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CHAPTER ONE




PART 1

THE DOCKET




CHAPTER ONE




OLYMPIA, WASHINGTON

Gordon Tveit worked Saturday nights because Saturday was the night his ex-wife had the dog, and the house was worse than the office when the dog wasn’t in it.

He had his reading glasses pushed up into his hair and his tie off since four. Fifty-eight years old and he still wore a tie to sit alone in a converted parlor on the east side of Olympia, three blocks off the Capitol campus. His father had worn one, and people who came in off the street on a Saturday, scared and broke and looking for a lawyer, needed to see one.

The office was the front room of a 1920s craftsman. Original fir floors, a radiator that clanked, a client chair with a cigarette burn on the arm that he’d never had fixed. People relaxed in a chair with a burn on it. They figured if he let his furniture look like that, he wasn’t going to judge them for whatever they’d done.

Through the front window the Capitol dome was lit up in the rain. It was always lit up. He’d stopped noticing it years ago and then started noticing it again after the divorce.

Twice that week he’d looked up from the desk with the feeling of having just been looked at. Both times the street had been empty. That, he’d decided, was also the divorce.

“I understand,” he said into the phone. “I do. And I’m sorry.”

The woman on the other end was crying, and had been for a while. “You said the search was bad. You read the file and you said it yourself.”

“The search was bad,” he said.

“So do the thing. File the thing.”

“A motion to suppress is forty hours, Mrs. Landry. If it’s granted, the county refiles on something else and we’re at trial, and a trial is two hundred hours. I’m one person.” He rubbed his eyes under the glasses. “Call the public defender’s office Monday morning. Ask for Jill Maes. Tell her Gordy Tveit said the search was bad and she should look at page nine of the warrant return.”

“You could do it.”

“I could, but I’m sorry, and I’m going to hang up now so you can write down that name. Jill Maes.”

He hung up. He sat with his hand on the receiver for a second, then opened the desk drawer, took a butterscotch candy out of the jar he’d kept full for twenty years for clients’ kids, and ate it himself. Nobody had brought a kid in here in months.

The rain picked up. Somewhere down on Fourth Avenue the artesian well was still running, as it ran all night, every night, for anyone who wanted it. He’d filled a jug there once a week for thirty years and never asked himself why.

Around one that afternoon a call had come in from a number with no name attached. A young woman, polite, asking whether he still had his files from his Grays Harbor years. One dependency matter in particular, she’d said, from 2012. Her voice had been very even. He’d noticed that, and then he’d noticed the time, and he’d deleted it before she finished. He got four of those a month. People with old paper and new grievances, bar complaints in the making, someone’s cousin who’d found a lawyer’s name in a box. He did not think about it again.

He needed the stapler, which lived in the closet for reasons that had made sense to whoever put it there. He opened the closet door and reached for the shelf. His hand landed on the banker’s box instead.

It had moved with him through four offices in fourteen years. The lid was soft at the corners from handling. On the side, in his younger handwriting, was one word, faded almost to nothing, a name he hadn’t said out loud since he’d left the prosecutor’s office.

He’d told himself for fourteen years that he kept it because a lawyer never threw a file away. That had never been why.

He stood there with his hand resting on the lid.

He took the stapler and shut the door.

He was halfway back to the desk when the lights went out.

The block hadn’t gone. Through the window the dome was still burning. So was the streetlamp on the corner. A car went by on Union with its wipers going. It was only the house.

“Oh, come on,” he said into the dark. The panel was in the basement and he’d had an electrician out in August and the electrician had told him the whole thing was original and should be replaced. He got his phone out and found the flashlight.

Then he stopped.

The alarm panel in the hall should have been chirping. It ran on a battery backup and it chirped every time the power so much as flickered, and it had done that for nine years. It drove him out of his mind.

But now it wasn’t chirping.

He stood still and listened to his house. Rain on the porch roof. The refrigerator in the back not running. His own breathing.

The floorboard by the kitchen doorway, the one he’d meant to fix since the day he signed the lease, went off under somebody’s weight.

It went off again a moment later, differently, under somebody else’s.

There were two of them. He knew exactly where they were standing, in his house, in the dark, and that was the worst thing that had ever happened to him.

The office door opened.

Two flashlights, one held high and one held low, so he couldn’t see anything behind either of them.

“Mr. Tveit.” The voice was calm. It knew his name and it said it correctly, which almost nobody did. “Sit down, please. In your chair. We’re going to need you to write something.”

From somewhere behind the second light came a small ratcheting sound, a zip tie being pulled to size.
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Trey Ostlund was twenty-six and a couple of weeks from repossession on the car that was also his job.

The car was a 2011 Corolla with a cracked windshield and a phone mount held together with electrical tape. He’d been driving for the delivery app since June, when the warehouse in Lacey cut its second shift, and his rating was the only thing about the summer he was proud of.

Six weeks ago he’d started stealing packages from porches.

He had a rule about it, because a rule let him sleep. Only the big houses. Only the ones with a second car in the driveway, because a second car meant they could take the loss. Never a house with a kid’s bike out front. He told himself the rule made him different from people who just took things, and most nights that worked.

The law office was a big house. It had a second car, an Audi, parked in the drive with rain beading on the hood.

He went up the porch steps with the padded envelope for the address next door tucked under his arm. Sitting on the doormat was a small box and he picked it up. He was already turning to leave when he registered the door, which was open a few inches with no lights on behind it. Rain blew in across the threshold onto a hall runner.

He should have gone back to the car, and he knew it while he was standing there. Instead he pushed the door with two fingers and went inside, because an open door in a dark house on a Saturday night meant nobody was home, and nobody home meant there might be more to steal than a little box.

The hallway smelled like old paper. Under the paper was a smell like pennies, thick and sweet, and his body knew what it was before he did. His stomach went tight and cold and he kept walking anyway.

He had the phone flashlight on, held low, the beam on the floor. A few steps in it crossed the closed door of what looked like the main office.

There was something on the door.

He lifted the light.

Two hearts, drawn with a fingertip in something dark that had run a little before it dried. They overlapped, one over the other. The first one was whole, closed, finished, like a heart on a kid’s valentine. The second one was torn open down the middle, split from the top notch to the point.

Below them, at the bottom of the door, a dark line had run under from the other side and dried on the fir. On the doorframe, beside the hearts, somebody had wiped a finger clean in four neat strokes.

The hearts were low on the door, about level with his hip.

He didn’t want to think about that.

There was no need to open the door. The smell was coming from under it, and it was worse up close, and he stood there with the light on the two hearts for what felt like a long time and was probably three seconds, and then he was backing down the hall with the beam swinging across the walls and his shoulder finding the front door frame.

He was in the car before he knew he’d moved. The box and the envelope were on the passenger seat. He sat behind the wheel with the engine off. Rain came down on the roof. His hands were shaking on his thighs, and he told himself he was going to call the police.

He was absolutely going to call.

A little before one in the morning he dialed 911 and told the woman who answered that he’d just found something, right this second, that he’d just walked up to drop off a package and the door was open.

She asked for the address. He gave it to her, and had to say it twice, because the first time his voice didn’t work. She asked him to stay where he was and he said he would.

With the phone on the dash and the box still on the passenger seat, he sat for a moment, and then he put the box on the floor where he couldn’t see it, and waited for the lights.


CHAPTER TWO




KINGSTON, WASHINGTON

Claire had been up since six, and Fitz had been in her kitchen since a quarter to nine, when the 7:55 from Edmonds had delivered him to her door with a bag of groceries and a plan. The plan involved eggs.

“The secret,” he said, “is that there is no secret. People want there to be a secret. They buy books. The secret is low heat and the willingness to stand here longer than any sane person would.”

“You’ve been standing there eleven minutes,” Claire said.

“And look at them.”

She looked. They looked like eggs.

Benny was at the counter with his laptop open, one earbud in and one out, his version of paying attention to two things at once, and Ranger was under the table with his chin on Fitz’s shoe. Rain came in sideways off the water, the deck outside the French doors was dark and slick, and the house smelled like butter and coffee. Claire stood in her kitchen in a sweatshirt with a mug in both hands and thought that this was what people meant when they said it.

“Fitz,” Benny said. “Would the FBI let me film the ferry?”

“In what sense?”

“For a video. I’m doing a three-part thing on my Minecraft build. It’s the whole Kingston terminal. The dock, the holding lanes, the little booth. I want to do a side-by-side, real and build.” He pulled the earbud out. “But you can’t just film federal stuff, right? Mom says.”

“Mom is correct that you cannot simply film federal stuff,” Fitz said. He turned the eggs as if they might go off. “However. The ferry is operated by the State of Washington, not the federal government, and the terminal is a public space. So the question is not whether the FBI would let you. The question is whether Washington State Ferries would, and I suspect the answer is that nobody would notice or care.”

“So yes.”

“So probably yes. Ask the man in the booth. Men in booths appreciate being asked.”

Benny grinned at his laptop. “I’m putting that in the video. ‘Men in booths appreciate being asked.’”

“Attribute it properly.”

“Fitz Pembroke, FBI.”

“Fitzgerald Pembroke the Third, consulting psychologist. It’s on the badge.”

“It’s on Ranger’s badge.”

“Ranger and I share a badge. It’s a complicated arrangement.”

Benny laughed with his whole face, the laugh that took over everything, and Claire put the morning somewhere she could get at it later.

Her phone lit up on the counter.

CAROLINE.

Her heart went.

There was no better word for it. It went, like a foot missing a stair. Three beats landed wrong, one on top of the next. A warm pressure came up behind her eyes. Her hands went cold around the mug. It lasted maybe ten seconds before it let her go, and she was standing in her kitchen again, and the eggs were done.

She turned the phone face down and pressed the button on the side.

“Who was that?” Fitz asked, sliding eggs onto a plate.

“Robocall. Car warranty.”

“You don’t have a car warranty.”

“That’s what makes it a robocall.”

He laughed and handed the plate to Benny. The car warranty was a lie, and it was a small one.

They were most of the way through the eggs when her personal phone rang, and it was Hightower, and that was how she knew.

She took it out on the deck under the umbrella with the rain coming down on all sides. Through the glass she could see Fitz explaining something to Benny with both hands.

“Thurston County has a homicide,” Hightower said. “Olympia. Found early this morning. Defense attorney, at his office, on a Saturday night.”

“On a Saturday night,” Claire said. “So somebody knew his hours.”

“Somebody knew his hours. And there’s a signature at the scene, and nobody down there knows what it is, and they’ve had it since dawn.”

“Olympia PD has homicide detectives, Gerald.”

“They do. And the victim was a Special Assistant U.S. Attorney on a joint narcotics task force in 2009, which gives me federal nexus if I want it.”

“Do you want it?”

“I want it.”

He gave her three reasons: the signature, the nexus, the fact that Thurston County had asked. All three were true. She listened to them and heard the fourth one underneath, the one he wasn’t going to say on a Sunday morning on her personal line. Six weeks ago S.W.O.R.D. had raided a billionaire’s compound without authorization and been proven right, and being proven right was almost worse than being wrong. There were people in Washington who’d been ready to bury the unit and had been forced to stand up and applaud instead. Those people had long memories. What Hightower needed now was for his task force to close something clean, something unpolitical, with a body and a signature and no senators anywhere near it, where everyone could watch them do it.

“They’re still processing,” he said. “You’re on scene tomorrow. Early afternoon. Take Fitz and Jack.”

“Why not this afternoon?”

“Because Olympia has it until tomorrow and I’d like them to like us. And because you’ve got Ahlquist at eight.”

She’d let herself forget Ahlquist for the length of a breakfast.

“Claire. Do not skip Ahlquist.”

“I wasn’t going to.”

“I’m sending you one photo. Then put the phone away and eat breakfast with your kid.”

The photo came through while she was still holding the phone.

It was a closed door in a dark hallway, lit by a flash. Painted wood, and on the wood, at about the height of a doorknob, two shapes drawn in something dark. Hearts, one laid over the other. The first was whole. The second was opened down the middle, top to bottom.

She held the phone, and her heart went again.

Nobody had said anything. There was no name on the screen, no voice, no phrase, no word at all. There was a picture of two things that overlapped. Her chest did what it had done in the kitchen, and she put a hand on the wet rail and waited.

It passed. She went back inside and ate what was left of breakfast with her kid, and Fitz looked at her once across the table and didn’t ask, and she was grateful for that and hated that she was.

He stayed through the afternoon. At the door at half past three he put his hand on the side of her face and said he’d see her at eight tomorrow, at the office, for the thing with the psychologist, and she said she knew, and the 4:10 took him back.

Benny recorded until dinner, ate two helpings of leftover pasta, and was asleep by ten, nightlight on, door cracked, his breathing slow and even from the hall.

Claire stood in the doorway of her office.

It had been a closet once, next to the kitchen, and it fit a desk, a chair, a corkboard, and not much else, and for fifteen years she’d loved it because it was the one room in the house nobody else wanted. Two framed things hung on the wall above the desk.

The first was a map of Washington State, encaustic and collaged, with every county a different scrap of paper and cloth and a red star pressed into the wax over Moses Lake.

The second was a purple and gold warm-up shirt from UW women’s basketball, a long time ago. Across the chest, in the block letters Shirley Condon had ordered for the whole team, it said COMMITMENT YIELDS EXCELLENCE, BUT ONLY LOVE YIELDS TRANSCENDENT PERFORMANCE.

That wall had been in front of her every day for fifteen years.

She had not been able to look at it once in the six weeks since Violet turned a monitor around in the dark and showed her a file with her name on it.

Six weeks ago, S.W.O.R.D. had gone into a compound in the Cascades on a warrant signed in the middle of the night, because a federal witness named Elaine Mercer was being held there and nobody at the Bureau would say yes. The compound belonged to Nathaniel Vance, a dying billionaire who had spent fifty years funding a private continuation of the CIA’s old behavior-control programs. He called it Midnight. It ran on foster children. They were placed with host families, conditioned in facilities that called themselves schools, and returned to ordinary lives with a phrase installed in them that anyone who knew it could speak years later. One of them, a U.S. Marshal named Raymond Cross, had nearly died on a spoken command.

Vance was dead. Richard Cross, the brother the program had thrown away, had walked into the old man’s bedroom with a bomb under his jacket and finished it. Dr. Harold Whitmore, who’d run the research, was in federal custody trading names. On the hard drives Richard had spent thirty years stealing, Violet had found a registry of 437 names, complete with subject numbers, recruitment dates, handler assignments, and status. Most of the people on it had no idea they were on it.

Claire’s name was on it.

She went into her bedroom and opened the closet and knelt in front of the gun safe.

The laptop inside had never touched a network. Violet had built it for her the week after the raid, and neither of them had said out loud what it was for. On the bed, with the password typed, the file came up as it always did, and she read it as she’d read it every night for six weeks, hunting for the sentence that was going to turn out to mean something else.

Subject 312.

Recruited 1987. Status: DORMANT.

Parents matched through selection protocol. Subject represents second-generation viability test.

Primary handler: S. Condon (unwitting), assigned 1996.

She kept a log in a paper notebook, because paper couldn’t be recovered from a server, and the log was simple, because she’d designed it as she designed everything, simple enough to survive her.

A trigger was a phrase. Whitmore had said so in his proffer, and Raymond Cross had said so from a hospital bed, and the Midnight files said so on every page. A phrase, spoken aloud, installed young. So every time her heart did what it had started doing three weeks ago, she wrote down the time, and under the time, everything anyone had said in the sixty seconds before.

There were three weeks of entries.

At the top of the page, in her own handwriting, were two words. She’d written them ten days ago after the third time it happened during a phone call. She’d written them and then sat on the edge of the bed for an hour looking at them.

Caroline.

Jacqueline.

She could not make herself tear the page out. She could not stop adding to it.

She wrote down the two times from today. Under the first one she wrote her daughter’s name, and the eggs, and Fitz talking about men in booths.

Under the second one she sat for a long moment with the pen.

She wrote: Nothing. Nobody said anything.

One more time, on her phone, in the dark, she opened the photograph of the door, and the two hearts were still there. Then the laptop went back in the safe, and the safe locked, and she lay down on top of the covers with her clothes on and listened to the rain.


CHAPTER THREE




FBI FIELD OFFICE

SEATTLE, WASHINGTON

Claire got to the fourth floor at five to eight. They’d taken the table out of the conference room and left two chairs in it, facing each other, with a box of tissues on the windowsill.

Dr. Vernon Ahlquist stood when she came in. He was somewhere in his sixties, with a gray cardigan over a checked shirt and reading glasses hanging from a beaded cord, and he had a yellow legal pad that he held against his chest like a hymnal. He shook her hand with both of his.

“Agent Anderson. Thank you for making the time. I know it’s not how anybody wants to start a Monday.” He gestured at the chairs. “That one’s better. The other one has a spring.”

She took the better chair.

“Would you like the blinds open? Some people find it easier with the light.”

“Whatever you’d like.”

“It’s not about what I’d like.” He smiled and opened the blinds anyway, halfway, and the gray came in off Elliott Bay. “There. Now we can both see the weather.”

Behind her, in the hall, there was a sound she knew: Ranger’s nails on the tile, then Fitz’s voice, low. She turned in the chair.

Ranger had come as far as the doorway and stopped, with his head down and his weight back on his hind legs. There was no growl in it. He simply wasn’t coming in, and when Fitz put a hand on his collar and said his name, he leaned away from the room and would not be moved.

“Sorry,” Fitz said to Ahlquist. “He’s usually the first one through any door. Carpet cleaner, I expect. They did this floor over the weekend.” To Claire: “I’ll be in the basement. Come find me when you’re liberated.”

He walked the dog back down the hall.

Ahlquist watched them go with an expression that was pleasant and gave away nothing. “Beautiful animal,” he said. He sat and uncapped his pen and asked her how she was sleeping.

Jack had said it to her face once, in the garage under this building, on the first day she’d ever worked with him: that she was the only person he’d met in the Bureau who would rather lose clean than win with the numbers shaded. It was a fact he was going to have to work around, and he’d said it like one.

It had gotten her the unit. Fitz had fallen for it, though he’d put it in more words. It was what she thought about, sitting in the better chair with her hands on her thighs, while Ahlquist waited for her answer.

“Fine.”

“Through the night?”

“Mostly.”

“Appetite?”

“Fine.”

“Any intrusive imagery from the compound. The blast, the fire. Anything you find yourself seeing when you don’t want to be seeing it.”

“Some.”

“That’s normal. That would be strange if it were absent.” He wrote. “Any avoidance. Places you don’t go, calls you don’t take.”

“No.”

“Any new physical symptoms since September. Headaches, digestive complaints, anything cardiac.”

“No.”

He wrote after every answer. The pad was tilted toward him and she couldn’t see what he was writing, only the movement of the pen, and the sound of it on the paper was the loudest thing in the room. Each answer she gave was defensible on its own. Mostly through the night. Some imagery. No calls she didn’t take, not counting the ones from her daughter. No cardiac symptoms, if she called them something else.

Every one of them was a lie and she was the only person in the room who knew it.

“You were on the second floor of the east wing when Richard Cross released the switch,” Ahlquist said. “I’ve read the after-action. You had a clear line to the door and you went back for Dr. Mercer.”

“Yes.”

“And Dr. Pembroke went back for you.”

“Yes.”

“Do you think he saved your life?”

She thought about it, because he’d asked it plainly and it deserved a plain answer. “I think I’d have made the door. I think he didn’t know that, and he went anyway.”

“That’s a good answer.” He wrote it down. “Most people say yes or no.”

He took his glasses off.

She had been in enough interviews on the other side of the chair to know that whatever came next was the one he’d come for, and the rest had been the approach.

“I want to ask you something, and I want to phrase it carefully, because it’s a strange question and it sounds stranger than it is.” He folded the glasses and held them. “In the weeks since the compound, have you had any experience of your own responses feeling not entirely authored by you?”

Her heart went, right there, in the chair, with his eyes on her, and her hands on her thighs going cold.

“No,” she said.

It came out level, and she was amazed by it.

“It’s a standard item,” he said. “I ask everyone. Dissociative responses after a blast injury are common and they’re nothing to be ashamed of.”

“I understand.”

“Nothing at all? A moment of watching yourself from outside. A decision that seemed to arrive already made.”

“No.”

He put the glasses back on and wrote something short.

She sat in the better chair while it passed, and while it passed she thought about why she couldn’t simply tell him.

If Claire said the words Subject 312 in this room, the first question any competent man would ask was where she’d seen them, and the answer was Violet: Violet’s clearance, Violet’s probation, which had never quite ended, Violet who had built her a laptop that had never touched a network and had never asked what it was for.

So the woman who would rather lose clean sat in a chair and lied to a psychologist to protect her analyst, and knew while she was doing it that she’d crossed a line she wasn’t going to be able to uncross.

The rest of it went quickly. He brought up the last thing at the end, in the tone of an afterthought.

“There’s one more thing, and I raise it as a hypothetical, because it isn’t my place to raise it as anything else.” He capped the pen. “The Bureau has a general discomfort with a unit leader in a personal relationship with the unit’s own forensic psychologist. Nobody has said that to me. I’m saying it to you because I’d rather you hear it in this room than in a hallway.”

“Noted.”

“I raise it as concern for both of you. Not as a finding.”

“Noted,” she said again.

She heard the threat sitting inside the kindness, and then, underneath it, the worse one. Fitz read people for a living, had built a career on reading rooms, and yesterday, in her kitchen, close enough to touch, with her heart going off in her chest, he’d laughed at a joke about a car warranty.

Either he wasn’t looking, or she had gotten very good at this, very fast.

“We’ll talk again in two weeks,” Ahlquist said. He stood and held out his hand, both of his again. “I’m not clearing you today, Agent Anderson, and I’m not doing the other thing either. I’d like to see you again first. That’s all it means.”

“That’s all it means,” she said.

He held the door for her. The elevator was empty when it came, and she stood in the middle of it with the doors closed, put two fingers against the inside of her left wrist, and watched the second hand on her watch go around.

She counted fifteen seconds and multiplied by four. Seventy-two was normal, a number any doctor would write down and move past.

She stood there anyway, with her fingers on the pulse, until the doors opened on the basement and Fitz was standing there with the dog.

“Liberated?” he said.

“Paroled.”

“It’s a start. Come and see what Kiko’s done to the coffee.”


CHAPTER FOUR




By the time Claire got out of the Suburban on Tveit’s street the rain had stopped and everything in the east side was dripping. Tape across the porch of the craftsman. Two Olympia PD cruisers at the curb and a crime scene van with its back doors open. Across the street a woman in a bathrobe with a cup of coffee was watching, and had clearly been watching since Sunday.

Detective Mike Ruzicka met them on the steps. He was fifty, thick through the shoulders, with a Thurston County Sheriff’s windbreaker over an Olympia PD polo because, he said, the windbreaker was warmer and nobody was going to fight him about it.

“I’ll be honest with you,” he said. “When they told me the Bureau was coming I figured we’d get the guy in the good suit who talks to the cameras. You don’t look like him.”

“He’s in Seattle,” Claire said. “Talking to the cameras.”

“Then we’ll get along.” Fitz was very large and wearing a tweed jacket with a rip in the elbow. Jack was bald and pressed and looked like he’d been assembled that morning. Ruzicka looked from one to the other. “Which one of you is the profiler?”

“The one who’s dressed like it,” Jack said.

Fitz inclined his head. “Regrettably.”

“I had a profiler once,” Ruzicka said, “tell me my guy was a white male, twenty-five to forty-five, with a problem with women.”

“And was he?”

“She was sixty-one.”

“Then he was a poor profiler,” Fitz said. “I’d have said fifty-five to sixty-five, and I’d have said it with feeling.”

Ruzicka took them up the steps and down the hall, past a coat rack with one coat on it and a framed law license and a runner that had been photographed and numbered, and stopped them at the office door with his hand on the frame.

Gordon Tveit had died in his own chair, at his own desk, facing his own window with the Capitol dome in it.

They’d put him there. Ruzicka walked them through it in the doorway of the office before anyone stepped in, because he’d been doing this for twenty-two years and he’d learned that people wanted to know the shape of a thing before they saw it.

“Zip ties. Wrists to the arms of the chair, ankles to the base. Then they took their time.” He said it flatly. “ME’s preliminary says thirty, forty minutes between the first cut and the one that mattered. Small cuts, mostly. Forearms, the backs of the hands. Nothing on the face. Then one across the throat, from behind, and that was that.”

“He was conscious,” Fitz said.

“For most of it. She thinks so.”

“Nothing on the face,” Fitz said again, half to himself. “Nothing hot. Nobody in this room lost their temper.”

“You’re telling me.”

Claire stepped in.

The room was what a room like that was after two days. She’d been in enough of them to hold it at a distance: the smell, the color of the blotter, the shape in the chair under the sheet. Past it, the desk. A phone. A jar of hard candies. A pad of yellow legal paper on the blotter with its top sheet gone.

“That’s ours,” Ruzicka said. “Or it’s about to be. Look at it under the light.”

The crime scene tech, a young woman with her hair in a knot, angled a lamp low across the pad. Under the raking light the second sheet showed what the first had left behind: pressure marks, handwriting pressed through, lines of it.

“Eleven,” the tech said. “Eleven lines. Somebody wrote on the top sheet hard enough to go through, then tore it off and took it with them.”

“His handwriting?” Claire asked.

“We’ll match it. Looks like it. Same slant as the notes on the blotter.”

“So they made him write something,” Jack said. “Then they took what he wrote.”

“Or he wrote it and they didn’t like it,” Fitz said. “Or he wrote it and they wanted it. Eleven lines is a list. People don’t write eleven lines of prose under duress. They write a list.”

“There’s this too,” Ruzicka said, and tipped his head at the corner.

The closet door stood open. Inside, on a shelf at shoulder height, the dust had a clean rectangle in it the size of a banker’s box, with the shelf’s own dust on three sides of it.

“Something sat there a long time,” Ruzicka said. “It doesn’t now. Everything else in this room is where the man left it, down to the candy.”

“Then he had it open in front of him when he wrote,” Fitz said. “A list that long, in order, from a man with a zip tie on him. They had him take it down, and he wrote from it, and they took the lines and the box both.”

Claire let a moment go by. “Bag it. ESDA at the state lab.”

“State lab’s three weeks out,” Ruzicka said.

“Then it’s three weeks.”

She signed for it. The tech sealed it and it went into a box, and Ruzicka took them out the back.

The back door was a service entrance off a mudroom, and beyond it the yard was soft and wet and had taken two sets of shoe impressions, coming and going.

“Two people,” Jack said, crouched. “Different sizes. That one’s big. That one’s small. That’s not a woman’s shoe, either. That’s a small man or a kid.”

“Or a woman in a man’s boot,” Fitz said.

“Or that.”

Above the impressions, up on the house, there was a scuff on the second-floor soffit, over the porch, a pale streak where the paint had been scraped off the wood. Below it was a flowerbed, dark and soft, with no ladder marks in it.

“Somebody went up,” she said.

Jack followed her eyes. “Up what?”

“The column. From the porch rail. That’s where the alarm’s cell antenna is.” She pointed. “You’d have to go up the column to reach it.”

“In the rain. Carrying tools.”

“Apparently.”

Jack measured the column against the soffit with his eyes and shook his head once. The tech photographed it, and it went into the file.

A Puget Sound Energy truck was parked in the alley behind the house, and the man leaning on it was a lineman named Coombs, with a hard hat under his arm and mud to the knees. He’d been called out Sunday morning because the house had no power and nobody could figure out why. He had figured out why, and he’d been waiting ever since to tell someone who’d care.

“Here.” He walked them around the side of the house to the meter and the service entrance. “See this? Somebody pulled the meter. That kills the house and nothing else. Neighbors don’t notice. Street doesn’t notice. You’d have to know that’s what a meter does, and you’d have to know how to pull one without lighting yourself up like a Christmas tree.”

“Is that hard?” Claire asked.

“It’s not hard if you know how. It’s fatal if you don’t.” He pointed at the marks on the meter socket. “That’s not a screwdriver. That’s the right tool. Somebody brought the right tool. And then they went up top and did the alarm’s cell antenna the same way, clean, no cutting, just disconnected it.”

“So a professional.”

“So a guy who does this.” Coombs put a hand on the empty socket. “I’ll tell you what I told your detective. Whoever did this has done it a couple thousand times. That’s not a burglar with a YouTube video. That’s a trade.”

They went back around to the porch, out of the wet, and Ruzicka gave them the rest of it.

“Three calls,” he said. “Nine thirty-one, nine thirty-four, nine thirty-nine. Rollover with entrapment on Harrison. Man with a gun in the Safeway on Cooper Point. Structure fire, people inside, on the west side. Three different voices. Three different numbers, all burners. All three calls were garbage. There was nothing at any of them.”

“But every unit went,” Jack said.

“Every unit went. That’s the point. You say entrapment, you say gun, you say people inside, and every car in the city rolls, that’s the protocol, it’s not a judgment call.” Ruzicka rubbed his jaw. “And here’s the thing. The wording was perfect. Not close to it. Perfect. Each call hit exactly the phrase that triggers an all-units. I’ve listened to them nine times. Whoever made those calls has sat on the other side of a console. I’d bet my pension.”

“A dispatcher,” Claire said.

“Or somebody who was.”

“So we’ve got someone who’s pulled a thousand meters and someone who’s worked a console,” Jack said. “And they’re together.”

“Or they’re the same person,” Fitz said. “Though I doubt it.”

Ruzicka took a folded sheet out of the windbreaker and handed it to Claire. “And you’ve got a guy named Dane Hurlbutt, who’s out on bail on a domestic and was Tveit’s client until six days ago, when he screamed at him in the hallway of the Thurston County courthouse in front of nine witnesses, one of them a judge. Two priors for assault. Lives in Tumwater.”

Jack was already writing.

“Start there,” Ruzicka said. “That’s what I’d do.”

“That’s what everyone would do,” Fitz said. He was looking through the front door, down the hall, toward the closed office door and what was on it.

Claire went back in to look at it properly, alone, with the techs stepping around her.

The hearts were still on the door because the door was going to the lab in one piece.

Claire stood in front of it. Up close they were smaller than they’d looked in the photograph, drawn with a fingertip, the strokes visible, the blood gone brown. The first one was whole, closed, finished. The second one lay over it and was split from top to bottom, the two halves pulled slightly apart, with the door showing through the gap.

“Two,” Fitz said quietly, beside her. “Two people, two hearts, laid over one another. A bonded pair. And this is a ritual, not a flourish. It’s placed. It’s deliberate. It’s at a specific height and I’d wager it’ll be the same height at the next one.”

“There’s going to be a next one.”

“There’s going to be a next one.” He tilted his head. “One whole and one destroyed. That’s a fixed loss, Claire. Something the two of them carry together. Something they’re organized around. Whoever they are, they’re not answering for themselves. They’re answering for that.” He pointed at the split heart without touching it. “Whatever that is.”

Two shapes lay one over the other, one whole and one torn. Her heart went.

It went hard, harder than the kitchen, harder than the chair on the fourth floor. She put a hand on the doorframe and waited, and while she waited she thought, very clearly, that nobody had said a word to her, and that a picture of two things overlapping was what every photograph of her daughters had looked like since they were four years old.

“Claire?” Jack asked from behind her. “You all right?”

“Fine,” she said, straightening up. “Too much coffee.”

He held it a second longer than he needed to and then let it go.

It was a lie, and it was bigger than the last one.


CHAPTER FIVE




Jack drove, as he always did when he could, with Fitz asleep against the passenger window before they cleared Lacey and Claire in the back of the Suburban with the Tveit file unopened on her knees. Somewhere south of Tacoma she found that she had two fingers on the inside of her wrist and was counting. She stopped. A few miles later she was doing it again, and Jack’s eyes found her in the mirror and went back to the road without a word.

She went up alone when they got in, and left Jack to take Fitz and the file down to the basement.

Hightower’s office was on the fourth floor and had a window, which in this building meant he’d survived something. He had his jacket off and his sleeves rolled and a sandwich on the desk he hadn’t touched.

“Sit,” he said.

She didn’t. “I want Jack on point for Tveit.”

A second went by. “Say that again.”

“Jack runs it. I supervise on paper. I sign what needs signing and I stay off the front of it.”

“You’ve never in your life asked to be taken off anything.”

“Then there’s a first time.”

He picked up half the sandwich, looked at it, and put it down. “Why.”

She’d had ninety minutes in the dark to build the answer and it came out clean. “Ahlquist’s evaluation is open. He didn’t clear me this morning. If he doesn’t clear me in two weeks, and I’ve been the lead on a federal homicide in the meantime, then every warrant I signed and every interview I sat in goes to a defense attorney on a platter. You said you wanted this one closed clean. A clean close needs a clean lead. Right now, that’s not me.”

All of it was true, and none of it was the reason.

Hightower had known her a long time, long enough to have heard her lie to other people in his presence, and he’d told her once that she was bad at it. He gave her that same look now.

“Fine,” he said. “Jack runs it. For now.”

She let the last two words go by, and went downstairs.

The Boiler Room smelled like coffee that had been on the burner since noon. Kiko had her boots up on the steel table and a laptop on her knees, Violet was at her monitors with two cans of Red Bull, one crushed, and Ranger, on his bed by the heating duct, lifted his head when Claire came in and put it down again. Jack was already at the table with the Tveit file open, and he looked up at her, and she shook her head once.

She hung her coat, still wet from Olympia, on the hook by the door.

“Ruzicka called,” Kiko said. “Olympia picked up Hurlbutt at four. He was at a bar in Tumwater Saturday night, from seven until close, and the bartender says so, and so does the girlfriend, and so does a guy named Ricky who isn’t sure what day it is. It holds about as well as those hold.”

“Which is not at all,” Jack said.

“Ricky’s my favorite. Ricky’s going to be a witness someday and I want to be there.” Kiko turned the cup in her hands. “But Ruzicka asked him what a meter socket was, and he said he didn’t know, and Ruzicka believes him. Says the man’s never held a tool that wasn’t a beer.”

“He’s angry and he’s stupid and he beat his girlfriend,” Jack said. “He’s not this.”

“He’s not,” Kiko said. “Ruzicka’s holding him on the bail violation anyway. He says the girlfriend could use the week.”

Claire’s body walked her to her seat at the head of the table before she’d decided anything, and she was sitting before she thought about it, and once she was sitting it seemed worse to get up.

“Violet,” she said. “The calls.”

“Three calls.” Violet put them on the wall screen as waveforms, one above the other. “I cleaned them up. Two of the voices are people. A man, a woman, both reading. You can hear the reading. Pauses in the wrong places, like they’ve got it on a card.” She played a few seconds of each. Rollover with entrapment. Man with a gun. “The third one’s different.”

“Different how?”

“I don’t know yet. It’s a woman. Older, I think. There’s a flatness in the vowels I can’t account for. Could be compression. Could be a bad mic. Could be nothing.”

“Or?”

“Or it’s not a person.” Violet shrugged without turning around. “I’ll know when I know.”

Fitz had come in behind them and was standing near the door with his coat still on, walking the coin across the backs of his fingers. “Jack,” he said, “I understand you’re in charge now.”

“For now.”

“Then I’ll direct my insubordination to you. It’ll be a nice change.”

“Put it in writing,” Jack said, and almost smiled.

“He’ll want three copies,” Kiko said. “One for the file, one for Hightower, one to frame.”

Ranger got up off his bed. He walked the length of the room, past Fitz, past Jack, and put his chin on Claire’s knee, and after a while he sat down against her chair and stayed.

She put her hand on his head and kept her eyes on the table.

Fitz watched Claire’s hand on the dog, and the coin kept moving.

They worked another two hours, Jack and Kiko going through the Tveit client list name by name, Violet running the third voice through something that took forty minutes and told her nothing. At seven Claire sent them home, and Jack, a half second behind her, because it was his call now, said, “Go home,” to the room.

“Which one of you do we listen to?” Kiko asked.

“Whichever one says go home,” Fitz said, and was first to the door.

Jack got his coat. Claire was the last one out, and she turned off the wall screen herself.

The garage under the building was cold and echoed. Claire’s car was where she’d left it Monday morning, before Ahlquist, before Olympia, before whatever this day had been.

Her phone lit up as she reached for the door.

JACQUELINE. It was a text, not a call.

mom call me its not bad i promise

Her heart went.

It went hard, and she was afraid, plainly afraid, of a text from her daughter. She stood with one hand on the roof of the car and the other holding the phone, and she waited for it. In the log tonight she would write down Jacqueline’s name, and under it, that no one had said anything at all, that she’d read the name off a screen.

It passed. It always passed, she kept telling herself, and it never helped.

She got in the car and drove up the ramp into the rain, turning north toward the Edmonds ferry. She did not call her daughter, knowing exactly what kind of mother that made her, and drove anyway.


CHAPTER SIX




The late boat out of Edmonds was half empty. Claire drove onto the car deck, cut the engine, and rolled the windows down so the Sound could come in. Somebody came along the row of cars behind her, heading for the stairs, a young woman with her hood up and her hands in her pockets. She went past the open window without looking in, and Claire watched her go in the mirror and thought nothing about it.

This was hers, half an hour a day for fifteen years, and she’d done her best thinking on this deck, and her worst. Tonight she sat with her hands on the wheel and studied the woman in the windshield, lit green by the dash, who had asked to be taken off a case for the first time in her life and hadn’t told anyone why, and it showed.

The ferry shuddered off the dock. The lights of Edmonds slid backward and went small, and half an hour later she was pulling into her driveway with the porch light on.

Benny was supposed to be asleep. He was in the kitchen with his laptop and a bowl of cereal at nearly eleven on a school night, and when she came in he didn’t even try.

“I got it,” he said. “The footage. Come look.”

She came and looked. After school he’d gone down to the terminal and filmed the booth, the holding lanes, the dock, the boat coming in, and cut it side by side with the Minecraft version, which was very good, right down to the angle of the roof and the little sign.

“Did you ask the man in the booth?”

“I asked the man in the booth.” He clicked, and a title card came up in block letters. MEN IN BOOTHS APPRECIATE BEING ASKED. “He said nobody ever asks. He said I could film whatever I wanted as long as I didn’t film him. So I didn’t film him.”

She laughed. It came out of her before she could think about it, and it was the first thing all day her body had done because she wanted it to.

“Bed,” she said.

“Five minutes.”

“Five minutes was an hour ago, Bean-Bean.”

He went, taking the cereal with him.

She sat at the kitchen table afterward with a glass of wine she didn’t drink.

Here it was, laid out plain, because she’d spent six weeks not laying it out and it hadn’t helped.

Her whole life was built on the idea that she’d chosen it. The Bureau, when she could have gone to law school. Kingston, when Brian wanted Bellevue. Staying, ten days from retirement, when a woman with a black belt and a theory about colors had climbed through her son’s window. Keeping Benny, when Brian sat in a doctor’s office at the five-month scan and used the word problem. She’d chosen all of that, and it was the only thing about herself she’d ever been sure of.

If a phrase could be put into a child, and switched on thirty years later by anyone who knew it, then she didn’t know which of those choices were hers. Maybe all of them. Maybe none. Maybe the woman who’d sat in Hightower’s office tonight and asked to be taken off a case was the first real decision she’d made in her life, or the first fake one.

That was the fear, and now she could look straight at it, which didn’t make it any smaller.

