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  digital publishing means that we are now able to bring you the backlists of a huge range of titles by classic and contemporary crime writers, some of which have been out of print for
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  From the genteel amateur private eyes of the Golden Age and the femmes fatales of pulp fiction, to the morally ambiguous hard-boiled detectives of mid
  twentieth-century America and their descendants who walk our twenty-first century streets, The Murder Room has it all. 
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  Brothers shall fight and fell each other,


  And sisters sons shall kinship stain;


  Hard it is on earth, with mighty whoredom;


  Ax-time, sword-time, shields are sundered,


  Wind-time, wolf-time, ere the world falls;


  Nor ever shall men each other spare.


  Destiny speaks to Wotan;

  Poetic Edda on the

  ancient Vikings
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  PART ONE


  Scanning
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      The hunter must know the habits and habitat and the characteristics of each animal. . . . He must know the clues revealing its nearby presence even before he sees
      ittracks, calls, feces, smell, the alarm signs given by other animals.

    

  


  


  Chapter One


  Hollis Fletcher had thought about his own death for so long that when it came he wasnt ready. Two minutes before his own ultimate moment, he said aloud to himself,
  Spooked him. The words came out as puffs of vapor on the cold northern air.


  His deep-set brown eyes studied the deers tracks. The slight drag marks of the big whitetail bucks hooves in the snow told him it had been walking and browsing; then it had scented
  him, or heard him, and had trotted off into the safety of the marshy squaw grass west of his cabin.


  Fletcher straightened slowly from his effortless crouch. He was a rangy man of fifty-six, with a taut nut-brown face his dead wife had delighted in calling Mongol despite his Scots, Welsh, and
  German blood. Attila the Hun, sweeping down out of the eastern steppe.


  Long gone, he said aloud of the buck, a habit of many men voluntarily alone in an isolated environment.


  There was no sun but he was sweating under his parka. When hed heard the deers startled whistle hed started trotting to cut it off; the spoor here showed hed never
  had a chance.


  Fletcher left the tracks to crunch through the knee-deep snow, away from the leafless yellow birches rimming the marshland into which the buck had run. Vagrant snowflakes drifted down as he
  wound his familiar way through the raspberry and prickly ash, low brushy undergrowth which had sprung up after a lightning fire had cleared out the white pine and balsam a few years earlier.


  He stopped dead, totally surprised. Here his buck had cut back out of the safety of the squaw grass into the open burn again. Not really panicked, since it had been bringing the hind foot down
  at each step almost exactly into the print left by the front, but stepping right along.


  Fletcher looked west, toward the brushy crown of low hills visible beyond the frozen marshland. A hunter moving up there, some last momentary ray of sunlight glinting off a rifle bolt? It would
  have been enough to spook a buck already spooked by Fletcher. But dusk was only thirty minutes away, and what sort of hunter relished a Minnesota winter night in the open?


  Anyway, there would be no surprising this buck tonight. A bow hunter has to make a totally silent upwind stalk to within ten yards of his prey to be sure of a disabling shot, and when just a
  kid, Fletcher had learned never to leave cripples.


  Not leaving cripples was practical as well as honorable when you depended on the bow for your meat. Even now he scored his arrows with the lightning-flash grooves Old Charlie had taught him.
  Blood from the wounded animal ran down the grooves, dripped on the ground, and made a trackable blood spoor.


  As always, he stopped by a fire-blasted spruce a thousand feet down the burn from his cabin to take off his mittens and unstep his bow. The woods, utterly silent under the fitfully drifting
  snow, had grown somber and still in the few minutes since hed cut the deers trail.


  He stepped away from the tree and was struck a terrific blow just beneath the left knee. It spun him partway around. He went down on his back. Some cold unshocked center of his brain registered
  the rifle crack a full second after hed been hit.


  Some damn fool hunter up there on the crown of the hill, desperate enough for a deer to convince himself Fletcher was it. Had snapped one off, connected, and probably was sighting in again.
  Fletcher started waving his arms in the air above him.


  Hey! he yelled. Dont shoot!


  His voice wouldnt carry, but those semaphore arms, through the scope, would register as something human that . . .


