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The forest did not open.

It thickened.

The trail left the service road in a narrow cut between black spruce and fir, then disappeared under the kind of wet growth that made distance feel dishonest. From the road, the woods had looked shallow. A strip of trees between gravel and coast. Something municipal, preserved because no one had bothered to build there yet.

Inside, it changed.

Branches leaned over the path, dark with rain and salt air. Low brush pressed in from both sides. Ferns browned at the edges from the season and flattened under the weight of the night's weather. The ground was soft in some places, stone in others, with roots crossing through the mud like tendons. Everything held moisture. Bark. Moss. Leaves. The cuffs of Avery Locke's pants.

Somewhere beyond the trees, the Atlantic moved against rock.

She couldn't see it yet.

She could hear it.

Not surf in the clean postcard sense. Not waves rolling evenly onto sand. This was a lower sound, heavier and broken, water striking granite and withdrawing through stone channels with a slow dragging pull. The tide was out or going out. She could smell that too. Salt. Kelp. Mud exposed below the high line. Something mineral and old beneath the damp.

Crime scene tape had been tied between two spruce trunks at the entrance to the trail.

It looked wrong here.

Too bright. Too thin. A strip of official color trying to make a boundary inside a place that had already made several of its own.

Avery ducked beneath it without touching it.

The tape lifted in the wind behind her and snapped once. The sound disappeared fast. The trees took it and kept it.

A uniform stood just inside the perimeter with his rain jacket zipped to the chin and both hands tucked under his arms. He was young enough that the shape of the scene had not yet settled into his face. Not fully. His eyes moved to Avery's badge, then to her face, then past her toward the trail.

"Detective Locke?"

Avery nodded.

"Captain Lennox is down in the hollow."

"How far?"

"Couple hundred yards. Trail cuts left, then drops." He paused. "Careful on the rock. It's slick."

Avery looked past him, nodded and continued.

The trail narrowed after the first bend. Fog hung in the trees, not thick enough to hide anything, just enough to soften the distance. Portable work lights glowed somewhere deeper in the woods, white and diffused, their edges blurred by mist. The light made the trunks look black.

"Who found her?" Avery asked.

"State park maintenance. Guy named Warren Pike. Checking the trail after the storm." He swallowed once. "He thought it was debris at first."

"They usually do."

The officer looked at her.

She moved past him before he could decide whether she had meant it as comfort.

The path dipped almost immediately.

Wet leaves clung to her boots. Needles gathered in dark mats along the trail edges. In places, the mud had been churned by responding personnel despite the marked entry route. The first officers had tried to be careful. She could see that. Their prints stayed mostly along one side, avoiding the center where the ground dipped and held water. But scenes were damaged by the act of reaching them. There was no clean arrival. Only degrees of loss.

The smell came in layers.

Salt first, because the wind pushed it through everything.

Then spruce, wet bark, rotting leaves, brackish mud. The faint sourness of kelp. The metal smell of cold stone. Under that, the newer odors: latex gloves, plastic evidence markers, wet wool, engine exhaust from a generator somewhere ahead.

And beneath all of it, held close to the ground by the damp air, something sweet.

Not strong.

Not enough for the young officer at the trail to have named it.

Enough for Avery.

She slowed.

Ahead, voices moved in fragments.

"Marker four."

"Hold the light."

"Don't step there."

"Photo first."

The words were low. Controlled. Work language. No panic. No raised voices. No one was rushing. That was normal after the first minutes of a scene.

It still bothered her.

A fresh scene usually carried motion, even after the tape went up. People adjusted around the fact of the body. The uniform stood too stiffly. A tech snapped at someone for stepping close. A captain asked the same question twice because the first answer hadn't found a place in him yet. Even competent people carried disruption.

This scene felt past that.

Not processed.

Settled.

Avery came around the bend and saw the first light through the trees.

Then the second.

Then the clearing.

It was not really a clearing. The report would probably call it one because reports preferred simple words and because "a low coastal hollow between spruce growth and exposed granite ledge" would sound like someone was trying too hard. But that was what it was.

The trail opened into a shallow depression where the trees pulled back just enough for gray sky to show between their tops. Granite rose on one side in a slanted shelf darkened by rain. Moss covered parts of it in thick green patches. On the other side, the ground broke downward toward a black tangle of brush and, beyond that, the suggestion of open water. The coast was close. Not visible from where Avery stood, but present in the sound and the wind and the gulls calling somewhere above the fog.

The body lay near the center of the hollow.

Avery did not look at it first.

She looked at the edges.

Three technicians were working inside the marked path. One held a camera low to the ground. Another crouched by the granite shelf, measuring the distance between two partial impressions in the mud. A third stood still with an evidence bag open in one hand, waiting for permission from the photographer before collecting something from near a root cluster.

Two uniforms held the outer perimeter near the trail. One stared too hard at nothing. The other kept looking toward the water as if it might explain what the woods refused.

Captain David Lennox stood near a spruce trunk with his phone in one hand and his other hand closed around a paper cup. He had not taken a drink. Rain had gathered on the cup's white lid in small beads.

He saw Avery and ended the call without speaking into it.

"Locke."

"Captain."

His face held the careful blankness of a man who had already decided what kind of morning he was having and did not plan to revise the label in public. Short gray hair damp at the temples. Dark coat zipped halfway. Mud along the cuff of one pant leg. His eyes moved briefly toward the body, then back to Avery.

"You came from Portland?"

"Augusta. I was there when you called."

"Bad timing."

"Usually is."

He gave her a look, not quite irritation. "Maintenance found her at 6:18. First unit arrived at 6:41. Scene held since 6:47. Weather's been doing us no favors."

"What do we know?"

"Female. No ID yet. Mid-twenties to mid-thirties. No wallet. No phone visible. No vehicle located on the access road. Search is widening toward the shoreline and the old service lot." He glanced toward the granite. "Morrison's with her."

Avery looked then.

Not fully at the face.

At the body's relationship to the place.

The woman lay on her back between the moss and the stone, positioned where the ground flattened before the granite rose. Her arms extended outward, not straight enough to be cleanly theatrical, not natural enough to be accidental. The elbows bent slightly. The palms turned upward. Her head angled toward the sound of the ocean, though Avery did not think that was coincidence.

Her torso had been aligned with the slope of the hollow.

Her legs were placed with care. One knee turned outward a fraction. One boot missing. The other remained on, laces tied. Her coat had been opened and spread slightly beneath her shoulders, not enough to look like wings, not enough to be dismissed as weather. Her sweater underneath was dark with rain. Her hair had been smoothed away from her face and fanned against the moss in damp strands.

That was the first thing that entered Avery cleanly.

Smoothed.

Not blown.

Not dragged.

Smoothed.

Dr. Morrison crouched beside the body, broad shoulders hunched under a dark rain shell that had seen better decades. His gray hair was wet at the crown. A knit cap stuck out of one coat pocket unused. He wore gloves and the expression of a man personally insulted by both death and weather.

