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He who learns must suffer. And even in our sleep pain that cannot forget falls drop by drop upon our heart, and in our own despair, against our will, comes wisdom to us by the awful grace of God.

Aeschylus (525-456 BC), Agamemnon
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Karen Harding had to get away.

She was alone, driving from Seattle north on Interstate 5, wipers slapping at the rain as she tried to understand why her fianc was suddenly forcing her to make a life-changing decision.

Karen brushed her tears away.

Why was he doing this? Lukes change of heart had staggered her. She needed to leave for a few days. To think. After they had spoken she threw some things into a bag, tossed it into her Toyota, and set off to see her big sister, Marlene, who lived in Vancouver. Karen didnt bother calling ahead. This was an emergency. Besides, Marlene would be home. She and her husband rarely left town because of their two kids and their jobs.

The air horn of a Freightliner yanked Karens attention back to the highway. Her windshield was a watery curtain. Lights from oncoming traffic stabbed at her from the darkness. Big rigs trailed blinding spray as they passed, their wakes nearly swamping her.

Time for a break.

She exited at a truck stop outside Bellingham. A massive map of Washington and British Columbia covered the lobby wall. Below it, a corkboard papered with ads for trucks, bonding agents, and driving jobs. Faces of missing children, women, and fugitive men stared at her from posters. Video games beeped and ponged next to the soda and snack machines.

She was hungry.

In the restaurant, country music mingled with the aroma of deep-fried food and coffee and the clink of cutlery. Amid the murmur of weary men in ball-caps, plaid shirts, and jeans, Karen searched for a seat.

She walked by a woman and a young girl laughing over ice cream, a white-haired couple sharing soft conversation over soup, then a bearded man who wore dark glasses and the white collar of a reverend. He was sitting alone reading a book and sipping coffee. She found a booth by the window and ordered a chicken sandwich.

Wind-driven rain bled against the glass. The truck stops electrical power surged; the lights flickered. Karen glanced around the diner. The reverend was watching her. He offered a warm smile. Karen tried smiling but looked away.

She ached to talk to her sister, to someone who might offer guidance. Maybe the reverend being there was a sign. Perhaps she could talk to him. Could she confide her dilemma to a stranger? She looked to his booth but he was gone.

Karen noticed the tip left by his coffee cup as the din in the diner grew louder. Those who were on cell phones began alerting others to trouble arising from the storm, a wreck at the border crossing near Blaine.

A reefer and a loaded tanker, one of them said. Going to push your wait time way, way back. A couple of hours.

Not good.

Karen needed to reach her sister tonight. She looked at her folded map for an alternative entry into Canada. Shed always crossed at Blaine. She examined the web of roads in Washingtons northwest corner. Lynden looked easy enough. Exit northbound on Route 539 at the north end of Bellingham, straight shot to the border. If Lynden was choked, shed try Sumas.

The storm was unrelenting.

Karen couldnt see much. Gusts rattled her Toyota. She tightened her grip, questioned her sanity, and considered returning to her apartment in Seattle. Or at least finding a motel for the night.

No.

She estimated that she could be at Marlenes home in less than two hours if she was cautious.

But this route made her uneasy. She saw fewer towns, buildings, houses, lights. She pressed on, unable to see the streams, the forested foothills, or the slopes of the Cascade Mountains. But they were out there. Veiled by darkness. As she drove deeper into it, Karen felt alone. Vulnerable. As if she were being swallowed. She switched on her radio to find a jazz station to help her relax.

A warning light began blinking. The low-fuel indicator.

How could that be? It made no sense. She had filled up at the truck stop. Maybe it was faulty? All right. Shed stop at the next gas station. Just to be safe. But there was nothing out there except the wind, the rain, and the night. She kept driving. After a few more miles, more warning lights began flashing. Engine. Oil. Her car began vibrating. The motor sputtered, then began bucking. Karen was jolted.

Dear Lord.

She pulled over, switched off the ignition, and took a deep breath. Be calm. Wait ten minutes, start the car, and drive slowly to the nearest gas station. Ten minutes passed. Karen turned the key. Nothing.

She tried again.

Nothing.

Take it easy. She fished through her bag for her cell phone and address book. Shed call the auto club. But the familiar silver shape of her phone failed to emerge. It had to be there. Karen dumped the contents of her bag on the passenger seat, feeling her stomach tighten. In her hurry to leave Seattle she had forgotten her phone. It was in her apartment. Charging on her kitchen counter.

She closed her eyes. Inhaled, then exhaled slowly. Rain hammered on her car as the wind rocked it. She tried starting it again. Nothing. She reached for the manual and flipped through it, knowing it was futile. She knew nothing about cars.

Karen had no choice, she had to try something. She reached for the hood release. She found her penlight and umbrella. Maybe the trouble was obvious. She got out and a violent gust snapped her umbrella, tearing the cloth, exposing the frames prongs, like the ribs of an eviscerated animal.

Karen managed to raise the hood. Her tiny light came to life and she probed an alien world of wires, metal, rubber, hoses, and plastic reservoirs with colored fluids. Maybe something had come loose. Right. How would she know? As she reached into the engine to test a cable the road began glowing in intense white light. The hissing rain yielded to a growing roar as a line of several big trucks thundered by, throwing waves of spray that drenched her.

Furious, Karen retreated into her car.