  His left hand was jerked sideways by a hurtling slug. A spray of salty blood splattered across his lips. He rolled desperately toward the bushes, the splintered ends of bone that protruded
  through his ripped pant leg grating without pain. That wasnt random shooting.


  A giant fist shattered his chest. He felt bone and muscle and meat give inward, snap, tear. Blood and bile filled his mouth. Maybe he screamed. He didnt know. He didnt know
  anything at all.


  The killer released his half-breath and let his cheek rest against the stock of the 30.06 Remington as against a lovers thigh. Hed done it! Ten minutes
  earlier, watching a deer trot out into the swamp, hed known he couldnt pull the trigger when it was a man in his scope. Then it was, and he did.


  And 367 yards away, Fletcher lay dead.


  As the killer stood up, vomit welled into his throat. He finished wet-eyed and wheezing, rubbed his face red with a mittenful of snow. He kicked groundfall over the mess hed made.


  The scope had shown him the mortal chest shot puff out Fletchers parka, but even so he fixed the spruce against the fading light before he lit a cigarette with tremoring hands. Had to
  make sure, like sticking your tongue into the socket where your tooth had been before the dentist got it. He trudged down toward the fire-blackened tree hed used for sighting in the rifle on
  a bright fall afternoon two months earlier.


  In the fuckin infantry you pump your fuckin carbine dry, sonny, and whadda ya got? A bundle of old clothes fallin in a fuckin ditch. But a sniper,
  sonny . . . The profanity was suddenly gone. He sees his man. The guys right there, youd recognize him in a crowd. Only there aint no crowd. Just that
  face, right in front of you, the eyes goin scairt as the chest cavity takes the slug. . . .


  Ex-sergeant Jerzy Hrock, exorcising his memories as a sniper in Korea, shot glass dwarfed by his massive hand.


  The killers mittened hands dropped his cigarette as he tripped over a tussock of dirt and ice-stiffened grass and almost fell. He fumbled out another and stumbled on, now through gray
  dead timothy and squaw grass beaten by wind and snow into barbed-wire entanglements. It was nearly dark. He was sweating under his new down coat.


  The Sarge had sweated while his flat black eyes strained to see the dead faces he could never forget.


  Takes a certain sort of feller to remember them faces afterward, sonnyand still go out and do it all over again.


  Once through the squaw-grass entanglements, the killer angled across the burn toward the blackened spruce. He knew he wasnt that sort of feller. Once was all he could take.


  More snow here, easier footing, but he crunched loudly through the crust at each step. He stopped. Listened to the forest. Nothing. Nerves. He went on. Spooky here at night, so different from
  that bright fall afternoon when hed sighted in the rifle. He hadnt thought hed ever really do it. Not then. Then, merely an exercise in what-ifs.


  His flashlight danced around the dead spruce in sudden panic. No Fletcher. But hed used the spitzer rounds culled from the Sarges drunken maunderings, and . . .


  He grunted aloud in relief at sight of the facedown huddle under a light talcum of fresh snow. Not as bad as imagination had suggested, not if you didnt look too hard at the startling
  white bone glinting below the left knee. Just Sergeant Hrocks infantryman sprawl of old clothes with a massive dark soaking underneath, an arm thrust out and the face buried in the snow.


  The killer turned away, crunching through the snow crust. Only a dead man sprawled with such easy abandon.


  The dead man stirred.


  Some corner of his dead brain had heard the crunching footsteps, the heavy breathing, had counseled the organism to stillness. Had heard, eventually, the retreat of human sound, had taken from
  the open receptor ears the normal night noises. Grumpy quill-rattle of porcupine caught out of hibernation by the unexpected early snow. Bright birdlike trill of deer mouse over a treasure of dried
  berries. Farther off, perhaps in the cedars toward the cabin, the boastful thumping of a snowshoe rabbit.


  But no further man sounds sent their alarm signals to that small watchful animal center in the dead brain. And so the dead man stirred and groaned.


  Other centers of the brain, fighting through the protective drug of shock, began accepting sensory data again. The head turned slightly from the cup its exhalations had melted in the snow. The
  eyes opened to the grayness of night. Pain began.


  Holy Jesus, said Fletcher.


