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			PRAISE FOR CHRISTINE CARBO

			Mortal Fall

			“Compulsively readable . . . Carbo paints a moving picture of complex, flawed ­people fighting to make their way in a wilderness where little is black or white, except the smoky chiaroscuro of the sweeping Montana sky.”

			—Publishers Weekly

			“Carbo doesn’t do superficial. She gives her characters weight. And like her debut, Mortal Fall provides a story with dual tracks—the investigation into murder and the rugged journey of the soul.”

			—New York Journal of Books

			“[Carbo] writes with a sense of simple realism that comes from being a local. The grandeur and beauty of Glacier isn’t over-written, nor ignored . . . the perfect mystery to read beside the lake. . . .”

			—The Missoulian

			“If Mortal Fall were just a beautifully written, sharp-eyed procedural, that would be reason enough to read it. But Christine Carbo offers so much more in this fine second novel. It’s a study of flawed, compelling characters and the ghosts that haunt them. It’s also a fascinating look at the relationship of humans with the too-rapidly changing landscape of Glacier Park. And finally, it’s the tragic story of the forces that can shatter a family. This novel works on so many levels, all of them masterfully crafted.”

			—William Kent Krueger, New York Times bestselling author of Manitou Canyon

			“Mortal Fall is a terrific read. With a masterful hand, Christine Carbo guides her readers through an intriguing mystery full of complex relationships and smartly developed characters. Her rich descriptions immerse you in the grandeur of Glacier National Park as this riveting story unfolds. Christine Carbo should be a part of every mystery lover’s personal library.”

			—Allen Eskens, author of The Life We Bury

			“Carbo brings subtlety and sensitivity to the smallest of moments . . . those willing to soak up the character-driven context will find much to enjoy here.”

			—Booklist

			The Wild Inside

			“[S]tays in your mind long after you’ve put the book down. I’m still thinking about it. Prepare to run the gamut of emotions with this fine treat of a story. Then, in the years ahead, be on the lookout for more from this fresh new voice in the thriller genre.”

			—Steve Berry, New York Times bestselling author of the Cotton Malone series

			“Fans of Nevada Barr will love this tense, atmospheric thriller with its majestic ­Glacier National Park setting. The Wild Inside is a stunning debut!”

			—Deborah Crombie, New York Times bestselling author of To Dwell in Darkness

			“An intense and thoroughly enjoyable thrill ride. Christine Carbo’s literary voice echoes with her love of nature, her knowledge of its brutality, and the wild and beautiful locale of Montana. The Wild Inside is a tour de force of suspense that will leave you breathlessly turning the pages late into the night.”

			—Linda Castillo, New York Times bestselling author of The Dead Will Tell

			“The brutality and fragility of Glacier National Park’s wilderness provides the ­perfect backdrop for this well-crafted, absorbing novel about the barbarities and kindnesses of the humans living on its edge. Christine Carbo is a writer to watch.”

			—Tawni O’Dell, New York Times bestselling author of One of Us

			“Grizzly bears, murder, mauling, and mayhem mix in Carbo’s debut novel. Ted ­Systead’s past and present intersect in an unexpected—and chilling—manner against the incongruously gorgeous backdrop of Glacier National Park.”

			—Kirkus Reviews

			“Sharp, introspective Systead is a strong series lead, and Carbo rolls out solid procedural details, pitting him against Department of the Interior bureaucrats. The grittiness of the poverty-wracked area surrounding Glacier plays against the park’s dangerous beauty in this dark foray into the wilderness subgenre. Put this one in the hands of those who enjoy Paul Doiron’s Mike Bowditch novels and Julia Keller’s Bell Elkins series.”

			—Booklist
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			For Mathew,

			Congratulations to my 2017 graduate!

		

	
		
			“Where guilt is, rage and courage doth abound.”

			—BEN JONSON
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			Gretchen

			I’D LOVE TO tell you the person I am now has nothing to do with the girl I was when I lived in Sandefjord, a quaint port town on the southern tip of Norway. I was born there, a place where the sun glinting on the navy-colored, foamy bay made you feel alive, and the crisp air gusting in from the North Sea ensured you never forgot your strong-blooded, Nordic roots. I lived a typical, healthy life with my family—skiing, sledding, skating—until everyone: my mother, my father, my grandparents, my aunts and uncles, the neighbors, my classmates, my teachers . . . quit trusting me. I quit trusting me.

			It had been exactly five years and two months since the last time I had gone through a phase of my dreaded sleepwalking habit, when I was twenty-five. I have had what professionals call a REM behavior disorder—a condition that takes sleepwalking to absurd levels—since I was a child. Unlike most people who frame each day with an awakening from sleep and a submission back into it, I learned that the bracket on the slumbering end of my frame was seriously flawed. After a busy or stressful day when most people relish the thought of snuggling into their beds, wrapped in warm covers, their heads sinking into soft ­pillows and sliding blissfully into a world of dreams where time ceases to exist, I fear going to sleep—sometimes dread it.

			But I had begun to think I might be over my syndrome—that I’d succeeded in prying myself away from my younger self, that ­treacherous girl, like I was a toy comprised of two plastic parts held together only by stubborn glue. Unfortunately, I was wrong, and my dis­order began rearing its ugly head again one warm summer morning in August. Later, my doctor would say it was the heat and the particle­filled air that acted as a trigger, but I came to see its resurfacing as much more fated—a deeper prompt forcing me to dredge up raw, unwelcome memories.

			I woke up at my usual six a.m. alarm and noticed the light covers—a sheet and thin blanket—tangled and pushed to the bottom of the bed. I gave myself the benefit of the doubt. After all, it had been a hot night. All summer the temperature had hovered upward of ninety-five degrees and half the Northwest was on fire. Montana was no exception. Fires burned to the east, west, north, and south of the Flathead Valley, and the ones raging in and around Glacier National Park had started more than four weeks earlier. Now the thick smoke blanketed the mountains and choked the valley, making each day feel like an apocalyptic event lurked around the corner.

			I’d closed the windows the night before because it seemed better to suffer the heat than to inhale the dense, toxic air. A fly had furiously buzzed along the windowsill, captive in the stagnant room. For a good half hour, I listened to its maddening buzz and its random, annoying flights. After I tried to swat at it when it flew too close to my face a number of times, it settled somewhere on the ash-covered sill and left me alone. I finally drifted off listening to the whir of the ceiling fan. Of course, I thought, such circumstances would give anyone a restless night. I’d probably just kicked the covers down to get some air.

			I swung my feet to the wood-planked floor, pleased to feel the smooth slats under my soles, and sat for a second rubbing my arms. The morning light filtered through the smoky sky and stretched across the golden floor like gauze, turning it a sickly yellowish orange. I looked out the window, hopelessly wanting to see something wet—some freshly soaked pavement, leaves dripping with moisture, or soil darkened by rain. It was bone-dry, the grass in the small yard turned beige, the leaves on the tips of the bushes tinged yellow. The pine trees in the side woods appeared diseased with reddish-brown needles, many already fallen and desiccated on the forest floor as if it were fall. There was no relief in the forecast.

			I picked up my phone from the bedside table and checked for messages. There were none, so I headed to the bathroom to shower and get ready to go into the lab. Nothing too pressing was going on, but I needed to finish some paperwork on a deceased man—a young firefighter, in fact—from the day before. He’d been found separated from his crew, sitting still against a tree as if he were simply enjoying a peaceful moment in the forest, watching swallows diving in and out of branches or listening to the chickadees sing their songs, before continuing on his way. Only, in these fire-infested woods, there would be no birdsong. The ME determined that it was his heart—an ­arrhythmia—but we’d been called in before the ME made that determination just in case there was foul play.

			I’d almost forgotten about my bedcovers when I looked in the mirror one last time, checking that my shoulder-length blond hair was secured neatly away from my face and that the small amount of blush I’d applied wasn’t on too thick. Not out of vanity, I just hated too much makeup. My fair skin didn’t take it well, so I picked up a tissue and gently wiped my cheekbones to dab up any excess color and lighten the effect of the already faint pink powder.

			There were certain things you picked up from your mother whether you wanted to or not, and I could still hear her words: ­Amerikanske jenter bruker for mye sminke. American girls wear too much makeup. After moving to Seattle from Norway at age eighteen, I went for months painting on as much cover-up and thick mascara as possible just to separate myself from the au naturel Nordic girl that my family knew. Just to ensure that when I looked in the mirror, I could almost pretend I was Americansk and not notice the ghostly, nearly translucent skin and the treacherous blue eyes staring back, constantly questioning who I was and why the hell I was alive.

