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9:19 AM
Bad weather.
Growing up in the Adirondacks, Shannon had dealt with it all the time. Whiteout blizzards and frigid temperatures – she’d become inured to it. Having spent her childhood on a small farm, she remembered shoveling snow out of the horse barn. It snuck in through the door gaps, forming curved drifts in the corners.
Eventually, you came to expect it. At least, you stopped expecting anything different. It was part of life when a bad storm toppled the maple that smashed through her bedroom window. Or when animals called from the barn in the shrieking wind and side-driven snow. When the roads were so slick that even the most astute drivers slipped over the edge, into ravines and icy ponds…
That was life then, but this was even worse.
This storm now was supposed to be a “wintry mix.” It had been predicted to mostly pass over the region. But it wasn’t. It had found a place it liked and wasn’t going anywhere.
Snow gummed onto the wiper blades. Despite them whacking back and forth, the window was opaque. It was the kind of precipitation that piled up quickly and compacted to ice. She could feel the tires slipping even though she’d reduced her speed to almost nothing.
The snow-crusted sign by the road said Long Lake was either fourteen miles or four. Probably four. At least she was almost there. Was she going to risk it? What was the other option – sit on the side of the road and hope for spring?
Her destination was actually north of Long Lake – but it was looking like she was going to have to make a pit stop one way or another. The best bet: make it the four miles to town, then wait this out.
She switched on the car radio to see if they were saying anything new. The rental car had a fancy console. She hadn’t been able to make heads or tails of it, but at least she’d figured out the radio. It played an ad for great-smelling laundry detergent as she leaned forward and squinted into the blizzard.
The accumulation on the wipers grew worse. She could barely see the road. She flipped on her blinker to pull over. No, she wouldn’t wait for spring, but she couldn’t keep driving ahead with zero visibility.
After she slowed the car to a stop, she unsnapped her belt and hopped out. The snow stung like nettles, the wind driving it almost horizontally. Hunched over in the chill, she took hold of one wiper and sluiced the junk off the blade. She leaned across the hood of the car and cleaned the other. The snow pelted her. It had formed a hardening slush that encased the vehicle.
A similar coating of ice gripped the surrounding trees. It was actually quite beautiful. The stolid loneliness of the frozen landscape, a suffusion of crystal; it all had the quality of being somehow on another planet. The wide strip of white curved into the distance, bisecting the snow-laden evergreens, everything the cast of newspaper. Above it all, the low sky was bruised and dark, not a patch of blue in sight, no portent of a quick end to the Armageddon.
February.
Good times.
Shannon opened the door and slipped back behind the wheel. Shivering for warmth, she cranked up the heating vents a notch.
She tried the wipers. They were better, but they still smeared more than wiped clean. It was always time for new blades during the worst possible conditions.
She considered another danger – the heavy trees, the boughs completely coated in ice. She’d have to be careful – the way the wind was going, with all that extra weight, there was bound to be timber coming down.
Though she checked her mirrors for traffic, she hadn’t seen or passed anyone in a long time. Maybe not since Blue Mountain Lake, and that was ten miles behind her, more than twenty minutes ago. The going had been slow.
She eased the rental forward and rolled on, alert, hands at ten and two.
A quarter mile later, the radio station relayed a weather update: Freezing rain in the lower elevations, turning to snow in the mountains, the temperature continuing to drop.
“The hits just keep on coming,” Shannon said.
People were advised to stay home, said the newsman. Drivers were warned to stay off the road.
But no one apologized, did they? No meteorologist was going to step in and say, And, ah,
sorry, guys – looks like we misjudged this one. Our bad.
It felt like fate. It felt like one of those things. She’d driven home to upstate dozens of times. It was an easy drive, one road out of the city and straight north for four hours. This one time, she’d taken a detour. And look what had happened.
It’s your own fault.
Well, maybe. She’d checked the weather and had known a storm was brewing. Yes, she’d believed the smiling weatherman who said it was going to be a piece of cake. Nothing to worry about. But she couldn’t blame him. These things happened.
It didn’t stop her from drafting a strongly worded letter in her head. One that she would never send to any TV news station, but nevertheless raised her spirits to think about.
She was just deciding how she would sign off – perhaps: Dear weatherman, the FBI knows where you sleep – when she saw a vehicle coming in the other direction.
At first, it was nothing more than a cloud of white. Could have been a small team of horses. But then the silvery nose of a large pickup truck broke through the updraft. Its headlights were on, and it was moving at a good clip.
The road was wide enough, but the way this guy was driving had her worried. And the closer the big truck got, the more it seemed to drift into the center. She thought she could see the word RAM on the grille.
“Hey,” Shannon said softly. She took her foot off the gas. “Hey, hey, hey–!”
The truck grew in her windshield until it was barreling right at her. At the last moment, the driver seemed to realize it and grabbed the wheel – the truck made a sudden jerk to Shannon’s left – but it wasn’t enough. She cranked the wheel in the opposite direction.
They passed each other at speed. The truck came so close that she heard a loud snap, like something had hit her. The wind from the truck rocked her car on its shocks as she pitched off to the right. She stood on the brakes, and the rental slid forward.
But instead of stopping on the shoulder of the road, she was going past it.
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9:26 AM
When the car finally came to rest, the nose of it was dipping down into a narrow ravine between the snow-covered road and the treeline.
In the mirror, Shannon caught a flash of red as the truck slowed; then the brake lights winked off. Either the truck was also slipping, or the driver simply wasn’t planning to stop. He’d gotten back to his side of the road and was moving right along. Within seconds, the truck disappeared around a bend.
Everything was silent. Just her breathing and the ticking of sleet against the vehicle.
Her heart was a tom-tom in her chest. She closed her eyes and took a couple of cleansing breaths.
Remembering the noise she’d heard, she opened her eyes, looked to her left. The side mirror was gone. Well, not gone, but hanging from some wires and plastic, blowing in the wind.
“Oh,” she said. “Well, there you go.”
She was covered by insurance since she always opted for the full coverage. Not that she rented cars all the time – she lived in Brooklyn and rode the subway to work. When the FBI needed her to go somewhere, she took a company car. But the fact that she’d barely avoided a head-on collision with someone who hadn’t even bothered to stop… She felt the bitterness rise. This guy had been reckless. Checking his phone, maybe putting out a cigarette. Not looking until the last second.
Finally, she took her foot off the brake. With the side mirror destroyed, she twisted around to look back. Seeing no one, she put the vehicle in reverse and stepped on the gas.
The car started to move, then stopped. She gave it a little more gas, but the tires spun.
She instantly took her foot off the pedal. No sense making the situation worse.
She put the car in drive and let it creep forward a couple of inches, then threw it in reverse again and hit the gas. It moved back a little farther this time, but then seemed to collapse into the rut, and the tires spun some more. She tried alternating from reverse to forward a few times in rapid succession – rocking it – and was just starting to climb out of whatever groove she’d fallen into when the car settled back again.
She took a breath. She put the shifter in park and looked around, thinking. There, in the back seat – she had some things she was bringing to her family. One item was boxed – something she’d ordered and had delivered to her apartment before leaving.
Taking a pen from her valise, she tore a seam in the box and carefully emptied the contents. She broke down the box and folded it up until she had something like a thin board.
Back outside the vehicle, the wind continued to whip and howl. She’d been sitting here for at least a minute, probably two, and no one else had come along. Probably everyone was heeding the bad weather. Like she should’ve been.
The rental was a brand-new Toyota Camry. All-wheel drive. Supposedly a high-performance vehicle, no matter the forecast. Well, maybe she’d have two letters to write once she got out of this.
She jammed the folded cardboard beneath the tire that looked like it had the most slippage, then got back behind the wheel. She was soaked and chilled from being out in the inclement weather for just a short time.
“Okay,” she said, putting the Camry in reverse again, “here we go.”
Going easy, she pushed on the gas. She felt the vehicle creep back. When she thought the tire probably had purchase on the cardboard, she urged the RPMs higher. Seeing no one coming, she let it rip and pressed the pedal deeper, and the Camry leapt backward and out of the rut.
She was back on the road.
After sitting a moment, she started forward, then increased speed to a modest twenty-five miles an hour.
But the backend fishtailed. She tapped the brake and turned in the direction of the skid. Once she had it under control, she gave it more fuel and righted herself.
Wow. This was bad. Keeping her speed even lower, she crawled along. It had probably been half a mile since the Long Lake sign. Trees filled in the road sides – pines and firs and birches heavy with that wet snow and ice.
She focused on the driving. The road was windy, and she did twenty miles an hour. She dared pushing it to twenty-five again, but then dropped back. The wipers were starting to gunk up.
Before the windows could totally glaze over, she saw a shape up ahead. A sedan that was off the road, dipping a bit into the ditch, just like she had been.
She wasn’t surprised, things being the way they were. She started her hazard lights flashing and slowed alongside it.
Fearful of getting stuck again, she avoided moving too close to the shoulder. But the road was so curvy; if she stopped in the middle of it, there might not be time for a motorist to fully brake to a stop, not when things were so terribly slick. She settled for close enough, then buzzed down her window. Fresh slush tumbled in.
“You okay?”
The other car was still running – exhaust puffed from the tailpipe. The windows were just crusting over, but she could see inside. It looked empty.
She yelled louder. “Hello? Anyone? Can you hear me? Are you all right?”
Nothing.
She waited, checked her mirror, and then laid on the horn.
“Hello? Is anybody in that vehicle?”
But no one was answering.
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9:34 AM
“Chloe?”
“Uh-huh.”
“I’m hungry…”
Jake was seven and never stopped eating.
“You just had something,” Chloe said. “Five minutes ago.”
“Can I have a drink?”
“We’ve got to leave the refrigerator closed. When the power goes out, you have to keep the refrigerator closed to keep in all the cold. Keep everything fresh.”
“We can just put stuff outside in the snow,” Jake said. His eyes were big and lost and brown.
“That’s enough, Jake,” his sister said. Maisie was nine. Same hair the color of wheat straw, but different eyes. Green, like her mother’s had been. There were three Sayward kids – Maisie was the oldest daughter, and Radha was the baby of the family, at four. Jake was the boy in the middle. Chloe had been babysitting them for about a year and a half and knew all their strategies and tells. Jake’s method was persistence. He sought to get his way through gentle – but relentless – badgering.
And those big brown eyes.
“You could start the generator,” he said to Chloe.
“We don’t need the generator. Why don’t you go play with your sisters?”
“No,” they both said in unison. They were in the living room, on the floor, playing a board game by candlelight.
Jake sighed. “I guess I’ll just starve, then.”
“I bet you’ll make it,” Chloe said. “Snack time is ten o’clock. Same as ever. Just be patient.”
Head hung, shoulders slumped, he trudged off into the living room.
Chloe looked at her phone. Without the Wi-Fi, there was no internet, because the Sayward place was outside of LTE coverage – she could text and call, but nothing more. And whenever she was here, her phone searched for a connection, and it drained the battery. Since she’d forgotten to charge it overnight, it was already down to fifty percent. Better to conserve it than run out.
She’d texted Nick at the start of the blackout to see if it had happened at the store, too, but he hadn’t responded. She sent another now that said, Powering down for a bit, kids driving me nuts, then turned off the phone. She watched until the screen went dark.
“Chloe?” It was Radha this time. With the same baby browns as her brother, blonde curls and lips that stuck out like a bow; the cutest one yet.
Chloe slipped her phone into the pocket of her sweatpants. “Yeah, honey?”
“I have to go to the bathroom.”
“I’ll take her,” said Maisie, getting up from the floor.
“No, it’s okay. Why don’t you add your brother into the game?”
Maisie stared across the room. The gray light in the windows revealed her disgust. Maisie and Jake were funny – they could get along sometimes like two best friends; they could also be the worst of enemies.
Chloe smiled. “Come on, it’ll be fun.”
“Yeah,” Jake said, standing beside Chloe. “I’m a barrel of laughs.”
It made Chloe crack up. Not having any siblings of her own, she wondered where little kids heard things from. TV, probably. Netflix. And school. The Sayward kids were all in regular public school, but home because of the weather.
Their father had called her at the crack of dawn, desperation in his voice. She’d known what he wanted because the school had called her too, just past five a.m., to announce cancellation. “Any chance you could help me out today? I’ll pay you double for the short notice.”
Colm Sayward operated a sawmill on his large, 160-acre property and supplied most of the area – from Long Lake over to North Creek, down to Indian Lake and north to Tupper – with their rough-cut lumber. Lately it seemed he’d been busier than ever, filling orders seven days a week. Chloe hadn’t had the heart to say no. Nick, who was just out of high school and working at Hardy’s, the local gas station and convenience store, had a shift that day anyway.
“Come on, honey,” Chloe said to Radha. She started to take the girl to the bathroom, but Radha said, “Flashlight!” and they stopped in the kitchen, rummaged in one of the drawers until Chloe came up with a small flashlight.
As she moved down the hall with Radha, Jake and Maisie started bickering behind her in the living room. Outside, the wind whistled and thudded against the house. Sleet streaked the windows, leaving icy trails. The woodstove was going in the living room, a roaring fire, so they had plenty of warmth. They would just have to ride this thing out. Maybe Mr. Sayward wouldn’t stay out all day; the bad weather would drive him indoors.
She could call him. Just to be on the safe side. It would be better with the generator going, despite what she’d told Jake. Better with power. Something about this storm was unsettling.
As she sat outside the bathroom, waiting for little Radha to pee, Chloe turned her phone back on. It just felt too uncomfortable to be completely cut off from the world.