She tossed her twisted umbrella into the backseat, then grabbed the wheel to steady herself. Soaked to her bones, she began shivering. Dont panic. Think of a plan. Stay in the car. Change into dry clothes. Maybe a patrol car or Samaritan would stop and call a tow truck or something. If not, she could spend the night in her Toyota. It wasnt too cold. She had a blanket. In the morning, shed start walking. The next town couldnt be far.

She reached for her clothes bag and stopped. Two white circles blossomed in her rearview mirror. A vehicle had pulled onto the shoulder and was approaching. The lights grew brighter as it crept closer, coming to a stop a few yards behind her. It looked like an RV.

Someone was going to help her.

A door opened on the RVs passenger side and a figure stepped out. A man. Wearing a long overcoat and a hat. He stood at the rear bumper of Karens car, silhouetted in the glare of his high beams and the curtain of rain. Hope fluttered in her stomach. She wiped her hands across her face and smoothed her wet hair as his shadow crossed the light.

The first thing she noticed at her door was a white collar, and then she recognized the beard and ball cap of the reverend from the truck stop. Relieved, she lowered her window about ten inches.

Your car giving you trouble, miss?

Karen hesitated. She couldnt see his face. His voice was grating, a rough whisper.

Yes, it quit and wont start.

Is anyone coming to help you?

No.

Let me take a look.

The reverend switched on a flashlight and walked to the front. The hood was still raised. Karen felt him pulling and tapping as he inspected the motor.

Try starting it now!

She turned the key. Nothing happened. The front end dipped as he pressed hard on something.

Again.

Nothing. He closed the hood, returned to the window.

Smells like somethings burned out on you. Could be anything. Ive got a phone in my motor home. I can call a service truck for you, if you like.

Yes, please. Oh, wait. She turned to the passenger seat, sifted through the contents emptied from her bag. Im a member of the auto club. Heres their card with the toll-free line.

Goodness. He swept his flashlight from the card to Karen. Youre sopping wet.

I tried fixing it myself.

I can see that. You shouldnt sit here and risk catching cold. Youre welcome to wait in the RV until they come.

Karen weighed his offer. He seemed kind. He was a clergyman. She had considered approaching him at the truck stop to talk. Rain poured from his hat as he waited.

Youre a Christian, arent you, Karen?

She caught her breath.

How did you know that, and my name?

The hat tipped to her club card.

Your names on your card here and I noticed you have an Ichthus bumper sticker, the fish symbol for Jesus.

Oh, right. She nodded. Of course.

I saw you in the restaurant near Bellingham. You looked troubled.

Karen was half smiling in amazement as she reflected on everything that had happened to her today. She had prayed for help. Was this a sign? A reverend finding her adrift in her personal storm? Was it all part of a master plan?

She collected her things, then followed the reverend to his vehicle. He opened the door. A few small papers swirled from the RV and fluttered into the night before Karen stepped inside.
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Len Tolba, a deputy sheriff with Sawridge County, took another hit of coffee and looked toward the morning sun washing over the mountains as he rolled his four-by-four past Laurel, northbound on 539.

Hell of a storm last night.

Top of his shift and he was heading for Lynden to investigate a complaint of local teens who had spraypainted obscenities at the Pioneer Museum.

Tolba shrugged off his frustration.

He was twenty-nine years old and had put in five years with the highway patrol. Not that there was anything wrong with what he was doing. No, sir. Not at all. He enjoyed it and was grateful to serve. But he had more to offer.

Tolba wanted to make detective.

Hed taken courses, studied, saved his comp time to take more classes, and attend seminars out of state. He was ready. On his passenger seat was a well-thumbed copy of the latest homicide investigators textbook. Hed read it so many times he could damn near recite entire chapters. Still, he knew the only way to be good at a thing was to do it.

Now, rumors were going around that council was going to approve the departments budget to expand the detective division. Tolba figured this would be his chance.

Major crimes happened around here. They got their share of homicides, sex crimes, and arsons, thats for sure. The population was under two hundred and fifty thousand, but a lot of traffic moved through the county. Sawridge was located in Washingtons northwest corner, covering 2,120 square miles stretching from Okanagan County in the east, to the Strait of Georgia in the west. From Skagit County on the south, to the Canadian border on the north. It also encompassed some of the most remote regions in America.

Some of it still wild.

Tolba took another sip of coffee and his radio crackled with a call.

Whats your twenty, Len?

North on 539, about three or four clicks north of Laurel.

Got a report of a breakdown or abandoned vehicle. Toyota. Blue. Washington registration. Ready to copy?

His dispatcher recited the plate number, then put it on his computer.

Trucker out of Bellingham said he saw it there last night and this morning. He puts it seven miles north of Laurel.

Likely a breakdown from the storm. I should be coming up on it. There. I see it.

The Toyota sat on a lonely stretch of road that sliced through rolling forests of cedar, hemlock, and Douglas fir. He turned on his emergency lights as he eased up on it.

First things first.

Tolba began typing on his computer keyboard, requesting checks for warrants, theft reports, and information on the owner. His query came back showing nothing outstanding. The car was registered to Karen Katherine Harding of Seattle. Twenty-four years old, according to her date of birth. White female. Brown hair. Blue eyes. Five feet three inches. One hundred ten pounds.

