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Chapter 1: Dry Lightning

The storm had walked through in the night and left the sky scoured clean, the kind of hard morning blue that comes after all the water has been wrung out of the air and none of it has fallen where it was needed. I drove up Forest Road 27 with the windows down and read the weather backward the way you read a fire — from the aftermath to the cause — and everything the sky told me was that it had been dry lightning, the worst kind, the kind that throws a hundred bolts and barely wets a windshield.

The road climbed in long switchbacks through the pines, and the pines told the same story the sky did. Bone-dry. Mid-August in the east Cascades is a season, not a month; the duff underfoot cures to tinder and the needles go the brittle rust of a fuel that has been waiting all summer for a reason, and one possible mercy of a dry storm is that a lookout may catch some of its many starts while they are still small. I'd spent thirty years learning to be grateful for small mercies on a mountain. It is a poor education for trusting people, but it makes you very good at reading ground.

Sentinel Ridge showed itself the way it always does, all at once, when the road breaks out of timber onto the bald. The old lookout crown above Pineglass — treeless, wind-flattened, a knuckle of gray rock and cured grass standing up out of the forest because nothing tall could ever hold on against the weather that lived up there. The county repeater sat on the high windward shoulder inside its chain-link, a squat green building with its whip antenna, and beside it, half-finished, the new tower: a lattice of galvanized steel maybe forty feet up a hundred-foot design, guy-lines and staging and a stack of sections lying in the grass under a tarp that the night's wind had tried and failed to take. The tower everyone in the valley had an opinion about. Against that washed blue it looked less like progress than like an argument somebody had left unfinished.

There were rigs at the gate — a Blue Fir engine, a county Suburban, Mateo's green Forest Service pickup nosed in first the way it always was — and a strand of yellow tape lifting and dropping in the wind. A fireground. I have arrived at a great many firegrounds and I know the feeling of them, the particular flat quiet a burned place has when the work of stopping it is over and the work of understanding it hasn't started. This one had a second quiet underneath the first, and I knew what that was too, because Mateo had told me on the phone at six in the morning, in the careful voice he uses when he is handing me something heavy.

A man was dead up here. They'd already carried him down.

I was glad of that, and not proud of being glad. I do better with the ground than with the grief, and I have never once pretended otherwise. Whatever there was to learn from where they'd found Niko Brandt, I would learn from the place and the marks and the timeline, from the cabinet and the tape and the record, and not from standing over a neighbor with his family's whole future written on his stilled face. It is my gift and it is where I go to hide, and by then I had stopped being able to tell you reliably which was which.

Mateo came across the grass to meet me before I'd got the truck door shut.

Forty-three and looking every hour of the last two days of it, the Blue Fir fire management officer, my oldest friend in this work — we'd cut line together as twenty-somethings before either of us had a title or the sense to be scared — and he wore the face of a man who had been up all night doing sums that wouldn't come out even. He'd lost weight I couldn't afford for him to lose. He gripped my hand in both of his, which he does when a thing has gone past professional.

"Mara. Thank you for coming up fast."

"You said fast, you said contested, and you said a body." I looked past him at the tape, the crown, the far fall of the slope. "That's the whole reason a person keeps her boots by the door."

"It's worse than that, even." He turned and walked me toward the gate, close, dropping his voice under the wind though there was no one near enough to catch it. "You know the shape of it already. Summit Line had the repeater and the tower contract. Niko Brandt ran the technical side — the climber, the fussy one, the one who'd argue a torque spec with you at nine at night. He came up in the storm last evening. This morning the county has a dead contractor, a radio outage that left half the valley without dispatch for a stretch, a fresh burn on the ridge, and a tower fight that's been ugly for a year." He stopped and looked at me. "And it has a story. It had a story before I finished my coffee."

"The storm did it," I said.