She waited while it booted up. Radha finished, and Chloe helped the girl clean up.
No new messages from Nick. She stared at the screen, but nothing came through.
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9:41 AM
“Hello?” Shannon tried calling one last time, but it was no use. She needed to get off the road and have a better check of the vehicle.
She rolled forward and pulled in behind it. Now her Camry was facing the wrong way in the road. But there was more straightaway in that direction, more time for anyone approaching to slow down. And with her headlights blasting and hazards flashing, they’d have to see her.
Leaving the rental, she stepped into the deep snow of the ditch. More than just the precipitation from this one storm, it was a long winter’s accumulation. She ducked into the back seat and grabbed her thick winter parka and shrugged it on. It was nice, a big puffy black Marmot-brand coat with a fur-lined hood. Well, fake fur. But still.
She looked at her black duffel bag on the seat, considering the contents. In it were her FBI credentials and her service weapon.
She left them for now and withdrew a pair of gloves – also good quality, thin but warm – and closed the door. The sleeting snow stung her eyes as she moved toward the idling vehicle. It was a Honda Accord. Nothing special – your basic midsize sedan. From the early ’00s, if she had to guess. Balding tires.
“Hello?”
She came up on the driver’s side and wiped tacky snow from the window, cupped her hands and peered in. No one behind the wheel or in any seat. She took a couple of steps back, thinking, then looked up and down the road. No sign of anyone around.
She continued on, circling to the front. The nose of the car was pitched slightly toward the ditch. By the time she got there, she was up to her knees. And she noticed how the snow was disturbed.
A second later, she saw the foot sticking out.
“Hello? Hey–!”
Shannon hurried closer. The foot was connected to a leg that made part of a man. The man was half covered by the snow.
She got beside him, calling for him to respond, and cleared his face with her gloved hand. His own hands were bare, lying across his chest and stomach. His eyes were closed. He was maybe sixty years old, judging by the gray in his beard and hair, the wrinkles around his eyes.
“Sir? Can you hear me?”
Even as she said the words, she was already convinced he couldn’t. He had the look of the dead. The feel. That greater density, an extra gravity, a weight that pulled on your chest.
She stripped off a glove and felt for a pulse along the carotid artery in his neck. Nothing. Not even a weak pulse.
She noted his hands again, the way they were placed. She could see the blood now, darkening his green flannel jacket. She gently lifted the hand closest to his heart and saw the bullet hole.
A long breath escaped her, snaking up into the dull gray air and dissipating.
Okay, she thought. Okay…
Careful to disturb him as little as possible, she checked the man for ID. A wallet, something.
Finding none, she climbed up out of the ditch and considered the scene with fresh eyes: the way the car was askew, the way the body was lying in the snow a couple of yards away. The fact that the Honda’s doors were all closed, the vehicle still running.
She took out her phone and dialed 911. When nothing seemed to be happening, she checked: no signal. Perhaps her carrier didn’t work in the region. But any network provider was required to transmit an emergency call whether you used their service or not. As long as there was a tower somewhere in proximity, the call should go through.
If there wasn’t, and she was in a true dead zone, then no luck.
She checked the screen and saw the phone was still attempting to connect the call. While she waited, she took a few deep breaths. The situation had got her heart pumping, and she needed to calm down. To get herself under control, summon help, and keep herself safe in the meantime.
But her investigative mind was crackling. Using a gloved hand, she checked the driver’s side door of the running vehicle, found it unlocked. Once seated behind the wheel, she heard a beep in her ear. She checked the screen: Failed to connect. She dialed again and put the phone to her head.
The car was warm, the heat blasting. She saw nothing unusual at first: a food wrapper on the passenger side floorboard, spare change in a cup holder beside the emergency brake. No ID in the glove box, not even a registration booklet or insurance card. As if the car had been cleaned out. Same with the center console – empty.
In the back seat, a wadded-up paper bag on the floorboards. She found it empty except for a small receipt from Barneveld, New York. From the night before, late, 1:13 a.m. Two tall boy beers and a pack of cigarettes.
“911, what’s your emergency?”
The operator’s voice was fuzzy, distant, but there.
Shannon returned the receipt to the bag, which she then dropped back where it had been. “This is Special Agent Shannon Ames, FBI. I work out of the Brooklyn-Queens Resident Agency; my supervising special agent is Mark Tyler. I’m about four miles south of Long Lake, at the scene of a possible homicide. One male, approximately aged sixty years old. I’m checking through the vehicle now. Honda Accord, 2003 or 2004 model. I’ll just need a second to get the plate number…”
She started out of the car and stopped. “Hello?”
“–’am? – icide? – location.”
“What? I’m sorry, the connection is bad.”
The 911 operator tried to say something else, but it was indiscernible.
Shannon moved to the back of the car. Still no one coming one way or the other along the road. If she had to guess, area schools were closed, maybe even county services shut down. The license plate was covered in snow and ice. She wiped with her gloved hand, but failed to remove the accumulation; it was hardened on.
“Hello?” she asked the operator. “If you can hear me, I’m on Route 28N, four miles south of Long Lake. I have a male, unresponsive, appearing deceased from a gunshot wound to the chest.”
As she spoke, she searched her rental for an ice scraper and found one in the glove box. Nice work, Enterprise Rent-A-Car. Maybe the letter written in this case would be a letter of praise.
She chipped away at the encrusted ice until she could make out the plate number. She asked the operator, “You there?”
“– ear me, know that we have – atched to – ery.”
It sounded like the operator was trying to tell her something. 911 calls routed to the local county dispatcher. Most of the time, those dispatchers were sitting in the same building with state trooper dispatchers right beside them, and they were able to share information. Maybe something was going on and this was one piece of it. But what?
“Listen, I’ve got the reg on the vehicle.” She read off the letters and numbers articulately. But before she finished, the phone beeped in her ear again: call lost.
Shannon started to call back, but stopped. From her position at the rear of the Honda, she could just see the man in the ditch – now that she knew where to look.
It felt awful to leave him like this, but she realized now it was necessary. This was a country road between two tiny mountain towns in the midst of a terrible storm – she could wait for someone to come along, but that could take a while, and the next person along was liable to be a state highway worker in a big truck, salting and plowing. Maybe even a local deputy or a state trooper. If they had better communications – and they would – they’d call this in anyway.
If she had any interest in expediting things – and she did – she needed to make it to town and call 911 from a landline.
Decision made, she snapped a picture of the license plate. She stepped back and got a couple more of the car, the way it was positioned. She took some of the man in the snow. Lowering her phone, she was still for a moment except for her lips, reciting a silent prayer.
She returned to her rental and continued on.
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9:46 AM
Chloe looked up when she heard the engine approach.
After five more minutes of not hearing back from Nick, listening as the children’s chatter escalated from whiny boredom to rancorous bickering, she’d decided to turn on the generator. She knew where it was – in the shed beside the house, before the two big barns – and how to work the pull start. She was born and bred in Long Lake, where, as the cliché went, the men were men and the women were, too.
She didn’t mind it. She modeled herself after her own mother, a woman who’d worked two or three jobs most of her life, who could break a horse and run a tractor and bake an apple pie all in the same day. Mom was out of town for a long weekend, visiting friends. Chloe was happy for her; she deserved it.
At one point, she’d thought to set her mother up with Colm Sayward, a widower of two years. But then she’d reversed course. Chloe liked the three kids, but if her mother and Colm were to get together, what did that mean? They could become her siblings. And that meant more babysitting, but this time for free.
Now, she pulled on her winter coat, hat, and toed into her boots. She’d given the kids instructions, one last time, not to kill each other in the five minutes it would take for her to go out and start the generator. And then she left, surprised by the bite of the wind despite listening to it howl all morning, and surprised by the sting of the snow despite it pecking the glass for over an hour.
This was one of those weird storms. But she’d seen all kinds. The Inuit tribe in Alaska had a hundred words for snow. Maybe there were a hundred kinds of snow up there, but from Chloe’s perspective, there were three main types in the Adirondacks. There was the big fluffy kind, and there was the kind like sugar, that could pile up two or three inches per hour. The third was snow mixed with rain. Typically arriving in late winter, it formed a gelid sleet that shelled everything in ice.
She’d trudged through that third kind on her way to the shed, slipping a couple of times. But she’d made it inside and started yanking on the generator start cord.
Before the motor turned over, she heard a noise outside. Like a vehicle.
At first she wasn’t sure – the shed walls were blocking sound. But then it came again, a low grumble. It rose in pitch, like someone revving an engine. The driveway to the Sayward place – if you could call it that – was long, nearly half a mile in from Route 28N. They were eight miles south of the town center. “Downtown” Long Lake was an intersection of two state highways – 28N and 30 – and a causeway across the lake that featured a beach and a two-star hotel – the Adirondack Lodge. There were other motels on the way into town, a smattering of cabins along the shoreline, but that was about it.
It sounded like someone who’d gotten stuck or was trying to circumvent an obstacle. But the only one working with Mr. Sayward today was Quentin, and he was already here. The two men were presumably working at the sawmill, which was way off in the other direction.
Chloe gave the start cord a few more hard pulls. Despite the cold outside, sweat beaded her upper lip and dampened her hair as she bore down and yanked again.
Finally, the engine jumped to life. She left the shed, letting the door bang shut behind her, and started for the house. Glancing toward the driveway, she saw it – a truck shape in the trees, its motor still oscillating. The driver was definitely having trouble. But then, at the last moment before she went inside, the vehicle leapt forward.
On instinct, she locked the door behind her. The kids were clamoring that the lights were on – they were happy. They jumped around, pawing at her, each with his or her demands of which show to watch first. And Jake wanted to know if he could open the fridge now, since they had power and it was closer to ten o’clock.
“Yeah… yeah, go ahead,” Chloe said, distracted. She stood at the kitchen sink, leaning toward the window to get an angle on the driveway. She was just in time to see a big silver pickup truck drive into full view, then roll to a stop.
The distance and the weather made it impossible to see inside. Not to mention the headlights beaming in her direction. It idled there a few seconds, then started moving again.
The Sayward place was huge. From what she understood, it had been in Mr. Sayward’s family for at least four generations. His great-grandfather, in other words, had bought it a long time ago. 1901 might’ve been the date she’d heard. The driveway even had its own name. Sayward Road.
When you arrived at the estate, you saw two barns, a foaling shed, a workshop, and then the main building – a rambling ranch-style house that went on forever with four bedrooms and two and a half bathrooms. Plus a dining room and a den. While it was heated throughout with hot-water radiators, the heart of the home was the open-plan kitchen and living room with the woodstove.
Mr. Sayward didn’t keep horses. The barns instead housed sawmill equipment, snowmobiles, farm vehicles and the odd car or two. One of those barns was where the silver truck now headed.
She bit her nails a moment, in a dilemma. But better safe than sorry. Her mother had taught her not to be bashful. “Being shy can cost you too much,” she always said. Like people had a choice, Chloe had thought, but she got the point. Better to not hesitate. Fortune favored the bold, and all of that.
She keyed the number for Mr. Sayward. She’d planned to call him earlier anyway, but had been too chagrined. Now she had a real reason.
The problem was, he didn’t answer.
After his recording prompted her to leave a message, she did. “Um, hi, Mr. Sayward. Everything is okay; the kids are okay. You probably know the power is out. I started the generator, and we have lights and stuff. But the reason I’m calling is because someone just showed up at the house.”
She leaned closer to the window above the kitchen sink. No luck – the truck was out of view. She moved down the hallway, past the bathroom and the kids’ bedrooms.
“I don’t recognize the truck,” she continued. “And I just… I don’t know. Wanted to check with you.”
Mr. Sayward’s room was at the end, door shut. She opened it and went in. It smelled like sawdust and cologne and traces of coffee. She went to the windows and looked out. Two of the outbuildings – the generator shed and the workshop – blocked her view to the barn.
Not being able to see the truck, and whoever was in it, felt more and more uncomfortable.
She finished her message. “So if you could just call me back or something, I’d appreciate it. Thanks.”
Aware that she was biting her nails again, she pulled her hand away. She brought up her text messages. Still nothing from Nick. Maybe his phone had died. She was down to forty percent. The time outside in the cold had further zapped it. She tapped Nick’s contact and put the phone to her ear.
He didn’t answer, either.
“Nick, hey. Call me back, okay? I’m worried about you. And – listen – someone just showed up here in a big truck. I’m freaking out a little bit, to be honest. Call me back.” She ended it and put the phone away.
Mr. Sayward’s room absorbed her attention. She’d only been in here once or twice before when the kids were playing hide-and-seek. A picture of him and his departed wife sat on the dresser. She’d been a beautiful woman – the big brown eyes she’d passed on to two of her babies. Colm, too, was handsome. Full black beard, his eyes shining blue. He was like Jamie Dornan, plus twenty extra pounds of manliness.
A crucifix hung on the wall. Near it, a framed picture of a downhill skier – probably Mr. Sayward, but hard to see with all the gear on.
She snapped out of it. A stranger was here and she didn’t know why. Maybe it was nothing, no one to worry about. A friend or an employee. But as she left the bedroom, pulling the door shut behind her, a bird was beating its wings in her chest. She was alone here with these three kids.
And when she returned to the kitchen and looked out the window, she saw enough to justify the dread.
A man was walking through the sideways snow, coming toward the house.
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9:58 AM
A gas station emerged from the blizzard. Shannon drove slowly along, tires occasionally slipping, back end yawing out to the side. The wipers whipped back and forth. She snapped on her turn indicator and started to slow.
