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 Chapter 1
Bertran
The alarm on the nightstand went off at four, and Bertran Kvinnsland-Mendez was already awake. He had been awake since three-forty, lying on his back in the dark, listening to the refrigerator cycle in the kitchen two rooms away, thinking about the elk. He silenced the alarm before it could finish its second tone and swung his feet to the rug and sat up.

His wife did not stir. Elena slept on her side with her arm tucked under the pillow in the way she had slept for twenty years, and he stood for a moment next to the bed looking at her in the faint light from the hallway and thinking, as he often did on hunting mornings, that he was a lucky man. Then he went into the bathroom and closed the door softly and started the coffee machine from the dresser by tapping the little button on its side, which he had programmed on Friday night so the coffee would be ready by the time he was dressed.

He dressed in the dark. He had laid everything out on the bench at the foot of the bed the night before, working by lamplight after Elena had gone to sleep. Merino base layer. Wool shirt. The faded green canvas pants with the reinforced knees. Thick socks. The boots were at the front door. He put the boots on sitting on the small bench by the coat closet, laced them tight enough to feel the pressure at the top of his ankle, and stood and checked himself once in the hallway mirror. Forty-three years old. Still lean. A little more gray at the temples than he liked to see. He ran a hand through his hair and gave himself a private half-smile and went into the kitchen for the coffee.

The pot was full. He poured the travel mug and screwed the lid on and set it on the counter and made two peanut butter sandwiches, pressing the bread together with the flat of his hand and wrapping them in waxed paper. Two apples. A bag of almonds. A bar of the dark chocolate Elena kept in the pantry for emergencies. A liter of water in the Nalgene. All of it went into the small day pack he kept on the hook by the door.

The rifle was already in the truck. The rifle had been in the truck since Friday evening, broken down in its case under the jumpseat behind the driver's position, the ammunition in a separate box in the glovebox. He had cleaned the rifle on Thursday night at the kitchen table with a sheet of newspaper spread under the action. He had sighted it in the week before at the range off Deer Park Road. The scope was the one his father had given him for his fortieth birthday, and it was a good scope.

He wrote Elena a note on the pad by the toaster. Out early. Bogachiel upper. Home by dark. Love you. He drew a small heart after his name, because that was what he always did, and he put the pen down on the pad and picked up the travel mug and the day pack and let himself out the front door as quietly as he could.

Port Angeles at four-fifteen in the morning in late June was a town of streetlights and moths. The air was cool and smelled of salt off the Strait and of the mown grass from the lawn of the house across the road. He loaded the day pack on the passenger seat, placed the travel mug in the cupholder, and backed the truck out of the driveway with the headlights off until he had reached the street.

He drove west on 101.

The truck was an F-250 he had bought used in 2019 from a man in Sequim, and it had 187,000 miles on it now, and it still ran the way a good diesel runs when a careful man owns it. The heater worked. The seat was broken in exactly to the shape of his back. He drank the coffee as he drove and watched the road ahead of him unspool in the twin beams of the headlights.

The sun was not up. The sky over the Strait to the north was the color of a wet slate. To the south, the foothills of the Olympics were a black wall against a sky that was only just beginning to separate itself from the land. He passed the turnoff for Lake Crescent and felt, as he always did on the first hunting morning of a season, the small contraction in his chest that was half anticipation and half something closer to reverence. His father had taught him to hunt when he was nine. His father had died in 2011. Every time he turned off 101 onto a forest-service road in the dark, he thought, for one short moment, about his father.

Past Sappho, he turned south onto a forest-service road whose number he did not need to check. He had been turning onto this road since he was fifteen. The asphalt gave way to gravel, and the gravel became a pale ribbon in the headlights between two walls of trees that seemed to lean inward over the road and close the sky away. He drove slowly. He knew this road. He knew where the frost heaves were and where the washboard started and where, at mile seven, a small creek crossed under a culvert that had been undersized since at least 1998, so that in a hard rain the road washed out there and you had to come in by the long way.

The road had been dry for a week. He made the turn off the main gravel onto the spur at four-fifty-two, drove another three miles in the growing light, and parked the truck at the trailhead at five-fourteen.

He sat in the cab for a moment with the engine off.