			Eventually, I couldn’t fight reality anymore and gave up one day after looking at myself and realizing I loathed the disguise just as much as I hated the girl underneath the raccoon liner, deep rosy blush, and mauve lipstick. That was the last time I wore heavy makeup.

			I threw the tissue in the trash and headed to the kitchen to make some coffee. When I stepped into the living room, I stopped immediately. The shelves on the other side of the room stood vacant except for two cast-iron book weights formed in the shape of easy chairs. My books weren’t there. All of them, probably fifty—paperbacks, hardbacks, and all my forensic texts—had been taken down. Instead, four rows of stacked books, each slightly crooked, rose in columns before the fireplace. I glanced at my small dining room off to my right. Two dining chairs stood peculiarly on top of the oak table.

			What else had I done? I, of course, considered whether I had left the house or not, perhaps walked down the street in my underwear in the middle of the night—maybe even peed on some of the neighbor’s bushes. But, even though I work in forensics, it doesn’t take a super sleuth to check out the scene. I had taken a look around, filled in a few blanks, and discerned I’d done nothing crazy.

			All my doors were locked, my key still hidden in its jar above the refrigerator, unmoved since I’d set it there before going to bed. My doors require keys for both entering and leaving. Since I’m not particularly tall, no more than five-four, I would have had to have grabbed either a chair or my footstool to reach above the refrigerator. All signs indicated that I’d only set the two chairs on the dining table and not messed with the other two. This I could also tell by a slight film of dust that had collected on the floor, since I hadn’t eaten at my dining room table in months. And my footstool with its worn red, blue, and gold embroidered flowers and wooden lion’s feet was exactly where I’d left it: near my closet in the bedroom with a pile of dirty clothes draped across it.

			When I purchased the house, the locksmith thought I was crazy for wanting key locks that worked both ways, but as I mentioned, I don’t trust myself. Not since I was exactly fifteen years and three months old. My parents used to try to convince me that there were plenty of people in the same boat—those who felt like they couldn’t maintain control at certain times: alcoholics, drug addicts, people with anger-­management issues. But my issue was different because I had always been fine during my waking moments. It was the nighttime that posed problems. Besides, I could see in their worried expressions, their furrowed brows and tear-filled eyes, that they didn’t entirely believe the logic themselves, especially my mom. She wanted to, but ultimately, she couldn’t. No one predicted that something as innocent as sleep could be lethal for me, for my family.

			I pushed down the sickening feeling that rose inside of me. I marched over, grabbed each chair, and scooted it back under the table where it belonged. “Shit,” I mumbled out loud to no one. Herbal tea, I thought, something without caffeine. I need herbal tea before I put away those damn books.
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			Monty

			I’VE ALWAYS KNOWN that Glacier is a magical place: sculpted by glacial snowfields, shaped by bitter wind, wrought by hammering rain, carpeted by heavy snow, and scorched by fires. And even in the worst of circumstances, its beauty, cut over a billion years by remarkable forces, has a way of shining through.

			It’s what I loved most about it, and so have millions of visitors each summer: how you could have had the worst day, week, or even year of your life; gotten your ass chewed out by a boss or a parent; or had an awful fight with your wife, friend, or kid, but the second you entered Glacier, you could begin to feel the angst, the worries, the fears fall away, dissolving against the serrated edges of the peaks.

			But not on this particular day. Because of the dense smoke swathing everything in a murky haze, not an ounce of Glacier’s exquisiteness had been able to shine through in the past few days.

			After a morning of meetings about the spread of the fires and the trail and campground closures, assigning area patrols to ensure that all hikers and visitors continued to be safely evacuated from certain backcountry sites, my boss, Joe Smith—chief of Park Police—sent me to the southern border of the park, to a small town called Essex. It was sandwiched between two fires blazing in or near Glacier National Park, one on the west side of the town named the Sheep Fire because of its proximity to Sheep Creek, and one on the park side called the Ole Fire because of its closeness to Ole Creek. Essex was now being evacuated.

			Essex had been on the Set mode of the Ready, Set, Go evacuation model for the past two days, and reached Go today as Sheep and Ole began to charge the ridges closer to the town. Joe Smith and Sheriff Walsh from Flathead County had ordered residents to vacate under ­authority of an Incident Commander who’d been called in once the fires were deemed a Type One Event. Eugene Ford, Glacier’s superintendent, had signed a delegation of authority to the IC to lead the Incident Command Unit, a system that works as an umbrella structure over all the various organizations to prevent it from becoming one huge train wreck. Glacier, its rangers and Park Police, the county sheriff’s office, the Forest Service, the Hot Shot crews, the equipment and hand crews, and so on would all temporarily answer to the IC. Currently, pilot cars were leading lines of vehicles out of the area and soon the road would be closed to all travelers.

			When I finally arrived in Essex at the Walton Ranger Station, not far from the Burlington Northern Santa Fe railroad, another Park Police officer working the area, Tara Reed, met me. Dressed in a Park Police uniform identical to mine—navy trousers and a light blue shirt—Tara had long dark hair streaked with a rich silver that gave her an exotic look, and wore it pulled back in a braid. She was maybe in her early forties, with olive skin and warm eyes framed by soft laugh lines. I’d known her since I joined eight years before. She was one of the first to grab a cup of coffee with me, show me around, and fill me in on what was what, who was nice, who was cranky, and who was screwing whom, figuratively and literally.

			“Shit, it’s brutal out here,” I said as I put my hard hat on, just as she had. It was safer that way, with debris flying from the trees that the men were felling.

			“Definitely not the kind of summer we long for,” she said, her voice raspy, not from the smoke. Her voice always had a husky quality. “I’d take rain over this any day.”

			“Chief just wants us to check on the area where they’re breaking the line—make sure there are no tourists or hikers still around, ­making their way back from Scalplock Peak or Essex Creek to Izaak Walton Inn or something.”

			“I doubt anyone’s out here since those areas have been closed, but I guess you never know.”

			She and I walked over to where the crew was creating a fuel break from the Essex Creek trestle to Dickey Creek. We passed a backhoe closer to the railroad, its large forklike hand grabbing trees by their roots and yanking them up, wakes of soil falling in all directions. The steady, loud grate of its motor and the screech of its brakes every time it paused to back up or shift directions pierced the normally quiet woods.

			It looked like a war zone, and I knew it was grueling, dirty, and sweaty labor. At least fifty men with red hard hats, beige heavy-duty work suits, and supply packs on their backs were heading out, each with a Pulaski—a tool that is a combination of an axe and a shovel—over his shoulder. Another thirty or so scattered about trying to clear all potential sources of fuel—dry brush and deadfall—from the ridge below the flames. I knew from the earlier meeting that some of the men had been going at it since three a.m. and would continue to do so all day until it got too dark to work safely, or the fire activity became too dangerous to continue.

			We went through the woods, planning to sweep from the creek and back up to look for anyone not belonging to the fire crews. The Ole Fire had crossed one of the ridges to the east of Essex and there was a strong column of flame building two hundred feet upward on the next one over. It raged and glowed eerily through the dense smoke less than a quarter mile from us.

			Tara coughed, then said, “That’s the ops manager for the fire crews.” A medium-height, stocky man of about forty came toward us. He reported to the IC as well.

			I held out my hand. “Officer Monty Harris,” I introduced myself.

			“Hutch Wilcox,” he said, removing his glove so we could shake. His hand was rough, callused from digging lines, clearing trees and brush, and assisting the helicopters as they captured and hauled water from the middle fork of the Flathead River. A smeared line of soot ran across his right cheek toward a thick eighties-style mustache.

			“Thank you for your hard work out here,” I said. “It’s mind-blowing what you do.”

			“It’s just, well, what we do.” He wiped the grit off his face with the back of his hand. “More and more of it each year, it seems. And they’re burning more intensely.”

			“Just making sure the area is cleared out for your men. Not that this area is all that welcoming to tourists right now.”

			“Definitely not, but I appreciate the extra caution. I’ve been on the lookout too, but haven’t seen anyone other than my men around.” ­Wilcox motioned to his crew. Near the rear of the line of men setting up to dig a fuel break, I recognized a firefighter named Carl Benson. I’d met him the last time we had a big fire season. Carl was about six feet and all muscle, maybe 175 pounds, with a long mane of dark hair that he kept tied at the nape of his neck. He was known for his boundless energy and constant composure—a natural in the crazy world of wildfire fighting. He seemed to regard it romantically, even, as if he were Captain Ahab and each fire a red, pulsing, vengeful creature moving through the sea of mountains like the great white Moby Dick.