The station had two sets of pumps. Behind them, a boxy convenience store, looking odd. Different. Then she realized why: the lighting. The gas pumps themselves were dark, the roof over them unlit, but an eerie bluish light filled the store. No one was coming or going, and the two parked vehicles were covered in a good layer of the gluey snow-ice combo.
Shannon pulled up near the front entrance and got out. She reached back for her duffel bag, set it up front on the passenger seat, and took out her service weapon. The pistol and magazine were in separate compartments in her small gun case. The ammunition was in another. It was something she was still getting used to – carrying a firearm wherever she went – but given her line of work, it was prudent.
She loaded the ammunition into the magazine and slotted the magazine in the pistol, giving it a little whack with the heel of her palm to ensure it was seated. She clipped a holster to the small of her back. Then she opened the door and got out, tucking the gun into the holster.
The wind continued to whip and fling stinging sleet. Instead of letting up, it seemed to be getting worse. A generator purred somewhere in the near distance. Given that the pumps were dark, though, it didn’t seem to be running those. Some oil companies were required to have portable generators available in twenty-four hours, but this station was part of a smaller regional chain: Hardy’s. Its generator was only powering the inside.
She approached with caution, keeping to one side of the front door, her gaze roaming, seeking out anything or anyone moving. Plenty of glass fronted the store, but peering through it revealed only empty stillness. She grabbed the door handle and opened it and slipped through in one quick move.
“Hello? FBI. Can anyone hear me?”
No reply. The only sounds were the muffled generator in the background. And maybe something dripping, like a faucet. Hard to tell. The backup lights buzzed from the corners. Someone had to be here, though – there were those two cars outside.
The place smelled like a convenience store – a bit like old hot dogs and chili – but mixed with something else. Acrid and sour. A trace of ammonia.
As she crept deeper into the store, she passed the first aisle on her right – waist-high coolers humming with ice cream – and then in the next, between the chips and cookies, was another man, lying facedown.
Shannon pulled her weapon. She glanced around the store, fresh with dangerous possibility. Three aisles, with a bank of glass-front coolers along the back wall. To her left, a couple of food stations (sure enough, one rolling with hot dogs) and a couple of tables and chairs in the front right corner.
The cash register looked abandoned. A door behind the pay counter was closed. Another door, marked his-and-hers restroom, was also closed.
She returned her attention to the man on the floor. “Sir? Can you hear me? Can you make a sound?”
No movement. No response.
God, another one?
What was happening?
She needed to clear the room. She moved clockwise, first passing the checkout counter, then moving alongside the coolers. There were only three aisles, but she checked each one with caution, leading with her gun, both hands gripping the weapon, her finger just to the side of the trigger, resting on the guard.
Beside the bathroom was a rack of large soda bottles. The floor around it was covered in brown liquid. A large plastic Coke bottle, bullet hole showing, had been emptied out except for the little bit of remaining liquid that dripped down.
She stepped around it and yanked open the bathroom door. Empty, with the sharp stink of urine. But that wasn’t the odor she’d detected. What she’d smelled was more akin to gunfire.
“Sir? I’m going to get you help. If you can hear me, just hang on.”
She approached the prone man then and, as she neared, saw the grip of a handgun sticking out from under his stomach. “Sir – can you hear me?”
He was as motionless as the man in the road. No signs of breathing.
She squatted beside him and checked his pulse. Not a flicker. But this man had a wallet – she could see it bulging in the back pocket of his jeans. He also wore leather cowboy boots and a black parka. She carefully tugged out the wallet, then flopped it open.
The sight of the badge froze her for an instant.
A cop…
She set her sidearm down so she could get a better look. The wallet was more like a credential case, similar to her own. In it was the flat badge – unlike the dome-shaped version typically worn on a shirt or jacket – a retired officer’s ID card, and a LEOSA qualification card. LEOSA was the Law Enforcement Officers Safety Act. It permitted a qualified retired officer to carry a concealed firearm in any jurisdiction.
A cop, but retired. His name was Henry J. Ashby.
Shannon picked up her gun and stood. She needed to do what she’d come here to do – use a landline to place a solid call to 911. But first she had to finish clearing the store, for her own safety and the safety of anyone else who might walk in.
She left Ashby’s creds on the floor beside him and moved toward the cash register. She checked behind the cash register counter. She threw open the door behind it, jammed her gun in. An office back there, file cabinets and a couple of swivel chairs and desks.
A computer on one of the desks showed four camera feeds. Two in the store, one on the pumps and one on the entrance. Shannon moved closer to these, distracted.
“I’m sorry,” someone said. It came from the one corner of the room she hadn’t checked.
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ALSO 9:58 AM
Chloe felt the knock on the door as much as heard it – it seemed to rattle her bones.
“Who is that?” Jake was walking toward the door, big eyes narrowed in suspicion.
“Stop,” Chloe said, moving in front of him. “Go back with your sisters.”
The three kids were on the couch, watching TV. Since the generator was running, they had power, but the internet was out, so they’d had to dig out some DVDs from the closet.
Maisie glanced over, the older sister, looking worried. She seemed to pick up on Chloe’s anxiety.
“Everything’s okay,” Chloe said to the three of them. “Just watch your show. I’ll see who it is.”
She stepped around a partitioned mudroom out of sight from most of the living room. She’d locked the front door after seeing the stranger arrive. Now she slid the bolt back, leaving the chain in place. The door opened a few inches.
The guy standing there was hopping from foot to foot, blowing on his hands in the cold. He smiled at Chloe through the gap. A thin goatee framed his lips. “Hey. How you doing? Sorry to bother you. My car is off the road, and my cell phone isn’t working. Do you have a regular phone I could use? Like a landline? Something like that?”
The smile was nice enough, somewhat convincing; it was his eyes that didn’t match. They were dark, shining, like a hawk’s.
“Didn’t you just park in the barn?” Chloe asked.
“Oh yeah, yeah. I got a ride. But their phone’s not working either. I mean, are there no cell phone towers around here? Like, what’s the deal?” He shivered, blew on his hands some more.
It didn’t make sense. Why park in the barn? Maybe just to get out of the weather?
What was even more peculiar – this guy looked familiar. Aside from the black beanie on his head, he wasn’t fully dressed for the weather – his jacket looked like a spring windbreaker, and he wore running sneakers instead of boots. His black pants looked thin. This wasn’t someone she saw often, maybe only once. And recently. At the Lodge, most likely. Because besides school and home and Nick’s house, waitressing lunches at the Lodge was the only social life she had.
“Yeah, the cell service is pretty bad,” she said. But she didn’t open up yet. She wondered about the rumples in that beanie he was wearing. What it would look like if you unfurled it, pulled it down over his face…
“So what do you say? Let me in, make a call?”
She swallowed, her throat raw. “Actually, it’s an internet phone, and the internet is out. And my phone has no service. I’m really sorry. But maybe Mr. Sayward can help you? He’s on his way here right now.”
“Oh yeah? Is he?” The stranger’s smiled had faded. His tone shifted, too – he was getting annoyed.
“I’m sorry. I can’t help you.”
She started to close the door, but he stopped her when he slammed his hand flat against the wood. The chain snapped taut. “Listen,” he said through the gap, “I’m coming in, okay? I got no choice here.”
Her gaze dropped to the gun he pulled out of his jacket. He poked the barrel through the narrow space. “And you don’t either. Now open up.”
He was right – she had no choice. He wasn’t gonna go away. If she pushed back and shut him out, he’d just come in some other way. Maybe he’d start shooting. How long could she last, hiding in a bedroom with three little kids?
It all went through her head in a split second, and she undid the chain. “Don’t upset the kids,” she whispered. And though it terrified her to say it out loud, “Please don’t hurt them.”
“Kids?” He stepped inside, keeping the gun on her.
The three Sayward children were just there in the living room – she could see the edge of the couch from where she stood. The stranger pushed past her and poked his head around the partition. When he saw them, he smiled and waved, keeping the gun out of view. “Hey, kids! What – no school today? You do have school around here, right?”
“Who are you?” Jake asked.
Chloe wanted to warn the kids not to talk to him, not to ask questions, but bit her tongue.
“Who am I? Come on. I’m Uncle Stevie.” He was acting playful, hamming it up.
She tried to remember seeing him at the restaurant. Had he paid by credit card? Was Steve the name? She guessed his age at around thirty. And his slight accent – what was that? New York City?
The kids, tentative, each said hi. Jake and Radha then promptly went back to watching the show, but Maisie’s gaze lingered. “Do you work for my dad?”
Steve delayed a response, as if considering it. “Uh-huh. Sure. You bet I do.” He then looked at Chloe and winked. Before she could think about what to do next, he slipped the gun into his pocket and walked into the living room. “What are you guys watching?”
Seeing him near the children felt like a fist closing over her heart, another squeezing off her air.
Jake and Radha both started talking at once, about the DVD, as Steve moved toward the couch. He bobbed his head as he went, as if he understood every word they were saying.
Chloe, nearing the couch while trying to look casual, said the first thing that came to mind.
“Um, Steve, can I get you anything? You need some water? Something like that?”
It was instinct: get him away from the kids.
He leveled his gaze at her, those dark eyes like flints of coal. Not answering, he moved toward the woodstove and warmed his hands. “Oh, wow, ain’t this nice. What a cozy little place.”
Maisie was sort of half-watching the show and half-watching Steve, suspicion in her eyes, on her face.
“So?” Chloe asked. “Anything?”
Steve just looked at her some more, a smile playing at the corner of his mouth. “Sure, yeah, I’ll have something to drink. Hang on, kids, I’ll be right back.”
He crossed the living room, his sneakers leaving wet tracks on the hardwood floor as the snow melted. There was an unpleasant odor to him – the fresh air, tinged with something acrid. Like sweat, but worse.
From the kitchen, she could keep him a certain distance from the kids while she kept an eye on them. It was all she could think to do. Her mind felt like it was running on autopilot. A kind of survival mode that had kicked on, making her feel a little different, a little bit alien.
The kitchen had been recently upgraded, woodwork cabinetry with maple countertops, and a stone tile backsplash that matched the floor. The fridge was the side-by-side kind, brushed chrome. Steve cracked it open and peered in. “Ah,” he said, and reemerged with one of Mr. Sayward’s beers and cracked it open. “Just what the doctor ordered.”
After a swig, he wiped his mouth with the back of his hand and looked at Chloe some more. “How old are you?”
“Mr. Sayward will be coming back any minute.”
“Then you got nothing to worry about. Right?”
She could tell he didn’t believe her. And she didn’t know when Mr. Sayward would get her message – or Nick – and what either of them might do about it. Or what they could do about it, given the weather.
As if on cue, her hip buzzed, making her jump. “Oh, it’s my phone.”
Steve watched, something hollow in his eyes, like pits. “So see who it is.”
It was Nick, finally responding to her. Worst possible timing. Sorry, he’d written. Think I’m in shock. You won’t believe what just happened. Someone just got shot. Two guys were here and shot him while robbing the store. I don’t know where they went.
Steve, reading over her shoulder, held out his hand. “Guess your phone is working, huh? Let me see it.”
Chloe could barely move. Tight packs of termites crawled beneath her skin as her stomach dropped.
Someone just got shot.
Two guys were here.
I don’t know where they went.
“Hey,” said Steve, in a menacing whisper. “I said give it to me.”
She did and raised her eyes to watch him as he read Nick’s message.
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10:05 AM
The teenaged kid in the corner had swollen, red eyes, like he’d been crying. He was young, maybe nineteen or twenty. Dressed casually in jeans and a black polo-style shirt with the convenience store logo in cursive writing. He was holding both a cell phone and a regular phone, a cordless. Hopefully, it connected to a landline. “I’m sorry,” he repeated. “I panicked. I just panicked, you know? I froze up.”
His pants had a dark stain around the crotch. Like he’d wet himself.
“They had guns,” he said, and his eyes flicked to her Glock.
She put it in the holster at the small of her back. “What’s your name?”
“Nick.”
“Did you call 911, Nick?”
He nodded.
She saw he was holding a cell phone. “With that?”
“Yeah.”
“You get good service?”
“It’s okay.”
“Is there a landline in the store?”
“Yeah, there is. There’s one right there on the desk. I didn’t use it. I thought maybe they cut the line or something.”
“Who?”
“Two of them. And they had masks on. And they both had guns.”
She thought a moment, then looked around for the landline. “Can I see the phone, Nick?”
“It’s right here.” He pointed at the desk behind him.
As she came closer, he blushed and looked down, as if embarrassed by his accident. “Don’t worry about it,” she said. “It happens more often than you’d think.”
Her comment was meant to put him at ease, but he only kept his head down. She couldn’t worry about it now. She picked up the cordless handset and listened for a dial tone. All good.
“I’m gonna follow up with 911, see what the story is. Okay?”
“Okay.”
“Are you alone here, Nick? Hey – I need you to look at me, my friend.”
His eyes came up. Faded blue. The kid had a bit of Paul Newman in him, Cool Hand Luke. “Marietta is supposed to be here,” he said. “There’s always two on a shift. But she got stuck. She’s in Newcomb, and I guess there was a big accident. A truck or something.”
Shannon dialed 911 and put the phone to her ear. “What about customers?”
“Um, there were two people. Mr. Ashby and someone else. I think his name is Terry.”
“Where is Terry?”
Nick shrugged and shook his head. “I don’t know. He ran away. He ran outside, I mean. And… I don’t know.”
In her ear, nice and clear: “911, what’s your emergency?”
“This is Special Agent Shannon Ames, FBI. I called ten, fifteen minutes ago about a possible homicide.”
