strap around his shoulder and kept walking. These excursions were as good as it got. The mountain was his home: the cabin was just the place where he slept, ate and where, night after night, he listened to the fire in the stove crack and hiss.

			On the mountain, ravines and gullies lurked under the thick vegetation and a distracted walker could get lost, or much worse. For Samuel, though, everything above him and around him was alive and he never felt truly lost: when his step faltered, he would just wait for the mountain to find him and put him back on the right path.

			After almost an hour of meandering the light around Samuel changed and a sharp wind picked up. The boy stilled. He was nearly there. He lengthened his stride and fought his way through thick shrubs to reach a small glade that backed against a rock face. He paused for a moment and listened out. The notion that one of the others might have followed him was too awful to contemplate; however, he could hear only his own ragged breathing.

			Samuel hurried across the clearing and reached for a bundle inside his pocket as the first drops of rain tapped on the brim of his hat. He opened the square of white cloth and in it lay a small piece of bone carved in the shape of a snake’s head, a chunk of cooked meat and a slice of cornbread from last night. He had survived the previous day’s dawn run with nothing more than a few scratches, and the mountain deserved his thanks. His most treasured possession – a single lustrous raven feather – was his talisman, and the one thing he could not give. His offering – the foodstuff, at least – would be gone in minutes.

			He placed the objects in the deep hollow of a fallen maple and then made to leave. The drone of an engine cut through the air and Samuel looked up: a small red plane had appeared out of the clouds. The boy watched it as it dropped altitude – the red so bright against the clouds behind it.

			Once it had disappeared beyond the trees, and the hum of the engine had been whipped away by the wind, Samuel turned and bolted back into the forest.

			*

			Madison had lost track of time. They had been flying through cloud cover for a while, most of it in turbulent air. She was glad to be sitting up front, next to the pilot – glad that he was busy, and didn’t seem inclined to chit-chat.

			The world was a stream of gray. Behind her, Brown sat with his eyes closed and his hands folded politely in his lap. He would have seemed perfectly relaxed to most people, but Madison was not most people. She knew the thin frown ­between his brows for what it was.

			‘You okay, Sarge?’ she said.

			Brown nodded without opening his eyes. Next to him, Amy Sorensen slept with her head against the window and a gentle snore that was lost in the engine noise.

			‘Here we go!’ The pilot shifted the control column and the plane dropped out of the clouds.

			‘Oh—’ Madison said.

			A valley had opened below them: tall, blue-green mountains around them everywhere she looked – the peaks still covered in snow – and a thin ribbon of a river catching the light from above. It was eerie. Madison felt as if she could reach out to every tree and every rock. They flew over a lake, and the reflection of the plane glided on the water below.

			‘Nearly there,’ the pilot said.

			And yet Madison hadn’t spotted a landing strip or control tower – or a town, for that matter.

			‘Reason why we needed to start off early is that I need to be sure I can eyeball the landing strip, otherwise we’ll end up in the woods like so much kindling,’ he chuckled. ‘None of those fancy control towers up here. No landing at night either. We do it old school.’

			The plane followed the bend of the valley and just then, tucked at the foot of a mountain, Madison spotted a smattering of white timber-frame houses among the trees.

			‘Welcome to Ludlow,’ the pilot said.

			*

			Polly had been standing by the window for the last hour, or so it seemed. It was probably only ten minutes, but to Will Sangster it felt as if she had been standing there forever, sipping from the travel mug she brought from home and peering at the sky as if it was going to start raining snakes any second. It made him nervous, but then again he was already nervous, and it wasn’t Polly’s fault. She was his secretary, part-time and poorly paid, and he was thankful for her presence in the office – more a benevolent great-aunt than a secretary – thankful for the home-made cookies she brought in every Monday, and even more grateful for the town gossip which was, after all, his best source of information on the goings-on in the territory he was supposed to police.

			He had tried to occupy himself with paperwork, but his attention kept going back to Polly at the window. It was almost a relief when she turned and said, ‘They’re here, Chief.’

