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​PROLOGUE
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The report on the Harlow Street pharmacy was one paragraph from finished when Sarah Martinez started timing him.

"Four minutes on one sentence," she said. "It's going in the log."

"It isn't."

She turned her notebook round. In pencil, under 20:58, she had written J. still typing. Under 21:02, J. still typing. Under 21:07, J. has deleted the sentence again.

Clay deleted the sentence and began again. Fourth break-in in a month. Fourth side door forced with the same flat bar, fourth alarm cut at the same junction box, and at every scene the thieves had walked straight past the till and emptied one locked cabinet at the back of the dispensary. Nothing else touched. Not the cash, not the razors, not the perfume in the glass case by the door. The pharmacist on Harlow Street, a small grey man in a cardigan buttoned wrong, had stood in the wreck of his back room at six that morning and said the only useful thing anybody had said all week. They knew which cabinet. They didn't even try the others.

Clay wrote the pharmacist's words down the way Harper liked reports written, with no adjectives and no theories, and read the line twice.

The bullpen had gone quiet, the way the room did every night after nine. Half the desks were dark. Somebody's coffee machine ticked as the metal cooled. On the scanner by the window, Yvonne Baptiste's voice handed a noise complaint in Eastgate to a patrol unit, calm as a librarian, and then the channel went back to hiss.

Harper's door opened. The lieutenant came out with his sleeves rolled to the elbow and a mug in each hand, looked across the room at Clay, and said one word, which was "Handover," and went back in.

"You could sign it off tomorrow," Sarah said.

"You heard him."

"Harper wants a lot of things before handover." She stretched until her shoulders cracked, and the small gold hoops in her ears caught the desk lamp. "Your problem is you write reports like somebody's going to mark them."

"Somebody does."

"Nobody reads past page one, Clay. I've tested it. I put a recipe on page three of the Delancey file."

"You did not."

"Chicken tinga. Nobody said a word."

He almost laughed. The clock over Harper's door said 21:16. The shift ended at half ten. He had promised Lily eleven at the latest, and he had promised the way he always promised, which meant a quarter past, and she would pretend to be annoyed and put his plate in the oven anyway.

He typed the last line of the summary. Recovered property: none.

His phone lit up beside the keyboard.

LILY.

He answered on the second ring, with the pen still in his other hand. She was already talking before he could say anything, and not to him.

"No, the other one. Lift it before you pull. Lift it." A drawer scraped and gave. Water was running somewhere behind her. "There. Clay?"

"Still here."

"You're still at work."

"I'm always still at work."

"You are. Did you eat?"

"There was a sandwich."

"There was a sandwich in the way there was a report on Tuesday."

"How was work?" he said.

The smallest pause. A cupboard door closing. "Fine. Same as ever." Then her voice lifted, the way Lily's voice lifted when something was going right, the voice from the week she had passed her doctorate and pretended not to care. "There's a surprise waiting at home."

Max shouted something in the background. Clay caught Don't tell him! and a thump that was probably a chair going over.

Lily laughed. "I'm not telling him anything," she called over her shoulder. Then, closer to the phone: "He's been sitting on it since four o'clock. I'm amazed he's lasted this long."

"What is it?"

"That's what a surprise means, Detective."

He leaned back. Sarah had stopped pretending to write. He turned his chair to the window, where the rain ran in lines down the glass and the patrol drones hung red over the traffic lanes.

"I'll be there by eleven," he said.

The tap went off. The kitchen noise dropped away, as if Lily had stepped into the hall and pulled the door to behind her.

"Can you come now?"

"Now?"

"Not later. Now."

"Lil, I've got the pharmacy report, and Harper's already..."

"Please."

One word. Lily did not say please. She said would you and I need you to and, on bad days, Clay. He sat forward in the chair.

"Is everything all right?"

"There's something I need to show you." A pause, and then the lightness came back into her voice, as if she had taken the lightness down off a shelf. "Twenty minutes, Detective. Don't make me send him out looking for you."

Max shouted again, nearer the phone this time, and Lily laughed before the connection ended.

Clay held the phone until the screen went dark. He put the pen down on the desk and picked the pen up again. Somewhere below them a door banged, and the scanner coughed out a unit number and went quiet.