"The storm did it." He said it the way you repeat a thing you've heard too many times already. "Lightning hit the ridge, blew the cabinet, started a fire, killed Niko. Clean and terrible and nobody's fault but the weather's. Half of Pineglass wants to believe it because the other half of Pineglass has spent a year screaming about that tower, and if it's the storm then it isn't neighbors." He rubbed his face. "Priya's got the death. Della's running the EOC. Everybody's got their lane. What the county wants — what I told them they need — is an origin-and-cause read that owes nobody a nice story. Independent. Yours. If the storm did all of it, you'll say so and we'll all sleep. If it didn't—"

"Then you want to have already asked the person who won't flinch."

"I want to have asked you," he said simply, "because you'll tell me the thing I don't want to hear and you won't dress it up. I've watched you do it to my face." A tired ghost of a smile. "Twice this year I've watched you do it. I didn't enjoy either one."

The winter case had been a winter fire and a man dead in a cabin the whole town had wanted to call an accident. The spring case had been a spring meadow and a burn day gone wrong, and both times I'd stood in front of people I liked and said the ground said otherwise. Mateo had been there for the second one. He was not asking me for comfort. He was asking me for the thing I'm actually good at, and he was the rare kind of friend who knew the difference and hired me for it anyway.

"Show me the crown," I said. "Then leave me alone with it."

He walked me in under the tape. And I did the thing I always do before I know I'm doing it. I read the ground.

The wind first, because the wind writes everything else. It came hard out of the west-southwest across the bald, the prevailing pull that had shaped every tree up here into a flag, steady and honest and strong enough to lean on — a useful starting point for the weather reconstruction, though a thunderstorm can make its own winds. It came up the windward face, over the crown where the repeater and the tower stood full in it, and spilled down the far side, the lee, where the mountain's own bulk broke it into something softer. Windward and lee. The two halves of every ridge, and the whole grammar of what fire does when it gets loose on one.

Then the strike. I didn't have to hunt for it.

There is exactly one tree of any height on Sentinel Ridge — an old fir that has no business surviving up there and has done it anyway, growing up hard against the repeater fence on the windward shoulder, the tallest thing on the crown now that the lookout's gone, taller than the finished part of the tower, a lone high point exposed to lightning, though the sky does not always choose the tallest thing. And it had been found. A fresh scar ran down the trunk in a long tight spiral, corkscrewing from a shattered crown down through the bark to the ground on the windward side, pale wet wood laid open where the strike had followed the tree's own grain and blown a seam of it clean off. The wound was hours old. It still smelled of it — that sharp mineral bite, cooked resin and ozone, that a tree gives off when the sky has just been through it. Bark and splinters were flung out across the grass for twenty feet. Right beside it, inside the fence, the equipment cabinet stood taped off, its door hanging, the panel scorched. Where they'd found him.

I stood there a long time. This was the baseline, and the baseline was textbook, and a textbook baseline is a thing you check, not a thing you trust. Lightning had struck the highest exposed point on the windward crown. It had left its signature in the tree, as it had here, an honest violent autograph, strong physical evidence to check against the weather record. The cabinet was feet away. Everything up here on the high shoulder said the sky had come down in this one small place with tremendous force, right where the man was, right where the radio lived. Up here. If the story ended on this crown, the story was the storm's, and I could go home and let Pineglass grieve in peace.

I made myself turn and look downhill, the way I make myself do everything I'd rather not, and that was when the morning tipped a quarter inch and didn't right itself.

Because the fire wasn't up here.

There was no burn on the windward crown to speak of — a few square feet of blacked grass at the foot of the struck fir, scorch off the cabinet, the small local mess a strike makes. The fire, the actual fire, the reason there were engines at the gate, was down there. Far down there. Away over the shoulder and onto the lee slope, the sheltered side, the side the wind came off of soft — a good long stretch of black maybe a quarter mile below and to the north, a burned apron of a couple of acres caught small and lined out by whoever had worked it in the dark, its edge a clean gray-and-char scallop against the cured gold of the slope that hadn't burned. Down on the lee. Well away. Well below. On the side of the ridge the strike had never touched.