			Chief Will Sangster picked up the radio on his desk. ‘They’re here, guys.’

			Through the crackle two voices responded and acknowledged his message.

			He stood, sat his hat on his head with a well-practiced gesture and grabbed his heavy coat off the back of the chair. ‘Alright, Polly, you know what to do,’ he said as he left.

			The woman nodded.

			Sangster climbed into the cruiser parked in front of the small building that housed the Ludlow Police Department and started the engine. They were guests in his town, he thought. His town. As he drove to the landing strip he reached for the glove compartment, took out a half-full bottle of Tums and popped two into his mouth. The bodywork of the white cruiser was spattered with mud, and for a brief, surreal moment Sangster mused whether he should have washed it off.

			Chapter 6

			The landing turned out to be no more pleasant than the journey, with a tall line of firs right by the end of the strip just waiting for the pilot to lose control. However, George Goyer knew every bump on the tarmac and the Cessna found its footing on the ground with an almost delicate thump. The plane turned around and taxied towards the only visible building, a modest hangar that doubled as passenger and freight terminal. The pilot engaged the brake and Madison took off her headset.

			‘Here we are,’ Goyer said, as if it had been no more than a quick cab ride downtown.

			‘Thank you,’ Madison said.

			‘Anytime,’ he replied.

			Three cars had pulled up as the Cessna came to a full stop. Madison unbuckled her safety harness and glimpsed two police cruisers and a pick-up. Behind her, Sorensen was stretching in the tight confines of her seat and Brown looked ready to gnaw his way out of the plane if someone didn’t let him out quickly enough.

			The pilot opened the door and Madison jumped onto the runway, her legs stiff after the cramped seat. It had been cold inside the plane, but the chilly air on the landing strip was cool resin mixed with something green, clean and mulchy. City cold was different, this was something else. They zipped up their coats and fastened the Velcro straps.

			Brown stepped forward with his right hand out. ‘Chief Sangster?’ he said, addressing the middle-aged man flanked by two twenty-somethings.

			There was a fluster of introductions and a crossing of handshakes while everyone was trying to get the measure of everyone else, then Deputy Hockley backed the truck right up to the plane and opened the covered back.

			Deputies Hockley and Kupitz would have been the kind of kids that high school coaches grab as freshmen and never really let go. It could have been football, or hockey, or basketball – it didn’t matter. They were tall and wide. Hockley called Sorensen ma’am three times in one minute, and Madison saw her biting her tongue. They made short work of unloading the plane and Sorensen’s cases were handled as if made of spun glass.

			‘What kind of weather have you had in the last twenty-four hours?’ Sorensen asked.

			Madison could almost hear her brain calculating the damage that the crime scene would have suffered out in the elements.

			‘Pretty nice for this time of year,’ Kupitz replied.

			‘Some rain, temperature in the mid-thirties during the day,’ Sangster said, ignoring his deputy. ‘Last night it dropped to the low twenties. It probably snowed higher up.’

			Kupitz blushed.

			Before Sorensen could reply, Sangster added, ‘We put a tent up around the car yesterday morning to get it out of the weather. By then it had already snowed and rained on it, and God knows what the wind had blown onto it.’

			Sorensen nodded. ‘Thank you.’

			Madison had had a chance to look the chief over while they were unloading the plane. He was about the same age as Brown, and very tanned for a guy who lived in northeastern Washington State – maybe a recent holiday, definitely not a tanning-bed type. She saw livid shadows under his eyes and wondered if he had managed to get any sleep the previous night.

			Brown was the senior investigator among them, and though that distinction wouldn’t have mattered when he was alone with Madison and Sorensen, he was aware that the three strangers before them would have picked up on it.

			Brown spoke to Sangster. ‘How do you want us to proceed, Chief?’

			Sorensen shifted her weight and Madison could feel her itching to get to the crime scene. Nevertheless, those first few minutes on the tarmac, establishing boundaries and civility, were going to pay off – wherever the investigation might lead. Sangster was old enough and smart enough to understand that.