			“You can’t fight it; you can only corral it,” Carl was saying to one of the men working next to him as Wilcox, Tara, and I walked up. The kid, tomato-faced and scared, looked like this was one of his first shifts on wildfire detail.

			“Hey, Carl,” I said.

			“Monty.” He tipped his hard hat to me. “Good to see you. We’ve got some real doozies on our hands this summer.”

			“Dryer and hotter than hell,” I said.

			“This is Jimmy Taylor,” Wilcox offered. “Second day out.”

			“We appreciate the hard work.” I grinned at him. He looked like he could use a little encouragement. Jimmy and Carl left to take their spot on the fuel break line, and Wilcox headed off to talk to some others on his crew who were waving him over. Tara and I trailed Jimmy and Carl for a short stretch, since it was on the way toward the river.

			“Remember,” Carl told Jimmy while he hocked a loogie and spit it out, then held an index finger over one nostril and did a farmer blow. Sinus passages didn’t stay in the best of shape when working fire ­season. “The triangle consists of three legs: heat, fuel, and oxygen. We’re just here to break the fuel leg so that we steer the beast clear of town.”

			Jimmy didn’t look like he was hearing a word Carl said and certainly wasn’t answering. I figured that what Carl was explaining was completely obvious at this point in the kid’s training, not to mention that he looked like he was simply trying to survive . . . trying not to puke or pass out from the heat. He was holding one thickly gloved hand across his stomach while the other carried his Pulaski.

			“You okay there?” I asked him.

			“I’m good,” he muttered.

			“I told him”—Carl shifted his heavy pack on his back—“not to try the Copenhagen last night. I warned him it’d just get him sick and now here he is. . . . But you just watch, he’ll probably end up with a lifelong love affair with the stuff like the rest of us.”

			“Felt all right last night,” Jimmy said.

			I could picture it: Jimmy taking a little in spite of Carl’s warnings—squeezing it between his fingers and gingerly shoving it in between his lower gum and his lip. I remembered the first time I had tried it when I was a game warden on the east side of the Divide, in a town called Choteau. Another warden had pulled a fresh can out, snapped it against the inside of his palm, and offered me a pinch. I had taken some under his squinting gaze and within seconds, my head became light as a butterfly, my muscles slackened, and I simply buzzed and floated for a short time. Luckily, I never made a habit out of it like some of the other game wardens.

			Carl eyed the kid as if he was some oddity he wasn’t sure whether to study or curse. Jimmy was sweating so much that his beige Nomex fire suit was drenched and had already begun to turn blackish gray. I didn’t envy him at all. The work was grueling. This was no campfire with steady, lulling pops and crackles. We were talking about the kind of roaring giant that presses in on you, fills your head with its freight train of noise, and makes your gut vibrate. The heat from the flames in the distance surrounded us and the sound engulfed us. The temperature was at least 107 degrees where we were standing.

			“Grab your Pulaski and take your spot next to me,” Carl pointed to a dry patch of land in line with the rest of the crew. Jimmy wiped his watering eyes, which had developed crusty granules in the inside corners of each, and took his spot.

			The drill was not complex, just exhausting: throw your pick in again and again until the workers could advance. I knew it well since I’d filled in a time or two when I was in college and needed some summer money. This is how it got done—an entire train of mostly men and a few women pitched trowels . . . moving the sequence forward until enough strikes made a nice six-foot-wide break, a canal of sorts that would not get crossed by the roaring monster heading their way. Hopefully.

			Jimmy took his place and drove the axe side of his Pulaski into tall dry grass, rock, and dirt to cut the break up a sidehill. He was second from the back. Carl was last, the caboose bringing up the rear.

			Tara and I left them to their work and headed toward the creek. A loud crunching sound marked each step we took through the dried foliage, reminding us why the forests were burning in the first place. Everything crackled like tissue paper. I could hear no birds, no squirrels, no chipmunks, only the fire booming in the distance and the sound of the loud backhoe ripping the smaller trees out.

			We made our way down the bank of the creek for a stretch. It babbled quietly as if it didn’t care about the blazing mountain. The rest of the forest felt subdued, as if the woods were on hold, waiting patiently to see what damage Sheep and Ole would bring. Many animals had already departed or burrowed deep underground.

			Twenty minutes later we were back near the line where the men were digging. The sequence had already begun to make headway in clearing the ground, and I spotted the end of the line. Carl and the rookie were still bringing up the rear. I watched Jimmy throw his axe, watched it land, and saw him pause and lean over at his waist.

			“Oh no,” I said to Tara, “looks like he might lose it after all.” We headed a little closer. Jimmy picked up his axe and went for another blow, only this time his swing was gentler and smaller. I wondered if he was too weak to take a full swing when he kneeled down next to the ground and started scraping at something. As we came closer, I could see a dirty, yellowed rock.

			“Time,” Carl yelled, meaning time to move.

			Jimmy continued to scrape at the ground. Tara mumbled something, and I was just going to ask her what she’d said when Jimmy announced, “Look at this.”

			“What?” Carl asked.

			“Look.” Jimmy sank to his knees and brushed dirt off a round object and ignored the line as it began to shift to the northeast again. I could still see it in the dirt, and had a quick thought that the rocks out in this area were typically oyster gray, blue green, or reddish purple, maybe, but not tan.

			“What’s the holdup?” I asked, leaning forward to get a better angle.

			Jimmy was brushing it off with his gloved hand, when suddenly he startled, jumped back, and fell on his butt.

			“Jesus, boy.” Carl laughed. “What’s your deal?”

			Jimmy pointed at it. Tara, Carl, and I shuffled in closer, stuck our necks out and peered down at the ground.

			“Holy shit,” Carl grunted as we stared at the exposed skull.

			I knelt down for a closer look.

			“Shouldn’t we—” Jimmy stopped midsentence, rotated his body away from us, wrapped his arm around his gut, and threw up unto the brown grass at his feet.

			“Shit, kid,” Carl said, backing away. “I had a feeling that nothing about you would be easy. Leave it to you to be the only firefighter out here to find a damn skull in a fire break.”

			•  •  •

			“You’re talking human skeleton?” Joe Smith’s voice came through my radio.

			“Yes, I am.”

			“Are you sure?”

			“I’m positive,” I said. In Glacier and the surrounding wilderness, it wasn’t entirely uncommon to come across some rotting animal bones, and skeletal remains of a bear’s paws are often mistaken for human hands, but the skull and the fact that they were buried discounted that these were animal bones.

			“Remind him that there aren’t exactly many monkeys around these parts,” Tara whispered.

			“What have you done so far?” Smith asked.

			“Tara and I roped it off and told ops to divert the line around it, closer to the fire. Everyone’s got a hundred things going on with the state of things, but this is serious.”

			“Definitely serious,” Joe said.

			“And I’m worried about how close Ole is getting. We need a forensics team on it sooner than later. If Ole hits this line,” I added. “I’m not sure what kind of a beating these bones will take.”

			“I’m not sure either. Probably wouldn’t incinerate them, but might destroy any chances of mitochondrial DNA.”

			“How do you want me to proceed?”

			“Call the county and get forensics on it. I know Walsh”—he was referring to the sheriff of Flathead County—“is busy with evacuations as I am. I’ll contact him. This is going to need to go through the IC as well now, since it’s under their umbrella, but we’ll want to give them as much information as we can about how we and the county usually handle this type of a situation.” When a human skeleton is found, it’s standard procedure to report it to the law enforcement system that has jurisdiction, get someone with experience to carefully excavate it, then send it to the local morgue, where the coroner and forensic experts examine it and decide if it can be identified locally. If not, it gets sent to a center in Texas that identifies bones.

			“I’ve spoken to Wilcox. He’s here with me now. I’ll let him know that we’ll need the county up here as soon as possible to get this bagged and processed.”

			“Shit,” Wilcox said as I signed off with Smith. He’d come over to check on the holdup when he noticed the end of the line wasn’t moving. “A skeleton out here. Wild. Think it’s some drifter from the trains?” he asked, seemingly delighted to be talking about something other than wind speed and direction. “Someone who died out here in the cold or something?”

			“I have no idea. Although someone who freezes to death doesn’t get buried under the soil without a little help.”

			I knelt down again to look at the bones. Tara followed suit. Even through all the noise, I could hear a wheeze in her breathing as I stared at them and she waited for me to say something. I didn’t want to put her on the spot, so I didn’t ask if the smoke was getting to her. I just pulled out some latex gloves and ever so gently nudged the skull to angle slightly upward so I could see its profile.