  But pain meant at least parts of him were still alive. Most of the bleeding, after the first massive outpourings, had stopped. Winter cold to thank for that. He remembered the first shot hitting
  his leg. His eyes traveled down his sleeve to the abbreviated finger stumps his eyes could pick out even in near-darkness. He remembered that one too.


  But not the third. Where had it gone in? Chest, most likely, because that was where a hunter would aim. And because of the amount of blood-soaked snow beneath him.


  Had to know. Had studied the field-aid manuals a man living alone in the woods was a fool not to study. He edged his undamaged right arm out from beneath him. Gingerly exploring fingers touched
  raw meat, then bone. Recoiled. Rats of panic gnawed his brain. Even though the bullet had struck at enough of an angle to glance off rather than penetrate, splintered ends of bone thrust out
  through the skin meant an open fracture.


  He made the gloveless hand keep on exploring. The slug had glanced away, right enough, but bone splinters could have been driven into . . . He caught his breathvery gently. His probing
  fingers had slipped off a rib right into the chest cavity that cradled his precious lungs. A cough, a deep breath, almost anything could collapse those lungs by compressing them with air drawn in
  from outside through the open wound.


  How could he make the chest airtight, or reasonably so, without compresses or bandages? Mitten. Hed removed them to unstep the bow, they ought to still be in his pockets. If he could get
  at one of them, then get his belt off somehow, maybe he could use the belt to cinch the mitten against the wound.


  He moved to reach for a mitten, and died again.


  Cochrane. Main Street was heaped with the dirty snow of the winters first storm. Wilmots General Store already had handmade crepe-paper Christmas cutouts in the
  windows. Snow wind-splattered against the movie-theater marquee obscured last summers faded cinematic delights. Two miles beyond town was the airfield, but on impulse the killer jerked over
  the wheel where Dutchs Tavern spilled gold out across the dirty churned sidewalk snow. He put on his yellow ski glasses before going in.


  Seven men studded the bar, two fat farm wives overflowed one of the hardwood booths in the rear. A fishbowl full of hard-boiled eggs with a hand-lettered sign: 2 for 4 bits.


  Whatll it be, mister?


  Dont call. Theyd remember a call in here. Bar whiskey, the killer said.


  No hunters here, maybe a mistake to come. Only heavy, hard farmers, callused hands holding glasses of draft beer and shots of whiskey as they would hold hymn books on Sunday mornings. Bib
  overalls, dirty denim jackets washed pale and thin at the elbows, heavy mud- and manure-caked rubbers over their boots.


  Thanks. God, how hed needed that. One more, please.


  Get your deer?


  The killer shifted uncertainly and caught a fragment of himself in the back-bar mirror. Golden glasses, neat goatee, and trim dark mustache. He settled for a wry shrug as an answer.


  Yo, shes slow this year, agreed the thick-bodied bartender, taking the shrug for communication. He dried his hairy-backed hands automatically on his wet-grayed apron.
  Bad corn crop cause of the drought, so theyre hangin back in them white oaks eatin acorns.


  Drought, hell! snapped one of the farmers. Fierce voice, face like a rock garden. Them bastard deers the reason the crops bad in the fust place.


  The killer smiled idiotically, mumbled, and headed toward the mens room and pay phone by the rear entrance. Had to keep from panicking, had to avoid conversations, had to remember they
  couldnt see into his mind. Hold on to the one central fact: Fletcher was dead.


  Fletcher coughed. Twisted to his left in the snow and yelled as bone needles stitched his flesh. But the pain had brought him back.


  In the manual, neat and orderly as a geographers terrain report, it said to forcibly exhale, clap on the bandage tightly to make the wound airtight, and cinch in place. Reality: moaning,
  grunting, pausing when the blackness rose in front of his eyes. But even so, managing one-handed to pull the belt from around his waist with little jerks which overcame inertial friction. Now, the
  mitt . . .


  
    
      His dad took off his mitt and went down on one knee to feel some deer tracks just beyond the bobwire fence. He gently blew the drift snow out of the heart-shaped
      depressions.


      Couple days old. Havent seen a man-track yet, not a fresh one.


      Isnt that good? asked the boy.


      Not for our kind of hunting. Not enough hunters moving around to stir em up and send em to us. Stand up on that stump and dont move any more than you have to.
      Ill go down to the point by the cornfield and swing back through the hardwoods.