			‘What did you have in mind?’ he replied.

			Brown turned to Sorensen.

			‘The crime scene first,’ she said. ‘We’re going to work it step by step. Where’s the body?’

			‘In the medical center. The county ME is going to meet us there, and he’ll take Bobby to Sherman Falls later tonight.’

			‘Bobby?’

			‘Robert Dennen,’ he replied. ‘The victim.’

			They knew the dead man, and that, Madison reflected as they piled into the cruisers, was the main difference between small-town policing and everywhere else. Chances were Chief Sangster personally knew not only the victim but also the killer, his family, his wife and his kids. And they would all still be there after the killer had been found, arrested and hauled off to jail by him.

			‘The car was found on the other side of town,’ Sangster said. ‘A couple of miles from here. We’ll be there in no time.’

			They left the landing strip and the pilot began to guide the plane into a section of the hangar just as it started to rain.

			*

			‘How much do you know about Ludlow?’ Sangster asked.

			Sorensen was sitting in front while Madison and Brown were in the back.

			‘Not much, I bet,’ the man continued. ‘We’re pretty much lost somewhere between Canada and Idaho and other ­counties most people don’t know about, anyway. Let me fill you in a little.’

			The road out of the airport was lined by firs that grew so thick that even the air between them was green and the ground around their roots had been scrubbed clean of grass by perennial shade.

			‘The town was founded around 1897, and back then it was all about mining and timber. Right now we have six hundred and forty-seven registered residents plus some regular visitors, like the folk from the Department of Fish and Wildlife or the Geology Department from UW. We have Jackknife up near the pass; the travel books call it a ghost town. It’s where one of the mines used to be, and there’s still buildings and all kinds of things from when the miners left. Tourists love it. Summer dollars are important: tourists come to visit the old mines and the farms in the valleys; they camp by the lake, and fish to their heart’s content. This is a quiet place, a safe place.’

			The cruiser rounded a bend and as the road opened they reached what seemed to be the main artery of the town. Madison was born in Los Angeles and the smallest town she had lived in was Friday Harbor on San Juan Island when she was a little girl, and even there she could have counted the residents in the thousands. Madison could hardly imagine life in a place where everybody knew who you were and what you did, and their parents had known your parents going back generations.

			‘Were you born here?’ she asked Sangster.

			‘Me? Nah, I’m from Boise. Came over from Idaho fifteen years ago with my wife and the kids. The kids have left for college but we’re still here. I was in Boise PD for four years before Ludlow. Patrol.’

			And that was the heart of the conversation, Madison thought: the chief wanted them to know that he had been a cop in a place with more than three traffic lights. Fair enough. Even so, he had also told them that, having been in Patrol, he would never have been in charge of a murder investigation.

			‘This is Main Street,’ Sangster said.

			It was a combination of red brick and wood: the timber-frame houses were freshly painted, and if there was a town council they had made darn sure everything looked as pretty as a picture for those summer dollars. She glimpsed other streets and narrow houses with peaked roofs close together, huddling for warmth.

			‘Right, this is what we know,’ Sangster said. ‘Yesterday morning, around 6.30 a.m., Buck Ahlberg was driving into town and found the burnt-out car – still smoking. He called me, and it was clear that someone was inside, but whoever it was had died in the fire, or before it.’

			‘Are there pictures?’ Brown asked.

			‘Every which way,’ Sangster replied.

			‘How did you know it was Robert Dennen?’ Sorensen said.

			‘Car plate. I called his wife and it turns out Bobby had been called out sometime after midnight by the Jacobsens because their baby has asthma and she was having an attack – he was a doctor. I spoke to the Jacobsens, and Bobby left them after 3 a.m., but he never made it home. We’ll get DNA confirmation with a sample from his toothbrush after the autopsy.’

			‘What made you think it was murder?’ Madison said.