The forest was enormous and quiet. He could hear only the tick of the cooling engine and, somewhere down the drainage, the sound of a creek moving over stones. The air inside the cab smelled of coffee and of the old rubber floor mats. He pulled on his vest, clipped the hunting knife to his belt, took the rifle out of its case, and slung the day pack over his shoulders. He closed the driver's door quietly and locked the truck out of long habit, although there was no one else within five miles.

At five-thirty in the morning he was walking south along the faint track that left the spur and climbed into the drainage.

He had been tracking elk in this country for eleven years. He did not carry a map because he no longer needed one. He knew where the benches were and where the wallows were and where the old clearcut from the early nineties had come back in a thick tangle of salmonberry and devil's club and where, along the south edge of that clearcut, the animals liked to move at dawn from the bedding areas up the slope down to the creek and back. He moved slowly. He placed each foot carefully on the dry duff of the trail. He stopped every twenty steps and listened. The light was coming. The sky between the crowns of the Sitka spruce was lightening to a color that was not quite blue.

The elk was there at six-forty.

He had been glassing from a low ridge above the creek for twenty minutes when he saw the cow and her calf step out of the salmonberry on the opposite bank. He did not want the calf. He did not want the cow either, strictly, because he had drawn a bull tag. But behind them, moving in that way elk have of appearing from nowhere as though the forest has produced them entire, came the bull. A five-point. Not enormous. A good animal. Bertran lay flat on the duff on the rise and brought the rifle up slowly and eased the bolt home and waited.

The bull stepped clear of the salmonberry.

The shot, when he took it, was what he would have called a good shot. Not a perfect shot. Good. He placed the crosshair just behind the shoulder, took the breath, let half of it out, and squeezed. The rifle cracked and kicked and the bull jumped once and turned and plunged back into the salmonberry and was gone.

He lay where he was for a full minute before moving.

This was what his father had taught him. You did not chase a wounded animal. You gave it time. A well-hit elk would lie down within two hundred yards and die in ten minutes. A poorly hit elk might run a mile, and if you pushed it it would run five. You waited. You drank some water. You checked your watch. You looked at your watch again in thirty minutes. Only then did you go look for the blood.

He waited thirty-two minutes by his watch. He spent the waiting time the way he always spent it. He drank a measured amount from the Nalgene. He ate half of one of the apples. He watched a single Douglas squirrel move across a downed log twenty feet from him and register his presence and stop and study him for a moment with its small black eyes and then, deciding he was a kind of stillness rather than a kind of threat, go on about its business. He thought, briefly, about Elena. He thought about the list of things he had promised to do on Sunday. A small repair to the back fence. A trip to the hardware store for a replacement part for the kitchen faucet. A call to his mother in Bellingham.

Then he crossed the creek at a place two hundred yards upstream where a spruce had fallen and made a natural bridge, and he came up to where the bull had been standing when he shot.

The blood was there. Not as much as he had hoped. A fine spatter on the fern fronds and a small pool on a flat stone. He crouched and studied it. Bright red, with a small amount of pink froth at the edges of the pool, which suggested a lung hit but only just. He followed the trail into the salmonberry.

The bull had gone east and a little up the slope.

The blood was sparse. Every ten or fifteen feet there was a dark drop on a leaf or a smear on a low branch where the animal had brushed past. Bertran moved at the pace of a man reading. He marked each sign with a small piece of fluorescent orange surveyor's tape which he tied to a twig at eye level so that on the way back he could collect the tape and leave the forest the way he had found it. He had been doing this since he was sixteen years old. His father had taught him.

At eight-forty the blood trail became thinner.

At nine-twenty he lost it for the first time and found it again in a wallow fifty yards uphill, where the bull had apparently stood for a moment and dripped onto the black mud.

At ten-oh-five he lost it again and worked in widening circles for twenty-five minutes before he found a single drop on the underside of a hemlock needle.

At eleven-fourteen he lost the trail in a small unnamed drainage at approximately 2,900 feet of elevation, and he could not find it again.

He stood in the drainage for a long moment. The sun was high enough now that the light was coming down through the canopy in slanted yellow columns onto the wet rocks of the creek bed. The forest smelled of moss and of the faint sweet rot of last year's leaves and, faintly, of the blood he had been following for nearly three hours. The elk had gone up. That much was clear. The trajectory of the wallow and the placement of the last dark drop suggested the bull had climbed the north wall of the drainage. Beyond the north wall was a small rock outcrop that Bertran had seen from other ridges in other years but never visited.