She left the wine on the table and went into the office, the closet with a desk in it, and turned on the lamp under the map.

The red star over Moses Lake was the size of her thumbnail. Her uncle had pressed it into the wax himself. He’d given her the map on a Saturday when she was nine and told her, in the plain voice he used for everything, that her mother and father had died in a religious compound in eastern Washington along with thirty-five other people, and that she had been one year old, and that she had been the only one who lived.

They had called her the miracle baby. She’d heard the phrase from a dozen people before she was twelve. She’d stopped hearing it as a phrase a long time ago.

She let herself think about it now: thirty-five adults dead in a compound and one child alive. Everyone had always called that luck. But a program that bred children for a purpose, that matched their parents and placed them and watched them, wouldn’t need luck. It would need one child to survive, and it would need the rest to be gone.

Diego Vega had been an eighteen-year-old intern on the task force that wrote the report. He’d wanted to tell her what the report left out. He’d gotten into his car in San Diego one morning and never gotten out of it.

She had never put those two facts in the same sentence. She put them there now, sitting in a closet, in the dark, with a mantra on the wall above her that she’d thought was hers.

She turned off the lamp and closed the door on it, because there was a case, and because she had to.

Fitz called late, as he always did, because it was a British thing, he said, and she’d stopped arguing.

“How are you,” he said.

“Hightower gave Jack the lead.”

“So I heard. I told Jack I’d be insubordinate to him directly from now on. He seemed pleased.”

“I asked for it,” she said. “It was my idea.”

A pause. “I gathered.”

“It’s the right call. With Ahlquist.”

“Mm.” She could hear him not saying several things. “I noticed the dog.”

“The dog likes me.”

“The dog has always liked you, Claire. That’s not what I noticed.”

At the French doors, with the phone against her ear and the water black beyond the deck, she opened her mouth to tell him, and got as far as the breath, and stopped.

“Goodnight, Fitz.”

Another pause, longer. “Goodnight.”
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Her personal phone woke her at ten past six.

“Bainbridge PD called our duty desk,” Hightower said. “Duty desk called me. I’m calling you, because you’re twenty-five minutes away and I’m not.”

She was already sitting up. “What is it.”

“Retired Superior Court commissioner. Marjorie Teagle, sixty-eight. Has a caregiver who comes at five-thirty, Tuesdays and Thursdays. Caregiver couldn’t get an answer at the door. House was dark. Power’s out. Nobody else on the street lost power.”

Claire was standing now, phone pinned between her ear and her shoulder, pulling on yesterday’s slacks.

“Caregiver has a key,” Hightower said. “She went in.”

“And.”

“And there are two hearts on the inside of the front door. Same as Olympia. Same height.”

“Teagle.”

“Not there. Car’s in the garage. Purse on the counter. Cup of tea by the sink, cold. Walker’s by the bed. She doesn’t go anywhere without the walker, Claire. She’s had two strokes.”

Claire stood at the kitchen window with one shoe on. Outside, the light was starting to come up gray over the water, and the water ran south from her deck, out past Point Jefferson and into Port Madison, and on the far side of it, close enough to make out roofs on a clear day, was Bainbridge Island.

“They took her,” she said.

“They took her. Find your other shoe, Claire. I can hear you hopping.”

She found the other shoe.


CHAPTER SEVEN




She had Hightower back on the line before she was out of her driveway.

“Jack keeps Tveit,” she said. “I’m taking Teagle. It’s the same case, so I’m taking the case.” The line went silent.

“Last night,” he said.

“Last night I was wrong.”

“And Ahlquist.”

“Ahlquist can put it in his report.”

He paused, more briefly this time. “Bainbridge chief is a woman named Frisch. She’s expecting you. Don’t let her feel small, Claire. It’s her island.”

“I never do.”

“You do sometimes.” He hung up.

She took the turn onto 305 with the light coming up gray behind her and the wipers on low. Benny had been asleep when she left, so there was a note on the cereal box, because that was where he’d look.

She called the Boiler Room from Poulsbo, and it came up on speaker with everyone in it.

“Two scenes,” she said. “Two doors, two hearts. Same tradecraft. Fitz, you there?”

“Present. Regrettably awake.”

“Meter pulled at both houses. Alarm defeated at the antenna at both. In Olympia there were three false 911 calls. Violet?”

“One call on Bainbridge,” Violet said. “Eleven fifty-two p.m. Rollover with entrapment on 305 near the casino. Bainbridge has two cars on nights. Both of them rolled. Nothing there. Same phrasing as Olympia, word for word. I’m pulling the audio now.”

“Same voice?”

“I’ll know in an hour.”

“Tveit was a defense attorney. Teagle was a court commissioner,” Jack said. “Both retired from something. Both alone at night. Both on the water, if you count Olympia.”

“Both known,” Kiko said. “You’d have to know Teagle had a caregiver on Tuesday and not Monday. You’d have to know Tveit worked Saturdays. That’s not somebody driving around looking for a house with the lights on.”

“No,” Claire said. “It isn’t.”

“Fitz. Why take her? They finished it in Olympia. They could have finished it in that house.”

He took a moment, which he didn’t usually do.

“It isn’t restraint,” he said. “It isn’t mercy, and it isn’t a change of heart. Think of it as grammar. Olympia was the first sentence of something. This is the second, and the second sentence in any paragraph is where you learn what the paragraph’s about. They want us to know it’s a paragraph. They want us to know we’re going to be reading for a while.”

“That’s not a reason to take her.”

“No. The reason to take her is that they need her somewhere else. Somewhere that means something. When we find her, look at where she is, not what was done to her. The where will be the message.”

She let it stand.

“Assignments,” she said. “Jack, Kiko. Hurlbutt, properly, today, in a room, so we can close him and move on. Then Tveit and Teagle. Everything they ever touched together. Cases, boards, committees, church, anything. If they were in the same building at the same time I want to know when.”

“On it.”

“Violet. The Bainbridge audio. And PSE keeps tampering records on every meter in the state. I want every pulled meter in Kitsap and Thurston in the last ten years. If this person has done it two thousand times, some of those times are in a file somewhere.”

“That’s a big file.”

“You’ve had bigger.”

“I’ve had better organized,” Violet said, and Claire heard the keys start before she’d finished saying it.

“Fitz. You’re with me. Get on the eight-ten from Colman Dock and I’ll have someone meet you.”

“I’ll bring the dog.”

“I didn’t ask you to bring the dog.”

“No,” he said, “you didn’t.”

She was on the bridge before she’d hung up.

Agate Pass was narrow and fast with the tide running through it hard, and from the top of the old steel bridge she could see north up the pass toward Port Madison, and beyond that, if she’d wanted to look, the line of shore where her house was.

She kept her eyes on the road and crossed onto the island.

Six weeks ago she’d stood in the dark in the Boiler Room with her name on a screen in front of her, and every day since she’d been a woman trying to find out whether she was allowed to trust herself. Last night she’d decided she wasn’t, and she’d gone to Hightower and said so, in a way he’d understand.

This morning a sixty-eight-year-old woman who couldn’t walk without help was somewhere in the dark, and Claire had gotten out of bed and put her shoes on and driven toward it, and on the whole drive she had not thought about the log or the safe or the file. She had thought about the tide chart, and the caregiver’s schedule, and how far two people could carry a woman who couldn’t walk.

Either she was all right, or this was what being switched on felt like from the inside. She’d find out which later. Right now she took the left onto Day Road and drove east toward the water, and Kingston was behind her on the far side of the pass, out of sight, where she’d left it.
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Back in the Boiler Room, after the line went dead, nobody moved for a second.

Jack stood up and got his coat, and Kiko got hers, and Fitz went to the corner where the dog was already standing by the door.

Violet stayed where she was. She took a yellow sticky note off the pad by her keyboard, wrote something on it in the tiny square handwriting she used for things nobody had asked her to do, and stuck it on the edge of her center monitor, where she’d see it every time she looked up.

It said: ranger / 4th floor / why.

Nobody had assigned it.


CHAPTER EIGHT




Claire came up the gravel lane on foot, because the lane was already full of cars. Marjorie Teagle’s house sat at the end of it on the north shore, a low cedar rambler from the seventies with a wall of glass facing Port Madison and a wheelchair ramp somebody had built in a hurry out of pressure-treated lumber that hadn’t been stained yet. Two Bainbridge cruisers in the drive. A caregiver’s Honda pulled onto the grass at an angle with the driver’s door still open.

Chief Dana Frisch met Claire at the bottom of the ramp. She was compact and gray-haired, in a rain jacket over a uniform shirt, and she had plainly been up since before six making every phone call there was to make.

“Agent Anderson.”

“Chief.”

“I’ve got the caregiver in my car with a blanket. Her name’s Rosa. She’s the one who went in. I’ve had two people through the house and nobody else, and I’ve got a man at the road keeping the neighbors on the road.” She said it all in one breath, and then she said, “It’s your scene. Tell me what you want.”

“I want you to walk me through it. It’s your island.”

Frisch took a second with that, then nodded once and turned toward the ramp, and Claire followed her up it.

Inside, the house smelled like an old woman’s house: lavender and tea and the rubber of a walker’s feet. Everything was low and reachable. The kitchen counters had been cut down. There was a grab bar by the toilet and another by the bed, and the bed itself had a rail on one side.

“Two strokes,” Frisch said. “Four years ago and eighteen months ago. She gets around inside with the walker and outside in a chair. She’s sharp. Sharper than me. She did twenty-two years on the bench in Grays Harbor and then came out here to be near her son, and the son moved to Denver, and she stayed.”

“Weight?”

“Rosa says a hundred and ten, maybe less. She’s little.”

Claire stood in the front hall, facing the inside of the front door.

Two hearts were drawn on the wood, the same size as Olympia and the same brown, one whole and one split top to bottom with the halves eased apart so the white paint showed between them. They were at the same height, a little above the knob, which on this door was lower than a standard door because everything in this house was lower.

She heard Fitz’s voice in her head, from the phone: the where will be the message. This wasn’t the where. This was the receipt.

“Ramp’s the only way in or out without stairs,” Frisch said. “They came in the front, they went out the front. Gravel lane, no tire impressions worth anything. One neighbor a quarter mile down heard a vehicle around midnight and thought it was the caregiver. The caregiver doesn’t come at midnight.”

“The 911 call.”

“Eleven fifty-two. Rollover with entrapment on 305 by the casino. I had two cars on. Both went. It’s four minutes from here to there and it took them eleven to figure out there was nothing to find.” Frisch’s jaw moved. “I’ve been chief nine years. I’ve never had a fake call. Not one.”

“You weren’t supposed to have one,” Claire said. “That’s the point.”

She walked the rest of the house with Frisch while they waited for the techs from Kitsap: the bedroom with the rail, a cup of tea by the sink with a skin on it, a library book face down on the arm of a chair, due in two weeks. She sat in the back of Frisch’s cruiser with Rosa for ten minutes and told her it wasn’t her fault, which was true and didn’t help.

Fitz came up the ramp at a quarter to ten with Ranger on a lead and a paper cup of ferry coffee, and he stood where Claire had stood, in front of the door, for a while without saying anything.

“Same hand,” he said.

“You’re sure.”

“I’m sure of very little and I’m sure of that. Look at the stroke on the right lobe of the whole one. It starts heavy and lightens toward the point, both times. That’s a habit. That’s how this person makes a heart and has made a heart since they were small.” He tilted his head. “And the tear on the second one runs top to bottom, left of center, both times. Same finger. Same person drew both doors.”

“Which one? Big shoe or small shoe?”

“Small,” Fitz said, without hesitating, and with no way on earth of knowing it. “The big one carries. The small one signs.”

Claire filed it, as she’d learned to file the things Fitz said with total confidence and no evidence, because about half of them turned out to be true and nobody knew which half until later.

Ranger had gone into the living room and was standing very still in the middle of the rug with his nose up.

“He’s working,” Fitz said quietly. “He’s not supposed to be able to do that.”

“Can he?”

“A little. More every week. Don’t tell him it’s impossible, he’s sensitive.”

They went out onto the deck to get out of the way of the techs, and Frisch found them there. The wind was up and the water below was gray and chopped, and across it, small and exact, was the Kitsap shore. Indianola. Point Jefferson. Kingston.

“You need to know something,” Frisch said. “I talked to her cardiologist at seven. She’s on a beta-blocker and an anticoagulant, twice a day, morning and night. She missed last night’s. She’s missing this morning’s.”

“And.”

“And he used the phrase forty-eight hours. He said she’s a stroke patient off her blood thinner and her heart’s not strong, and if she’s under stress, cold, not eating, then forty-eight hours is where he’d start to worry. That was at seven. It’s ten now.”

Forty-eight hours from midnight put it before dawn on Thursday.

“Thank you,” she said.

“I’m not done. You’ve got a problem at the bottom of my lane.”

The problem was in his twenties and had a ring light on a tripod.

He was set up just past the tape where the gravel met the county road, with the Teagle house framed behind him, talking to his phone in a voice pitched for people who were walking somewhere with earbuds in. Perfect hair. A jacket that cost more than Claire’s car payment. Half a million followers, last she’d heard, and that had been two cases ago.

Colt Redding.

“You know him,” Frisch said. It wasn’t a question.

“He was useful once.”

“He got here before my second car did. I don’t know how.”

Claire walked down the lane toward him. He saw her coming and did not stop talking. If anything he got louder.

“And this is the woman herself, guys. Supervisory Special Agent Claire Anderson, S.W.O.R.D. task force, the FBI’s very own island of misfit toys. Agent Anderson. Agent Anderson, does the Bureau have a suspect in the Shattered Hearts killings?”

She kept walking. He stepped into the lane, not aggressively, just enough that she’d have to go around him or through him, with the phone held at chest height so it caught both of them.

“The Bureau has a missing woman,” she said.

“Is it true this is the same people as Olympia? Same signature? Two hearts, one broken?”

“You should be careful what you say on that thing. A judge’s life may depend on it.”

“With respect, Agent, I’m not the one who let it happen twice.”

She stopped.

For one second she wanted to take the phone out of his hand and put it in Port Madison. She could feel exactly how it would go. The second passed, and she was a woman with a missing judge and no time, and she went around him.

Behind her, Fitz came down the lane at his own pace with the dog. He stopped beside Redding and looked him over for a moment.

“In August you were useful,” Fitz said. “Do try to be again.”

Redding grinned at the phone. “Dr. Pembroke, everybody.”

Claire went back up the lane without looking at either of them. Her car was the last one before the tape, and she got in it because it was the only door on the island she could shut, and she was sitting there with the heater going and her hands in front of the vents when Violet called, a little before eleven.

“Tveit and Teagle,” Violet said. “They overlap in exactly one place and it’s a big place. Grays Harbor County, 2006 to 2014. He was a deputy prosecutor. She sat as a court commissioner, mostly family and dependency, some juvenile. I’ve got a rough count of cases they were both on. It’s a little over four thousand.”

“Four thousand.”

“Criminal, dependency, termination, juvenile. Eight years. It’s a haystack. I’m telling you it’s a haystack so you don’t think I’m holding out.”

“Understood.”

“One more thing, and then I’m going back to the audio. Three weeks ago a podcast out of Montesano called Parental Rights Northwest ran an episode about judges who, quote, steal children. In the show notes there’s a list. Eleven names. Marjorie Teagle’s on it, with her home address on Bainbridge, and a picture of the house.”

“Gordon Tveit’s not on the list,” Violet said, before Claire could ask. “But he’s mentioned in the episode. Twice. By name.”

“Who runs it?”

“Guy named Duane Skoog. Fifty-one. Lost custody of two kids in Grays Harbor in 2014 and has been on the internet about it ever since. Forty thousand subscribers. Lives in Montesano in a house he inherited. Owns a van.”

“Send it to Jack.”

“Already did.”

She sat in the car after Violet hung up with the house in the windshield.

Eleven names. She knew the number from somewhere and it took her a second to find it, and when she found it, it was the pad on Tveit’s blotter, the eleven indented lines under the tech’s raking light, and she put it away for now, because a podcaster’s list and a dead man’s list were two different things until somebody proved they weren’t, and she didn’t have that proof, and she had less than two days.

Out past the house the water ran north, and on the far side of it was the shore where she lived. Her son was on that shore, in a school, at a desk. Her house was there with a note on a cereal box, and she wanted to be in it more than she’d wanted anything in weeks.

Somebody had carried a woman who couldn’t walk out of the house in front of her, in the dark, down a ramp, and into a vehicle, and driven away. It had taken somebody strong enough to do that and small enough to leave a shoe print in an Olympia yard that a grown man couldn’t leave.

She waited for her heart to go. It didn’t, and she sat with that for a minute, both hands on the wheel, without knowing what to do with it.


CHAPTER NINE




Claire was at the head of the table with the Teagle file open in front of her when Jack and Kiko got back from Tumwater a little after four. Jack went straight to the refrigerator in the corner and took out a plastic container of grilled chicken breast with nothing on it and sat down and started eating it with a fork, standing his phone against the container so he could read while he chewed.

“Well?” Claire said.

“He’s not ours.” Jack didn’t look up. “We had him in a room two hours. He cried, he threatened me, he asked for his mother. Then the bar sent the camera. He’s on it from seven until they close. At nine-forty Saturday night he’s on the floor of the men’s room with his cheek on the tile.”

“He asked if the judge was going to be okay,” Kiko said. She had her boots up on the steel table again and a paper cup of gas station coffee she was holding for warmth rather than drinking. “He meant it. He’s a bad man and he beats his girlfriend and he asked if the judge was going to be okay.”

“People are complicated,” Fitz said from his chair.

“People are exhausting.” Kiko dropped her voice an octave and let her jaw go slack and her eyes go wet, and for ten seconds she was Dane Hurlbutt, sitting in a room in Tumwater. “‘I want my mom. Can somebody call my mom. Is the lady judge okay. I want my mom.’” She came back into her own face. “That was two hours. That was the whole two hours.”

Ranger had gotten up from his bed when the chicken came out and was sitting close to Jack’s left knee, looking at the container with the focus he used to bring to fifty kilos of cocaine.

“No,” Jack said.

Ranger did not move.

“It’s not good for you. It’s not seasoned. You wouldn’t even like it.”

Ranger did not move.

Jack ate two more bites, took a piece the size of his thumb and held it down by his knee without looking, and it was gone, and he went back to his phone. Kiko, across the table, took her boots down and moved her chair six inches farther from the dog. Ranger, for his part, did not look at her. He’d worked out a long time ago that the small loud one didn’t want him, and he gave her room.

“Ahlquist?” Claire asked Jack.

“This morning. An hour.”

“And?”

“He asked about the ramp.”

The room got a little quieter. The ramp was the car deck of the Kingston ferry, last February, and a woman named Hazel Christopher, and whether Jack had known what would happen when he lowered it. Everyone who’d ever asked had been told that Jack didn’t remember. Claire had never asked, because she’d decided in the hospital that she wasn’t going to, and she hadn’t.

“What did you tell him?”

“That I don’t remember.” Jack put the lid on the container. “He wrote that down.”

“He writes everything down,” Fitz said.

“Ranger wouldn’t go in,” Jack said. “Again. Fitz walked me up and the dog stopped at the door, same as yesterday. I had to go in without him.”

Violet, in her corner, took the sticky note off the edge of her monitor, wrote a second line under the first, and put it back. She did it without turning around.

Her hair was green this week, a green Fitz had described that morning as radioactive and Violet had accepted as a compliment. She had three cans on the desk and a bag of something orange, and while a render finished on her left monitor she was running a reverse-image search on her right, on a photograph of a shirtless man on a boat.

“Is that the case?” Claire asked.

“That’s a guy named Bryce who matched with me at lunch.” Violet clicked. A grid of identical photographs came up under the name of a fitness influencer in Tampa. “That’s not Bryce. Bryce doesn’t exist. Bryce is a guy in a call center somewhere using this poor bastard’s abs.” She flagged the profile, reported it, and closed the window in four seconds. “Fourteen this month. I’m going to get a plaque.”

“The case, Violet.”

“The case.” The render finished. The wall screen filled.

“Four thousand cases become eleven hundred when you keep dependency and termination only, which is what Teagle mostly did and what a podcast about stolen children would care about.” Eleven hundred family names scrolled past, too fast to read. “Eleven hundred families. I’m not going to pretend that’s a needle.”

“Then we find the needle another way,” Claire said. “Skoog.”

Violet had the file up before she finished the word.

Duane Allan Skoog. Fifty-one. Montesano, in a house on Wynoochee Avenue that had been his mother’s. Two children, a boy and a girl, removed in 2014 after a DUI with both kids in the back seat and a house the caseworker had photographed from the doorway. Parental rights terminated 2017. A podcast since 2018, forty thousand subscribers, a Patreon that cleared about a thousand dollars a month. A felony in 2021 for possession of a stolen firearm, most of a year in Stafford Creek.

“The episode,” Violet said. “‘The Eleven.’ Eight weeks ago. Eleven judges and commissioners in western Washington who, quote, steal children. Names, courthouses, home addresses. Teagle’s house is in the show notes with a photograph from the end of her lane. Tveit’s not on the list, but he’s in the episode. He’s ‘the prosecutor who does their dirty work.’ Twice.”

“That’s a man with a list,” Claire said. “Our people have a trade. He read a podcast script into a microphone. Somebody pulled a meter in the rain without dying.”

“Yeah,” Violet said. “About that.”

She scrolled.

“From 2003 to 2009 Duane Skoog was employed by the Grays Harbor Public Utility District. Meter reader. Six years.”

“Bloody hell,” Fitz said quietly.

“A meter reader isn’t a lineman,” Jack said, after a moment. “He reads the dial. He doesn’t pull the socket.”

“He’d know what a socket was,” Kiko said. “He’d know where they were. He’d have stood next to a thousand of them. He’d have watched the linemen do it.”

“He’d have a vest,” Jack said.

“He’d have a closet full of them,” Kiko said. “The PUD doesn’t ask for them back. Nobody in the history of the world has asked for a vest back.”

Fitz was walking the coin across his knuckles, faster than usual. “I want to say something about the victims and I want you to let me finish before you tell me it doesn’t help.”

“Go.”

“They’re not random and they’re not symbolic. Tveit and Teagle didn’t share a courthouse, or a county, or a decade. Those are coincidences. What they shared was a decision. One decision, about one thing, and they each made it once, and the two people doing this are answering for that decision one person at a time.” He stopped the coin. “They’re not killing judges. They’re killing a ruling.”

“That’s a family,” Claire said. “You’re describing a family.”

“I’m describing a grievance that has a shape. Families have shapes.”

“Skoog has a family.”

“Skoog has a grievance,” Fitz said. “Whether he has the discipline is another question, and I don’t know the answer, and neither do you.”

Violet, without turning: “The voice.”

She put the third Olympia call on the wall and under it the Bainbridge call and laid one waveform over the other. “Same flatness. Same evenness in the vowels. I’ve spent six hours on this and I’m going to say it out loud so you can all tell me I’m wrong. It’s not a person. It’s built. Somebody took a real voice, a woman’s, older, and made it say this.”

“Whose voice?”

“I don’t know. But whoever built it had recordings of her. Hours of them. You don’t get vowels this clean from a voicemail greeting.”

Fitz said, “Then somebody has hours of recordings of a woman who used to work a console.”

“Or still does,” Kiko said.

“Assignments,” Claire said, after a while. “Jack, Kiko. Montesano, first light. Surveillance. I want him watched and I don’t want him spooked. If he’s this, he’s got her somewhere, and if we knock on his door he lets her die.”

“And if he’s not this?”

“Then we’ve wasted a day and she’s still somewhere. Fitz and I have Teagle’s son at nine, he’s landing from Denver, and the caregiver. Violet, the voice, and every child Teagle placed in a Grays Harbor group home. Fitz thinks the where is going to matter.”

“The where is going to matter,” Fitz said. “And I’d like it noted that I said so before it did.”

“Thirty hours,” Claire said, to the clock on the wall as much as to anyone.

She took the elevator up alone.

Her phone lit up between the second floor and the lobby.

BENNY: jackie says ur avoiding her. r u

She stood in the elevator with the doors closed and typed, with her thumb, slowly: No. Tell her I’ll call tomorrow.

She sent it. The first word was a lie, and the second sentence probably was too.

The doors opened on the lobby and she went out into the rain.


CHAPTER TEN




ABERDEEN, WASHINGTON

The cold had come up through the floor and then through the chair, and by the middle of the afternoon it was in her hands.

Marjorie Teagle had known the building before she knew the room. She had known it in the vehicle, from the turns and the length of the hill, and she had known it for certain when they carried her up the outside steps and the second door came open with the sound of a closer that had never worked. She had signed placement orders to this address for twenty years. She had been inside it twice, both times in daylight, both times with a state review team, and both times somebody had told her the roof was on the list.

She sat in a wooden chair in front of the window, where one of them had pried the plywood off from the inside, and she looked west at the harbor, because it was the only thing to look at that was not the door.

On the inside of the door, a little above the knob, were two hearts. One whole and one torn open down the middle. They had been there since before it got light, and she had been looking at them all day, and they had been drawn with her own finger.

That part had been almost gentle. The small one had taken her left hand and turned it over and held it, and there had been a pressure on the pad of her index finger, brief and sharp, and the small one had said sorry. Then her hand had been put back in her lap.

The finger still stung, which she thought was ridiculous. Of everything in this room, the thing she could feel was a pinprick.

She had not been afraid of them in her house and she was not afraid now, and that surprised her less than it should have, because she had been expecting them since Sunday.

On Sunday she had read that Gordon Tveit was dead in his office in Olympia. She had known him for eight years across a courtroom. He had been a good prosecutor and, she had heard, a better defense lawyer, and he had kept butterscotch in his desk for other people’s children. She had put the paper down on the arm of the chair and sat with both hands on it and understood, without any of the steps in between, that the drawings had stopped being a warning and become a schedule.

She had not called anyone. She had thought about it for most of Sunday and had not called anyone, and sitting here she could not reconstruct the reasoning, and she did not believe now that there had been any.

Fourteen months of them. A photocopy every four or five weeks, of a sheet of lined school paper with two hearts on it in crayon, one whole and one scribbled through so hard the paper had torn. Underneath, in blue ballpoint, small and even, September 2016. No note, ever. Postmarked from Tacoma, from Portland, from Spokane, from wherever the person happened to be standing.

Paul had asked her twice on the telephone to call the sheriff, and both times she had told him she knew what it was and she was not calling anyone, and he had decided she was proud, which was easier for him than the alternative. She had mailed him one in September, in case, without explaining what in case meant, and he had not asked.

She had signed something in the region of four thousand orders in twenty-two years. She had done it carefully. She had done it with two lawyers in front of her, a guardian, a caseworker, a doctor’s report, and the statute in her hand, and she had never signed one she believed was wrong.

September 2016 meant nothing to her. She had gone back through the years so many times in the last fourteen months that the numbers had worn smooth.

What she wanted now was the name. She had been at it since the light came up, going back through the ones she could still see, the kitchens and the mothers and the small serious faces on the bench in the hallway outside her courtroom, and she could not find it, and it had begun to seem possible that she was not going to.

Her walker stood beside the chair on her right, which was the side she used, close enough to reach, with the front legs turned in as she turned them herself when she set it down.

It had come out of her hall on Bainbridge. Somebody had carried it out to a vehicle, driven it eighty miles, carried it up two flights of stairs in the dark, and set it down beside her. And then they had turned the legs.

That was the thing she could not get past. She had been at that longer than she had been at the name.

There was a space heater under the window with its cord coiled on top of it. The power had been off in this building since 2019, and she wondered which of them had carried it up the stairs, and whether either of them had thought to check, and whether the one who had said sorry had worked it out yet.

The blanket over her knees was new. It smelled of a store.

On the windowsill, in the last of the light, were two orange bottles with their caps on. The white one in the morning and the yellow one at night. She had missed two now. She had been a stroke patient for four years and she knew the arithmetic of it better than her son did.

They had brought those too. They had brought everything.

She had measured the sill three times with her eyes and got the same answer each time. It was a little more than her arm.

Across the water on the far shore a boom truck was working late with its lights on, and she watched it and thought about Paul, and about the room his wife had painted for her that she had never gone to see, and about a child whose name she could not produce, sitting in a coat that was too big in a hallway outside a courtroom in Montesano.

Then she leaned forward off the back of the chair, and put her weight onto her right side, and reached.

Her hand came up as far as it came up now, which was not far, and stopped in the air a good way short of the sill and shook there, and she held it out anyway for as long as she could hold it, because she had never in her life been able to leave a thing without trying it.

When she had finished she sat back. She put both hands in her lap, one over the other, and straightened them, and looked out at the water, and waited for what was coming to come.


CHAPTER ELEVEN




The call came at ten to four in the morning, and it wasn’t Hightower this time. It was Jack, from a motel parking lot in Montesano, and his voice had gone even, as it did when he’d already decided what he thought.

“Grays Harbor dispatch took an anonymous tip at three-fifty. Trespasser at a closed group home on the hill above Aberdeen. Place called Harbor Youth Services. Boarded since 2019. Deputy went up to run kids off.”

“And.”

“There weren’t any kids.”

They were on Highway 12 west by half past four, in the dark, then the light coming up behind them somewhere past Elma, gray and slow. Fitz was in the passenger seat with a thermos, and Ranger was in the back with his chin on the armrest between them, watching the road.

Just short of Aberdeen the highway stopped.

Eleven Roosevelt elk stood across both lanes in the rain, big as horses, steam coming off them, not moving. In front of them a Grays Harbor Sheriff’s SUV sat with its light bar going and a deputy inside with his hands on the wheel, not honking.

Fitz rolled down the window. “Excuse me. Why aren’t you honking?”

The deputy leaned across. He was young and had clearly been asked this before. “They’re the county’s elk, sir.”

“I see.”

“They’ll move when they’re ready.”

“I’d assumed as much,” Fitz said, and rolled the window up. To Claire: “The county’s elk. I want you to remember I was patient about this.”

The elk moved when they were ready. Ranger watched every one of them go by and made a low sound in his chest that wasn’t a growl and wasn’t anything else.

Harbor Youth Services sat at the top of a hill above the Wishkah River, at the end of a road that had been paved once. Two stories, cedar shingle gone silver, plywood over the lower windows. There was a state seal on the front door that somebody had tried to pry off with a screwdriver and given up on. In the side yard a playground: a slide, a climbing frame, a swing set with the swings gone and the chains left hanging.

Jack and Kiko were already there, and two Grays Harbor units, and a sergeant with a mustache who came down the steps to meet them and said to Fitz, “You the coroner?”

“I am not the coroner,” Fitz said.

“He’s ours,” Claire said. “Where is she?”

“Second floor. End of the hall. Room six.” The sergeant tipped his head at the building behind him. “I’ve been doing this a long time and I’d like it on the record that I don’t want to go back up there.”

“Noted.”

The stairs inside were wood and they’d been painted an institutional green. Halfway up, Kiko stopped.

She stood on the landing with one hand on the rail. Ahead of her the hallway ran the length of the building, doors on both sides, numbers on the doors. The plywood on the windows made it dim. It smelled like wet carpet and cold. Under the cold was the smell of a building where children had lived.

Jack stopped beside her and didn’t ask.

“I had a room like this,” Kiko said, and her voice was ordinary. “Different building. Two years. Mine had a four on it.”

Jack put his hand on the middle of her back, between the shoulder blades, and left it there for exactly as long as it took her to start walking again, and then he took it away. Claire saw it and kept her eyes on the stairs.

Room six was a bedroom for two children.

A bunk bed frame with no mattresses. A dresser with the drawers taken out and stacked beside it. A window facing west, toward the harbor, with the plywood pried off from the inside so the gray light could come in.

Marjorie Teagle sat in a wooden chair in front of the window with her hands folded in her lap and a blanket over her knees. Her eyes were open. Her walker stood beside the chair where she could have reached it. It had come from her house. Somebody had brought it.

On the windowsill, in the light, a little more than an arm’s length from her folded hands, sat two orange pill bottles, caps on, full.

“Jesus,” Kiko said, very quietly, behind Claire.

Claire went in.

No zip ties. No cuts. Nothing on the face. On the pad of her left index finger, a dark speck the size of a pinhead, and nothing else on the hands. The blanket was wool and it wasn’t hers, it was newer than anything else in the room, and it had been tucked. Under the window a space heater sat with its cord coiled neatly on top of it and the plug nowhere near an outlet.

“ME’s on the phone,” Jack said from the door. “Preliminary. Her heart, sometime after midnight. Cold. Stress. She says probably not long. She says probably not quick, either.”

Fitz stood in the doorway and didn’t come in for nearly a minute.

When he did speak it was with the certainty he used for the things he was surest of. “They couldn’t do it. Not to her. Look at the blanket, look at the heater. They brought her walker. They took one drop off her finger for the door and then they tucked her in. Whoever the small one is, there’s a limit, and this was it.”

The pill bottles sat on the sill, full, with the caps on, just out of reach of a woman who couldn’t lift her arms.

“Maybe,” she said.

The hearts were on the inside of the door to room six.

She stood in front of them, close. Same brown, same two shapes, one whole and one split, and the same height. She stayed with that longer than she needed to. Tveit’s door had been a tall old door in a tall old house. Teagle’s door had been cut down for a woman in a chair. This was a standard hollow-core door in a state building. Three doors, three heights, and the hearts were at the same distance from the floor on every one.

It meant something, and she stood there long enough to be sure she did not have it yet.

She kept it, with the other things she wasn’t ready to write down. In two weeks a man with a legal pad was going to decide whether she belonged in this hallway, and she had stopped saying things out loud before she could finish them.

Her heart went, once, not hard. She put her hand on the doorframe and let it pass and nobody noticed.

They went down. Fitz, on the stairs, quiet enough that only she heard:

“This is the where.”

“I know.”

“They didn’t bring her here to hide her. They brought her here to put her somewhere. Find out what this building did. Find out who she sent here.”

Violet, on Claire’s phone, already had it. “Harbor Youth Services. State-contracted group home, 1998 to 2019. Took placements from Teagle’s court the whole time. Two hundred and eighty-one children. Closed after a state review in 2018.”

“Why the review?”

“A death. 2016. A resident.”

“Name.”

“I’ve got initials. D.N. Age fifteen. That’s all that’s in the state summary. The rest is a juvenile dependency file and it’s sealed. I need a court order from Grays Harbor juvenile court to open it.”

“Get one.”

“I’ve drafted it. It needs a judge. The judge on the Grays Harbor juvenile bench right now is a man named Dennis Wick, and he’s the seventh name on Skoog’s list, and I’ve called his clerk twice this morning and he’s in chambers.”

“Call again.”

“I’ll call again. I’ll call until his clerk knows my voice, and she’s about to.”

Ranger hadn’t come down with them. Claire went back up for him and found him in the hall at the door of room six with his nose to the floor at the threshold, right where the door met the boards, holding it there, not moving.

“He’s got something,” Fitz said, from the top of the stairs behind her.

“What?”

“I don’t know. Neither does he.” Fitz watched the dog. “But it’s there, and he knows it’s there, and a year ago he couldn’t have told you the difference between that floor and a slice of bread.”

Claire said his name. Ranger lifted his head and looked at her and came, and at the top of the stairs he looked back once, at the door, and then followed her down, and out.

Redding was at the bottom of the hill in the rain with his phone held at arm’s length, filming the building.

“He’ll have a name for it by noon,” Fitz said, watching from the porch.

He did. By noon it was the Heartbreak House. Claire heard it on the radio on the drive back to Montesano and turned the radio off and drove the rest of the way with the wipers going and nobody talking.


CHAPTER TWELVE




Paul Teagle had flown into SeaTac at nine the night before and driven down at dawn and looked like both of those things. Forty-four, software sales, a wedding ring, a rental Camry in the sheriff’s lot with a Denver Broncos air freshener hanging from the mirror. He shook Claire’s hand and Fitz’s hand and sat down in the interview room and put both hands on the table, and Claire had done enough of these to know in the first minute that he was holding something.

“I’m sorry about your mother,” she said.

“Thank you.” His eyes went to the coffee maker on the counter and stayed there. “I’m told I can’t see her yet.”

“Not yet. Tomorrow, probably. I’ll make sure someone calls you.”

“Okay.”

Fitz sat back in his chair and did nothing, a thing he did well and rarely got credit for. Claire let the quiet run a little and then started.

“When did you last speak to her?”

“Three years ago.” He said it too fast, then heard himself. “It wasn’t a fight.”

“It was a fight,” he said, a few seconds later. “After the second stroke. I wanted her to come to Denver. We have a room. My wife had it painted. She said she wasn’t going to die in a room somebody painted for her. She said some things to Megan I’m not going to repeat. Then she stopped picking up, and I stopped calling, and that was three years.” He looked at the table. “She was a judge for thirty years. She didn’t take instruction. I knew that going in.”

“Rosa says you called the house in August,” Fitz said.

Paul Teagle looked up.

“Rosa was there. She answered. You asked to speak to your mother and your mother said no.”

“Yes.”

“Why did you call in August?”

He didn’t answer, and Claire let the silence sit, and Fitz let it sit longer, because he could let a silence go on until it became its own question.

“Because of the letters,” Paul Teagle said.

Fourteen months ago, he said, his mother had called him, which she never did. He’d been in an airport. She’d said she was getting mail.

“No return address. Postmarked all over. Tacoma, Portland, one from Spokane. Inside there’s a photocopy of a drawing. A kid’s drawing, crayon, on that lined paper they give you in school. Two hearts, one on top of the other. One of them’s scribbled out.” He made a motion with his finger, a slash. “And under it a date. Handwritten. Nothing else. No note. No name.”

“How many?”

“Four, by then. One a month, roughly.”

“What did you tell her?”

“To call the police. What else do you tell someone?” He rubbed his face. “She said no. She said, and I’m quoting, ‘I know what it is, and I’m not calling anyone.’ I asked her what it was. She said it was hers to carry.” His voice caught on the last word and he stopped and waited for it to pass. “I didn’t push. I told myself she was a grown woman and a judge and if she said it was hers, it was hers. Then in August I called because I hadn’t stopped thinking about it, and she wouldn’t come to the phone, and I let that be the end of it.”

He stopped talking. His hands were on the table and he studied them.

“I’ve been not pushing for fourteen months,” he said. “And now I’m in a room in Montesano and she’s in a drawer somewhere in this building, and I’m the one who has to tell my kids.”

He started to cry, and stopped himself, with an effort Claire could see in his neck, and she thought about a text on her phone that said r u.

She gave him a minute. Then she asked, “Did you keep any of them?”

“She sent me one.” He was already getting his phone out. “In case, she said. In case of what, I asked, and she said in case. I put it in a desk drawer in Denver and I haven’t opened the drawer since. But I took a picture of it the day it came, because I didn’t know what else to do with it.”

He turned the phone around.

It was a photograph of a sheet of paper on a kitchen counter, lined, three-hole-punched, with the ghost of a photocopy on it. Two hearts, drawn in crayon by a child’s hand, one over the other. The first was whole. The second had been scribbled through, top to bottom, hard enough that the crayon had gone through the paper in one place.

Under it, in blue ballpoint, in an adult’s handwriting, small and even and unhurried, a date.

September 2016.