			‘The car had been parked on the side of the road – it wasn’t a crash or anything like that. It was driven into a layby. There was blood on the snow a few yards away.’

			‘Pictures?’

			‘Yup.’

			‘Any chance it was a suicide?’

			‘Set himself on fire while quietly sitting in his car?’

			‘Could have shot himself before the fire caught on.’

			‘No weapon recovered – and it wouldn’t have fallen far.’

			‘Snow could give us footprints, if there’s still any.’

			‘Some is still there, some was melted by the heat of the fire. And it got rained on quite a bit.’

			‘There was more to it, though, wasn’t there?’ Brown asked Sangster.

			The chief found his eyes in the rear-view mirror. ‘Yes,’ he replied. ‘The victim was in the passenger seat and his hands had been tied.’

			‘How?’ Sorensen said.

			‘Not sure – whatever it was, it burned away in the fire.’

			The procession of police cruisers and a pick-up had attracted a few stares as they drove along Main Street. How quickly had the town grapevine spread the news of the body in the car? Madison was ready to bet that everybody knew why they were there.

			Including the killer.

			*

			Deputy Hockley rubbed his jaw with the back of his hand and made sure he stayed no more than ten yards behind the bumper of Kupitz’s cruiser. He had wanted to drive Ludlow’s second cruiser himself, but Koop’s silly Toyota was never going to be big enough to carry the load the Seattle cops had brought, and so he was stuck driving his own pick-up – even if, technically speaking, he had been on the force four months longer than Koop and was, therefore, a senior officer.

			Hockley was twenty-three, worked part-time on his father’s farm and had been hunting since he could hold a rifle. He had seen life and death from all angles on the farm and in the forest, but he never again wanted to see anything like what was in the body bag in the medical center. He had helped the chief to extract it from the car, and his eyes had stung for hours afterwards.

			Hockley hawked and spat out of the window. More than twenty-four hours later and he still couldn’t get rid of the taste of smoke in his mouth.

			He thought about the two women in the car with the chief – especially the younger one, who couldn’t be much older than he was. Even the shitty situation they were in had a silver lining.

			*

			‘That’s it,’ Sangster said, and he pulled in on the side of the road.

			The green tent was not Crime Scene Unit issue: it was a green tent that in its regular life would be protecting merry hikers from the Pacific Northwest weather. It sat as an ungainly lump under the canopy of firs, without guard, and the admonition of the yellow crime scene tape around it seemed too mild a warning to keep anybody away. If there were teenagers anywhere in the vicinity they would have already uploaded more pictures online than Sangster had ever thought to take. A few bunches of flowers had been left against the roots of a tree nearby; a few envelopes and cards had been tacked to the rough bark.

			Hockley and Kupitz held back while the others went ahead.

			The chief unzipped the entrance to the tent and lifted the flap. The scent found them as if it were a live thing. Acrid, cloying and repulsive. Madison inhaled – the sooner she got used to it the better. Human beings are animals – even if they often try to forget it – and their reactions on a purely instinctive level are still based on survival. This, Madison reflected, was the stench of a violent death, and it said: Go away, you don’t want any part of this, do you? Madison felt the small hairs on her arms rise against her shirt. Did you die of smoke inhalation? Did you see the first flames licking at your feet?

			The red Chevy was a husk of blackened metal: the upper part of the bodywork had been almost completely destroyed – the windows must have blown out when the fire had started. It had eaten through the upholstery and devoured the body of Robert Dennen, and Madison could only hope that he was already dead when it had happened. They would find out soon enough. There was barely any space around the car, and they stood by the tent opening.

			‘Have you called an arson investigator from State?’ Sorensen said as her eyes took in the scene.

			‘Yes, and they don’t have one to send for at least a week,’ he replied. ‘Today, ma’am, you’re it.’

			Sorensen and Madison exchanged a look: this was going to be the point where things might start to go south with Chief Sangster.

			‘We need a larger tent, Chief. Much, much larger. Big enough for at least two people to work around the car without bumping into it,’ Madison said. ‘And we need to close this road right now.’