He decided to climb to the outcrop and glass.

From a high point he might spot the bull bedded down somewhere in the salmonberry below. Or he might not. Either way, climbing was better than standing in a drainage at eleven-fifteen in the morning with the blood trail gone cold.

He climbed.

It was a hard climb. The slope was forty degrees in places, and the devil's club grew in clumps that he had to push around or through, and the duff was slick in places where a small spring had softened it. He went up carefully. He used the rifle as a walking stick, carrying it by the sling, and when he needed both hands for a steep section he slung the rifle over his shoulder and used the trunks of the young hemlocks as handholds. He was sweating under the wool shirt. He did not hurry.

He stopped twice on the way up. The first time was at about twenty-seven hundred feet, at a small opening in the canopy where a fallen tree had taken down three smaller trees with it and created a patch of light that was growing, now, into a thick nursery of young hemlocks and salmonberry and one surprising clump of foxglove that he studied for a moment because he did not often see foxglove this deep into the forest. He drank water. He wiped his face with the sleeve of his wool shirt. He looked up the slope. The rock outcrop was visible now, a gray wedge above the canopy, closer than it had been but still some distance away.

The second time was at about three thousand feet, where a small unnamed creek crossed the slope from his left to his right in a shallow cut that he had to pick his way across. He paused at the creek and refilled the Nalgene, because the creek was running clear and cold and because, even this late in a dry week, it was good practice to top up when water was available. He held the bottle under the flow for the count of twelve. He did not treat the water. He had drunk from creeks at this elevation for thirty years and he had never been sick. His father had drunk from the same creeks for fifty years and had never been sick either. He understood that the absence of sickness was not proof of safety, but at forty-three he was not interested in changing the habits that had gotten him to forty-three.

At twelve-oh-seven by his watch, he reached the base of the rock outcrop.

The outcrop was larger than it had looked from the drainage. A wedge of gray stone the size of a two-story house, shouldered out of the slope, capped with moss and a single wind-scoured hemlock bent into the shape of a question mark. At its base, the rock formed a small overhang. Under the overhang the rock had been eaten back by weather into a shallow recess perhaps eight feet wide and five feet deep. A cave, if you were being generous. More like a sheltered alcove in the stone.

Bertran approached the alcove because it was the easiest route around the rock to the top. He needed to go around the base of the outcrop and up the south side to reach the summit from which he meant to glass.

He was six or seven paces from the overhang when he saw the thing that first looked like a piece of driftwood.

It was pale. It was lying at the back of the alcove on the duff, half in shadow, and for a moment he thought it was a piece of old bleached wood the shape of a narrow curved stick. His eyes went past it to the rest of the alcove, cataloguing the space out of habit, no animal sign, no fresh scat, no bedding, and then came back to the pale thing because some part of his brain had already told him it was not wood.

He stepped closer.

The shape resolved.

It was a femur. It was a human femur. The ball of the head at one end was unmistakable even at four paces, and the shaft was the wrong color for any wood and the wrong shape and the wrong length.

Bertran stopped where he was. He stood for perhaps ten seconds without moving. He was aware of his own breathing, which had become shallow, and of the sound of the breeze moving through the hemlock above the outcrop, and of the distant sound of a thrush somewhere down the drainage. He did not step any closer.

He took the rifle off his shoulder and leaned it against a nearby hemlock. He took his phone out of the chest pocket of his vest and checked the screen. No signal, which he had expected. The phone was a camera now. He thumbed the camera open and he photographed the alcove from where he stood. He stepped one pace to the left and photographed it from there. He crouched and photographed it from low down so the angle of the floor would be in the frame. He did not step into the alcove. He did not touch anything. He took eleven photographs.

Then he took his GPS unit out of the side pocket of the day pack. The unit was a Garmin he had carried for eight years, and he knew its interface as well as he knew the layout of his own kitchen. He pressed and held the waypoint button, waited for the coordinates to settle, and saved the point with the label C A V E and the date. He noted the elevation on the screen. Three thousand two hundred and seventeen feet. He wrote the coordinates in the small waterproof notebook he carried in his other vest pocket, in pencil, in his neat deliberate hand, and he wrote under them the date and the time, which was twelve-sixteen in the afternoon.