Then he looked at the report. One paragraph. Ten minutes, fifteen if he let himself read the paragraph twice. In sixteen years he had never walked out of this building and left his work on the desk for somebody else to finish.

Sarah did not look up from her log.

"Go," she said. "I'll sign it."

"It isn't finished."

"Then I'll finish it badly and you can complain about it tomorrow." She held out her hand for his pen. "Go home, Clay."

He looked at her for a second longer than he needed to. She had gone back to her log, pencil moving, as if he had already left.

He gave her the pen. He took his coat off the back of the chair and was in the stairwell before he had found the second sleeve. On the landing he heard her call after him, flat and cheerful, "21:21. J. has left the building," and the door swung shut on the rest of her words.

The car park under the precinct smelled of wet concrete and brake dust. His car was in the bay where he had parked at two, with a parking ticket from the machine still curled on the dashboard, and the engine caught first time.

The rain had settled in for the night. Rain came down straight and steady, the kind that did not need wind, and turned the city into streaks of red and white that the wipers cleared and lost and cleared again.

He took the river road out of the centre, over the iron bridge where the water below was black and fast and full of lights. At that hour the cars in the autonomous lane kept their own polite speed and the human lanes moved around them. Patrol drones held their places over the junctions. The towers gave way to older blocks, then to shops with their shutters down.

Please.

That morning she had left the house at eight, the way she always did, with her travel mug in one hand and her keys in her teeth, kissing Max on the top of the head on her way past because her hands were full. She had not been wearing her lanyard. The detail came back to him now, on the river road, the way a moved picture comes back to you: the blue cord she wore every day was not round her neck. He had assumed the lanyard was in her bag.

He went through the possible reasons the way he would go through a witness statement. Her mother's scan results, which were due. The boiler, which had been making the noise again. Money, although they had never once argued about money. Her work, which was the one room in their life with a sign on the door. Clinical trial data, a contractor, a non-disclosure agreement. She said the words like a weather report and changed the subject, and years ago he had stopped asking.

None of those reasons sounded like Lily laughing.

Past the shops the streets of Aldercross began, the houses wooden, the trees older than any of the families under them. He turned off the main road at the school. Aldercross Elementary sat dark behind the railings, and in the long row of third-grade windows somebody had taped up paper kites, a dozen of them, red and yellow and green, their tails drawn on in marker and curling down the glass. His headlights went across them and they lit up one after another and went dark again.

At the lights on Carrow Street he called her back. He wanted to ask whether they needed milk. He wanted, if he was honest, to hear her voice do the ordinary thing again.

Her phone rang out.

He called again. Her voicemail picked up, the greeting she had recorded last summer with Max giggling behind her and refusing to stop, so that leave a message came out as half a laugh. He hung up before the tone.

Bath time. Max fought bath time like a union dispute. Her phone would be on the kitchen table next to whatever the surprise was.

The light ahead went amber. On any other night of his life Clay stopped for amber.

He went through on amber.

Twenty minutes after her call, Clay turned onto his street and saw flames pushing through the roof of the house.

For a moment the picture would not come together. Birchmoor Drive was the same street. The same parked cars. The same trees dripping onto the same pavement. The Hendersons' bins still out at the kerb, because Frank Henderson never remembered them until the bin lorry had been. Only above the roofline of number 27, where there should have been dark, there was an orange light, and the light was moving.

A dark grey sedan pulled out from the kerb opposite his house with no lights on, and as the sedan passed him the headlights came up and flared across his windscreen.

He was already looking past the sedan. A fire engine stood slewed across the road, pumps thudding, blue light going round and round across the wet fronts of the houses, ENGINE 9 along the side. A hose line lay across the pavement like a dropped rope. A firefighter was down on one knee at the hydrant outside number 25 with a spanner the length of his arm, and two more were dragging a second line off the back of the engine, shouting to each other in short flat words he could not hear over the pumps. On their porches, in coats pulled over their nightclothes, his neighbours stood with their hands over their mouths, and one of them, Mrs Adebayo from number 30, lifted her arm towards him and then did not seem to know what to do with the arm.

His own porch light was still on. A small yellow square under the smoke.