The computer beeped. Karens drivers license picture appeared on Tolbas screen. Pretty, he thought, peering at her face for a moment before grabbing his clipboard. He checked to ensure that he had an impound notice before getting out to tag the Toyota.

As Tolba closed his door he saw an enormous crow approaching from a treetop. Gliding so near above him as it did, he heard the beat of its wings, the silky whoosh of its black feathers, saw its beak open to release a squawk-caw before it vanished somewhere over the forest. Tolba pulled his attention back to the Toyota.

Lets check it out first, test your detective powers of observation, he kidded himself. He noticed the Jesus fish bumper sticker. The student parking sticker for a Seattle college. The car appeared to be well kept and in good condition. No flat tires. Nothing leaking. The rear seat had a travel bag and an umbrella.

Tolba paused to consider the umbrella.

It was in bad shape, like it had been destroyed in last nights storm, then tossed in the back. His attention moved from the back to the front seat. Now this was strange.

The keys were still in the ignition.

The door was unlocked.

He checked the highways shoulder, walking thirty, maybe forty yards in each direction.

Nothing.

He went back to his four-by-four and reached for his radio.
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Just over a hundred miles south in Seattle, Trudy Moore heard activity in the apartment above hers.

Sounded like Karen was back, she thought, glancing at the time while getting ready to put in a morning shift at the coffee shop a few blocks away. This was Trudys busy day because she had three afternoon classes.

After washing her breakfast dishes and tidying up, she filled a watering can to tend to her plants, reminding herself how lucky she was to live in this gorgeous building in Capitol Hill.

It was a classic stone apartment house built around 1910. Her place was a second-story one bedroom with hardwood floors and bay windows overlooking downtown, the Space Needle and the Olympic Mountains to the west. She had managed to get a terrific sublet deal through a friend.

A door slammed overhead, startling her.

Strange.

Trudys apartment was identical to the one above her where Karen Harding lived. Both of them had been tenants for close to a year and had become attuned to each others living rhythms. Karen was as quiet as a church mouse, which was Trudys nickname for her because Karen went to church every Sunday morning.

Karen would certainly never slam a door. Maybe the door handle slipped. Trudy resumed checking over her lecture notes, tapping her pen against her pages, until she heard footfalls. Heavier than she was used to. The floor creaked as though someone was walking throughout the entire apartment. Walking, urgently. Doors opening and closing.

What was going on? That didnt sound like Karen.

Trudy remembered hearing her leave last night. Heard her descend the stairs. From the window shed seen Karen hurrying to her car and driving off in the rain. Afterward Karens phone rang at least six times. Come to think of it, it started ringing again earlier this morning and went unanswered.

Trudy waved it all off. None of her business.

She glanced at the time, calculating how much she had to study before collecting her books, getting on her bike, and riding to the coffee shop.

Karens phone started ringing again.

This time someone upstairs picked it up and Trudy heard the faint sound of someone talking. More footsteps, a door opened, thudded closed. Then the hall stairs creaked as someone quickly descended them.

Trudy heard the rush of a person passing by her door. A big person.

That is definitely not Karen.

Trudy was absolutely certain because she was staring at Karens parking space and her car was still not there.
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The vague feeling that something was wrong nagged at Marlene Clark throughout much of her morning.

She couldnt pinpoint the source.

It had nothing to do with her job as a nurse at Vancouver General Hospital. In fact, the surgery to remove the enlarged spleen of a sixty-year-old woman had gone well. Marlene had suppressed the twinge of puzzling unease at the back of her mind, concentrating on passing sponges and instruments from the tray to the surgeon.

After the operation, worry began niggling at her again. What was it? She didnt know. She was sure it had nothing to do with work, with the kids, or her husband. Just a cloudy sensation that something wasnt right.

She glanced at her watch and started for recovery. On the way she called her house to check with her sitter, Wanda, who was watching Timothy and Rachel.

Everythings fine, Marlene. All quiet here. Want to talk to the kids?

A few seconds of chatting with Timothy and Rachel relieved her. She went to post-op where she reviewed the spleen patients chart. Later, she found an empty staff room and began eating a late lunch as she checked her schedule for the next days surgery.

A twenty-year-old woman was having her gall bladder removed. Given the patients age, Marlene would double-check for any body jewelry that might have to be taken out before the operation. Studs in tongues were popular, she thought as Anita from the desk poked her head into the room.

There you are. Telephone call for you, Mar.

Marlene glanced at the extension number of the line in the room.

Can you put it through here?

No problem.

In the moment she waited, she thought of Bill. Hed mentioned something about going out to dinner. The line rang and she picked it up.

Hello, this is Marlene.

Hi, Marlene, its Luke. Luke Terrell, Karens boy-friend.

Luke? Why was he calling her here? Was he in town?

Hi, Luke.

Im sorry to be bothering you, but, um

The tone of his voice was weird.

What is it?

Is Karen in Vancouver visiting you? Or has she called?

No. Why? Whats going on?

Please dont get worried. Please, but the police just called me

Police!

They found Karens car off the highway, 539, near Laurel

As Luke explained the little he knew, a hollow sickening feeling seeped into Marlenes stomach. Ears pounding, she seized upon bits of his accountKaren left her apartment with a bagleft without her cell phonethere was a stormcar abandonedmissing

Luke was scaring her, stirring her mysterious fear, twisting it all horribly into focus.