			“When we were first heading this way,” Tara said, “even when I could barely make anything out, I knew something was up because I could see that that wasn’t a rock.” She pointed to a partially exposed longer bone that looked like a femur.

			I didn’t want to disturb the scene any more than it already had been, and I realized we were going to need a proper FA—forensic anthropologist—­but I wasn’t aware of one in the area. I told Tara that there was one person, though. A woman named Gretchen Larson whom I’d worked with several times before. Most of us in the local law enforcement arena knew her, since she was the lead of the Flathead County forensics team. “She or someone in her unit can maybe process the area and transfer the skeleton to the appropriate anthropologist or at least know who to call in to do it.” I looked up at the ridge and turned to Wilcox. “Do you think your lines are going to hold?”

			“We’re trying our best,” he said, “but it’s a hot one. Afraid I’m going to have to pull my men by evening if the wind shifts as it’s supposed to by later today. IC has established Trigger Point A for Ole. Java Creek. And for Sheep—Dickey Creek.” He was referring to the predetermined lines that the fires might reach, and if either fire reached either point—in this case Java Creek for Ole, which was in the park—it was time to pull the crews.

			“Okay.” I turned to Tara. “Until we determine otherwise, we’ll need to treat this as a crime scene, which means no one gets by the tape.” I tapped my pocket where my cell phone was, well aware that there was limited cell service in the area. I would need to walk back out to the lot, the one place we could get reception, because, strange as it seemed, the railroad tracks acted as huge antennas, and with the booster in my SUV, I could amplify the signal of my cell phone.

			She coughed and nodded.

			Suddenly she looked pale to me. I wondered if it was just the unearthly light reaching through the woods like a specter and making me feel like I was in some alternate universe. “You okay?” I asked.

			“Yeah, just a touch of asthma. I’ve got my inhaler, though.”

			“You should get out of this smoke, is what I think. I can get someone else to guard the area. You’ve already been a huge help with taping it off.”

			“Don’t patronize me, Harris.” She smiled, adjusted her hard hat slightly, but didn’t go anywhere, just stood looking toward the ridge. I followed her gaze to the tongues of flame in the distance and the thick, dirty, tumor-colored smoke stacking above us like thunderclouds, then glanced back down at the shallow grave. Ash particles the size of mosquitoes slowly drifted around us and fell on to the grave.

			Even though I felt smothered by the intense heat of the nearby wildfire, and troubled by the bones that lay at our feet, I was foolishly energized to be thinking about even the minuscule possibility of some kind of a case. “If you’re okay, then I’ll be right back,” I told Tara. “Make sure no one enters while I go notify IC and call the county.”

			•  •  •

			Tara and I waited for Flathead County’s Crime Scene Team—for Gretchen and whoever else she was bringing with her—at the parking lot of the Essex train depot. The frailest of the sun’s light filtered through the congested sky, but I could still feel summer’s strong rays penetrate, making the air stuffy and warm. The fire, looming over the ridge, radiated its own heat through the entire area.

			We sat silently in the Park SUV I was driving, keeping the door shut to block out the smoke, turning on the AC periodically to cool it down and drinking bottles of water. Tara read a magazine, and I noticed her breathing was much quieter than at the site. I was writing some notes and looking at the digital pictures I’d taken and thinking about the bones, about a person buried in a place meant to be hidden forever—a clandestine grave. Whoever had put the body there had not anticipated a fuel break line being dug in the exact same area. Who would think of that? Then again, no one would think of burying a body anywhere at all other than a cemetery unless they had something to hide. I wondered how long it had been there—not all that deep under, the railways not far away, vibrations running through the ground each time a train barreled through.

			My radio went off as I turned the ignition back on along with the cool air when I noticed Tara begin to fan herself with her magazine. “Monty here.”

			“Harris,” my boss’s voice came through. “How’s it going?”

			“Officer Reed and I are waiting for forensics. They should be here any minute.”

			“You know,” Smith said, “you’re probably not going to have the leisure of an entire day or two to complete this thing, so you’re going to have to keep everyone working quickly.”

			“I’m on it, sir.”

			“Good, ’cause we’ve got another problem: a missing camper—a thirteen-year-old boy. I’ve got Greeley and a few others searching for him. He was at the campsite—at Fish Creek—when the rest of the family went for a walk around Lake McDonald. Wanted to stay back and play his DS—some gaming thing—but when they returned, he wasn’t there.”

			“How long has he been gone?”

			“The family called pretty quickly after they returned and they were gone about two hours, so we’re not sure. No more than two and a half at this point.” Joe sighed and it came through the radio as an airy, hissing sound.

			Immediately, out of instinct and because of the boy’s age, I thought of my best friend from childhood, Nathan Faraway. When I was twelve, he had gone missing in the woods in the night. I’d be lying if I didn’t say that this incident fueled a large part of my ambition to work in law enforcement. But, here in Glacier, the kid had most likely just gotten a little lost and would be found wandering down a nearby trail in a short while, or hanging out at some other campsite where he’d met a new friend.

			“They should be able to find him,” Joe said. “Probably just walked somewhere, then got sidetracked or turned around.”

			“I was thinking the same.” I said, though I thought of his parents and how afraid they must be. Because it was Glacier, after all, where it was not uncommon for hikers and climbers to go astray or to slip off a boulder into a raging stream. Anyone could let their imagination roam to the terror of sharp-clawed predators, crashing streams, and jagged cliffs.

			But I’m an optimist, probably borne from my less-than-Leave-It-to-Beaver family life. I grew up with a paranoid schizophrenic mother, an alcoholic father, and an abusive older brother. As basic as it sounds, I survived by coming to rely on the predictability of things: the recurrence of the seasons, the sturdiness of the mountains I loved to wander, the start of a new, blue-skied day, and the eventuality that I would pull off good grades and pass exams each time I’d thought I’d underperformed.

			“But if we haven’t located him by the time the excavation is complete, we’ll probably need your help.”

			“Of course,” I said. “And I’ll keep you posted on how the dig goes.” I signed off, hoping they’d find the boy soon.
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			Gretchen

			ON THE WAY to work, I turned the music on the radio up and tried not to let my mind wander too much.

			Up until that one horrific night when I changed my family’s life forever, and became Marerittjente—Nightmare Girl—my sleepwalking was a source of amusement: something comical rather than a condition to be treated. It meant that I did things that were annoying or funny—like the time I almost peed in the chair in the sitting room (fortunately, my mother was still watching TV and stopped me beforehand) or the time I exited our front door and trudged down the street in the middle of winter. Thankfully, a neighbor was ­coming home from his railroad shift and saw me in my pink pajamas trudging through the snow in bare feet in what is called a state of parasomnia—­the condition of being both asleep and awake at the same time.

			The very first time I walked in my sleep, my parents thought there had been an intruder in the house. I was nine. I woke up on a Saturday morning and heard them murmuring in low voices. My mom stood in the middle of the room with her short, silky bobbed hair, one arm folded across her waist. My mom, tall and elegant, generally moved in a calm, relaxed manner, and rarely startled, but she looked a little more wide-eyed than usual. My dad was checking the windows and the doors to see if they were all securely locked.

			“What’s going on?” I asked.

			My mom turned and tucked her blond hair behind an ear—a graceful gesture that I’d seen a thousand times. “You’re up early. Why don’t you go back to bed?”

			“What’s Dad doing?”

			“Nothing, really, just wondering who rearranged the furniture and the books.” I looked around the room to see two of our dining room chairs pushed over to face the front windows. Books that were normally in the bookcase were neatly stacked on the coffee table. Another pile of encyclopedias was stacked by the door and two more by the fireplace.

			“Were you in here last night playing?”

			I shook my head. “Nie, Mamma.” No, Mom. I didn’t remember anything, but a thick feeling of guilt washed over me, and somehow I sensed that I had, indeed, played some role in rearranging things. When my brother got up, he suggested that maybe we had a ghost in the house, and my parents laughed, saying they were certain there was a much more reasonable explanation and that we should go into the kitchen and have some brod and gjetost. Bread and goat cheese. We sat eating, oblivious to what would happen six years later.

			My phone rang, jerking me out of my reverie. I turned down the radio and hit the speakerphone hooked up to my cell.

			“Gretchen here.”

			It was Monty Harris with Park Police in Glacier National Park. Monty and I had become friends during a case in Glacier involving two dead bodies discovered in a ravine. Monty was careful and seemed safe—the type to drive the speed limit with two hands on the wheel, to change his oil when the sticker on the windshield said to, and to shave every day, even though he sometimes forgot if he got really busy and absorbed in a project. And most important, he was the type who didn’t care about what others thought of him; he just wanted to get the job done right, for his own sense of order and justice. That part I could relate to.