Clay stopped the car in the middle of the road. He did not turn off the engine. He did not close the door. The wipers went on without him, back and forth across an empty seat, and somewhere behind him a man's voice was saying his name, "Clay, Clay, they're working on it, Clay," and he did not stop to find out whose.

The firefighter reached him at the kerb.

A gloved hand closed on the front of his coat and turned him round, and there was a helmet, a visor running with rain and orange light, and a woman's voice pitched to carry over the pumps.

"Sir. Sir. Is anyone inside?"

He heard his own voice answer her. "My wife. My son."

"Stay back. We have a crew going in. Sir, look at me. We have a crew going in."

Her grip changed. Her fingers did not loosen, but something in the grip moved, the hand of a person making a calculation, and in the half second she spent on the calculation Clay tore his coat out of her glove. He was bigger than she was and he had no calculation to make. He had spent sixteen years moving people out of doorways, and he was forcing his way past a firefighter before any part of him had agreed. As she spun after him the reflective strip across the back of her coat caught the light, and a name in block capitals went past his eyes, REYES, and meant nothing, and was gone. She shouted behind him, a name that was not his, somebody on her crew, and then he was on the porch.

The porch steps were slick. His foot went on the second one and he caught himself on the rail, and the rail was warm, which was wrong, which was the first thing that was truly wrong in a way his hands could understand.

The front door stood open. Somebody had broken the door in; the frame was split white where the lock had been. Smoke rolled out of the top of the doorway and up into the rain, thick and brown and moving fast, and underneath the smoke there was a band of clearer air about the height of a child.

He went in low.

Three steps in, there was only the heat peeling the breath from his lungs, and the noise.

The heat was not like heat. The heat was like a hand pressed flat against his whole face, and went for his eyes first, then the inside of his nose, then the back of his throat. The hallway he had walked down ten thousand times had gone somewhere else. The smoke had made a second ceiling a foot above his head, black and rolling, and under that ceiling everything was the colour of a struck match. The coat hooks, with his old fleece still on the end one. Lily's umbrella in the stand. The framed map of the coast that had never once hung straight, because the nail was in a stud and he had never got round to moving the nail. The paint on the hall ceiling was bubbling in long blisters, and while he looked, one of them split and dropped a curl of burning paper at his feet.

By the door, where they always were, sat Max's black canvas skate shoes.

The laces were still tied. Max never undid them. He trod on the heels and kicked the shoes off and left them there, and every morning Lily picked the knots apart with her fingernails and told him that one day he would learn, and every evening the shoes were back by the door, tied.

Max was home.

"Lily!"

The smoke took the word and flattened the sound.

"Max! Max!"

He called Lily's name, then Max's, until smoke swallowed both.

Nobody answered.

He held his breath to listen, and the smoke got in anyway, and he coughed until his eyes streamed and listened through the coughing.

There was only the fire, and the fire did not crackle the way fires crackled in films. The flames roared, low and steady, like wind in a tunnel, and under the roar there were smaller sounds: glass going somewhere at the back of the house, water hissing where the crew's hose hit something out of sight, and a long groaning creak from over his head that he did not understand and did not stop to understand.

The stairs were in front of him.

At the foot of the stairs, down low, there was still a little air. If he turned now he could reach the door on the breath he had left. His body had worked that out without him. His body had already started to turn.

Max's room was at the top of the stairs, at the front of the house. The window over the porch. The main bedroom was across the landing, and Lily, if Max was frightened, would be wherever Max was.

Clay went up.

The banister was hot enough to hurt. He held on anyway. He kept his head below the smoke and his eyes shut, and he went up by feel, counting, the way he would have counted for Max on the nights Max was scared of the dark. One. Two.

He had his hand on the banister and his foot on the third stair when the groaning overhead stopped.

A beam came down across his back.

The beam gave no warning. There was a sound like a door slammed in a very large room, and then the stair was against his face. The carpet was hot. His cheek was on the carpet and the carpet was hot and something lay across the middle of him that he could not move and did not try to move, because he had not yet understood that he was lying down.

He told his legs to climb. Nothing happened. He told them again.

Above him, at the top of the stairs, the smoke was solid. He looked up into the smoke and waited for a voice to come out. His son's voice. His wife's. A shout, a cough, a door. Anything.

Nothing came out of the smoke.