It was about the dream shed had last night.

A nightmare about Karen.

She was screaming and screaming.
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She died?

Jason Wade, a rookie police reporter at the Seattle Mirror, pressed the phone to his head to hear over the newsrooms scanners. He needed to be certain of what the cop was telling him.

She died in the hospital an hour ago, the lieutenant said.

First edition deadline was looming. Jason jabbed the night editors extension.

Beale.

Got an update on the I-405 traffic accident in Bellevue. State Patrol confirmed the woman just died of her injuries.

One hundred max.

One hundred words. Gladys Chambers deserved more than that, Jason thought. She was seventy-two, driving home from a seniors club where she played the organ when a tire blew and her car rolled.

I can give you a little profile, shes a retired Boeing worker.

Were tight. One hundred.

One hundred words didnt even warrant a byline. It was as if Gladys Chambers was somehow being cheated in death. Jason wanted to write more about her life but followed orders.

The night editors ruled his world.

Embittered veterans who had boiled his job down to a few commandments. Never turn off the police scanners. Never let the Seattle Times or Post-Intelligencer beat you. Write exactly to the length we tell you. Never take criticism of your writing personally. Everybody produces crap and the day side knows jack.

Obey and learn.

Jason knocked out exactly one hundred words, then sent his story to the copy desk.

Behold the lot of a cub reporter on the police beat of a major metro.

Discarded sections of the Mirror, the L.A. Times, and USA Today were splayed on his desk. He considered them along with the used-up notebooks, junk food wrappers, outdated press releases, and his future.

He was failing.

He was a month into the papers legendary soul-destroying six-month internship program and all he had to show for it were eight bylines. He had to get his name in print more often. This was his shot at a job with the best damn newspaper in the Pacific Northwest, a kick-ass operation.

He couldnt afford to fail.

Jason called up the wires, scrolling through them for anything breaking. Little had moved since he last looked. He checked regional Web sites for press releases, then made more checks going down the tattered list of numbers for police, fire, paramedics, and port people throughout the Sea-Tac area. Call after call yielded nothing new.

Except for the organ ladys death, it was an uneventful night.

Jason went to see Vic Beale, the night editor, typing before a large flat-screen monitor.

Instead of searching the wires, Im going to call around the state, see if I can dig something up.

Beale, a craggy-faced man with wispy gray hair, peered over his glasses. His attention paused at the silver stud earring in Jasons left lobe, then the few days growth of whiskers that suggested a Vandyke.

Were jammed for space. If you get anything, itd better be good.

Ive got nothing to lose.

Knock yourself out.

At his keyboard, Jason summoned the Mirrors universal call list, a massive file of names, numbers, and contact information for anything and everything. He decided to start with the border and work his way south.

He called the Blaine crossing.

Hi, Jason Wade from the Seattle Mirror. Anything shaking up your way tonight? Any arrests, seizures? Any oddball incidents?

The duty officer gave him an officious brush-off. You guys know youre supposed to call the press office.

Yeah, but those people dont know as much as you. And I bet they dont work as hard.

You got that right.

So between you and me, did anything happen for you tonight, anything worth pursuing?

Naw. Try Sumas. I heard there was something out that way.

Thanks.

The woman who answered the line at Sumas was cheery.

Nothing going on here, dear. Id try Lynden.

The number for the Lynden border crossing rang and rang. Jason was hanging up when the line clicked, and he pulled the phone back to his ear.

No, nothing here. The Lynden mans name was Jenkins. Sorry, you got a bad tip.

Well, Im just poking around.

That things got nothing to do with us.

That thing? What thing?

Excuse me? Jason sat up.

You want the Sawridge County Sheriff.

Why, whats going on?

Likely nothing, but they found an abandoned car on 539 about ten miles south of us.

Abandoned car? What about it?

I guess theyre trying to find the owner, a young Seattle woman.

Why? Is there foul play or something?

Ive got no idea. Call the county, but you didnt get it from us.

Jason persisted with several calls to Sawridge County until he connected with Detective Hank Stralla. The cop listened patiently, then told him they had concerns over a car abandoned on 539.

Were attempting to locate the owner to be sure shes unharmed.

Why concerns about a car? I mean that sort of thing happens all the time, right?

Were going to wait until tomorrow before releasing anything.

That suggests you have something. Whats happening tomorrow? Do you suspect foul play?

Stralla let a moment of silence pass between them.

Until we locate the owner, we really cant say much.

Something in Strallas tone triggered Jasons instinctsthis was the precise moment to push.

Would you consider releasing a few details now? A story in tomorrows Mirror might help. You know our circulation is statewide. Goes right to the border.

Stralla considered the proposal.

Tell you what. Let me make a few calls. Ill get right back to you either way. Whats your number?

Jason gave Stralla his number, telling him he had about an hour before the papers next deadline.

Ill get back to you as soon as I can, Stralla said.

Jason hung up.

Maybe he was on to something here. He glanced at Beale and the editors. Should he alert them? Alert them to what? He hadnt nailed anything down. Hed forgotten another commandment. Never oversell a story. Besides, this could be nothing.

Better sit tight.
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Jason stared at the clock.

No word yet from Detective Stralla. He watched the second hand sweeping time away, downed the last of his cold coffee, tossed the Styro cup in the trash, got up, and paced the desolate newsroom.