Then he stood for another moment at the mouth of the alcove.

He did not step inside. He looked. The alcove was a shallow recess in the rock, its floor a flat of brown duff and a little gravel. Along the back wall the duff was deeper where it had collected over many winters. Along the front the duff had been blown away by the weather and the rock showed through in patches. The femur lay closer to the back than the front. Behind it, deeper in the shadow, he could see what might have been other pale shapes against the duff, but he did not look too hard. He did not want to see what he thought he might see.

He took a last photograph of the alcove from about eight feet back, with the rifle propped against the hemlock visible in the lower corner of the frame as a scale reference. He had learned, in thirty years of hunting and of photographing the kills in the places where they had fallen, that a photograph with a known object for scale was worth more than a photograph without one.

Then he turned and walked back down the slope the way he had come.

He did not climb to the top of the outcrop. He did not glass for the elk. The elk, he understood with some part of himself that was not yet consciously thinking about any of this, was no longer the point of the day.

The descent took him four hours.

He went slowly because the ground was steep and because he did not want to fall. The slope was forty degrees in places coming down, the same forty degrees he had come up, and on the descent the devil's club that had merely irritated him on the climb now became a problem of placement. Devil's club grew in wet hollows and on the north sides of rocks, and its stalks were armed with small yellow thorns that went through the heaviest canvas pants with a precision that felt almost deliberate. He threaded his way around the clumps. He caught himself once with a hand on a young hemlock. He sat, once, when the angle became too much to descend standing, and slid a short distance on his seat with the rifle held across his lap.

He crossed the unnamed drainage at a different place than he had come up, following the water down until it joined the main creek half a mile below where he had shot the bull. He thought, briefly, about the bull. The bull was somewhere up in the salmonberry on the far side of the outcrop, and the bull would probably not be recovered. A wounded elk in this country in late June, with a day's head start and no pursuer, was going to lie down and die and feed the coyotes and the ravens. He had made a bad shot. He accepted it. He would not carry it as guilt. His father had told him that a hunter who did not accept the occasional bad shot was a hunter who would eventually not hunt, and that the only shame was in the careless shot, which this had not been.

At the main creek he sat on a flat stone for ten minutes and drank water and ate one of the peanut butter sandwiches and looked at the water going past his boots and did not allow himself to think about what he had seen in the alcove, because there would be time for that later. There would be people to tell, and there would be a long evening, and there would be a drive home, and at some point there would be the conversation with Elena in which he would try to describe the shape of the femur in the duff. All of that was ahead. For the moment he sat by the creek and ate the sandwich and drank from the Nalgene, because his father had told him, many years ago, that you did not walk out of the forest on a sandwich's worth of low blood sugar.

He reached the truck at six-oh-eight in the evening.

He sat in the cab for three minutes without starting the engine. The light was long and yellow across the trailhead, and a varied thrush was calling from somewhere in the alder beyond the parking area, and the cab smelled of sweat and of the coffee from the morning. He drank from the Nalgene. He checked the phone again. Still no signal.

He started the truck and drove the three miles of the spur and the seven miles of the gravel road and came out onto 101. Three-quarters of a mile east on the highway he picked up two bars. He pulled into the next wide shoulder, put the truck in park, left the engine running, and called the Clallam County Sheriff's Office.

The woman who answered was the same dispatcher he had spoken to two years earlier when a tree had come down across the road at the foot of his driveway during the February windstorm. Her name was Patricia. She remembered him. He remembered her. That was small-town dispatch.

“Patricia,” he said. “This is Bert Kvinnsland-Mendez. I'm calling from 101 near Sappho. I was hunting up in the Bogachiel this morning and I found something I need to report.”

“Found something, Bert.”

“I found a bone,” he said. “In a cave up at about thirty-two hundred feet. It's a human bone. A femur. I took photos and I marked the spot on my GPS.”

There was a small silence on the line. Then Patricia's voice, which had gone into the neutral careful register of a dispatcher taking a call she would be remembered for.