A hand took hold of his collar.

The hand pulled, and he went backwards off the stair, and the thing across his back scraped and fell away, and the pain arrived all at once, as if the pain had been waiting for him. Somebody was screaming. Later he understood that the screaming had been his.

The hand did not let go, and dragged him down the hallway on his back, and his heels caught and bounced on the floorboards, and the smoke went over him in a long black river. Past the coat hooks. Past the umbrella. Past the shoes. Whoever had hold of him was breathing through a mask, loud and slow, and grunting every time she took a fresh grip. Then the frame of the front door went over his face, the threshold struck the middle of his back like a kerbstone, and the rain was on him.

Cold. Grit. The path under his cheek. The roar of the pumps.

The firefighter from the kerb knelt over him with her visor pushed up. Her face was streaked black to the eyes. She spoke into the radio on her shoulder. "One out. Adult male. Back injury. He was on the stairs." Then, to somebody beside her, somebody Clay could not turn his head to find: "Smell that?"

The words went past him and meant nothing. If anybody answered her, he did not hear the answer.

He tried to get up. His arms pushed against the path and the rest of him stayed put. A hand pressed flat on his chest and a voice told him to stay down, stay down, sir, stay with me, and he did not want to stay with anybody. He wanted the stairs. Somebody cut the sleeve of his coat. Somebody else put something plastic over his mouth and nose, and the air inside the plastic tasted of rubber and was cold enough to hurt his teeth.

Upside down, past the knot of people bent over him, the front of his house hung in the rain. The crew had got a second line onto the house. Water hit the front windows, and the glass in Max's window went white and then went.

Rain ran into his mouth. Above the roofline the orange light had turned the smoke the colour of rust.

"Lily," he said. Or thought he said. "Max."

His coat was gone. He did not remember losing the coat. He was shaking, and the cold was not the reason, and the woman with the streaked face put her glove against the side of his head and held him there, not gently, the way you hold a frightened dog still so the dog cannot get hurt.

"What's his name?" she said to someone. "Does anyone know his name?"

A neighbour's voice, far off. "Clay. He's police. That's his house."

The glove did not move.

They got a board under him. He felt nothing and everything. Hands at his shoulders and his hips and his head, a count of three, and the path fell away and the sky swung over, black and full of rain, with the blue light going round overhead and the smoke going up through the blue.

The voices over him went thin and far away, like a radio left on in another room.

The last thing he heard was his own voice, still calling their names.

* * *
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INTERNAL CLINICAL MEMO, RESTRICTED EXCERPT

Etheron was introduced as a neuroadaptive treatment for severe psychiatric distress and chronic pain. Public reports described rapid relief with minimal side effects. Suppressed trial data recorded escalating dependency, perceptual disturbance and increased responsiveness to directed suggestion. Distribution continued after the risks became known.
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​CHAPTER ONE: A FATEFUL ENCOUNTER
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Clay Jensen set the bottle on the table, and the glass clicked against his wedding ring.

Six Etheron tablets rolled inside the brown glass. They were bright enough to look harmless, each one sealed beneath a glossy shell of blue and yellow. Beyond the apartment window, Riverbay Falls crouched beneath another ceiling of cloud. Rain silvered the towers, blurred the patrol drones and turned the traffic lanes below into ribbons of white light.

Clay had told Dr. Simmons he had thrown the bottle away. He had meant to. For three days the bottle had sat inside the kitchen drawer beside a photograph of Lily and Max, hidden but never forgotten. Tonight he had taken the tablets out without deciding to.

He had found the six tablets on Thursday, clearing out the go-bag he had not unzipped in two years. The bottle had been in the lining, under a split seam he did not remember splitting, next to a receipt for coffee from a place that had since closed. He had stood in the kitchen with the bottle in his hand for a long time. Then he had lifted the drawer a fraction before he pulled, the way you had to with the kitchen drawer at Birchmoor Drive, and put the bottle inside.

This drawer stuck too, though never as badly. He lifted the drawer anyway, every time.

His back had started hurting shortly after midnight. The pain gathered around the old fracture, then travelled upward and found the place behind his eyes where the fire still lived. Etheron could quiet both. That was how the drug had entered his life, with a promise so reasonable that refusing the tablets had once seemed foolish.