He did not look up.

"You're late," he said.

"I was in Augusta."

"So was everyone else, apparently."

"That doesn't make sense."

"Neither does this."

Avery stepped closer, stopping outside the flagged path.

Morrison's eyes flicked toward her boots. "Stay where Singh marked. The ground's lying badly enough without your help."

"I missed you too."

"No, you didn't."

She crouched.

Cold seeped through her pants almost immediately. The ground was wetter than it looked. Moss pressed down beneath her knee, and water rose around the fabric. She ignored it.

The woman's face had already begun losing its argument with personhood. Rain flattened the lashes. Skin had taken on a gray cast in the diffused coastal light. There was dirt at the jawline, a thin streak of mud near the throat, and a small dark mark beneath the left ear that might have been bruise or shadow. The mouth was open slightly. Not in horror. Not in appeal. Just open.

Real death did not care how the living wanted it arranged.

The body did.

That was the difference.

Avery's eyes moved over the hands.

No obvious defensive wounds. No torn nails from this distance. Wrists marked faintly, maybe by restraint, maybe by pressure, maybe by the cold illusion of wet skin and failing light. The right hand lay close to a cluster of white beach asters growing low between stone and moss. The flowers were small, salt-tough, and still upright.

Her wrist had not crushed them.

Avery stared at that detail longer than she meant to.

Someone had placed a body without ruining the flowers.

She did not write it down.

Not yet.

"What do you have?" she asked.

Morrison made a sound low in his throat. "A dead woman, a damp hollow, several people trying to step where I don't want them to, and a coastline that apparently believes evidence is optional."

"Formal version."

"No obvious gunshot. No obvious stabbing. No heavy blood loss at scene. Possible ligature or restraint marks at wrists, but I'll need her under light that isn't being bounced through fog and tree snot." He leaned slightly toward the victim's neck without touching. "No immediate trauma that explains why she is here like this. Body temp is almost useless after rain and exposure. Rigor is present but not complete. I'll narrow time of death after transport."

"Dead here?"

His mouth flattened.

"That's the question trying to get itself invited into the room."

Avery looked at the ground.

There should have been more.

Not necessarily blood. Not necessarily the violence of the killing itself. But the effort of arrival. A body brought through coastal woods should have left evidence of being brought. Broken fern stems. Drag marks in mud. Moss sheared from stone. Knees, heels, shoulders catching. Panic if she had been alive. Weight if she had not.

The hollow held disturbance.

But not enough of the right kind.

The ground did not tell the easy story.

Lennox stepped closer behind her. "Search team has two possible approach lines. One from the trail. One from the shore side."

"Shore side?"

"Old fisherman's cut below the ledge. Not official. Locals use it to get down to the rocks."

Avery looked toward the darker brush below the hollow. The sound of the water came from that direction, closer than it had seemed from the trail. If someone knew the cut, they could come up from the rocks without using the service road. At low tide, maybe there were places to move unseen.

"Any boat traffic?" she asked.

"We're checking. Harbor patrol's being pulled in. Coast Guard if we need them."

"Who called them?"

"I did."

Avery nodded.

It was also late. Everything at a body scene was late by definition.

A tech approached from the granite shelf. Paula Singh. She wore blue boot covers over mud-streaked boots and had a pencil tucked behind one ear despite the rain.

"Captain," she said, then looked at Avery. "Detective."

"What do you have?"

Singh glanced toward the body, then the stone. "Partial footwear near the ledge. Not clean. Rain softened most of it. There are impressions that might be from the responding unit and some that predate us. We're casting what we can. No obvious drag path. No obvious struggle. Branch disturbance down toward the shore, but it's messy. Could be animal, could be old foot traffic, could be our guy."

"Could be everything," Morrison muttered.

Singh ignored him.

Avery stood and followed her gaze toward the granite. The stone rose in a slanted plane about four feet high. Rainwater ran down its surface in thin lines and collected near the base. There were patches of lichen, pale green and gray. One patch near the center looked scraped.

Avery stepped closer, careful to follow the marked path.

"What happened there?" she asked.

"Not sure. Could be from someone's boot. Could be old."

"Photographed?"

"Yes."

"Again after the water shifts."

Singh nodded. "Already on it."

Avery looked back at the body from this angle.

The posture changed.

From the trail, the body looked arranged across the hollow. From the granite shelf, it looked directed. The line of the left arm guided the eye past the hand, toward a lower patch of moss and exposed soil near the base of a spruce root.

Avery went still.

There.

Not hidden.

Not obvious.

Placed.

The message had been made in the dark soil where leaves had been cleared away and moss pressed back. The letters were not carved deeply. They were formed by pressure and absence, by the removal of loose material and the dark wetness left underneath. Careful enough to be legible. Shallow enough that the rain had softened the edges.

YOU ARE THE WITNESS

Avery did not move closer.

The words sat along the logic of the body, not separate from it. Not a note. Not graffiti. Not a threat slapped onto the scene because the killer wanted attention. The sentence belonged to the arrangement in the same way the flowers did. In the same way the angle of the head did. In the same way the hollow held the body like the last page of something already written.

A scale marker had been placed beside the words.

A camera had already caught them.

Procedure had surrounded the sentence.

It still did not feel contained.

Lennox watched Avery read it. "We found it before you got here."

She said nothing.

"Could be for the finder," he said. "Could be for us. Could be media bait. Could be an offender ego."

"Could be."

"You don't think so."

"I didn't say that."

"You didn't need to."

Avery kept her eyes on the message.

Witness could mean law enforcement. Witness could mean the maintenance worker. Witness could mean the public once the story leaked. Witness could mean victim. Witness could mean nothing but performance. All of those were reasonable. All of those would survive a briefing.

None of them settled the pressure under her ribs.

Her body kept trying to narrow the sentence.

Not them.

You.

She did not write that down.

"The placement matters," she said.

Lennox exhaled. "Of the message?"

"Of everything."

"That's not an answer."

"It is. It's just not finished."

Morrison, still crouched near the victim, said, "That describes most answers worth hearing."

Lennox looked at him. "Not helpful."

"I've made peace with that."

Avery moved three steps to the side, still outside the flagged route. From there, the line became clearer. The left arm did not point directly at the words. That would have been childish. But the eye went there anyway. Wrist. Flowers. Moss. Soil. Sentence.

The body taught the viewer where to look.

The thought arrived cleanly.

Too cleanly.

She looked away from the words and forced herself back into procedure.

Body position.

Weather.

Soil condition.

Possible approach from trail.

Possible approach from shore.

Trace collection.

Victim ID.

Message formation.

Photographic sequence.

"What are you seeing?" Singh asked.

Avery glanced at her.

The tech had lowered her voice. Not secretive. Careful. There was a difference.

"Sightline," Avery said.

Singh followed her gaze from the arm to the message. Her expression shifted slightly.

"That's not going to make the log."

"No."