			He was calm and methodical, and he moved that way, his muscles corded and sinewy like an Olympic runner. He had gone through a divorce over a year before and other than the possibility of him still being on the rebound, I knew he was free as a bird. But none of that made any difference at all. We would just be friends. Even though I was only thirty, I was certain there would be no more men in my life. I had told myself a long time ago that I’d never let myself get close to anyone, ever.

			I’d already been married once, after graduating from the University of Washington. It’s how I ended up in the Flathead Valley, where Jim’s family lived. I met Jim—tall, thin, and an odd mixture of charisma and bookishness—before I transferred from my school’s business program to the forensic science department. But it wasn’t the romantic story most people imagine: boy meets girl in college, boy walks girl to class, girl walks down the aisle. It was a simple transaction, a practical decision between friends. We both knew that when school was over, I had only one year to work before my visa expired, but that if we married, I could stay forever. We were just friends, and he did me a favor.

			So yes, I’m the kind of girl who will get married to someone she doesn’t love just to stay in America. In all fairness, though, Jim knew I wasn’t interested in a close relationship or married life, and he didn’t care. He enjoyed showing me around Seattle, around Washington and the rest of the Pacific Northwest and Canada. We took road trips to Vancouver, Victoria, Olympia, Portland, the Columbia Gorge. . . . We even drove all the way down U.S. 101 to Los Angeles and went to Disneyland. He insisted I would never understand America without going on the Tower of Terror and told me a story about how his uncle was one of the four engineers who’d designed the ride. And most important, he never questioned the fact that I wanted two hotel rooms, and not just because I wasn’t romantically interested in him. He’s still the only one in America, besides a handful of doctors, who knows about my condition.

			When he decided he wanted to go to Montana for a year or so ­before finding a real job, I went with him too. But I didn’t follow him because of our marriage. A position with the county’s forensics ­department had opened up around the same time and I threw my résumé into the mix. I interviewed and was surprised when the detective division leader called me and told me I got the position. After we moved, we officially divorced. A year later, Jim moved to San Francisco to manage a financial firm—his real job. We still emailed each other occasionally.

			“We’ve found some buried bones,” Monty told me over the phone. “In fact, a skeleton near Essex, near the fire.”

			“A grave?”

			“Yeah, I think we’re going to need you or an FA down here to excavate and remove them quickly.”

			“We don’t usually handle excavations, Monty,” I said. “An FA named Lucy Hayes, who teaches at MSU in Bozeman, does contract work for the Crime Lab in Missoula as needed and has worked several cases for the Division of Criminal Investigations.”

			“She’s in Bozeman?” Bozeman was in the southwest, a five-hour drive to the park.

			“Yeah.”

			“Not enough time—the fire’s too close. We need someone nearby, someone who can excavate the skeleton quickly.”

			“That close?”

			“Afraid so. Can we just do it ourselves and send the remains to her?”

			“Hmm.” I paused to consider our options. A proper removal was time-consuming—chiseling the remains out slowly, getting soil samples, running metal detectors over the surface area. “Monty,” I said, “you know that an excavation should be performed by someone who really knows their stuff.”

			“Ideally, yes, but I’m afraid we don’t have the time to wait for an expert. The crew is trying to stay ahead of Ole and Sheep and keep them both from charging down the canyon and into Essex. Right now the wind is from the southeast, but the head of ops says the wind might change by evening and then they’ll need to pull out.”

			I paused again before answering.

			“Gretchen?” Monty asked.

			“I’m here. I’m thinking.”

			“Okay,” I finally said. “Given the circumstances, let me call my division leader and see if I can get the go-ahead.” Commander David Ridgeway was the detective division leader, my supervisor, and I was the lead crime scene investigator for the Flathead County Crime Scene Team. “I’ll try and reach Lucy as well . . . get some tips. I’ll be there as soon as I can if he okays it, but it’s going to take me at least an hour and a half to get there. I’ll let you know after I speak to Ridgeway.”

			“I need you to use your siren to speed things up. Like I said, we’re probably good until the evening,” Monty said. “But we need to hurry.”

			“Will do.”

			“And Gretchen,” he added. “Thank you.”

			“Thank me later after you see what kind of a job I do.”

			•  •  •

			Getting into Essex didn’t take as long as I thought because all the cars were heading in the opposite direction to evacuate. I recruited Ray Jones, one of the three members available from my forensics team, and we loaded up the County CS van with equipment and headed toward the Great Divide, which normally jutted majestically upward into a blue summer sky that stretched forever, but was now obscured by curtain upon curtain of smoke. The other two from our team were working a robbery involving medications stolen from a dental office. Plus, Ray hadn’t worked the firefighter scene the day before, so he was rested up.

			When we passed West Glacier, I saw a temporary camp set up for evacuees, and something about their displacement reminded me of the cold morning I was sent to an inpatient psychiatric hospital called Sandviken Sykehus in the city of Bergen on the southwestern coast, a port city surrounded by mountains and high, sharp fjords.

			I remembered standing in my bedroom, the base of my window covered in a web of ice crystals, unsure what clothes to pack and whether to take my small worn panda or leave him behind. After all, I was fifteen, technically too old for stuffed animals. But Panda, with his worn, matted cream-colored fur and bent, ripped ear, was the one object I could cling to that would be a link to home. One of his eyes had gone missing somewhere along the line, but you could hardly tell because of the teardrop black patches surrounding them. But I knew it was gone, and in that moment I felt that lost eye must have been some kind of an omen. Panda was my comfort, with his large round belly, his one-eyed gaze that communicated unconditional acceptance and was so unlike my mother’s anguished, accusing stares.

			I still don’t deal very well with the details of my actions that night long ago, but I make the best of it. I take my medication, am as careful as I can be, and basically live for my job. I try to do it well.

			“Look at all these people,” Ray said, jarring me out of my daydream. “I hope they don’t lose their homes.”

			“Me too.”

			We drove in silence while Ray sipped from a can of Red Bull and tried to catch fire updates on his phone until we ran out of signal and eventually reached Essex. We drove along the southern border of the park, passing green pools of river water, barely visible rocky escarpments veiled by smoke, and stone-built tunnels where the Burlington Northern Santa Fe railcars normally snaked in and out, but were no longer allowed under the conditions. Monty had instructed me to go past the firemen’s base camp and across the bridge and park at the ranger station to save time hiking to the area. We pulled into a turnout where other park and fire work vehicles sat. I looked toward the northeast and Ray followed my gaze. Through the dark, dense smoke, you could see the orange inferno looming over the ridge.

			“Damn,” Ray said, running a hand through his thick sandy hair, which he wore bushy around his ears, seventies-style.

			I stared momentarily at the angry flames, my heartbeat speeding up, before looking back to the road curving through the canyon and the parking area ahead.

			“Double damn,” Ray whispered again.

			Monty and another woman I assumed was Tara Reed were walking toward us. Monty held a bottle of water as he strode over, medium height and lean as ever, his dark hair cut short. He gave me a sincere, closed-lip smile that, when combined with the play in his eyes, communicated an odd mixture of matter-of-factness, slight mischief, and a tinge of bittersweetness, all at the same time.

			I saw him last at an annual fund-raiser, a banquet thrown to raise money for the local search and rescue helicopter operation. I was wearing your standard little black cocktail dress and Monty had taken me in from head to toe almost as if I weren’t wearing anything at all. Not that I had minded. It was a long time since I’d gotten that look from a guy, at least from one I bothered noticing.

			I knew he felt a certain loyalty toward me because I had assisted him during the investigation in which the body of the biologist he knew was found. I could tell it had brought stuff up for him, so I had met with him a number of times to discuss the case. By the end, something emotional had passed between us. We’d never discussed it afterward, mainly because I made myself scarce after realizing we were getting a little too close. He didn’t push it because he had a separation, and later a divorce, to deal with.

			Monty stopped a few feet away from me as I opened the back of the van to unload our gear. “Hey,” he said. His face looked all business at first, but then he gave me a crooked smile. I couldn’t tell what it meant exactly. He had a way of not being intrusive when he looked at me, as if he was simply wondering what it was like to be walking around as a blond, blue-eyed Norwegian-American crime scene investigator with a slight accent.

			“Hey,” I said back.

			“Thanks for coming so quickly. This is Officer Tara Reed. She was on the scene first, after the fire crew found the bones.”