“Stay where you are,” she said. “I'm going to send a deputy to you and I'm going to put you through to the duty investigator. Are you safe? Do you need anything?”

“I'm safe,” Bertran said. “I'm in my truck. I've got water.”

“Don't move,” Patricia said. “I'm going to put you on hold for thirty seconds.”

He waited. The highway was empty in both directions. A single raven crossed the sky above the truck at a great height, silent, going east. He watched it until it passed beyond the line of the trees on the far side of the road.

The duty investigator came on the line at six-twenty-one in the evening. His name was Deputy Orrin Pender-Caine. Bertran gave him his coordinates from the Garmin, read off the elevation, described the overhang and the alcove and the femur and the orientation of the bone in the duff, and said he had eleven photographs which he would send as soon as he reached a place with better signal. He said he had not touched anything. He said he had backed out without approaching the bone. Deputy Pender-Caine asked him to remain at his current location on the shoulder. A patrol unit would reach him in approximately thirty-five minutes.

Bertran said he would wait.

He hung up. He sat in the truck with the engine running and the windows down and the long June evening coming on across the shoulder of the highway. He called Elena. He told her he was going to be late. He did not tell her why. He told her he loved her. He said he would explain when he got home.

Then he sat and waited for the patrol unit, and while he waited he thought about the bull elk, which was still somewhere up in the salmonberry under the rock outcrop, and he thought about what would happen in that place in the next forty-eight hours. Men in blue vests with clipboards. Tape. Someone with a camera tripod. Someone counting the pieces and putting them into paper bags with tags. And somewhere, he understood without being told, there would be a person who had been missing since before any of this, whose family, if there was a family, would that night or the next morning receive a phone call of a kind that nobody ever wanted to receive.

He put both hands on the steering wheel and sat and watched the road.

A car passed him going east with a kayak on the roof. A minute later a second car passed going west with two children visible in the rear window. He raised his hand in a small automatic acknowledgment to the driver of the second car, the old highway courtesy of men who had grown up on empty roads, and the driver raised his hand back without looking at him.

He thought about the alcove.

He did not want to think about the alcove and he thought about it anyway. The femur had been at a certain angle on the duff. He could not have said, on the drive down the gravel road, whether the angle had been accidental or deliberate. Now, sitting on the shoulder of the highway with the engine of the F-250 idling, he found he could see the angle clearly. The head of the bone had been oriented slightly uphill of the shaft. If a person had been lying in the alcove the way a sleeping person lies, and if the body had come apart with time, the femur would have stayed approximately where it had been. A dropped femur did not roll. It settled. The bone he had seen was in the posture of a bone that had been where it was for a long time.

He thought about the rest of the skeleton.

He had not looked. He had not wanted to look. He had taken his eleven photographs from where he stood and he had walked back down the slope. Somewhere behind the femur, he understood, there would be the other bones. Not all of them. Twenty-some years in an open alcove in a damp rainforest with animals and weather and the slow disintegration of cotton fabric and leather would have reduced most of what had been there to a scatter. But the heavy bones would still be there. The skull. The pelvis. Parts of the shoulder. Maybe the teeth, if the animals had not been thorough.

He put the thought down. He did not want to be the person sitting in a truck at the side of 101 making a mental inventory of what another man's bones would look like after twenty-some years in the rainforest.

The patrol car came up 101 with its lights off at six-fifty-three.



 Chapter 2
Maren
The file was on her desk when she came in on Tuesday morning.

It was a red cardstock folder of the kind Captain Frastenberg preferred for the old files, closed with a loop of tan cotton string around a cardboard button. A yellow sticky note on the front said M A R E N in Rollo's handwriting. Underneath that, in smaller letters, it said FORKS 2003 / BOGACHIEL RECOVERY JUN 27.

Maren set her travel mug of coffee on the desk, hung her jacket on the hook by the window, and sat down.

Ten months had passed since the Larkhaven ferry. Ten months since she had sat in her Subaru on the car deck of the Anacortes-bound boat with the unopened red folder on the passenger seat and felt, for the first time in months, the small quiet satisfaction of a case that had gone all the way through. The Garth Hoegstrom-Pell plea had been entered in February. His sentencing had been in April. She had not gone to the sentencing. She had sent a written statement to the victim's family through the prosecutor's office, and she had received, three weeks later, a card from Ilka Teodorescu-Rhys's younger sister with a photograph of an old dog on the front. The card had said, simply, thank you.