“Same date on all of them?” Claire asked.

“Every one. She said so.”

She was looking at two hearts, one whole and one destroyed, drawn by a hand that had still been learning how. Nothing happened in her chest. She went on.

“Send that to me,” she said. “Right now, please.”

He sent it. A deputy took him out to the hallway with a cup of water, and Claire shut the door and got Violet on speaker.

“September 2016. Teagle retired from the bench in 2014. She had no docket in 2016. Nothing she signed, nothing she ruled on, nothing she sat in on. The date means nothing to any case she ever touched.”

“So it’s not a court date,” Claire said.

“Not hers.”

“An anniversary,” Fitz said. “Of something.”

“Of what?”

“That’s the question, isn’t it.”

Violet said, “Hang on.”

They hung on.

“Skoog,” Violet said. “His case. The kids were removed in 2014. The state moved to terminate his rights at a review hearing, and the hearing was September 2016. Second week. It’s in his file. It’s in his podcast, actually, he did a whole episode on it. He calls it ‘the day they killed my family.’”

The room was quiet for a second.

“That fits,” Claire said.

“Like a glove,” Fitz said. “I’ve never trusted a glove.”

She walked Paul Teagle out to the rental car afterward. Rain came down as it did in Montesano in October, without conviction and without end.

“None of this is on you,” she said, because she was supposed to say it and because it was true.

“She was protecting me.” He unlocked the car and didn’t get in. “That’s what she always said she was doing. Every time she didn’t tell me something, every time she made a decision for both of us. Protecting me.” He looked at her. “It never once felt like that from my side. Not once.”

Claire had nothing useful to say to that, so she said nothing, and he got in the car and drove away.

In her car afterward, with the door shut and the rain on the roof, she took out her phone and sat with Jacqueline’s name on the screen for a while.

Her heart didn’t go, which was worse. She put the phone away.
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Two blocks over, behind the courthouse, the Grays Harbor Superior Court records annex was a low brick building with a banner over the door from a digitization contractor and a hand-lettered sign underneath it that said RING BELL.

Kiko rang the bell.

The woman who came to the counter was in her mid-twenties, with brown hair pulled back in an elastic and a county contractor badge on a lanyard. The badge said SARAH KINNUNEN. She was polite and quick, with a face Kiko forgot while she was still looking at it.

“I need dependency files,” Kiko said. “Commissioner Marjorie Teagle. Everything from 2010 through 2014.”

“That’s about forty boxes.”

“I know.”

“I can have them in the reading room in twenty minutes.” Sarah Kinnunen’s eyes went to the badge on Kiko’s belt and back to Kiko’s face. She nodded once and went. She came back nineteen minutes later wheeling the last of three carts, and stacked the boxes along the wall of a small room with a table and a window and a radiator that clanked, and when she’d set the last one down she straightened up and said, “Take your time. Nobody’s asked for these in years.”

“Thank you,” Kiko said, and didn’t look up.

The door closed.

That was all.

Kiko opened the first box.

Every file was a family. Nobody had told Kiko that at sixteen, that a file with a cause number on it and a commissioner’s signature was somebody’s kitchen, somebody’s mother at a table with a caseworker, somebody’s brother being told to pack a bag. She’d been the bag, and the file. Somewhere in a records annex in King County there was a box with her name on it, and a commissioner’s signature, and a date she could recite in her sleep.

She read.

She read until the light in the window went from gray to darker gray and the radiator stopped clanking and the building went quiet around her. Forty boxes. Eleven hundred families. Thirty hours of a clock that had already run out on a woman in a chair.

She was a third of the way through the boxes when Jack called, and by then she’d found Duane Skoog’s file, and by then she’d read it twice.


CHAPTER THIRTEEN




Trey Ostlund had been interviewed twice by Olympia PD and had lied both times, and he was a bad liar, and it had been four days. He sat in the interview room with his hands around a paper cup he’d stopped drinking from and hadn’t slept since Saturday, and looked it.

Ruzicka was behind the glass. Fitz was behind the glass with him, with a bag of vending machine peanuts, because Fitz had said he wanted to watch this one rather than sit in it. Claire let Jack start.

Jack started by saying nothing. Sitting down across from Trey with a folder on the table, waiting, was a thing he’d learned somewhere in a windowless room in a country he didn’t talk about, and it worked better than anything anyone had ever taught in Quantico, because it wasn’t a technique. He simply wasn’t in a hurry, and he let people see that he wasn’t, and eventually they were.

“I already told them everything,” Trey said.

“Tell me.”

Twenty minutes of nothing followed: the street, the open door, going in, the hearts, running, calling. Jack listened to all of it and wrote nothing down.

“Your app,” Jack said, “has you on that block four times in the last month.”

“I get turned around.”

“Four times. One delivery.”

“Sometimes the app sends you the wrong way.”

Jack opened the folder and took out a printout and turned it around on the table. It was a map with a route in blue, four addresses on the block circled in red, and beside each one a date and a time and a note in Kiko’s handwriting: pkg reported missing.

Trey read it.

“I’m not here about the boxes,” Claire said, speaking for the first time since they’d sat down. “I want you to understand that. I don’t care about the boxes. Olympia might. Detective Ruzicka is on the other side of that glass and he might care very much. But if you tell me what you saw on Saturday night, what you actually saw, I will put in writing to Olympia that you helped me, and I will mean it.”

Trey sat there.

“Trey. Somebody died in that house on Saturday. Somebody else died last night. There’s going to be a third. You’re the only person alive who was on that street.”

A long moment went by with the map on the table between them. Then he told them.

The boxes. The rule about kids’ bikes. The Corolla and the repo notice. He told them as people tell things when they’ve been carrying them alone for a while and the weight has gotten strange: too much detail in the wrong places, none in the right ones, and then all at once the right ones. He cried. Jack didn’t react, and Claire let herself react a little, and let him see it.

“I found it at ten-forty,” he said. “Not one. Ten-forty. I sat in the car. I sat there two hours. I kept thinking about the boxes and what they’d say when they pulled the app, and I kept thinking I’ll call in a minute, and then it was one.”

“Okay,” Claire said.

“She might’ve been alive. The lawyer. If I’d called at ten-forty.”

“No,” Jack said. “He wasn’t. He’d been dead an hour by then. You didn’t do that.”

Trey looked at him.

“You stole some boxes,” Jack said. “That’s what you did. Keep it the right size.”

Trey nodded, and kept nodding, and then, because he was telling the truth now and couldn’t seem to stop: “There was a van.”

Claire didn’t move. Jack didn’t move.

“When I pulled up. Two houses down, on the other side. White, older, kind of beat up. Ladder rack on top. One of those amber light bars, like a utility truck. Engine off, nobody in it that I could see. And when I got out a guy got out of it. Big guy. Tall. Hi-vis vest, the yellow kind. He walked toward the lawyer’s house. Not fast. Like he was going to work.” Trey shook his head. “I figured power company. Somebody’s power was out. You see a guy in a vest, you figure that.”

“That’s what everybody figures,” Claire said. “That’s why the vest.”

“I looked away. You see a guy in a vest, you don’t want him seeing you take a box. So I looked at my phone and I got the envelope and I went up the steps.”

“Did you see his face?”

“No. He had a hood up under the vest. Rain.”

“The van. Anything on it?”

Trey thought. “A ladder. And a sign on the door. Magnet kind, the kind you peel off. I only saw the bottom line. The top was mud, like the door had been splashed.” He closed his eyes. “It said NORTHWEST. Big letters. Just NORTHWEST.”

They left him with the deputy and went down the hall to Ruzicka’s office, where Violet was on a laptop from the Boiler Room in Seattle, and she was already typing before Claire had finished the sentence.

“Duane Skoog owns a 2008 Ford Econoline. White. Ladder rack. He bought it at a Grays Harbor PUD surplus auction in 2016 for eleven hundred dollars. It has a light bar. The PUD leaves them on.” She typed. “It had a magnetic sign on the driver’s door in his last three videos. PARENTAL RIGHTS NORTHWEST. Two lines. NORTHWEST on the bottom.”

“Cameras,” Jack said.

“Working on it.” A pause, thirty seconds, in which nobody in Ruzicka’s office breathed much. “WSDOT has a traffic cam on Capitol Way at Union. White Econoline, ladder rack, northbound, nine fifty-eight Saturday night. Three blocks from Tveit’s office. Fourteen minutes after the last false 911 call. I can’t read the plate. I’m working on that too.”

“Where was Skoog Saturday night?”

“Olympia.” Violet had been waiting to say it. “His own channel. He livestreamed from the Capitol steps, seven to eight-forty. ‘Judges Who Steal Children.’ Forty people, a bullhorn, a banner. Then the stream ends. Then there’s nothing from him until Sunday afternoon.”

Jack said, quietly, “He was three blocks away with a van and a vest and an hour to kill.”

Fitz, from the corner, with the peanuts: “That’s a very good sentence, Jack. I’d be careful how much you enjoy it.”

Kiko called from Montesano while they were still standing there. The reading room, the boxes, her voice with the echo of an empty building around it.

“Skoog’s file was in the fourth box. I’ve read it twice. Teagle sat on the removal in 2014. Tveit’s not the prosecutor on the dependency side, that’s civil, but he’s the one who charged the DUI that started the whole thing. Both of them. Same family. Same year.”

“He’s on his own list,” Claire said.

“Somewhere near the top, if he was honest,” Kiko said. “He just didn’t put himself on it.”

“Kiko. Where are you right now?”

“The annex. Alone. The contractor lady went home at five, she gave me a key.”

“Lock the door.”

A pause. “It’s locked. It’s been locked since the contractor lady told me the heat goes off at six and I’d want to keep what there was of it.”

Claire hung up and went out into the hallway, and Jack came with her, and they stood outside the interview room with the glass behind them and Trey Ostlund on the other side of it with his head in his hands and a deputy bringing him a sandwich.

“We go now,” Jack said. “Tonight. Before he sits down and watches his own footage and works out what it shows.”

“Montesano’s two hours. It’s dark. He’s got a rifle in that van and a felony that says he knows how to use it.”

“That’s why we go now. Kiko’s sitting alone in a building two blocks from his house.”

She met his eyes, and there was nothing in his face he was trying to hide.

“All right,” she said.

She took out her phone and called Hightower. While it rang she stood in the hallway and thought that everything about this fit. It fit like a key somebody had put in her hand in the dark, and then stepped back to watch.

She didn’t know yet who’d handed it to her. She only knew that it had been handed.

Hightower picked up.

“We’re going to Montesano,” she said.


PART 2

THE FRIEND




CHAPTER FOURTEEN




Claire saw the house before Jack pointed at it. Duane Skoog’s place was a one-story on a corner lot on Wynoochee Avenue, with a chain-link fence around a yard that was mostly gravel, a satellite dish bolted to the eave, and a hand-lettered sign in the front window that said PARENTAL RIGHTS NORTHWEST, RECORDING, DO NOT KNOCK.

It was dark. The driveway was empty.

Jack walked the fence line with a flashlight while Claire and Fitz waited at the car. He went all the way around and came back and shook his head. “No van. No lights. Garbage cans are at the curb and it’s not garbage day. He’s been gone a while.”

“Since when?”

“Ask her.”

A woman had come out onto the porch of the house across the street in a bathrobe and rubber boots. She was in her sixties and she was not going back inside.

Her name was Darlene and she’d lived across from the Skoogs for thirty years, first the mother and then the son.

“Tuesday morning. Early. He put a duffel in the van and his gun case and he went.” She said gun case without any weight on it. In Montesano a gun case was a piece of luggage. “He does that. He goes up to his mom’s old hunting place on the Wynoochee when he needs to think. He was up there last week too.”

“Did he say why this time?”

“He said he was going to make some noise about that judge over on Bainbridge.” This to Claire. “I thought he meant the show. He’s always making noise on the show.”

“Did he say anything about the judge being dead?”

“Honey, she wasn’t dead on Tuesday morning.”

Jack wrote it down. Claire thanked her, and Darlene said she’d be up if they needed anything, and went back inside, and every light in her house stayed on.

They stood in the street a minute longer looking at the dark house.

“That sign,” Fitz said, “is the saddest thing I’ve seen all week, and I’ve seen a great deal this week.”

Nobody argued. Then they drove the two blocks to the courthouse to collect Kiko. She came out of the records annex at half past twelve with a legal pad under her arm, the smell of the boxes on her clothes, and her eyes red from twelve hours of dependency files.

“Nothing that isn’t Skoog,” she said. “I’ve been through sixteen boxes. There’s eleven hundred families in there and I’ve been looking at every one of them for one man, and I found him, and the rest of them are just families.”

“You’re done for tonight,” Jack said.

“I’ll decide when I’m done.”

“Okay. Decide.”

She stood there in the rain with the pad. He took it out from under her arm, not roughly, and put it in the back seat of the Suburban and shut the door and stood in front of it.

“I decided,” Kiko said. “Fine.”

It was the only fight Claire had ever seen them have, and it was about sleep, and Kiko lost it on purpose.

There was nothing else to do in Montesano at one in the morning but sleep, or try to. The motel was on Highway 12 at the edge of town, two rooms on the ground floor with a connecting door that didn’t lock. Jack and Kiko took one. Claire, Fitz, and the dog took the other, and Fitz went straight to the folding cot the desk clerk had wheeled in and sat down on it and it held.

“I’ll take this,” he said. “Before anyone asks. It’s the only piece of furniture in the room that won’t file a complaint.”

“You don’t have to.”

“I know I don’t. That’s what makes it gallant.”

Ranger had already gotten up on the bed nearer the window and turned around twice and lain down with his head on the pillow.

Fitz considered the dog. “He’s yours now. I’ve made my peace with it. He came to me when he was broken and now he’s fixed, and this is what dogs do. They go where the work is.”

“He’s not fixed.”

“He’s closer than he was. Ask the floor in room six.”

Claire sat on the other bed with her boots still on. She was too tired to argue about a dog, and she wasn’t sure he was wrong.

Violet called at one in the morning, and everyone was still awake, so Jack opened the connecting door and they took it on speaker with the four of them in one room and the dog on the bed.

“Skoog’s Patreon put up an audio file two hours ago,” Violet said. “Members only. I’m a member. I’ve been a member since Tuesday.”

“Play it.”

Wind. A river, close and loud. A man breathing hard.

“They’re coming for me,” Skoog’s voice said. “I want you to know that. The feds. Because I told the truth about what these people do to families, and now one of them’s dead and they need somebody to hang it on, and it’s going to be me. I’m not going to pretend I’m sad about that judge. I’m not. She took children. She took mine.” A pause, the river. “I’m somewhere they’ll have to come find me. That’s all I’ll say. Keep the show going if I don’t come back.”

It stopped.

“He’s at the cabin,” Violet said. “I’ve got the parcel. It was his mother’s. It’s a quarter section up the Wynoochee River road past the dam, Forest Service road, no power, no neighbors, maybe one bar of cell if he stands on the porch, which is how this got uploaded. There’s a locked gate at the bottom and a mile and a half of logging road to the structure.”

“He said if he doesn’t come back,” Kiko said.

“I heard him.”

Hightower, woken at home, had a warrant for the house by six. Jack and Kiko would take it, with two Grays Harbor deputies.

“And the cabin,” Jack said.

“Fitz and I take the cabin. First light.”

“Two of you. No radio. A man with a rifle who just told forty thousand people he’s not coming back.”

“I want to see him before he sees the news,” Claire said. “Redding’s going to have his name by breakfast. I don’t know what Skoog does when he sees his own face on that kid’s phone, and I don’t want to find out from a distance.”

Fitz, from the cot: “A man who broadcasts his location wants to be found, Jack. The question is by whom. I’d rather it was her than a deputy with a shotgun.”

Jack looked from Fitz to Claire.

“You go up alone, you call me first.”

“I will.”

Nobody slept much, and at four they were in the motel lot with rain coming down through the light over the office door, Jack and Kiko in the Suburban, Claire and Fitz and the dog in her car with the heater running.

Jack rolled his window down.

“Call me first,” he said again.

“I heard you.”

He rolled the window up and pulled out onto the highway toward town, and Claire sat with her hands on the wheel. Her heart hadn’t gone since the door of room six. It hadn’t gone on the drive back, or at the annex, or when Skoog’s voice came out of the phone and said he wasn’t coming back, which was nearly two days. She didn’t know what that meant, and she was starting to think she’d never know what any of it meant, and she put the car in gear and drove west toward the river.


CHAPTER FIFTEEN




GRAYS HARBOR COUNTY, WASHINGTON

The gate was Forest Service green with a private padlock hung over the top of the government one, and it was closed. On the far side, in the mud, a set of tire tracks went through and up. Somebody had opened it, driven in, and locked it behind him.

Fitz got out of the car and stood at the gate with his hands in his coat pockets, facing up the road. It went into the trees and turned and kept going. Second-growth fir, close on both sides, the river loud somewhere below and to the left. Rain.

“A mile and a half,” he said.

“About that.”

“On that.” He nodded at the ruts. “I’ve seen better roads in countries that don’t have roads.”

“You’ve never been to a country that doesn’t have roads.”

“I’ve read about them. Vividly.”

He had a knee that had been bad since before she’d met him and a body that had never been built for logging roads, and they’d both known since the motel how this was going to go.

“I’ll stay with the car,” he said. “Somebody should be at the radio, and the radio is the car. If you’re not back in two hours I’ll drive to where there’s a bar on the phone and I’ll call Jack, and then I’ll come up that road at whatever speed I can manage, and it won’t be dignified.”

“Two hours.”

Ranger was at the gate with his nose through the bars.

“Stay,” Claire said. “Stay with Fitz.”

The dog sat down and kept his eyes on her.

She went over the gate and started up.

The road was two ruts with a hump of grass between them and it climbed the whole way. By the first switchback her legs were wet to the knee. By the second switchback her phone had no bars, which she’d expected, and she checked anyway.

Jack had said call me first, and she had said I will, and as she walked she thought about how she’d meant it when she said it, and what it meant that she was doing this instead. Then there was Marjorie Teagle in a wooden chair with her pills on the windowsill, and she stopped thinking about Jack and kept walking.

The road leveled out after the third switchback, and the trees opened, and there it was.

The cabin sat on a bench above the river, cedar siding gone gray, a metal roof, a stovepipe with no smoke coming out of it, and a porch with a rail. Skoog’s van was parked beside it, nose out, the ladder rack dripping. No sound but the river.

She stood at the edge of the trees for a full minute and watched the front of the building. Nothing moved in it. No light in the windows. The van was empty.

She went around the back, keeping the trees between her and the cabin, and found a window with a curtain across it and a gap at one side where the curtain didn’t reach.

She put her eye to the gap.

A table took up most of the room, and the table was covered.

Printouts. Photographs. The list, the eleven names, each one with a picture of a courthouse or a house beside it. Marjorie Teagle’s house, from the end of the gravel lane, in daylight. A map of western Washington with pins in it. A rifle case on the floor by the woodstove, open, empty. A coffee can full of pens. A stack of envelopes. White, business size, no return address, each one slit neatly along the top. Beside the stack, the things that had come out of them, sorted: photographs of houses. Typed addresses. A printed page that looked like somebody’s weekly schedule, with days across the top and times down the side.

Somebody had been mailing Duane Skoog his targets.

None of it was his. It had been sent to him, one envelope at a time, by someone who knew where she lived and when her caregiver came.

The empty rifle case held her for a long moment.

The rifle wasn’t in it, and he wasn’t in the room, and that meant he was somewhere on the property with it. She was standing at the back of a cabin at the end of a logging road with no radio, alone, looking at evidence through a window, and every rule she’d ever taught anyone said go back down the road now.

She tried the back door.

It was unlocked.

Inside it smelled like woodsmoke and wet wool and coffee. She stood in the doorway and listened. The river. Rain on the metal roof. Nothing else.

She went to the table and got her phone out and photographed everything. Fast, without reading, one page after another, as she’d learned to do it in her twenties in houses she wasn’t supposed to be in. The list. The map. The envelopes. She took the top envelope off the stack, one with a Tacoma postmark, and put it inside her jacket against her chest.

She was reaching for the schedule page when she heard boots on the porch, and a voice, a man’s, low, talking to someone or to himself, coming around the outside of the cabin from the front. Toward the back. Toward the door she’d come in through.

She was standing in the only room in the building, and the only door was the one he was walking toward.
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MONTESANO, WASHINGTON

The warrant came through a little before six and Jack was at the door of the house on Wynoochee Avenue with Kiko and two Grays Harbor deputies by the time it was light, and a few minutes later they were inside.

It smelled like coffee and old carpet. Podcast gear on the table, two microphones on arms, a laptop, foam panels stapled to the walls. Dishes in the sink. A Patreon thank-you list, forty names, taped to the refrigerator. In the living room the couch had been pushed against the wall to make room for a folding table with a banner draped over it, the one from the Capitol steps, rolled up.

Jack went through it as he’d been trained to go through a place: one room at a time, everything, in order, nothing skipped because it looked boring. Kiko took the bedroom. The deputies took the yard.

The laptop was on the kitchen table, closed. When Jack put on gloves and opened it, the screen came up without asking for a password, and he read it without touching anything else, photographed it, closed it, bagged it, wrote the time on the bag, and went on to the garage.

The garage was through a door off the kitchen, cold, with a workbench along one wall and a pegboard, and on a hook by the door, where a man would hang a coat, was a hi-vis vest.

Yellow. Reflective stripes. A Grays Harbor PUD patch on the chest, faded nearly white. It had been on that hook a long time. There was dust on the shoulders.

On the workbench, laid out square with the edge, was a magnetic sign, two lines: PARENTAL RIGHTS NORTHWEST. It was clean, with no mud on it anywhere.

Jack took the vest off the hook and bagged it.

“It fits,” Kiko said from the doorway.

“Everything in this house fits.” Jack held up the bag. “This has dust on the shoulders. Find me a man who wears a vest to work and lets it get dust on the shoulders.”

“Maybe he’s got two.”

“Then find me the other one.”

Neither of them said anything about the sign with no mud on it. Jack put it in a bag too, and it went in the pile with the rest of the things that fit.

Kiko found the drawings when they went back through the kitchen.

They were on the refrigerator under the Patreon list, older, curling at the corners, three sheets of paper held up with the same magnet for ten years. A house with a chimney. A dog, or a horse. A third one, a girl in a triangle dress holding hands with a tall man, both of them smiling, and above their heads, in red crayon, four hearts.

There weren’t two of them and they didn’t overlap. There were four, in a row, floating.

Jack came and stood next to her.

“Every kid draws hearts, Kiko.”

“I know.”

She stood there anyway. She stood there for another minute, looking at a girl in a triangle dress who’d be twenty now, somewhere, with a different last name, and Jack stood next to her and let her, and then she took a photograph of the drawing and they went back to work.


CHAPTER SIXTEEN




GRAYS HARBOR COUNTY, WASHINGTON

There was a sleeping alcove at the far end of the room with a curtain across it on a wire, and Claire was behind the curtain with her back against the log wall and her hand on her weapon when the door opened.

Duane Skoog came in wet. He was bigger than his photographs, six-two or six-three, with a beard gone gray at the sides and a canvas coat black with rain, and he had a phone in one hand and the rifle in the other, and he was talking.

“They put my name up. My name and my face and my house. That kid with the ring light, on his phone, an hour ago.” He wasn’t talking to her. He didn’t know she was there. He was talking to whoever was on the other end of the phone, or to nobody. “Person of interest. That’s what he said. Person of interest in the Shattered Hearts killings. Forty thousand people have seen it. My neighbors have seen it.”

He leaned the rifle against the table. He put the phone down beside it, face up, still lit.

Instead of sitting he grabbed a duffel bag from the floor and started sweeping the table into it with his forearm, the printouts, the map, the photographs, the envelopes, all of it, in handfuls, and took a box of shells down from a shelf by the stove. One fast look around the room, checking he hadn’t forgotten anything, and his eyes went across the curtain and didn’t stop.

He picked up the rifle and the phone and the bag and went out the door.

Claire stood behind the curtain and did not move.

She could have drawn on him, and she’d had the angle. She could have said his name and stepped out and told him to put the rifle down, and he’d have had a rifle in his hand and she’d have had a pistol and no radio, alone, a mile and a half from anyone who could help either of them, and one of two things would have happened, and she wasn’t willing to bet on which.

A man leaving was not a man she had to shoot.

She heard the van door, and then the engine. She was at the front window in time to see it go past the porch and down toward the road, and she got the plate, and she said it out loud twice so it would stay, and then she was out the door and running.

It was a mile and a half downhill in the rain.

She ran the first part and walked the steep parts because falling would cost more than it saved. The envelope was inside her jacket against her chest and she could feel the corner of it. At the second switchback she got one bar, and she stopped in the road and called Jack, and he picked up on the first ring.

“He’s coming down toward you. White van, he’s got the rifle and a bag. Plate’s Washington, B as in boy, four, seven, Charlie, Mary, nine.” She said it again. “He’s not stopping for anything, Jack. Don’t try to take him alone on the road.”

“Where are you?”

“On the road. On foot. I’m fine.”

“You went up alone.”

“Yes.”

A pause. “Fitz called me six minutes ago. He said you’d been gone an hour and forty and he was about to start walking.”

“Tell him I’m coming.”

“Tell him yourself.”

Fitz was at the gate when she got down to it. So was the dog. The van was gone.

“He had a key,” Fitz said. “He got out, he opened it, he drove through, he locked it behind him. He didn’t look at the car. He didn’t look at me. I was standing right here.” He was pale and his coat was soaked through and he’d clearly been standing at the gate the whole time. “He looked frightened, Claire. Not guilty. Frightened. I know the difference. I’ve made a living on the difference.”

Ranger hit her at the waist with both front feet and she let him.

Fitz took her by the shoulders and went over her, her face, her neck, her hands, checking, and he said, “You’re all right, Claire-bear.”

Her heart went.

It went hard, on a logging road, in the rain, with his hands on her shoulders, and she stood there while it happened, and he read her face as anyone would have, a woman who’d just run downhill after a man with a rifle.

“Sit down,” he said. “Sit in the car.”

She sat in the car.

It hadn’t happened in nearly two days. This time it had happened on a word, one he’d been calling her since February, since long before Vance, since before she’d known there was anything in her to switch on.

She didn’t correct him about the adrenaline. In the passenger seat, with the door open and the dog’s head in her lap, she added his name for her to the list in her head, and that was the worst it had been since the monitor, because she’d never minded hearing that name, and had liked it, and now it was on a list.
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Violet was in the laptop within minutes of Jack opening it again on the kitchen table, with gloves on, on her instruction.

“It’s not encrypted,” she said on speaker. “He’s not that kind of careful. There’s an email account, and there’s a folder in it called FRIEND, capital letters, and there’s eighteen months of mail in the folder from one address.”

“Read it.”

She read some of it. The mail came from an anonymous account with a string of letters for a name, once a month at first and then every week, and it sent Skoog things: a name with a courthouse, a home address, a photograph of a house, a caregiver’s schedule, Tuesdays and Thursdays. The list of eleven had been assembled in that folder one name at a time over a year, and Skoog had built an episode out of it, and the friend had told him it was a good episode.

“He answers them,” Violet said. “He’s grateful. He thinks he’s got somebody inside the system. He keeps asking the friend to come on the show. The friend keeps saying not yet.”

“Language,” Jack said. “Anything the friend says that tells us who.”

“It never uses his name. It never uses its own. It doesn’t misspell anything. Here’s one from August.” She read it. “‘When the courts won’t listen, someone will. You’ve done the hard part. You’ve said their names out loud.’”

The kitchen went quiet.

“And there’s a draft,” Violet said. “In his documents. An episode script, dated the Sunday after Tveit. He hasn’t recorded it. The title is SOMEONE FINALLY DID IT.”

“A confession?”

“No. It’s a celebration.”

The rest of it came in at once, as bad news does when it’s been waiting.

“Redding posted forty minutes ago,” Violet said. “Skoog’s name, his face from his own channel, his house from the street, the van. ‘Person of interest.’ He got it from a deputy. I know which one and I’ll tell you later and you’re not going to like it. Skoog has forty thousand subscribers and about half of them think he’s a hero, and every one of them is looking for him now, and so is everybody else.”

“He saw it,” Claire said, from the car at the gate. “That’s what sent him running. I was standing eight feet from him while he read it.”

“And Judge Wick’s clerk called back. The judge won’t sign the unsealing order for the 2016 file. Quote, not until the person of interest is in custody. He’s the seventh name on Skoog’s list and he’s read Redding too.”

“So the boy’s file stays sealed.”

“Until we catch Skoog. Yes.”

Claire sat in the car with the door open and the rain coming in and the envelope against her chest.

“One more thing,” Violet said, and her voice changed a little, which for Violet was a great deal. “Ahlquist’s office called the Boiler Room. He’s moved your follow-up. It was two weeks. It’s tomorrow. Eight a.m.”


CHAPTER SEVENTEEN




Claire had been back in the Boiler Room an hour, with her wet coat over a chair and her hands around a coffee, and by three in the afternoon everyone was back and everything was on the table.

The laptop, in a bag. The vest and the sign, in bags. Claire’s envelope from the cabin, in an evidence sleeve, unopened. The photographs from her phone, printed and pinned to the corkboard at the end of the room in the order she’d taken them. The van’s plate, on the wall screen, with a statewide alert under it that had been out for six hours and had produced nothing.

Violet put it up on the screen as the team had come to see it.

It was a van three blocks from a murder, a vest and a sign and six years of meters, a list with Teagle’s house on it, a date that was the date the state took his children, a script called SOMEONE FINALLY DID IT, and a man who ran.

“Means, motive, opportunity,” Jack said. “And he ran. I don’t know what else you want.”

“I want him,” Kiko said.

“So do I.”

Hightower, on the screen from the fourth floor, said nothing, and in Hightower nothing meant yes.

The state lab had come back on the doors that morning, hurried along by Hightower: the blood on Tveit’s door was Tveit’s, and the blood on Marjorie Teagle’s door and on the door of room six was Marjorie Teagle’s, from the pad of her left index finger, where the ME had found the mark of a needle. They’d taken it from her in her front hall and carried it to Aberdeen. Nobody else’s blood was on anything.

Everyone in the room was sure. The corkboard and the bags on the table were in front of her, and there was nothing on either, not one thing, that said otherwise.

Fitz was the only one in the room not looking at the wall. He was reading the emails, standing up, at the far end of the table.

He’d asked Violet to print them, all eighteen months, and he stood at the end of the table with the stack in one hand turning pages with the other, and for a long while he said nothing. The coin was in his pocket, which was unusual.

“This isn’t a fan,” he said finally.

“He thought it was.”

“He was meant to. A fan asks. A fan says, have you thought about, or, did you see. This one doesn’t ask.” He turned a page. “Look at the tense. It’s all imperative. Say their names. Post the address. You’ve done the hard part. Look at how it never uses his name, not once in eighteen months. It never says Duane. It never says anything it would have to have chosen.” He set the pages down. “Whoever wrote these wasn’t following the show. They were running it. Managing him. A handler, if you want the word, and I think it’s the word.”

“Or he wrote them to himself,” Jack said. “To have a source to point at.”

“Possible. I’ve met men who did that. They don’t usually keep the replies.”

Fitz picked up one page and held it out so they could see the last line of it.

“Whoever this is, Skoog was their instrument. I’d want to know why they needed one.”

Handler.

He’d said it about the friend and Skoog, and it had gone past everyone in the room, and Jack was already arguing with him about it. Claire had heard it, and was still hearing it.

Primary handler: S. Condon, unwitting.

She kept her eyes on the corkboard until the word stopped. Ranger, under the table with his chin on her boot, lifted his head, and put it back down.

“The envelope,” she said, when she could. “Let’s see what’s in it.”

They opened the envelope under the hood at Violet’s station, because Violet had the hood and because Violet wanted to.

The postmark was Tacoma, four months old. Inside was one photograph, a house on Bainbridge from the end of a gravel lane, the ramp not built yet. On the back, in blue ballpoint, small and even, was an address.

Violet had the photo of Teagle’s letter on the screen before Claire asked. She put the two side by side: the date on Teagle’s letter, the address on the back of Skoog’s photograph.

“Same hand,” Violet said. “I’m not a document examiner. But I’ve got eyes. The nines are the same. The sevens are the same. Whoever’s been mailing Duane Skoog his list is the person who’s been mailing Marjorie Teagle two hearts.”

“So Skoog’s friend is the killer,” Jack said.

“Or the killer’s friend is Skoog.”

“That’s the same sentence.”

“It isn’t,” Claire said.

She said the rest of it carefully, because the room was sure and she wasn’t, and she’d learned that the only way to move a sure room was slowly.

“If the friend is doing the killing, then the friend built Skoog. Eighteen months. Fed him the list, fed him the addresses, fed him the picture of the house. Made sure he had a van and a sign and a reason. That’s a lot of work to do for a partner. That’s the work you do for a man you want us to find.”

“Or he’s got a partner,” Jack said. “Fitz said two people at Tveit’s.”

“I did say two,” Fitz said.

“Two people. One who plans, one who does. The friend plans. Skoog does. That’s a partnership.”

“And the van’s his, and the vest’s his, and the list is on his own show,” Kiko said. “I’d like it to be somebody else too, Claire. It isn’t.”

It closed over. The room went back to being sure, and it was sure for good reasons, and a man with a rifle was somewhere in western Washington with forty thousand people looking for him, and that was real whichever way the rest of it went.

“Fine,” she said. “Find him.”

The room broke up as it did when there was a name to chase, Jack on the phone to the state patrol about the plate, Kiko back on Skoog’s channel with headphones on, Fitz at the far end of the table with the printouts, starting again from the first one. Claire went to get more coffee she didn’t want, and Violet caught her on the way back, at the station, quietly, with her back to the room.

“The voice,” she said. “The third Olympia call and the Bainbridge call. I’ve got a partial.”

“Go.”

“It’s a commercial cloning tool. You feed it an hour of a real person and it’ll say whatever you type. The artifact I couldn’t account for is the tool.” She pulled up a waveform Claire couldn’t read. “To get vowels this clean you’d need something long and steady. An audiobook. A lecture. A training tape.”

“A dispatcher’s training tape.”

“That’s where I went. Grays Harbor ran its own dispatch center until it consolidated with the county in 2015. They recorded everything. Training, drills, certifications. I’ve asked for all of it, 2000 to 2015.” She took the sticky note off her monitor. It had two lines about the dog on it. She wrote a third line under them and stuck it back. “It’ll take a week. Nobody’s assigned it. I’m doing it anyway.”

“Thank you.”

“Don’t thank me yet. I don’t know what I’m going to find.”

Behind them, Hightower cleared his throat on the wall screen.

She’d heard that sound a couple of times a year for a decade, always before what he didn’t want to say.

“This one, well,” he said.

The room waited.

“Acting Assistant Director Carl Deming flew in from Washington this morning. He’s Ley’s replacement until they decide what Ley is. He’s read Redding. He’s read all of Redding, he’s got the video queued up on his phone. He wants to name Skoog as a suspect at a press conference tonight, to calm eleven judges and a governor’s office that’s been calling since Tuesday.” Hightower paused. “And he wants you upstairs at five, Claire. Alone. He didn’t tell me what for.”

Hightower always knew what for. He’d built a career on knowing what for. This time, on the screen, he didn’t know, and it showed.

“Five,” she said.

At five she took the elevator up, alone.

She had a laptop full of instructions from someone who never used a name. She had a dog who’d lifted his head. She had a psychologist at eight in the morning who’d moved her appointment for no reason he’d given. She had a word Fitz had called her for most of a year, that had made her heart go on a logging road four hours ago, and that she was going to have to hear again tonight, because he’d call, because he always called.

This time she kept her fingers off her wrist and watched the numbers over the door go up.


CHAPTER EIGHTEEN




Claire had been in E.J. Ley’s office a dozen times and had never sat down in it. It still had Ley’s things in it, in boxes along the wall with her name on them in marker, and Carl Deming had put his own legal pad on her desk and left everything else alone. He was about fifty, with a good gray suit and a Bureau pin on the lapel and a tablet propped beside the pad with Colt Redding’s face paused on it.

He didn’t stand when she came in.

“Agent Anderson. Sit down.”

She sat.

“I’ve read the after-action on the Vance compound,” he said. “I’ve read everything from this week. I want to read you something from your own report on Thursday morning, if you’ll allow me.” He didn’t wait for her to allow him. He read it off the pad, in a level voice, the sentence that said she had proceeded up the access road on foot, alone, after determining that Dr. Pembroke was unable to accompany her and that no radio contact was available.

He put the pad down.

“Monday night you asked your supervisor to take you off this case. Tuesday morning you took it back. Thursday morning you walked a mile and a half up a logging road toward a man with a rifle, after telling your partner you’d call him first, and you didn’t call him first.” He wasn’t angry. He was writing while he talked. “I’m not here to yell at you. I’ve read your file. Nobody yells at you and gets anywhere. I’m here to tell you that this unit has survived on results, and results don’t cover that.”

She’d had the drive from Montesano to think about what she’d say, and she’d decided on the way that she was going to say what was true.

“There was a woman in a chair with her heart pills on a windowsill eighteen inches from her hands,” she said. “There was a man on a hill who’d told forty thousand people he wasn’t coming back. I didn’t know which one of those he meant, and I wasn’t going to find out from the bottom of the road.”

Deming wrote that down.

“That’s a good sentence,” he said. “It’s going to read very well at the hearing.”

“Then I’ll say it again at the hearing.”

“I expect you will.” He turned a page. “I’m naming Skoog at seven.”

“You’re naming a man we can’t place inside either house on either night.”

“I’m naming a man with a van on a traffic camera three blocks from a murder, a vest in his garage, a rifle in his hand, a list with the victim’s address on it, and a script called Someone Finally Did It, who ran from a federal agent this morning. I’m naming a suspect.”

“You can’t read the plate on that camera.”

“Eleven judges have called the governor. The governor has called the Director. The Director called me at four this morning Eastern, which is one in the morning here, and asked me what I was doing about it.” He set the pen down. “A name calms people, Agent Anderson. That’s not cynicism. That’s what a name is for.”

“A name gets Skoog shot by a deputy at a traffic stop.”

“That’s what the word suspect is for. It tells the deputy to be careful.”

He picked the pen back up.

“There’s one more thing, and I’d rather you heard it from me.”

He had a second sheet under the first, and he didn’t turn it around.

“Dr. Ahlquist sent me an interim note yesterday afternoon. I’m not going to tell you what’s in it, because it’s interim and because he’s asked me not to. Your follow-up is tomorrow at eight. Until I have his finding, Agent Russo has operational lead on this investigation and you are supervising.”

“Supervising.”

“That was the word.”

It had been her word, said in Hightower’s office on Monday night, on purpose, and now it was coming back across E.J. Ley’s desk from a man who’d flown in from Washington to say it to her.

“Understood,” she said.

“I doubt that. But it’ll do.”

She went down the stairs instead of taking the elevator, four flights, because she wanted the time. Nobody in the Boiler Room asked her how it had gone. Jack read her face and turned back to the wall screen, and Kiko pushed a coffee across the table and said, “It’s from the lobby, so it’s real,” and Violet, without turning, said she had the deputy.