			“Nice to meet you.” I held out my hand and we shook. Then I introduced Ray to them both. Ray crunched up his can of Red Bull, threw it in the trash in the back of the van, then smiled his broad grin, and shook with them both. Ray was always affable and easy to work with. 

			I have to admit I was a little nervous about getting the excavation right. It had been a long time since I’d been on a case involving skeletal remains. The first one was during an internship for the Seattle Police Department’s CSI Unit. Some teens had broken into an old shipyard for fun on Halloween night and discovered a rotting corpse in an abandoned schooner. Apparently some aged drifter had decided to make it his home. I remember the sounds of rats scurrying around and the reek of mold, rotting wood, and dust as we collected evidence and labeled bones, but at least no excavation had been necessary.

			I was well aware that this was a different matter and that the deteriorating effects of soil would need to be reckoned with. And I was also well aware now, as I was then, that the remains had once been a human body—that there could be a family out there still clinging to the hope that they would someday discover what happened to a missing family member. The worst, always—no exceptions—was the not knowing. It was the one thin prospect I could console myself with over the years—that in my case fifteen years before, there’d never been the agony of the unknown, just the cold, hard definitive blow of disaster. I refocused on Monty’s dark, serious eyes, then Tara’s green ones, and told myself not to be nervous. I was working with competent people.

			“Thanks for coming,” Tara repeated to us.

			“You’re welcome. Sounds like an interesting case. I’ve got everything we need here,” I said, pointing to the back of the van.

			•  •  •

			We hiked toward the intense heat to the shallow grave, the hot, chalky air enveloping us. Monty had handed me a hard hat, which I obediently put on. The temperature struck me and took my breath away. I had been near it the day before to work the scene where the young firefighter was found, but not this close. My team had been a good two miles from the blaze.

			Tara had been coughing on and off as we walked, and suddenly she started hacking so hard that she stopped, hunched over at the waist, and covered her mouth. Monty, Ray, and I paused and looked at her. Ray, who was chewing on a toothpick, shoved it into his pocket, his hazel eyes intense. As a CSI, he knew better than to drop anything on the ground, ever.

			“You sound bad,” Monty said to her. “We’ve got this.” He motioned to the three of us. “You should go back.”

			“No.” She snuck out one last cough, cleared her throat, and managed to contain another. “We’re running out of time. You’re going to need all the help you can get.”

			She was right, of course, and I could see Monty weighing it out in his mind. She was carrying some of the equipment—just a bag and a folding shovel that we could easily take ourselves—but it wasn’t ­supply-hauling help that we needed. It was setting up grids, getting soil samples, and the meticulous scraping and sweeping of dirt that would be time-consuming.

			Normally, the discovery of a hidden grave would bring Sheriff Walsh on-site, but he—along with Monty’s boss, Chief of Park ­Police Joe Smith—both had their hands full with helping the evacuations under the Incident Command Unit that had come in for the fires. As I suspected, when I called Walsh, he had suggested I consult Lucy in Bozeman, which I did. She threw as much procedural information as possible my way, and I had put together a to-do list. I already knew that great care must be used in recovering remains from a grave, since the exhuming itself destroys the context within it. She reminded me of just how precise we needed to be in recording all the layers of soil.

			I wouldn’t typically need Monty’s or Tara’s assistance, but given the urgency, I appreciated the extra hands. From working with Monty before, I knew he could handle himself around a crime scene. Tara seemed smart and careful too, so I was glad she wanted to stick around.

			“Your cough sounds bad and more frequent,” Monty said to Tara.

			In my pack I had the biohazard bag and suits, my camera, some water, and a shovel. Ray was hauling a large, folded army-green tarp that we would use to arrange the tools at the site and to eventually lay the skeleton out on before stowing the bones in bags. Monty was carrying the metal detector and the excavation case that I’d taken from the lab. It held containers for soil, picks and chisels of various sizes, brushes, and more. He was also carrying his own camera and wearing his tool belt. He held out his hand to take the folding shovel from her.

			“I’m fine,” Tara insisted. She almost looked like a child, hiding the spade behind her back. “Look, Harris, if I get any worse, I promise to go to the car. And,” she said, “I have my inhaler with me. Ventolin,” she added, as if the name made it more official.

			Monty glanced at me and I shrugged. It was his call, not mine. First, it was under Park Police jurisdiction, but since this part of the park was contained within Flathead County, we handled forensics and cooperated with Park Police.

			“Damn.” He sighed. “You’re like a stubborn child. But I’m dead serious—you begin wheezing again like you were earlier, you go immediately.”

			“Fair enough,” Tara said.

			When we reached the scene, I paused and took in the upturned heap of dirt about ten feet away from the fuel break line that had been dug. It looked like a murky patch of water that had been disturbed by something rising from the darkness underneath. Beyond it, the stretch of forest looked punished. Thankfully, the area we needed to work had been left alone as much as possible.

			A pile of bones lay before us in a mixture of dirt, brittle clumps of cheatgrass, and dried foliage. I could see the skull, slightly tilted to the left as if it were keeping an eye on the ridge, waiting to see if the fire could be corralled. One yellowed rib bone curved out of the soil and one smooth length of a femur protruded out of some shoveled ground. Sweat already ran hot and slick down my neck. I handed out gloves and biohazard suits to Monty and Tara. Ray had his own.

			“Okay.” I exhaled. I looked at my watch: 2:30. We need,” I called out, “to grab as many samples from each layer in each grid as possible and mark ’em all.”

			Monty and I began photographing the scene as we found it. After we determined this was only a single site—thank goodness—Monty asked about the parameters of the grid we needed to set up in order to screen dirt from each level within different areas of the site.

			“Do about a square meter,” I told him. “And alphabetize and record the layout.” Then I turned to Ray. “You’re in charge of setting out all the equipment and helping Monty with the grid. After, you’ll help me with the excavation.”

			Tara was unloading the plastic containers for the soil samples. “Thank you,” I said, “for getting on that so quickly. You’ll collect soil samples with the geologic sieves and document which grid you’ve collected them from. And Monty—” I turned back to him. He was already grabbing the plastic stakes and the twine to mark the outside perimeter of the area. “After you’re done with the grid, you’ll need to run a sweep with the metal detector and bag anything at all of interest.”

			Everyone went right to work, with only a few questions. I began taking additional photos while Ray and Monty set up the grid. We collected everything we could find on the surface to bag, label, and photograph, which wasn’t much except some rocks and a few pieces of old trash that probably had no connection to the actual time period that the body was buried. After getting numerous soil samples and performing a thorough sweep with the metal detector, we began the slow process of excavating.

			After several hours, I was kneeling down, examining the skull, measuring the total length of the skeleton and recording the terminal points of each measurement. Ash floated around me like a lazy snow. The muted sunlight, blocked by the smoke, tried to filter through and smudged everything a grayish yellow. I carefully brushed off the dirt on the apex of the skull. I was no expert, and I wasn’t positive, but it seemed that neither the sagittal nor the coronal suture had yet fused, and in the pit of my stomach I felt that this might be a relatively young person. Plus, there was a significant fracture along the temporal and frontal area that gave me pause. I removed one of my gloves for a moment and rubbed the back of my neck, stiffened from hunching over and looking down for so long.

			To me, the bones looked like they’d been buried for some time, at the very least five years, maybe for over a decade, but I wasn’t sure. Determining how long depended on many factors, including the soil’s moisture and acidity.

			I grabbed another glove, put it on, and continued to carefully log the measurements, then went to work on the remaining shreds of clothing by chiseling around them. I already knew not to, but Lucy had warned against using a brush or whisk broom on fabric since it might destroy fiber evidence. There was no remaining hair on the head, but I was careful to get thorough samples of the soil under the skull in case any minute hair fibers remained.

			Monty brought the metal detector over, and we ran it over the site again. As he neared the center of the grave, toward the pelvis, it beeped. Monty kneeled down and gently probed the soil where the signal had been. I also moved my gloved fingers carefully through the dirt, going a little deeper.

			“There’s something here,” Monty said, his finger scraping around a small object. After a little more work, he pulled out a flat, oval item the size of an egg. “Hmm,” he grunted, holding it before him and examining it like a surgeon. “Belt buckle?”

			“Let’s see.” Ray held out his gloved palm to take the object and brushed it lightly off. “I can’t make out any markings, but yeah, it looks to me like a belt buckle. They’ll be able to confirm in the lab under the right lights and with the right chemicals to remove the grime.”