“Yes, Agent Ames, I see your original call here. We had trouble hearing you…”
“Yes. You can see I’m on a landline now, at a Hardy’s convenience store. There’s another victim here. He’s a retired cop, Henry J. Ashby.”
Rather than filling out the rest of the details to the dispatcher, Shannon asked to be connected directly to the state troopers.
“Absolutely,” the dispatcher said. “You want the substation in Tupper Lake or Indian Lake?”
“Which one’s bigger? Tupper?”
“Yes, ma’am. Four on duty. Indian Lake is two.”
“Give me Tupper, please.”
“I’ll put you through.”
The officer on desk duty listened to her situation. “We’ve got troopers en route,” he said. “We got the call from the clerk at Hardy’s about twenty, twenty-five minutes ago, from his cellular. Problem is, there are three ways to you, and all of them are currently blocked. We’ve got a vehicle pileup on Newcomb Road to your east. 28N is blocked to the south, just north of Blue Mountain Lake – a tree down, heavy with ice, and it took out some power lines. And on Route 30, more trees down, multiple locations, plus another accident. This stuff just built up overnight, all the ice thickening, and this morning it’s going down like dominoes.”
The nearest trooper, he said, was Hansen, currently helping road crews clear the trees on Route 30. The Indian Lake troopers had been dispatched to accidents near the town of Speculator.
“What about Hamilton County Sheriff’s?”
“They’re in Lake Pleasant, an hour south of you, right near Speculator. They all got their hands full down there.”
“Okay – and who’s at the vehicle accident on Newcomb Road to my east?”
“Right now? From my understanding, a couple of volunteer firemen out of Long Lake, and someone from the Highway Department. It’s kind of all-hands-on-deck right now. What you call a disaster.”
A disaster, she thought. A scary word, but what it meant, in practical terms, was a situation that overwhelmed the resources of a given area. And that was exactly what this was turning out to be.
“I’ll give your number to Hansen,” the officer said. “He’ll give you a ring. In the meantime, sit tight, I guess. We’ll get there.”
“Thanks.”
She kept the cordless phone after ending the call. Nick remained sitting in the corner, staring into space, pale in the emergency lights.
“Let me help you up?” Shannon crossed to him, reaching out.
He hesitated, then took her hand and gained his feet. Blushing some more, he evaded eye contact. “Thanks.”
“You got a change of clothes?”
A nod. “Actually, I was gonna pick up my girlfriend after my shift and have dinner. Don’t want to have dinner in my Hardy’s uniform.”
“Especially not now.”
This time the joke landed, and Nick seemed to relax.
He even chuckled. “Right.”
A girlfriend, Shannon thought. God love him.
“Before you change – you have any tarps or blankets in the store?”
    
AFTER NICK SHOWED her to a section of the store with washer fluid, vehicle oil, hand warmers, and tarps, Shannon left a twenty on the counter to pay, mindful not to alter anything – maybe there would be prints from the robbers somewhere. Though her phone lacked service, the camera still worked.
She opened the app and took pictures of the store from various angles. She finished with shots of Ashby’s body, trying to capture the way he’d fallen, the blood spatter across several boxes of cookies in proximity.
She also documented the punctured soda bottle. If she had to guess, based on the orientation of Ashby’s body, the blood spatter, and the soda bottle, the shooter who’d killed him had been standing over by the register. She’d be more worried about contaminating any footprints, but there was only a few slight scrims of muddy water between the pay counter and the front door. And anyway, there was video.
First, she unpackaged and unfolded the tarp, laid it gently down over Ashby. Then she moved to the back room and knocked on the door. Nick was done changing. He wore brown worker-type pants and a hooded sweatshirt. Apparently the date with his girlfriend wasn’t fine dining.
“Did you put the clothes in the plastic bag?” Shannon asked.
He nodded and gestured to the corner. “Yes, ma’am.”
“You mind having a seat?”
There were two swivel chairs, and he took a seat on one. “You’re FBI?”
“I am. From New York.”
“So how did you…?”
“I just happened to be here.” She omitted saying anything about the dead man on the road. No point in bothering Nick with that right now. “Can you show me how this works?”
“Yeah, sure. Of course.” He seemed more confident, given something to do. He rolled the chair forward and with a few quick keystrokes had backtracked the video by half an hour.
Shannon sat down in the available chair, riveted to the screen.
“Here we go,” Nick said. He tapped the space bar.
She watched playback from all four cameras. The exterior camera showed two men, wearing black masks, enter the monitor frame right and push through the front door. The first interior camera picked them up as they walked through the store. The next had a better angle on them as they stopped in front of the counter. One man did the talking to Nick while the other stood a couple of feet away, presumably keeping an eye on the others in the store.
Shannon marked Ashby, in the aisle where he lay now. Elsewhere, by the hot dogs, a second man.
“That’s Terry.” Nick had gone pale again, watching. Reliving the event.
The armed robber closest to on-screen Nick stuck a gun in the young clerk’s face. There was no sound.
“What’s he saying?” Shannon asked.
“‘Open the register. Give me everything.’”
She watched as on-screen Nick scrambled for loose cash. The man started stuffing it in a black bag.
“How much did you have?”
Nick’s voice was tremulous. “A little over three hundred. That’s the morning bank. And I’d only had about three or four customers since the start of my shift. It was a slow morning.”
“Did they ask for the safe?” Shannon eyed it in the corner of the office.
He looked there too. “No. They got distracted. See? Right now?”
Shannon leaned in and watched closely. It looked like the second robber was engaged in some conversation with Henry Ashby, the retired cop. Shannon knew a thing or two about cop body language, and Ashby looked like he was about to hold court right there in the store.
While it was happening, the other customer, the one called Terry, was easing toward the door. Ashby glanced in his direction. The armed robber engaged with Ashby looked too. Then Ashby drew his firearm and was shot.
The robber was fast.
After that, Terry ran outside. The exterior camera picked up him, but he quickly ran out of frame.
Nick, beside Shannon, was breathing hard. She touched his shoulder. “It’s okay. They’re gone now. You’re going to be all right.”
On screen, the two armed robbers appeared to converse with each other. Argue, really. The one who’d shot Ashby was edging toward the door.
“What were they saying?” Shannon asked.
“I don’t know. They were just yelling about getting going.” He swallowed. “Watching it, it’s like remembering a nightmare. I think I’m going to be sick again…”
Nick suddenly left the room. He made it to the bathroom, and the door banged open and shut.
She was about to go to him, but wanted to see the rest first. After a bit more of what looked like squabbling, the one who’d shot Ashby moved toward the downed man. Then, moments later, the screens all went black.
“Nick?”
“Yeah?” His voice was muffled, distant.
“Just lost the cameras.”
A pause. The bathroom door opened. “That was when the power went out. It takes a few seconds for the backup power to come on. We have two generators, just for the store.” He arrived at the door as he finished answering.
“Gotcha.” Shannon watched the screen and waited, thinking that in addition to the terror of being robbed, Nick had been plunged into darkness with two armed men for what must’ve been a horrifying and eternal few seconds. No wonder he was a mess.
The screen flickered, and the videos came back. The men were gone. She waited, watching mostly empty screens. Nick had left his post at the pay counter. Probably he’d retreated to the office at that point.
Then – movement.
On the exterior camera, a car backed up into view. It stopped, then started forward.
Shannon tapped the space bar, pausing the video, freezing the car in frame. The view was a bit blurry from the weather, the lens frosty, but she was able to make out the color, at least, and guess at the model.
She was looking at a red Honda Accord.
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10:21 AM
Shannon called the trooper substation in Tupper again and got Trooper Hansen’s direct number. She found a scrap piece of paper on the desk, a pen, and jotted it down in case she needed it later.
“Hi,” he answered. “Was just going to call you. You’re Special Agent Ames?”
“Shannon.” She could hear machinery in the background – beeping trucks and buzzing chainsaws.
“Okay. Nice to meet you. I’m Benji.”
“What’s your status, Benji?”
“Not looking too good,” he said. “I’m with the road crews now, and we’re working our way through it. The whole road is impassable for about an eighth-of-a-mile stretch. It’s an old-growth section – DOT has been warning about it for years – but the trees just went down under all the weight of the ice. Half a dozen of them. How are things on your end? You’re at the Hardy’s store still?”
“I just watched the whole thing on video. And I’m pretty sure I’ve got an ID on the vehicle used by the armed robbers when they left. It’s a red Honda. I think it’s the one I found alongside the road about an hour ago.”
“With the older male victim?”
“Correct. But he’s not one of the robbers. They’re younger, late twenties to early thirties. After they hold up the clerk and shoot the retired officer, they run out, take the Honda and tear out of here. My thinking is they went off the road, then flagged someone down – the older male. They shot him next, took his vehicle and left.”
Hansen was silent, perhaps absorbing it. You didn’t see this kind of violence and murder in the region. Not very often. It would shock any cop, no matter how trained or prepared. Just as it was shocking her. They were only human.
Hansen asked, “Any idea on the vehicle? The new one they jumped into?”
“Yeah – it was the only other vehicle I saw out there. A big pickup truck. Silver or gray.”
Hansen started to respond, but Shannon was distracted by Nick, who suddenly looked alarmed all over again. “Excuse me, ma’am – what did you say?”
“Hang on,” she said to Hansen. Then, to Nick: “A large pickup, driving erratically, headed south on 28N. Might’ve been a Dodge Ram. It drove past me, fast and reckless.”
Nick was pointing at his phone, worry turning to fear, twisting his young features. “My girlfriend’s message. She said someone showed up at the house in a big truck. And she hasn’t been answering my texts since then.”
Hansen wanted to know: “What’s he saying? That’s the store clerk?”
“Yes. Nicholas Amatto. Nineteen. Stand by, Benji.” She studied Nick. “Do you have a map of the area?”
“Sure, yeah.” He was in mid-text.
“Hang on,” Shannon said. “Maybe don’t send anything to her right now. Just get me a map, okay?”
He looked reluctant, but put his phone away. “Yeah, all right.”
She followed him out of the office to the pay counter, and he plucked a regional map from a nearby spin-rack.
Pickup trucks were common for the area. If she were home in the city, this would be most likely coincidence. But this place was the sheer opposite of a city. Everyone seemed to know everyone else. Coincidences were limited.
She spread the map open on the counter. “Where’s your girlfriend live?”
“She’s babysitting, actually. The three Sayward kids. She’s at their place. That’s here.” Nick pointed to a tiny road off 28N, running along a river. There was nothing else around it.
Into the phone, Shannon said, “Benji, where is the blockage on 28N? South of us, right?”
“Ah, yeah, that’s where the power lines are down. That’s…” He was silent, likely looking something up. She pictured Trooper Benjamin Hansen in his car, using the mobile data terminal, a kind of souped-up, onboard computer. “Yeah, so that’s ten miles south of Long Lake. Just north of Blue Mountain Lake.”
Shannon asked Nick, “What road is this?”
“That’s Sayward Road.”
Small towns. There you had it.
To Hansen: “Ten miles is south of Sayward Road?”
“From where you are? Yeah. Hang on… Yup, Sayward is about seven, eight miles south of you. So the road crew is working the downed power lines two miles farther south of that.”
“Can you talk to the crew? Is that possible?”
“Yeah, that’s NYSEG and the state highway department working on that. I can get on their frequency.”
“Great. Ask them if they can identify anyone who’s waiting to get through. If there’s a silver pickup.”
“Right,” Hansen said. “Gotcha. Let me get on with them, and I’ll call you right back.”
“Thanks.”
She hung up and studied the map. It was possible, even likely, that two men trying to escape an armed robbery in a stolen vehicle weren’t going to sit around and wait while the local power company and highway workers disentangled power lines from trees and removed them from the road. That was a dangerous, tedious business. They’d be too impatient for that, too uncomfortable being that close to law enforcement, who could show up at any moment. They’d want to get clear of town ASAP. What they were likely to do was turn around.
And drive all the way back to town? No – town was worse for them.
She studied Sayward Road, which dead-ended.
“There’s nothing else around,” Nick said, as if picking up on Shannon’s thoughts. “They’re the only place on that road.”
A couple of trigger-happy criminals might then take the Sayward Road route, thinking it was a way around their obstacles. Or that it might lead to a place to hide until the weather improved.
The store phone rang, and Shannon clicked the Talk button. “Special Agent Ames.”
“It’s Benji Hansen. Yeah, ah, Shannon – the crew there says they’ve got two vehicles currently waiting. People who have been there over an hour. They’re probably afraid to drive anywhere else. Waiting for the plow trucks to come through. Otherwise, the NYSEG guy I talked to said he’s seen at least one vehicle turn around. Maybe a truck, he said.”
Shannon felt a wave of adrenaline. “I got a guess where these guys are. There’s a good chance they’re at the Sayward place. They might’ve been one of those vehicles that turned around, but I haven’t seen a single vehicle go past me, headed back north. And Nick’s girlfriend, Chloe…”
“Chloe Bixby,” Nick said. “She’s seventeen.”
“Chloe Bixby, a seventeen-year-old girl, said she saw a pickup truck arrive right about the time it would’ve gotten there if it had turned around at the power lines, headed north a ways, then tried the road.”
Nick said, “I should text her.”
Shannon held up a finger – wait.
Hansen blew air. “Shit. Okay, I’ll spread it far and wide. We’ll put some pressure on these crews to clear the road. As soon as we get a way in, we’ll pour through and to the Sayward place. And – what about Sayward? Do we have his number? Can we get word to him?”
She relayed the question to Nick.
“I don’t have his number,” Nick said. “We can find it, but he does logging on his property. It’s huge. I mean huge. She said she called him, but he didn’t answer. He might be out there all day and have no idea.”