“Pratt. Thirty-one. Grays Harbor Sheriff’s Office, four years. He’s been a paying member of Skoog’s Patreon for two of them under his wife’s name, Amber. Five dollars a month. He comments.” She put a screen grab on the wall. “He was in the yard at Wynoochee Avenue on Thursday morning with Jack. He texted Redding from the yard. Sheriff suspended him at noon.”

“He’s also the reason Skoog knew,” Jack said.

“He’s the reason Skoog knew before we did. Pratt sent him a screenshot of the duty roster Wednesday night, with a thumbs-up on it.”

Fitz, from his chair: “So the man who fed Skoog to the press is the man who told Skoog to run. That’s tidy. I dislike tidy.”

“The pad,” Claire said.

Violet pulled it up. “Hightower moved it. State lab said three weeks. He called Quantico himself, Wednesday, after Teagle. It’s at the Bureau lab in Virginia. ESDA’s confirmed. They’re saying eight days.”

Eight days. Nobody in the room had thought about those eleven lines since Olympia, and Claire, with the confirmation number on the screen in front of her, found that she wasn’t thinking about them now either.

“Fine,” she said.

Jack ran the room for the rest of the afternoon, and Claire let him, and sat where she’d always sat, and that went unremarked too. At seven they watched Deming on the wall screen.

He was good at it. He stood at the podium in the lobby with the Bureau seal behind him and Hightower at his left shoulder, and he said the words in the right order. He said person of interest once and then he said suspect, and the room full of cameras went off all at once.

Hightower stood there with his hands behind his back, facing nothing.

Fitz picked up the remote and turned the sound off before Deming was done.

“Well,” he said. “He’s a suspect now. That’ll be a comfort to him, wherever he’s sleeping.”


CHAPTER NINETEEN




Fitz walked her up with the dog a little before eight, as he had on Monday, and as on Monday the room was the conference room on the fourth floor with the table gone and the two chairs, and Ahlquist stood when she came in and shook her hand with both of his.

This time Ranger didn’t lean away.

He came as far as the doorway and stopped and sat down, squarely, with his front feet together, facing Ahlquist. His nose worked. It went up and to the side and up again, and his whole body was still except for that.

Fitz looked at the dog, and then at Ahlquist, who was smiling down at him. He took the collar and said Ranger’s name and walked him back down the hall, and as he went past Claire he said, low, “That’s not carpet cleaner.”

She took the better chair. Ahlquist was kinder than he’d been on Monday, and it was worse.

“I understand you had an eventful Thursday.”

“Yes.”

“Walk me through it, if you would. The decision to go up the road alone. I’m not asking as a supervisor, I’m not one. I’m asking because I’d like to understand how the decision felt from inside it.”

She walked him through it, and he listened without any change in his face, writing while she talked. The pen was loud.

“Tell me about your family,” he said, when she’d finished.

“My family’s fine.”

“I’m sure it is. Your son. Benny. He has Down syndrome, is that right?” He said it in the tone people used when they’d practiced being considerate about it. “How’s he doing with all this?”

“He’s a kid. He’s doing what kids do.”

“And your daughters. They’re at UW?”

“Yes.”

“You have twins,” he said.

Her heart went.

It happened in the chair, on the word, with his eyes on her face. She held still, and he watched her hold still.

“Yes,” she said.

“That’s a lot. Two at once. I’ve always thought so.”

The word went on the list. Twins.

“I’d like to ask about Dr. Pembroke again,” he said.

“All right.”

“You’re in a relationship. That’s on record and I’ve no opinion about it. My question is narrower. Has he noticed any change in you since September? He’s a trained observer. He sees you more than anyone. Has he said anything?”

“No.”

That was true, and it was the worst thing she’d said in that room, and he wrote it down.

“I’m going to tell you where I am,” he said at the end, “because I think you’re a person who’d rather be told.”

“I would.”

“I’m recommending restricted duty pending further evaluation. I’ve told Acting Assistant Director Deming the shape of it. He’ll have the paper by noon.” He capped the pen. “I want to be careful about the word. It isn’t a finding that you’re unfit. It’s a finding that I don’t know yet, and I’d rather not know for a few more weeks than be wrong in either direction.”

“How many weeks.”

“I’ll see you again in two. We’ll talk then.”

He stood and held out his hand, both of his, and she took it.

At the door, with his hand on the frame, he said: “Your dog’s improving.”

She stopped.

“His nose. I noticed. Dogs don’t sit like that for nothing.”

The dog had come up in neither session, from anyone.

“I read about him,” Ahlquist said, smiling. “The truffle dog. The cocaine at the port, 2020, it was in the papers. A remarkable animal. I’ve always been fond of working dogs.”

He held the door.

Downstairs, Jack had the lead, and by noon the paper said so.

Hightower had come down himself and stood at the foot of the stairs with his hands in his pockets. “Restricted,” he’d said, “means on paper. I’ve been in this Bureau a long time and I know the difference between paper and a room. That’s all I came down to say.” Then he’d gone back up. Everyone had heard him, and everyone had decided to hear it as he meant it.

Claire sat at the head of the table, and nobody moved her. Jack gave her one glance, turned to the wall screen, and started in on the plate alert, and Kiko took notes, and it was a briefing like any other except that the woman at the head of the table wasn’t supposed to be there.

In her corner, without turning around, Violet took the sticky note off the edge of her monitor and wrote a fourth line under the other three, in the tiny square handwriting, and stuck it back.

It said: fond of working dogs.


CHAPTER TWENTY




Wade had the map on the kitchen table under the lamp, and he’d drawn it himself, because the one online didn’t show what he needed.

The Aberdeen marina. F dock, drawn to scale from memory, every slip numbered. The gate at the head of the dock. The harbormaster’s shack. Along the dock, small squares, one for every power pedestal, with the amperage written beside each one in pencil. He’d pulled service for half the marinas on the harbor in the nineties, before the county put it all out to contractors, and he still knew where every breaker was.

His reading glasses were on the end of his nose. He hated them. Beside the map was the mail, an envelope from the credit union addressed to Wade Niemi, unopened, and a pencil sharpener shaped like a bear that had been on that table for twenty years. His left knee was up on the other kitchen chair with a bag of frozen peas on it, because he’d climbed poles for most of thirty years and the poles had won.

Rain on the roof. The doublewide sat on twelve acres of old orchard ground east of Elma, most of the trees gone now, and when the wind came up he could hear it in the ones that were left.

He got up for coffee and stood at the refrigerator while it poured.

Under a magnet from the PUD credit union there was a photograph: two toddlers in matching red rain boots on a wet sidewalk somewhere, turned toward the camera, their faces gone soft with motion, a boy and a girl. Under it, on a strip of masking tape in Dawn’s handwriting, it said DYLAN AND DAWNIE.

He stood in front of it. He stood in front of it every time he got up for coffee, and he got up for coffee a lot.

He took the cup back to the table and sat down with the peas and picked up the pencil.

He knew the pedestal on F dock at slip fourteen was a thirty-amp with the breaker on the shore side. He knew that if the breaker was thrown from the shore side, the boat went dark and the dock lights stayed on, because the dock lights were on the harbormaster’s circuit and always had been. He knew nobody on that dock would look twice at a dark boat, because half the boats on that dock were dark.

He wrote it down. He wrote it slowly and clearly, in block capitals, so that it could be read by somebody who wasn’t him.

Dawn was at the counter behind him with the scanner.

It was a handheld from a truck stop, and she had it turned low, and beside it on the counter she had a stopwatch and a legal pad. She was listening to Aberdeen PD’s night frequency, and she’d been listening since supper, and she’d been writing down every call and the time between it and the next one.

She knew that Aberdeen ran two cars on weeknights and three on Fridays. She knew what kind of call took both of the weeknight cars across the river to the south side, and how long it took them to come back, because she’d sat at a console in this county for eleven years and sent them there herself.

She wrote a number on the pad and circled it.

“Nine minutes,” she said, without turning around. “Weeknight. If they’re both on the south side.”

“That’s enough.”

“That’s what I said.”

They called him the doctor. Neither of them said his name in the kitchen, and neither of them had said it in weeks, and it was on the map anyway, at slip fourteen, in Wade’s block capitals, and they both knew it.

“He’s on the boat Thursdays,” Dawn said. “He sleeps aboard Thursdays. The wife doesn’t like the boat.”

“I know.”

“I’m writing it down anyway.”

She wrote it down, and turned around, and the map was there over his shoulder, the squares and the numbers and the gate. She put her hand on the back of his chair and didn’t say anything.

“This is the last one,” Wade said, after a while. “Before.”

He didn’t finish it.

“Before we see her,” Dawn said. “Before we see the kids.”

She said it looking at the refrigerator.

He nodded. He took the glasses off and rubbed his eyes and put them back on, and went back to the pencil, and she went back to the scanner, and for a while the only sounds in the kitchen were the rain and the radio and the pencil.

He went to bed a little after eleven, taking the peas with him.

Dawn stayed up.

She turned the scanner off. She sat at the table where he’d been and turned the map face down, and then she got up and went to the drawer by the stove where she kept the coupons, and took out a folded newspaper from under them.

It was the Aberdeen Daily World, three days old, and she unfolded it on the table under the lamp.

HEARTBREAK HOUSE, the headline said. Under it were a photograph of the group home on the hill, a smaller one of a woman in a black robe, and a caption with a name. She read the story again, as she’d read it several times, and as she’d read the Olympia one the week before, all the way to the end, and then once more.

She folded it small, along the same creases, and put it back in the drawer under the coupons, where Wade wouldn’t look. She turned off the lamp.

She sat in the dark kitchen for a while before she went to bed.


CHAPTER TWENTY-ONE




Claire stood at the counter of her kitchen with a dish towel over her shoulder and watched Fitz cook in it.

He’d come over on the early boat with two grocery bags and a third bag that turned out to be more groceries, and he’d taken over her stove without asking, and she’d let him, and by six the kitchen smelled like garlic and something with wine in it and there was enough food on the counter for twelve people. There were going to be six people and a dog. She’d told him that. He’d said he knew.

It was Saturday, a week since Tveit. She’d asked them all to come because she’d wanted, for one evening, to have her whole team in a room that wasn’t the Boiler Room, and because Benny had asked, and because she’d been afraid of what she’d do with a Saturday night alone.

Jack and Kiko came in first, off the Edmonds boat, wet from the walk up from the terminal. Kiko put a bottle of wine on the counter and said, “He picked it by price.”

“That’s how you pick wine,” Jack said.

“That’s how you pick gas.”

Violet came in behind them, which surprised Claire, because Violet never came to anything. She said hello to the room without looking at anyone in it and went straight to the French doors and stood there with her hands in her jacket pockets, looking at the water in the last of the light, and Claire let her.

Benny was beside himself. Told there would be company, he had cleaned his room without being asked, which Claire had noticed at four o’clock and decided not to comment on, and he had things planned, she could see it in how he kept looking at the counter where his phone was.

Ranger was under the table. He’d decided some time ago that the table was his, and nobody had argued.

When they sat down, Claire saw Kiko take the chair farthest from the dog, and saw Benny see it.

Fitz had told Benny about Kiko and animals months ago, in confidence, which with Benny meant he’d been waiting for a chance ever since.

“The trick,” Benny told Kiko, “is you let him smell your hand.”

“I know the trick.”

“So do it.”

“Benny,” Claire said.

“It’s fine,” Kiko said. The dog was watching her from under the table with his chin on the floor. She put her hand down, palm up, about a foot from his nose, and held it there.

Ranger lifted his head. He put his nose against her fingers, once, and breathed in, and put his chin back on the floor.

Kiko turned her hand over as though it belonged to somebody else.

“That’s it?”

“That’s it,” Benny said. “He’s a dog.”

The phone on the counter was the other thing he’d planned. Claire had known about that one since spring. He’d wanted to interview a real FBI agent for the channel since he’d started the channel, and since the day he’d met Jack, Jack had been the one saying no, and tonight, at Claire’s table, with Kiko looking at him across it, Jack said yes.

Benny set the phone up against the fruit bowl, with his questions on an index card he’d practiced on Claire on Friday night, when she’d told him the second one was better than the first, and he’d moved it.

“Agent Russo. What is the scariest thing you have ever done?”

Jack thought about it, in front of the phone, with everyone at the table watching him, and he gave the kid a true answer.

“Bowling,” he said. “With Kiko. In front of people.”

Kiko threw a dinner roll at him. He caught it without looking.

“That’s staying in,” Benny said.

“I’d expect nothing less,” Fitz said.

For an hour Claire didn’t think about the list.

She watched her son run a room.

“What do you actually do?” Benny asked Violet, who did not like people and answered him anyway.

“I find things people don’t want found.”

“Like what?”

“Like the fact that your channel has a fan called Marcus who’s actually four bots.”

“Marcus is not a bot. Marcus comments on everything.”

“Marcus is four bots,” Violet said, “and one of them is in Latvia,” and Benny laughed so hard that Ranger came out from under the table to see about it.

She watched Fitz refill plates nobody had emptied. She watched Jack and Kiko not touch each other under the table, and thought that it was more obvious than touching would have been.

Her phone was face down on the counter behind her. She heard it buzz against the wood, and reached back and turned it over, and it said CAROLINE.

Her heart stayed where it was. She waited, with the name on the screen, and nothing came.

She didn’t pick up. She turned the phone back over and put her hand back on her fork.

Across the kitchen, Fitz had a serving spoon in his hand, and without looking at him she could feel him see her not pick up.

After dinner Benny had Redding on the television.

He’d been following the case on Redding’s channel all week, as every kid in the county had been, and Claire had decided on Tuesday not to fight it. Redding was live now, from a hotel room somewhere, with the ring light and the hair and a laptop open beside him.

“Guys,” Redding was saying. “Guys. I’ve got something. Twenty minutes ago Duane Skoog sent me an audio file. Directly. To me. Because, his words, the FBI won’t listen and you will.”

The room went quiet. Claire put her glass down.

“I’m going to play it. I’ve listened to it. I don’t know where he is and I’m not going to speculate. Here it is.”

Skoog’s voice came out of the television, tired now, and hoarse.

“I didn’t kill anybody. I want that said. I’ve never hurt anyone in my life except my own kids by being a drunk, and I paid for that. I’ve been set up. Somebody’s been feeding me those addresses and I thought it was a friend and it wasn’t. I’m not going to a police station. They’ll shoot me at the door. I’ll turn myself in to Colt Redding and nobody else, and he can bring whoever he wants, but it’s him or I keep going.”

Under the voice, other sounds. Wind. Water, slapping against something hollow. A light, irregular metal tapping, close to the microphone. Under everything, low and far off, a horn, and then nothing, and then the horn again.

Around the room, five people were hearing a man on the run.

She heard the sound she’d fallen asleep to for fifteen years, just down the hill from this kitchen. Water on a hull. Halyards on an aluminum mast, tapping in a wind. A horn on an interval, deep, slow, every couple of minutes.

“He’s on a boat,” she said.

“Play it again,” Violet said. Benny scrubbed it back.

“That’s a marina,” Claire said. “That’s not a river. Listen to the tapping. Those are halyards. He’s tied up somewhere with masts around him.”

“Which marina?”

“Not here. That horn’s too deep for anything on the Sound.” She listened. She counted. “That’s a coast horn. Two-minute interval. That’s Westport.”

Violet already had her laptop open on the counter next to the fruit bowl. “Skoog’s Patreon. He’s got a member in Westport who comments on every episode. Every one, going back three years. Profile picture is a charter boat.” She turned the screen around. A white boat with a flying bridge and the name on the transom. “Slip’s public. It’s in his reviews.”

Jack turned to Claire.

She was restricted, on paper, upstairs, which made it his lead and his call.

“Westport’s three hours,” he said. “We go now.”

Claire was already getting her coat off the hook.

“Can I put that in the video?” Benny asked from the couch.

“Absolutely not,” Fitz said.

Benny put it in the video.


CHAPTER TWENTY-TWO




The horn went every two minutes. She’d counted it from the car.

It had been three hours from Kingston in the dark, two cars, with Violet on the phone the whole way. The boat was a forty-foot sportfisher called Second Wind, slip C-19, and its owner’s truck was in the lot with the engine cold. There was a light on in the boat’s cabin, low and yellow, at the end of the float.

Rain came in off the ocean sideways and the masts along the dock tapped and rang.

Redding was already there.

He was at the head of C dock in a rain shell with his phone up and a tripod he hadn’t managed to open in the wind, and when the Suburban pulled in his face did something between fear and delight. Skoog had told him to come. He’d come.

Jack got out and walked to him.

“Behind the gate.”

“I have a First Amendment right to.”

“The gate has a lock. You’re on the outside of it. That’s not me, that’s the marina.”

Redding weighed Jack against the gate and the lock, and stepped back behind the gate and put his phone through the bars and kept filming.

They gathered at the head of the float, out of the light, and Jack, who had the lead, made the plan fast.

“Kiko and I go down the float to the boat. You and Fitz hold the gate in case he comes back up the dock. He’s got one way off that float and it’s past you.”

“Fine,” Claire said.

She held the gate for a minute or so. She went down the far side of the float, the side with no lights on it, keeping the boats between her and the cabin at C-19, because in twenty years of holding gates for other people she’d found that whoever went where nobody was watching usually ended up where it mattered.

Skoog saw Jack and Kiko before they got to the boat.

He came out of the cabin onto the stern deck with nothing in his hands, and stood there in the rain, and Jack said his name from the float, not loud. For a second it looked simple. Skoog’s eyes went to Jack, and to Kiko, and past both of them, up the dock, to where Redding’s phone was a bright square in the dark behind the gate, and his face changed, and he went over the rail onto the next boat.

Then it was boat to boat down the row.

He was a big man moving badly over wet fiberglass, grabbing rails, slipping, going on. Jack went after him, boat to boat, and Kiko ran the float alongside, and the whole row rocked and rang and somebody in a cabin three boats down turned a light on and turned it off again.

At the end of the row the last slip met the riprap of the breakwater, black rock piled to the height of a house, and Skoog went off the last boat onto the rocks and started up.

Claire was already at the base of the rocks.

Halfway up the breakwater he stopped.

He stood on a rock the size of a car with the rain coming at him and the harbor behind him. He took a phone out of his coat, held it a second in the light from the dock, and threw it, hard, as far out into the harbor as a big tired man could throw, and it went in without a sound anyone could hear over the wind.

It was the only deliberate thing he did all night, and everyone saw it, Redding’s camera included.

Claire went up after him.

The riprap was wet and black and the wrong shape for feet, and halfway up she put her left hand down to catch herself and a rock edged with barnacles opened her palm from the heel of the hand to the base of the fingers. She felt it go. She didn’t stop. She got to the top of the rock Skoog was standing on about the same time Jack got there from the other side, and Skoog looked at the two of them and sat down.

He sat down on the rock with his hands up and his beard streaming and he said, “I didn’t do it.”

“Duane.”

“I didn’t do it. I didn’t do any of it. I want that said before anything else.”

“It’s said,” Jack said, and cuffed him.

It took the three of them ten minutes to get him back down the rocks, because he was big and cuffed and the rocks were what they were, and Claire went last with her cut hand held against her chest. At the bottom Kiko read him his rights on the rocks, over the wind, twice, because he asked her to.

On the boat, in the cabin, the rifle was lying on the bunk with the case beside it. Jack wrote it down for the charge sheet. Claire noted it for a different reason. A man running for his life across a row of boats in the dark had left the gun behind, and hadn’t gone back for it, and hadn’t thrown that in the harbor either.

At the gate Redding was talking to his phone. “Guys. Guys. They got him. They got him on the rocks. I’m going to try to get closer.”

“You’re not,” Kiko said, walking past.

Claire found a bar towel in the boat’s galley and wrapped her hand in it, and told Fitz, at the car, that it was nothing.

“It’s nothing,” Fitz agreed, and held out his hand for the towel, and rewrapped it himself, tighter, under the dome light, with Ranger watching from the back seat. “Nothing at all. I’ve carved roasts that bled less.”

It bled through the towel somewhere around Aberdeen.


CHAPTER TWENTY-THREE




Claire sat with her bandaged hand in her lap and watched Duane Skoog across the table. He was in a Bureau sweatshirt with his own clothes in a paper bag on the floor beside his chair. He’d waived counsel and said he wanted to talk, and Jack had let him.

Jack sat directly across from him. The stitches in Claire’s palm were from a Bureau nurse who’d asked how it happened and been told rocks. Behind the glass were Fitz and Deming, who had come down to watch.

“Tell me,” Jack said.

Skoog told him. He started slowly, and then he couldn’t stop, as people didn’t when they’d been rehearsing it alone for a week. He’d never been inside Tveit’s office, and he’d never been to Bainbridge Island in his life. He’d looked it up because it was on the list, and it cost more than he had to take a car over on the ferry. He’d never touched a meter socket. Meter readers read the dial. That was the whole job, that was why it paid what it paid.

“The vest is from 2009. It’s been on that hook since I quit. Look at the dust on it, you took it, look at it.”

“We looked at it.”

“The sign was on the van until August. The magnet cracked. It kept sliding off in the rain and I took it off and put it on the bench and I never put it back.”

“And the friend.”

“I don’t know who the friend is.” He said it as he’d said everything, looking at the table. “I asked. I asked eight times. They said not yet. I thought it was somebody inside. A clerk, a caseworker, somebody who’d seen what they do and couldn’t stand it anymore.” He looked up. “I’d have put them on the show. I’d have put them on and called them a hero.”

“Why did you run?”

“Pratt told me you were coming. He sent me the roster. He said the deputies would shoot me at the door because of the rifle, and I believed him, because I’ve met the deputies.” He rubbed his face with both cuffed hands. “Then the kid put my face up, and I figured Pratt was right.”

He turned to Claire.

“You were in the cabin.”

She didn’t answer.

“I saw the curtain move. I had the rifle in my hand and I saw it move and I didn’t look. I want that said too.”

Jack let that sit, and moved on. “Saturday night. Olympia.”

“The rally ended around a quarter to nine. I walked to Hannah’s with about fifteen people. I stayed until they closed.”

“Anyone who’ll say so?”

“About fifteen people.”

Violet, in Jack’s ear from the Boiler Room, said: “There’s a selfie on his own Patreon. Posted at 10:20 Saturday night. Him and four other people in a booth, a pitcher on the table. Timestamp checks.”

Jack didn’t react. The van on the camera on Union had been at 9:58, three blocks from Tveit’s office. That was twenty-two minutes to leave a bar, walk three blocks, spend forty minutes killing a man, and get back to a booth for a picture. The arithmetic didn’t work, and Jack kept going anyway, because that was the job, and because the man in the sweatshirt didn’t know yet that it didn’t.

Deming, through the glass, into Jack’s earpiece: “Forty-eight hours. Then I need a charge or the judges start calling again.”

“We can hold him on the rifle.”

“The rifle isn’t a murder, Agent Russo.”

Jack put a single printed page on the table and turned it around.

SOMEONE FINALLY DID IT.

Skoog read the title of his own document and didn’t look away from it.

“I wrote that Sunday morning,” he said. “When I saw the news about the lawyer. I sat at my kitchen table and I read that he was dead and I was glad. I was glad a man was dead.” He looked up. “I’m not sorry I was glad. I’m sorry I wrote it down. That’s the only part I’m sorry for.”

“And Teagle?”

“I didn’t know her. I knew her name. I knew what she did. When they found her I thought, that’s two, somebody’s doing it, and I was glad about that too, and then I thought, they’re going to say it was me.” He put his hands on the table. “I’ve been thinking that for a week.”

“The phone,” Jack said.

Skoog’s hands stayed where they were.

“You had a phone in your coat on the breakwater. You threw it in the harbor. A man who’s about to be arrested for two murders and hasn’t done them, that’s the man who hands us his phone. You threw yours in the water. Who were you calling on it.”

Skoog’s eyes went to the table.

For an hour he’d answered everything without a pause, and now he sat with his cuffed hands on the table, and his eyes on the table, and said nothing.

“Duane.”

“I want a lawyer,” he said.

He said it quietly, without looking up, and it came to her, sitting there with her hand throbbing under the bandage, that whatever was on that phone was worse to him than a murder charge, and she thought about a termination order from 2017, and two children who would be grown now, somewhere, under a different name, and a father who’d have been in violation of a court order every single time he dialed.

She kept it to herself. Jack ended the interview and said the time out loud for the recording.

Deming, behind the glass: “Charge him on the rifle. Felon in possession. We hold him on that.”

They held him on that.

In the hallway afterward Fitz fell into step beside her, walking the coin. “Two children who’d be grown now,” he said. “Under another name. I watched you get there. I’d like it noted that I got there first.”

“Noted.”

“You keep saying that. I never see anyone write it down.”


CHAPTER TWENTY-FOUR




Claire read the morning’s paper at the head of the table, because somebody had left it there for her. Skoog was in the federal detention center on a felon-in-possession charge, and his public defender had already said the words person of interest on the courthouse steps in a tone that meant she knew what they were worth. Deming had a name. The judges had stopped calling. Upstairs, the case was over except for the part where it got proved.

She wasn’t supposed to be sitting at that table. She sat at it anyway, with her hand bandaged and a stack of things in front of her that didn’t fit. A sign with no mud on it. A selfie at 10:20. A man who’d thrown a phone in the harbor and left a rifle on a bunk.

“The file,” she said, to Violet, who had been waiting for her to say it.

Judge Wick had said he’d sign when the suspect was in custody, and the suspect had been in custody since Saturday night.

At ten the order came through. At twenty to eleven the file was on Violet’s screen, and she put it on the wall.

Dylan Niemi. Born 2001.

Removed from his parents’ home outside Elma in 2012, age eleven, under dependency cause 12-7-00891-4, Commissioner Marjorie Teagle presiding. Three placements in two years. Placed at Harbor Youth Services, Aberdeen, in 2014. Died September 2016, age fifteen, in his room on the second floor. Manner of death: suicide.

The date was the date on Teagle’s letters. To the day.

The room was quiet.

“Room six?” Kiko asked.

Violet scrolled. “Room six.”

She kept scrolling. “There’s a sibling.”

One sibling on the file. Female. Same date of birth. Removed the same night, placed separately, because there’d been no placement in the county that would take two.

Delaney Niemi. Aged out of care in 2019. No forwarding address. No contact with the department since.

Fitz was reading over Violet’s shoulder. “Twins,” he said.

Claire’s heart went.

It went in the Boiler Room, at the head of the table, on the word, with the whole team in the room. She put her bandaged hand on the steel and let it. It passed. Everybody was looking at the screen, and the relief of that was so sharp she could have cried, and she had never cried in that room.

“Two hearts,” Fitz said. “One whole, one destroyed. That’s not a couple. That’s these two. That’s a brother and a sister.” He straightened up. “Whoever’s doing this is answering for those children. That’s the fixed loss. That’s what they carry.”

He was closer than he’d been all week, and he was looking at the wrong end of it, and Claire kept that to herself with the other things.

“The parents,” Jack said.

Violet had them.

Wade and Dawn Niemi. In 2012 the twins had been brought to the emergency room in Aberdeen by a school nurse after both had presented with symptoms over several weeks, and a tox panel had come back with elevated arsenic and lead in both children, and both children had told the nurse, and then a caseworker, and then a doctor named Kalander, that their mother and father had been putting the stuff from the barn in their food.

Wade Niemi had been charged, Gordon Tveit had prosecuted, and Wade had taken a plea and served three years. Dawn Niemi had been terminated from Grays Harbor 911 the same month.

“A lineman,” Violet said, “and a dispatcher.”

Jack was already writing an address on the whiteboard: Elma, twelve acres.

“One more,” Violet said. “The van.”

She’d found a second camera on Union, a bank’s, with a better angle on the street. The white Econoline at 9:58 had a plate, and it wasn’t Skoog’s. It was registered to a 2009 Econoline reported stolen from a church parking lot in Tacoma eight months ago.

“Somebody built a copy of his van,” Claire said.

“Somebody built him,” Fitz said. “Eighteen months of mail. A list. A picture of a house. They built him and they parked him three blocks from a murder and they waited for us to find him.”

“Which we did.”

“With bells on,” Fitz said.

The address on the whiteboard held Claire for a while after that. Jack was on the phone to Grays Harbor, and Fitz had gone quiet in a way that meant he was rebuilding something in his head from the ground up, and Kiko had her coat on.

“I want the file,” Kiko said. “The real one. The paper.”

“Go,” Claire said.
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MONTESANO, WASHINGTON

Kiko drove to Montesano because the original 2012 file, the paper one with Teagle’s signature on it, should have been in one of the forty boxes she’d read through a week ago, and she wanted it in her hands.

She rang the bell.

A man in his fifties answered, with a contractor’s badge and a coffee. Sarah had called in, he said. Had for a couple of days now. He took Kiko back to the reading room himself and left her there.

Box twenty-two was 2012, cause numbers in sequence, one folder after another, as they’d sat since the year they were filed. The folder before 12-7-00891-4 was there. The folder after it was there.

The Niemi file was gone.

She asked for the request log and the man brought it, a binder, because the contractor kept paper on the paper.

Box twenty-two had been requested once before, fourteen months ago. A walk-in, no name recorded, because names weren’t required for public records. Signed out to the reading room at one in the afternoon. Signed back in at three. The folders inside hadn’t been counted on return, because nobody counted folders.

Kiko stood in the reading room with the empty space in the box in front of her and the binder open on the table, and she called Claire.

“Somebody got here first,” she said.


CHAPTER TWENTY-FIVE




Quantico sent it a day early, and Claire was in the Boiler Room at eight to be there when it came.

Deming had called them, because a Director had called Deming, and the lab had moved the pad to the front of a line that was usually three weeks long. Violet put it on the wall at nine on Thursday morning: the ESDA lift from the second sheet of Gordon Tveit’s legal pad, eleven lines in his handwriting, pressed through so hard in two places that the pen had gone through the paper.

At the top, a cause number.

12-7-00891-4.

Under it, eleven names.

Teagle, first. Tveit, third, his own name in his hand. Between them a man named Roy Kalander, M.D. A caseworker. Her supervisor. A guardian ad litem. A Grays Harbor deputy. A placement coordinator with the department. A school nurse. A foster parent. A child therapist.

Violet ran them against the Niemi file one at a time and it took her under a minute.

“Every one,” she said. “Teagle signed the removal. Tveit charged the father. Kalander did the medical exam and testified. The caseworker wrote the petition, the supervisor signed it, the GAL recommended out-of-home placement, the deputy did the pickup, the coordinator placed the kids, the nurse took the disclosure, the foster parent had the girl for the first six months, the therapist did the evaluations.” She stopped scrolling. “That’s the case. That’s everybody who touched it. He wrote out the whole case with the file open in front of him, and then they killed him and took the file with them, and the top sheet with it.”

Fitz said, quietly, “I said a family.”

“You said two people who’d lost a child,” Claire said.

The board came down and went back up.

Wade Niemi. A booking photograph from 2012, a man in his forties with a lineman’s shoulders and a face that had stopped expecting anything. PUD thirty years. Three years at Stafford Creek. Released 2015. Dawn Niemi. A county ID photograph, a woman with her hair pulled back and her mouth set. Grays Harbor 911, eleven years. Terminated 2012. An address east of Elma, twelve acres, a doublewide.

“That’s them,” Jack said.

“That’s a man who climbed poles for thirty years and a woman who knows which call empties a town,” Kiko said. “Yes. That’s them.”

Hightower, on the screen from upstairs: “Go get them.”

Jack was already on his feet. Claire held up her good hand, and he stopped, and she nodded at Violet, because there was one more thing that had to be said in this room before anyone left it.

Violet had the rest of Skoog too, and she gave it to them fast, because nobody wanted it anymore and it needed saying: a parking ticket on his real van on the Capitol campus at 10:15, while the stolen one was on Union, and the bar’s own camera with him in a booth from nine until closing.

“He built nothing,” Violet said. “He was built.”

Nobody argued. Jack said he’d call the detention center himself, later, when there was a later.

Nine of the eleven were alive.

Claire wanted every one of them called and covered before dark, and three counties between them didn’t have nine cars to spare on a Thursday afternoon, so the ones who answered their phones were told to go somewhere else for the night and the ones who didn’t got a deputy at the door.

The third name on the list was Kalander. A deputy went to the house in Aberdeen at four. His wife answered. He wasn’t home. Thursdays he slept on the boat.
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ABERDEEN, WASHINGTON

F dock, Aberdeen marina, a little after six, rain.

Aberdeen PD’s two night cars had spent the last forty minutes across the river on a report of a man with a gun at the Walmart, and there had been no man and no gun, and they were on their way back now with their lights on, and it didn’t matter.

Slip fourteen. The boat was dark. The pedestal on the dock beside it had its breaker thrown, clean, from the shore side, with no mark on it anywhere. The dock lights were on, all the way down the float, because the dock lights were on a different circuit.

Claire stood on the float in front of the breaker, the clean throw of it, and thought about a man who’d pulled service for half the marinas on the harbor, and about a woman who’d known which call would take both cars across the river.

Then she went aboard.

The hearts were on the inside of the cabin door.

There were two of them, one whole, one torn, at the height that had not changed in four doors. Inside, in the forward berth, Roy Kalander, sixty-one, zip ties, the small cuts, the throat, the same as Tveit and nothing at all like Teagle.

Fitz stood in the companionway with his head bent under the low ceiling, with what had been done to a man in a bunk in front of him.

“There was no limit,” he said. “I was wrong about that. I want it on the record that I was wrong.”

She’d known him a long time and had never heard him say it like that.

Claire went back out onto the float and stood in the rain with her bandaged hand in her pocket and the horn going somewhere out past the bar.

She’d stood in a hallway in Olympia two weeks ago and thought that the whole thing fit like a key somebody had put in her hand, and she’d known it, and then she’d taken the key and used it anyway.

“Elma,” she said. “Now.”

Jack was already moving. Her heart didn’t go. She didn’t wait for it.


CHAPTER TWENTY-SIX




The scanner was in Dawn’s lap with the volume down to almost nothing. She’d been listening since the light went. At a quarter past six she heard both Aberdeen cars go across the river to the Walmart on a man with a gun.

She turned it off. She’d known what it would mean since Wade drew the map.

The truck was backed into a pullout on a logging spur off Highway 8, a mile up from the pavement, with the tailgate toward the trees and the windshield toward the road so they’d see lights before lights saw them. Rain on the roof. The engine off to save gas, and the cab going cold. Two duffels in the bed under a tarp, and the map from the kitchen table folded in the glove box, and a cheap phone on the dash that Seth had mailed them in the spring with a note that said use this one.

They’d left the house at four because Seth had told them to. He’d called at three. The FBI had their names now, he said, and would be at the door by dark. Take the truck and the bags. Go where I tell you and wait. They’d gone. Dawn had stood in her kitchen for a minute with her coat on, looking at the refrigerator, and then she’d gone out and got in the truck without taking the picture, because Seth had said leave it, they’ll expect it to be there.

Wade had his bad knee up against the door with his coat folded under it, and he hadn’t said much since Elma. His eyes were on the phone on the dash.

“He’ll call,” she said.

“I know he’ll call.”

“Then stop looking at it.”

He stopped looking at it. She put her hand on the back of his neck and left it there, and he leaned into it, and they sat like that in the dark with the rain coming down.

The phone rang at ten to seven. Once. Wade had it before the second ring.

“Put it on the speaker,” Dawn said.

He didn’t move.

“I told you. I’m not being told things afterward anymore. Put it on.”

He put it on and set it on the dash between them. A young man’s voice filled the cab, calm and tired and kind. He’d always sounded kind. That had been the first thing she’d noticed about him, two years ago, before she’d noticed anything else.

“It’s done,” Seth said. “The doctor. It’s done, and it went how you said it would, both of you. The pedestal, the circuit, the dock lights. The call. Everything you gave me was right.” A pause, and a breath. “That was the last one we needed you for. I want you to hear me say that. You’re done. You did everything we asked and it was all right, and I’m proud of you, and Lena’s proud of you.”

Wade closed his eyes at her name.

“Where are you now?” Seth asked.

“Where you said.”

“Good. Stay there tonight. They’ll be at the house by now, they’ll have it turned over by morning, and they’re going to find what they find. The map’s gone, that’s good. The peas in the freezer, the newspapers, whatever’s on the fridge. Let them have it. It doesn’t matter anymore.” Another pause. “I’m sorry about the picture, Dawn. I know you’ll want it. Lena has the original. She’ll bring it Sunday.”

“Sunday,” Dawn said.

“Sunday. The property. She wants the kids to see where their mom grew up. She wants to walk them down to the old trees.” His voice went softer. “I’ll call Saturday night with the time. You don’t do anything until then. You don’t go home, you don’t call anybody, and if they pick you up before Sunday, you say nothing at all. Lena’s counting on that.”

“I’d like to talk to her,” Dawn said.

She’d asked before. She’d asked every time for two years, and she asked it now as she’d asked it before, evenly, so that it wouldn’t sound like what it was.

“Not yet,” Seth said, gently, as he always said it. “She’s not there yet. Sunday is what she’s ready for. Sunday is a lot for her.”

“Then let me hear the kids.”

Silence on the line. Wade turned his head.

“Just their voices. You can do that.”

“Hang on,” Seth said.

A rustle and a click. Then a child, a little girl, close to a phone, saying, “Grandma? Grandma,” and laughing, high and sudden, at something out of frame. A woman’s voice in the background said something Dawn couldn’t make out. Then it stopped.

Dawn sat with her hand over her mouth.

“That’s Dawnie,” Seth said. “That was last week. She says it all the time now. She’s practicing.”

Wade had his eyes shut again. His hand was on the dash beside the phone, not touching it.

“I love you both,” Seth said. “Sunday.”

The line went quiet, and then the screen went dark, which left the cab dark too, with nothing to listen to but the rain on the roof.

Wade didn’t move. Then he took the phone off the dash and held it a moment, and put it in his shirt pocket, and buttoned the pocket.

“That’s it, then,” he said. “Sunday.”

“Yes.”

“Sunday,” he said again, and put his head back against the seat. His breathing went slow and even. He was asleep with his knee against the door and his coat under it.

Dawn didn’t sleep.

She took the newspaper out of the inside pocket of her coat, the one from under the coupons, folded small along creases she’d made herself, and she held it in her lap without unfolding it, because she didn’t need to read it. She’d read it enough.

A doctor on a boat, tonight, at a slip Wade had drawn a square around. A judge in a chair in a building on a hill. A lawyer in his office in Olympia with the power out and the dome lit up outside his window, and a little girl’s voice on a phone saying grandma.

She’d counted each one when it happened, without ever saying the number out loud or telling Wade she was counting.

Three.

She put the newspaper back in her coat and buttoned the pocket, as he’d buttoned his, and sat in the dark with her hands in her lap and listened to her husband breathe.

Sunday, she thought. Whatever Sunday was. She had decided, sometime between the second one and the third, that she was going to find out.


CHAPTER TWENTY-SEVEN




The first thing Claire’s flashlight found inside the Niemi front door was a kitchen table with a lamp on it and nothing else. She’d come in behind Jack with the light in her good hand and the other hand in her pocket.

The door had been unlocked and the truck was gone. Six Grays Harbor units had come in off the county road with their lights off and spread out over the twelve dark acres and found nobody, and now the deputies stood in the yard in the rain, waiting to be told what to do. Jack had left the sergeant with the mustache in charge of the yard and brought Claire and Kiko and Fitz inside, and Fitz had left the dog in the car.