"Should it?"

Avery paused.

The official answer was yes, if it could be described neutrally. The truthful answer was more complicated. The moment something entered the log, it changed. Became smaller in some ways, more dangerous in others. A line about sightline could become useful later. It could also be laughed out of the room if it arrived before anyone was ready to hold it.

"Photograph the relationship," Avery said. "Wide. Body, arm, message, flowers. Then again from the trail approach."

Singh nodded.

Lennox said, "You think he staged it for the first responder?"

"No."

"For us?"

Avery looked toward the trail.

Then toward the granite.

Then toward the trees below the hollow, where the old shore cut dropped toward the rocks.

"I think he staged it for arrival."

Lennox studied her.

"That better mean something by noon."

"It will mean less by noon."

He did not like that. She could see it. He liked sentences that pointed toward action. Avery did too, most of the time. But this was not a clean scene. Clean scenes could still be terrible. This one was something else.

Morrison stood with a small sound of pain from his knees. "Ground should tell me something."

Avery looked at him. "And?"

"It's being rude."

"That your formal finding?"

"It will be once I get tired enough." He gestured toward the perimeter with one gloved hand. "No obvious drag. No obvious panic. No practical route that explains bringing her here without more disruption, unless he carried her with help, came from the rocks, or spent more time than I like thinking about where not to step."

Avery looked at the flowers again.

"Or knew exactly where not to step."

Morrison's eyes moved to her.

He did not answer.

That mattered.

The wind shifted and brought the ocean into the hollow more strongly. Salt cut through the sweet odor for a moment, then withdrew. A gull cried beyond the trees. The generator throbbed. Someone's radio crackled near the trailhead, a voice asking for confirmation on the maintenance worker's statement.

Avery circled once.

Not the body. The scene.

She started from the trail approach and followed the marked path to the granite shelf, then to the shore-side brush, then back toward the body. She did not look for evidence first. She looked for shape. Where someone would stand. What they would want seen. What they would leave out of frame. The thought came too easily. That was the private disturbance.

Not the body.

Not the message.

The ease.

She forced herself into the expected order.

Entry. Exit. Weather impact. Search grid. Scene contamination. Evidence preservation.

The other way of seeing did not leave. It waited under the official sequence, patient and available.

At the shore-side edge of the hollow, the ground dropped into a narrow cut between rocks. Brush hung over it, wet and dark. The path was not formal, but people had used it. Locals, probably. Fishermen. Teenagers. Anyone who knew the coast well enough to trust bad footing. Needles and mud had been disturbed along one side. A root had been exposed where feet had worn away soil over time. Recent traffic would be hard to separate from old.

Avery crouched near the edge.

Below, through the brush, she could see a strip of gray water between rocks. The tide had pulled back enough to reveal dark weed-covered stone. If someone came from the shore at the right time, they might leave very little on the upper trail. If they knew the tide, the rocks, the path, the hollow, they could enter and leave through the less obvious side.

They would also risk being trapped if the water turned.

That meant familiarity. Or confidence. Or both.

Rios—the young uniform from the entrance—appeared at the trail edge. "Detective Locke?"

Avery stood. "What?"

"Maintenance worker is asking if he can leave. Says he's cold."

"Has anyone taken a full statement?"

"Preliminary. Lennox said hold him."

"Keep him warm. Don't let him leave."

"Yes, ma'am."

"Did he say where he was standing when he first saw her?"

Rios checked his notes. "Trail bend. Just before the hollow. He said he saw pale color through the trees and thought it was a trash bag or tarp."

"Show me."

Rios took her back toward the approach, stopping at a point where the trail bent left and dipped. From there, the body would have been partially visible through branches before the viewer entered the hollow. Not enough to understand. Enough to pull someone closer.

Avery stood where Pike had likely stood.

The scene assembled in stages from that angle.

First light.

Then body color.

Then shape.

Then the arms.

Then the message only after entering far enough.

It had been built for sequence.

She felt that with a certainty she did not trust enough to say whole.

"Here?" she asked.

"According to him."

"Photograph from this point."

"I'll tell Singh."

"Now."

Rios nodded and moved.

Avery remained at the bend.

The forest behind the hollow thickened toward the shore. The work lights pulsed faintly in the mist. Figures moved around the body with careful, reduced gestures. From here, the people looked like part of the arrangement. That bothered her.

She wrote in her notebook:

Approach controls reveal.

Then, below it:

Scene is encountered in order.

The second line was too much for the official report.

She kept it anyway.

When she returned to the body, Morrison was preparing transport.

"Already?" Avery asked.

"Unless you'd like the ocean to take a turn at her."

Lennox said, "We have what we need for now."

"No," Morrison said. "You have what the woods let you keep."

Avery looked at him.

He was not joking this time.

The body bag came in black and folded. Two attendants carried it along the marked path, stepping carefully over roots and flagged impressions. The hollow changed the moment they entered. Not emotionally. Practically. The body was about to leave the arrangement built around it. Once that happened, the scene would become photographs, measurements, impressions, notes.

Language would take over.

Avery stepped back.

The attendants moved with care. Morrison gave quiet instructions. Singh photographed the body again, then the flowers, then the moss where the coat had spread, then the message. The camera clicked with small, indifferent precision.

The woman was rolled.

The moss beneath her held the shape of her body in darkened pressure. A small pool of water had gathered where her shoulder had been. The beach asters beside her wrist remained upright.

Avery stared at them.

Morrison saw.

"Already photographed," he said.

"Again after lift."

He muttered something under his breath and told Singh to get it.

The zipper on the body bag closed from feet to face.

The sound was too ordinary.

A clean mechanical seal. Teeth joining teeth. A line erasing the last visible parts of her.

No one spoke while it happened.

Then everyone began speaking again.

That was always how it went. Silence in the moment of closure. Words immediately after. The living could only hold still for so long before work saved them from meaning.

The body left the hollow along the marked path.

Without her, the space did not feel empty.

It felt more precise.

The flattened moss remained. The flowers. The dark soil. The message. The rock shelf. The trees narrowing the sky. The ocean beyond the brush, going on with its slow blunt work against stone.

Avery moved toward the words one last time.

YOU ARE THE WITNESS

With the body gone, the sentence looked smaller.

That made it worse.

It had already left the ground.

Avery could feel it inside the scene now, inside the people who had read it, inside the report that did not yet exist but had already begun forming around the manageable version of what they had seen.

Message located adjacent to body.

Possible offender communication.

Audience-directed language.

All true.

All insufficient.

Lennox came up beside her.

"What goes in your first read?"

"Female victim. Body placed postmortem or incapacitated before placement. Scene arranged with controlled visual sequence. No obvious struggle at deposition site. Message formed in soil and moss near the left hand. Possible offender communication."

"That's the version I can use."

"Yes."

"And the other version?"

Avery looked from the message to the hollow entrance, then to the shore-side cut.

"The scene wanted someone to arrive the right way."