    

  


  With awkward sawing motions, Fletcher got the wide leather belt worked higher and higher up his trunk, until it was around his chest. Then he fumbled the mitten into place over
  the wound, slid the free end of the belt through the buckle with his right hand, ready to jerk it tight and cinch it in place. He hesitated, like that frozen moment between the strike of the
  smallmouth bass and your reflexive jerk to set the hook.


  
    
      Just then the shots started, dull and muffled and far off, like the strokes of a distant hammer. The boy counted thirteen. His father paused halfway through the bobwire
      fence.


      Got him out in the open away from the trees, he said. Therell be blood on the snow tonight.

    

  


  Fletcher exhaled and jerked the belt tight. Coughed blood out onto the snow and fainted.


  


  Chapter Two


  Nicole Ross stepped back under the hot shower to wash soap from her left armpit. She absently massaged a breast while soaping under the other arm. A girl in college once had
  remarked admiringly that she had large soft breasts; only later had Nicole realized it had been an oblique pass. At the time it had just seemed a distressing invasion of privacy.


  Eight years and several severe dieting regimes ago. The breasts were firm and shapely now and she meant to keep them that way.


  Nicole emerged from the shower dripping and wrapped herself in a huge terry-cloth towel. Steam came with her from the stall to make the mirror image of her heart-shaped, sensual face as ghostly
  as a double-exposed negative. From the bedroom came the ringing of the phone. As she opened the door, her stepdaughters preadolescent bellow came up the stairs.


  Nicole, its Daddy. He says


  Tell him Ill get it up here.


  Crossing to the new two-line phone on the walnut nightstand beside the queen-size bed, she left two very distinct wet footprints on the rug, two paler ones, then none.


  Davids voice on their new unlisted line was slightly accusing. I called twenty minutes ago, nobody answered.


  You know Robbies got basketball and that I pick up Katie from ballet on Fridays. Her eyes went to the bedside clock. Dont tell me youre still at the
  office.


  Jarvis wanted a list for a personal mailing.


  Kent Jarvis, present aide to the governor, perhaps soon-to-be campaign manager. Tonights gathering might very well decide whether there would be a campaign to manage. She realized that
  David was still talking.


  . . . not even here himself, just called and said he wants a list of key out-of-staters not necessarily active in politics or not even necessarily Democrats, but who the
  governors


  David, what are you babbling about? Were supposed to be out damn near to Wayzata in under two hours, and this snow


  Ill be home as quick as I can.


  Thanks a lot. But he already had hung up. Damn him.


  But at least now he owed her one. And she wouldnt have to be picking out his shirt and assuring him, yes, that tie was perfect, just when she was trying to get dressed herself.


  She caught sight of herself in the full-length mirror on the back of the door, jerked the floppy transparent shower cap from her head, and shook out golden hair, stylist-fresh, so it gleamed in
  the glass. She had a short nose and kissable lips and liquid blue intelligent eyes, features that gave her face the beauty of the actress shed once expected to be, before her excellent mind
  won out over her insecurities and pushed her away from theater into the mechanics of politics.


  She slid down the towel, sucked in her stomach, and cupped her breasts with her hands. Not bad for twenty-nine. In their first year of marriage, David had kissed her breasts each morning before
  she put on her bra.


  Gary, lowering his mouth to her breasts as she lay nude on the motel-room bed . . .


  She jerked her hands away abruptly, grabbed up her bra, and began fitting it on. Dressing hurriedly, she felt cold.


  The cold made Fletchers teeth chatter. Each shiver sent a lance of pain through him. Concentrate. Somehow he had to tie the shattered leg to the good one so he could
  crawl. He ran his good hand lightly over the chest wound. The makeshift bandage seemed firmly in place.


  Cold. So cold.


  So crawl. Cabin. Phone. Survive. How far? A thousand feet? Count em. Count your blessings. All the wounds are on the same side of your body, so you can crawl. He began groping
  around in the snow for the bowstring. Could he slip it off the end of the bow so he could tie the legs together, thus using the good one as a splint? His good hand worked at it, sweat starting to
  pour off him. He could picture all of the activity filling the pleural cavity with bright arterial blood.