Jack found the switch and the kitchen came up under a single fixture. It was a clean house. Old linoleum, mopped. A wood stove with the ash pan emptied. Two coats missing from a row of four hooks by the door, and two pairs of boots gone from the mat, and the dust on the mat showing where they’d been. On the table, the lamp, a pencil, a coffee cup with a ring in the bottom, and a pencil sharpener shaped like a bear that had been sat on that table long enough to wear the paint off the bear’s back.

“They left in the afternoon,” Kiko said. She had her hand on the side of the stove. “This has been out for hours.”

Claire opened the freezer. It was half full, and on the top shelf a bag of peas had gone soft and started to sweat, and she stood there longer than it deserved, because it was the only thing in the house that looked like a person had put it down in a hurry.

She closed the freezer and saw the picture.

The picture was under a magnet from a credit union. Two toddlers in red rain boots on a wet sidewalk, a boy and a girl, turned toward the camera, their faces gone soft, either from motion or from being printed off a screen at a size the picture couldn’t hold. Under it, on masking tape, in a woman’s block printing, DYLAN AND DAWNIE.

“They’ve got grandkids,” Kiko said, after a second.

Fitz had come up behind Claire. He leaned in with his hands behind his back, close and unhurried, as he’d done at every door in this case, and then he straightened up.

“Look at the faces,” he said. “You can’t. Nobody keeps a picture like that of children they can see whenever they like. You keep a picture like that if it’s the only one you’ve got.”

“They’ve never met them,” Claire said.

“They’ve never met them. Someone sent them that.”

Violet was on the phone from the Boiler Room, on the speaker in Kiko’s hand. “I’m in the state records now,” she said. “There’s no birth under a mother named Delaney Niemi in Washington or Oregon. None. I’ll go wider. I’m telling you now so nobody in that kitchen thinks those kids are real until I say so.”

“Violet, they’re in red boots,” Kiko said.

“I’ve seen the boots. Boots aren’t a birth certificate.”

“Understood,” Claire said.

Jack was going through the drawers as he did everything, unhurried and thorough, and at the drawer by the stove he stopped, lifted out a stack of coupons, set them on the counter, and then lifted out what was under them.

They were two newspapers, folded small. He unfolded the first one on the table under the lamp. It was the Olympian, three weeks old, with Tveit’s face on it. The second was the Kitsap Sun, with the house on Bainbridge and the word MISSING. Both were folded on the same creases, in the same order, small enough to fit under a stack of coupons, and both had been unfolded and refolded enough times that the creases had gone soft.

“Under the coupons,” Jack said.

“She hid them,” Fitz said. He was looking at the drawer, not the papers. “Not from us. Nobody hides a newspaper from a search warrant. She hid them from him.”

There were two papers under the lamp, a picture on the refrigerator across the room, and peas going to water in the freezer. Claire put her bad hand back in her pocket because it had started to ache.

“Bag it all,” she said. “Everything on that table. The picture too. Kiko, I want you on the phone with the Grays Harbor 911 center before they go home, I want every dispatcher who worked a console with Dawn Niemi between 2001 and 2012, and I want to know who’s still talking to her.”

“On it.”

“Jack.”

His head came up.

“They knew we were coming,” she said. “Somebody told them.”

He went out to the yard to talk to the sergeant, and Claire stood in the Niemi kitchen with her partner and a picture of two children who might not exist, and the rain came down on the roof as it had all week.
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Fitz gave it to the room at ten on Friday morning, on his feet, in front of the board, because Hightower had asked him to and because Deming was on the wall screen from upstairs and wanted, in Hightower’s words, to hear it once from the beginning.

Claire sat at the head of the table and listened to him tell it.

He started with the boy in room six and ended with the hearts, and in between he put a lineman and a dispatcher and a podcaster they’d built to be found, and he told it plainly, which he never did. It took him four minutes. When he finished the room was quiet, and Deming on the screen said, “Thank you, Doctor,” and meant it.

“There’s one thing I want said,” Claire said.

Hightower waited. So did Deming, on the screen.

“That’s the second time in two weeks every piece has fit,” she said. “The last time it was Skoog. It fit because somebody built it to fit. I’m not saying this is the same. I’m saying I’d like to be the one who says it out loud, before we go looking for a truck with the entire state.”

“The difference,” Jack said, “is the last one was a list somebody mailed him. This one’s a map their kid was on.”

“I know.”

“And a picture on the fridge, and two newspapers in a drawer.”

“I know, Jack.”

He nodded once, and let it go.

“For what it’s worth,” Fitz said, “I’ve been wrong once already this month, and I found I rather enjoyed the attention.”

By noon every one of the nine names had a deputy or a motel room or both. The state patrol had the plate on a 2004 Ford pickup with a canopy and a bad taillight, and every deputy from Olympia to the coast had a photograph of a lineman and a dispatcher who’d lost a boy. It was a manhunt, and it was a good one, and Claire sat at the head of the table and watched Jack run it.

At two Deming came down himself.

He’d never come down before, and he stood at the foot of the stairs in his good gray suit, and nobody stopped working. He crossed to Hightower and said something Claire couldn’t hear, and Hightower’s face changed.

Deming came to the head of the table.

“Agent Anderson. Dr. Ahlquist’s finding is in. I’d like to discuss it with you upstairs.”

She stood.

“That was a courtesy,” he said, quieter. “I’ll say the rest here, because I’d rather your team hear it from me than from a memo. You are restricted from this investigation, effective now. That isn’t paper anymore. That’s a fact. You’ll go home, and you’ll stay home, and you won’t come back into this building until Dr. Ahlquist has seen you again and I’ve read what he’s written. That’s a week, minimum. It might be longer.” He turned to Jack. “Agent Russo has the case. Agent Russo, your supervisor is Agent Hightower. Do you understand me?”

Jack turned to Claire.

She’d stood on a ferry ramp with him last February with a woman dead between them, and she had never seen him look at her like this, with his mouth shut, trying to find a way not to.

“Say it,” she said.

“Go home, Claire,” Jack said.

She went.

She took the first boat out of Edmonds, and stood on the car deck the whole crossing with her coat open, and let the wind do what it wanted. Fitz had come down the stairs with her and put the dog’s lead in her hand at the door, without a word, and she’d let him do that too.

Benny was at Brian’s for the weekend, on the calendar since August. The house was dark when she came up from the terminal. She let the dog in and fed him. Then she took the bottle of wine Kiko had brought on Saturday, the one Jack had picked by price, and a glass, and went out onto the deck in her coat and sat in the wet chair and drank it.

Ranger came out and lay down on her feet.

The tide was out. Across the water the lights of Edmonds were on, and a boat went across in front of them, all lit, with nobody on the deck. She watched it go, and thought about a picture on a refrigerator, and a boy in room six, and Jack’s face, and then she drank the wine and didn’t think about any of it.

The late boat came in after eight, and when the ramp went down she sat and watched the cars come off and the walk-ons come up the hill in the dark. She knew which one was him before she could see his face, from his size and his hat and how his coat moved.

He came around the side of the house and stood at the bottom of the deck steps in the rain with his hands in his pockets.

“Don’t call me that,” she said.

He stood where he was, with nothing said yet.

“Don’t call me that tonight. Please.”

“All right,” Fitz said.

He came up the steps and sat in the other chair, in the wet, and Ranger’s tail went twice against the deck boards and stopped. For a minute neither of them said anything. She could hear the water working at the beach below the house.

“He’s a fool,” Fitz said, finally. “Deming. He’s a careful, well-dressed fool and he’ll be gone in a month and this will be a paragraph in a file.”

“It isn’t Deming.”

“No.”

“I can’t do this right now,” she said.

He waited.

“This.” She didn’t look at him. “I can’t do this. I’m sorry. I can’t explain it, and I’m not going to, and I’m asking you not to ask.”

He was quiet. The boat at the terminal below them blew once for departure and pulled off the dock, and the deck under them shook a little with it, as it always did.

“Is it something I’ve done?”

“No.”

“Is it the case?”

“No. Yes. It doesn’t matter.”

“It matters to me rather a lot, Claire.”

“I know it does.” Her voice didn’t do what she wanted it to. She got it back. “I’m asking you anyway.”

He took a long time over it, longer than she’d seen him take over anything in years, and she sat there and let him.

“I’ll take the dog,” he said, and stood.

“The dog stays.”

He stopped. Ranger hadn’t moved from her feet, and Fitz looked at the dog, and then at her. It was the only true thing she was going to tell him tonight.

“Yes,” he said. “I expect he does.”

He went down the steps without looking back, and his shoes went along the gravel and then the road, and then there was nothing but the rain. She sat in the chair until the next boat had come and gone with him on it.

Then she went inside and sat down on the kitchen floor with her back against the cabinets and the dog’s head in her lap.

For three weeks she’d been afraid of a phrase, with a list of words and a hand on her chest, and she’d lied to a psychologist and to her partner and to her son, because she’d believed there was a sentence somewhere that could make her hurt the people she loved, and that she wouldn’t know it until she’d done it.

Nobody had said the sentence. She’d done it anyway.


CHAPTER TWENTY-EIGHT




The dog wanted out a little before eleven, and that was what got Claire up off the kitchen floor. When she’d let him back in she found herself standing in the doorway of the closet she called an office, with the light off, looking at the shirt.

It hung in its frame on the wall beside the map. Purple and gold, the old UW warm-up, with the sleeves folded back so the words would show, as Shirley had folded them. Commitment yields excellence, but only love yields transcendent performance. Thirty years she’d carried that sentence. She’d said it to two daughters and a son and a team of federal agents. She’d said it to Fitz, once, in the dark, and he’d laughed and said it sounded like a bishop, and she’d hit him with a pillow.

She turned on the light and sat down at the desk and picked up the phone.

Shirley Condon was seventy-nine years old, in a retirement place in Spokane with a view of the river, and she went to bed at nine, and Claire knew all of that and called her anyway. It rang four times. Then a clatter, and a voice that had lost some of its edge and none of its authority.

“Anderson.”

“Coach.”

“You only call when something’s wrong. Hold on. I’m putting my glasses on so I can hear you.”

Claire waited, listening to a lamp go on, and a chair, and Shirley breathing, and thought about hanging up, and didn’t.

“All right. Go.”

“I want to ask you about the shirt.”

A pause. “That’s not what I thought you’d say.”

“The line on it. Where it came from. You never told me.”

“You never asked. All these years, you never asked me that once.” Shirley’s voice went somewhere else, and came back. “It was a booster. Or he said he was. Spring of ninety-six, your freshman year, we were in the gym doing shooting drills and a man came in and sat down in the bleachers. Nice suit. Older than me, and I wasn’t young. Very quiet. He didn’t watch the team. He watched the drill. Afterward he came down and shook my hand and said his father had coached, back east somewhere, and there was a thing his father used to say, and he thought I might want it. He wrote it on a card. He had beautiful handwriting. I put it on the shirt that summer.”

“What was his name?”

“I don’t know. I didn’t ask. He never came back, and I never saw him at a game, and I looked. I’d have liked to thank him.” A pause. “Why?”

The map with the red star on it was in front of her.

“He watched the drill,” she said.

“That’s what I said.”

“Which drill. Who was shooting.”

“Anderson, it was thirty years ago.”

“Who was shooting, Coach.”

Silence. Then, slower: “It was the free-throw ladder. You were on the line. You were always on the line, you wouldn’t get off it.” Shirley breathed. “What’s wrong. Tell me what’s wrong.”

“I don’t know yet,” Claire said, which was true. “I got curious. That’s all. I’m sorry I woke you.”

“You didn’t wake me. I don’t sleep. Nobody here sleeps, we just lie down.” A rustle. “Are you all right? You don’t sound all right.”

“I’m working on it.”

“That’s not an answer.”

“It’s the one I’ve got.”

Shirley was quiet. “Commitment yields excellence,” she said, at last, as she’d said it in a hundred locker rooms, with the second half held back, waiting.

Claire didn’t finish it.

“Go to bed, Coach,” she said. “I love you. I’ll call when it’s over.”

“You’d better.”

She put the phone down and sat with her hands flat on the desk.

A man in a nice suit, with a card. He’d sat in a gym for an hour, and he’d chosen a coach, and he’d chosen her because the coach had a player. He’d put a sentence in the coach’s hand and let her carry it, and she’d carried it, with love, for thirty years, and never asked where it came from.

A young man with a kind voice on a phone. He’d chosen two parents in a doublewide because the parents had a daughter, and a dead son, and he’d given them a name for every person who’d touched it.

A friend with an anonymous email address, who’d chosen a podcaster because the podcaster had a van.

Three people, each handed a load to carry by someone who never gave a name. She’d been looking at it for three weeks and calling it something else.

She got the notebook out of the drawer.

She hadn’t written in it since the marina. The last line said Twins, with the date and the place under it, and the word Fitz. She turned to a clean page, because she wanted a clean page, and wrote the words one under the other, as she’d been writing them.

Caroline.

Jacqueline.

Claire-bear.

Twins.

There they were, the four of them. She’d been afraid of each one, and she’d watched her chest around each one, and she had sent a man down her steps in the rain tonight because of them. And sitting here with the coach’s voice still in the room, she could see what they were: the names of the people she loved, which was all they had in common, and the words she’d have wanted to say last, if she’d been told she was dying.

Under them she wrote: None of them are the phrase. She let that sit, and then under it she wrote: The phrase isn’t a word. He watched the drill.

What she meant by the second sentence she couldn’t have said, and she left it there anyway and put the pen down.

The phone lit up on the desk at half past twelve. She saw the name before it rang and watched her chest, where nothing happened. Her heart stayed where it was, doing what it did, and she waited through two rings to be sure.

She picked it up.

“Mom.” Caroline’s voice, wide awake, in a room with music behind it somewhere. “Finally. I’ve called you four times. Jacqueline said you were on a case, but you’re always on a case. Are you okay?”

Claire opened her mouth to say yes.

“No,” she said.

A pause on the line. The music went away, a door closing on it.

“Okay,” Caroline said. Her voice had changed. Caroline had been making the plans in that house since she was seven, when Benny came and her mother stopped having time to. “Okay. Tell me.”

With the shirt on the wall, and the map, and the four names on the page in front of her, she started at the beginning, at a folder in a compound in the Cascades with her name in it, and told her daughter some of it.

She didn’t tell her all of it. It was the first time she’d told anyone any of it, and it took the better part of an hour, and Caroline didn’t interrupt once.


CHAPTER TWENTY-NINE




Jack looked up from the board at seven on Saturday morning and didn’t say a word. Claire was coming down the Boiler Room stairs with a tray of coffee in her good hand and the dog ahead of her.

She put the tray on the table. She took her cup off it and sat down at the head, in her chair, and Ranger went under the table and put his chin on her boot.

“He’s not in until nine,” Jack said.

“I know.”

“Deming.”

“I know who you meant.”

Violet, in her corner, without turning around: “I’ll delete the badge log.”

“You can’t delete the badge log,” Jack said.

“I can’t. I’m going to.”

Kiko came in behind her with wet hair, took a coffee, glanced from Claire to Jack, and sat down without asking anything. Fitz came last, at half past, with his hat in his hand and rain on his shoulders, and stopped at the foot of the stairs when he saw her. For a second she held his eyes, and nodded once, and he nodded back and hung up his coat.

Jack had been there since five, by the look of the board.

“I want to start with something I don’t like,” he said. “Stafford Creek sent Wade Niemi’s file at midnight. Medical’s in it. He had his left knee rebuilt in 2014, inside. Full reconstruction, a plate and screws. He walks on it. He can’t kneel on it and he can’t climb on it, the prison doc wrote it down twice, and he’s been on a disability from the PUD since he got out.”

He put the photograph from Olympia on the wall beside it: the porch column at Tveit’s house, the soffit scuff, high, with no ladder marks in the bed below.

“He didn’t go up that column,” Jack said.

“So somebody else did,” Kiko said, after a moment.

“The big one carries,” Fitz said, from the coat hooks. “I said it at Teagle’s door. I said the small one signs. I didn’t say there were only two of them.”

“So there’s a third,” Kiko said.

“There’s always been a third,” Claire said. “Somebody’s been talking to those two for years. They knew we were coming Thursday before we did. Somebody told them.” This to Violet’s back. “The grandkids.”

“Nothing,” Violet said. “Washington, Oregon, Idaho, California, nothing under Delaney Niemi, nothing under Niemi at all born in the last five years that matches twins. I’m running the picture through everything I’ve got, and I’ll tell you now that it’s a bad picture and I’m not hopeful.”

“Find where it was taken,” Claire said. “Forget the faces. That sidewalk. The boots. Somebody took that picture, and it wasn’t Wade and it wasn’t Dawn.”

Violet’s chair squeaked. “That I can do.”

Jack went on. Eight of the nine names were where they’d been put. The ninth was Patricia Ostrander, fifty-eight, Hoquiam, the caseworker who’d written the petition in 2012, and she had spent Friday night refusing to leave her house.

“She left an hour ago,” Jack said. “Her daughter drove her to Olympia. She doesn’t know she was the fourth name and I’d like to keep it that way. The house is empty. I want the lights on a timer, the car in the drive, and two people in the dark across the street, and nobody in uniform within a mile of it.”

“Who,” Claire said.

He took a second.

“You’re not on this.”

“I’m asking who.”

“Me,” Jack said. “And whoever’s sitting in that chair at nine o’clock tonight.”

She didn’t push it. Kiko had her notebook open and was already talking about the annex: the contractor had confirmed that the records clerk who’d pulled the 2012 boxes for her, Sarah Kinnunen, had called in sick the week before and hadn’t been back, with no forwarding number. The address on her employment form was a rental in Hoquiam. Kiko wanted to knock on it.

“Take a deputy,” Jack said.

“I’ll take a deputy. Pick me a quiet one.”

“I’ll pick you one who’s never heard of the internet.”

“Violet.”

“Delaney Niemi, the picture, the tapes.” Violet ticked them off without looking up. “The 911 training recordings come Tuesday, they say. Delaney has no driver’s license in this state since 2021, no vehicle, no lease in her name, no phone in her name. She’s twenty-five years old and on paper she’s a ghost, and people aren’t ghosts by accident.”

“Then find the accident,” Claire said.

At half past nine the door at the top of the stairs opened and two men came down, and the room heard them before it saw them, because Deming had a heavy step and Ahlquist didn’t.

Deming saw her first. He stopped on the last stair with a folder in his hand.

“Agent Anderson.”

“Sir.”

“I said home.”

“I heard you say it.”

He turned to Jack. Jack didn’t look away.

“I asked her in,” Jack said, “to sign off on the Ostrander plan, because it’s her unit and I want her name on it if it goes wrong. She’ll be gone when she’s signed it.”

Everyone in the room knew it was a lie, Deming included, and he stood on the stair and decided. “Then sign it,” he said. “Dr. Ahlquist has something for you first. It’ll take five minutes.”

Ahlquist came down the last stair and past Deming with the folder. He had the same cardigan under the same jacket, and the same kindness, and he smiled at Claire, and started to say her name.

Ranger came out from under the table.

Without hurrying, he walked across the Boiler Room floor between the chairs and the pipes and stopped directly in front of Ahlquist, a foot from his shoes, and sat, squarely, with his front feet together and his head up and his eyes on the man’s belt. He didn’t move.

His nose was working. Claire could see it from the table. The whole dog was still except for that.

Ahlquist laughed, a little, down at the dog.

“He does like me,” he said.

“Ranger,” Fitz said, low, from the hooks.

The dog didn’t move.

“Ranger. Here.”

He got up slowly and turned and walked back across the room to Fitz. He sat down at his feet, facing Ahlquist, and stayed there.

Ahlquist put the folder on the table in front of Claire. It was the notice, the formal one, with her name typed on it and the word restricted and a date two weeks out for a full evaluation before a board, and a place for her to sign that she’d received it. He explained it to her in his kind voice, and she signed it without hearing a word.

She was watching Violet.

Violet had turned her chair around, which Claire had never seen her do with someone from upstairs in the room. She turned it now, all the way, and faced Ahlquist, with a can of Red Bull in her hand and no expression on her face at all. She held it until he’d noticed. Then she turned to the dog.

Deming and Ahlquist went back up the stairs. The door closed.

Violet got up and crossed the room and took the sticky note off the edge of her monitor as she came, and put it on the table in front of Claire, on top of the notice she’d just signed.

There were four lines in tiny square handwriting. The first said ranger / 4th floor / why. The last said fond of working dogs.

“I pulled his contracts,” Violet said. “Not the one he’s on now. The ones before. From 2021 to 2023 Vernon Ahlquist held a Bureau services contract with the working-dog program. Temperament assessments. Handler pairing. Facility access at the training center where the narcotics aids are kept, the real ones, the stuff they log by the gram.” She put a second sheet down. “Ranger failed his recertification twice. Both inside that window. Both times the assessment was signed by the same psychologist. Nobody ever said what happened to that dog’s nose. I’ve asked. I’ve been asking since the day I got here.”

Fitz had come to the table and was looking at the sheet.

“Nobody assigned this,” Violet said. “I want that on the record before somebody asks. Nobody assigned any of it. I did it on my own time and I’ll say so.”

“I’m assigning it,” Claire said.

Ranger had lain down at Fitz’s feet with his eyes on the stairs.

“Keep it off the board,” she said. “Keep it off the network. Paper only. Nobody upstairs, nobody at all, until we know what we’ve got.”

“Claire,” Jack said.

“I’m restricted, Jack. It’s a piece of paper. I’m giving Violet permission to do something on her own time, and if that’s a problem it’s my problem, and it’s already my problem.” She stood up and put her coat on. “I’ll be at SeaTac. I’ll be back before nine.”
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Duane Skoog’s public defender was a tired woman named Ruth Ojeda with a canvas bag full of files, and she met Claire in the lobby and said, before hello, “You understand I’m only allowing this because he asked for you.”

“I understand.”

“He’s cleared. You know that. Everybody in the building knows that, and he’s still in here on the rifle, and he’s going to stay in here on the rifle, and there’s nothing you can say to him in that room that changes it.”

“I know.”

“Then why are you here?”

Claire thought about it, because the woman deserved an answer.

“Because I was the one who found him,” she said. “And I’d like him to hear it from me.”

They put her in a room with a bolted table and a window with wire in it, and after ten minutes they brought him in. He’d lost weight, and he was in the tan uniform with the cuffs off, and he’d shaved, and without the beard and the vest he looked exactly like what he was, a man in his fifties who’d read meters.

He sat down across from her. Ojeda sat at the end.

“They told me,” he said. “Yesterday. The kid’s got it on his channel. They found the people.” His hands were on the table and he spoke to them. “It was the parents. The kids’ parents.”

“That’s what it looks like.”

“I read about that case. Back when. I thought they did it. I thought, those people poisoned their kids, and the county took the kids away, and for once the county got one right.” He shook his head. “For once.”

“Mr. Skoog. I want to say something to you and I’d like you to let me finish.”

His head came up.

“You didn’t kill anybody. You never did. Somebody found a man with a grievance and a van and forty thousand people listening to him, and they spent a year and a half turning you into a thing they could leave three blocks from a body. They did it well. They did it so well that I looked at it and believed it.” She held his eyes. “I’m the one who walked up that road. I’m the one who put your name on a board. I’m not here to apologize for the rifle. The rifle’s yours. I’m here to tell you the rest wasn’t, and I knew it before anybody else in that building did, and I went along anyway.”

Ojeda had stopped writing.

“The phone,” he said, finally.

“The one in the harbor.”

“Yeah.” He rubbed his thumb along the edge of the table. “You want to know why I threw it. Everybody wants to know why I threw it. The kid on the channel’s got a theory.”

“I don’t need to know.”

“I called them,” Skoog said. “My kids. Every Sunday, for twelve years, on that phone. The family that’s got them changed the number twice. I found it twice. There’s an order that says I can’t. They don’t pick up, and I know they won’t, and I call anyway, every Sunday at four, and it rings and it rings and I hang up.” He looked at the wire in the window. “Twelve years. I was standing on that rock, and I looked at it, and I thought, if they take this off me, they’ll see that. Six hundred calls to a number I’m not allowed to have. They’d have gone to that family with it. They’d have told my kids. And I couldn’t have that. So I threw it.”

“I’d have thrown it too,” Claire said.

That got his eyes up.

“I don’t pick up either,” she said. “When my daughter calls. I’ve got a reason and it’s a bad one.” She stood. “It’s Saturday, Mr. Skoog. Tomorrow’s Sunday. Have your lawyer get you a phone.”

Ojeda, at the end of the table, wrote something down.

Outside, the rain had let up, and Claire sat in her car in the visitors’ lot with the engine off, with the wire fence in front of her and the planes going over.

Tonight there’d be a house in Hoquiam with the lights on a timer and Jack in the dark across the street, with somebody beside him, and she already knew who that was going to be.

And somewhere there was a truck, and a woman in the passenger seat of it who’d folded two newspapers small enough to hide under a stack of coupons and read them by a lamp after her husband went to bed.

Tomorrow was Sunday. Somewhere a phone would ring at four in the afternoon and nobody would pick it up.

She started the car.


CHAPTER THIRTY




It had been five hours of looking at the same dark house across the street. Claire had the passenger seat of Jack’s car pushed all the way back, her feet on the dash, and a cold cup of coffee between her knees.

Patricia Ostrander’s lights had gone off on the timer at eleven, as they would have if she’d gone to bed. Her car sat in the drive with rain on it. The street was a row of small houses on a hill above the river, with the pulp mill lit up down at the bottom and the smell of it coming in through the vents when the wind turned, and nothing on it had moved since midnight except a cat.

“You’re not here,” Jack said. It was the third time he’d said it. He was in the driver’s seat with the window cracked an inch for the fog, and he hadn’t taken his eyes off the house since they’d parked.

“I know.”

“If somebody asks, you were home.”

“Nobody’s going to ask, Jack.”

He let that go by, without disagreeing.

They’d been in the car since nine and they’d talked about the case for the first hour, and about nothing for the second, and then they’d stopped. He didn’t ask her about Fitz, though he’d been in the room on Friday afternoon and had seen Fitz put the dog’s lead in her hand at the door, and Fitz hadn’t said a word to anyone on Saturday that he didn’t have to say. She didn’t ask Jack about the ramp. There were things the two of them had agreed, without ever saying so, to carry separately.

Ranger was with Fitz tonight. A car until dawn was no place for the dog. At six she’d walked him across the Boiler Room and put the lead in Fitz’s hand. He’d taken it, and that had been the whole conversation.

What he wanted to talk about was Kiko.

“I don’t like her knocking on that door,” he said, sometime after two.

“She’s got a deputy.”

“She’s got a deputy from a department that had Pratt in it.”

“She’s got a deputy you picked. You told me you picked him.”

“I did.”

“Then she’s got a deputy.”

He was quiet. The mill breathed at the bottom of the hill.

“She went into that annex alone,” he said. “She went into the group home ahead of me. She finds a thing and she goes toward it. That’s what she does. I’m the one who’s supposed to go toward things.”

“She was in a room like that for two years,” Claire said. “She told you so on the stairs. You want to know why she goes toward it. That’s why.”

He didn’t answer that, and she let him not answer it.

A little before three, a car came up the hill slow with its lights off.

Jack’s hand went to the door, and Claire put her cup on the floor. A compact, a rental by the plate frame, going past Ostrander’s house at a walking pace with the driver’s window down and something held up in the driver’s hand. It was three houses on before she saw the glow of a phone screen and the shape of the hair.

“Oh, for God’s sake,” she said.

Jack was already out. He walked into the middle of the street in the rain and stood there with his hands at his sides and let Redding’s rental come up to him and stop.

Whatever was said, Redding’s window stayed down for perhaps ten seconds. Then it went up. The rental made a three-point turn in a driveway two houses down and went back down the hill with its lights still off. Jack came back and got in and shut the door.

“He got the address from Skoog’s list,” he said. “Show notes. She’s on it. He’s been driving past every house on it since Thursday, filming the deputies.” He put his hands back on the wheel. “I told him if I saw his taillights again tonight I’d arrest him for interfering with a federal investigation, and he asked if he could film that.”

“He’d get half a million views.”

“That’s what he said.”

Nobody else came. The house sat dark, and the timer lights came on at six as they’d been set to, and a gray light came up over the mill, and at seven Jack started the car.

“Tonight again,” he said.

“Tonight again. Bring a better thermos. Yours tastes like the inside of a boot.”

“It’s Fitz’s.”

“That explains the boot.”

Violet had sent the overnight at a quarter past five. Claire read it in the car with her thumb while Jack drove them east along the river, and read it twice, and then she said, “Pull over.”

Eight of the nine names were in motel rooms in Olympia and Tacoma and Portland, with a deputy or a trooper at each door. The ninth had refused to go, and had a deputy in a cruiser at the end of her driveway instead, and had since Thursday night: Beverly Halvorsen, sixty-six, of Copalis, north on the coast, who had been the foster placement for Delaney Niemi for the first six months after the removal in 2012.

“Six months,” Jack said.

“The first six months. She’s the only person on that list who lived with the girl.”

“She’s a name on a list. She’s a witness.” He put the car in gear. “I’m going.”

“I’m restricted,” Claire said. “I’ll drive.”

“You’re restricted, and you’ll drive.”

“You’ve been up all night. So have I. But I’m not on the paper this week and you are, and if you fall asleep on 109 there’s nobody to sign the paper. Move over.”

He moved over.

Copalis was an hour north and west, out past Hoquiam and up the coast road, through Ocean Shores and beyond it, into a country of cranberry bogs and shore pine, with small houses set back from the highway at the ends of long gravel drives. The Halvorsen place was one of those. A cruiser sat across the mouth of the drive with a Grays Harbor deputy asleep in it, and Claire went around him. Behind him the drive ran a quarter mile through second-growth alder to a low green house with a metal roof, a barn that leaned, and a mud yard full of goats.

She stopped the car. The goats turned their heads.

There were maybe fifteen of them, brown and white and black, in a yard fenced with pallets and wire. Among them, taller than any of them, taller than the fence, stood two birds, gray, shaggy, on legs like a man’s arms, with small heads on long necks that turned toward the car with an interest Claire didn’t like.

“Those are emus,” Jack said.

“I can see they’re emus.”

“I’m saying it because you’ve got a look.”

He got out and went through the gate and across the yard. The goats parted for him like he’d been born there. He put a hand on the neck of the nearest one without looking at it, and the emus watched him go by and did nothing. Claire got out and went through the gate. The goats did not part for her. One of the emus came across the yard with its head down and its neck out and walked beside her, close enough to touch, all the way to the porch, where it stopped and stood.

“It likes you,” Jack said, from the top step.

“Get it away from me.”

“They don’t do that. They just do what they want.”

The door opened before either of them knocked.

Beverly Halvorsen was a big woman in a barn coat over a nightgown, with her gray hair down and a face that had been up all night for reasons that had nothing to do with goats, and a phone in her hand. She looked at Jack’s badge, and Claire, and the emu, and she said, “That’s Doris. She’s harmless. Come in before Marvin gets ideas.”

They went in.

The house smelled of woodsmoke and wet dog, and there was no dog. The kitchen was warm and low-ceilinged. Every flat surface in it had something on it: jars, mail, seed catalogs, a plastic tub of pill bottles. Along the wall by the back door, floor to ceiling, were banker’s boxes with years written on them in marker.

“Sit,” Bev said. “I’ve got coffee, it’s old. I’m not going anywhere, if that’s what you’re here for. I told the boy in the car. I’ve got forty head of goat and two of those and a well pump that needs priming every morning and there isn’t a person on this earth who’d do it for me.”

“We’re not here to move you,” Claire said.

“Then what.”

“We’re here to ask about Delaney.”

Bev sat down. She did it slowly, in the chair by the stove, and she put the phone on the table in front of her face down, and she folded her hands.

“I knew it,” she said. “Thursday, when the boy came. I knew somebody’d get around to it.” This to Claire. “I gave her back. You know that. It’s in whatever file you’ve got. Forty-one kids in thirty years and I gave one back, and it was her, and I have never once said why to a soul, because nobody asked, and because if I’d said it out loud they’d have taken my license.”

“You’re not in trouble, Mrs. Halvorsen.”

“I’m on a list. The boy in the car told me that much.” She tipped her head at the boxes along the wall. “Every kid I ever had is in those. Every report card, every drawing, every thing the department sent me and every thing they didn’t. I’ve got kids who’ve got kids now. I go to their weddings.” Her jaw moved. “I’ve got her in there too. Six months. I’ve never taken the box down.”

Jack stayed still, which he’d learned from Fitz, and Claire pulled a chair out and sat where the woman could see her.

“Tell me why,” she said.

Bev studied her hands.

“She was never any trouble. I want you to hear that first. Never once. No lying, no stealing, no hitting the little ones. She was polite. She made her bed. She did her homework at the table without being told and she helped the little ones with theirs. She was the best-behaved child I ever had in this house and I had forty-one.” She stopped. “That’s what I’d have said to the department, if they’d asked. They didn’t ask. They just moved her.”

“But.”

“But she was eleven years old and she took my checkbook out of the drawer and corrected my arithmetic. In pencil. Neat as you like. Left it on the counter for me to find. And she’d move things. The little ones’ things, in their room, when they were at school, and then she’d watch them look for them and she’d help them look. And there was one night I got up at two in the morning for the bathroom and she was at this table, right here, with a legal pad, writing. Eleven years old. Two in the morning. Writing names.”

“Whose names?”

“I asked her. She said, everybody who helped. The nurse and the deputy and the doctor and the judge. She said she was writing them down so she could thank them.” Bev raised her head. “And I stood in that doorway and I thought, that’s a nice thing for a child to do. And I went back to bed. And I lay there. And I thought, that isn’t a nice thing for a child to do. Not at that hour, not like that, and not with her brother in a different house across the county and her never once, in six months, asking me where he was.”

The stove ticked. Outside, one of the emus made a sound like a drum.

“I called the department that week,” Bev said. “I said I couldn’t keep her. I said it was me. They put her somewhere else and I never saw her again and I’ve never forgiven myself and I’ve never once been sorry. Both. You can’t understand that unless you’ve done it.”

Claire could, and kept it to herself.

“You said you’ve got her box,” she said.

Bev sat for a moment. Then she got up and went to the wall and ran her finger along the years until she found 2012. She lifted the lid, took out a folder, and opened it on the table between them.

School papers. A report card, all A’s. A photograph of a girl of eleven on the porch outside with a goat, brown hair pulled back, a face Claire could have studied for an hour and not remembered. And under those, in a plastic sleeve, a sheet of lined school paper, three-hole-punched.

Two hearts in crayon, one whole, one scribbled through so hard the paper had torn.

“She drew that the first week,” Bev said. “She drew it on everything. On her homework. On the fog on the car window. I kept this one because she left it on my pillow, and I’ve never known if it was a present or a threat, and I still don’t.”


CHAPTER THIRTY-ONE




Nobody was going to answer. Kiko knew that after two minutes on the porch of the Kinnunen house. She raised her hand and knocked a third time anyway.

The house was a small one on a side street on the hill above the river, a story and a half of gray clapboard with the blinds down on every window and no car in the drive and a rain-soaked flyer for a roofing company still wedged in the screen door. The address on the county contractor’s employment form was this one. The name on the mailbox was nothing. Somebody had peeled the letters off.

Deputy Luis Guerra stood at the bottom of the steps with his thumbs in his belt, looking up and down the street as deputies did. He was in his thirties, with a wedding ring and a careful face, and Jack had picked him because he’d looked through the Grays Harbor roster for a man who’d never posted anything on the internet, and Guerra was that man.

“Nobody,” he said.

“Nobody who’s answering.”

“You want me to try the back?”

“Give it a minute.”

Across the street a man in a Seahawks jacket was wheeling a recycling bin to the curb, and doing it slowly, because he was watching them. Kiko went down the steps and across to him, and he straightened up and waited for her with the bin between them.

“Morning,” she said. “You know the folks in the gray house?”

“Know them to wave at.”

“Who lives there?”

He thought about whether to answer. His eyes went to Guerra’s uniform and back to Kiko, and he decided she was the safer one.

“Girl. Young woman, I mean. Quiet. Been there a couple years. Works days somewhere, keeps to herself, doesn’t have people over.” He tipped his head at the house. “There’s a young fella stays some nights. Boyfriend, I figure. Nice kid. Helps me with the bins when he sees me at it, which is more than my own kids do.”

“What’s he look like?”

“Regular. Twenties. Brown hair. Drives a dark car, a Honda, maybe.” He shrugged. “I’m not much on cars.”

“When did you see either of them last?”

“Her, I couldn’t tell you. Him, Thursday? Thursday night, late. He come in around nine and left again after, in a hurry. I noticed because he didn’t wave.”

Kiko thanked him, and he went back to his bins, and she stood in the street with the gray house in front of her, blinds down.

Thursday night, late. Kalander had been found on his boat at six. The Niemi house had been empty by the time S.W.O.R.D. reached it at eight. And somewhere between those two things, a nice kid who helped with the bins had come into this house in a hurry and left in one.

“I’m going to look in a window,” she said.

Guerra came with her. They went along the side of the house on a strip of wet grass between the clapboard and a fence, past a gas meter and a window with the blind down tight. At the back was a small yard with a clothesline and nothing on it, and a back door with a window in it. Beside the door was a second window. Its blind had been pulled down crooked and left a gap of two inches at one side.

Kiko put her face to the gap.

The room had been a bedroom and wasn’t one now. A desk against the far wall with a laptop on it, closed. A microphone on an arm, the kind podcasters used, and a pair of big headphones hung on the arm beside it. A second monitor, dark, and a printer. A shelf above the desk with binders on it, the wide kind, with typed labels on the spines she couldn’t read from here.

And on the wall above the desk, pinned with a single tack, was a photograph.

Two toddlers in red rain boots on a wet sidewalk, a boy and a girl, faces gone soft.

She stepped back from the window.

It wasn’t a copy. On Thursday night she’d stood in the Niemi kitchen in front of that picture on that refrigerator, and this was the same print, the same size, the same soft faces, pinned to a wall in a house rented by a woman Kiko had met once across a counter and forgotten while she was still looking at her.

She had her phone out. Jack’s name, five rings, and the voice he’d recorded in a hurry once and never changed. She hung up and texted him, and then Claire, and then she stood in the wet yard with the phone in her hand and watched the screen, and neither of the texts said delivered.

“Where are they?” Guerra asked.

“Copalis. Coast. There’s no signal on half of that road.”

“You want me to call it in?”

Calling it in meant a sergeant, and a sergeant meant Deming’s people inside twenty minutes, and a house full of Bureau tape before Jack had seen it.

“Not yet,” she said. “Give me ten minutes to reach Jack.”

Guerra’s radio went before she’d finished saying it.

It was a county-wide tone, the one that meant everyone, and then a dispatcher’s voice, fast: all available units, the Niemi vehicle, a 2004 Ford pickup, located abandoned off Elma Gate Road on the Chehalis bottoms, state patrol on scene, all units respond to a staging area at the grange, and Guerra had already turned toward the street before the dispatcher had finished.

He stopped and turned.