			‘Close the whole road?’

			Sorensen pointed at some brown patches near the ditch. ‘That’s the victim’s blood, right? Or maybe it’s the killer’s. We don’t know that yet and we need time to find out. We need time to create a perimeter and search this road inch by inch, and we can’t do that while we’re dodging SUVs.’

			Strike one. They’d barely set foot on the ground and they were already telling him how he should have done his job. Madison noticed Hockley and Kupitz were standing very still and scrutinizing something in the opposite direction. An engine rumbled from around a bend and a truck drove straight through their crime scene – the driver slowing down long enough to nod hello to the chief and get a good eyeful of the strangers.

			Sangster hesitated, then turned to Deputy Kupitz. ‘Koop, here’s what I need you to do . . .’

			His words were lost in the background as Madison turned around, her gaze sweeping the gloom of the woods on both sides of the road, and she wondered whether the killer was already watching them, gaging them, assessing the kind of threat they posed. Something shifted in the murk and a raven croaked twice. I bet you are.

			*

			George Goyer made sure the Cessna was safely tucked in, inside the hangar. He was Ludlow’s main pilot and his runs to Spokane and Seattle supplied whatever the town could not produce and whatever eighteen-wheelers could not deliver. The little red Cessna was his baby, and it had never let him down. You take care of me and I take care of you.

			George had left his car in the parking lot behind the hangar the previous night and spent a night in Seattle on Ludlow’s dime to be ready to set out early from Boeing Field. The hotel had cable and he had fallen asleep with a room-service tray on the bed and Jimmy Kimmel on the screen.

			Now his eyes were gritty and he felt the familiar post-flight energy crash: it hadn’t been as choppy as three weeks earlier – when he’d had brief, frantic thoughts of emergency landings and calling his mother in Florida to say goodbye – but, ­nevertheless, it had taken a chunk out of his natural reserves. All he wanted from the day at that point was coffee and pie, and possibly a little conversation too. He was a man with fresh news in a town that couldn’t wait to hear.

			The moment he walked into the Magpie Diner on Main Street he knew he was good for an extra slice of pie on the house. Joyce Cartwell, the owner, waved him over to the counter and poured him coffee from a pot even before he had settled on the red leather stool. Some customers turned and looked; a couple of them stood and joined him at the counter.

			‘So?’ Joyce said as she reached for George’s favorite – key lime pie.

			‘Three. One man, two women,’ the pilot replied. ‘The fella looks like he could be in charge – he’s, what, fifties? – but it’s hard to tell. They had some heavy cases. Brought all sorts of fancy equipment, I bet.’ George took a bite of pie.

			‘I saw them drive past.’

			Everyone had seen them drive past.

			‘Yeah, I heard them say they were going to the car first.’

			‘Did you see it – the car? Before they covered it up?’

			George nodded. A crowd had gathered around the burnt-out wreck. Thank the Lord, the body had already been moved to the medical center.

			Joyce leant forward on the bar. ‘I have seen car wrecks before, and that’s not what we’re talking about here,’ she said quietly.

			Buck Ahlberg, who had found the car and had seen the body in it, had not stinted on the details: the whole town knew Robert Dennen had been sitting in the passenger seat and it looked like his hands had been tied. No one thought it was anything other than murder.

			The pilot was quizzed in detail about the Seattle detectives, their conversation during the flight, and any scraps of information that might be gleaned about what kind of people they were and what they thought about the case. He enjoyed the attention, and he didn’t turn down a second slice of pie when it materialized on his plate as he did his best to satisfy their curiosity.

			New customers came into the diner; the same questions were asked, and the same answers duly repeated. Still, nothing could change the fact that George knew much about the weight of the detectives’ luggage and little of the substance of their minds.

			Chapter 7

			Madison looked up at the sky and saw nothing but waves of sheet-metal gray hurrying purposefully towards them. The chief had explained that Ludlow’s inclement weather was due to its position at the bottom of the long, narrow valley and surrounded by mountains, which acted as a funnel for the icy winds coming from Canada.