He was the only metro reporter on night duty.

The small crew at the copy desk worked with subdued intensity on the first edition, oblivious to the police radio chatter. Keeping an ear tuned to the scanner and his phone, Jason went to the newsroom bulletin board and browsed the administrative memos and staff notes offering items for sale. Like a Starcraft with a 45 Merc, or Mariners tickets and discounts on Hawaiian getaways.

Then he saw his own picture under the banner: MEET OUR INTERNS.

Jasons face and bio were up there among the six junior reporters hired for the Mirrors internship program. The lucky ones, Neena Swain, the assistant managing editor, had told them when they had first arrived.

You have a golden opportunity to prove yourself to us. You wont be coddled here. Schools out. This is the real world. Were paying you a full-time reporters rate and we have expectations.

She adjusted her glasses with cool precision, then locked eyes with each intern at the boardroom table.

On every story youll go up against the Seattle Times and the Post-Intelligencer. So youd better make damn sure that youre the first reporter on it, and the last one to leave. You get the best quotes and you get it right. Every damn time. Neena Swain brought her fist down on the table. The Seattle Mirror has won nine goddamned Pulitzer Prizes and we will not tolerate anything less than excellence. At the end of six months one of you, and only one of you, will be hired full-time.

The rest would be gone.

That was the deal. A do-or-die competition. All of the interns had impressive resumes with experience at the New York Times, the Chicago Tribune, Newsweek, the Los Angeles Times, and the Wall Street Journal. All of them came from big-name schools like Columbia, Northwestern, Missouri, Arizona State, and UCLA.

All of them but Jason Wade.

He had worked as a forklift driver at Pacific Peaks Brewery near the airport to put himself through community college. And hed put in part-time shifts as a reporter at a now-defunct Seattle weekly, while selling freelance pieces wherever he could, including one to the Mirror.

It was a crime feature on beat cops that had caught the eye of Ron Nestor, the Mirrors metro editor, who gave Wade the last spot in the intern program after another candidate dropped out at the last minute.

Jason got in by the skin of his teeth.

It was likely why he was assigned to the most loathed position at any newspaper, the night police beat.

Looks like you drew the short straw, Ben Randolf said. He was a tall good-looking guy from Columbia whod worked at the Chicago Tribune. His parents were New York investment bankers. Best of luck, buddy. He winked at Astrid Grant, standing with them.

Its a good situation for you, Jason. Astrid Grant had worked at Newsweek. Her father was an exec at a big studio in Los Angeles and she had graduated from UCLA. Personally, I detest police, but its a good fit for you, what with your background, dont you think?

Later, Ron Nestor gave Jason a pep talk.

The police desk is vital, Jason. Dont sell it short. The crime beat is the front line of news. The radio scanner is our lifeline to stories that will stop the heart of Seattle, or break it.

It was a mean, brutal business and Jason yearned to be part of it. But here they were, a month into the program, and each of the others had nailed front-page stories and long showcased features. All he had managed so far were eight small, forgettable, inside hits.

He walked away from the bulletin board.

The Mirror was at Harrison and Fourth, a few blocks north of downtown. The newsroom was on the seventh floor, its west wall made of glass. He gazed into the night. It was clear after yesterdays storm. He watched the running lights of the boats cutting across Elliott Bay, trying hard not to think about the brewery and what awaited him if he failed to get a job with the Mirror.

He was twenty-five and had already lost too much. Like Valerie. She just up and left him. No. Admit it. You drove her away. How many months had it been? It still hurt. Get over it, loser, you blew it with her.

Jasons phone rang. He trotted back to his desk. It was Stralla.

Were prepared to release a few details to you.

He glanced at the clock. Forty minutes until deadline for the Mirrors second edition, which was the largest.

Are you releasing this to everyone?

Just you tonight. Its all yours. No one else has called.

Jason hunched forward in his chair, his pulse kicking up as he squeezed his pen and wrote down every detail Stralla gave him in the case of Karen Katherine Harding. Then he told Vic Beale what he had.

Youre sure its exclusive?

Got it confirmed from the detective on the case.

And you got a picture?

Yup.

Get moving. Ill talk to Mack about taking it for page one. Youve got thirty-five minutes to get it to me. Move it.

Fingers poised over his keys, Jason concentrated and began working on his lead. Thirty minutes later he was done and proofreading his story.

By JASON WADE

Seattle Mirror

Police are baffled as to the whereabouts of a Seattle college student after her car was found abandoned near the Canadian border.

Sawridge County Sheriffs deputies have little evidence to help them explain what happened to Karen Katherine Harding.

A deputy on patrol found her 1998 Blue Toyota Corolla parked on the northbound shoulder of State Route 539, some 10 miles from the Lynden border crossing into Canada. The cars keys were in the ignition. The doors were unlocked. Investigators found no signs of violence or a struggle among her belongings, which included an overnight bag.

On the face of it, its strange. Were attempting to locate Ms. Harding. Until then we cannot rule out the possibility of foul play, Det. Hank Stralla told the Mirror last night.

Its believed Harding may have had car trouble while driving in an intense storm after leaving her Capitol Hill apartment Tuesday evening. Stralla said Harding has a sister who lives in Vancouver, British Columbia, and suspects she may have been on her way there for a visit. Harding informed no one of her destination, he said, declining to discuss further details about her disappearance.