“I have to go.”

“I know.”

“Every car in the county’s going to be on that road.”

“I know. Go.”

“What are you going to do?”

“Sit in the car,” Kiko said. “Wait for Jack. He’ll be an hour.”

He stood there a second longer than he needed to. Then he went. She heard the cruiser start, and the tires on the wet street, and the siren come on at the corner and go away toward the river.

She went back around the house and got in the passenger seat of the Bureau car and shut the door.

She sat there and sent Claire one more text, and watched it sit.

The street was empty, the man with the bins had gone in, and there was rain on the windshield and nothing new on her phone. The gray house still had its blinds down. She thought about a boy in room six and a picture that was in two places, and about Jack saying she finds a thing and she goes toward it. He’d have said it to Claire, not to her, but she knew him, and she could hear him saying it.

She gave it four minutes, timed on the dash clock.

Then she got out and went back along the side of the house, past the gas meter, to the back door with the window in it, and she put her hand on the knob because she wanted to know if it was locked, that was all, so she could tell Jack.

It turned.


CHAPTER THIRTY-TWO




The drawing lay between Claire’s hands on Bev Halvorsen’s kitchen table, and she didn’t touch it. She’d wanted to. She’d put her hands flat on the wood instead, one on each side of the plastic sleeve, and let a long minute go by under the kitchen light before she said anything.

Two hearts, one whole, one scribbled through until the crayon had gone through the paper. The whole one started heavy on the right lobe and lightened toward the point, the habit Fitz had named at the first door.

They were small. That was the hand.

“Why did you keep it?” she asked.

Bev had gone back to the chair by the stove. “Because it scared me,” she said. “And because I thought somebody ought to have it. I didn’t know who. I thought maybe someday she’d come back for it, and I’d give it to her, and she’d tell me what it was.” Her eyes went to the sleeve. “I’ve had thirteen years to think about it, and I still think that.”

“Did she ever come back?”

“No.”

“Write to you?”

“Once.” Bev got up again, slowly, and went to the box and took out an envelope and put it on the table. A card, from a drugstore, with a watercolor bird on the front. Inside, in blue ballpoint, small and even, it said Thank you for the six months. I think about them. L. No return address. The postmark was Tacoma, 2019.

The hand was small and even, and Claire had seen it on the back of a photograph in Skoog’s envelope and on the front of a letter to Marjorie Teagle. Violet had matched the nines and the sevens. There were no nines or sevens here, and she didn’t need them.

“Can I keep this?”

“You can keep all of it. I don’t want it in my house.”

Claire set the card beside the drawing. Jack, by the door, hadn’t said a word in twenty minutes, and he was watching the woman, not the table.

“Mrs. Halvorsen,” Claire said. “Does the name Sarah Kinnunen mean anything to you?”

Bev’s face did something Claire couldn’t read, a flicker and a frown, gone before it settled.

“No,” she said. “Should it?”

“It’s a name that’s come up.”

“I don’t know it.” She rubbed her eyes with the heel of her hand. “I’m sorry. I’ve been up since four with the pump. I’ve got forty-one names in my head and half of them have changed since, and I don’t know it.”

Claire let it go. She’d learned when to let a thing go and come back for it, and she filed the frown with the rest.

“There’s one more thing,” Bev said. “And then I want you to go, because I’ve said more this morning than in thirteen years and I’m about done.”

Claire waited.

“The day I gave her back. I drove her to the office in Aberdeen myself, I wouldn’t let them send a car. She had her bag on her lap. She didn’t cry and she didn’t ask me why. She looked out the window the whole way, and when I pulled into the lot she said, without turning her head, ‘You’ll be on it too.’”

The stove ticked.

“I thought she meant a Christmas card list,” Bev said. “I told myself that for a long time. I was still telling myself that on Thursday when the boy came to my door and said he’d been sent to take me to a motel in Olympia, and I asked him why, and he said I was on a list.”

She turned to Claire.

“I’m on it, aren’t I.”

“You’re the tenth name,” Claire said. “In the prosecutor’s handwriting. He wrote every person who touched that case, and you’re on it.”

“And I’m sitting in my kitchen.”

“You’re sitting in your kitchen with a deputy at the end of your drive, and I’d like you to come to Olympia with us. Today.”

“No.”

“Mrs. Halvorsen.”

“I said no.” She stood. “I gave that girl back. I’m the only one of the eleven of us who ever did anything about her. I did it when she was eleven years old, when it would’ve counted, and nobody listened, and I’ve fed goats for thirteen years and thought about it. If she’s coming, she’s coming. I’m not going to a motel to wait for her. I’m going to be here.”

Claire turned to Jack, who shook his head a quarter of an inch, because there was no law that would let them put a sixty-six-year-old woman in a car against her will for her own good.

“Then the deputy stays awake,” Claire said. “I’ll see to it.”

“You do that.”

Claire’s phone went on the table.

She’d had one bar on the porch and none in the kitchen, and now it lit up and buzzed against the wood with HIGHTOWER on the screen. She picked it up and walked to the back door where the bar had been.

“Where are you?” Hightower said. He didn’t wait. “Never mind, I know where you are, and you’re not there, and I didn’t call. Listen to me. A farmer on the Chehalis bottoms south of Elma walked out to check his fence line at ten and found a 2004 Ford pickup with a canopy at the end of his farm road, doors open, nobody in it. Patrol confirmed the plate twenty minutes ago. It’s the Niemi truck. Deming’s got every unit in three counties heading for a grange hall off Elma Gate Road and he’s on his way down himself with the helicopter.”

“Where’s Jack?”

“Jack’s with you. That’s why I called you. This one, well.” A pause. “Get him there. I don’t care how.”

Jack, who’d heard enough of it from the door, was already moving, with his coat and the keys, waiting on Claire. The drawing in its sleeve and the card with the bird on it were still on the table.

“Mrs. Halvorsen. May I take these?”

“I told you. All of it.”

Claire put the sleeve and the card inside her coat, flat against her chest. She thanked the woman and went out the door into the yard. Doris the emu came across the mud to meet her and walked beside her all the way to the car, and she didn’t even see it.

Jack drove. He went down the quarter mile of drive faster than the drive was built for, and stopped beside the cruiser at the road, and the deputy in it sat up.

“You stay awake,” Jack said through the window. “You stay in this car, at this gate, until somebody with a badge tells you different. Not a sergeant on the radio. Somebody standing here. Do you understand me?”

“Yes, sir.”

“Say it back.”

The deputy said it back. Jack pulled out onto 109 and pointed the car south.

Claire had her phone in her lap. The bar came and went with the trees. At the edge of Ocean Shores it came back, and stayed, and the phone buzzed twice in her hand, two texts that had been waiting somewhere in the air since half past ten.

Both from Kiko.

The first said: At the Kinnunen house w/ Guerra. Nobody home. Neighbor says a young man stays here some nights. Came in Thursday late, left in a hurry.

The second said: The picture from the fridge is on the wall inside. Same print. Guerra got pulled to Elma. I’m in the car. Going to look around a little.

Claire read them twice. The time on them was forty minutes ago. Then she typed, with her thumb, fast: Wait for Jack. Do not go in. Wait.

She hit send.

The bar went. Ocean Shores fell away behind them. The shore pine closed in on both sides of the road. The phone thought about it. Then it put a small red mark beside the words, and under them it said Not Delivered.


CHAPTER THIRTY-THREE




Kiko’s line rang, and rang, and Claire listened to it with the phone against her ear for the fourth time since Ocean Shores. Jack was doing ninety on Highway 12 with the wipers on high and his jaw set. Neither of them had said a word since Aberdeen.

It rang six times, and then Kiko’s voice came on, the recorded one, bright and quick, and Claire hung up before the tone.

“Nothing.”

“Try Guerra.”

She’d tried Guerra, who’d answered from the grange hall staging area with a hundred radios going behind him, and who’d left Agent Greene in the car outside the gray house at half past ten, as she’d asked. Was that wrong? Claire had said no, and hung up before he heard her voice do what it was going to do.

“She’s in a house with no car in the drive,” Jack said. “She’s in a house nobody’s been in since Thursday. She’s fine.”

“I know.”

“She’s got a phone with no signal, or a dead battery, or she put it down on a counter.”

“I know, Jack.”

He drove. Past Central Park, past the turn for Montesano, the river coming and going on the right through the trees, brown and high with a week of rain in it. She’d called Fitz from the coast road, because she’d needed the dog and there was no one else to bring him. He’d said “I’m leaving now” and nothing else, and hung up before she could say anything else either.

The turn for the bottoms was a county road south out of Elma that ran across the flats and then along the river on a dike, and a trooper was standing in it in the rain with a flare. Jack showed the badge. The trooper waved them through onto a gravel farm road that ran off the dike between a fence line and a flooded field, and at the end of it, a quarter mile on, three patrol cars sat with their lights going around a pickup truck with a canopy and both doors open.

They walked the last fifty yards because the road was blocked.

The truck was a 2004 Ford, green under the mud, with a bad taillight and a canopy that had been white once. It sat at the end of the road with its nose toward the river and its doors open, driver’s and passenger’s, and the rain had been coming in on the seats for hours. A state patrol sergeant met them and said what there was to say: engine cold, keys in it, nobody had touched the inside, on Deming’s instruction, and Deming was in the air and would be on the ground in fifteen minutes.

“Then we’ve got fifteen minutes,” Jack said.

He went to the driver’s side. Claire went to the passenger’s.

There was nothing on the seats but rain. On the floor of the passenger side, a truck-stop scanner, off, and a legal pad, and Claire crouched in the open door with her bad hand on the frame and read the pad without touching it.

The handwriting was Dawn Niemi’s, the same block printing as the masking tape on the refrigerator. Times, in a column. Call types beside them. Nine minutes, circled. It was the arithmetic of Thursday night, done in advance by a woman who had sat at a console for eleven years, and it was the most damning thing Claire had seen in three weeks, and it should have closed the case in her head, and it didn’t.

At the bottom of the last page, under the times, in the same hand, two words with a line through them.

SUNDAY. PROPERTY.

And under the line, smaller: next.

Claire was still on that when Jack spoke.

“Glove box,” Jack said, from the other side.

He had it open. He was holding a sheet of paper by its edges, and he brought it around the front of the truck through the rain and held it where she could see it without either of them touching it more than they had to.

A dock, drawn in pencil. F, at the top, in a block capital. A line of slips, every one numbered. Small squares along the dock with numbers beside them, thirty, fifty, thirty, and a square at fourteen with a box drawn around it and, in the same square capitals, SHORE SIDE. The gate. The harbormaster’s shack. A note in the margin: DOCK LIGHTS SEPARATE. HM CIRCUIT.

It was exactly what a man would draw who’d pulled service for half the marinas on the harbor in the nineties and still knew where every breaker was, except that it had everything in it. Every letter was square and separate. The amperage was written beside every pedestal, including the ones that didn’t matter, and SHORE SIDE was printed where a man who knew what shore side meant would never have needed to print it.

He’d drawn it so it could be read by somebody who wasn’t him, and Jack was looking at the map, and neither of them said it, because the state patrol sergeant was standing four feet away.

Fitz’s car came down the farm road at twenty past twelve, and he got out of it with the dog, and walked the fifty yards to the truck in the rain in his hat with the lead in his hand and his face closed. He stopped in front of Claire.

“Where,” he said.

“Driver’s seat. Then wherever he takes it.”

Fitz nodded, and didn’t look at her any longer than that. At the open driver’s door he let Ranger put his head inside, then stood back, said the dog’s name, and waited.

Ranger came out of the cab and stood in the rain with his nose down and his whole body still, as he’d stood at the door of room six, and then he moved, along the side of the truck, past the tailgate, and down off the end of the road onto the edge of the flooded field. Fitz went after him with the lead slack, and Claire and Jack went after Fitz, and the troopers stayed where they were.

He worked the edge of the field for two hundred yards, slow, casting, losing it in the standing water and coming back and finding it again on the higher ground by the fence. Then through a gap in the fence, up the bank of the dike, across the county road and down the other side, to the gravel shoulder where the road bent toward the river, and there, on the shoulder, he stopped.

He sat down, with his nose to the gravel. Then his head came up, to Claire.

There were two sets of tire tracks in the mud at the edge of the gravel, side by side, where a vehicle had pulled off the road and sat and pulled back on. They were narrower than the truck’s. A car.

The rain came down on the road.

“Somebody drove them out of here,” Jack said.

Fitz crouched by the dog with a hand on his back. “He hasn’t done that since the port,” he said, to nobody. “I want that said, whatever else.”

Claire stood on the shoulder with the map in one hand, inside a plastic sleeve one of the troopers had given her, and the phone in the other. The helicopter was somewhere up the valley, a sound under the rain, coming. Deming would land in a field and find a truck and no people. Whoever had driven the Niemis out of here was not anybody on a list.

Her phone still said Wait for Jack. Do not go in. Wait. The small red mark was still beside it. Not Delivered.

She called Kiko again. It rang, six times, and Kiko’s bright quick voice said to leave a message.

“Jack,” she said.

He was looking at the tracks, with his back to her.

“Jack. Kiko.”

He turned around.


CHAPTER THIRTY-FOUR




The dark inside the Kinnunen house took a minute to get used to. Kiko stood just inside the back door with her hands pulled up inside her sleeves and waited for it.

She’d turned the knob at twenty to eleven, let go of it, and walked back to the car, because she’d told Guerra she would wait. For an hour she’d sat in the passenger seat with the phone dark in her lap and the blinds not moving, and at ten to twelve, with Jack not coming in an hour and nobody calling, she’d stopped being able to. She’d gone back around the house without deciding to, and now she was in.

The blinds were down on every window and the light that came through them was gray and thin. She was in a kitchen. It was clean in a way she didn’t like, the counters bare, one mug upside down in the rack, a dish towel folded in thirds on the oven door. No magnets on the refrigerator. No mail on the counter. It was a kitchen nobody had ever cooked a meal in for another person, and she’d lived in a few of those.

No light, and nothing touched. Standing there, she told herself she was looking, that was all, that Jack would be here soon and she’d walk him through the door and show him, and she knew as she was telling herself that this was what she always said right before she went ahead and did the other thing.

The room with the desk was through a short hall on the left.

It had been a bedroom once. There was still a closet with a folding door, and a light fixture in the middle of the ceiling with a pull chain, and a window with the crooked blind she’d looked through from the yard. The desk was under the window. The laptop was closed. The microphone on its arm was pushed back against the wall, and the headphones hung from the arm, big ones, with the ear cups turned in, and beside the laptop was a mouse and a pad of yellow sticky notes with nothing written on the top one.

She stood in front of the shelf and read the binders.

There were eleven. Wide white ones, the three-ring kind, with a typed label on each spine in a plain font, one name each, and the names went along the shelf in an order she knew, because she’d seen it on a wall in the Boiler Room on Thursday morning in a dead man’s handwriting. TEAGLE. KALANDER. TVEIT. OSTRANDER. And on down. HALVORSEN was tenth.

She pulled her right hand down out of her sleeve, and took the last one off the shelf, and opened it on the desk.

A photograph, first, in a plastic sleeve. A low green house with a metal roof, taken from the end of a long gravel drive through alder, with goats in the yard. Then pages. A schedule, typed: when the woman fed the animals, when she drove into Copalis for feed, which day the propane came. A copy of a county foster-care license from 2011. A map printed off the internet with the drive marked. And at the very front of the binder, ahead of the photograph, a single photocopied page that she’d skipped past and now went back to.

Lined paper. A child’s handwriting, careful, in pencil, the letters made one at a time. Down the left side, names, and beside each name a word or two: nurse. deputy. the doctor. Judge T. Mr. Tveit. Mrs. Ostrander. At the top of the page, underlined twice, it said PEOPLE WHO HELPED.

Kiko stood over it for a moment with her hand flat on the desk beside it.

Then she photographed it, and put the binder back where it had been, and took down TVEIT, and it had the same page at the front. So did TEAGLE. So did KALANDER. Eleven binders and the same child’s list photocopied into the front of every one, and she didn’t let herself think about what it meant, because if she thought about it she’d stop, and she wasn’t going to stop.

Above the binders, on the top shelf, a row of discs in paper sleeves.

She took one down. A county label, the old kind, typed: GRAYS HARBOR COMM. CENTER, TRAINING/CERT, 2006. Under it a stamp, purple, half-faded: PUBLIC RECORDS REQUEST, FULFILLED, and a date four years ago, and a set of initials. There were nine of them on the shelf, 2003 to 2012, and every one had the stamp.

She stood there with the disc in her hand and thought about Violet in her corner saying it’ll take a week, nobody’s assigned it, I’m doing it anyway. Violet had been waiting a week for tapes somebody else had asked for four years ago and been given, and had been sitting on a shelf in Hoquiam ever since.

She photographed the shelf. She photographed the stamp, close.

Then she opened her messages and selected Violet and sent her everything: the list, the binders, the shelf, the stamp. Under them she typed: Kinnunen house, Hoquiam. Inside. Don’t call Jack yet. Ten minutes. I’ll explain.

The reply came in under a minute. One word.

out.

She put the phone in her pocket.

There was a second bedroom across the hall, and its door was shut, and she stood in front of it for longer than she’d stood in front of anything else in the house, and then she opened it.

A man’s room, or half of one. A duffel bag on the floor at the foot of a bare mattress. A pair of work boots beside it, big, with mud dried on them. On a hook on the back of the door, a hi-vis vest, the kind linemen wore, and she thought about a delivery driver on a porch in Olympia saying tall man, vest, van, and about a vest on a garage hook in Montesano with dust on the shoulders.

On the other side of the room, on a shelf, a woman’s things. A few, folded. A cardigan. A lanyard with nothing on it. And on the floor under the shelf, a second pair of work boots, a man’s boots, the same make as the big ones, and small. She crouched, without touching them, and could see the insoles from where she was, two of them stacked in each boot, and she heard Fitz in a wet yard behind a dead man’s house three weeks ago, saying it in that voice he used for things nobody was going to believe: or a woman in a man’s boot.

She stood up.

The wall behind the door had a whiteboard on it.

She hadn’t seen it coming in, because the door had covered it, and now the door was open and she was looking at five photographs, printed on plain paper and stuck up with tape.

Claire, on a sidewalk in Seattle, coming out of the federal building with her coat open. Jack, at a gas pump. Fitz, on a ferry deck with the dog. Violet, through the window of a coffee shop, with her hood up. And Kiko, on the steps of the annex in Montesano, in the rain, with the key in her hand.

Under Claire’s photograph there was a second one, smaller. A house on the water, seen from the water, with a deck and a set of steps down to a beach, and she’d stood on that deck a week ago Saturday with a glass of wine and watched the ferry go by.

Under that, in blue marker, three names.

Caroline. Jacqueline. Benny.

Kiko heard her breath go out.

Her hand wasn’t steady when she raised the phone, and she made it steady, and took the whiteboard, and took it again closer, the house and the names. She was sending them to Violet with her thumb when she heard, from the street out front, through the wall and the blind and the rain, a car door closing.


CHAPTER THIRTY-FIVE




Jack’s phone went in his hand as he turned. Claire saw the name on it. It was Violet, and not Kiko, which meant it was going to be bad.

He answered it on the gravel shoulder with the rain coming down and put it on speaker without being asked, because he’d stopped hiding things from her in the summer and had never started again.

“I’ve had photos from Kiko for ten minutes,” Violet said. She was talking fast and flat, which was how she talked when she was frightened. “She’s inside the house. She sent them and told me not to call you for ten minutes. I didn’t. Now it’s been twelve and she’s not answering me. I’m sending them to both of you now. Look at them while I talk.”

They came through one after another on Jack’s screen, and Claire stood at his shoulder in the rain.

“Eleven binders, one name each,” Violet said. “A kid’s handwriting at the front of every one. My tapes, on a shelf, with a records stamp from four years ago. Two pairs of boots, one big, one small with the insoles doubled.” She stopped. “And there’s a whiteboard.”

The last two photos came through.

Five faces on a wall, and hers was one of them. Under it, her own house, from the water. Under that, three names in blue marker.

Her heart did nothing, which she noted from a long way off.

Jack was already moving, past her and up the bank onto the county road at a run, and Fitz, who had been standing back with the dog and had heard all of it, was already going the other way for his car. Claire went after Jack, and the troopers were left where they stood.

Jack took the dike road back to Elma at a speed it had not been built for, hit Highway 12 westbound, and put the light on the dash, while Claire sat with two phones in her lap, hers and the Bureau one from the glove box, and started making calls.

Hoquiam PD came first, a sergeant who listened and didn’t argue and said he had a car four minutes from that address. Guerra, at the grange, who said the word Christ once, quietly, and said twenty minutes and hung up. Hightower, who said he’d get Deming’s helicopter turned around and that he’d have to ask Deming for it, and that she should understand what it would cost, and she said she understood.

Her phone went while she was on the Bureau one. A number she didn’t know, a 360 area code, and she almost let it go, and something about the exchange made her answer it.

“Agent Anderson. It’s Bev Halvorsen.”

Claire put the Bureau phone face down on her knee.

“Mrs. Halvorsen.”

“You asked me about a name.” The woman’s voice was different from an hour ago. Slower. “I told you I didn’t know it, and I’m sorry, I was tired and I was frightened and I wasn’t thinking about my own mother. My mother was Sarah. Sarah Kinnunen, before she married my father. She lived with me that year, 2012, she was eighty-four and she couldn’t be on her own anymore, and she had the room at the end of the hall.” A pause. “That girl sat with her every afternoon after school. Read to her. Did her nails. My mother didn’t like children, she never liked any of my kids, and she liked that one. She called her my Laney. I’d forgotten. I’d made myself forget it, I think.”

“Thank you,” Claire said.

“Is it her? The name?”

“I think so.”

“Then she took it from my house,” Bev said. “Along with the rest.”

Claire said she’d call her back. She put the phone down in her lap on top of the other one and watched the road.

“Say it,” Jack said.

“Sarah Kinnunen is Delaney Niemi.” Her voice was steadier than she’d expected. “She took the name from an old woman she read to when she was eleven, and she’s been sitting at a county counter with it for two years. She handed Kiko the boxes. She handed Kiko a key.” Claire stopped. “It’s her house. Kiko’s standing in Delaney Niemi’s house.”

Jack’s hands didn’t move on the wheel. Past Montesano the river came up on the left, brown and fast.

“Say the thing about the map,” he said.

She’d known he’d seen it.

“He didn’t draw it for himself. Nobody writes shore side on a map for himself. He drew it for somebody who’d never been on that dock.”

“By her.”

“By somebody.”

“Say by her.”

“I don’t know that yet, Jack.” The photograph of five faces on a wall was still on the phone in her lap. “There’s a boy who helps with the bins. He’s got a room in that house and mud on his boots. Somebody carried Marjorie Teagle down a ramp, and it wasn’t a girl with a size seven foot, and it wasn’t a man with a plate in his knee.”

“Three of them.”

“At least.”

He drove, and she called Hoquiam back, and the sergeant said his car was two minutes out. Then Kiko. It rang and rang and went to the bright quick voice, and she didn’t leave a message, because there was nothing to say to a machine.

At Central Park the Bureau phone went. Hightower. Deming had turned the helicopter. Deming had asked who was requesting it, and Hightower had told him, and they’d talk about that later.

“Understood.”

“Claire.” A pause, and the tic, and then not the tic. “Get her.”

Aberdeen. The bridge over the Wishkah. The mill. The turn for Hoquiam along the river, with the water high and gray on the left and the houses climbing the hill on the right. Jack drove through the middle of town with the light going and people stepping back onto the curbs. At the bottom of the hill the Bureau phone went again. Hoquiam dispatch this time, a woman’s voice, calm, trained, every word in its place.

“Agent Anderson, I’ve got your unit on scene at that address. I need to advise you we already had a call at that location. It came in at 12:41 from a neighbor.”

“What call.”

“Structure fire,” the dispatcher said. “Engine’s on scene. Fully involved.”

Jack heard it and put his foot down, and the car went up the hill toward a column of smoke Claire could see now above the roofs, gray-black in the rain, going straight up. She sat with the phone in her hand. The part of her mind that was still doing arithmetic told her that 12:41 was thirty-five minutes ago, and that Kiko had sent a photograph of a whiteboard at 12:33.


CHAPTER THIRTY-SIX




The front door of the house opened. Kiko heard it from the doorway of the second bedroom, with the phone in her hand and the whiteboard behind her.

It didn’t open loud. A key, and the latch, and the door swinging in, and a pause on the mat while whoever it was listened to the hall. Then a step. Then another. Somebody who lived here and knew where the floor creaked.

She went the other way.

Down the short hall to the kitchen, quiet, on the sides of her feet, past the folded dish towel and the one mug in the rack, to the back door she’d come in by. She opened it as slowly as it would open. She went out into the rain and drew it shut behind her without letting the latch click. The yard. The clothesline with nothing on it. The fence on the left and the strip of wet grass along the side of the house that led to the street and the car.

She was halfway along the strip of grass, past the gas meter, when he came around the front corner of the house and stopped.

Twenties. Brown hair, wet, pushed back. A dark jacket. A regular face. The man with the bins had said regular, and this was what he’d meant. He was carrying a length of galvanized pipe, three feet of it, that had been leaning against the house beside the gas meter and that she’d walked past twice without seeing, and he was holding it loosely, at his side, as people held things they’d picked up on the way.

He was between her and the street.

“You’re the one she gave the key to,” he said.

His voice was young and calm and kind. She’d have said kind, if somebody had asked her to describe it. He wasn’t out of breath, and he wasn’t angry, and from his face he’d been expecting her.

“She said you were the nice one,” he said. “She said if anybody came in, it’d be you.”

With her badge on her belt and her phone in her hand and her weapon under her jacket, Kiko said what the training said to say. Her name. Her agency. That there were units on their way and more behind them, and that he should put the pipe down and step back to the fence.

“I know,” he said. “That’s why I have to be quick.”

She got her hand to her jacket. She got it inside. He was already moving. He was bigger than he’d looked from the window and faster than a regular face had any right to be. The pipe came around low and flat and took her on the left side of the face. The sound it made was inside her head and not outside it.

She was on the grass. She didn’t remember getting there. The rain was on her face, and one side of her face was wrong. She saw his boots, big, the mud on them, a foot from her eyes. She saw the clothesline above her against the gray. She thought, very clearly, Jack is going to be so angry, and she got a hand under herself.

The second one came high.

She heard him go into the house. She heard him inside it, moving, doors, fast. Then a car trunk out front. Then she smelled gasoline, a lot of it, through the rain, and heard a soft heavy sound like a bedsheet being shaken out. Then she didn’t hear anything.
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Claire came up the hill into the smoke with Jack at the wheel and the light going and the smell of it already in the car.

The street was full of it. Two Hoquiam engines nose to tail in front of a gray house whose front half was gone, black and orange and steaming under the hoses, with the roof over the front room fallen in and the rain hissing on it. A Hoquiam cruiser across the street with its lights on. Neighbors on their porches. The man in the Seahawks jacket on his lawn with both hands on top of his head, and a Bureau car at the curb with nobody in it, and a Hoquiam officer standing beside the car looking at the house.

Jack was out before the car had stopped, past the engines and the officer and the man on the lawn, along the strip of grass on the side of the house through the hose lines, with Claire after him and the heat coming off the wall on their left through the rain. At the back of the house the yard opened out, and Jack stopped so short she went into him.

Kiko was on the grass under the clothesline.

She was on her side with one arm under her. Her face was turned toward the fence. There was blood in the grass around her, thinned and spread by the rain. The left side of her face wasn’t a shape a face should be. She was breathing. Claire could see it from ten feet away. Her back was going up and down.

Jack was on his knees in the wet with his hands not touching her, held out over her, and then he put two fingers on her neck and said her name.

Kiko breathed, and that was all.

“Medic,” Jack said, not loud, and then he turned his head and said it again in a voice Claire had never heard come out of him. “Medic!”

A Hoquiam firefighter came around the house at a run, went past Claire, and dropped beside Jack. Then a second one, with a bag. Then the yard was full of people who knew what to do. Jack got up out of their way and stood back against the fence with his hands at his sides and Kiko’s blood on his cuff, watching them work, and he didn’t take his eyes off her, and Claire knew he wasn’t going to leave that yard until she did.

Fitz had come around the house with the dog on a short lead, and stopped where Claire was standing, and put a hand on her shoulder, and took it away.

“Is she.”

“She’s breathing.”

He looked at the girl on the grass, and Jack against the fence, and the house burning behind them, and said nothing at all, which for Fitz was the whole of a speech.

Claire made herself look away from Kiko.

She’d learned to do that a long time ago and had never been proud of it. There were people in the yard now who could help the girl, and she wasn’t one of them, and there was nothing she could do in that yard for Kiko that would matter, and there might be something she could do for the case. So she turned around and faced the property.

The house was gone. Whatever had been on the shelf and on the desk and on the wall was ash or would be, and Kiko’s phone, if it had anything left on it, was in her pocket on the grass. The neighbor had seen a dark Honda leave in a hurry and hadn’t got the plate. A firefighter told her the rear of the house had gone up first, the two back rooms, and fast, and he’d been doing this twenty years and it had been poured.

At the back of the lot, past the clothesline, on the alley, stood a detached single-car garage, old, board and batten, with a roll-up door and a padlock on the hasp.

The fire hadn’t reached it, and the hoses were keeping it that way. Claire stood in front of it. A gray house with the blinds down on a hill above the river. A woman with no car in her name. A boy with a dark Honda that was gone. And a garage at the back with a lock on it that nobody had bothered to open in a hurry.

“I need that lock cut,” she said to the nearest firefighter, and showed him the badge. He weighed her against the house and went and got the bolt cutters off the engine.

The lock came off. The door went up on its track with a scream.

Inside was a white 2009 Econoline with a ladder rack and a light bar and no plates, nose in, dust on the windshield.

On the workbench along the wall beside it, in the beam of the firefighter’s flashlight, a magnetic sign, clean, rolled and rubber-banded, and Claire didn’t need to unroll it to know what it said, because there was a photograph in the file of the same words on another sign on another workbench in Montesano, two weeks ago, clean, with no mud on it, and Claire had spent a long time with that photograph.

PARENTAL RIGHTS NORTHWEST.

She stood in the door of the garage in the smoke and photographed it with her phone, the van and the sign and the workbench, one picture after another. Behind her the medics lifted Kiko onto a board and carried her past the clothesline and along the side of the burning house to the street. Jack walked beside the board with his hand on the rail of it, and Claire didn’t turn around until they’d gone by.

Then she did.

She’d found the van, the most important physical evidence in the case, in a garage in Hoquiam, while the girl who’d found the house was being carried away on a board. She stood there with the phone in her hand and the smoke in her eyes and understood exactly what it was worth.


CHAPTER THIRTY-SEVEN




The drawing was still inside Claire’s coat. She’d put it there in a kitchen in Copalis eleven hours ago, flat against her chest in its plastic sleeve, and she’d forgotten it until she sat down in a plastic chair in a hallway on the fourth floor of Harborview and felt the corner of it.

It was a little after nine at night. The hallway smelled of floor cleaner and coffee and had the hush of a floor where people were waiting to be told things. Kiko had come up from Grays Harbor in Deming’s helicopter, which Deming had given up without a word to Claire, and after two hours in a trauma bay she was in a room down the hall with a number on the door. A doctor had come out an hour ago and said the words to Jack, and Jack had come and said them to Claire.

Orbital fracture, left side. Concussion, significant. No bleed on the scan, which was the word the doctor had used, and the reason none of them had to sit in a different hallway tonight. Surgery on the orbit maybe, maybe not, they’d know in a day. Three days here at the least. She was awake and knew where she was, and she’d asked for Jack by name, and then she’d asked whether the photos went, and then she’d gone back to sleep.

Jack had been standing at the window at the end of the hall with his back to her for most of an hour. Kiko’s blood had dried brown on his shirt cuff and he hadn’t rolled the cuff up or washed it, and Claire didn’t think he knew it was there.

Fitz was in the parking garage with the dog, because the dog shouldn’t be alone tonight, he’d said, and she’d let him have that as the reason. Violet was in the chair beside Claire’s with her laptop closed on her knees and her hands on top of it, and Violet had never, in all the time Claire had known her, come to a hospital, or a funeral, or a dinner she could get out of, and she’d been sitting there since seven without opening the laptop.

Jack turned around.

He came down the hall and stopped in front of Claire’s chair, standing over her. She’d seen him angry perhaps four times, and this was quieter than that, and worse.

“You took me to Copalis,” he said.

She waited, since he hadn’t asked anything yet.

“You had me in a car all night on a house nobody was coming to. You knew nobody was coming. You said so, in the car, at one in the morning. Nobody’s coming, Jack. And you had me there anyway, because Deming told you to go home and you can’t sit at home, and I let you, because it’s you.” He said it evenly. “And then in the morning you had me drive an hour up the coast to talk to a woman about goats, because you’d read a file and had a feeling, and I went, because it’s you. And while I was doing that she had one deputy in a county with no signal and a manhunt took him, and she was alone in that yard for forty minutes with her phone in her pocket and my name on it. Ringing.”

“Jack.”

“I’m not done.” His eyes went to the floor and came back. “I told you Saturday night. I said, she finds a thing and she goes toward it. I told you I didn’t like it. And you said she’s got a deputy.”

“I did.”

“She had a deputy.”

Claire sat with her hands in her lap and let him say it, because most of it was true: she’d known nobody was coming to Hoquiam, and she’d taken him to Copalis because she was restricted and couldn’t go alone, and because she hadn’t been able to sit in her house. She’d had a feeling about a woman with goats, and the feeling had been right, and the girl was in a room down the hall with her face held together by a bandage, and both of those things were so.

“I had the photographs for ten minutes,” Violet said.

She said it to the laptop, with her head down.

“She sent them to me and asked me not to call you. Ten minutes, she said. I’ll explain. And I didn’t call you. I sat in the Boiler Room and looked at them and counted, because she asked me to, and if I’d called you at twelve twenty-three instead of twelve forty-seven you’d have known where she was before he did.”

“That’s not on you,” Jack said.

“Then it’s not on her either.”

Jack turned to Violet, who didn’t look up, and then he turned around and walked back down the hall to the window and stood there with his back to both of them, which was the closest he was going to come tonight to taking any of it back.

Deming came at eleven.

He came out of the elevator in his gray suit with Hightower a step behind him and stopped in the hall, and he didn’t sit down, and he didn’t raise his voice, because he never had. Agent Greene’s condition had been reported to him, he said, and he was sorry for it. He’d approved the helicopter, and he’d approve it again. And then he said the rest.

“I’ve told you twice, Agent Anderson. This is the last time I’m going to say it in a hallway. If you’re at a scene again, any scene, in any capacity, before Dr. Ahlquist’s board sits, it’s suspension without pay and a referral to OPR, and I will write the referral myself. Agent Russo, that applies to you if you take her there.” This was aimed at Jack’s back down the hall. Jack didn’t turn. “The young man is a person of interest and I’ll name him when I have a name. This is how it’s going to be run. Do you understand me?”

“Yes, sir.”

He stayed a moment longer, and she thought he was going to say something else, and he didn’t. He went back to the elevator and the doors closed on him, and Hightower stayed where he was.

He was a big man and he stood in the hallway with his hands in the pockets of his overcoat and his eyes on the floor. He’d known her longer than anyone in the building.

“This one, well,” he said.

She waited.

“Go see her before you go,” Hightower said. “Then go home. I mean it this time, Claire. I’ve never said it before and I’m saying it. Go home.”

Kiko’s room had one lamp on, a monitor, and a bed with the head raised. In the bed was a girl Claire had watched play the Fool in a college production and had decided that same night to recruit, because she could walk into a room as anybody at all and walk out of it as herself.

The left side of her face was bandaged from the hairline to the jaw. The left eye was under it. The right one was open and found Claire at the door.

“You look like hell,” Kiko said. Her voice was thick and slow, and she said each word separately, and each one cost her.

“You’ve looked better yourself.”

“Jack said that already.”

Claire sat in the chair by the bed. She took Kiko’s hand, the one without the line in it, and held it, and Kiko let her.

“The photos went,” Kiko said.

“They went. Violet has them all. The list. The binders. The tapes. The boots.” Claire stopped. “The board.”

“I saw the names.”

“I know.”

Kiko was quiet. The monitor counted.

“He was nice,” she said. “That’s the thing. He came around the house with a pipe and he was nice about it. He said she said I’d be the one. He said she said I was the nice one.” The right eye closed and opened. “She said. He kept saying she.”

“I heard.”

“He didn’t say they. He didn’t say the parents, or Wade, or Dawn. He said she. Like there was one person he was talking about and I’d know who.” Kiko’s hand tightened. “I know who. I met her. I stood across a counter from her for five minutes and she gave me a key and I forgot her face.”

“Everybody forgot her face,” Claire said. “That’s what it was for.”

Kiko studied her out of the one eye.

“You’ve known,” she said. “Longer than today.”

Claire let that one go by. She held the hand, with the bandage and the monitor in front of her, and she thought about a crossed-out Sunday on a legal pad in a truck, and she didn’t say any of it. There were things she wasn’t going to say to a girl with a fractured face at midnight in a hospital, and there were things she wasn’t ready to say to anyone, and tonight those were the same things.

“Sleep,” she said.

“Tell Jack it’s not his fault.”

“He won’t hear it from me.”

“Tell him anyway.”

The parking garage at Harborview was six levels of concrete and sodium light, and Claire stood on the fourth of them at a quarter to one in the morning beside her car with the keys in her hand and didn’t get in.

Monday. Six days to a Sunday somebody had crossed out and written next under. Her son’s name on a wall, and her daughters’, in blue marker, on a phone in a hospital room. Nobody had come to the Ostrander house, and nobody was going to, because the people every deputy in three counties was looking for were not the people who were coming.

She’d been sure twice. She’d been wrong twice.

A man with a plate in his knee hadn’t climbed a porch column. A woman who’d counted had hidden the count from her husband. And a boy with a kind voice had said she said, and she said, and she said.

Claire stood in the garage and made a decision. It was the size of a single word.

She was going to find the girl.

Then she got in the car and drove to the ferry.


PART 3

THE PROPERTY




CHAPTER THIRTY-EIGHT




For the first time in three weeks, Claire told the truth. She was sitting on the paper of an exam table at a quarter past nine on Monday morning with her coat in her lap and her notebook on top of the coat, and the person she told was her doctor.

She’d made the appointment at six, from the kitchen, before she could think about it, having been up since the ferry, where at two in the morning she’d called both girls from the car deck. Caroline had picked up on the first ring. Jacqueline had called back at three and said, “We’re adults, Mom,” and then, after a pause, “Okay. Okay. What do we do.” By five Hightower had a campus officer outside the girls’ place and a Kitsap deputy at the top of Claire’s road, and she’d watched the deputy’s lights come up the hill and felt only tired, and then she’d called the one number she’d been avoiding longer than her daughter’s.

Dr. Carol Bledsoe had been Claire’s doctor for twelve years. She was a small brisk woman with gray hair cut short and reading glasses on a chain, and in twelve years Claire had told her about a shoulder, a sinus infection, a bullet wound in Port Townsend, and nothing else.