			‘Things can change quickly around here – generally not for the better.’

			‘How long do we have?’ Madison asked.

			Sangster’s eyes measured the heavy blacks and grays at the mouth of the valley. ‘Ten, fifteen minutes top.’

			‘Pictures in a grid,’ Sorensen said, and she pressed a camera into Madison’s hands. ‘Snap one and move on. No art, I beg you.’

			Madison nodded and started.

			‘I know you have already covered the scene, Chief,’ Sorensen said. ‘But this way we’ll know if anything was significantly altered in the last twenty-four hours.’

			And we’ll catch whatever you missed. Madison adjusted the aperture and the focus on the Nikon.

			The car was under the relative protection of the tent. If a storm was about to hit, the most vulnerable area was going to be the perimeter around it. Madison scrutinized the ground: the killer had walked through it, stood on it, shed epithelials and other DNA material; perhaps he had even gifted them a nice chunk of fabric that could be matched to his blood-spattered clothing. Madison smiled behind the camera. A Crime Scene Unit officer is an optimist trapped inside the body of a pessimist, Sorensen had told her once.

			While Madison was taking pictures, Sorensen bent over the bloodstains and scraped the substance into various containers, labeling them in her tidy script.

			Brown took Chief Sangster to one side to speak to him in private and, more importantly, to get him out of Madison’s way without seeming to be doing so.

			If Robert Dennen had been murdered in Seattle, if Brown had been working the case from his own desk at the precinct instead of out in God-knows-wheresville, he would have put in motion the SPD machine many hours earlier. Instead, he had to hope that Chief Sangster had remembered what he had been taught at the academy.

			‘So,’ Brown started, ‘on a regular homicide investigation – not that such a thing exists, but bear with me – we would have started a canvass straightaway to find potential witnesses and would have taken statements from whoever was the last person to see the victim alive. We would have spoken to the spouse and worked a timeline for the last hours of the victim’s life. Considering that you had to deal with everything yourself – as well as organizing our visit – how far along are we?’

			‘I’ve spoken with Betty Dennen and with the Jacobsens, and their accounts match.’

			‘Did they sign their statements?’

			‘No, they’ll be coming to the station later.’ Sangster gave Brown a crooked smile. ‘I thought you’d want a pass at them, anyway. The timelines make sense: the victim had dinner with his wife, everything was A-okay, and they went to bed after The Late Show. Then the call wakes them up, and it’s not the first time – the Jacobsens’ little girl gets these attacks once a month or so. The victim drives straight there – departure and arrival time checked – stays with them, takes care of the baby and leaves after 3 a.m. Then . . . nothing. This,’ Sangster waved his gloved hand, ‘is not the way home, and there’s no reason why he would come by here instead of taking the Dutton Road back to his place. It makes no sense why he would be here.’

			‘Nobody called him while he was with the Jacobsens?’

			‘No.’

			‘And—’

			‘Yes, I checked his cell, and there were no calls at all since late afternoon, when he called his wife to tell her he was going home.’

			Brown pondered the question of Mr Robert Dennen’s state of mind. What does a man think about at 3 a.m., after trying to get a baby to breathe? Something occurred to him. ‘Do you have CCTV in Ludlow?’ he asked.

			‘Not in the streets. In the stores, sure, some do have it, but not in the streets.’

			‘It can be useful.’

			‘Maybe, but you’ll find people around here don’t like the idea of surveillance quite as much as city folk seem to do.’

			Brown smiled. ‘Doesn’t surprise me one bit.’ Then the smile faded. ‘Is someone staying with Mrs Dennen?’

			‘Her sister drove up from Republic.’

			‘Good,’ and he added, ‘how did Mrs Dennen take it?’

			‘What do you mean?’

			‘You know what I mean, Chief.’

			The statistics of spousal homicide were unforgiving, and every cop knew it.