Harding is 24 years old, 5 feet 3 inches tall, 110 pounds, with brown hair and blue eyes. Anyone who has information concerning her whereabouts should contact the Sawridge County Sheriffs Office.

Jason hit the Send button, delivering the story to the night desk for editing, then he began kneading the tension in his neck, when Beale called him.

Fronts taking your story below the fold. Nice work.

Thanks.

Jason left his desk for the internal viewing window at the far end of the newsroom and looked down two stories at the massive German-built presses. The smells of ink, hydraulic fluid, and newsprint were heavy in the air. The pressmen were busy replating and making adjustments for the next edition. Soon bells rang and the building trembled as the presses began to roll.

Later Jason wandered back into the news section, to Beale, who was watching Letterman on the big-screen TV on the high shelf.

What do you think? Is she dead? Jason asked.

She could surface. It happens. But who knows? Pretty college girl all alone on a stormy night. Ill tell you one thing. Beale switched off the set, collected his jacket and bag to leave. Readers will eat this up. People love a mystery.
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A seagull shrieked from the waterfront as Jason Wade walked to the parking lot. Gentle breezes skipped along the bay, carrying the smell of brine and the long, mournful sound of a tug.

He stopped to watch the Mirrors delivery trucks rumble from the docks, laden with bundles of the edition carrying his story. His first front-page story. On its way to a metropolitan area of three and a half million people. To every doorstep in every neighborhood, to every street and corner store where the Mirror battled the Times and the P-I for readers.

Beat you both.

He stared at his byline for what mustve been the tenth time tonight, drawn again to Karen Hardings picture.

He hoped she was still alive. He didnt wish for anything bad to happen to her just so he could get a good story. Although he needed one. No matter what had happened to her, this one was his and he wasnt going to let it go.

He rolled up the paper and unlocked his car, a 1969 red Ford Falcon. Spotted with primer, it had sat for years in the garage of a firefighters widow on Mercer Island. She had placed a for-sale ad online. Jason was the first to respond. It needed some work but ran good. Six hundred bucks. The Falcon might not be pretty, but it had never let him down.

He headed for Denny Way. As he wheeled toward Broad Street the Space Needle ascended before him. To the south, the skyline glittered with its tallest buildings, the Bank of America Tower, Two Union Square, and Washington Mutual. Not far from them was Pike Place Market.

Jason marveled at Seattle. Jet City. The Emerald City.

At this time of night, it was all his.

Northbound on Aurora Avenue, he thought that maybe he should mark the evening with a little celebration. Hed earned it. Temptation beckoned from the back of his throat and he drew his hand across his mouth.

No. Forget that and get home.

To the east he saw Gas Works Park as he approached the Aurora Avenue Bridge, which spanned Lake Union. On lazy, sunny days hed come here to watch the sailboats, or the ships navigating the Ballard Locks and the Lake Washington Ship Canal on their way to the ocean. He also knew the darker history of the bridge. Everyone did. Since its construction, a lot of people had jumped from it to their deaths.

After he entered the eastern edge of Fremont, he stopped for Chinese takeout from Johnny Pearls. Thirty minutes later he was home.

His neighborhood was on the fringes of Fremont and Wallingford, a peaceful enclave of quiet family homes. His building was a large, nineteenth-century house that had been divided into apartments.

He had moved here halfway through college to put some distance between him, his old man, and the brewery. The stairs creaked as he climbed them to the third floor and unlocked his door.

He kept the lights low. It relaxed him. His living room had oak floors and two secondhand, dark green leather sofas hed picked up for free from a dentist who was closing his office. The sofas faced each other before the fireplace, which was bordered by built-in bookcases. A low-standing coffee table smothered with newspapers rose between them.

At the opposite end of the room, Washington-born Jimi Hendrix, Jasons beloved god of rock, was frozen in a giant poster above his thirty-gallon aquarium. Aware of the hour and not wanting to disturb his neighbor below, he carefully lifted a chair from the kitchen. Without a sound he placed it before the tank, which made the room glow in soft blue light. The tiny tropical fish gliding among the coral, the sunken ship, the diver, and the bubbles soothed him. A little sign near the diver warned FISH WILL ATTACK ON COMMAND.

Jason cut a lonely figure, sitting there eating his chicken fried rice and ginger beef, his newspaper on the floor below him as he looked at his story for the thousandth time.

A dream realized.

As far back as he could remember, all he wanted to be was a writer. And ever since he began reading people like Crane, Steinbeck, and Hemingway, he figured being a reporter was the best training, a ticket to the greatest story on earth: life.

He studied its daily dramas every morning on his first job in the business, delivering the Seattle Mirror. Reading the news took his mind off of his own troubles, like when his mother walked out on him and his old man.

She had worked alongside his father on the bottling line at the brewery. But she was drowning, she had written in her note, and was leaving to survive. Her desertion crushed Jason.

We have to keep going, Jay, his father said one night while they were watching a game on TV. Shell come back, youll see.

But she didnt.

Later on, as Jason tried to comprehend how his mother could just leave, his grades plunged, his college dream slipped away, and his father got him a job at the brewery.