I stood on the windward crown with the smell of the lightning-struck tree still in my nose and looked at a fire that had happened somewhere else entirely, and something in the back of my head, some old careful animal that has spent a lifetime watching what wind and fuel and slope actually do, lifted its head and would not lie back down.

A fire is the most honest thing on a mountain. It cannot help itself. It goes where the wind and the fuel and the ground send it, every single time, with no opinion and no agenda and no story it would prefer you believed; it does exactly what it was made to do and then it lies there and lets you read it. That is the whole reason I trust ground over people. People decide what happened and then arrange their faces to match. Fire just happens, and waits.

A lightning ignition begins where current reaches fuel. After that, a fire can spread through the ground fuels or send a burning fragment elsewhere; sometimes a flash reaches more than one point. The first thing I needed was not a rule that made the two burns impossible. It was a defensible connection between this particular strike and that particular patch of black.

The strike was up here. On the windward crown, in the fir, feet from the cabinet, its signature unmistakable and hours fresh.

The black was down there. On the lee. A quarter mile off and hundreds of feet below, on the sheltered side, on the aspect the strike had never reached.

I didn't have a word for it yet. It wasn't a discrepancy — I hadn't measured anything, hadn't pulled a single record, hadn't done one honest hour of the work; a hundred ordinary things can throw a spark downslope in a wind, and a careful investigator does not build a house on a feeling she got standing at the gate with the paint still wet on the morning. I told myself all of that, and it was true, and it did not help. Because standing there with the wind flagging the grass past my boots, looking from the burned tree on the crown to the burned ground far down on the far side, I could not for the life of me answer the plainest question a fire ever asks you.

If the lightning came down up here — then why did the mountain burn all the way down there?

Mateo was watching me from the gate, hands in his pockets, waiting the way he'd learned to wait. I didn't say anything to him yet. There was nothing to say that I could stand behind. I just looked at the two places on that ridge, the high one and the low one, and felt the small wrong thing settle in under my ribs where the useful ones always settle, quiet and patient, and refuse to leave.


Chapter 2: The Only Honest Contractor

You cannot read a ground without reading the people who worked it, much as I would like to be the kind of investigator who could. So the morning after I stood on the crown, I did the second thing I always do, the thing I like a great deal less than the first. I went down into town to find out who the dead man had been.

The Switchback Grill sits where Old Mill Road bends hard enough to earn the name, a low cedar building with a gravel lot and a hand-lettered board out front that has advertised the same pie for as long as I have lived in Pineglass. It is the place the valley goes to hear itself think out loud. By half past nine the breakfast rush had thinned to the stubborn few who have nowhere they'd rather be, and the room had the particular hush of a town that has just lost somebody and hasn't decided yet how it's allowed to feel about it. I took the counter, because the counter is where the talk is, and because Pearl Ondrusek runs the counter the way a good lookout runs a catwalk — she sees everything and reports only what she's decided you ought to know.

"Doctor Calder." Pearl set a mug in front of me without being asked and filled it, a broad steady woman with flour to the elbow and reading glasses pushed up into gray hair she'd stopped fighting years ago. "You've been up the ridge."

"I've been up the ridge."

"Then you'll want the eggs, not the pie, and you'll want to hear about Niko Brandt before you hear anybody's opinion of him." She said it flat, and set both hands on the counter, and looked at me the way you look at somebody you've decided to trust with a thing. "Because they're going to hand you the opinion first, and it isn't kind, and it isn't fair, and I'd rather you had the man."

"I'd rather that too," I said. "Give me the man."

She gave me the man while the eggs cooked.

Niko Brandt was thirty-eight and he was not, Pearl said, an easy person to like, and she said it the way you'd defend somebody — daring me to make less of him for it. He was exacting to the point of rudeness. He'd send a plate back if the toast was wrong and tell you exactly why, not cruelly, just accurately, as though accuracy were a kindness he was doing you and couldn't understand your not thanking him for. He noticed things. He noticed the crack in her back step before she did and told her it would put somebody on their tailbone by October, and he was right, and he'd been right about the step the way he was right about everything, which is the most tiring quality a person can have. He tipped well and never smiled about it. He'd climbed towers and repeater masts up and down three counties for fifteen years and he had opinions about all of them, held with the total confidence of a man who has personally hung off the thing at four hundred feet and found it wanting.