The Forks folder had ridden with her for ten months.

First on the passenger seat. Then on the kitchen table at Queen Anne. Then on the small bookshelf by the front door when Auden had complained about the clutter, and then in her office at the fourth-floor end of the hallway after Rollo had asked her, gently, whether she would like to start reading it. She had read forty pages of the 2003 report on a Saturday afternoon in February. She had closed it at page forty-one because she had understood that she was reading a file that had already been closed by someone else, and she did not yet have the question that would make reopening it worth doing.

Now the question had arrived in the form of a femur in a cave at three thousand two hundred feet.

She had known it would arrive in some form. That was the arithmetic of the work. The 2003 file had been dormant for twenty-three years. In twenty-three years, the probabilities of recovery in a temperate rainforest with active elk hunting and occasional off-trail hiking and a climate that was neither quite arid enough to preserve nor quite wet enough to dissolve had been, she would have guessed, better than half. The body had been out there. The body had been waiting. A hunter had found it. That was not surprise. That was patience.

What was surprise was the location.

She had assumed, on the forty pages she had read in February, that if remains were ever recovered they would be recovered within two miles of the camp. A man who walked into the forest to die did not walk seven miles uphill off any maintained trail. A man who walked into the forest to die tended to die on the trail. The 2003 recovery efforts, such as they had been, had searched a perimeter of three miles around the camp for five days in August and September of 2003 with volunteer search-and-rescue teams out of Port Angeles, and had found nothing. Three miles had been, on a 2003 reasonable-effort basis, the edge of the search.

Seven miles, three miles off any maintained trail, had never been searched. Nobody had gone there. Nobody had expected to need to go there.

She slid the cotton string off the button and opened the folder.

The top page was a memorandum from Rollo, two paragraphs, clean. Confirmed Clallam County recovery of partial skeletal remains from upper Bogachiel drainage, 27 June. Preliminary scene work completed 28-30 June. Remains transferred to WSP forensic anthropology, Olympia, 1 July. Request cold-case reassignment of 2003 Tollefson-Pak missing-person file pending identification.

Under the memo, a print-out of Deputy Pender-Caine's incident report from the evening of 27 June. Under that, the 2003 missing-person file, which she had read in February: the photo of Ivar Tollefson-Pak on page one, a man in his late thirties with a square face and dark hair going a little gray at the temples and a slight smile in the corners of his mouth that did not reach his eyes. Under his photograph a paragraph of demographic information. Under that the 2003 timeline, which she had already committed to memory.

She read the folder through.

She read slowly. It took her until eleven-thirty. She drank two cups of coffee and did not get up from the chair except once, to close the blind against a wedge of hard morning sun that was hitting the edge of her desk. The office outside her door was its usual Tuesday-morning murmur: Rollo's voice from three rooms down talking to someone on the phone in the register he used for the chief's office, the tick of the old radiator under the window, the distant sound of the elevator at the end of the hall. She let all of it pass through her. She read.

When she finished, she sat with her hands flat on either side of the open folder for a long moment. Then she picked up her desk phone.

Soji Ekundayo-Brand answered on the second ring. She always answered on the second ring. Maren had commented on this once, on a case in 2022, and Soji had said that she kept the phone on her left hip and took exactly one ring to decide whether the call was worth her attention and one more ring to pick up.

“Maren.”

“Soji.”

“You've read the Rollo memo.”

“I've read the Rollo memo. I've read the 2003 file. I have some questions.”

“Ask them.”

Maren pulled her Leuchtturm 1917 across the desk and opened it to a clean page and uncapped her pen. The notebook was a new one. She had finished the previous notebook at the end of the Larkhaven case and had started this one on the first of June. There were two entries in it so far, both short. She turned past them.

“What's the timeline on confirmation?”

“Six weeks for full identification,” Soji said. “Provisional within ten days. The DNA sample we have from the 2003 case is degraded but usable for a first comparison. The missing person had a sister-in-law still living who should be a good source of a voluntary sample if we need one, which we will.”

“Linh Tran-Halverson.”

“That's the name in the file.”