			Sangster zipped up his coat to the collar with more vigor than needed. ‘She was devastated. She was in shock. She puked up her coffee right in front of me.’

			Brown nodded. He was going to meet everyone and speak to everybody again anyway – he didn’t care how many witnesses would throw up on his shoes.

			He had not formed an opinion about Chief Sangster yet, and his next words were more about the officer than the victim. ‘Did you know Robert Dennen?’

			Sangster took so long to reply that Brown thought he had not heard him. At length, the chief met Brown’s eyes. ‘A little. The way you can know people in a town like this without being close friends. Once, when Dr Foster was away, he prescribed some antibiotics for me for a throat infection and we chatted for a while. He was active in the community, knew most people’s business around town and was a volunteer firefighter. Last week, if you had asked me the same question, yes, I’d have said I knew him as well as anybody in town, and he was a good man. Today, if you’re asking me if some part of his life people don’t talk about at PTA meetings suddenly turned up and left him in that burnt-out car . . . maybe, I don’t know, and I sure couldn’t tell you.’

			*

			Madison worked fast and it wasn’t until she had been taking pictures for a few minutes that she realized just how much she was enjoying it. Her bare fingers were numb in the chill and her back ached from crouching over the ground, and yet there was something satisfying in the repetitive movements and the utter focus the job demanded.

			The dirt ran in shades of brown and gray streaked with snow, and Madison’s world shrank to the height and breadth of the camera frame as she took a picture, advanced one step, and took another picture. The Nikon D7100 was a good camera, much better than the one she had learnt on – Madison wasn’t entirely sure the Nikon was not Sorensen’s own. However, as it had been drilled into her, a tool was only as good as the person using it. A fair warning, she thought as she scanned the edges of the frame to make sure she was following the grid pattern, and then moved forward.

			Suddenly the light changed and the drizzle became icy needles on her cheeks. Damn.

			Deputy Kupitz’s cruiser rumbled around the bend and stopped on the side of the road. The young officer jumped out and hollered to his colleague, who ran to help him. Together the deputies quickly assembled a tent which went over and around the burnt-out car and its current meager covering. No one offered to help them, as it was obvious they were much more efficient working by themselves. Judging by the grim set of their expressions, it seemed that putting up that tent under the worsening rain was their one contribution to the progress of the investigation and it would not be wrested away from them without a fight.

			After the first was dealt with, a second tent – smaller but still sizeable – was set up near the cruisers and everybody took shelter. The inside of it smelled of warm rubber and cotton candy. Madison shook the rain off her coat and a few drops found their way inside her collar. One thing remained to be done to mark their territory.

			After a moment, Madison took the Crime Scene – Do Not Cross tape from her coat pocket and went back out into the rain. Hockley and Kupitz followed her.

			Madison hurried down the road, and they kept up in long strides. Once she felt she had created a wide enough perimeter around the tents she knotted one end of the tape around the trunk of a fir and unrolled it at waist height as she crossed the street. She took out her folding knife from her back pocket, sliced the tape off clean and tied the other end around a portable Stop sign. The blade caught the light. Stepping through the trees in a wide circle with the car at its center, they taped off the crime scene section by section: the wilderness owned every shadow in the forest but the small island within the boundaries of the tape was theirs. The deputies scrambled after Madison under the lashing rain as she worked without speaking.

			That night, when Hockley was tucked up in his bed and warm under the comforter, he would remember how the Seattle detective had handled that knife and her hands had moved easily around the patterned steel blade.

			Chapter 8

			In the time it took for the small procession to leave the crime scene and reach the medical center – a squat, red-brick building at the end of Main Street – the rain had turned to sleet, the mountains had all but disappeared and the sky hung low. Even the wind had picked up, and Madison tried not to think about landing a puny little plane in those conditions – the red cabin as slight as a child’s toy against the rocky crags.