They would rise before the sun, get into his fathers pickup, and drive to the dreary concentration of dirty brick buildings, smoke-plumed stacks, and the overpowering smell of hops. For Jason, it was a gate to hell and he understood why the thermos in his old mans lunch bucket was spiked with bourbon.

Jasons bucket always carried a book.

He vowed to pull himself out of that place. Between loading trailers with pallets of beer, he read classic literature, saved his money, went to night school, improved his grades, enrolled in college, worked weekends at the brewery. He also drank a bit. All right, more than a bit. Hell, name a writer who didnt. He moved into the apartment, wrote for the campus paper, and freelanced stories while working part-time at a Seattle weekly.

Then he met Valerie.

She was a graphic artist from Olympia. Her parents had died in a car accident years ago and she had no other family. A loner like him. They fell in love, talked about living together, marriage, kids, the whole thing. What they had going was deep and good.

Until he destroyed it.

Hed stopped off at a bar after working late, forgetting how a week earlier he had stood her up for a movie by doing the same thing. Only on this night, the anniversary of the day his mother had walked out, hed forgotten about Valeries companys awards banquet. He arrived underdressed, late, and drunk.

How could you do this, Jason? Dont you have any self-respect? Valeries voice broke in the cab. He never forgot the hurt clouding her eyes a few days later. We need time apart, she told him. Theres a short-term job Im taking in Los Angeles. Im driving down next week. Alone.

That was that.
 ???Man, that was that. Jason blinked at the beaded bracelet on his wrist and almost smiled. A gift from Valerie. The bracelets were popular at Pike Place Market where shed bought an identical pair when they first began dating. One for you, one for me. She had laughed, slipping it on him. Were handcuffed together. Forever.

Jason had tried to reach her in Los Angeles, but it was futile. She never called or e-mailed him. He didnt know the company in L.A. All he could do was hope she would come back so he could make things right. But it dawned on him that he was like his father, that he had lost the woman in his life and, like his old man, drank to ease the pain.

That was several months ago.

In the aftermath, Jason painstakingly regained control. He quit drinking and clung to the only dream he had left, becoming a reporter. He was so close now, he thought, staring at the front page of the Seattle Mirror.

He finished eating, then went to his fridge, opened the door, and stared at the lone bottle of beer. He kept it there to prove to himself he didnt need it anymore. That he was not like his father. Right, but he deserved to celebrate. Just tonight.

No.

He reached for a bottled water, shut the door, picked up his fresh copy of the Mirror from the floor, headed down the hall. After brushing his teeth, he fell into bed, exhausted. He removed the bracelet, capped it on his bedpost, then folded the paper so he could study his piece.

Karen Harding stared at him from the newsprint.

He could not take his eyes from hers.

It was as if she were pleading for him to help her.
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Karen Harding was surfacing.

Eyes closed.

Dreaming, still dreaming, she was rising slowly to consciousness as her senses awakened. Her head throbbed with the noise. A drone. Deafening against her ears. Something rolling, circulating at high speed like a power tool. Like a buzz saw.

Her entire body bounced gently as if on a spring. Swaying. Floating. Moving as she grappled to keep dreaming of her sister. Marlene. She was talking to Marlene. She needed to see Marlene. Calling out to her. And Luke. She was no longer upset with Luke. She needed them. Desperately. Why didnt they hear? Why didnt they come to her?

Her ears were pounding. Was that her heart beating?

Closer now. Almost there.

Her dreams faded and she could feel her blood pulsating in her ears. Then a sickening feeling slithered in her stomach. Something has happened. Youre not dreaming.

Dont open your eyes.

Her heart began to hammer. She shuddered. Instinct told her to feign unconsciousness. Assess everything. She tried to swallow, but it was difficult to breathe. Her jaw ached. Her teeth biting on something foreign wedged in her mouth. Her tongue timidly probed the object. It was large, circular, fabric and twisted like a cord, which went completely around her head.

She was gagged.

Her mouth was filled with a terrible bitter taste. Breathing was hard. Swallowing air hurt. Her cheeks were wet with drool.

Dont open your eyes.

There was pressure near her hands. Karen strained her fingers, feeling the coils of rope binding her wrists. She drew short quick breaths. Her ankles. She felt pressure at her ankles and ordered her muscles to move her feet apart. Nothing happened. Her feet were bound. She was on her back.

What was happening to her?

God. Please help.

Keeping her eyes closed, she clawed at her memory. Go back. Think. Shed been driving. Upset with Luke, she had left Seattle to see Marlene in Vancouver. Her car had broken down in the storm and someone stopped.

The reverend.

So kind.

She had stepped into his RV. It had a strange odor. Newspapers, maps, files, and other assorted items were strewn about the front. A bad feeling overwhelmed her. She wanted to return to her car but didnt want to appear ungrateful. Hed been so good to stop and help, and then everything went dark.

Then she remembered feeling as if someone was carrying her.

Her heart slammed against her rib cage.

Oh God!

Karen swallowed. She was fully conscious. She knew she was moving. Traveling. She opened her eyes to darkness. She tried to lift her head but struck it against something hard, knocking her back. She manipulated her hands to the right and felt a hard wall.

Gooseflesh rose on her entire body.

Oh, dear God!

Karen was terrified. She tried to scream but couldnt. She tried to kick but couldnt. She tried to pound her fists against all sides of her tomb but couldnt. She began to sob but it only made her choke and gasp.

She forced herself to be calm.