“She's in Tacoma,” Maren said. “I'll get her a request.”

“You'll want the sample from her as quickly as possible,” Soji said. “If the first DNA comparison is ambiguous, which it may be given the age of the 2003 material, the voluntary sample gives us the cleanest path to a match. Assuming she consents.”

“She'll consent.”

“You know her.”

“I don't know her,” Maren said. “I've read twenty-three pages about her in this file. She was Phuong Tran-Halverson's older sister. She was at the funeral in March of '03. She handled Phuong's estate. She had a phone relationship with Ivar afterward. If I were her I would consent.”

“If you were her,” Soji said, “the file would already have a sample in it from 2003, because you would have shown up at the 2003 sheriff's office the week after Ivar disappeared and offered one.”

Maren was quiet for a moment.

“Yes,” she said.

“I'm not picking a fight,” Soji said. “I'm saying the 2003 file is thin in places that our file will not be thin in. That's all.”

“Understood.”

“I'll call you the minute I have provisional. I'll call you the hour I have full.”

“Thank you.”

“Go easy on the coffee up there. The motel coffee in Forks is allegedly dreadful.”

“Noted.”

Maren hung up. She wrote in the notebook, in her small deliberate hand: Soji. Provisional 10 days. Full 6 weeks. Voluntary sample from Linh.

She sat for a moment with the pen in her hand. She looked at the window. The wedge of sun had moved off the desk and onto the floor. The radiator ticked once.

She picked up the phone again and called Bjarni in Bellevue.

He answered after four rings, which for Bjarni was a short wait. He had been teaching a seminar on Tuesday mornings for three years now, and he usually had the phone on silent between nine and noon.

“Maren.”

“Bjarni. You have a minute?”

“Two minutes. I'm between things.”

“I got a case. I'm going to Forks on Wednesday morning. I'll be there most of the month and probably into August. I want to take Auden this weekend before I go. Saturday and Sunday.”

“That works.”

“You're sure.”

“I'm sure. His friend's birthday thing is Friday night. He's free Saturday. Call him. He'll want to hear it from you.”

“I'll call him tonight.”

“Forks,” Bjarni said. “Olympic Peninsula.”

“Yes.”

“Drive carefully on 101. The log trucks.”

“I know about the log trucks, Bjarni.”

“I know you know. I'm saying it anyway.”

“Thank you.”

“He'll be glad to see you,” Bjarni said. “He had a thing last weekend at school. A science-fair regional. He came in third.”

“He didn't tell me.”

“He's going to tell you himself. Don't tell him I told you.”

“I won't.”

“Go get your case,” Bjarni said. “Drive carefully.”

“Thank you.”

She hung up. She wrote in the notebook: Auden Sat + Sun. She sat for a moment and looked at the line of her own handwriting and felt, briefly and precisely, the particular small ache of a woman who has been told by a reliable ex-husband, on a Tuesday morning, that her thirteen-year-old son has won something and is planning to tell her himself. She capped the pen. She stood up. She closed the folder and put it under her arm and took her coffee and her jacket and walked down the hall to Rollo's office.

Rollo was at his desk writing on a yellow pad with a pencil. He was fifty-nine years old and built like a man who had played football badly in college and settled into middle age with a certain grim cheerfulness about it. His office was painfully tidy. The only personal object was a framed photograph of his wife and his granddaughter on the bookshelf behind the desk.

He looked up. He set the pencil down.

“Read it?”

“Read it.”

“Good.”

“I'm driving Wednesday. I'll be there through the identification and the initial interview round. I'll come back if I need to and I'll stay out there if I don't.”

“Motel.”

“Pacific Inn. I'll call ahead.”

“Bertha still runs it.”

“You know her.”

“I knew her in 1997,” Rollo said. “On a different case. I assume she hasn't changed.”

“That's a lot to assume about a person over three decades.”

“Bertha Vandeman-Karboul,” Rollo said, “does not change. She gets older. She does not change.”

“Noted.”

“Anything from Soji?”

“Ten days for provisional. Six weeks for full. She wants a voluntary sample from Linh in Tacoma. I'll stop in Tacoma on Friday on my way.”

“Fine.”

“Rollo.”

“Yes.”

“There's one line in the 2003 file I want to ask about.”