  Dont think about it.


  
    
      Think about the squirrel, cussing out the boy from the branch above the stump where he stood. His overshoes already had made the stump-top snow hard-packed and slippery.
      The squirrel was a gray, jerking his fine bushy tail with each outraged chit.


      You shut up, the boy told him. A big soggy meteor of white fell from a branch and soughed into the groundfall beneath,

    

  


  jerking Fletcher awake, blowing and spitting, in his terror of smothering.


  Lying on his right side, he drew up his good leg and got the other on top of it, positioning the part below the fracture with his hand. He wrapped the bowstring awkwardly around both of them,
  sobbing with frustration before he finally got it tied.


  Courage, man; the hurt cannot be much.


  No, tis not so deep as a well, nor so wide as a church door. Tis but a thousand feet.


  Dig with the good elbow, heave with the good shoulder, shove with the good foot. How far? A foot. A thousand such efforts. Dear God.


  He raised his head to look around the darkened woods, in case this was his last time to see it. A huge gaunt timber wolf was standing two yards away from him. It had its head slightly lowered,
  was staring at him with golden eyes. Ears pricked forward. The wolf! The wolf! His . . . What? His totem? As the bear had been Old Charlies?


  No wolves in this part of Minnesota. Hallucination? Was he dying? He shook his head and looked again. No wolf.


  One . . . two . . . three . . .


  Heave. Rest. Heave rest. Heaverest. Heaverestheaverest


  Shoulder cramping: 122. Elbow numb.


  
    
      Feet numb. Wriggle the toes. Tap on them with the rifle butt to awaken circulation. A single remote shot cracked the silent cold, a voice hallooed, thin with distance.


      The brush right in front of him exploded with a huge buck as he jerked up the gun clawing off the safety pointing jerk jerk jerk, a single flow of unthought motion which nevertheless seemed
      slow-motion.


      You guys are the picture of slow-motion, bellowed Hodge. Fletch and Gary were both hung-over and hating the boxcar of lumber they had to unload.
      Slow-motion.


      One-ninety-nine . . . 2.0.0 . . . 2 . . 0 . . 1 . . .

    

  


  After much consideration, Nicole chose the Ted Lapidus wool dress she had bought in a little shop at the Munich Hilton on their European trip last summer. A delicate ecru
  color, very feminine, fashionable and modest while making the most of her excellent figure. If the governor decided to run, she and David were going to run with him. Going all the way.


  She had gone all the way with David on their first date; he was six years older than she and had pleaded like an adolescent.


  The phone rang again. She went around the bed and picked up to hear her husbands voice.


  Katie, tell Nicole that


  Im on the line, David.


  She heard her stepdaughter hang up the kitchen extension. David said, Wed better meet at Olafs house. By the time Id get over there to pick you up wed be
  so


  Cant you get anything right?


  This time she beat him to it, slamming down the phone before he was off. She sat down on the edge of the bed and gave a deep sigh. One little uptight lady tonight, using the same tone with her
  husband she sometimes used with Katie. But Katie was only nine. She felt a moment of repressed panic. Was this the horse she was going to ride to Washington? And she hadnt seen Gary
  since theyd broken it off, and . . .


  Slow down. David had been a damned good account exec, and he was good at his job for the governor. It was just that Jarvis drove everyone too hard out of his own ambition. And when they talked,
  Gary would carry off their meeting with perfect aplomb, as he did everything. He was a great governor; if he ran and made it, he would be a great president. Washington! A different world. A
  different planet. She felt a slight fluttery tension in her groin, as if she were starting sexual foreplay.


  Before they started loving they would turn on a tiny brass lamp with a ten-watt bulb which cast a warm dim golden glow over their bedroom. They liked to see each other, see in
  the others face when the moment was at hand, even though Fletcher would have recognized Terrys body among a thousand others by texture alone. The long elegance of thigh and cupped
  elegance of hip, the unexpected sensuality of flesh beneath finishing-school-taught severity of dress.


  Four-twenty-five . . . 426 . . . 427 . . .


  Too painful. His face sagged into the snow. He wanted to sleep. Perchance to dream? To weep. Loss. Terry. Blood.