Lennox rubbed one hand across his mouth. "Locke."

"I know."

"Do you?"

"Yes."

He studied her for a long second.

Then his voice lowered. "Put the usable version in writing first."

"That wasn't disagreement."

"No. It was survival."

The word sat between them.

Avery nodded once.

He walked away to take another call.

The work continued around her until it began to thin. Evidence was bagged. Measurements were confirmed. The search grid widened. Officers moved farther into the trees and down toward the rocks. The maintenance worker's voice carried briefly from the trailhead, strained and defensive. A gull cried again. The fog shifted and for one moment the ocean became visible through the trees.

Gray water.

Black rock.

White break of foam.

Then the mist closed again.

Avery left the hollow by the marked route.

The trail felt different going out. Not longer. Not steeper. Just altered by what she now carried from it. The forest pressed close around her shoulders. Needles brushed her sleeve. Water dripped from a branch onto the back of her neck and slid beneath her collar, cold enough to make her inhale once through her nose.

Halfway to the outer tape, she heard it.

Four notes.

Soft.

Controlled.

Evenly spaced.

A whistle.

It did not cut through the forest. It entered it. Slipped between the trees and the surf and the low generator noise, there for less than three seconds and then gone.

Avery stopped.

Her body reacted before her mind gave permission.

The right shoulder tightened. Fingers stilled at her side. Breath held. The woods ahead remained empty. Rios stood near the outer tape speaking into his radio. A technician came up the trail behind her carrying a case and did not pause. No one looked toward the sound.

No one else had heard it.

That was worse.

Avery turned slowly.

Trees. Fog. Wet brush. The pale flicker of work lights through branches.

No movement.

No figure.

No one looking back.

The sound had come from somewhere lower, maybe toward the shore cut. Maybe behind the granite. Maybe nowhere the scene could hold.

Four notes.

Soft and slow.

For one second, something opened behind her ribs.

Heat.

Crowd noise.

Papel picado shifting overhead.

Her mother's hand around her wrist.

A doll in a red dress.

A man standing still while everything else moved.

The fragments struck without becoming memory. They had no sequence. No explanation. Only pressure. A closed thing inside her disturbed by the shape of the sound.

Avery did not say Caldero.

She did not think the name.

Her body had already moved closer to it than her mind allowed.

"Detective?" Rios called.

She turned back.

"You all right?"

"Yes."

The answer was clean enough to pass.

She walked the rest of the way out.

At the tape line, the wind lifted the yellow plastic before she reached it. She ducked under and stepped onto the gravel shoulder of the service road. The coastal air struck harder there, colder without the trees to break it. Patrol units lined one side of the road. Beyond them, scrub and rock fell away toward water she could hear better than see. The ambulance waited with its rear doors closed. Its engine idled.

Avery looked back once.

The trail entrance held only tape, spruce trunks, and fog.

Then she turned toward her car.

Behind her, beyond the inner lights, past the hollow and the flattened moss and the place where the woman had been, the forest deepened toward the shore.

Far enough from the perimeter to remain outside the work.

Close enough to see everything.

A man stood among the black spruce and wet granite.

He did not crouch. He did not hide like someone afraid of being found. He stood still in the broken dark between trunks, one shoulder near a rock face slick with rain, hands relaxed at his sides.

From there, he could see the hollow.

He could see the officers moving through it.

He could see the message in the moss.

He could see the path Avery had taken when she stopped.

He watched the work continue after she left.

Then his eyes shifted toward the trail.

Toward the place where she had heard.

His mouth moved into something that was almost a smile.

By the time Avery Locke reached the service road, the hollow behind her had already settled back into stillness.

As if it had been waiting for her to arrive.

As if it had no further need for her once she had.
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Chapter 2
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The hollow kept the body after it was gone.

That was the part Avery did not like.

The attendants had carried the black bag out along the marked path, up the shallow rise and through the spruce, toward the service road where the ambulance waited with its rear doors open and its engine idling in the mist. The woman was no longer visible. Her face was no longer part of the scene. Her hands, her damp hair, the missing boot, the open coat arranged beneath her shoulders — all of it had been taken from the hollow, replaced by the ordinary sound of an engine running beneath the distant crash of waves.

But the hollow had not released her.

The shape remained in the moss.

Avery stood at the edge of the deposition area and looked at the darkened impression where the body had lain. The ground held her outline with more fidelity than the rain should have allowed. Shoulders. Hips. The slight spread of the legs. The place where one arm had extended toward the beach asters. The depression was shallow, but it was enough. A body had weight even when the living wanted to pretend a scene was only information.

The flowers were still upright.

That detail had become worse after transport.

With the wrist gone, nothing explained them. They stood beside the flattened moss, pale and intact, small white faces turned toward the gray light as if they had survived by accident. Avery knew they had not. Not fully. A few leaves had been displaced near the cluster. One stem leaned away at an unnatural angle. The flowers had been moved around, not spared by chance.

Morrison stood beside her with his hands still gloved and his shoulders hunched against the wet. He had pulled the knit cap from his pocket and put it on without acknowledging that the cold had won. It made him look more tired and less official. Rain had gathered at the edge of his collar.

"She was placed," Avery said.

Morrison gave her a sideways look. "That was not a question."

"No."

"Then I'll save us both the theater of pretending I'm surprised."

Avery crouched again.

The cold came through her pant leg immediately. She ignored it. The moss had compressed in a clean enough line beneath the victim's left arm that Avery could still follow the gesture from shoulder to wrist, then past the absent hand to the message in the soil.

YOU ARE THE WITNESS

The letters had softened since she first saw them. The wet edges were beginning to crumble back into themselves. Singh had already photographed them from multiple angles. Close. Wide. From the trail bend. From above. From body position before removal and after. Samples had been taken from the exposed soil and the pressed moss. The words were being preserved in every way procedure knew how.

They still seemed more alive than anything else in the hollow.

Avery reached for her notebook and stopped before removing it from her pocket.

Not yet.

Sometimes writing too soon turned observation into position. Once something had language, it could harden before it was ready. Worse, it could become smaller than it was. She had learned that before the badge. She had learned it in rooms full of paper, thresholds, blue transfer, phrases that made wrong things harmless enough to file.

No evidentiary significance.

No immediate relevance.

Likely incidental transfer.

The old language moved through her and was gone.

She kept looking.

Morrison lowered himself into a crouch with visible resentment. His knees made a quiet sound. He glanced at the impression in the moss, then at the flowers, then toward the shore-side cut.

"Body didn't get here by falling."

"I know."

"Body didn't get here by crawling."

"I know."

"Body didn't get here by being dragged from the trail, unless our offender also brought a rake, a prayer, and a very personal relationship with wet ground."

Avery looked at him.

He shrugged. "I can be precise and irritated at the same time."

"The shore cut?"

"Possible. Bad footing. More stone. Less soil. Less to leave behind if he knew where he was going."

"Could carry her from there?"