“Palpitations,” Claire said. “Three weeks. Maybe a little more. They come and go. I’ve been keeping a log.”

Bledsoe held out her hand for the notebook.

Claire gave it to her, which she hadn’t planned to do. She’d planned to describe it, in her own words, in the order that made her look least like a woman who’d lost her mind, and instead she watched her doctor open a paper notebook and read three weeks of times and, at the top of the first page, the names of her daughters.

Bledsoe read it without expression, turning pages until she’d read the whole thing.

“Tell me what happens,” she said. “Physically. Not what you think it means. What it feels like.”

“Like missing a stair. Three or four beats that land wrong, one on top of the next. Heat behind my eyes. My hands go cold. Ten seconds, maybe fifteen. Then it’s gone.”

“Any chest pain.”

“No.”

“Shortness of breath. Dizziness. Fainting.”

“No.”

“How’s your sleep.”

“Bad.”

“Since when.”

Claire thought about it honestly. “Since the summer. Before this.”

“Night sweats.”

Claire didn’t answer right away.

“I’ll take that as yes,” Bledsoe said. “How’s your cycle.”

“It’s been all over the place since spring. I put it down to the job.”

“Everybody puts it down to the job.” Bledsoe closed the notebook and held it on her knee. “You’re forty-six. You’re not sleeping. You’ve been sweating through your sheets since summer and calling it stress. Your cycle’s been irregular for six months. And now you’ve got palpitations that come and go, that last ten seconds, with no pain and no syncope, that you’ve been logging like evidence.” She tapped the cover. “I’m going to do an ECG before you leave, because you’re a federal agent who got shot last year and I’d be an idiot not to. I’m going to draw blood for your thyroid. And I’m going to tell you now, before either of those comes back, what I think this is, because I’ve seen it about four hundred times and I’ll be surprised if I’m wrong.”

“Perimenopause,” Bledsoe said. “Palpitations are one of the commonest things women your age walk into this office with. The estrogen swings and the heart notices. They’re frightening and they’re benign and they get better, and they get a lot worse when you’re not sleeping, which you’re not.”

Claire sat on the paper and heard the word, and heard it again. Her hands were flat on the notebook. She’d been holding her breath.

“And there’s a pattern in here,” Bledsoe said. “You’ll have seen it. You’re a detective.”

“Tell me anyway.”

“Every entry has a person in it.” Bledsoe opened the notebook again and turned it around and held it so Claire could see her handwriting. “Your daughters. Your son. This one just says a name I don’t know, with a hyphen. Somebody called you something and your heart went. Somebody said the word twins.” Over the glasses: “These aren’t triggers, Claire. This is what it feels like when you’re moved. Every one of these is somebody you love, or something that frightened you for somebody you love. Adrenaline. A hormone system that’s already unstable, and then a jolt on top of it. That’s the whole mechanism. You’ve been writing down the moments you felt the most, and calling them symptoms.”

The page. The names, one under the other. The times.

“They’ve been getting less frequent,” she said, and her voice came out strange. “The last week. Things that used to set it off don’t.”

“That happens too. It comes in waves. Or you’ve been busy enough this week to be too tired to be frightened, which also works.” Bledsoe closed the notebook and gave it back. “I’m going to write you something for sleep, and we’re going to talk about the rest of it in two weeks when the bloodwork’s back, and you’re going to take the sleep medication, because whatever you’re doing at night instead, it isn’t helping. Lie back. Let’s do the ECG.”

The ECG took four minutes and showed a heart doing what a heart did.

Claire sat in her car in the clinic lot afterward with the engine off and the notebook on the passenger seat and the rain on the glass.

For three weeks she’d been afraid of a sentence, and had built a log to catch it, and had lied to a psychologist, to Hightower, to Jack, to her son, and had sent a man down her steps in the rain, all of it because she’d believed there was a phrase in her that a stranger could say, and that her heart was ringing every time it came near.

Her heart had been telling her, three or four beats at a time, who she loved.

She put her forehead down on the top of the steering wheel and stayed there, not crying, not laughing, though for a moment it could have gone either way. She breathed, and the wipers weren’t on, and the windshield ran, and after a while she sat up.

Her phone lit up on the console. VIOLET.

“The county called back,” Violet said, without saying hello. “Grays Harbor records. I asked them on Friday for the request log on the 911 tapes and they found it this morning in a filing cabinet, on paper, because of course it’s on paper. The tapes were requested four years ago in September under the state public records act. Requester’s name, S. Kinnunen. Requester’s address, a P.O. box in Aberdeen that’s been closed for three years. And a Social Security number, because the county asked for one on the form back then and shouldn’t have, and she gave it.”

“Whose number.”

“Nobody’s. It was never issued. It’s a clean number, the kind you buy in Tacoma for four hundred dollars, and it passes anything a county contractor is going to run, which is nothing. It’s the same number on the annex contractor’s employment form from two years ago, under the same name, and the name is a real one. Sarah Kinnunen, born 1928, died 2013, in Copalis. The girl took a dead woman’s name and a number nobody had ever been given and walked into the county with them, and the county gave her a badge and a key to the building. A contractor’s badge. A name and a barcode and no picture. The contractor’s file has a photocopy of a license the state says it never issued, and it’s the kind of photocopy you couldn’t pick your own mother out of. The annex has a doorbell and a sign and no camera.” A pause. “She didn’t hide, Claire. She filed.”

Rain on the windshield.

“Does Jack have this?”

“Jack has it. Jack has everything I have. He’s at Elma with Deming’s people looking at a truck.” Violet’s voice went down a notch. “He’s not going to call you. I’m calling you. I’ll keep calling you.”

“I know.”

“The girl’s at the top of everything now. Deming’s got her as a person of interest with the boy, as of an hour ago. Delaney Niemi, twenty-five. Redding’s got her name already. He hasn’t got her face, because nobody has her face. There’s a school picture in the dependency file from fifth grade, and that’s the last one anybody took.”

“Nobody’s ever had her face,” Claire said.
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KINGSTON, WASHINGTON

She called Fitz at four and said one word, and he came on the late boat with the dog.

She was on the deck when he came up the road, with the second chair put out and wiped down, and two glasses with nothing in them. Ranger came up the steps ahead of Fitz and went straight to her and put his head against her knee, and Fitz came up behind him and stood at the top of the steps in his hat.

“Sit,” she said.

He sat, in the chair he’d sat in on Friday night, with his hands on his knees, facing the water, and waited, because he’d learned a long time ago that when somebody said come and then said sit, what came next was the reason.

“I’m going to tell you something,” she said. “All of it. I’m going to go in order, and I’m going to ask you not to say anything until I’m done, because if you say anything I’ll stop, and I don’t think I can start again.”

“All right.”

She told him.

She started at the compound, at the monitor Violet had turned around in the dark, and went in order. The file. Her parents. The handler line, and Shirley’s name on it, and his face held still through it, which took more out of him than moving would have. The log, and the four words in it, and that the third of them had been his name for her. That she’d sat in this chair on Friday and sent him down those steps because she’d believed there was a sentence in her that could make her hurt him, and she’d rather do it herself, on purpose, than have it done to her.

She told him about a man in a nice suit in a gym in 1996, and a card with beautiful handwriting, and a free-throw ladder.

She told him about this morning, and a doctor who’d read the log and turned it around and said these are the people you love.

When she stopped, the ferry was coming in below them with its lights on and its horn going, and Ranger had gone to sleep across both their feet, and Fitz hadn’t moved in twenty minutes.

She’d asked him not to speak, and he was a man who’d built a life on knowing what to say, and he sat in the wet chair in his hat and kept quiet, which was the most careful thing she’d ever seen him do.

“I’ve known something was wrong since the gate,” he said, finally. “At the Wynoochee. You came down that road and I put my hands on you and your face did something I’d never seen it do, and I told myself it was the run.” He looked at his hands. “I’ve guessed at about half of it since. I’ve wondered since September whether your name was in that registry. I didn’t ask, because I thought if it was, you’d tell me. That was vanity. And the half I guessed, Claire, was worse than this. I’d built something in my head with you in a chair and a man with a phrase, and I’d decided how I’d kill him, and I’d never once thought it might simply be your heart.”

She let him go on.

“I’d like to ask you something,” he said. “And I want you to know that I’ve never asked it, in all the years, and I’m asking it now.”

“Ask.”

“May I call you what I call you.”

The ferry had docked. The ramp went down with the sound it always made.

“Yes,” she said.

“Claire-bear,” Fitz said.

She waited.

Her heart stayed exactly where it was. It beat, and beat, and went on beating, as it had all day. Nothing happened behind her eyes. Her hands stayed warm. She sat in the chair with a big man beside her in the rain and felt her pulse in her wrist, steady, ordinary, a woman sitting down.

She put her hand out, across the gap between the chairs. He took it.

They sat like that. The ferry pulled off the dock and the deck shook under them, as it always did, and neither of them let go, and nobody needed to say anything at all.

“Now,” Claire said, at last, and turned in the chair to look at him. “Let me tell you what I think that girl is doing.”


CHAPTER THIRTY-NINE




The house came up out of the dusk as it had nine times before, small and low and lit, on the shore above the terminal. Lena watched it from the rail on the starboard side of the upper deck with her hood up and her hands in her pockets.

She rode as a walk-on and paid cash. She sat inside on the crossing over and came out onto the deck for the last ten minutes, when the boat swung for the dock and the shore came around. Then the house was there, above and to the left, with its deck and its steps down to the beach. The one window at the side was always lit, the small one, where the woman kept the desk.

Tonight there were two people in the kitchen. She could see them through the big glass doors. The woman, moving, and a big man at the counter beside her, doing something with his hands, and a dog’s shape going back and forth between them at the height of the counter.

So he was back. That was fine. She had counted on him being there on Sunday, and it had worried her a little on Friday, and now it didn’t.

Nine times since August she had ridden this boat, and on the sixth ride, in September, in the last good light, from this rail, with a long lens she’d bought used in Tacoma, she’d taken the photograph, and printed it, and put it on the wall under the woman’s picture with the three names in blue marker under that. Then she’d stood back from it and felt what she felt when a thing was in its place. Twice she had been aboard with the woman herself. Once up here at the rail, eight feet down the port side in the dark. Once on the car deck on a wet night, walking past an open car window with the woman sitting behind it with the engine off, close enough to have put a hand on the mirror.

On Sunday she was going to say the two girls’ names to Claire Anderson’s face. She was going to say them quietly, when it was over, standing in the yard where she’d learned to walk, and Claire Anderson was going to understand, in that second, exactly what had been done and why, and she was going to be the only person alive who did. That would be enough. Lena had thought about it for a long time, and she’d decided it would be enough.

The boat came in against the pilings and the whole deck shuddered. Down on the car deck the ramp went down. The house sat above it all with its lights on.

She stayed at the rail until the walk-ons started off. Then she went in and down the stairs and off with them, and walked up the hill in the rain with her hood up, past the deputy’s car at the top of the road. He didn’t look at her. Nobody ever did.

The drugstore in Elma had been on the corner by the feed store, and it had closed in 2015, and she could still walk it in her head. Cards on the left. Candy in the middle. Shampoo at the back, in a row, on the shelf at the height of an eleven-year-old’s eyes.

The bottle had been purple. It had cost six dollars and forty cents with tax. The girls at school who had it smelled like something that wasn’t a barn. She’d stood in front of it on a Saturday in April with her mother’s hand on the cart and asked, once, politely, in the voice she’d learned worked best.

“We use the big bottle,” her mother had said, kindly enough, without looking. “That’s a lot of money for a little bottle, Laney. Come on.”

And Laney had gone quiet, and stayed quiet, and in the truck on the way home with the big bottle in the bag between her feet she had looked out the window at the orchard rows going by and had known, with a clarity she’d never lost, that she was not going to live in that house.

The orchard soil had lead in it and arsenic in it. She’d read that in a library book about old apple country, the kind of book a teacher gave a quiet girl who read above her grade, and she’d read it twice and put it back. Sixty years of spray had gone into that ground before her parents ever bought it, and it was in the dust, and it was in the two children who played in it, and it would show on a blood test if anyone thought to take one. She knew the barn had the old cans, and what a school nurse would do with a story about the barn, and that a story needed two people to tell it.

She told Dylan what to say. He’d said it, because he always did what she said, because she was the one who knew things. He said it to the nurse and the caseworker and the doctor and the judge, and then the two of them were in different houses across the county, she in a room with a goat outside the window and a shelf of purple bottles she’d bought with her own allowance, he in a room with a six on the door.

He never stopped saying it. She hadn’t planned for that. He’d said it because she told him to, and then he’d gone on saying it because it was the only thing anyone had ever let him keep, and it had eaten him, one placement at a time, until there was nothing left of him at fifteen but a boy in a room saying what his sister told him to say.

She had spent the thirteen years since making it true. That was all it had ever been. If it was true, then Dylan had told the truth, and a boy who’d told the truth had died for nothing anyone could blame him for. She’d read the file, every name in it, and had set out to make every person who’d believed a lie into a person who’d been right, and she was nearly done.

The motel was in Silverdale, on the highway, with a view of a parking lot and a Vietnamese restaurant, and Seth had the news on.

He was sitting on the end of the bed nearest the television in his socks with his elbows on his knees. On the screen, Carl Deming stood at a podium with a seal behind him and read from a page, and beside him, on an easel, there was a photograph.

It was Seth’s photograph, from the county, from 2020, when he’d been picked up at nineteen for trespassing at the top of a hill in Aberdeen, in a boarded building, on the second floor, in a room where he’d had no reason to be. When the deputy found him he’d been sitting on the floor of it, and he’d told the deputy he’d left something there. They’d charged him and let him go, and now his face from that night was on an easel in Seattle with his name under it.

“Seth Prine,” Deming was saying. “Twenty-five. Formerly a resident of Harbor Youth Services in Aberdeen. He is a person of interest. He should be considered dangerous.”

Seth watched his own face.

“It doesn’t change anything,” Lena said. She took off her coat and hung it on the back of the door. “They were always going to have your name. They had the van. They’d have had your prints off it by Monday whatever we did, and we knew that, and we said so.”

“He said dangerous.”

“He says that about everybody. He said it about Skoog.” She sat down beside him on the bed. “After Sunday you’re a footnote, Seth. They’ll have two people in a yard who did every one of these and said so, in writing, in their own words, with every detail right. They’ll have a girl who came home to meet her parents and nearly died for it. And they’ll have a boy who helped his girlfriend’s parents with some errands and didn’t know what they were, who’s sorry, who’ll say so. That’s what you are after Sunday. That’s all you are.”

He was quiet. Deming had stopped talking and Redding had started, from somewhere with a ring light, and Seth reached over and turned it off.

“What happens to me after Sunday,” he said.

He’d asked it before. He asked it in the same voice every time, the calm one, the kind one, and she gave him the same answer every time, because it was the answer he needed and because it cost her nothing.

“You’ll be with me,” she said.

He believed it, as he’d believed everything for six years, since she’d found him at nineteen sitting on the floor of her brother’s room and had understood, in the doorway, what he was for.

“Give me the phone,” she said.

He took it out of his jacket on the chair and gave it to her. The cheap one, the one that had sat on the dash of a truck and rung at ten to seven on a Thursday. She held it in her lap.

She had never dialed the number, not once in two years. Every call had been his, in his voice, with his kindness. Every time, her mother had said may I talk to her. Every time, he’d said not yet. She’d sat beside him and listened and never reached for it.

She dialed it now.

It rang once.

“Hello?” Her mother’s voice, close and fast, in a car somewhere, or a room. “Seth?”

“Mom,” Lena said. “It’s Laney.”

There was a sound on the line. She had known there would be a sound. She had thought she’d known what it would be. She hadn’t. She sat on the end of a motel bed in Silverdale with her eyes on the wall and let it happen, and didn’t feel it, and waited for it to stop.

“Laney.” Her mother was crying. “Laney. Oh, God. Laney, is it you, is it really, let me hear you say.”

“It’s me.”

“I knew. I knew you’d call. I told your dad you’d call. Where are you, baby, are you all right, are the kids.”

“The kids are fine. They’re asleep.” Seth was studying the floor. “Sunday, Mom. Noon. The property. Come to the trees, the old ones at the bottom, past where the well was. You remember. We’ll be there. The kids can’t wait. Dawnie’s been practicing.”

“We’ll be there. We’ll both be there. Sunday, noon, the trees.” Her mother’s voice broke and came back. “Laney. I never stopped. Not one day. I want you to know that before anything. I never stopped.”

“I know,” Lena said.

She hung up.

She put the phone down on the bedspread beside her, screen up, dark, and let a moment go by, and then she said, to Seth, or to the room, “That’s the last time I have to do that.”

Seth stayed on the end of the bed.

She got up and went to the table by the window and opened the laptop, the new one, bought Monday in Bremerton with cash, and sat down in front of it. Outside, the parking lot. The restaurant sign. Rain.

She had a page to write. She’d been writing it in her head for two years, in the same even voice she used for everything, and now she began to type it, and the first line was a name.

Supervisory Special Agent Claire Anderson.


CHAPTER FORTY




Four photographs of four doors lay on the floorboards of the closet Claire called an office. It was eleven on Wednesday night. She sat with her back against the desk and the lamp pulled down onto the floor beside her so she could see them.

Benny was asleep. He’d been asleep since ten, with the door cracked and the nightlight on, and she’d stood in his doorway for a minute before she came in here and listened to him breathe, as she’d done every night since Sunday. Fitz was on the couch in the living room with the dog, where he’d been since Monday, when he’d said the first night that he’d go back on the last boat, and she’d said no, and he’d said all right, and neither of them had mentioned it since. Violet was on the speaker of the phone on the floor beside the lamp, from the Boiler Room, where Deming’s people had gone up for the night and she’d stayed.

“I’ve got it,” Violet said.

“Got what.”

“The kids.”

Claire sat up.

“It wasn’t the faces,” Violet said. “The faces are gone, they’re mush, there’s nothing there to match. I stopped trying on Sunday. I went at it from the other end. The boots. The sidewalk. There’s a kind of paver in that sidewalk, hexagonal, they don’t use it out here, and the boots are a brand that sells through one chain in the Midwest, and I’ve been in the parenting corner of the internet for two days and I want hazard pay.” Keys. “Dayton, Ohio. A woman with a blog and forty thousand followers and twin toddlers, a boy and a girl. She posts them every day. She’s got them in matching everything. October 2023, a post called Puddle Day, and the fourth picture in the post is the picture on the Niemis’ refrigerator. Same frame. Same boots. Same sidewalk.”

“You’re sure.”

“I’m looking at both of them right now. It’s the same picture. Somebody downloaded it off a stranger’s blog three years ago and printed it at a drugstore and wrote two names on a piece of tape.”

The four doors were on the floor in front of her and she didn’t see them.

“The kids are real,” Violet said. “They’re just not anybody’s. Not anybody’s in this. They’ve never been west of Indiana. Their mother has never heard the name Niemi. Wade and Dawn Niemi have been looking at a picture of somebody else’s babies on their refrigerator for two years and calling them Dylan and Dawnie.” She stopped. “I keep saying that sentence to myself and it doesn’t get any better.”

“No.”

“There are no grandchildren, Claire.”

“I know.”

She’d known since the Niemi kitchen, since Fitz saying you keep a picture like that if it’s the only one you’ve got. She hadn’t let herself say the rest of it. Now Violet had said it for her, and it was on the floor of the closet with the doors.

Nobody fed a lie like that to the people running a plan. It was fed to the people the plan was running.

“Thank you,” she said.

“Don’t thank me. Look at what you were looking at. I’ll stay on.”

Claire went back to the doors.

Four doors. Tveit’s, in Olympia, a tall old door in a tall old house, with the tech’s scale taped beside the hearts. Teagle’s, on Bainbridge, cut down for a woman in a chair, with the scale. Room six, a hollow-core door in a state building. The cabin door on Roy Kalander’s boat, at a crouch, with a Grays Harbor tech’s ruler in the frame. She’d asked for all four with the scales in on Monday, and Violet had sent them without asking why.

She’d seen it at the door of room six and kept it, with the other things she hadn’t been ready to write down.

She laid the four photographs side by side and read the scales.

Forty inches. Forty. Forty-one. Thirty-nine, on the boat, where the floor of the cabin was two steps down and whoever had drawn them had been working in a space built for a crouch.

Forty inches, give or take, on every door in the case, whatever the door.

She got up off the floor.

She stood in the closet with her back to the desk and put her hand out flat, palm down, and lowered it until it was at forty inches, which she knew without a tape. The doorframe in the kitchen had pencil marks on it for three children, and she’d read them every day for fifteen years. Forty inches was not the top of a child of eleven. The twins had stood at fifty-six on that frame the year they turned eleven, both of them, to the same line. Forty inches was the middle of a child that size. It was where her hand had gone, flat, in the dark, on three children, checking for fever and for breathing, more times than she could count. It was where the heart was.

A heart, drawn on a door, where the heart would be on a girl of eleven.

Whoever had drawn those hearts had knelt, or crouched, or bent, at four doors, in the dark, with blood on her finger, and had put them where her own heart had been the year she stopped being a child. She’d put them at the height she’d been when the drawing meant something, and not at her own. She’d gone down on her knees on a dead man’s floor to do it right.

Claire stood with her hand out in the air. Her heart was doing nothing at all.

Then she turned around.

The map was on the wall behind her, where it had always been, above the desk, with the shirt beside it. Encaustic, collaged, every county a scrap of something, and the red star pressed into the wax over Moses Lake by her uncle’s thumb. He’d hung it in his house in Kingston on a Saturday when she was nine, on a nail he’d put in the wall of the spare room, at the height of a girl of nine, so she could see the star without standing on anything.

She’d moved it to three houses. She’d hung it in a dorm room, and in the first apartment with Brian, and in this closet, fifteen years ago, on a nail she’d put in herself, and she had never, in thirty-seven years, hung it any higher than the height at which a nine-year-old girl could see the star.

It had never once occurred to her, because it had never had to.

Some things got hung at the height a person was when the world ended, and stayed there, and she’d walked past this one every day at the height she’d grown to and never noticed that she’d built her whole house around a nail.

She sat down on the floor again, hard, with her back against the desk.

“Claire?” Violet, from the phone.

“I’m here.”

“You’ve gone quiet.”

“The girl drew them,” Claire said.

She said it plainly, to the closet, in the voice she used for things that were true.

“Forty inches on every door. That’s where the heart is on a child of eleven. She’s twenty-five and she went down on her knees on four floors to draw them where hers was at eleven. The girl drew them. The girl’s doing this, all of it, and she’s been doing it since she was a child at Bev Halvorsen’s kitchen table writing down the people who helped.” The four doors were still on the floor. “The parents are Skoog. She built them to be found. There’s a Sunday on a legal pad in that truck with a line through it and the word property, and I don’t know what it is yet, and she does. I’ve been looking at the wrong end of this for three weeks.”

On the phone Violet was quiet. Then: “I’m writing that down.”

“Write it down.”

Claire got up and went out through the kitchen, past the dark window and the glass doors, into the living room. Fitz was asleep on the couch under a blanket that didn’t reach his feet, with the dog on the floor beside him. She crouched by the arm of the couch and put her hand on his shoulder.

He woke as he always woke, all at once, with his eyes open and nothing else moving.

“It’s the girl,” she said. “It’s been the girl since she was eleven. I can prove it with a tape measure.”

A second went by in the dark. Then he sat up.

“A tape measure,” he said. “Twenty years of profiling, and it’s a tape measure. Give me a moment to be furious it wasn’t me.”

She went back into the kitchen and picked up her phone off the counter, and stood at the glass doors with the water black beyond them, and called Jack.

It rang five times, and six, and went to his voicemail. She stood there with the phone against her ear while it asked her to leave a message, and didn’t.


CHAPTER FORTY-ONE




Fitz’s kitchen table was the Boiler Room now, and would be until Sunday. Claire understood that on Thursday morning, sitting at it with a cup of his terrible coffee and Violet’s second laptop open in front of her.

Fitz rented half of a duplex on a side street off Aurora, and in ten years he’d furnished it with books, floor to ceiling on three walls of the front room, true crime and psychology and a shelf of theology he claimed to have read, and in stacks on the kitchen counter beside the toaster. There was a futon with the dog on it, a table with four chairs that didn’t match, and Violet in one of them with her laptop and a can of Red Bull and her hood up, because she’d decided on Monday that she worked wherever Claire was, and Claire couldn’t enter the building.

Benny was at Brian’s. Brian had taken him for the week on Monday night without being asked twice, which had never happened in fifteen years, and had said, on the phone, “Whatever this is, Claire, I’ve got him. Do your thing.” She’d stood in the kitchen for a minute after he hung up, and then she’d let herself be grateful for it.

Kiko was on the screen of the second laptop, propped against the sugar bowl, from a bed at Harborview with the head raised and the bandage smaller than it had been, and the one eye open.

“They’re letting me out tomorrow,” she said. “Jack says Saturday. I say tomorrow.”

“Listen to Jack.”

“Jack discharged himself in August with a hole in his leg. He can say what he likes.”

Violet turned her laptop around.

“The tapes came Tuesday,” she said. “The county’s copies. Nine discs, 2003 to 2012, same as the shelf in Hoquiam. Dawn Niemi’s on four of them. Her certification in 2006 is forty minutes of her reading protocol into a microphone in a room with a fan going. Rollover with entrapment. Man with a gun. Structure fire, people inside. Every phrase a dispatcher has to know cold, in her own voice, at her own pace, over and over, so a supervisor could sign off on her.” Violet hit a key. “Here’s her, in 2006.”

A woman’s voice came out of the laptop, flat and even and careful, saying rollover with entrapment on State Route 12 at the Wynoochee bridge.

“Here’s the Bainbridge call.”

It was the same voice, saying rollover with entrapment on 305 near the casino.

“Same vowels. Same breath before the number. The Bainbridge call was built from the 2006 tape, and I can show you the seams now that I’ve got the source. It’s the tool I said it was. It’s very good.” Violet closed the lid halfway. “Dawn Niemi never said 305. She never said casino. She never said any of the words that pulled two cars off that island, and every one of them came out of her mouth.”

The kitchen was quiet.

“She isn’t framing them,” Fitz said. He said it very quietly, from the counter, with his back to the window. “That’s the wrong word. I’ve been using the wrong word all week. You frame a man by putting his prints on a gun. This is somebody who has taken her mother’s voice and taught it to say what she needs said. She’s not framing them, Claire. She’s casting them.”

The half-closed laptop had her mother’s voice in it, a woman who’d sat at a console for eleven years and had been fired the month her husband was charged, and who was somewhere in Grays Harbor County this morning believing she was going to meet her grandchildren on Sunday.

“Casting them,” she said.

“In the play she’s written. With the lines she’s written. And on Sunday there’s a curtain.”

They worked through the morning at the table, with the rain on the window over the sink, and Kiko drifting off on the laptop screen and coming back. Fitz made a second pot.

“Is it better than the first?” Kiko asked, from the sugar bowl.

“It’s more,” Fitz said.

A little after eleven the lab’s print match on the van came in through the Bureau system Violet still had a login for. She read it aloud with the file open beside it.

“Seth Michael Prine. Twenty-five. Prints on the driver’s door, the wheel, the gas cap, and the sign. He’s in the system from a trespass in Aberdeen in 2020, which is where Deming got the photo.” She scrolled. “Here’s the file. Department of Children, Youth, and Families. Placed at Harbor Youth Services in 2013, age twelve. Aged out in 2019. Six years in the building. Room five.”

“September 2016,” Violet said, and stopped scrolling. “The state review. There’s a witness statement. The resident who found D.N. in room six was the resident of room five, who’d gone in to borrow a charger. He was fifteen. His initials are S.P.”

The table went still.

On the laptop screen, from Harborview, Kiko said, in the slow careful voice the bandage gave her: “She went and got the boy who found her brother.”

Fitz had gone somewhere. She’d watched him do it a hundred times, in rooms and in cars and at doors: the eyes going still, the coin, when he had it, stopping on a knuckle. Without the coin, he stood at the counter with his hands flat on it, facing nothing, for the better part of a minute, and then he came back, and his face was older than it had been.

“She was eleven when she lost him,” he said. “She’s spent thirteen years building him back. A boy the same age, from the same building, who was in his room when it happened. Who does what he’s told. Who’s kind.” This to Claire. “I’d like to be wrong about what she calls that boy when nobody’s listening. I’d like it very much.”

Violet, without looking up: “There’s one more thing, and it’s not this case.”

“Go.”

“The training-aid inventory at the working-dog center. 2022. A discrepancy in the narcotics log, closed quietly the same quarter, with a memo. The memo’s signed by the contract psychologist who ran the temperament program.” She put a single sheet of paper on the table, face down. “I printed it. It’s paper. It doesn’t exist anywhere else. I’m putting it under the sugar bowl, and after Sunday we can talk about it.”

Claire put her hand on the sheet and left it there a moment, and then she slid it under the sugar bowl, beside Kiko’s face, and said, “After Sunday.”
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Friday came in gray and stayed that way. At a quarter past six in the morning Violet’s phone went on Fitz’s counter. She read the screen and said, “Oh, no.”

The tip had come in at six. It had gone to three field offices, Seattle, Portland, and the resident agency in Olympia, and to two newsrooms, one in Seattle and one in Aberdeen, all at the same minute, from an address that would turn out to be nothing, typed, precise. Violet put it on the laptop and turned it around, and Claire read it standing up.

Supervisory Special Agent Claire Anderson. This is for you.

Wade and Dawn Niemi will be at their former property on the county road east of Elma on Sunday at noon. They are armed. They intend to die there. They have told their estranged daughter, Delaney, to come to the property to meet them, and she intends to go, because she does not believe they will hurt her. They will speak to no one but Agent Anderson. If Agent Anderson is not present they will not speak at all.

Under it, three lines of the kind of detail that a person wrote when they wanted to be believed: the pedestal at slip fourteen, the caregiver’s schedule on Bainbridge, the height of the hearts.

Claire read it twice.

Then she stood in Fitz’s kitchen with her hand flat on the counter and saw the shape of it whole.

An orchard on a Sunday at noon. Two people walking into their own yard to meet grandchildren who didn’t exist, a daughter placed in the yard as a hostage nobody had taken, tactical on the county road with the word armed in every earpiece, cameras at the tape, and Claire’s name in the first line so that Carl Deming would have no choice but to put her where the girl wanted her, to watch.

It was a kill box, built so that the people who pulled the trigger would be wearing the Bureau’s vests.

“She wants them shot on television,” Claire said. “By us.”

Fitz let it stand.

“Deming’s read it,” Violet said, with the Bureau system open. “He read it at six-oh-four. He’s convened tactical for a staging brief at Elma tomorrow at noon. He’s asked for the helicopter back. And Redding’s live.” She turned the phone around without looking at it. Redding’s face, in a hotel room, reading the package aloud, word for word, with the ring light in his eyes.

Claire’s phone went on the counter.

JACK. It was a text.

Deming’s putting me on the line at Elma. He wants you there Sunday, because the page says so. I don’t.

She typed: I know. Then: The girl wrote the page, Jack. Read it again. She sent it, and watched it say delivered, and watched nothing come back.

The day went by in that kitchen. Violet watched Deming’s staging orders go out on a system she wasn’t supposed to be reading, every name pulled off a door somewhere and sent to a grange hall outside Elma, while Fitz read the package again, and again, and Claire called Bev Halvorsen, who was feeding goats with her deputy at the gate and wasn’t leaving, and Kiko, who’d been discharged at two against advice and was on Jack’s couch with the blinds down.

Hightower called at nine that night, from his car, off the record, which he’d never done in a decade.

“I’m going to say this once and then I’m going to hang up, and if anyone asks, I called about the budget.” His voice was tired in a way she hadn’t heard from him. “Deming wants you at Elma on Sunday because the page says so. He’ll bring you in himself, in a vest, and put you where tactical puts you, and you’ll say what he tells you to say. Between now and then he wants you nowhere. He’s told Jack that if you’re seen anywhere in Grays Harbor County before Sunday noon, Jack’s to bring you in. Those were the words. Bring her in.”

“Understood.”

“I doubt that. But I’ve said it.” A pause. “This one, well.”

He hung up.

She was still holding the phone when Violet came in from the front room with her laptop open on her arm and her face doing what it did when she’d found a thing she didn’t want.

“Marlene Stroup,” Violet said. “Seventy-one. The placement supervisor. She signed the petition in 2012. She’s fifth on Tveit’s list. She’s been in a motel in Olympia since last Thursday with a trooper at the door, and at four o’clock this afternoon she checked out against advice, in front of the trooper, and told him she wasn’t living in a motel one more night for those people, and drove home to Montesano. She has a cat.” Violet swallowed. “The trooper called it in. At five the trooper was reassigned to Elma staging with everyone else, on Deming’s order, because they need bodies for the perimeter tomorrow. Nobody replaced him. Nobody’s replaced anybody. I called her house twenty minutes ago and it rang out. I called her cell. It rang out. Montesano PD has one car on tonight and it’s at a wreck on 12.”

Fitz was already putting his coat on, with the lead off the hook before Violet finished the sentence and the dog standing at the door with his tail low and his eyes on the handle. He stood across the kitchen with his hat in his hand and said nothing about Deming, or Jack, or a Bureau car on Sunday, or a referral, or anything at all.

“Montesano’s two hours,” she said.

“Then we’d better go.”

She took the keys off the counter. Violet said, behind them, “I’ll keep calling her,” and then, “Claire,” and Claire stopped in the door.

“He said bring her in.”

“I heard him.”

They went down the steps into the rain, the three of them, and got in the car, and neither of them said the name Deming, all the way to the freeway.


CHAPTER FORTY-TWO




The marks on the meter socket told Claire before she’d finished looking. She stood at the side of Marlene Stroup’s house with the flashlight in her bad hand and her good hand on her weapon and made herself finish anyway.

Whoever pulled it had used the right tool, and there were no scratches. The meter was gone and the house behind it was dark. Every other house on the street had a porch light on and a television going blue behind a curtain. This one had nothing. It was a small house, one story, with a ramp somebody had built for a hip that had been replaced, and a cat door cut into the kitchen door at the back.

Fitz was at the car at the curb with his phone held up toward the one place on the street where it got a bar, talking low to Violet, who was talking to Montesano’s one car, which was at a wreck on Highway 12 with two people in a ditch and wasn’t going to be here for twenty minutes.

Ranger was working the porch.

Up the ramp with his nose down and his tail low, a stop at the front door, on, and back down, and now along the side of the house past Claire without looking at her, along the foundation, to the back, with Claire after him and the light off.

The back door was shut. Ranger stopped at it with his nose on the sill, and went still, all of him, as he’d gone still at the door of room six.

He was working, and had no attention to spare for her.

The knob turned.

She went in low and to the side, as she’d gone through doors for twenty years, with the weapon up and the flashlight off. She stood inside a kitchen in the dark and let the house tell her what it was.

A cat on the counter with its back up, making a sound. The refrigerator not running. Rain on the roof. And in the middle of the kitchen, in a chair, a shape.

She put the light on for one second and took it off.

Marlene Stroup. Seventy-one. Gray hair flat on one side where she’d been lying down when he came. A cardigan over a nightgown. Zip ties at both wrists to the arms of a kitchen chair, tape across the mouth, and her eyes open, and on her, and alive. On the table beside her, laid out square with the edge, a coil of ties and a box cutter with the blade run out and a folded paper towel, none of it used. There was nothing on the door.

He’d set the table and he hadn’t started, and there was one reason a man set a table and didn’t start. He was still in the house.

Claire stood with her back to the counter and her weapon on the hall doorway and breathed through her mouth.

The floorboard in the hall went under somebody’s weight. Once. Then again, closer.

He came out of the hall with the pipe.

He was bigger than the window in Hoquiam had made him, in the vest, the hi-vis yellow, with a dark jacket under it, and he stopped in the kitchen doorway six feet from her with three feet of galvanized pipe in his right hand and stood there as though he’d been expecting her.

“Federal agent,” Claire said. “Put it down. Now.”

He kept it where it was, and looked at her weapon, and at her face, and at the woman in the chair between them, and came back with the same answer she’d got.

“You’re Anderson,” he said, and his voice was young and calm. “She said you’d be last.”

The front door came open behind him with the sound of Fitz’s shoulder in it, and a flashlight beam went across the ceiling of the hall, and the dog’s nails hit the floor.

Seth went sideways.

He went through the back door she’d left open, in one movement, without hurrying, and across the yard. She was in the door after him with the weapon up. There was a woman in a chair behind her and a fence in front of her and a man going over it, and she didn’t fire. A man leaving was not a man she had to shoot. She’d said it to herself once on a logging road and she said it again. She stood in the door with the rain on her face and listened to him land on the far side and go. A car started on the next street over and pulled away with its lights off, and was gone.

She went back in and turned on the light.

The ties came off with the box cutter he’d laid out for something else. She did the tape last, carefully, and the woman in the chair took a breath that went all the way down and let it out and said, in a voice like gravel, “He said he was from the PUD.”

“I know.”

“He had the vest. He knocked. I let him in because of the vest.” Stroup’s eyes went to the table, to the ties and the blade, and away. “He put me in the chair and he sat down across from me, and he was polite. He asked me if I remembered her. Delaney Niemi. He said it like I’d know. And I did know. I signed the petition. I signed hundreds, and I remember that one, because of the two of them, because they were so.” She stopped. “He said she remembered me.”

Fitz had come into the kitchen with the cat, which he’d picked up off the counter and which had let him, and he stood in the door of a stranger’s kitchen with it against his chest and his coat black with rain. He looked at the woman in the chair, alive, and the door with nothing on it, and closed his eyes for a second.

“There’s a blanket in the hall,” Claire said. “Get her the blanket.”

She called it in herself, from Stroup’s counter, and a woman at Grays Harbor dispatch answered, calm, trained, every word in its place. She took the address and the nature of the call and said units were en route, in a voice that could have been anybody’s. Claire thanked her and hung up and stood with the phone in her hand.

Then she called Jack.

He picked up on the first ring.

“Where are you.”

“Montesano. Stroup’s house. Stroup’s alive.”

Silence on the line, and behind him the grange hall, radios and a generator and a hundred people waiting for Sunday.

“He was here,” she said. “Prine. He had her in a chair and the ties out. Fitz came in the front and he went out the back. Dark Honda, no lights, headed west. She’s fine. She’s got a cat.”

More silence. Then Jack said, evenly, “Deming told me to bring you in.”

“I know what he told you.”

“He said those words. Bring her in.”

“I know.”

“Stay there,” Jack said, and hung up.

She stayed there. Montesano’s car came at half past eleven, then a Grays Harbor unit, then a medic who checked Stroup’s wrists and said she’d live.

“I’ve been told that before,” Stroup said. The cat went from Fitz’s arms to her lap and stayed. Claire sat on the arm of the couch with her hand aching under the bandage and watched the street through the front window.

At one in the morning a car she knew came down it fast and stopped in front of the house with its lights on the ramp.

Jack got out without hurrying, came up the ramp, and stood in the open front door with the rain behind him. Marlene Stroup on the couch in a blanket with a cat in her lap and her wrists wrapped. Fitz in a kitchen chair with his hat on his knee. The door to the kitchen with nothing drawn on it. Claire.

“Get in the car, Claire,” he said.