  
    
      I . . . must have missed him.


      Buck fever, said his father.


      But even so, they pushed through the twisted cover at the foot of the rise.


      Well well well. His fathers voice was very soft.

    

  


  Painfully, turtle-slow, he turned his head to look back at the way hed crawled. By the newly risen moon he could see the splotches on the snow like the blood clots on
  the drag trail where the big buck had gone down forty-one years before.


  
    
      First blood, said his father in that same soft voice.


      The buck lay at the end of the twelve-foot drag trail hed made going down. His head was wedged up against the bole of a burr oak and his eyes already were glazing. The protruding
      tongue was flecked with blood. The antlers were shiny scimitars of polished bone, the nose was black and damp and beautiful against the snow.


      The most beautiful buck in the world. His buck.

    

  


  His blood spoor. No atheists in foxholesor on drag trails. So pray. Prey. He was prey. Someone had shot him, had left him a cripple.


  Hed once tracked a deer two and a half days because Old Charlie had said real hunters didnt leave cripples. It finally had quit bleeding, had plain outwalked him, might even have
  found another deeryard in which to shelter. Hed always told himself that it had, and had been able to replenish the heavy expenditure of energy so it hadnt subsequently starved.


  Hed come to love that deer more than most of the people hed known in his lifetime.


  Five-fifty-six . . . 557 . . .


  Balance lost blood against lost time as strength ebbed and energy expenditure rose. As his beloved deer had done to beat him. As he would do to beat . . . Who?


  Some stupid hunter who made cripples.


  Get to the cabin. Why? Couldnt remember. And why had he dragged the stringless bow along when . . . Latch. Use it to push up the latch. Made to keep out porcupines after salt, but it
  could keep out a man who had only enough strength to crawl. Last year the porkies had eaten the handle off his ax for the salt.


  Six-eighty-nine . . . 690 . . . 691 . . .


  If he raised his head, would he see the cabin ahead under the cold moonlight? He raised his head. A few yards ahead of him in the path, facing him, tongue lolling, ears pricked, was his great
  gray wolf again. Must have been pacing him, stalking beside him as he . . .


  No. Not real. He blinked. Cabin ahead? Or just making aimless loops and arabesques under the bushes like a mole under forest leaf mold?


  Once when hed been standing in the forest the leaves had started rustling under his feet. Then they had begun to heave and roil. And suddenly a long black furry blob with little gleaming
  white pegs in the middle of it had erupted and rolled right over his boots. There it had split in half and scuttled in opposite directions, and he had realized that it had been two moles locked in
  combat. Blind creatures, fighting blindly. Had they run into each other at the edge of their respective territories? Or was it over a female?


  Seven-twenty-five . . . 726 . . .


  If he made it, hed call Victor at home in case he was bleeding inside. Call Victor how? How could he . . .


  The bow. Use it to knock the phone off the table. Victor would call an ambulance to meet him at the cabin.


  If Fletcher survived as far as the cabin.


  As he stepped into the cabin of the Beechcraft from the foothold on the wing, the killer heard the wail of a distant siren. He clamped his safety belt. Beside him, the lanky
  redheaded pilot pushed the auto-starter. The prop began swishing and the motor chuffed and caught.


  The siren. The sheriff had found the body, he was caught.


  The engine roared, the plane bumped forward. The killer shut his eyes. When he opened them again, he could look down and see an ambulance racing below them as they banked across the road,
  gaining altitude for the flight back to Minneapolis. An ambulance, not the police. He leaned back and shut his eyes again. The mild-eyed pilot, who thought the killer was a Minneapolis realtor
  closing a very confidential off-season recreational land deal in Cochrane, said something into his microphone and adjusted their course.


  Ambulance. Going to pick up a woman in labor, perhaps. The killer liked that idea. A life to replace the life he had . . . that had ended. The eternal circle: birth, life, death. He opened his
  eyes and sat up. It was finished.


  There any coffee?


  The thermos, said the pilot. Help yourself.


  Suppose they did find Fletchers body after next springs thaw, he would be just another statistic of the previous falls hunting season. So many deer, so many farmers
  cows because they were brown like deer, so many hunters because they had forgotten to wear enough red. All part of the hunt.
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