Hansen overheard. “I’ll try getting a hold of him. In the meantime, you hang tight.”
Shannon was already shaking her head. “I don’t know if I can.”
The state trooper went quiet.
Shannon looked at Nick, saw the fear in his eyes.
She said to Hansen, “If we’re right, then there’s a seventeen-year-old girl out there with three little children. And there’s a couple of killers coming at them. I can’t stay here. I gotta go.”
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10:29 AM
“Is that your car out there, Nick?” Shannon watched the storm through the front door of the convenience store.
Nick, standing beside her, shook his head. “My car is in the shop. My dad dropped me off this morning at six.”
Shannon eyed the lumps of snow that hid two vehicles in the lot. “So one of those is Henry Ashby’s and the other is Terry’s, then?”
Nick didn’t have an answer. It was possible the customer had abandoned his vehicle out of fear and just kept running. Also possible that the vehicle actually belonged to one of the criminals. Maybe they’d arrived in one and left in another? Though it seemed too elaborate for this kind of crime, she couldn’t rule it out. For all she knew, there were more than two criminals. A driver could have been waiting in the car outside.
But the clock was ticking on Nick’s girlfriend and the three Sayward kids. Figuring it all out would have to wait.
“All right,” Shannon said, pushing on the front door. She had her boots and her parka and her gun. She’d kept the Camry running, and it was clear of snow. “I’ll be back as soon as I can,” she said to Nick, and left.
He followed her out.
She turned. “Nick, you need to stay here.”
“I can’t.”
“What do you mean?”
“I can’t stay in there.” His color was ashen. He didn’t say it, but she thought he meant, with a dead body. He’d just undergone a terrifying ordeal. In some ways he was a grown-up, but he was still young and inexperienced.
“It’s not safe, Nick.”
“And it is for me here? What if they come back? I’m safer with you.”
That was debatable. But Nick also had a working phone and knew the way to the Sayward place.
Dammit.
She made a promise to herself that she’d do everything to keep him out of harm’s way.
“Get in.”
    
THE DRIVING WAS TREACHEROUS, even worse than before. Without any snowplows having come through – still – the road was a deathtrap. An ice crust had formed over the several inches of greasier mush beneath. Unsalted, no dirt, it was like driving on oil. Shannon drove gingerly, keeping her speed around twenty. The ice sheet cracked under the tires. The wheels slipped and spun, sending the car askew.
Somehow she kept them on the road, moving forward.
“What happened to your mirror?” Nick was referring to the missing side-view mirror.
“The silver truck hit it when we passed.”
Nick stared a moment, thinking, then held up his phone. “Can I please tell her I’m coming?”
“I don’t think that’s a good idea.”
“I could use Discord. It’s a social media platform.”
“It will still show up on her phone. We don’t know anything for sure – Chloe could be perfectly fine, just sitting there with the kids.” Shannon didn’t believe it, but she needed Nick to calm down. “But if someone is
there, we don’t want to tip our hand. Hopefully they have no idea anyone figured out their position.”
“I could send a casual text. Pretend nothing is up.”
“Also risky. She left you that voice message, expressing concern. If you don’t react to that, what will she think?”
“She’s smart. She’ll know it means help is coming.”
Shannon faced forward, hands locked on the steering wheel. She gave Nick a brief glance. “I know you want to put her at ease, but let’s say you’re right, she gets it, and it calms her down. Her body language changes, maybe she feels confident. What does that say to anyone who’s there with her?”
He looked out the window, forlorn.
“I know it sucks, Nick, but it’s better Chloe thinks she’s alone.” After a thought, Shannon asked, “Have you sent anything to her so far?”
Nick lowered his head. “I told her about the robbery. I told her to be careful. I didn’t know where they went…”
“When?”
“It was just before you came in. Then I heard you come in the store.”
Shannon considered it. It might be a problem; it might not. No sense in worrying him. But– “What about me showing up? Did you text anything about that?”
He shook his head. “Honestly, I didn’t know if it might be them coming back. I sat there and panicked. I just panicked.”
“Hey, it’s okay.” Shannon comforted him with a hand on the back of his neck, then quickly returned her grip to the wheel. “It’s okay,” she repeated.
Nick reminded her a little of her brother. Toby was the youngest of her three brothers, the closest in age to her. Like him, Nick’s anxiety seemed to stem as much from his own internalization – in this case of shame – as it did from the circumstances. Once he learned to cut himself a little slack, the courage in him would bloom.
They stared out into the storm. The snow had let up some, but the accumulation was completely hazardous. The road was barely there; still no shoulder or center lines visible. The last tire tracks looked old, already half filled in with snow. No one had passed them coming north – they couldn’t, really, since the power lines were down. Those tire ruts in the snow could have been hers, for all she knew.
It was like the world had stopped. And they were the last people in it.
    
BEFORE LONG, a familiar sight. The Honda Accord was half off the road, nose toward the ditch. Shannon slowed to a crawl. Nick stared out the window. By now, he’d heard her talking to Hansen about the abandoned vehicle and the older male victim.
An inch of crusted snow encased the vehicle. The only visible part of the dead man was the foot, just barely above the snowline.
Nick turned away.
The whole thing tugged at Shannon’s heart and moiled her stomach. It went against every instinct to let a human body remain unattended like that. Alone in a frigid storm. That body was evidence, for one thing. But the body had been a man. He had loved. He had lived a million moments.
There was nothing to do. Moving him was the wrong choice; better for things to be preserved as they were. And the icy temperatures actually helped things to that end. Hansen had indicated an emergency medical service, or EMS, in the town, as well as a small volunteer department, but it wasn’t worth risking more injury and complication by either moving the vehicle or the body. And again, it would be counterproductive to a proper investigation, anyway.
It was just a human thing, an empathy – hard to just move on from such a tragedy.
But they had to.
    
SAYWARD ROAD WAS in worse shape than 28N. It curved and undulated its way through the woods. The all-wheel drive of the Camry did its best. Shannon couldn’t go too fast and lose control or go too slow and get stuck. Nick had to brace himself against the door as they took some of the turns at speed and dropped into the dips, bounced out the other side.
“Let me know when we’re getting close,” Shannon said, “but I don’t want to see the house.”
A few seconds later, Nick called it. “Here, probably. I’ve only been down this road a couple of times, but I’m pretty sure that around that bend, you can see the house through the trees.”
She was already getting ready: she pulled on her gloves and tugged down a winter beanie. Her hair was shorter than usual – she’d cut it for an undercover assignment that had ended a couple of months ago – but was long enough to just cover her neck. She flipped her fur-lined hood up over all of this, then faced Nick.
“Stay put; keep the engine running.” She took a breath. “If you don’t see me or hear from me in a half an hour, I want you to drive out of here. Go back to the store and wait for Trooper Hansen or whoever else gets there first. Okay?”
He didn’t respond. He just looked petrified. He was a handsome young guy, a good jaw and nose, a phantom scattering of his adolescent acne. His brown eyes had flecks of green. She could see his pulse working in his neck.
He asked, “What if somebody drives up? What if they leave while you’re out there somewhere, and they drive right past me?”
She’d thought about it already. “Then get out and run. Head into the woods. But, Nick, I don’t think anyone is going to come by. I’ll be right back, okay? But I’ve got to go help your girlfriend if she’s in trouble. Help those kids.”
His gaze drifted away to the snowy road, and she could sense him searching for that courage. At last, his eyes came back and locked on hers. “Okay.”
“Okay.” She smiled; then she opened the door and stepped out into the wind and snow.
The weather seemed a little milder in here, actually. They were surrounded by forest. The snow was shallower, and the trees diverted the wind. She stuck to the road, jogging along until she rounded the bend.
As Nick predicted, she could just see the Sayward home. A big place, long, ranch-style. She could see lights and hear the rumble of a generator. They had power.
She continued along until the road opened onto the property. Seeking to keep out of sight, she hewed to the back edge of the driveway until she reached a large barn. She moved along its length, then put her back to the wall at the corner. She peered around the edge. Now she had a plain view of the house.
It was a good distance away, but a human shape seemed to darken one of the windows. Not far from the front door.
No vehicles in sight. No large pickup truck.
Shannon needed to get closer. But if she wanted to keep out of sight as she approached, she’d have to go around behind the barn and the other buildings clustered between it and the main house.
Before she retreated that way, she snuck a look around the corner into the barn. The building had one large, open bay. It was a barn without horses or bales of hay or any other signs of livestock. While the ceiling remained open, exposing the beams and the old hayloft, the lower area had been converted into a kind of mechanic shop.
Sitting in the middle was a large silver pickup truck, RAM across the grille.
Shit.
After giving the house another quick glance, Shannon pulled her gun. If she was going to risk slipping into the barn, she was going to be careful about it. From here, though, the truck sat in the gloom beyond the full reach of the gray daylight. Hard to see if anyone was inside the cab.
She noted the plates – New York.
Now or never.
After rounding the corner and keeping her back to the wall, Shannon aimed at the truck and moved deeper into the bay. When she was across from the truck’s cab on the driver’s side, she could see through the glass. It looked empty in there.
Moving counterclockwise around the truck to check each shadowed corner, she cleared the rest of the bay. Fluorescent lights suspended from the hayloft were dark. Someone, probably Sayward, had erected workbenches and pegboards hung with tools. Piled beneath: fuel canisters, car jacks, chains and winches.
Once she’d circled the vehicle to the passenger side, she dared approach. She looked in the windows of the cab, found the interior tidy. She tried the door. Open. It smelled clean inside, like new. This had to be the vehicle that blasted by her on the road, the one Chloe later saw. Too much of a coincidence otherwise.
Shannon holstered her weapon and checked the glove box, where she found the insurance information and registration.
Carmichael, Reginald. Date of birth 1962.
That put the owner of the vehicle right about the age she’d guessed the man on the side of the road had been.
Which meant what? She went back to her earlier theory: the armed robbers had headed south on 28N, but went off the road. They’d flagged down the next vehicle to come along. They’d killed the driver and taken his truck. After running into an impassable obstacle, they’d then backtracked to the Sayward Road, looking for another way south or a place to camp out.
But they weren’t with the truck.
They had to be inside.
She quietly shut the door. She started toward the mouth of the barn, to try to get a better look at the house, to think. If they were in there, she needed to separate the children from the–
A noise stopped her.
It had come from behind her. Somewhere in the barn.
Shannon spun around, drawing her weapon again. She aimed back at the truck and around it.
What was that?
A banging – there – it came again.
She zeroed in on the truck. The noise, a kind of thumping, was emanating from the large Dodge.
Shannon started slowly back toward the vehicle. She’d cleared the cab – no one inside. The large truck bed, a six-footer, was protected by a tonneau cover. They either folded out over the top of the truck bed, accordion-style, or rolled like the top of a tin of anchovies. This one looked segmented; the folding kind.
As she drew closer, the banging continued.
A muffled voice followed. A plaintive cry: “Help!”
Someone was in there.
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10:48 AM
The cab had been unlocked, but the tailgate wasn’t.
“Hang on…” Shannon spoke just loud enough to be heard over the generator that was running, but careful not to attract attention.
The banging intensified. The voice sounded like a woman’s. “In here! I’m in here!”
Shannon returned to the truck cab and searched for a set of keys. Nothing in the center console or the glove box. Not tucked up behind the visor or hidden under the seat. The truck was a crew cab with front and back seats, and she checked all four foot wells, sweeping her hands across the rubber mats, checking beneath.
Time was running out, and the woman stuck in the truck bed was growing frantic. She was yelling now, full-throated. “Let me out! Hey! Let me out of here, please!”
Shannon jogged to the workbenches and scanned for the proper tools. A crowbar was perfect. She returned to the truck with it, but the seal of the tonneau cover was tight; she could barely get the tapered tip between the cover and the top of the tailgate.
After a good hard shove, she did.
The cover was stubborn, resisting her attempt to pry it up. She worked the crowbar close to the latch, where the cover connected to the tailgate, but gained nothing. She levered the tool up and down, hoping to open a gap. She put all her weight on it, levered some more, and her hand slipped. The side of her hand caught the hooked end of the tool, and her skin ripped open on the sharp black metal.
Shannon gnashed her teeth and stifled a scream. Looking at her hand – she’d really opened it up, blood welling fast and spilling out, running through the lines in her palm. She made a fist and squeezed. Nothing she could do about it now.
But trying to pry the cover off like this, where it was fastened, was foolish. She saw that now, so she moved toward the corner of the truck bed. This was better. She was able to pry up the tonneau cover enough to make a gap and see in.
The dim light in the barn was just enough to catch the wide, frightened eyes of the woman lying down inside.
“I’m trying to get you out,” Shannon said. “Can you see the latch? Where this cover connects to the tailgate?”
The woman just stared a moment. She was older. About the same age as Reginald Carmichael. Probably his wife. Her eyes disappeared as she searched for the locking mechanism.
Shannon strained to keep the corner propped open, providing at least a little bit of light. Her muscles were starting to tremble. Despite the cold, she was sweating from the exertion.
“I can see it,” the woman said.
“Can you move it? Try rotating it, like a key would.”
A moment passed. “I can’t. I’m sorry.”
Shannon had to release the corner. She needed a moment to recover. Her arms were completely shaking now, her hands sore from the crowbar, one bleeding pretty good.
The woman let out a frustrated moan.
Hang on…
Shannon put her gloves back on – not pleasant, but a better grip. She put one foot up on the back bumper, then torqued down on the crowbar. The lid came up, just an inch. An inadvertent groan escaped her as she gave it everything she had. The corner of the tonneau cover rose, then snapped. She had cracked a piece of it. Not entirely, it was still holding together by some layer of plastic coating, but enough. She set the crowbar aside and pushed the corner back.