He turned the bottle until the warning label faced him. The police department prohibited active officers from using Etheron. Early studies had called the drug adaptive, a compound capable of finding and correcting any imbalance. Later reports used different words: dependency, memory disturbance, impaired judgement. The reports nobody was supposed to see mentioned suggestibility.

Clay closed his eyes. Rain became the crackle of burning timber.

A staircase. Two names going up into the smoke, and nothing coming back down.

The first Etheron tablet let him sleep. The second let him return to the precinct. Soon the drug decided when he woke, when he worked and which parts of the fire he was permitted to remember. His reports became unreliable. Leads went cold. Lieutenant Harper placed him on leave, and Clay spent the following months pretending the bottle was medicine rather than a lock.

Anna, his sister, finally drove him to a treatment centre. Recovery gave him rules, names for his triggers and people willing to hear the truth. Recovery did not erase the pain. Recovery taught him that he could survive pain without handing every choice over to the pain.

On the counter by the kettle sat the other medicine, the one he was allowed. A white pharmacy box, a blister strip of small white ovals, one each morning. The label said NRX-12 MAINTENANCE and LINDEN COMPOUNDING PHARMACY and his own name, spelled correctly, which was more than most things in his life had managed lately.

His phone vibrated on the table. A message from Detective Sarah Martinez filled the screen.

Return-to-duty review cleared. Desk assignment at eight. Do not make me come upstairs.

Clay almost smiled. Sarah had been his partner before the department stopped trusting him with one. She had not promised that everything would return to normal. She had only promised to meet him at the door.

He opened the drawer and placed the Etheron beside the photograph. For a moment his fingers remained around the bottle. Then he let go, shut the drawer and turned off the kitchen light.

The tablets remained in the apartment. So did the part of him that wanted them.

* * *
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GREY MORNING LIGHT pressed against the apartment windows while Clay fought with the collar of a shirt he had not worn in months. He tied his tie once, saw the tremor in his fingers and started again. The man in the mirror looked older than the detective pictured on his identification card.

He took the white tablet at the sink with a glass of water, the way he had every morning for a year. He did not look at the drawer.

The Central Precinct had not changed. That was the first thing, and in some ways the worst. The same brass rail on the front steps, polished at hand height and green everywhere else. The same wall of commendations in the lobby, one of them in his name, hanging a little crooked because nobody had wanted to be the person who straightened the frame while he was gone. The same smell of burnt coffee and wet coats.

The dispatch room sat behind glass off the main corridor. As he passed the glass, Yvonne Baptiste looked up from her screens, pushed one side of her headset back off her ear and came to the door.

"Jensen."

"Yvonne."

"Your name was on the board this morning." She looked him up and down, the way she might have checked a unit number against a map. "Fifteen years I've had your voice on my radio. Nice to see it with a face on again."

"Same face."

"Older face." She put the headset back over her ear. "Don't make me send anybody after you."

He went up the stairs rather than the lift. His back did not thank him for the climb.

Conversations in the bullpen did not stop when he walked in. They lowered. The murmur was a politer sound than silence and easier to hear. A detective he did not know turned her screen away. Two uniforms by the coffee machine found something interesting on the floor. At the far end of the room Harper's office door stood open, and Harper himself stood in the doorway with his sleeves rolled to the elbow, watching Clay cross the floor the way a man watches a glass he has put too near the edge of a table.

Mike Anderson had the desk nearest the window. He was thicker through the middle than Clay remembered, his sandy hair a little thinner, his shirt creased from the car, his badge hanging on a chain against his tie. He did not get up.

"Morning, Jensen. They've put you by the radiator. Plenty of light for reading."

"Thanks, Mike."

"Nothing personal." Anderson leaned back until his chair creaked. "Last time you had a desk in here, I spent a month pulling three of your cases apart to find out what had actually happened in them. Took me longer than it took you to write them."

Clay could have answered that a dozen ways. Most of them would have been satisfying for about a minute.

"That's fair," he said.

Anderson's eyebrows went up. He looked, for a moment, like a man who had braced for a punch and been handed a coat instead.

"Well," he said. "Radiator's temperamental. Kick it on the left."