"The kind of man," Pearl said, "who's right, and lets you know he's right, and is right again tomorrow so you can't even enjoy hoping he'll be wrong." She flipped the eggs. "The town found him hard going. But I'll tell you what I never once caught Niko Brandt doing, in eleven years of feeding him at that stool you're sitting one down from. I never caught him telling me something that wasn't so. Not the small lies people tell to grease a morning. Not once. If he said your step was cracked, your step was cracked. He was the most honest man I ever wanted to throw a rag at."

I turned the mug in my hands and let that settle where the useful things settle. An honest man that a whole town found hard going. That is a specific kind of person, and a specific kind of loss, and already a specific kind of problem, because a town grieves an easy man cleanly and grieves a hard one with its guilt showing.

And then Pearl gave me the thing I hadn't known I'd come down for, and she gave it to me without knowing it was anything, which is how the true ones usually arrive.

"He was riled the last month," she said. "More than his usual. Sat right there and stewed. Something up on that ridge had got into him and he wouldn't put it down — you know how a splinter you can't reach will sour a whole hand? Like that. I asked him was it the tower fight, all those Ridge Watch people, and he waved it off like it was nothing, and the ridge was something." She frowned at the memory. "He didn't say what. Niko never told you the trouble, only that there was one and that it was somebody's fault and that he meant to see it put right. I stopped asking. I wish now I'd asked."

I did not write anything down. You don't, at a counter; the pencil closes people like a slammed door. I filed it instead, in the place I keep things I have no shelf for yet — a man with a splinter in the ridge he wouldn't name, riled for a month, and then dead on the ridge in a storm. It was nothing. It was a grieving cook's memory of a hard man's bad mood. I have built cases out of less and I have thrown out more than that on a Tuesday, and I knew better than to weigh it before I had anything to weigh it against. But I have also spent thirty years learning that when the honest one in the room gets quiet and stubborn about a particular patch of ground, the particular patch of ground is usually worth a walk.

And sitting there, I remembered the counter itself. Because I had met Niko Brandt exactly once, right there, and it came back to me whole.

It had been the week before — a Thursday, hot, the social's flyers already up in the window — and I'd been at the far end of this same counter waiting on a sandwich when a lean, sharp-faced man in a climbing harness he hadn't bothered to take off had come in dusty off a job and folded onto a stool to wait on coffee. Somebody down the counter, one of the regulars, had been going on the way people do about the storm season coming, the dry cells stacking up over the Cascades, the lightning that'd surely start something before Labor Day the way it does every year. Grumbling at the sky, the harmless valley pastime. And the sharp-faced man had listened to about a minute of it with an expression of thinning patience, and then he'd said, not loudly, to nobody and to everybody, a thing that had made me look up from my sandwich because it was the truest bitter thing I'd heard said in that room in a while.

"Lightning's the only contractor on this mountain who does exactly what he says he'll do. Everybody else up here bills for work the weather did."

The regular had laughed, uncertain. I hadn't. I'd looked at him a beat too long, the way you look at a stranger who has just said out loud a thing you privately believe, and he'd caught me at it and given me a short nod — not friendly, just a recognition, one exacting person clocking another — and gone back to his coffee. Pearl had told me his name when he left. I hadn't thought about it again until this morning, when the name turned out to belong to the body they'd carried down.

I sat with the eggs going cold and turned the line over. It had sounded like a climber's contempt for everyone who billed more than they climbed. Now that he was dead, I wondered whether he'd had a particular contractor in mind. Pearl had said the ridge was troubling him. He hadn't named the trouble, even in a room where everybody knew his trade.

I left Pearl too much money and drove out to the Summit Line yard.