The woman understood. She wriggled herself closer, then started to shimmy out. Shannon let go of the cover and took her under her arm and then around her chest and helped her the rest of the way.
The woman almost fell on top of Shannon as they got her up over the tailgate, but Shannon was able to guide her foot to the back bumper and help her climb down safely.
The two of them stood there a moment, both shaking.
Then Shannon introduced herself.
“Louise Carmichael,” the woman said in return. She looked like she was about to cry then, but didn’t. She was in a knee-length winter coat, peach-colored or light purple, hard to tell. She had a winter tuque on her head, slightly askew, gray hair curling around her ears. She seemed sweet, but had a toughness underlying. Like she’d spent her life in the North Country.
“What happened?” Shannon asked.
Carmichael described a scene similar to what Shannon had theorized: she and her husband had been driving along, trying to beat the weather south to Blue Mountain Lake, where they lived. Then they’d encountered the red car in the road.
But her story diverged in one critical way.
“It was one man,” Carmichael said. “He was alone. I was actually driving – Reggie has a pulled muscle in his leg – and I pulled over, and the man came over to our truck. He came up on Reggie’s side because that’s where he was. The next thing I knew, he had a gun out. He told Reggie to get out. Reggie looked at me and then refused. The man opened the door, and they fought. He fired his gun, and Reggie… I don’t know what happened. The man was fast, and he jumped into the truck.” Carmichael shook her head, staring at the silver Dodge. “I should have done something. I should’ve done something…”
The armed robber had then forced her to drive. As Shannon thought, they’d reached the downed power lines and turned around. When they backtracked to Sayward Road, he’d told her to slow, then turn onto it. At some point along the road, she said, he’d gotten her out and shoved her into the bed of the truck. And that was the last she’d seen him.
Shannon edged closer to the outside and stared at the house in the near distance. There was no question now. Inside was a killer with a teenaged girl and three children.
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11:03 AM
The man called Steve was missing a finger. It was something you’d think you’d notice right away, but Chloe hadn’t. Maybe because he’d been born that way – it hadn’t been amputated, there wasn’t a stump or something gnarly. He wiggled his three fingers in front of the kids. He’d been entertaining them, intermittently, for the past hour. When he wasn’t goofing around on the couch, he’d been wandering around the house, using the bathroom, or standing at the kitchen sink, staring out the window. Like he was waiting. For someone. Or something.
He’d made at least one call from the landline. Chloe had lied that the house phone depended on the internet. It was what she and her mother had, but the Saywards used a traditional phone. Being back here in the woods, Mr. Sayward’s father had probably run the line in, or even his grandfather. It was underground. She knew because Mr. Sayward had showed her once. He was kind of a survivalist type and wanted her and his kids to be safe when he was away. Probably, he was more worried about things because of his wife. Chloe understood how sudden death made people more cautious.
But Steve – if that was his name – hadn’t punished her for lying about the landline. He seemed to have expected it. And after being in the house about two minutes, he’d simply strode through the rooms in his wet sneakers until he’d found it. Well, there were two – one that was on the wall around the corner from the fridge, kind of tucked out of sight – and one in Mr. Sayward’s bedroom. That one was so old it had the rotary dial. Its color could only be described as Grandma’s Nylon Stockings.
Steve hadn’t said anything about the texts from Nick, either. He’d read them silently, then put her cell phone in his pocket without comment. That was before he’d made the call from Mr. Sayward’s bedroom. He’d talked back there for a while on his first call – she’d heard his muffled voice – then gone back again a little later, but she’d been too busy with the kids to eavesdrop that time.
The kids were handling it fine, just asking lots of questions. And Jake, through it all, continued to badger her for food. “What about the ten o’clock snack?”
“I’ll make something soon, okay? Just sit tight.”
She thought of running. But how? Get to the truck and hope the keys were in it? Mr. Sayward had other vehicles around, but she didn’t know anything about them. And she couldn’t expect to get all the kids lined up in time to go with her.
But she couldn’t leave them, either. No way.
Steve had returned from his second trip to the bedroom and found a glass in a kitchen cabinet, filled it from the tap. He’d drank and watched the storm through the window over the sink. Maybe he was waiting for his partner, the other robber.
Because Nick’s text was seared in her mind: Someone just got shot. Two guys were here and shot him while robbing the store. I don’t know where they went.
Two guys, not one.
Presently, Steve sprawled on the couch, with Jake and Maisie on either side of him. Radha sat in Chloe’s lap on the chair beside the couch. She’d barely let Radha out of her grip since Steve had arrived. He did that thing, showing off his fingers, putting his hands side by side, and the kids were rapt with attention.
Maisie, despite her skepticism of Steve, was intrigued. “Does it hurt?”
“Not at all. I was born that way. See how it looks? There’s no nub or anything. If it got cut off, you’d see a nub or a scar or something. I just never had it.”
“Does it… is it harder to do stuff?”
“Nah. It’s my right hand, and I’m a lefty. Even if it were my main hand, I don’t think it would be a problem at all.” His eyes slid to Chloe. “I can still do anything I want.”
His gaze lingered, and her stomach rolled in fear. The way he was behaving with the kids – or, really, how they were responding to him – Chloe had let her guard down a little bit. But kids were naturally curious. Accepting and nonjudgmental. That was why you had to protect them.
A coldness spread through her body. Looking at this guy – the way he was looking back at her – there was something wrong with him. Something missing, more than just a finger. Something vital that other people had.
Her mother would’ve called him a drifter. No family, no real friends, no job. Nothing to lose.
Speaking of, Chloe’s mom had sent a text. Steve had pulled out her phone when it had come in, read it, concern showing on his face. Maybe he’d thought mothers needed more finesse than ostensible boyfriends named Nick.
He’d shown the message to Chloe: You getting all this weather I’m hearing about? Did LL lose power?
Her mother was miles from this storm, but inquiring about it, checking in. Typical. Normally, it would be an eye-roller. In this circumstances, it made Chloe ache.
“Do you need to respond?” Steve asked. “Will she get worried?”
In truth, Chloe’s mom could last several hours before getting worried about an unanswered text. Nick was the one more likely to make an issue out of it.
But it had presented a possible opportunity.
“She will. We should say something.”
Steve narrowed his eyes at her. “You do it.”
And he’d watched over her shoulder, just radiating his suspicion, as she’d shakily started to type out a response she hoped might signal her mother for help.
But what if it didn’t work? What if her mother didn’t get the signal – she was going to say, all good, hope you and dad are having fun – but maybe that wasn’t clear enough. Her mom wasn’t very Mission: Impossible. She was apt to write back, Huh? You feeling all right? And in that case, Steve would know something was up. So Chloe had left it at all good, yeah, power is out and handed him back the phone.
So much for that.
But she needed a plan. She couldn’t just sit here and wait for whatever was going to happen. Maybe Mr. Sayward was coming – she couldn’t imagine him and Quentin getting much more work done today in all this snow and ice – only she couldn’t rely on that. Steve’s partner could show up first, and then whatever Steve was waiting for would be over. The friendly pretense with the kids would stop. The creepy, missing-something vibe would take shape into things more scary and ugly than she wanted to imagine.
And what about when Mr. Sayward did finally show up? Not knowing anything, he could walk right into a trap. If these guys had shot and killed someone already, he could be next.
She wished she could warn him. Maybe there was a way to get her phone back, just for a few minutes, send a text, then delete it.
“Honey, I’m going to set you down a minute.” She put Radha in the chair. The toddler stuck her thumb in her mouth and twirled her hair, signs she was tired.
Chloe met Steve’s gaze as he watched her. “I need to get these guys something to eat. And then I need to put her down for a nap.”
He drank from the second beer he’d taken from the fridge. He studied Radha a minute. “She can sleep right there. I’d like everybody to be right out here. One big happy.”
Chloe swallowed. “Okay. But I need to get them food.”
“It’s, like, eleven o’clock.”
“They usually have a ten o’clock snack. But I was… I was busy.”
He shrugged. “Yeah, okay. That’s fine, I guess.” He took another pull of the beer, finishing it. “What’re you making?”
“Actually, if I could use my phone, I have a recipe on there.” She tried to sound as casual – and naïve – as she could.
“Oh, yeah? Huh. For what?”
“It’s a soup. Chicken and bean soup.”
Jake, listening in, made a face. “Yuk. Beans.”
“I’m with Jake. Why don’t you just whip up whatever? You look like you’re crafty in the kitchen.” Steve gave her another stare, his eyes rolling up and down her frame. He tipped the bottle again like he was going to drink, remembered it was empty. “And get me one more of these, okay?”
“All right, sure.”
She turned away from him and the kids and suppressed the tears suddenly stinging the backs of her eyes. Stupid. Chicken and bean? Why the heck did you pick that?
She retrieved the beer from the fridge – it was the last one. Without thinking, she set it against the countertop and brought the heel of her palm down on the cap, popping it off the bottle. Steve beamed with approval when she brought it to him. “Damn, girl. Where’d you learn that?”
She shrugged. “Just friends. Hanging out.”
“You’re the whole package, huh?”
She moved back into the kitchen quickly, not wanting him to see her fear, revulsion, anger. She ran the tap and washed her hands in preparation for cooking, while desperately trying to come up with another plan. With the lights on, the window over the sink reflected a ghostly version of her own face. But she was also able to see out.
She was able to see someone run from the first barn. Someone who then cut across the second barn, then slipped behind the foaling shed and out of sight.
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Shannon darted behind the house. She’d stayed behind most of the buildings on the premises, but there’d been no choice but to leave the barn from the front. She’d checked for a back entrance and found it blocked by heavy equipment. She could only hope she hadn’t been spotted. Now she slowed and crept along the back side of the ranch-style home, ducking past the windows.
Before leaving the barn, she’d asked Louise Carmichael to make her way to Shannon’s rental car on the road in. But the woman had wanted to know what Shannon planned to do.
“I’m going to see what the situation is. And I’m going to get him away from those kids.”
“How are you going to do that?”
In truth, Shannon had yet to devise a complete plan. It was mostly instinct – assess the situation and get the kids out of danger. She’d know more once she got a bead on the armed robber’s location. Once she got a closer look at the layout of the house – the ways in and the ways out. Maybe then she’d create a diversion. Shut off the generator. If that drew the girl out instead, Shannon could coordinate with her from there.
But despite Louise Carmichael’s harrowing experience, getting banged up and shoved in the back of her pickup truck, the woman wanted to help. The armed robber inside had shot her husband. She didn’t know he was dead yet, not for certain – Shannon had evaded the question for now – but she knew she’d been wronged by him. She was ready to do her part.
It had given Shannon an idea.
“Okay. It’s still a little bit warmer in the cab of the truck. So that will be good, for one thing. But you’re going to need to give me a few minutes. Actually, we’ll make it five.”
As she laid out the plan, Shannon set her watch, a Fitbit she’d gotten the past Christmas as a gift from her fellow agent and friend Charlie Bufort. She missed Charlie, especially in all of this, where he’d be an asset and a comfort.
Carmichael had her phone. The battery was low, but had enough juice. They prepared to synchronize a countdown, when Carmichael had gone briefly maternal. “Are you going to be okay?”
“It’s you I’m worried about. You don’t have to do this.”
“You said there’s kids in there.”
“I believe there are, yes.”
“And this man is horrible and dangerous. I’ll do whatever I can to help.”
“Okay. Here we go.”
They’d started their timers, and Shannon had slipped out of the barn. She’d been exposed for that couple of seconds, then dashed behind a smaller building, and made her way up on the east end of the long home. The windows were generally the right height to see into. But she could be spotted, too. So she’d kept out of sight until, presently, she reached the west end of the house.
Through a window she saw a little girl, maybe two or three, who looked zonked out in a chair. A boy sat on a couch, bouncing. Half the couch was hidden from Shannon’s angle.
She was about to move on to the next window when a man crossed into view. He’d just risen from the couch, it seemed. He moved to the right, out of sight.
Shannon checked her watch. Four minutes and seventeen seconds. She holstered her weapon and pulled the crowbar from her belt. Her heart continued to pick up its rhythm. This was a gamble – there was a second entrance at the east end of the house, a small deck leading to a master bedroom. The man could leave from that room. But this was the main entrance, framed in a small porch, and he was close by.
Four minutes and fifty-one seconds.
She said a prayer that the children inside stayed safe.
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11:11 AM
What was that?
Chloe felt an electric jolt of hope.
Who was that?
Maybe Steve’s companion was a woman? Because it’d looked like a woman. Just in that couple of seconds – the body movement. And what looked like shoulder-length hair beneath a winter hat.
More importantly, the person looked like she’d been holding a gun. And not like a criminal would, but more professional, maybe. Like the police.
Chloe realized the water was running. She was holding her hands over the sink, finished washing them. She reached for a paper towel and dried them, then shut off the tap. She turned for the fridge, glancing furtively at Steve, who wasn’t looking. He’d gone back to watching the DVD with the kids. At least, he stared vapidly toward the TV.
She opened the fridge, but found it impossible to concentrate. Still, she had to make it look good. She needed to come up with something to cook, or at least get started.
A cop? A woman cop?
The hope was just too good, too much – her body vibrated. She started gathering things; didn’t matter what. And after piling up an armload of ingredients, she shut the fridge.
Steve was suddenly standing beside her. One second he’d been on the couch; now he filled the kitchen. He tilted his head in question as he studied the items she was holding. “The hell are you gonna make with that?”