A younger man was waiting by Clay's new desk. Late twenties, short dark hair, a thin moustache and short beard, a black trench coat over a black shirt and black trousers. For one strange second Clay was looking at a photograph of himself at that age, the same coat bought with the same first pay rise, worn for the same reason, which was that the coat made you look like someone who already had the answers.

"Detective Jensen. Marcus Lowell." The younger man put out his hand. "I did a case study on the Delancey file at the academy. All of it."

"All of it?"

"Page three had a recipe on it."

Across the room, somebody let out a laugh and turned the sound into a cough. Clay looked round. Sarah Martinez was at her desk with her back to him, her shoulders very still.

Harper crossed the floor and stopped at Clay's desk. Up close, his stubble had gone fully grey.

"Jensen, you sure you're up for this?"

"I need to be here, Lieutenant. I need to do this."

Harper studied him, then nodded as though the nod cost him something. "All right, Jensen. But we're keeping things light for now. Desk duty until you're fully back on your feet." He set down a stack of folders. "Burglary backlog. Paper, not people."

He did not leave. He stood with one hand on the folders and lowered his voice, the way he used to when he was about to tell you something he would later deny having said.

"Martinez vouched for you at the review. On the record. Her name is next to yours on that form." Harper looked at the stack, not at Clay. "I'm not asking you to be the detective you were. I'm asking you not to make her sorry."

"I won't."

"Don't tell me. I've heard you tell me things." Harper straightened. "Show her."

He went back to his office and did not close the door.

Clay spent the morning clearing reports that required no judgement calls. The routine steadied him, but every completed form reminded him that Harper still trusted him with paper more than people.

Halfway down the stack, under a garage break-in and a stolen trailer, there was a thin grey folder with a pharmacy's name on the tab. HARLOW STREET. He opened the folder before he had decided whether to.

Four break-ins in a month, two years ago. Same flat bar, same junction box, one cabinet emptied each time. Status: inactive. No arrests. No recovered property. The summary ran to one page, and the last paragraph was not his. The paragraph was shorter than anything he would have written and used no adjectives at all, and at the bottom, where his signature should have been, the line read S. Martinez, for C. Jensen, and a date he did not need to read.

He sat with the file open on the desk for a while. Then he closed the folder, squared the edges with the others and laid Harlow Street on the pile of things that were finished, because the case was.

* * *
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SARAH FOUND HIM AT lunch.

She did not sit down. She tilted her head towards the stairwell, and he followed her through the fire door to the landing between the second and third floors, the one place in the building nobody had ever thought to put a camera. The door hissed shut behind them.

"I'm sorry, Sarah. For everything." Clay kept his voice low.

Sarah looked through the narrow window in the door, towards the bullpen, before answering. "Do you know what I remember most about those months?"

He expected her to mention the unfinished reports or the hearing where his badge had been taken. "Probably having to clean up after me."

"I remember Anna calling because you had stopped answering your phone. I remember finding you on your kitchen floor with the stove burning and no idea how long you had been there."

The old shame settled beneath his ribs. "I don't remember that."

"I know. I do." Sarah folded her arms, but the anger in her face had given way to something more tired. "I covered for you once because I thought grief had earned you privacy. Then I covered for you again because I thought loyalty meant protection. By the time I understood I was helping you hide, you were already gone."

"I never meant to make you responsible for me."

"You did anyway."

The words landed without cruelty, which made them harder to dismiss.

Through the window in the door, Clay could make out the empty chair beside his desk. "Tell me what I have to do."

"Come to work sober. Tell me when you are not. Do not ask me to trust promises you haven't lived long enough to prove."

"I can do that."

Sarah held his gaze. "Start with today."

Her phone went before he could answer. She read the screen and her face changed into the working shape he remembered from a hundred doorways.

The fire door banged open above them. Anderson leaned over the rail with his car keys in his fist.

"Martinez. Ashcombe Reservoir. That runner they had down as a heart attack this morning? Patrol just found his bag. They've upgraded it."

"Upgraded to what?"

"To us." Anderson looked at Clay and then away. "Harper wants you and me there now. Lowell's already on his way."

Sarah started up the stairs. Halfway she turned.

"Stay out of this, Clay. You're not ready."