			“There could be some interesting markings that might signify the time period,” I said, holding out my gloved palm to take a closer look. Ray set it in my hand. It felt light, unsubstantial, and perhaps cheap. I couldn’t make out any details either; too much grime and dirt coated it. Strands of a thick fabric still hung from the sides, and I could see that it was a woven cloth belt, not leather. I handed it back to Ray and he labeled it, put it in an envelope, and bagged the envelope in plastic.

			I turned back to my work, kneeling down and continuing to carefully scrape around the minute bones of each hand with a chisel. After what felt like forever, I cleared the soil away with a medium-size brush and removed and laid each set of hand bones on the tarp, labeling them left and right. We had already cleared the leg, feet, and arm bones, placing them in paper bags, marking them by numbers, and storing them in plastic containers. We had photographed and mapped all parts prior to pulling them out. It was a tedious process and the heat and smoke weren’t helping. The T-shirt and chinos I was wearing under my suit were drenched. My knees, shoulders, and back continued to ache from being in a kneeling position for so long, and a headache was shooting up the back of my skull.

			I looked at my watch: 6:40. It had already been over four hours. A smoke jumper flew over, and a stream of pink retardant the color of candy made a line through the shrouded sky and began to disperse over the dim ridge. They had been flying above us all afternoon, but I’d been in such deep concentration that this was the first time I’d taken note. I’d read somewhere that they’d recently changed the dye they put in the retardant from burgundy to bright pink so it was easier to see against the smoke.

			I glanced at Monty as he watched the plane circle back. I stood and stretched, pulling my shoulders wide when his radio crackled. I watched him hold it up to his mouth and talk to someone. There was something about the seriousness in his expression that made me nervous, made my skin, still damp from perspiration, begin to tingle and give me a slight tremor of chills in spite of the heat. I began to work faster, my lungs beginning to burn. I looked at Tara, putting away some samples. “You feeling okay?” I called to her.

			“Yeah,” she said, but didn’t offer anything else, just looked back down to complete what she was doing.

			I looked at Monty. “How’s it going over there?”

			“Going well,” he said, putting plastic containers with sealed lids in a canvas duffel bag large enough to carry the containers out. “That was just Wilcox. They’re watching the ridge closely because the wind is supposed to change soon. If it hits the trigger points on either Dickey Creek or Java Creek, everyone has to get out. Tara and I are going to wrap up with the soil samples and all the labeling. If we have to get out of here quickly, I want to be ready.”

			I nodded, but was beginning to worry that we would have to clear out before we got the job done properly. The enormity of it was overwhelming. Patience and time were invaluable to the process. As a CSI, I was well schooled in the art of persistence, but this seemed like an entirely different beast, one that was much more complex than the typical crime scenes I usually worked. I couldn’t believe I was actually wishing for rain, something that would typically compromise an outdoor crime scene. But at least it would slow the fire’s progress, and we could cover the grid with a tarp to preserve the evidence. “Rain, damn it, rain,” I whispered under my breath.

			Ray and I continued scraping at the lower ribs, which were still buried, when I heard Monty’s radio crackle again, setting my nerves on edge. He had walked away from the site, and answered as he headed toward a birch tree with its papery white bark and its mixture of dried yellow and green leaves still clinging to life. Normally there would be a demarcation of shade, but not today, not in this smoke. Nodding and talking, wearing that white suit, Monty looked like an apparition in the dim light.

			Beyond him, in the distant forest, I noticed some beige shapes meandering through the trees. The crew, I thought, hiking through, perhaps making their way to another spot or to the parking lot. I could hear Tara take a puff of her inhaler, and suddenly realized, save the sound of the steady roar of the fire two ridges over, how it had gotten quieter—the drone of the equipment no longer present.

			Monty came back over, being careful of the markers we’d set up to designate the entry and exit point to the site.

			“Gretchen,” he said.

			I stayed kneeling, bent over the grave, but turned my head to look up at him.

			“Wilcox just said that the airport reading says the wind’s beginning to shift and Ole has reached Trigger Point A. That’s the signal for us to vacate. He’s called his men back. Wants us to wrap it up and get back to the vehicles.”

			“How much more time?”

			“Ten minutes,” Monty said from behind his face mask. “More like eight now.”

			“Eight?” I looked up at him in shock. That was hardly enough time to wrap up any crime scene, much less an anthropologic dig. He was still holding his radio. I stood up to face him. “No way.”

			“No choice,” he said. He hooked the receiver back on his tool belt, turned away, and quickly began to pack up the chisels and picks. He ordered Tara and Ray to get the rest of the bones that were already laid out on the tarp into the bags.

			“Wait, we haven’t even—”

			“Doesn’t matter,” Monty said. “Get the rest of the bones in the bags.”

			My heart began to hammer in my chest. “But we haven’t even gotten the ribs free yet—”

			“Get them however you can. Wilcox says we need to clear out. We can’t chance it.”

			I turned back to what was left of the skeleton before me. The ribs were the hardest, the lower side of the cage surrounded by dirt and roots from thistle, cheatgrass, and kudzu that had grown into the soil over the years. The upper side of the cage was pronounced, but the lower ribs had begun to decay a little faster, I suspected from moister, more acidic soil lower down. Thin, arched bones lay fragile in the dirt.

			Tara began to hack violently again, bending at the waist. I could hear her wheezing as she tried to suck in air between coughs. She pulled out her inhaler and took another hit. “That’s like your fifth hit,” Monty said to her. “I’m pretty sure you’re not supposed to take that much. Clearly it’s not working.”

			Tara didn’t answer him, or couldn’t answer him. She plunged further into a coughing fit, wheezing loudly. She held up her finger to say something, but couldn’t. She collapsed onto one knee, removing her face mask to try to take in more air. Her skin looked wan, but then again, everything surrounding us, including the air, looked sallow.

			Monty went to her and helped her up, setting a hand on her back. “Ray,” he said firmly, “would you please get Tara out of here now? I’ll help Gretchen get the rest packed up. There should be a medic back at the rendezvous site not far down the road at the fire camp. Take her there. They’ll have oxygen. We’ll meet you there.”

			Ray looked at Monty with a mixture of curiosity and doubt, as if he wasn’t sure whether to take orders from Park Police and not a county officer and didn’t necessarily want to leave me out here.

			“Do as he says.” I nodded to Ray. I didn’t bother to remind him that we were on Park Police jurisdiction as well as Flathead County’s, and short of the sheriff being here, it was Monty’s call. “Monty and I will get this packed up. We’ll be fine.”

			I continued to work frantically, trying to dig the last of the dirt away from the rib cage so it could be lifted intact from the ground. Monty set two paper bags by our side after he packed up the soil samples and tools. “Put them right in the bags.” He looked at me as he rolled up the tarp.

			“Not yet, the ribs still aren’t free. They might break, and they have to be labeled one by one.”

			“Just grab what you can and I’ll label ’em.” He held up the manila tags. “Right and left side. I’ll get them on, but we don’t have time to dig anymore.”

			I stuck my gloved hands under the set of them and pried, but they wouldn’t budge. I grabbed the chisel and furiously scratched around the edges. I tried again, this time able to lift two of the ribs, but not the others. I continued to scrape.

			“Gretchen.” Monty grabbed my shoulder, his head tilted in earnest. “Do you know how fast a fire moves once it goes?”

			I didn’t answer, just kept frantically working.

			“It will blow through here in seconds if the line doesn’t hold. We can’t chance it.”

			“Okay, okay,” I said, frustrated. I’d been called in for this dig that should have really gone to an FA, and now I didn’t have the time to do the damn thing properly. I was cursing myself for agreeing to do a job I knew I wasn’t completely comfortable with. “Shit,” I said. Sweat poured down my stomach and back.

			Wilcox’s voice came over Monty’s radio. “Are you out of there?”

			Monty grabbed his radio again. “Not yet. Almost.”

			“Get out. Now.” Wilcox’s voice boomed firmly through the receiver. “And I mean it.”

			I grabbed for the ribs again, this time pulling harder. I heard a snap. “Shit,” I yelled.

			“Just get them,” Monty said.

			I pulled again. Another snap. I wanted to cry. I was decimating the bones. Another snap. Lucy would be mortified. I was already thinking about attorneys in court having a field day with a testimony I might need to deliver at some point.

			“Grab those last two,” I yelled. Monty jerked the rest out and jammed them into the bag. I was still attempting to label when Monty started yelling.

			“Gretchen, you heard him. Now. Throw it in the container and let’s go!” He had thrown his pack over his shoulder and was holding the case of chisels, the rolled-up tarp, and small shovels. Suddenly he put down the tarp, lifted his face up, and removed the white face mask as if trying to feel the wind on his cheek like an animal checking for a scent.