She gave him a smile but didn’t answer and dumped the items on the counter by the sink.
Steve stayed with her. He was quick and silent, like a snake. “You’re not much of a cook, I can tell. Hmm? Here. I know my way around the kitchen, all right? I’ll just do it.” He flipped on the faucet, acting frustrated. He started to wash up. “I’ll just do something simple, you know what I’m saying? Maybe I’ll make a nice pasta. You got any basil? Anything fresh?”
“Um… I’ll check.”
He watched as she went back to the fridge. His eyes narrowed when she opened the door. “That’s where you keep fresh basil? In the fridge?”
“I, ah…” She stood staring in at the contents, drawing a blank.
“Yeah, huh? You’re a fuckin’ Kraft macaroni and cheese type of cook, huh?” He moved a little closer. “Too bad we didn’t have more time. I could teach you.”
She avoided his gaze and let the fridge door close. “Why don’t we have much time?”
Her question seemed to break the moment. He turned away and faced the sink, not answering. After he dried his hands, he started opening cabinets. When he found the spices, he sorted through them, mumbling their names.
Chloe checked the kids, but they were wrapped up in the show.
Steve said, “Here we go.” He pulled out a shaker of basil. “Not as good, but it’ll do.” And then he walked toward her, holding up the spice, rotating it around.
Chloe looked at it, then looked at him, and saw that the emptiness had returned to his eyes. His face. The corner of his mouth twitched up in a kind of humorless grin, and he said, “Listen. I wasn’t fucking born yesterday. Okay?”
He pronounced it yestahday.
“I know you’re fuckin’ around, that you got that big brain working.” He stepped closer, jabbing his finger against her temple. The instinct to run was strong, but she held her ground. Steve stared down into her face. “I’m no dummy. All right? I’m not stupid.”
“I didn’t–”
“Shut the fuck up.” He withdrew his finger and formed a fist. His voice was quiet enough not to draw the kids’ attention, but his eyes drilled into her. “It’s over now. Whatever you’re think you’re doing. And if you’re lucky, maybe I won’t pull down your pants and fucking spank you.” Sweat beaded his upper lip. “With a fucking knife,” he added.
Chloe felt herself shake. She held eye contact. He pushed closer, so that his chest bumped her chin. He opened his mouth to speak again, then shut it when a blaring horn outside pierced the moment.
The noise was shrill and surprising, but gone in two seconds. Steve’s head had whipped around. Chloe pulled away from him as he stared in disbelief out the window over the sink. He hurried over, then leaned in and peered out.
The horn came again. A trumpeting wail, this time longer.
Whhhaaaaaaaaaa.
“What the fuck?” Steve set the shaker of herbs on the counter and took out his gun. It was small and square, the kind she sometimes saw in movies.
Her heart went to her throat, and Chloe glanced at the kids again. Only Maisie seemed to notice, her eyes widening in both curiosity and alarm. Chloe gave her a tentative smile and patted the air with her palms. Stay calm; it’s okay.
Steve jammed a look at Chloe. “You call somebody?”
“You have my phone. No, I–”
The prolonged blare of the horn ceased abruptly. What followed was only the sound of the wind outside; inside, the calliope music and rubbery voices of the movie.
Then the horn again, this time in rapid succession. Whamp, whamp, whamp… As if urgent.
“Fuck,” Steve said again. He moved toward the front door, then stopped.
The horn resumed. Another long, uninterrupted blat. An irritating noise, something that refused to be ignored, like a ringing phone.
Steve gave Chloe one last glance. Murder filled his eyes. She’d never seen anything like it before in her life, yet she knew it all the same.
Someone had spoiled Steve’s plan, and he was going to kill them.
He flung the door open and went out into the swirling snow and cold.



15

11:15 AM
Louise Carmichael had laid on the horn, and at just the right time. When it stopped, Shannon heard voices inside, a muffled what the fuck from the man.
After that, Carmichael issued more beeps from the pickup truck. The noise drove Shannon’s anxiety higher, tightening her jaw and her grip on the crowbar. She bounced on her knees a little, like the old days playing softball in Westport.
Vibrations drew closer – footfalls – he was nearing the door.
Shannon stopped breathing as everything slowed down. As soon as the doorknob turned, she flattened herself against the wall. The door opened, swinging inward. As soon as the man stepped out, she swung with the heavy tool, aiming for his right arm.
It worked: the crowbar connected. She heard a sickening crack as the iron broke bone.
The man cried out. The momentum from leaving the house kept him moving forward at the same time he swung around to face his attacker.
Shannon saw the gun in his other hand. He was a lefty! She had positioned herself on his right side and hit his right arm. She started to bring the crowbar up for another swing, and the robber aimed the gun at her.
She arced the crowbar that direction, hitting him in an upward motion.
The gun went off.
The explosion was deafening. She felt a tug of air as the round passed inches from her face.
Time resumed normal speed. He tried for a second shot, but she rushed him, dropping the crowbar and grabbing his gun. She was trained to disarm men even bigger than him, but the slick porch floor and the bulk of her slippery winter jacket made it an extra challenge. They wrestled for control of the gun, the man grunting, his breath puffing beside her face. She was able to hook her foot around behind his leg and get him off balance. He fell backward with a surprised look and a yell. The fall sent him sprawling off the small porch – down the two steps to the deep snow surrounding it.
When he hit the ground, he lost control of the gun. He flipped over a second later, scrambling for it in the snow.
Standing behind and slightly above him on the porch, Shannon drew her weapon. “Leave it! Don’t move. I will shoot you.”
He froze, still on all fours.
“Good. That’s it. Right there. Let me see your hands. Okay?”
He stayed motionless.
“I said let me see your hands. Show me your hands and get up on your knees, then interlace your fingers behind your head.” She stayed on the top step, gun aimed.
She couldn’t see his face, just the puff of breath when he spoke: “Who are you?”
“I’m a cop. You’re under arrest. Now let me see your hands.”
Shannon flicked a glance at the two barns on the other side of the clearing. In one, some equipment, maybe a small vehicle under a canvas tarp. In the other, she could just see the nose of the silver pickup truck. Standing beside it, a figure. Mrs. Carmichael.
And a noise in the distance. The high whine of a small engine. More than one.
“Sir, put your hands on your–”
Too late: the robber had found his handgun in the snow. He rolled away from Shannon at the same time he brought the pistol up to fire on her.
She squeezed the trigger, aiming for center of mass. A second squeeze immediately thereafter, a third. One-two-three. No choice.
The armed robber jerked with each impact and then was still. He kept his grip on the gun, but his arm slowly lowered to the ground. His body relaxed into the snow as he sputtered an exhalation.
The last of his expelled air plumed up in a small cloud, then dissipated. His eyes stayed open as the snow landed on his skin and melted.
Shannon didn’t move. She heard a commotion behind her in the house as the kids reacted to the sound of the gunshots. She kept her firearm aimed at the man in the snow. She waited, watching his chest for movement. She noted his headwear – a balaclava mask rolled up into a beanie-like hat. He had a boyish nose and wore his facial hair in a goatee.
He was dead.
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11:16 AM
No.
Shannon couldn’t move. Her stomach eddied; her skin went numb.
Oh no…
But he’d drawn on her. He was going to shoot her. He was an armed criminal holed up in a home with innocent children. She’d done what she had to do.
It didn’t change the feeling. The sickening dread. Keeping her arms rigid and the gun aimed, she resolved not to throw up.
Two now.
You’ve killed two people in your life.
The other was on her first big case with the FBI. A drug dealer in the wrong place at the wrong time. Unbeknownst to the FBI, she was sending anonymous monthly payments to the man’s family. Was she going to have someone else to pay now? To assuage her relentless guilt?
No – this was different. That man had been the result of a terrible miscalculation. He hadn’t needed to die. But this one, he’d left her no other option.
Louise Carmichael had come to the edge of the barn. She stood in the silvery daylight, watching. Shannon slowly raised a hand to her, and Carmichael gave a small wave back. Everything’s all right.
But with the waspy sound of the engines getting louder, Shannon wasn’t sure. There was still the second man to consider. She didn’t know the whole story. And the approaching machines sounded like snowmobiles.
“Get back in the truck!” Shannon called to Carmichael. She pointed in the rough direction of the oncoming engines.
Carmichael looked confused at first, but then nodded and disappeared into the gloom.
Shannon moved toward the man in the snow. Though she was sure he was dead, she kept the gunsights on him as she crouched and removed his handgun from his grip. It was a Glock, like hers. A popular model. She put it in her jacket pocket.
She then felt around beneath him for a wallet. She needed to get him turned over. First, she went through his other pockets – he wore a light parka, unsuitable for the inclement weather. The way he dressed reminded her of a city guy in the country. Out of his element.
She noted the missing finger on his right hand. The guy wasn’t even wearing gloves.
No wallet, but her hand closed around a set of keys. She pulled them out. A horned bull dangled from the main key, flashing her back to a previous case.
But it was only the emblem for the truck. No higher meaning than that.
Keep it together…
She stood, jammed the keys into another pocket of her parka. She stepped back onto the porch. The snowmobiles were close. Two, maybe three minutes out, judging by the sound. She decided to go inside and ask.
The kitchen and living room were empty.
“Hello?”
Shannon thought she heard whispering voices. The children. Then an older person, likely Chloe, hushing them.
“It’s okay,” Shannon called. She noted the tremble in her own voice and cleared her throat, affecting a more stable tone. “I’m an FBI agent. The man outside… he can’t hurt you. I need to know about the snowmobiles that are coming. Do you know who they are?”
Chloe: “It’s probably Mr. Sayward. And one of his workers.”
“Could it be anybody else?”
“I don’t think so.”
More whispers. Urgent. Then Chloe again: “Okay, we’re coming out.”
Shannon maneuvered herself in front of the hallway. A door opened on the left, and a teenaged girl emerged, holding a child in her arms. The other two kids leaned out, then fell on top of each other, bickering. Once they’d disentangled, the boy started up with questions. He was maybe five or six.
“What happened? Did you shoot somebody? Did you shoot that man? Are you a police?”
The slightly older girl looked wary. “Be quiet. She could be with Steve.”
Shannon pulled her creds. The billfold she carried displayed her flat badge on one side, her picture ID on the other.
“I’m police, guys. My name is Shannon.” She met eyes with the teenager. “You’re Chloe?”
The girl frowned, then nodded.
“I’ve met your boyfriend,” Shannon explained. “Nick told me you were here.”
A look of pure relief – and love, maybe – washed over her young features. “He did?”
Shannon nodded. But her guard was still up. “Are you alone here? Is there anyone else?”
Chloe shook her head. “It was just him.” She looked askance at the kitchen window. Wondering about him.
Shannon thought it unlikely that the second armed robber was here, too. But, then, he could have done something to Mr. Sayward. Taken his snowmobile. Or, like she’d thought earlier, there could be more than two men. She couldn’t make any assumptions.
Keeping as calm and friendly as she could, so as not to upset Chloe and the three kids, she asked them to return to the bedroom.
“Why?” the girl asked. The one who was eight or nine.
“I just want to make sure everything is okay.”
Shannon gently closed the door on them. She continued down the hallway to another room at the end. A large bedroom, where a framed picture on the wall showed a happy man and woman with their brood of three kids – the youngest just a newborn, cradled in her arms. It was the kind of picture you had a professional take, either at a department store or in a studio.
Shannon found the door to the deck and locked it. Then she headed back down the hallway to the front entrance. As she passed through the kitchen, she checked the window above the sink. The snowmobiles were loud – close – but she couldn’t see them. They might’ve been on the other side of the house.
She set her gun on the kitchen counter and flexed her cold hands. She’d left her gloves with Mrs. Carmichael. The cut she’d sustained while prying up the tonneau cover had left a mess of sticky, partially congealed blood on her palm. The pain radiated up her arm, throbbing in time with her heart. She ignored it and picked up the gun. Then she went outside, following the high-pitched drone of the snowmobiles around the back of the house.
A trail she hadn’t noticed before emerged from the woods. Two single headlamps flashed through the trees as the snow machines approached. Where would they stop? Her best bet was to cover the main entrance. She returned there, tucked herself in where the porch met the house. She stayed crouched and waiting.
The whine of the engines drifted to her left. When she realized they were headed into the barn, she left her hiding place and started in that direction. She was just in time to see the snow machines pull into the open bay. Keeping herself close to the outbuildings in between, she crept closer, passing the quietly rattling generator. The engines quit, one after the other. Men’s voices emanated from the gloom. One was asking the other about the truck. Then one of the men said, “Ah, there’s a woman in there…”
They meant Mrs. Carmichael.
Shannon took a final few quick steps, crunching through the crusted top layer of snow. They heard her, a man on each side of the truck, and looked.
“Don’t move, guys. I’m a federal agent. Let me see your hands.”
Each looked stunned. One put up his hands. The other just stared, mouth agape.
“Is one of you Mr. Sayward?”
He wore a thick black beard, coated with snow and ice. She put his age at forty, forty-five. He wore light brown coveralls caked with snow and sawdust. “I am. I’m Colm Sayward.”
She looked at the other man. “Sir? Who are you?”
Sayward answered, “That’s Quentin Merrill. He’s one of my employees. What’s going on? Lady – where are my kids?”
Louise Carmichael was sitting in the driver’s seat of the Dodge. She watched through the glass.
Shannon asked, “Who else is here?”
“My kids. My three kids – Maisie, Jacob, Radha. And the babysitter. What is it? Who are you?”
She wasn’t yet ready to answer. She focused on the employee. “Mr. Merrill? You work for Mr. Sayward, is that right?”