“Ask.”

“Wendell Magoon interviewed nineteen men at the camp on August 25 and 26 of 2003. Eighteen of those interviews are in the file in some form. A written summary, a contact report, a signed statement. One of them has a single paragraph. A man named Wendell Karpathy was working the upper drainage on the twenty-second. No follow-up. No signed statement.”

Rollo leaned back in his chair. He picked up the pencil again and turned it end-over-end between his fingers.

“You're not going to want to hear what I'm going to say.”

“Say it.”

“Magoon was a competent detective. I worked with him once. He closed his cases. That was his reputation. What you're describing is not an uncommon pattern for a 2003 Clallam County detective closing a missing-person case he has already decided was a suicide. A one-paragraph interview means he asked one question and got an answer that satisfied him.”

“And didn't write up the answer.”

“And didn't write up the answer. It is the way many of those files were kept in 2003, particularly the ones that were running toward a suicide finding. You do not go back and build the counter-case. You do not build a file that could be criticized later.”

“So the file is thin because Magoon thought it was a suicide.”

“The file is thin because Magoon was sure it was a suicide.”

“And the single paragraph on Karpathy is what I would expect to see.”

“It is what I would expect to see.”

“Would I hear anything different from Magoon now.”

Rollo was quiet for a moment.

“You might. He is seventy-nine. He lives in Joyce. He is, by the reports I have heard, lonely enough to talk and proud enough to resist. Go see him. Be patient. Don't tell him you're reopening his file. Tell him you're filling out the paperwork on the recovery. Let him tell you what he remembers.”

“That was my plan.”

“I know it was. I wanted to say it anyway.”

“Thank you, Rollo.”

“Drive carefully on 101.”

“I will.”

“Maren.”

“Yes.”

“One more thing. I read the scene-work summary from Pender-Caine yesterday. They did a competent job. Better than I expected. The kid on the call-in was careful, he photographed the approach, and he got out without walking any of the ground beyond where he had to. You're not coming in behind a contaminated scene. That is something.”

“That is something.”

“The 2003 file is what it is. The 2026 scene is clean.”

“I appreciate you telling me.”

“I wanted you to know.”

She nodded. She stood up. She picked up the folder.

“Rollo.”

“Yes.”

“After this one.”

“Yes.”

“I would like a short one next. Something closer to home.”

“I'll see what I have.”

“Thank you.”

“I will note, for the record, that you are the cold-case detective who requested a short case after ten months on a difficult one. The last short case I gave you was in 2019.”

“I remember.”

“It ran eleven months.”

“I remember that too.”

“Go to Forks.”

“I'm going.”

She went back to her office. She put the folder in her shoulder bag along with the notebook and the pen. She sat down for one more minute at the desk and looked out the window at the gray shoulder of the 520 bridge in the far distance and thought, not for the first time, that the work of a cold-case detective was in some ways the work of a reader. You read the file. You read the people. You read the small spaces in the file that were not about what had been written but about what had not been written. Then you went to the place and you looked at the spaces between the walls.

She closed the window. She took her jacket. She left the office at twelve-forty-two.

She drove home to Queen Anne. The apartment was on the third floor of a building on Tenth West, and she had lived in it for six years, since the separation from Bjarni and the division of the Bellevue house and the exhausted decision that she would be the one to move out. She liked the apartment. It was small and high-ceilinged, with a bay window in the living room that looked west over the low roofs toward the Sound. On clear evenings she could see the Olympics. She had a small kitchen and a smaller bedroom and a second bedroom that she kept for Auden, with a narrow bed along one wall and a desk and a shelf of his books and a poster of a blue whale that he had chosen when he was eleven and had not, in two years of being a teenager, replaced.

She packed for the road.

She kept a small duffel bag in the closet for this purpose. She had packed it many times. Five shirts, three pairs of work pants, underwear and socks, a pair of boots and a pair of running shoes, a rain shell, a fleece, one set of dressier clothes in case she needed to speak at a sheriff's office or a county facility, toothbrush, the small travel case with her medications, her laptop charger, her phone charger, her Garmin charger, a book she had been meaning to read and had not started. She packed the notebook and the pen and the folder in the shoulder bag and set the bag by the door.

She made a sandwich. She ate it


























