It sat on the industrial edge of town, past the mill, a fenced acre of gravel and reels and steel — coils of cable on wooden spools taller than my truck, a boom truck, a container office with the company name stenciled on it, and everywhere the specific tidiness of an outfit run by somebody who cared. Even grieving, the yard was squared away. That told me something too. A crew of four or five stood loose around the open bay in the flat postures of people who've come to work with nothing to do, and they watched me park with the wariness of a shop that has already had a hard morning of strangers.

I didn't have to introduce myself, because the man who came across the gravel to meet me already knew who I was, and already had his hand out, and already looked like the thing I would have to be careful of before I'd finished shaking it.

Garrett Ostrand was forty-four and built like a man who'd played a sport once and kept the shoulders, and he took my hand in a grip that was warm and dry and grieving all at the same time, which is a hard thing to do and he did it without seeming to try. His eyes were red-rimmed. He hadn't shaved. He wore his sorrow openly and without performance, the way a decent man wears a thing too big to hide, and every instinct I have for liking people leaned toward him at once.

"You'll be Calder," he said. "Mateo said the county was bringing somebody good up the ridge. I'm glad it's somebody good." His voice caught, honestly, and he let it, and steadied it. "Garrett Ostrand. Niko was my partner. Fifteen years. I ran the front of the house and he ran the tops of the towers and between us we—" He stopped, and looked past me at nothing, and gathered himself with a small nod that cost him. "I'm sorry. You'll have to forgive me. It's been the better part of two days of the worst mornings of my life."

"There's nothing to forgive," I said, and meant it, which was the trouble.

He walked me through the yard and he was, I want to be honest about this, everything you would want a man to be. He'd already sent two of the crew home to their families and put the other three on cleaning cable spools because idle hands were killing them. He'd already called Niko's sister in Bend. He'd already, I gathered, called half the county to see who needed what. He was helpful the way generous people are helpful, without being asked, filling the silences with usefulness because usefulness was the only thing keeping him upright. He told me Niko was the best technician in three counties and a better man than the town gave him credit for. He told me Niko had no family up here but Summit Line, that the crew was his family, that they were all wrecked. He told me it warmly, and his hands shook a little while he told it, and I believed every word, and I was already uneasy, in a way I couldn't have defended to anyone, at how badly I wanted to.

Then, at the door of the container office, with the kindest possible face, he began the thing I'd been warned to listen for.

"I keep thinking," he said, quiet, looking off toward the ridge you could just see from the yard, a blue line above the mill, "if I could've kept him off that mountain in a storm. But you couldn't tell Niko anything. He heard the repeater drop and he went up to fix it, in a dry cell, with lightning working the whole crown. I've begged him not to do that exact thing a hundred times." He shook his head slowly. "The weather took the best man I had, Doctor Calder. That's the whole miserable size of it. There's not a thing up there to find but a storm, and I'd give the company and both my hands to have talked him out of it."

It was gently done. It was so gently done that a person would have felt a monster reaching for anything past it. He wasn't selling — that was the craft of it, if it was craft; he was grieving, and the grief simply happened to point, softly, the whole town's own way. Nothing on the ridge but weather. Let it be the storm. Let no one have to be angry at a neighbor. It was the easiest story in the world and the kindest and it came from the mouth of a man whose hands shook telling it, and everything human in me wanted to pat his arm and agree.

But I had stood on the crown and seen the black a quarter mile away, and his kindness couldn't join those places for me. I thanked him without agreeing to the story. The splinter I'd brought down the mountain was still there.

I thanked him, and I drove back up toward the ridge with the honest man's line running in my head, and only one small question I meant to answer before I let the storm have the last word: what was the splinter on the ridge that the most honest man in Pineglass had carried around for a month, unnamed, and taken up the mountain with him into the storm.


Chapter 3: Blue Ribbon

A town that has just lost somebody will still hold its picnic, and you should not think less of it for that. You should think more. The Switchback Summer Social had been on the calendar since June, the flyers up in Pearl's window before Niko Brandt drove into that storm, and calling it off would have felt to Alder Ridge like admitting the weather had won something more than a man. So on the third Saturday of August the whole valley came down to the Switchback grounds the way it always did, in the flat gold light of a mid-morning already promising to be too hot, and it grieved by grilling.