Then she was gone, and the stairwell was only a stairwell, concrete and echo and a fire extinguisher in a glass box.

Clay stood on the landing with his hand on the cold rail. Upstairs, Harper's door would be closed by now. His desk would not have moved, with the burglary backlog squared up in the middle, waiting to be good for him.

He went back up for his coat.

* * *
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ASHCOMBE RESERVOIR lay on the northern edge of the city like a sheet of grey metal somebody had forgotten to take away. A running path went all the way round the reservoir, four and a half miles of packed gravel between the water and a line of dripping birches. At the southern end there was a car park, a toilet block with a chained door, and a noticeboard warning about blue-green algae that nobody had updated since the summer.

The car park was full of police.

Clay left his car at the entrance and walked in. Patrol had taped off a silver car in the far corner. The driver's window had been put in, and the glass lay on the tarmac in a fan of wet crumbs, still bright in the places the rain had not yet dulled.

He stopped at the tape and looked at the fan of glass for longer than he meant to. A little had gone onto the driver's seat. Most of the crumbs lay outside on the ground, the way glass falls when you break a window from the inside, not the way glass goes in when the blow comes from the street. A uniform stood beside the car with a clipboard and the expression of a man who had been standing in the rain since six.

Beyond the car, forty metres off the running path, a squat brick building sat in the long grass, back turned to the water. The building was the size of a garage and had no windows. An iron door hung open on one hinge. More tape. More uniforms. A van from the medical examiner's office idled on the grass with the wipers going.

The officer at the outer tape put his hand up as Clay reached him.

"You're not on my list, Detective."

"He's with me."

Sarah had come back up the path from the brick building. Rain had flattened her hair and she did not look pleased to see him.

"Observation," she said to the officer, and then to Clay, more quietly: "You stand where I put you. You don't touch anything. You don't talk to Anderson."

"Understood."

"I mean it."

"I know you do."

She lifted the tape.

The woman who had found the body sat in the open back of a patrol car with a foil blanket round her shoulders and her running shoes still on. She was about sixty, wiry, grey hair cut short, and she was talking to a uniform in the flat voice of someone who had already said all of this twice.

"He always said good morning," she said as they passed. "Every day. Eleven years. He was slower than me, so I'd lap him on the far side, and he'd say good morning, and I'd say it back, and that was all we ever said. I don't even know his name." She pulled the blanket tighter. "The door's never open. That door's been locked the whole time I've been running here. That's why I looked."

Sarah stopped. "The door's usually locked?"

"Padlocked. Big rusty one. I used to think somebody should oil it." The woman looked towards the brick building. "Doug. Somebody said Doug. Was his name Doug?"

"Douglas," Sarah said.

The woman nodded as if that settled something, and turned back to the uniform.

The valve house smelled of wet concrete, old oil and something else underneath, sharp and chemical, like a match struck in a room where somebody had just painted their nails. The smell caught at the back of Clay's throat and would not let go.

Inside, the building was one low room built around a square pit. Iron wheels and valves stood up out of the floor like the controls of a ship nobody sailed any more. A single work lamp had been rigged from a hook in the ceiling, and under the lamp, on his side against the rim of the pit, lay a heavy man in running clothes.

He was in his fifties. Grey hair swept back and plastered flat by rain from the open door. A navy running jacket, black tights, expensive shoes with reflective heels. One arm was under him and the other lay out across the concrete, palm up, as if he had been reaching for something that was no longer there. His watch was still on his wrist. A good watch.

Anderson crouched by the body's feet, reading from his notebook. Lowell stood against the far wall with his trench coat buttoned to the neck and his hands in his pockets, the way you were taught to stand when you did not yet trust yourself not to touch.

"Douglas Hale," Anderson said, without looking up. "Fifty-four. Chief financial officer at Delmarr Medical Distribution. Divorced. Two grown kids. Ran this loop every morning for eleven years, according to the woman who found him, who has also run this loop every morning for eleven years and would like everybody to know she was never once late for work until today."

"Time?" Sarah said.

"She found him at ten past six. Door was open, she looked in, he was on the floor. Patrol got here at six twenty, paramedics at six thirty. Nobody found a mark on him. Middle-aged man, running in the cold, collapses in a shed. It had heart attack written all over it." Anderson turned a page. "The medical examiner's had three overnight deaths and a pile-up on the bypass, so Hale stayed where he was. At ten to twelve, one of the uniforms got bored enough to shine a torch into the pit."