			The room where the remains of Robert Dennen had been kept was at the back, past the cheery waiting room with the kids’ drawings tacked on the cork board. Madison wondered what it would be like to live a life meted out in this building: to come for croup as a baby, for a skinned knee from a skateboard fall as a teenager. It was a gentle place where residents took care of lesser injuries because nothing bigger than a bloody nose had ever been inflicted in Ludlow and adults could get a lollipop from the nurse if they asked nicely.

			A pretty young woman with her arm in a sling was leafing through a magazine as they filed past; she looked up and Deputy Kupitz nodded to her. He might have winked too, Madison wasn’t sure.

			The nearest funeral home was in Sherman Falls and the medical center had the facility to keep two bodies; it was a recent addition to the doctors’ offices and very useful, especi­ally in winter when the snow might block the roads for days and the odd, unexpected natural death had to be dealt with. Chief Sangster explained this as he unlocked the door, led them into the room and closed the door behind him. ‘Bobby’s office is across the hall,’ he said.

			They would go through it, by and by, and no one missed the absurdity of it.

			There was nothing left to say. Madison had seen a few arson deaths and she knew what to expect – that is to say, she knew that knowledge would not help her one bit in the face of what lay inside the fridge locker.

			‘Alright, then,’ the chief said, and he pulled out the drawer.

			*

			Samuel took off his boots: his socks were as cold and damp as the rest of him, and the wood stove was all the way on the other side of the room. He would have gladly climbed inside it to warm up just then – even at the cost of turning into kindling. The weather had shifted too quickly for him to make it back to the farm before getting soaked and, since he wore third-generation hand-me-downs, nothing he owned would keep him warm or dry quite as well as it was supposed to. He peeled off his socks and rubbed his feet with a thin towel.

			‘Where did you go today?’ The man’s voice cut through Samuel’s musings.

			The boy started, as if ice water had been poured down his back. ‘Up towards the creek, sir, all the way to the pass and back around the old mine trail.’

			‘And?’

			‘Nothing, sir. They’re keeping away.’

			‘They’d better,’ he said.

			Samuel did not reply.

			The man walked off and the boy went back to trying to get some warmth into his feet. He hadn’t told him that he had seen the town plane – and on a day he did not expect to see it. More importantly, he hadn’t told him about the beautifully clear paw print he had seen up near the pass. It had been pressed into clean dirt – four and a half inches long, three and a half wide – the claws peeking out, and enough weight behind it to have been an adult male. So pretty. Samuel turned the image around in his mind. The pass was far enough from the farm that it didn’t matter – and if the pack stayed put, there was no reason to tell anybody where they were. Samuel had run his fingertip inside the indentation – four wide toes and a central pad – and he could still feel the packed earth against his skin.

			*

			The detectives had looked at the body for as long as it was useful and were happy to pull up the zipper on the black bag and return Robert Dennen’s remains to the fridge locker once they were done.

			Madison had seen more dead bodies than most people would ever do in their lives, and that was understandable and the way it should be, she considered, because she had chosen to be in that line of business – the business of hunting killers. And yet there was something particularly awful about arson, about someone setting a fire that would consume a human being. It spoke of the complete destruction of the victim, and there was something repulsive about it that struck everybody who investigated those cases – officers who were, if not used to, at least prepared to witness the worst human beings did to each other. In other times, in times of savagery of the mind and of the heart, human beings had been burnt at the stake for their sins, both real and imagined. In Madison’s times, fire was still seen as the force that would purify a body in death, and inevitably it would also obliterate every trace of the killer on the victim. Why had the killer set fire to the car? Why had he or she made sure that Robert Dennen would be almost totally obliterated inside it? Was it purely to conceal the circumstances of the murder, or was there a deeper meaning behind it?

			Even with the victim back in the locker the stench still permeated the room, and they were all eager to leave.

			‘We have a space where you can set up,’ Chief Sangster said. ‘I’m afraid the police station is too small, but the community hall across the road should be alright. Usually it’s used by seniors to visit and do their art classes – this week they’ll be using one room in the elementary school. And Polly, my secretary, has been preparing the guest house for you.’
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