"Someone strong enough, careful enough. Or two people. Or he staged from closer than we think." Morrison's mouth tightened. "Or she walked part of the way."

Avery looked back at the empty shape in the moss.

That possibility moved differently through the hollow.

If the victim had walked, the scene became colder. Not less. More. It meant compliance. Incapacitation. Fear. Trust. Confusion. Some condition under which the woman had entered the woods without tearing the place apart trying to escape. It meant the violence might have been slower than the scene admitted.

"Alive?"

"I said walked. I did not say free."

The words settled.

Avery did not look at him.

Morrison rubbed one gloved thumb against the knuckle of the other hand, as if feeling for something through the latex. "Wrists may tell me more. Ankles too. Shoulder pressure. Knees. If she was moved after death, I'll know more under lights. If she was positioned before death, that becomes more unpleasant."

"Before death?"

"Bodies resist arrangement less when they're dead. Living bodies resist even when they're weak. Sedated bodies resist differently. Injured bodies differently again." He looked toward the flowers. "The scene likes the idea that she was placed after. Cleaner. Easier for everyone."

"And you don't?"

"I don't like ideas that arrive before evidence."

Avery almost smiled.

The wind shifted through the spruce. The smell of salt strengthened and brought the low broken sound of water into the hollow. Somewhere below, tidewater pulled through the rocks with a hollow sucking drag. The sound entered the pauses between voices and made the whole place feel less inland than it looked. A body could be left in the woods. A body could be left near water. This was both, and the combination mattered.

Avery stood and moved to the trail approach again.

She wanted to see it the way Warren Pike had seen it.

From the bend, the hollow showed itself in pieces. The work lights had changed the original discovery, but not completely. Even with the body removed, Avery could reconstruct the first view. A pale break through the dark. A shape low to the ground. Not obvious at first. Not enough to name. Enough to pull a person forward.

The scene had not been built to announce itself from the trail.

It had been built to be entered.

That was different.

Rios came up from the outer perimeter with a clipboard pressed against his raincoat. "Detective."

Avery looked at him.

"Pike's statement is ready. He says he can walk us through where he saw her."

"In a minute."

Rios nodded and waited.

He was trying not to look at the hollow. He failed every few seconds. His eyes kept returning to the place where the body had been, then darting away as if caught doing something indecent. Avery did not blame him. A removed body sometimes made a scene more obscene, not less. Absence asked the mind to fill.

"You were first perimeter," she said.

"Yes, ma'am."

"What did the scene look like when you arrived?"

He swallowed. "Wet."

"Not weather."

He nodded once, embarrassed by the answer. "Quiet."

Avery waited.

"I know that sounds stupid."

"It doesn't."

"It was just..." He looked down at his notes, though Avery doubted anything there would help him. "Everyone was moving, but it felt like we were late to something that was already over."

Avery watched his face as he said it.

"That goes in no report like that."

"I know."

"Specifics only."

"Yes, ma'am."

"But keep the sentence."

He looked up.

"For yourself," she said.

Rios nodded slowly, not sure whether he understood, but aware that he had been given something he should not mishandle.

Avery turned back toward the hollow.

Morrison was speaking to Singh near the message. Singh had one knee on a small pad and was changing lenses on her camera. The work light made the rain on her hood shine like beads of glass.

"Get me the flowers from three distances," Morrison said. "Not art. Relationship."

Singh did not look up. "I know."

"Everyone says that before they give me art."

"I took the body shots."

"Then you know the difference between a photograph and a confession."

Singh paused. "That was almost poetic."

"Report it and I'll deny it."

Avery moved back toward them.

Singh took the photographs in sequence: wide enough to show the full impression; closer, with the flattened moss and flower cluster; close enough that the individual stems became clear. She adjusted the light once and took them again from a lower angle. Avery watched through the process without interrupting.

The camera made the scene manageable by fractions.

Click. A frame.

Click. A smaller frame.

Click. A detail.

That was necessary. It was also dangerous. Every frame helped and reduced. What the camera included became evidence. What it excluded became harder to argue for later.

"From the trail bend?" Avery asked.

"Done once," Singh said. "Doing it again after the bag went out."

"Good."

Morrison looked at Avery. "You're bothered by the approach."

"I'm bothered by the order."

"Approach is order."

"Yes. I know."

He gave her a narrow look. "That was not agreement. That was you adding a room to the house."

"She was meant to be found from the trail."

"Most bodies left near trails are."

"She wasn't left near it. She was placed far enough in that the finder had to enter before understanding what he was seeing."

"Again, unpleasant."

"The body wasn't the first thing he found."

Morrison waited.

"The invitation was."

Singh lowered the camera.

Avery regretted the word almost immediately. It was too large for the air. Too shaped. Too close to the part of the scene she was not yet willing to say in a room with other people.

Morrison did not laugh.

That was worse.

After a moment, he said, "Then let's hope Mr. Pike didn't accept more of it than necessary."

Avery looked toward the trail.

"Bring him in," she said to Rios.

Rios went.

Warren Pike was in his late fifties, narrow in the shoulders and thick through the middle, with a weathered face and hands that had spent too much time around tools, salt, and cold. He wore a state park jacket over a flannel shirt, both damp despite the emergency blanket someone had placed around his shoulders. The blanket looked absurd against him. Thin silver material shifting in the wind. He kept gripping it closed at his chest like he was angry to need it.

His boots were muddy.

Avery looked at them first.

Not accusingly. Just noting.

Pike noticed.

"I stayed on the trail," he said.

"I didn't ask yet."

He flushed.

Lennox came in behind him. "He's given preliminary. Walkthrough only. No leading."

Avery nodded.

Pike looked toward the hollow and then away. "Do I have to go back down there?"

"You have to show us where you were," Avery said. "You don't have to look at her. She's gone."

He reacted to that in a way he probably would not have wanted anyone to see. His face loosened for half a second. Relief first. Then guilt. Then the quick hardening people used when they realized relief could be mistaken for indifference.

"She wasn't gone when I found her."

"No."

The simple answer seemed to steady him more than comfort would have.

Avery led him to the trail bend. Rios stayed behind them with the clipboard. Lennox stood back far enough not to crowd the statement but close enough to hear everything.

"Start before you saw anything," Avery said.

Pike pointed up the trail with a hand that still shook. "I came from the service road. We had wind last night. Not bad enough to close the park, but enough to bring branches down. I was checking trail damage before we opened the lower path. I got here."

He stopped at the bend.

His boots were close to where the earlier impressions had been flagged. Avery looked down. The soil had already been altered by response traffic, but Singh had photographed the original approach. Good.

"What made you stop?"

"Color." He pointed into the hollow without looking directly. "Something pale. I thought it was one of those plastic tarps people use on boats. We get dumping sometimes. Not a lot, but enough."

"What did you do?"

"I stepped closer. Maybe three steps. Four. I still thought it was trash. Then I saw the hand."

"Which hand?"