Oh God. Whats happening?

Be calm. Be calm. Be calm.

She had to stay calm and think. She had no sense of how long shed been here. Or if it was real. Was it real? Or was it just some sort of joke? A sick college rite of passage? One of Lukes stupid friends? Trying to scare her? It wasnt funny.

It wasnt a joke.

She turned to her left, blinking at the darkness. She started a prayer when her body bounced, shifting her slightly, piercing the blackness with a thread of light.

Karen blinked.

With some effort she repositioned herself to the left, drawing her face closer to the light. It was a seam no wider than the edge of a credit card, allowing her a narrow glimpse of the outside. Concentrating and pressing against it to widen it, she was able to see carpet.

She held her breath.

She was in an RV. Directly across from her was the veneer finish of the storage compartment that supported a twin bed. So she was under the twin bed at floor level. Under the storage area of one of the RVs beds at the rear. Maybe she could break out?

She forced her body against the wall to her right and pushed hard against the wall with the crack. Nothing. Like trying to push against stone.

Karen collected herself, drew her face back to the crack, pressing against it, widening it a little, to see what else she could see. Her eyes traveled from the rear, over the files, papers, maps toward the front. It looked as if thered been a terrible struggle.

She saw the drivers head. His neck. Karen tried to swallow.

The reverend.

Cutlery, or what she thought was cutlery, rattled as the RV rolled over a bump, jolting Karen.

She heard a thud above her, saw something strobe across her shaft of light. When she focused, her scalp tingled.

A womans arm hung over the edge of the bed above her.
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Shortly after dawn the next day, a police helicopter hovered over State Route 539, a few hundred feet above Karen Hardings Toyota.

The yellow ribbon of tape marking the huge rectangle around her car quivered in the prop wash, lifting the pages on Hank Strallas clipboard. Sipping take-out coffee, the Sawridge County detective faced the clear morning light painting the spot where Karen Harding had vanished.

Too early to tell exactly what the hell happened here.

The chopper pivoted to make more passes south along the shoulder. It had gone about half a mile. The break in the thumping allowed him to think. Was this a young woman who had simply hitched a ride when her car broke down, or a crime? One thing was certain: the circumstances were suspicious.

He looked up at the Cessna borrowed from Washington State Patrol. It made another pass, photographing the area and scouring the terrain for any signs of a body. Then he heard a yip from Sheeba, the Belgian shepherd emerging from the forest, snout to the ground, leading Chris Farmer, one of the states best K-9 officers.

The heavy rain wont make it easy for her to pick up a scent, Farmer had told Stralla at the outset.

I appreciate that. Just do what you can.

Stralla watched the crime scene investigators in their white moon suits working on the Toyota. Theyd been at it since daybreak.

At this point, theres no sign of violence, said Cal Rosen, the lead criminalist, as he chugged a Coke. No indication of a struggle or blood. No casings. Nothing. We got some partial latents, but the cars pretty clean. Strange she would leave the keys.

Strange. What about mechanically?

Weve got to get the car on a flatbed and over to the garage to process it further, give it a good goingover, and examine everything. At this point, it looks like she ran out of gas and got picked up, or walked away.

Stralla agreed, it was the most likely scenario. His attention went to her drivers license picture on his clipboard. She ran out of gas. She walked off, or someone stopped. Then what?

He scratched his chin.

They had zero so far, nothing to point them in any direction. Time was always a factor. Soon hed start a shoulder-to-shoulder grid. And he would call in divers to check the Nooksack River.

He looked under Karen Hardings license and the folded copy of the Seattle Mirror. That kid, Jason Wade, had done all right on the story. Down the road, a satellite news truck from Bellingham was lumbering to the scene. More press were arriving.

Stralla sighed. During his time on the job hed seen it all.

Scams. Cons. Insurance frauds. People who couldnt make car payments. Pissed-off spouses, adults who had the right to lawfully vanish. Let people think they disappeared into Canada, if they chose.

He was haunted by the case of a troubled housewife whod vanished a few years ago under similar circumstances. He had leaned so hard on a paroled convict he believed had killed her that it nearly drove the man to suicide. Then the housewife surfaced in Toronto. Turned out shed staged her disappearance to cover for an affair. The case shook Stralla to his core. Angry at himself, he vowed never to repeat his mistakes. Until they had something concrete, Karen Harding was a person missing under suspicious circumstances.

A large group of people had gathered at the perimeter. Karen Hardings college friends, including some teachers. Theyd volunteered to help search the scene. The newspeople were interviewing them, taking pictures. He went back to his clipboard and reviewed his reports.

He wanted to talk to Luke Terrell, Karens boyfriend, and Marlene Clark, her sister. Luke had told Tolba that Karen was on her way to visit her sister in Vancouver, B.C., but her sister said it was news to her.

Something didnt sit right on that point.

Stralla needed to know more about Karens state of mind when she left. Was she emotionally or physically impaired? Taking medication? Cal was right. It was strange that shed left her keys in the car.

Chilling.

But Stralla kept that to himself, hoping for a mundane explanation as he scanned the rolling dark forests and the Cascade Mountains. Too much of this vast beautiful region was stained with blood. The Green River Killer, the Spokane Serial Killer, and the grisly cases up in British Columbia all jutted from its history like headstones.

Monsters loved to hunt here.
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