CHAPTER FORTY-THREE




Jack drove her to Elma because those were his orders, and because it was where the case was. Claire sat in the passenger seat with her hands in her lap. Neither of them had said a word since Montesano, and she didn’t intend to be the first.

The grange hall sat on a county road east of town. Its lot was full of Bureau vehicles and state patrol and two black trucks from Portland, with a generator going and lights up on poles in the rain. Inside it was a hundred people and a coffee urn and a map of twelve acres on an easel, and Carl Deming, at two in the morning, in a tactical vest over the gray suit.

He’d been told, and he didn’t stand up when she came in.

“You were in Grays Harbor County,” he said.

“Yes, sir.”

“At a scene.”

“Yes.”

“The referral’s written. I wrote it in the car. You’re suspended as of Monday morning, without pay, pending OPR, and Agent Russo is on notice.” He said it without heat, as he said everything. “And at noon on Sunday you’ll be standing on that road in a vest saying what I tell you to say, because a page says so, and I don’t have the luxury of pretending it doesn’t.” He looked at her. “You saved a woman tonight. I’m glad. It doesn’t change a word of tomorrow.”

She tried once. She’d promised herself in the car that she’d try once and then stop.

“The daughter wrote that page. She wrote Skoog’s emails and she wrote that. Tomorrow you’re going to put two people who never killed anyone in front of your rifles, on television, and she’ll be standing beside me to watch you do it. That’s what my name is doing on it.”

Deming listened to all of it.

“You have a tape measure,” he said. “And a picture of somebody’s babies in Ohio. I have a lineman’s map of the dock where a man died, in the lineman’s hand. I have a dispatcher’s voice on a 911 call. I have a truck with a scanner in it and three people dead.” He picked up his pen. “Go and sleep somewhere. You’ll be briefed at ten.”

Jack had stood beside her through it, at her right shoulder, and hadn’t said anything, and when she turned to go she noticed which side of her he’d been standing on, and that he hadn’t moved off it.
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The brief took a page. Two elements on the county road above the property, with sightlines down the orchard rows to the old trees at the bottom and the well beyond them. Nobody on the ground inside the fence. A drone up from first light. A loudhailer, on the road, behind the line, for Claire, with a script Deming had written himself. Jack on the line with a rifle, because Deming trusted him, and because a man who could hit what he aimed at was a man Deming wanted where he could see him.

Fitz wasn’t allowed past the tape. He stood at it on Saturday afternoon with the dog, at the top of the county road, in the rain, with the media vans behind him and Colt Redding beside him with a tripod and a ring light, and when Claire walked up to say she’d see him after, Redding offered Fitz the ring light.

“I’d sooner die,” Fitz said.

Then he considered it.

“Put it there,” he said. “He may want to see my face when it’s over.”

Sunday came in white.

Fog lay in the orchard rows at first light and stayed. At ten it was still there, low and thick, and from the road the rows went down into it and disappeared: the old trees at the bottom were shapes, the barn was a shape, the doublewide a roofline and nothing else. The drone went up and came down and went up again, and showed rows, and the barn with its door shut, and the doublewide with the tape still across the door. No truck. No car. Nobody.

At half past eleven a young woman walked up the county road from the direction of Elma.

Alone. On foot. She wore a gray rain jacket with the hood down, jeans, boots, and her hands were out of her pockets and open at her sides where everyone could see them. She walked at an even pace up the middle of the road between the vans and the trucks and a hundred people who’d read the page and knew her name. She stopped at the tape in front of a trooper and said, “I’m Delaney Niemi. I’m here for my parents.”

Everyone had read the page. She was the victim in it, and Deming had her brought to Claire, because the page said the parents would speak to no one else. Two troopers walked her down the road to where Claire stood beside the loudhailer, and stepped back, and left the two of them there.

Her brown hair was pulled back in an elastic. A face that was nobody’s. She’d stood across a counter from Kiko in this face and pulled forty boxes and gone home. Claire had it in front of her now, close, for the first time, and she’d have forgotten it too, and found that she wasn’t going to.

Her heart, she noticed, stayed steady.

“Agent Anderson,” Lena said.

“Delaney.”

“You’re the one who lived.” She said it quietly, before anyone else was close enough to hear. “Moses Lake. I read about you when I was twelve. There was an article. I’ve been reading about you ever since.” There was no expression on her face at all. “There’s a picture of your house on a wall in Hoquiam. You’ve seen it. I’m sorry about the girl. He wasn’t supposed to hurt her. He was supposed to burn the house.”

“I know what you are,” Claire said.

“Then you know I’m the only one who can walk them out.”

The fog moved in the rows below them. Somewhere down in it the well was, and the trees.

“They’re already on the property,” Lena said. “They’ve been on it since first light. Seth walked them in from the creek side before your perimeter closed, because my father knows that ground and your people don’t, and they’re sitting under the old trees at the bottom waiting for noon. Seth is with them. Seth has a rifle. If I’m not at the trees at noon he’ll know something’s wrong, and he’ll do what I told him to do.” She checked her watch, an ordinary watch on an ordinary wrist. “You can arrest me. You’ve got a house with my name on it and photographs a girl took before she was hit in the face. Arrest me, and you’ll be standing on this road when it happens, with a loudhailer, saying whatever he wrote for you.” She tipped her head, very slightly, at Deming. “Or you can walk me down.”

Claire stayed where she was.

Behind her, at the command truck, somebody said her name, and then said it again, louder, and she turned.

Deming had the drone feed on a screen on the tailgate, and he was standing in front of it, and the fog at the bottom of the orchard had thinned for a moment in a shift of wind, and there, under the old trees, by the dark ring of the well, were three figures, two sitting, one standing a little apart, at the edge of the tree line, with something long in his hands.

The clock in the corner of the screen said 11:50.
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There was only one thing Carl Deming could say, and Claire waited for him to say it. She stood at the top of an orchard row with the vest tight across her chest and the earpiece in and Delaney Niemi at her left shoulder.

It had taken him four minutes, with the drone screen, and the girl, and the cameras behind the tape at the top of the road in front of him, to understand what everyone on that road understood: that he could not put a bullet in a man sitting under a tree beside his wife, and could not stop an unarmed daughter walking down to her parents on live television. The page said the parents would speak to no one but Anderson, and Anderson was standing in front of him in a vest.

“You walk her down,” he said. “You stop at fifty yards. You say what’s on the card. If the man raises the weapon, you go flat and you stay flat, and it’s out of your hands.” A beat. “It was never in your hands. Say it back.”

“Fifty yards. The card. Flat.”

“Go.”

The card stayed in her vest pocket.

They went down the row.

The fog had lifted off the tops of the trees and lay in the grass between them, knee high. The two of them walked in it with their boots gone and the rows going away on both sides. Old apple trees, black and unpruned, with the last leaves still on them and the ground under them soft with a hundred years of rot. Water dripped. Somewhere behind them the drone hummed, and ahead, at the bottom, where the row ended, the old trees stood in a group with the fog thick under them, and nothing moved.

Lena walked at her left with her hands loose at her sides. She was looking at the trees.

“That one was mine,” she said. Her voice was even. She nodded at a tree on the right, no different from the others. “The third from the end. I fell out of it when I was six and my father carried me up to the house. He was so big. I thought he was the biggest thing alive.” She walked. “The well’s past the trees. He filled it in the year we left. I read that in the file. He filled in the well and put the cover on it and then the county came.”

Claire counted the rows, checking her breathing against the climb. Her heart stayed steady, doing only what the walk required. Halfway down, she looked at the girl. “Forty inches.”

Lena’s stride broke. One step. Her right foot came down a little short. Her shoulders came up and went down. Then she was walking again at the same even pace, without a word, without turning her head. Claire had been reading people across tables for twenty years and had never seen a wall go up and come down again that fast.

“That’s where it was,” Claire said. “On you. The year you stopped being a child. You went down on your knees on four floors to put it there.”

Lena walked.

In Claire’s ear Jack said, low, from the road: “I’ve got Wade. He’s under the trees, sitting. There’s a rifle across his arms. He hasn’t raised it. He hasn’t moved.”

Then, after a moment: “Deming’s telling me if it comes up, I take it.”

Then, after a longer one: “I’m coming down.”

She heard Deming on the channel, once, sharp, and then she heard Jack’s earpiece come out, because the channel went quiet on his end, as a room goes quiet when somebody shuts a door, and she kept walking without turning around, because she knew what it looked like from the road. A man leaving the line with a rifle slung and his hands out from his sides where the trees could see them, walking down the row forty yards behind two women, so that there was a man walking with her and not a line above her, and so that nobody on that road had a clean row to the bottom without an agent in it.

He’d said bring her in. He’d said it twice. Then he’d got in a car in Montesano at one in the morning and driven her to the only place she could be brought in to, and stood at her right shoulder while Deming wrote her out of the Bureau. Now he was in the row.

She kept walking.

A second voice came on the channel. Thick, and slow, and careful, each word set down on its own, from the top of the road.

“Claire. It’s Kiko.”

Claire’s hand went to the earpiece. She didn’t stop.

“I’m at the truck with Violet. We drove down. He didn’t have the people to stop us.” A breath. “I’m looking at the drone. The one standing at the tree line, left of the well, in the dark jacket. That’s not Wade. Wade’s the one sitting. The one standing is him. That’s the jacket. That’s how he stands. He’s got the rifle, Claire. He’s had it the whole time, and the line’s been looking at Wade.”

The fog had thinned ahead of them. The old trees came out of it, five of them, black and huge, older than the orchard, with the ground under them bare. At their edge, where the tree line went off into second growth and blackberry, a shape stood with its back against a trunk and something long held down along its leg. It didn’t move.

Under the trees, two people were getting up off the ground.

A man, first, slowly, with one hand on the trunk beside him and the other holding a rifle across his forearm, getting the bad knee under him and straightening in stages. A big man in a canvas coat with his shoulders gone forward. And beside him a woman in a dark coat with her hair pulled back, who stood up all at once and put one hand out to the man’s arm without turning to him, with her eyes past Claire, down the row, on the girl.

Claire stopped at fifty yards. Lena stopped beside her.

Dawn Niemi faced her daughter across fifty yards of wet grass with a face Claire had seen on mothers in hospital corridors and courtrooms and at the doors of houses at four in the morning. Then her eyes went left, and right, along the tree line, under the trees, over the fog and the bare ground and the shape against the trunk. They went to the row behind the two women, where a man with a rifle slung was coming down slow with his hands out from his sides. They went nowhere else, because there was nothing else there.

“Mom,” Lena said.

Dawn didn’t move toward her.

She turned to Claire, in the vest, with the earpiece in, and past her own daughter to do it.

“There aren’t any kids,” Dawn said. “Are there.”
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Her daughter came down the row through the fog, chin first, as she’d walked at eleven, and there was nobody with her but a woman in a vest. Dawn watched her come from under the trees, with her hand on Wade’s arm.

No stroller. No car seat carried up from the road. No small hands, no red boots, no little girl who’d been practicing. There was a young woman in a gray jacket with her hands loose at her sides. There was the FBI woman from the newspaper walking beside her. Forty yards behind them a bald man was coming down slow with a rifle on his back and his hands out. That was all.

She’d known in a truck on a logging spur on a Thursday night, listening to a little girl’s voice on a phone say grandma, as she’d known things at a console for eleven years, from what was under the sound. She’d known when the picture came and the faces were soft, and every time she’d asked to hear her daughter’s voice and been told not yet. She’d walked into this yard anyway, because it was the only way she was ever going to see her child.

Wade had the rifle the boy had given him at first light, “for the coyotes, Wade, they’ve come back thick since you left,” and she’d let him carry it down through the creek bottom and sit with it under the trees for five hours, because she’d known what it was for, and she’d known there was no telling him. A man who’d climbed poles for thirty years didn’t get told things. He got shown.

He was being shown now. She could feel it in his arm.

“Mom,” Laney said again, across the grass.

“Where are they, Laney.”

“They’re coming. Seth’s bringing them down. Dad, put that down, they’ll think.”

“There aren’t any,” Dawn said.

She said it to her daughter, and she said it facing the FBI woman, because she wanted somebody in that yard to hear it who’d write it down.

“There never were. You took a picture off the internet, baby. Two babies in boots. You had that boy put it in an envelope and mail it to your father. Your father put it on the refrigerator under the credit union magnet. He looked at it every time he got up for coffee for two years, and he gets up for coffee a lot.”

“Dawn,” Wade said.

“I read the papers, Wade.”

He turned his head, and she didn’t look at him yet, because her eyes were on Laney, who hadn’t moved.

“The Olympian. The Aberdeen paper. The Bainbridge one. I read every one of them at the kitchen table after you went to bed, and I folded them small and put them under the coupons, where you don’t look. The night the lawyer died in his chair, I read it, and I looked at the drawings you’d made for the boy, in your big careful letters so he could read them, and I knew what we’d done.” Her voice didn’t shake. She’d made sure of that, years ago, in a room full of people screaming into phones. “I knew by the second one. The judge. I sat at that table and I counted, and I never told you, because you’d already done thirty years of not knowing things and I wasn’t going to be the one who took that off you too.”

Wade’s arm had gone still under her hand. All of him had.

“You knew,” he said.

“Since the judge.”

“A month.”

“About that.”

“And the kids.”

“Since the picture.”

He turned to her, this man she’d married at nineteen, with his knee and his shoulders and the rifle across his arm, and it went through him: that his wife had carried this for a month so that he wouldn’t have to, and that what she’d carried was that they had helped kill three people for a lie.

“Then what are we here for,” he said.

“For her,” Dawn said. “Same as always.”

She turned to the FBI woman then. Anderson. The one who lived. Dawn had read about her in the same papers, at the same table, after Wade went to bed.

“Whatever she did,” Dawn said, “we did it. You write that down. Every one of them. The lawyer and the judge and the doctor. The calls. The map’s in his hand and my voice is on the tape, you’ve got it, you don’t need anything else. We did every one.”

“That isn’t true,” Anderson said.

“It’s what’s going to be true.”

She turned back to her daughter, standing in the wet grass fifty yards away with her hands at her sides and her face doing nothing. Dawn had seen that face at eleven at the kitchen table with her homework, and at nine correcting her father’s arithmetic on the electric bill, and at six in a tree. She knew what it cost to hold it that still.

“That’s what you came for,” she said, gently. “Isn’t it, baby. Say it.”

Laney didn’t say it.

She’d built this yard. Dawn could see all of it now, in the fog and the rows and the men on the road and the woman in the vest. A yard for the two of them to die in, on camera, with all of it laid at their feet. A girl walking down to meet them who’d be the only one left. And her mother had walked into it and stood under the trees and offered her the same thing, alive, in front of a witness. There was no page for that, and Dawn had known there wouldn’t be, because she’d known her daughter from the first hour of her life, and Laney had never once planned for somebody loving her.

Laney’s face moved.

A look went across it that Dawn had last seen in a truck on Highway 12 with a bottle of shampoo in a bag between two small feet, and then it was gone, and her daughter turned her head, away from all of them, toward the tree line to the left of the well, where the boy stood with his back against the trunk and the rifle down along his leg.

“Dylan,” Laney called out. Her even voice had gone. “Now.”

Wade’s arm jerked under Dawn’s hand.

She hadn’t said Seth. She’d said Dylan. His son’s name, in his daughter’s mouth, called across the yard where they’d both learned to walk, at a boy who wasn’t him.

From the trees came the sound of a bolt going forward.
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The rifle came up before the boy did. Claire saw it as a long dark line lifting out of the fog at the edge of the trees. Then Seth Prine stepped away from the trunk with the stock at his shoulder and the barrel on Wade Niemi, because that was what he’d been told.

He’d been told for six years. She could see it in how he held it, square and steady and without any hurry, a boy doing an errand.

“Dylan,” Lena said again, beside her. “Do what I told you.”

The barrel stopped moving.

It didn’t come down. It stopped where it was, on the big man under the trees, and the boy behind it turned his head toward the girl standing in the wet grass fifty yards from her parents, and Claire watched his face come apart, slowly, one piece at a time.

“You said Dylan,” he said.

Lena let it stand. With her hands at her sides and her chin up, facing him, she waited for him to do it. The waiting was the whole answer. He saw it, in the yard, in front of her parents, at twenty-five, and it took him no time at all.

He brought the rifle around. It came across Claire and stopped on her. She stood in the wet grass with a barrel on her and a boy behind it who had been given one name and was hunting for the other. Behind her, from up the row, Jack said her name once and waited. Then the barrel came off her and went on to the girl.

Claire was already moving, before any decision she could have named. Two steps, left and forward, so that she was between the girl and the road, with her hands up and open and her back to the boy. The whole line above her was looking down the row at a federal agent in a vest with her arms in the air. She was saying it, into the earpiece and into the fog, “Hold. Hold. Hold.” Behind her, from forty yards up the row, one shot.

It was very loud in the wet, and then it was over.

She turned around.

Seth was on the bare ground under the trees, on his back, with the rifle a yard from his hand. Jack was standing in the row with his own rifle still at his shoulder, and then he lowered it, and let out a breath she could see. Wade Niemi bent, slowly, on his bad knee, and laid the rifle he’d carried for five hours down in the grass, and straightened up with his hands open at his sides, and nobody had told him to.

Nobody on the road fired, and she’d have heard it. With her hands still up she listened to them not fire, and then she put her hands down.

Dawn went to the boy.

Past her husband, across the bare ground, and down in the mud on her knees beside a boy the age her son would have been, from her son’s building, from the room next door, and not to her daughter. She lifted his head and put it in her lap and held it with both hands, as she’d have held anybody’s. Seth’s eyes went up past her, to Lena. His mouth moved, and nothing came out of it, and then there was nothing in his eyes at all.

Lena stood three feet away and watched her mother hold him, without moving, without a word. Claire, watching her, could not have said what was on that face, and thought it was possible nothing had ever been.

Jack came down the row without looking at the boy, went to Wade Niemi, who hadn’t moved, picked up the rifle out of the grass, and worked the bolt.

Nothing came out of it.

He worked it again and checked the chamber. He dropped the magazine into his hand and checked that. Then he held the magazine up across the yard so Claire could see it. Empty. The rifle that had been given to a man at first light for the coyotes had never had a round in it, because the men on the road hadn’t needed it to.

“You gave him an empty gun,” Claire said to Lena.

Her father was standing with his hands open beside a rifle that couldn’t have hurt anyone. Lena looked at that for a moment, and turned back to Claire, and her voice was even again, after about a minute of not being.

“He’d never have fired it,” she said.

That was all of her. Six words. Claire heard them and put them away where she kept things, and found that there was nothing left in her that wanted to say anything to this girl at all.

The line came down the rows.

Deming on foot in the vest with the gray suit under it, walking through knee-high fog with his hands empty and his face closed. Troopers behind him. The drone going over. Up at the top of the road behind the tape, a hundred cameras and a ring light. He came into the yard. The boy in the mud, the woman holding him, the man standing with his hands open, Jack with the empty magazine, Claire. He said nothing, which was more than she’d expected of him.

Dawn Niemi raised her head from the ground, with the boy’s head in her lap, and said it again, to Deming this time, loud enough for the troopers. “We did every one. My husband and I. Write it down.”

“That isn’t true,” Claire said.

“You’ve said that,” Dawn said, and her eyes went back to the boy. “Write it down anyway.”

Claire stood in the yard.

It had been built for her. A girl who’d read about her at twelve had wanted, for whatever reason a girl like that wanted things, for the one who lived to be the one who watched. And she’d walked down into it, and nobody had said a word to her, not a sentence, not a name, not anything at all, and nobody could have, because there had never been anything in her to say it to. There had been a drone screen and a girl’s face and a clock that said ten minutes, and she’d decided, and she’d walked.

Her heart went along in her chest at the speed of a woman standing in a yard.

Two troopers came for Lena. Deming had said witness, and Claire had said she’s not a witness, and Deming had said she’s a witness until the U.S. Attorney says otherwise, and that was the end of that for today. They walked her back up the row, uncuffed, between them with her hands loose at her sides, past Jack, past the rifle in the grass, and at the first of the old apple trees she stopped, and the troopers stopped with her, and she turned around.

“How are Caroline and Jacqueline?” she said.

In the even voice. Across the wet grass, with her mother in the mud behind her and a dead boy’s head in her mother’s lap.

Claire didn’t answer.

Lena nodded, once, as though she had, and turned, and went on up the row between the troopers into the fog, and Claire stood in the yard and watched her go until there was nothing to see. Then she turned back to the trees, where Jack was standing with an empty rifle and a big man with his hands open was looking at his wife.
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Nobody had said the word suspended since Sunday noon. On Tuesday morning Claire sat at the head of the steel table with a cappuccino from the lobby stand going cold in front of her, and Margot Delacroix sat across from her with a legal pad.

She’d come in Monday at seven and nobody had stopped her at the door, because Deming had flown back to Washington on Sunday night and his legal pad had gone with him. Hightower had come down the stairs on Monday morning, found her sitting in her chair, said “Good,” and gone back up. That was all the paperwork so far, and she’d learned in twenty years not to ask for more of it than she’d been given.

Delacroix had asked for the room. Jack had given it to her and taken Kiko up to the lobby for coffee, and Fitz had gone with the dog, and Violet had put her headphones on, which in the Boiler Room counted as leaving.

“This is off the record,” Delacroix said. “I’m saying that once.”

“Understood.”

“Wade and Dawn Niemi have confessed. In writing, separately, in the same detail. Three homicides and the attempt on Marlene Stroup. They’ve refused counsel twice. I had a public defender sit with them anyway for an hour on Sunday night and she came out and told me they were the two most lucid people she’d ever met in a holding cell. The husband wrote his in block capitals. Nine pages of them, in pencil, pressed hard enough to go through the paper in two places, and when he was finished he read it back to himself and signed it and put his hand flat on it for a moment before he would give it up.” Delacroix turned a page. “Every detail is right. The breaker at slip fourteen. The caregiver’s days. The phrasing on the calls, which Dawn Niemi can recite in her sleep because she taught it. The meter tool, which is in their barn. Between the two of them there’s nothing they can’t describe.”

“They didn’t do it.”

“I know that.” Delacroix put the pen down. “Seth Prine is dead. The house in Hoquiam is ash. What I’ve got is photographs on an agent’s phone of a house rented under a dead woman’s name by a girl who says she took the name to hide from the parents who poisoned her and to read her brother’s file, which the county wouldn’t let her see. I’ve got a whiteboard she says was the boy’s. I’ve got a child’s list of names she says her parents took from her when she was eleven. I’ve got a crayon drawing she says she drew for her brother, which she did. And I’ve got two people who say they killed three others, with proof, and who’ll say it to a jury.”

“Then charge her with what she did,” Claire said. “Conspiracy. Solicitation. She lived in that house with him for two years.”

“Give me the agreement and one overt act and I’ll file it today.” Delacroix didn’t move. “There are no communications between them. None. Two years in the same house and there isn’t a text, a call, an email, or a piece of paper with both their names on it, because they were never far enough apart to need one. Every act in this case is his. He rented that house. He drove the van, and every print in it is his. He pulled the meters, he carried a judge down a wheelchair ramp, and he walked into Marlene Stroup’s kitchen with a box cutter. And every single thing of hers has a lawful answer she gave me on Sunday night without being asked twice. The discs came out of a public records request she filled in on a form. The drawing is hers. The list is hers. The name is the charge.”

“The whiteboard is a wall of surveillance photographs of my people.”

“In a house she shared with a man who is dead, who she says put them there, and I can’t prove otherwise and neither can you.” Delacroix let that sit. “Now do the trial with me. I file. My first witness is Wade Niemi, who takes the stand and swears he did it. My second is Dawn Niemi, who says the same thing with more detail than I have. Her lawyer stands up, reads those two confessions to the jury, sits down, and doesn’t ask me a single question. That’s my case. That’s the whole of it.”

“And the Social Security number.”

“I can charge her with that. Identity fraud, a false number, a county employment form. She’ll plead. She’ll do under a year.” Delacroix closed the pad. “I can’t refuse a confession like that, Claire. I’ve thought about it for two days and there’s no version where I can. It’s wrong. I know it’s wrong. I’m telling you so once, in this room, and I’m never going to say it again anywhere.”

“Understood,” Claire said.

Delacroix stood and put the pad in her bag, and stopped at the foot of the stairs.

“The mother asked me one thing,” she said. “Whether the girl would be all right. That’s the only question either of them has asked.”
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The rest of it came together over the day, at the table, with the room half listening and the wall screen off.

The friend’s emails to Skoog had come from a public terminal at the Aberdeen library, from a machine that didn’t keep logs. The stolen Econoline had Seth’s prints and nobody else’s, and the map in Wade Niemi’s hand was in Wade Niemi’s hand. Duane Skoog had pleaded to the rifle on Monday, in front of a magistrate in Tacoma, with fifteen months attached to the plea. Ruth Ojeda had written to say so, and to say that on both Sundays since, at four, he’d had a phone for five minutes, and that what he’d done with it was his.

Mike Ruzicka’s report came up from Olympia at noon. The carrier had come back on Tveit’s office line: a call at ten past one on the Saturday he died, from a prepaid number that had never been used before or since, and a voicemail a minute and a half long, played for forty seconds of it and then deleted. What had been on it was gone. The box that had left a clean rectangle in the dust of his closet had turned up on Monday in the motel room in Silverdale, on the floor of the closet there, with the lid soft at the corners and one word on the side in Tveit’s own hand, faded almost to nothing. NIEMI. The 2012 file was inside it, complete, and folded inside the front cover was the top sheet of a yellow legal pad, eleven names in order, in the same hand.

She wrote one thing herself that afternoon, by hand, on letterhead, to the Thurston County prosecutor: two paragraphs saying that a driver named Trey Ostlund had walked into a dark house in Olympia on a Saturday night and had then told a federal agent what he’d seen there, and what he’d been doing on the porch, when telling it could only cost him. She’d said in that room that she’d put it in writing, and she signed it with her title and put it in the tray herself.

“She said you’d be last,” Fitz said, from his chair, walking the coin.

“I heard him.”

“Twelve names. Eleven who helped, and one who’d help last. The one who’d find her parents in a yard and tell the world what they were, on a page with her name at the top. She wanted a witness who’d understand what she’d done, and she chose you for it, and she got you.” He stopped the coin. “And I’d like one thing said out loud in this room, once, and then I’ll leave it alone. They were right. All eleven of them. If the boy’s story had been true, then eleven people looked at two children in an orchard and did the only thing the law let them do, and she has spent thirteen years making it true so that they would have been. None of them ever found that out. She got to them first.” He put the coin down on the arm of the chair. “And then her mother rewrote the last scene, in front of the witness, and there’s no version of that a girl like that survives intact. She’ll do her eleven months. She’ll be out.”

“She will.”

Neither of them said the next thing. Ranger, under the table, put his chin on Claire’s boot.

The phone on the table went three times that afternoon.

Marlene Stroup, from Montesano, to say the cat was fine and her wrists were fine. Then, after a pause, to ask whether the girl had really remembered her, as the boy had said. Claire said yes. Stroup said, “Good,” in a voice Claire didn’t understand and didn’t ask about.

Paul Teagle, from Denver. He’d flown his mother’s walker home in a box, and put it in the room his wife had painted, and he didn’t know why he’d done it. Claire told him she did. There had been a woman who’d said a thing was hers to carry, and had carried it, and now he was carrying it, and it was heavy, and it was hers and his both. He was quiet on the line, and then he thanked her.

Bev Halvorsen, from Copalis, with goats in the background. Doris had stood at the end of the drive for two days after Claire left, and Bev didn’t know what to make of it. And she wanted the drawing back, when the government was done with it, because somebody ought to have it, and she’d decided it should be her.

“Yes,” Claire said. “When it’s done. I’ll bring it myself.”

“Bring the bald one. Marvin liked him.”

“Marvin’s an emu, Mrs. Halvorsen.”

“Marvin’s a better judge of people than I am,” Bev said, and hung up.

The last call was Benny, from Brian’s, at four.

He’d watched Redding’s footage of the yard eleven times. He’d watched the part where his mother walked down the row with her hands up, and the part with the ring light, and he had questions, and he’d written them on a card.

“Did the bird really follow you?”

“Yes.”

“The whole way?”

“To the car. Twice.”

“Is it on the internet?”

“No.”

“Fitz’s face is.”

Across the table was Fitz, whose face, lit from below by a ring light at the top of a county road, with a dog beside him and a girl walking into fog behind him, had been seen by four million people since Sunday afternoon, and who had received, by Violet’s count, two hundred marriage proposals and an offer from a podcast.

“I told him I’d sooner die,” Fitz said. “I was hasty.”
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Three sheets of paper lay on Hightower’s blotter, and the top one had a ring on it from the bottom of Fitz’s sugar bowl. Claire sat across from them on Friday afternoon, in a chair she’d sat in perhaps ten times in twenty years.

He’d taken it upstairs on Monday. He’d told her that much and nothing else all week, and she hadn’t asked, because Hightower did things in the order he did them and there’d never been any hurrying him. Now he sat with his jacket off and his sleeves rolled and a sandwich he hadn’t touched, and put a thick finger on each sheet in turn.

“The training-aid inventory from the working-dog center, 2022. Narcotics logged by the gram, short by amounts nobody could account for, over two years, and a memo closing the discrepancy signed by the contract psychologist who ran the temperament program.” The finger moved. “Two failed recertifications on one dog, inside the same window, both assessments signed by the same man. And a veterinary note from the dog’s own file, from 2023, about an exposure during an assessment, that nobody followed up, because the man who’d have had to follow it up was the man who wrote it.”

He sat back. “Your analyst put this together on a legal pad. On her own time, on paper, off the network, because she did not trust the wiring in her own building, and she was right not to.” He tapped the top sheet once. “Tell her a Special Agent in Charge read it twice and could not find a hole in it. Use those words.”

“Vernon Ahlquist’s contract with this office was terminated at nine this morning. The fitness board that was going to sit on you in two weeks isn’t going to sit. And the referral to OPR that Carl Deming wrote in a car outside Montesano at midnight last Friday was rewritten by Carl Deming on Sunday night at SeaTac, before his flight, with a different name in it.” Hightower let that land. “He didn’t tell me he’d done it. I found out from Washington. I’d call that the nearest thing to an apology the man’s capable of, and I’d take it.”

“Yes, sir.”

“Your suspension was in a car. The car’s in Washington. As far as this building is concerned you’ve been at the head of that table since Monday, and if anybody says otherwise you send them to me.”

“Yes, sir.”

He picked up the sandwich, looked at it, and put it down.

“This one, well,” he said.

She waited. She’d waited through that sentence more times than she could count, and it had never had an end.

“This one, well,” Hightower said, “you did it right.”

Ahlquist was in the hall when she came out.

He had a banker’s box against his chest with a cardigan folded on top of it and a security officer a step behind him, and he was walking toward the elevator slowly, because he’d been told the building was no longer his, and when he saw her he smiled, because he’d never once not smiled.

Fitz, who’d come up to wait for her, was at the far end of the hall with the dog. He stood by the elevators with the lead in his hand, and Ranger stood beside him, and then Ranger didn’t.

Without hurrying, he walked down the hall toward the box, past Claire and past the security officer, and stopped in front of Vernon Ahlquist, a foot from his shoes, and sat, squarely, with his front feet together and his head up and his nose working. His eyes were on the man’s belt. He didn’t move.

Nobody called him off.

Fitz stood at the end of the hall with the lead slack in his hand and watched. Claire stood in Hightower’s doorway and watched. The security officer glanced from the dog to Fitz and did nothing. Ahlquist stood with his box and his cardigan and his smile in the middle of a hallway with a dog sitting in front of him, and this time there was no he does like me, or anything else. The elevator came. He stepped around the dog and got in. The doors closed on him. Ranger sat where he was, facing the doors.

“Good boy,” Fitz said, from the end of the hall.

He said it quietly, in a voice Claire had never heard him use, and he never explained it to anyone, and she never asked.
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The bowling alley was in Ballard, under a sign that hadn’t worked since the nineties, and by seven on Friday night they had two lanes and a pitcher and Benny with a phone.

Kiko bowled first, with a hard plastic shield taped over her left eye and a bruise that had gone from purple to a yellow-green Fitz had described, on arrival, as radioactive, which she’d told him she’d take as a compliment. She bowled a strike with one eye and turned around to Jack with the other.

“Don’t,” Jack said.

“I didn’t say anything.”

“You’re saying it now.”

Jack was terrible at bowling, as a matter of record, having been terrible at it in August in front of these same people, and he was terrible at it now. Benny had asked, on camera, with the phone up, whether he could film Agent Russo’s form for the channel. Jack had glanced at the phone, and at Kiko, and said yes.

His first ball went in the gutter. His second ball went in the other gutter.

“That’s staying in,” Benny said.

“I’d expect nothing less,” Fitz said.

Violet had come, and sat at the scoring console with a can of Red Bull and her hood down, which was rare, keeping score by hand on a napkin because she didn’t trust the machine, and refusing to round. When Kiko asked her what she’d rolled she said, “Do you want the number or do you want to feel good,” which Kiko had learned by now was not a question.

Fitz sat at the end of the bench with a lager and his coat off, and the coin was out. Claire watched it go across his knuckles, one finger to the next and back, for the first time in two weeks, and said nothing about it, and he put the coin in his pocket anyway, and then took it out again.

Somebody’s phone had Redding on it, five million views now, and under Fitz’s face a hundred thousand comments. Benny read the best of them aloud until Fitz took the phone away from him and gave it to Violet, who read the rest.

Claire went to the ball return.

Jack was there. He had a ball in his hands he wasn’t going to bowl well with, and he was facing the lane, not her, and she stood beside him and faced the lane too.

“She had a deputy,” Jack said.

“She had a deputy.”

He turned the ball over in his hands.

“I’d have gone to Copalis,” he said. “If you’d asked me the right way. I’d have gone anywhere. I want you to know that. It wasn’t that you asked.”

“I know.”

“You went down that row.”

“You came down it.”

He turned the ball over once more.

“Ahlquist asked me if I remembered the ramp,” he said. “I told him I didn’t.” He kept his eyes on the lane. “I’m going to remember the boy.”

She nodded at the lane, and that was all either of them was going to say about it, on a Friday night in Ballard with a pitcher on the table.

He bowled. It went in the gutter.

From the lane, with her one eye, Kiko said, “That’s staying in too.” Jack went back to the bench and sat down beside her. He put his hand on the back of her chair and left it there.


CHAPTER FORTY-NINE




Fitz had been standing at Claire’s stove longer than any sane person would. It was a quarter to nine on a Sunday morning, and she stood in her kitchen in a sweatshirt with a mug in both hands and watched him do it.

He’d come off the 7:55 with two bags of groceries and a third bag that was more groceries, because the twins were home for the week and he’d decided, without consulting anyone, that they’d need feeding. The eggs were on low, and he’d been standing over them for eleven minutes. She’d told him so, and he’d said, “And look at them,” and she’d looked, and they looked like eggs.

Caroline and Jacqueline were at the table in the same sweater. It was one sweater. Jacqueline had it on and Caroline had a hand on the sleeve of it, and they were conducting the argument they’d been conducting since they were four, in low voices, without looking at each other, as two people argue who have shared a room for twenty years and will share one again tonight. Benny was at the counter with his laptop and one earbud in, explaining to Jacqueline that men in booths appreciated being asked. The man in the booth at the terminal had left a comment on the video. The comment said “thank you for asking.” It was the best comment he’d ever gotten. Ranger was under the table with his chin on Fitz’s shoe.

Rain came in sideways off the water. The deck was dark and slick. The house smelled of butter and coffee.

It was the same picture as October, and it wasn’t.

She’d been up since six, in the closet before anyone else was awake, with the lamp on and the notebook open on the desk to three weeks of entries and four names. She hadn’t torn the page out, though she’d thought about it, and had decided she wasn’t going to. Under the last entry she’d written the date, and under the date, one word.

Nothing.

Then the wall. The map on its nail at the height of a girl of nine, with her uncle’s thumbprint in the wax over Moses Lake. The shirt beside it, purple and gold, with a sentence on it that a man in a nice suit had put in a coach’s hand thirty years ago on a card with beautiful handwriting, for reasons nobody alive would ever tell her. She’d stood in front of them both without moving either one, because they were hers now, both of them, whoever had hung them and whoever had written them, and she’d decided that too.

She’d read the sentence to herself before she turned out the lamp. All of it. The second half included.

Her personal phone was face up on the counter beside the fruit bowl, and it lit up while Fitz was turning the eggs.

It was a text from Sy Aoki, from a vineyard near Crab Creek, on the far side of the mountains, an hour from Moses Lake, where she’d gone in September because she couldn’t leave it alone.

Found the man who pulled Diego Vega’s file. When you’re ready.

Claire read it twice.

Through the open door of the closet was the map, and the red star the size of her thumbnail, and she felt her heart go along in her chest at the speed of a woman standing in her kitchen on a Sunday morning, and she turned the phone face down on the counter and left her hand on it for a second.

It could wait. It had waited forty-five years.

The phone lit up again under her hand.

CAROLINE.

The name was on the screen, and Caroline was standing six feet away with one hand on her sister’s sleeve and no phone anywhere near her.

“It’s Jackie’s,” Caroline said. “She’s got mine. Hers is dead. She’s on the deck.”

Through the glass doors, Jacqueline had gone out, in the sweater, into the rain, and was standing at the rail with her sister’s phone against her ear, thirty feet from the kitchen, looking back through the glass at her mother, waiting to see what her mother would do.

Claire picked it up on the first ring.

“You picked up,” Jacqueline said.

“I picked up.”

“Okay.” A pause, and the rain, and the sound of a ferry somewhere below the house blowing once for the dock. “Then come outside. There’s a seal.”

Claire put the mug down and went to the glass doors and opened them, and the wet came in. Behind her Fitz said, “Claire-bear, the eggs,” in the voice he used for eggs. She said they could wait, and they could. She went out onto the deck in her sweatshirt in the rain to stand beside her daughter and look at a seal.

Thanks for reading! If you enjoyed the book, be sure to check out Daughters of Rainier, the next book in the FBI Task Force S.W.O.R.D. series.


A NOTE FROM THE AUTHOR


Thanks for reading!

Thanks for reading! If you enjoyed this book check out the whole series of FBI Task Force S.W.O.R.D. books.

And if you haven’t yet read my Thomas Austin Crime Thrillers, I recommend you check them out. Each book can be read as a standalone, although relationships and situations develop from book to book, so they will be more enjoyable if read in order.

If you enjoy pictures of corgis, the beautiful Pacific Northwest beaches, or the famous Point No Point lighthouse, consider joining my VIP Readers Club.

When you join, you’ll receive no spam and you’ll be the first to hear about free and discounted eBooks, author events, and new releases.

If you’re an audiobook fan, all my books can be listened to on Audible, many of them for free.

I also have an online store, where you can buy signed paperbacks, mugs, t-shirts, and more featuring Thomas Austin’s lovable corgi, Run, as well as locations and quotations from all my books. Check that out on my website.

Every day I feel fortunate to be able to wake up and create characters and write stories. And that’s all made possible by readers like you. So, again, I extend my heartfelt thanks for checking out my books, and I wish you hundreds of hours of happy reading to come.
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