He closed his eyes briefly. "Left. I think. The one near the flowers."

Avery watched him.

"You saw the flowers?"

"I saw the hand first. Then the flowers. It was..." He swallowed. "It just wasn't right."

"How?"

His eyes flicked to Lennox, then back to Avery, as if asking which answer would get him into less trouble.

"Say it badly first," Avery said.

Pike stared at her.

"Clean it later."

He took a breath. The emergency blanket rattled softly. "The flowers should've been flat."

No one spoke.

Pike looked embarrassed. "I know that sounds—"

"It doesn't," Avery said.

Lennox's eyes moved to her, but he let it stand.

"What did you do after you saw the hand?" she asked.

"I stopped. I think I said something. I don't know what. Then I saw more of her. The arms. The coat. I knew she was a person then."

"Did you enter the hollow?"

"No. Not all the way. I took maybe two more steps and saw the writing."

"What writing?"

He rubbed one hand over his mouth. "The witness thing."

"Did you read it fully?"

"Yes."

"What did you think it meant?"

"I didn't think anything. I called 911."

"That's not the same answer."

Pike looked at her.

Avery waited.

He looked toward the hollow again. His eyes did not settle on the ground. They moved around the place where the body had been.

"I thought it meant whoever left her knew somebody would come."

"That's all?"

"No." His voice dropped. "I thought it meant he was still there."

The wind moved through the trees. The emergency blanket clicked against itself.

Avery heard Rios stop writing for a fraction of a second, then begin again.

"Why?" she asked.

Pike shook his head. "I don't know. It was just how it felt."

"Did you hear anything?"

"No."

"See anyone?"

"No."

"Any vehicle on the service road?"

"No. Not besides mine."

"Boat?"

That made him look toward the lower brush. "The tide wasn't right for most boats this close. Not impossible if someone knew the rocks, but stupid."

"Stupid or dangerous?"

"Both."

"Could someone come up from the shore cut carrying weight?"

Pike hesitated.

Lennox said, "Answer what you know."

Pike nodded. "Yes. If they knew it. If they timed it. If they were strong or had help. But you'd have to know where to step. There are rocks down there slick as glass. Tide pools. Kelp. One bad foot and you crack your head open."

"Would a tourist know about it?"

"No."

"A local?"

"Maybe."

"Park staff?"

Pike's face tightened. "Maybe."

"Fishermen?"

"Yes."

"Kids?"

"Some."

Avery watched the hollow from his position.

The body had been visible enough to call him in, not visible enough to explain itself. The message had waited until he entered deeper. The flowers had been one of the first things he saw.

The scene had not only instructed Avery.

It had instructed him too.

"You did well," she said.

Pike looked at her as if he did not know what to do with that.

"No, I didn't."

"You stopped."

He looked toward the hollow again. "She didn't."

There was nothing to say to that that would not make it worse.

Avery let the silence remain.

Lennox dismissed Pike back to the outer perimeter and told Rios to make sure he was kept until the formal statement could be expanded. Pike left with the emergency blanket clutched tight in one fist and his boots placing careful weight on the trail, as if he no longer trusted ground that had belonged to him for years.

When he was gone, Lennox said, "He's observant."

"He works the land."

"He's also scared."

"Those can coexist."

Lennox looked down into the hollow. "You believe him?"

"Yes."

"About feeling like the offender was still there?"

"I believe he felt it."

"That's not useful."

"No."

"But?"

Avery looked toward the trees below the granite ledge.

"But he may have been right."

Lennox did not answer.

The search team moved through the lower cut slowly, calling out their positions. One officer slid on wet rock and cursed. Another told him to watch his language because the recorder was running. The fog thickened for several minutes, then loosened, revealing the water again in gray pieces through the brush.

Avery returned to the message.

It had begun to lose its edges. The letters remained legible, but the rain had softened the smaller strokes. The sentence was becoming less physical in the world while becoming more fixed in everyone who had seen it.

That was how a message left a scene.

Not by staying.

By transferring.

She wrote that word in her notebook and immediately disliked it.

Transfer had history for her. Too much. Blue at thresholds. Residue. Reports that called things incidental until they became invisible. The word belonged to older rooms, older files, older wrongness. But here it was again, arriving honestly whether she wanted it or not.

The message had transferred from ground to record.

From record to memory.

From memory to behavior.

Rios would remember the quiet. Pike would remember the flowers. Singh would photograph the relationship because Avery had asked for it. Lennox would use the survivable version first. Morrison would carry the body into light and look for the violence the hollow had hidden.

And Avery would carry the whistle.

That was not evidence.

That was the problem.

Morrison came to stand beside her.

"You're doing that thing," he said.

"What thing?"

"Looking at a scene like it owes you money."

"It does."

"I'd settle for cause of death."

"You'll get there."

"I usually do. Bodies are rude, not silent." He followed her gaze to the message. "This one's loud in the wrong place."

"The body or the words?"

"Yes."

Avery looked at him.

Morrison's expression did not change. "Don't make that face. You knew the answer."

She closed her notebook.

For a while, neither of them spoke.

Around them the scene thinned. Not finished. Never finished. But the first intensity had passed. The body was gone. The primary photographs were complete. The message was sampled. The trail approach was documented. The shore cut was under search. What remained was the long patient reduction of the hollow into lists.

Avery had always hated that part.

Not because it was unnecessary.

Because it worked.

A scene could be unbearable in person and manageable in a report by sundown. That was not incompetence. That was its function. The system could not hold rawness indefinitely. It had to be translated. Translation allowed work to continue.

Translation also lost things.

The flowers would become vegetation adjacent to body.

The hollow would become wooded area near coastal trail.

The message would become possible offender communication.

The care would become staging.

The witness would become audience-directed.

Each phrase would be true.

Each phrase would remove temperature.

Morrison said, "You need to be careful about the word arranged."

Avery looked at him. "Why?"

"Because once you say it, people start looking for art."

"She was arranged."

"Yes. But not for beauty." His voice stayed flat. "For control."

Avery let that settle.

Control was better. Colder. More accurate.

Morrison continued, "The difference matters. Art lets people talk about ego. Control makes them ask about time."

"And patience."

"And restraint."

"And whether she was alive."

He glanced at her then. "Yes."

The tide sound deepened below the rocks.

Avery looked toward the shore cut.

"What if the scene isn't where the violence happened?"

"Then the scene is what he wanted to survive the violence."

That was the kind of sentence Morrison did not usually give away.

Avery turned back to him.

He was still looking at the hollow. His face had closed around the thought after speaking it, as if he had not meant to let it fully out.

She said, "You think that?"

"I think I will have a woman on a table by this afternoon who will tell me what the woods can't." He stripped off one glove and replaced it with a clean one from his pocket. "I think the woods are theatrical. I think bodies are less impressed by theater."

"That's almost comforting."

"It was not intended to be."

"No."

"And yet you took it that way. That's your failing, not mine."

Avery looked once more at the flowers.