He pointed with his pen. Sarah stepped to the rim and Clay, from where she had put him by the door, leaned just far enough to see.

The pit was a metre and a half deep and had an inch of black water in the bottom. Papers lay in the water, dozens of them, printed pages gone soft and translucent in the wet, a torn cardboard folder, a phone charger, a leather work bag turned inside out and dropped in last, on top.

"His car's the one with the window," Anderson said. "Somebody waited for him to park, followed him round, did him in here where nobody was looking, took his wallet and phone and keys, went back and did the car for whatever was in it, then chucked the bag in the pit on the way past. Robbery. Nasty one. That's how it reads."

"Why bring the bag in here?" Clay said.

Sarah turned her head and looked at him.

Anderson did not. "Somewhere dry to go through it."

"The car's dry. And most of the glass is on the outside of it."

"The car's in the car park, in the open, with a hundred windows looking at it." Anderson finally looked up. "Something you'd like to add, Jensen? Only I've got a note here from the lieutenant says you're on paper."

The room went quiet except for the rain on the roof.

Lowell cleared his throat. He came off the wall and stood beside Clay, not quite close enough to be taking sides. "Never thought I'd see Clay Jensen holding back at a crime scene," he said, low.

Clay managed half a smile. "Just observing for now, Marcus. That's all I can do."

"Well." Lowell glanced at Anderson's back. "If you do see anything, I'd want to hear it."

Clay looked at the room the way he had been taught to look at rooms, before anybody had had to teach him how to look at bottles.

The watch was still on the wrist. A robber who took a phone and keys had left a watch that cost more than the phone. The papers had gone into the pit in a spread, not in a heap, as if somebody had stood at the rim and turned the bag out slowly. The chemical smell was strongest by the body and weaker at the door, which was the wrong way round for a smell that had come in from outside.

He took one step towards the pit to see Hale's face and his back went.

The pain came as always, without warning, a hot bolt from the old fracture up into the base of his skull, and his vision went white at the edges. He put a hand flat on the brick wall and stood very still and waited. Somebody said his name. He did not answer.

Six tablets in a drawer. Twenty minutes home, less with the siren.

He counted his breaths the way the group had taught him. In for four. Hold. Out for six. The brick was cold and gritty under his palm. On the fourth breath the pain dropped a notch, from something that owned him to something he merely had.

When he opened his eyes he was lower than he had meant to be, half crouched against the wall, and from there the lamp threw Hale's face into a different shape. Below the jaw, on the left side of the neck, just above the collar of the running jacket, there was a mark.

The mark was small. The size of a lentil. A darker bruise with a paler rim, and at the centre a single dot, like the point of a pencil pressed once into skin. From standing height the bruise was lost in the shadow of the jaw. From down here the mark was the only thing in the room.

Sarah was already beside him. "Clay. Are you all right?"

"Fine." He did not get up. "Look at his neck."

"What did you find?"

"There's a mark on his neck. Left side, under the jaw." He pointed without leaning in. "It doesn't fit with a mugging."

Sarah went down on her heels beside the body. She looked for a long moment, then got out her torch and looked again. When she stood up, the doubt had gone out of her face. Interest had taken the doubt's place, and interest was worse.

"You might be onto something," she said. Then, over her shoulder, louder: "Park. Can you come in here?"

The forensic technician had been working the car. She came in out of the rain with her hood down, her hair tied back, a white suit over her coat and blue nitrile gloves already on. Joanne Park did not waste words on anybody, and she did not waste any on Clay. She knelt, put a small light against Hale's neck and looked through a magnifier for perhaps ten seconds.

"Injection site," she said. "Recent. The bruising's fresh, so hours, not days. Fine gauge. Not a finger mark, not an insect, not a shaving nick." She sat back on her heels and looked up at the room. "Who spotted this?"

Sarah nodded at Clay.

Park looked at him properly for the first time. "Good eyes, Detective."

Anderson wrote something in his notebook. He pressed hard enough that the pen scratched over the sound of the rain.

"Robbery," Anderson said
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