I had not meant to go. I am not, by temperament, a picnic. But you cannot read a ground without reading the people who worked it, and the whole valley was going to be standing in one meadow eating potato salad, which is a thing an investigator does not get handed twice. So I put Ember in the truck against my better judgment and drove down to the grounds behind the Grill, where the grass had been mowed to stubble and the smoke off the barbecue pit stood up straight in the still air the way smoke does when the wind hasn't decided anything yet.

Ember disapproved before I had the door open. Retired from work that had taught her the world was mostly things she was not allowed to eat, she met the heat and the crowd with the expression of a creature brought somewhere against the clear terms of her contract. She had come, as she came everywhere, strictly on the theory of the dropped sandwich. She sat in the shade of the tailgate with one paw off the hot gravel and looked at me as though the temperature were a decision I had made.

"It's a social," I told her. "There's going to be people. That's rather the point."

She gave me the wounded dignity of a spaniel lied to about the amenities, and I clipped her long lead to the tailgate and left her to her opinions.

The grounds had the good ordered bustle of a thing a town has done for forty years and could set up in its sleep. Folding tables down the shade line under the big cottonwoods, each groaning under the casserole its owner was known for and would be judged on. A ring of hay bales for the children. A card table where the fire auxiliary sold raffle tickets for a chainsaw nobody needed and everybody wanted. And at the far end, under a canopy all its own and set a little apart the way a thing sets itself apart when it believes it is the main event, the contest tables — the pies and the dahlias and the too-large zucchini, and the foraging table, which this year, as every year, belonged body and soul to Odell Prater.

I heard Odell before I found him. You generally did.

"That," he was saying, to a woman who had made the mistake of setting a basket in front of him, "is a Suillus, and I will not have it on this table beside a true bolete as though the distinction were a matter of opinion. It is a matter of pores." He held the offending mushroom up between two fingers the way a man holds up a thing that has personally disappointed him. Odell Prater was somewhere past sixty, narrow and upright, dressed in a vest with more pockets than the day required, and around his neck on a lanyard he wore the reason the whole valley put up with him: the blue ribbon.

It was not, I should say, an official anything. The blue ribbon was a rosette of satin the size of a saucer, gold-lettered BEST IN SHOW, that Odell had awarded himself the authority to bestow some fifteen years back and had defended ever since with the ferocity of a man guarding a real office. To win it was to have your foraging vindicated before the entire valley by the one man arrogant enough to claim he could tell. People pretended to find it ridiculous. People also brought their best baskets and stood a little straighter when he leaned over them, because a town needs somebody to be certain about something, and Odell had volunteered.

"Doctor Calder." His whole narrow face rearranged itself toward the pleasure of an expert who has located another expert in a crowd of amateurs. "You'll want to see the Boletus Nadia Foss brought down off the Cedar Spur road. A genuine king. First one worth the ribbon in three seasons." He said it loudly, for the benefit of the three seasons of losers within earshot. "You people burn these hills. The least you can do is know what grows back."

"I mostly know what doesn't," I said, which pleased him, because it granted him his ground.

I let Odell walk me down his table and be certain at me for a while, because a self-important man is a wonderful thing to stand beside at a social: everyone comes to him, and you get to watch the whole valley file past. And so, over the pores of a Boletus, I did the work I'd actually come to do — I stood in the middle of my town and listened to the story it had decided to tell about the dead man on the ridge.

It did not take long to surface, because the town had it ready, and it was not the story I'd have written. It came up first at the raffle table, low, the way people say a thing they suspect they oughtn't. It came up again by the pit. By the time I'd worked my way to the shade line with a plate I didn't want, it had stopped whispering, and the name it kept arriving at was Ridge Watch.

"—cut the chain clean through, is what I heard," a man I knew from




