The scene was cruel because it had been patient. Not because it had displayed suffering. It had removed suffering from view and left only the final arrangement. No blood-splashed warning. No visible act. No moment for the mind to interrupt. The violence was absent, and the absence made it worse. It forced reconstruction.

How had she come here?

Was she awake?

Did she know what the hollow was for?

Did she see the flowers before he placed her beside them?

Avery stopped the questions before they became images.

The book of the body would open later, under Morrison's lights.

For now, the hollow only offered the cover.

Lennox called from the trail. "Locke."

She turned.

"We're pulling back primary. Search continues. I need your summary before the briefing."

"You'll have it."

"Soon."

"Yes."

He looked like he wanted to say something else, then decided against it. That was becoming common around her. People stopping before the second sentence. People sensed that if they pushed too far in one direction, Avery might answer with something they were not prepared to hear.

She did not know if that was their problem or hers.

Maybe both.

Morrison picked up his field case. "Morgue. Two hours."

"I'll be there."

"I didn't invite you."

"You told me where to go."

"I was stating my destination."

"I understood the invitation."

"You're a parasite."

"On procedure."

"Worse."

He walked toward the trail.

Avery stayed one moment longer.

The hollow was nearly empty now. Singh remained near the message, placing the last of the soil samples into evidence packaging. A uniform stood by the shore cut. The work lights hummed. Fog shifted through the spruce. The ocean kept moving below them, indifferent and repetitive.

Avery stepped to the exact place on the approach where the body first became visible.

She looked once.

Pale impression in moss.

White flowers.

Dark letters in wet soil.

Granite. Spruce. Gray light.

She looked again, because the second look always changed the first.

Then she turned away.

At the trail bend, she heard nothing this time.

No whistle.

No four notes.

Only wind in wet branches and water moving against stone.

That should have made it better.

It did not.

The absence felt intentional.

As if the sound had already done what it came to do.

Avery walked out beneath the tape and onto the gravel service road. Behind her, the coastal forest closed around the hollow, not hiding it exactly. Holding it.

At the ambulance, Morrison was speaking to one of the attendants, gesturing with one gloved hand. Lennox stood near his unmarked car on the phone. Rios wrote something on his clipboard with more care than the sentence probably required. Pike sat in the back of a patrol unit with the door open, silver blanket still around his shoulders, eyes fixed on the trees.

Everyone had taken something from the hollow.

No one had taken the same thing.

Avery opened her car door and paused with one hand on the roof.

The wind came off the water cold and damp. It carried salt, engine exhaust, wet leaves, and the faint remaining sweetness that clung to the morning no matter how far from the body she stood.

She looked back toward the trail.

The tape lifted once in the wind and settled.

The scene behind it had already begun becoming a file.

That was necessary.

That was dangerous.

She should have gotten in.

She should have closed the door, started the engine, and let the road take her back toward the station, toward reports, toward language clean enough for other people to use.

Instead she stood there.

Behind the tape, Singh was still near the message. Morrison had not left yet. Lennox was on the phone. Rios was writing something down with too much care.

The body was gone.

The words were not.

Avery let the car door remain open.

Then she turned away from it and walked back toward the tape.
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Chapter 3
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The words were smaller with a scale marker beside them.

That was the first thing Avery noticed when she stepped back under the tape.

Not less visible. Not less legible. Smaller.

The yellow ruler lay parallel to the message, bright against the wet soil, its black hash marks clean and official in a place where nothing else felt clean. Beside it, the letters had begun to lose their edges. Rain had softened the disturbed earth, pulling loose grains back into the shallow grooves until the sentence looked less written than wounded into the ground.

YOU ARE THE WITNESS

Avery stood at the edge of the hollow and watched Singh frame the shot.

The camera clicked.

The flash hit the moss and made the white flowers look too bright for half a second.

Then the hollow dimmed again.

No body now. No face. No hand near the asters. No open coat, no damp hair, no visible human shape to force everyone into the proper relationship with what had happened here. Only the impression in the moss, the flowers still standing, the message, the tape, the markers, the people, the trees.

The body had given the scene weight.

Its absence gave the scene room.

That was worse.

Around the hollow, the work had changed tone. The first urgency was gone. No one said that out loud, but everyone moved as if the scene had passed from discovery into management. Evidence bags opened with soft plastic mouths. Pens scratched against clipboards. Radio traffic came thin and intermittent from the road. A search team continued below the granite cut, their voices muffled by fog and spruce. Someone laughed once near the service road and stopped quickly, as if the sound had wandered into the wrong room.

Avery heard all of it.

She also heard the spaces between it.

That was why she had come back.

She told herself that was not true.

She had come back because the message needed one more look before it disappeared into documentation. Because the sentence was still on the ground. Because Singh was processing it. Because Morrison had not left. Because Lennox would want the summary. Because the procedure required presence.

All of that was true enough to be useful.

None of it was the reason.

The reason was that the words had stayed behind.

Singh shifted her knee on the pad and lowered the camera again. Rain collected along the seam of her hood and dropped in a thin line beside her cheek. She didn't wipe it away. Her attention had narrowed to the rectangle of the frame.

"Hold the light lower," she said.

A young tech Avery did not know adjusted the portable light. It cast a shallow angle across the ground, making the message rise out of the wet soil with brutal clarity.

YOU ARE THE WITNESS

The flash went again.

Avery did not move.

The young tech glanced at her, then back at Singh. "Close enough?"

"Not if I have to crop it," Singh said.

He lowered the light another inch.

The ruler shone. The soil shone. The crushed edge of one letter caught water and reflected it like something living.

Avery looked at the sentence until the words stopped behaving like words.

You. Are. The. Witness.

Four pieces. Each one simple. Each one usable. A sentence any report could break apart and explain.

Witness could mean Warren Pike.

Witness could mean responding officers.

Witness could mean whoever entered the hollow first.

Witness could mean law enforcement generally.

Witness could mean the public once the news found enough of the shape to feed on.

Witness could mean the victim, though that was uglier and less likely to survive briefing language.

Witness could mean offender ego.

Witness could mean nothing at all beyond the obvious need to be watched.

All of those were reasonable.

That was the problem.

Reasonable explanations had a way of lowering the temperature in a room. They did not have to be complete. They only had to be serviceable enough to let people keep working. Avery knew that better than she liked. She had seen rooms made smaller by language. She had read files where the phrase "no evidentiary significance" had done more damage than the thing it described. She knew how quickly official words could put a cloth over a detail and call that care.

The message would get its cloth soon.

Possible offender communication.

Audience-directed language.

Staging element.

Scene-associated inscription.

All true.

All insufficient.

Avery slid her notebook from her pocket.

The cover was damp at the corners. She held it in one hand and uncapped the pen with her teeth, then stopped before writing. The page already held the earlier word she disliked.

Transfer.

Below it, she had written nothing else.

Rain dotted the paper. One drop hit the T and blurred it.

That irritated her more than it should have.