			I watched him as if time had slowed—as if I had the luxury to do such a thing. Because of the smoky air and the muted sunlight, the whole scene was taking on a sepia autumnal tone, as if we were locked in an old war photograph, aliens in dirty white hazmat suits glowing eerily in the gloomy light.

			Monty stood right above me, his cheekbone glistening with sweat. The leaves of a birch we’d passed on the way in seemed to stir, and I thought I heard a faint, dulled chime. The angles of his face looked sharp and stunning even in the dimness, like a statue of some hero. In spite of the fire’s distant roar, a strange, watchful silence hung over the scene as if we were waiting to see an image or a sign emerge from the smoke and the ash. Monty turned to me, his dark eyes stern. “It’s shifting and it’s definitely blowing harder.”

			I nodded and swallowed, my throat parched and burning. I glanced up at the dense gloom above. Rain, I wished again. I looked down to finish labeling the bag when I felt Monty’s hand on my arm, grabbing with force. He threw the case holding the chisels, picks, and brushes on the ground, grabbed the duffel bag, yanked me up, and began rushing me out.

			“Okay, okay. I get it.” I shook my arm away. I was furious for ­reasons I couldn’t explain. I know he was only trying to be safe, but this was my job. My job. And nobody, not even trusted Monty Harris, had the right to pull me away from it. I hated that I was being sloppy, but I also hated that I was feeling like that young Norwegian girl again—­hopeless, needing to be corralled away from her own dangerous self like the forest needing to be felled of its own hazardous fuel.

			Right then, I had a split-second vision of cross-country skiing with my older brother Per, of him gliding ahead of me across the fjord and me not being able to get my ski boots laced up. He was screaming at me to hurry—skynde deg—red-faced and angry with me for being so slow while I sat with my butt freezing in the snow, a thick coat of ice above a dark sea, cold and black.

			Monty dropped his grip. “Look.” He motioned behind me with one of his gloved hands—flashes of white nitrile like a dove amid the dingy smoke—as if to say, Don’t you get it? “We’ve got to go.”

			I didn’t budge, just looked over my shoulder, back at the once-­clandestine grave and the box of tools flung like a metal skeleton next to the disturbed earth. I glanced beyond it up the ridge. The flames were over three hundred feet high, ominous and massive like blazing tidal waves of fire. It had become so opaque I couldn’t see anything but the furious, lashing fire.

			“Jesus, Gretchen. Come on,” he repeated as he turned around and headed back for me.

			“I’m coming.” I quickly shoved the tools back into the case, grabbed it, and ran toward him. We sprinted the rest of the way to the ranger station, clumps of grass trying to trip us and the smoldering air choking us in spite of our face masks. Finally we reached the car, my lungs on fire, my heart pounding.

			Wilcox waited for us in the lot, his face grimy and flushed. “Get in your car and go now. One mile west and you’ll be out of range. You’ll see other vehicles there, including the firemen and the medic who’s treating Tara.”

			“Where’s Ray?” I asked.

			“He went with Tara.”

			Monty set the equipment in the back of his SUV and urged me to hurry. I crammed the rest of the gear in, shut the back hatch, and jumped in the passenger seat.

			Monty hopped in and turned on the ignition. His face was intense, his hair wet and spiky with sweat. I was still panting, and tried not to think about how I’d just done an incomplete, shitty job excavating a pile of bones that at one time was a living, breathing person.

			•  •  •

			Neither of us said a word until we made it to the holding spot a mile down Highway 2, a large field that had been rented from a local rancher for the purpose of setting up the fire camp. Monty pulled up next to the van where Ray stood waiting. “Sorry for grabbing you like that,” Monty said.

			I nodded but was still trying to regain my composure. I opened the door and went to the back to transfer the remains and the gear. Monty looked across the lot to a trailer labeled Medic, then turned toward Ray. “They have Tara?” he asked him.

			“They’re on their way to the hospital.”

			“Hospital?” Monty asked.

			“Just a precaution, I’m sure. We were making our way back and she got worse and had to sit. The captain saw us and called the medic. Thank goodness they were already on standby here.”

			Monty shook his head, chastising himself. “I knew she shouldn’t have come. I shouldn’t have let her.”

			“She’s okay,” Ray said. “They’ve got her on oxygen.”

			I didn’t say anything. I was still trembling from the adrenaline rush and Monty shifted his gaze to me again. “You okay?”

			“I’m fine,” I said, though I was scowling.

			“You sure?”

			“Of course I’m sure.”

			“Gretchen, a fire moves fast. I couldn’t chance it.”

			Ray stood silently listening to us.

			“I know. I know.” I was still trying to catch my breath. I glanced at Ray, embarrassed that I was so shaken, and he was polite enough to excuse himself.

			“I’m going to find some water.” He motioned to a tent that looked as if it was stocked with food and beverages about twenty yards from us across the lot.

			Monty turned back to me after Ray shuffled off. “Look, I’m sorry you couldn’t finish—”

			“It’s fine,” I interrupted, crossing my arms in front of my chest.

			“You don’t seem fine.”

			“I was about to come,” I said, even though I wasn’t sure I actually was. There was no way he could understand that my job was how I coped—that since I left Norway, the only thing that made me feel human was when I could return someone’s body to their family or help some detective better comprehend who hurt the family’s loved one and why, just so that they could move a little further along in the recovery from their loss. There was no way he could fathom the desperate need to disappear when life shattered into irreparable pieces—the need to make the best of things by losing yourself in your work and performing it flawlessly. “I didn’t need you to tell me how to do my job,” I added.

			“It had nothing to do with your job or my job. It was about a fire that is plowing through this place at jet speed.”

			“I’m aware of how fast a fire moves.”

			“It didn’t seem like it out there.” Monty lifted his chin to the direction of the site and to the mountains that are usually our haven this time of the year.

			“Give me a break. I’ve worked these parts long enough. I know what the hell I’m doing. Why don’t you just stick to your job and let me do mine.” I knew I was being completely unreasonable, but I couldn’t help it. My knees had now begun to shake and my lungs were still screaming at me.

			Monty held up his palms in front of him, either in surrender or as a typical male calm-down gesture, which angered me even more.

			“You’re shaking. Would you like some water?” He studied me with dark, narrowed eyes.

			I ignored his question. I looked around the camp and saw rows of RVs, portable toilets, and tents for sleeping. I had heard that the RVs were equipped with state-of-the-art kitchens and showers for the camp workers and the fire crews. I turned back to Monty. “I didn’t get all the lower ribs,” I finally said. “And the ones I did collect have been cracked. I heard snaps.”

			“But you got everything else? The most important parts: the skull, the pelvis, right?”

			“Yes, but I shouldn’t have left anything behind. If that fire doesn’t cross the line, I’ll need to go back.”

			“Fair enough,” Monty agreed. I wondered if he noticed my watering eyes and the trembling that had now moved up to my arms. I was glad to be hiding behind my suit, but he was staring at me as if I were completely exposed. “Look,” he finally said. “I didn’t want to botch that up any more than you. It’s Park Police’s jurisdiction first and foremost, and I take full responsibility for the excavation. But we needed to be safe.”

			I glared at him, ignoring the sting in my eyes. I felt silly, and I sensed that the anger that had begun stirring in me when I’d woken up to my stacked books had been intensified by the incomplete dig. I looked up into the dense gray smoke falling around us and ran my palm over my head. “I just didn’t want to mess this up,” I said. “I think . . .” I shook my head and wiped the water draining from the corners of my eyes. “Never mind.” I walked to the back of the van.

			“You think what?” Monty followed me.

			“I think it may be someone young.” I turned to face him again.

			“Young? How young?”

			“That I can’t say, but I don’t think the coronal and sagittal sutures were fused yet.”

			“And that means younger than what age?”

			“Probably younger than thirty or so.”

			“That’s a big range.”

			“Yeah, yeah, I know, but still. I have a strange feeling about it, that it’s younger than that.”

			“Because?”

			“I don’t know for sure.” I didn’t want to sound foolish by telling him that if you do this long enough, there are things you just sense. That there was something about the skull and the flimsy metal buckle that whispered younger man, but I couldn’t be sure at all. “But of course the FA should be able to narrow it down much more.”

			Monty nodded solemnly, studied me for a second longer. I excused myself and went over to the back of the van. “I’ve got some rearranging to do here before we drive back to the lab.” I went to work as he walked away, still quivering, still frazzled by my own anger and frustrations, but having no sense of the heavy weight that was about to descend upon me, upon us all.
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