She turned to a clean page.

Message found within the scene environment.

She paused.

The pen tip hovered.

Possible offender communication.

Potential audience-directed language.

There. Safe. Useful. Reportable.

The words looked like they belonged to someone else.

Avery stared at audience-directed and felt something quiet in her chest refuse the phrase.

Not us.

The thought came with no drama. No voice. No sudden conviction. Just the narrowing of a lens.

Me.

She did not write it.

She underlined audience-directed once and closed the notebook before her hand could betray her.

Morrison had come back into the hollow without her noticing.

That bothered her.

He stood a few feet to her right, field case in one hand, cap pulled low, rain darkening the shoulders of his coat. His face held the same professionally sour patience it always did, but his eyes moved from the message to Avery and stayed there half a second too long.

"You came back," he said.

Avery did not look at him. "I didn't leave."

"You were at your car."

"I changed my mind."

"Terrible habit."

She glanced at him then. "Changing my mind?"

"Having one."

He looked back at the message. For a moment, neither of them said anything. Singh took another shot. The flash burned and vanished.

Morrison shifted the field case to his other hand. "You're going to wear a hole in the ground staring like that."

"It was made to be looked at."

"Most messages are."

"Not like this."

He waited.

Avery gave him nothing more.

The answer she almost gave was too large for the scene and too fragile for air. Not like this because the body pointed to it. Not like this because the flowers survived. Not like this because the ground had been preserved around the act, not disturbed by it. Not like this because the sentence completed the arrangement instead of interrupting it.

Not like this because some part of her had understood the words before she knew what they meant.

Morrison made a low noise in his throat.

"Fine," he said. "Keep your secrets. Just don't confuse them with evidence."

That landed where it was meant to.

Avery's face did not change.

That was also a choice.

"They're not evidence," she said.

"What aren't?"

"My secrets."

Morrison looked at her again.

For once, he did not answer immediately.

The young tech stood from his crouch and stretched his back. He was too new to be comfortable with silence, or maybe too young to understand that some quiet deserved protection. His eyes kept moving between the message and Avery with a nervous curiosity he was trying to disguise as work.

"Could be for us," he said.

Singh did not look up. "What?"

"The message." He nodded toward the ground. "Could be for responding officers. Like whoever came in first. Or all of us."

Another tech near the evidence kit said, "Could be for the guy who found her."

"Could be a media thing," the young one added, gaining confidence from the safety of multiple possibilities. "Guy wants an audience."

Avery watched the rain gather along the edge of the scale marker.

Morrison said, "Thank you for reciting page one of the obvious."

The young tech flushed. "I was just saying."

"I know. That was the tragedy."

Singh took another photograph and said, "Enough."

The tech shut his mouth.

Avery did not look at him. His explanations were not wrong. That was what made them dangerous. They were correct enough to survive in the report. Correct enough to lower the room's pulse. Correct enough to let everyone step around the thing that did not fit.

The wrong detail was not the message.

She had thought it was at first. A sentence written in wet soil beside a body was wrong in the obvious way. Easy wrong. Useful wrong. The kind people could point toward and say there, that is the offender's communication, that is his ego, that is his need for attention.

But the message was only the cleanest part.

The detail was how it belonged.

The words had not been left near the body the way notes were left near bodies. They had not been thrown into the scene as an afterthought. They were positioned along the same logic as the arm, the uncrushed flowers, the preserved ground, the approach from the trail. The body had been placed so the finder would enter. The flowers had been spared so the eye would stop. The hand had directed without pointing. The message had waited until the viewer was close enough to understand that leaving was no longer simple.

The sentence did not interrupt the scene.

It completed it.

Avery could not write that.

Not yet.

Maybe not ever.

She looked toward the place in the moss where the victim's hand had been. The hand was gone, but Avery still saw the absence of it. The space beside the flowers remained oddly articulate. A living person's hand would have crushed those stems if she had fallen. A dead weight dropped carelessly would have flattened them. Even a careful offender might have damaged one by accident if all he wanted was placement.

But he had preserved the relationship.

Not the flowers alone.

The relationship.

Avery felt the thought settle.

The camera clicked again.

A gull cried somewhere beyond the trees, harsh and out of place. The sound came from the water side, then vanished into fog. No one reacted. It was just weather. Just coast. Just an animal somewhere doing what animals did.

Avery's body registered the sound anyway.

Morrison turned slightly toward her.

"You're tight," he said.

"I'm standing."

"You can do both."

She looked at him.

His expression remained flat. "Bodies tell on people. Living ones too."

"I'm fine."

"No one asked."

"You implied."

"I observed."

"Then observe somewhere else."

The corner of Morrison's mouth moved, not quite a smile. "There she is."

Avery hated that more than she wanted to.

Not because he was wrong.

Because he had found anger under the numbness, and anger was easier to use. It gave her something with edges. Something that did not tremble. Something that did not belong to the forest, or the whistle, or the old heat behind her ribs.

Lennox's voice carried from the trail. "Singh, how long on the message?"

"Five."

"You said five ten minutes ago."

"I lied then too."

Morrison muttered, "Best crime scene tech in three counties."

Avery looked back at the words.

The scale marker had shifted something in the message that she did not like. It made the sentence seem less like a voice and more like an object. It converted it. That was the purpose. Photograph, measure, sample, bag, label, sign, preserve. A scene became evidence by surrendering its atmosphere to method.

Avery believed in method.

She did.

That was why the feeling in her chest unsettled her so much.

She did not want the words preserved. Not fully. Not only. Preservation would keep the soil, the measurements, the photographs, the chain of custody. It would not keep what the sentence had done when she first saw it. It would not keep the way it had narrowed. It would not keep the small, immediate disturbance of recognition without memory.

The system was claiming the ground.

It was not claiming what had already left the ground.

Avery looked at her notebook.

Audience-directed.

She wanted to cross it out.

She did not.

The young tech placed an evidence tent near the left edge of the message. The number looked ridiculous there. Bright yellow. Black print. A little triangle of authority beside a sentence that had no interest in being managed.

"Move that back," Avery said.

The tech froze. "What?"

"The tent. It's too close."

"It's not touching."

"I didn't say it was."

He looked at Singh.

Singh looked through the camera, then at the tent. "She's right. Move it back."

The tech moved it.

Avery watched the space open around the message again. Slight. Almost nothing. Enough.

Morrison saw her watching it.

He said, "Careful."

"With what?"

"Thinking the thing needs air."

Avery did not answer.

He stepped closer, lowering his voice just enough that the others would not hear unless they tried. "I'm not joking."

"That's new."

"Enjoy it while it lasts."

She kept her eyes on the ground.

Morrison said, "You're reading the scene. Fine. That's your job. You're also letting it read you."

Avery's jaw tightened.

He noticed. Of course he did.

"I said careful," he said. "I didn't say stop."

That was worse than correction. Worse than dismissal. He was giving her room, and room made it harder
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