“Yeah.”
Sayward started out of the barn. “Kids? Kids!”
Her adrenaline was up, the instinct there to turn the gun on Sayward. But there’d been enough guns and shooting for one morning. “Your kids are inside, and they’re all okay,” she called to Sayward while she holstered her weapon. She told him who she was.
He stopped outside the barn, the snow catching him at a side angle. “FBI? What are you doing here?”
“Mr. Sayward, let me ask the questions first. Okay? Just tell me what you and Mr. Merrill were doing. And if anyone else might be somewhere on the property.”
He jerked a thumb over his shoulder. “I have a sawmill. Quentin’s the only one I had come in today because of the weather. We had some repairs to make and a big order to finish. But we quit when I saw I had a message from Chloe.”
They continued to sort out all the strands. The more they talked, the more Shannon was able to relax.
And then it was time to explain.
“I shot and killed a man I believe robbed the Hardy’s convenience store earlier this morning.” The words felt like someone else’s. Like a rehearsed speech. “The body is right in front of your house, Mr. Sayward. Law enforcement is unable to get to any of these crimes scenes due to multiple road blockages. So we’re doing what we can on our own. And there’s still at least one more armed criminal.”
“Where?” Sayward asked.
“I don’t know,” she said.
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11:20 AM
William Hofacre thought he was blending in just fine. For now. But how long would it last? He couldn’t sit at a bar all day. That alone would draw suspicion. This was a small town. Smaller than small. Population was, like, two or three hundred. Didn’t mean everyone knew everyone, but probably close to it.
Stupid Steve…
Steven Babcock had turned out to be a royal dipshit. The guy knew nothing about bad weather. Oh, he thought he did, because Syracuse got that lake-effect snow, but he was a city kid, always protected by buildings.
Willie, on the other hand, understood what real northern exposure could be like. He’d known it was going to get worse. And according to the local chatter, he was right. All three ways out of town were blocked. Blocked! Not only had he predicted trouble, it was even worse than he’d thought.
The question was, had Steve made it out or not?
Hard to say. The power had blacked out during the robbery, right around nine a.m. The bartender, a burly old hairy guy – Willie hadn’t gotten his name yet – said it was a big tree, heavy with ice, that had taken out the lines. One tree had slammed into another, and together they’d brought down the lines. Apparently it was a tangled mess. The electric and gas company, working with the highway departments – probably both state and county – were trying to undo it, but the horrible weather wasn’t helping – half the crew hadn’t even shown up yet. And they might have to perform some kind of bypass, the bartender had said. Run temporary lines.
Willie had shaken his head – God, what a thing – and ordered another beer.
The bartender had gotten busy with a group of guys and gals wearing lots of winter gear. They’d asked his name, which turned out to be Carter. Good name for a bartender.
The group ordered pints of beer – microbrews, the hipster stuff – and were presently loud and laughing and drinking shots, like they were still in college. Which, no way they were.
Probably tourists.
Had Stupid Steve made it out? That depended. He’d left Willie heading south, and south was the power lines problem. He could’ve turned around, come back past the convenience store, but Willie hadn’t seen him. Of course, Willie had been distracted for a while. But not for long. He’d walked from Hardy’s up the road about a quarter mile. He’d kept to the trees, careful to hide if someone drove past. Only one vehicle did, a pickup truck with a plow on the front, twirling a lazy yellow light.
Willie had reached the bar, a shoebox of a building with neon signs in the window, a generator running somewhere out back. He’d been wearing a puffy winter jacket, a lumberjack hat with flaps around the ears, and giant North Face boots on his feet. The idea was to hide in plain sight.
The bartender hadn’t even bothered to ask him his story, just what he wanted to drink. It wasn’t yet noon, but the place had customers. Five at first; a few lonely-looking drunks and an older couple back in the corner booth. Then the group of tourists had come in, laughing and whooping it up.
The bar was L-shaped, with Willie down at the corner, one man in the middle, another at the far end. The table of tourists was more or less in the middle of the small room. There was music playing from speakers behind the bar – must’ve been Carter’s collection, since they were on the third Waylon Jennings song in a row and there was no jukebox in sight – but it was low enough that Willie could easily overhear the talk.
It didn’t take long before the group of tourists were bending Carter’s ear about Hardy’s.
“We heard a rumor that a convenience store around here got robbed? Do you know anything about that?”
“Robbed and a shooting.” Carter was back behind the bar, rubbing glasses with a rag that seemed to make them dirtier.
The guy asking wore a knitted wool hat and sipped from a dark pint of beer, his eyebrows going up. He wiped his mouth. “A shooting? Oh my God. Did anybody get hurt?”
“I think so. But the police can’t give out any specifics.”
The guy faced the table of his tourist friends, who were all leaning in enthusiastically. “Somebody might’ve got shot,” he repeated for them, then turned back to Carter. “How did you hear? You must know people, huh?”
The tourists left the table and approached the bar. It was two guys and two girls who joined the dude in the wool hat, eager for the gossip.
Carter struck Willie as a guy who preferred to serve locals over tourists. He said, “Uh-huh. A friend of mine is Sheriff’s Department. He called me earlier.”
“Did they get the guys?”
“I don’t know. I’m not exactly getting regular updates.”
“Right. Huh.” Sensing he’d gotten all from Carter he was going to get, the knitted-hat tourist looked around at his friends.
One of the men said, “I mean, maybe they’re stuck in town.”
The woman beside him whacked his shoulder. “Stop it,” she said.
But he made a face. “What? I think everybody’s stuck, right?” He eyed Carter. “All ways out of town are blocked?”
Carter shrugged. “That’s what I’m hearing.”
They all looked at Carter, expecting more, and deciding they weren’t going to get it. They headed back to the table except for the guy in the knitted hat. God, what a hat. Some kind of orange and blue. Like handmade by a retarded person, but probably meant to be ironic. One of those. He wasn’t done with Carter. “We’re all here to go skiing over at Gore.”
“That’s nice.” Carter turned and fiddled with something out of sight. The song ended. Gregg Allman replaced Waylon Jennings.
The ugly-hat guy nodded along, tapping his hand. Then he looked over at Willie. “How’s it going?”
“Good,” said Willie.
The guy nodded some more, looking away. Willie wondered if he was gay. Something about his jaw, the perfect unshaven-ness of it. His neat eyebrows. Willie had to repress the sudden urge to touch his own eyebrows, checking if they were in decent shape. But he didn’t. The guy in the hat then left the bar to rejoin his friends.
The phone rang. Carter picked it up on the second ring, threw his dirty white towel over his shoulder. The phone was fire-engine red, hung beside the ancient cash register next to the three-tiered shelf of liquor. The kind with a pigtail cord. Carter put it to his ear and said, “Wooden Nickel.” A second later. “Hey, Owen.”
He was quiet after that. He stayed facing the cash register and the liquor, his head sort of tucked down. He was a big man, shoulders rolled forward. He wore a white T-shirt with a black vest, like some old-timey saloon owner. The only thing missing was the pocket watch.
Willie sipped his beer and looked at the tourists. When the guy in the hat caught him looking, he shifted his gaze to the twelve-point buck hanging on the wall. Then to the couple in the corner, who were sitting together, and every now and then they kissed. They had a pitcher of cheap beer that was their third since he’d come in. Willie liked to be observant.
“No shit,” Carter said.
Willie watched for a few seconds. Carter said, “Yeah, all right. I’ll turn it on, see if there’s anything. Okay.”
He hung up. He searched for something beside the register, then found it: a remote control. He flicked on the TV mounted in the corner and flipped through a few channels. “Owen said there’s a car off Deerfield, somebody dead in the ditch.”
The guy at the bar closest, skinny with smudgy eyes, said, “Somebody from town?”
“He didn’t know.”
Willie felt the heat creeping up the back of his neck. Somebody else dead? He didn’t know what Deerfield was. Or where.
Carter settled on a channel airing a commercial for prescription medication. Willie guessed this was broadcast TV, and one of the main channels, like NBC. Carter was checking to see if any of this was on the news yet. Two people dead in a town this small? They probably hadn’t had a murder here in a hundred years, if ever. It would be on the news, but not right now. What kind of news crew was going to come out in this? A news station might get a call, but who were they going to send out into a town-stomping blizzard? The nearest significant news station was where – Albany? Or maybe Plattsburgh? Those places were hours away.
Still, small town, two bodies? They might be aggressive. Reporters coming in on snowmobiles if they had to.
What did you do, Steve?
The severity of the storm had seemed to catch everyone by surprise, even the weather people – but it had taken a turn for the worse at least as early as seven that morning. A good two hours before Hardy’s. Maybe he should have called it off then?
If Willie had to guess, Deerfield was the road out of town. Locals didn’t call a road by its state route name, but it was probably 28N. The road Steve had taken south.
A car off the road? A dead guy?
One of Willie’s few worries had been the stupid Honda. The tires were bad, for one thing. They’d been slipping and sliding before they’d even pulled into the convenience store parking lot. So maybe Steve had sought another ride. He was crazy after all, that guy. Not too bright, either. So yeah, there was a good chance he’d tried to steal a car and had killed someone in the process.
Did it change anything? Well, Steve’s victim added to the body count. There was already the robbery and the murder during the robbery, plus a third body nobody knew about. Was one more that big a deal?
Hmm. It wasn’t the body, but the truck. When cops ID’d the victim and learned the make and model of the truck, they’d be all over Steve. What if the cops arrested him, and he talked?
It sucked to think about, because otherwise Willie could have just sat here nursing a beer and continued to hide in plain sight until the storm passed and he could move on. Once those barriers were down, cops were going to swarm this town from one end to the other; that had always been true. Only now, they’d be even more revved up. And they might know whom to be looking for.
The whole thing suddenly seemed more real. And it felt like he was losing control.
He needed a new plan. And fast.
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11:20 AM
Q uentin took a snowmobile to retrieve Nick, who was still sitting in Shannon’s car up the road. Shannon and Louise Carmichael followed Sayward to the house.
Once inside, Shannon focused on getting Mrs. Carmichael warm by the fire. Her strength, while remarkable, was waning. She kept asking about her husband and what Shannon knew.
Shannon couldn’t ask the woman to wait any longer. She took Carmichael’s hand. “I came across the car on my way into town – the red Honda. I thought it was someone who needed help, so I got out and looked around.” She took a breath. “I found your husband. He was deceased. I’m so sorry, Louise.”
Carmichael countenanced this. Her lips pursed, and tears filled her eyes.
Shannon added softly, “It looked like he went quickly.”
Carmichael stared into Shannon’s eyes. The line of her mouth shivered with grief. Finally, while bobbing her head, she looked away. She’d known, of course. This was just confirmation. The letting go of blind hope. The release of the illusion that it all might just be a big mistake.
“Oh,” she whispered. “Oh, my poor Reggie.”
Shannon was relieved when Sayward, who’d satisfied himself that his three children were all unharmed and emotionally okay, offered to make Mrs. Carmichael something to drink. The kids clamored for their own beverages, and he and Chloe set about to make hot cocoas and tea.
Shannon excused herself to the bathroom. She ran the water in the sink and cleaned the cut on her hand. Her whole body shook. From a cold that had invaded her bones, from the adrenaline still coursing through her system. The bathroom suddenly felt too small, claustrophobic, and she left, gasping for breath.
Too much pain. Grief. Death. All at once.
And she’d contributed to the body count…
You had no choice. You had to do it.
It was him or you.
Rational thoughts, but she stayed in the hallway. She couldn’t face Mrs. Carmichael again. Or Colm Sayward. They had questions. They would look to her for guidance, for leadership.
“Mr. Sayward?” Her voice sounded brittle.
He answered from out of sight. “Yeah?”
“Gonna use your phone, okay?”
“There’s one in my bedroom, right there in the back.”
“Thank you.”
She closed the door to the room, found the phone on the bedside table. She’d written down the number and still had it stuffed in her winter coat.
Hansen answered on the second ring. “Good to hear from you,” he said. “What’s going on out there? Did you get to the Sayward place?”
She filled him in on everything since leaving the convenience store. When she relayed shooting the armed robber outside, she stayed calm, easing her way through it.
“Ah, Jesus,” Hansen said. “Are you all right?”
“I’ve still got to look for ID on him. And I’ve got to talk to the kids about what happened. About what he said and did while he was here. But it’s just… It’s all just…”
“Hey, okay. Take it easy. It’s all right. You’re one person out there runnin’ around in all of this.” His voice lowered in volume. “And you just had to take a life. Shannon – listen. I did two tours. In Afghanistan.” He paused, adding, “I had to do what I had to do. To keep my unit safe. Okay? I understand what you’re going through. And it’s gonna be okay.”
She took a big breath, blew it out. She felt better talking to Hansen. Grateful that he’d been put in her path.
Still, there was a lot to do. “The other man is out there somewhere,” she said.
“I understand. We’ll get him.”
“What’s the story with you? Any progress?”
There was, but it was slow going. Hansen was in touch with all the other cops tied up with accidents and barricades, trying to get through. She was reminded of a story from a couple of years back – a town in Southern Vermont, flooded during a major storm, cut off from the outside world for days. People had died. This was like that, but with armed criminals.
“I need help here,” she said. She hadn’t expected to. Or for her voice to crack on the word. For her hands to start shaking again.
“I know you do. And you’ve done everything you can at this point. You’ve done more than your share. Now you’ve got to do the hard part and wait. We’re coming. We just need a little more time.”
She wiped her nose with the back of her hand. It was the same situation, the same dilemma: whether to keep going ahead on her own. A single tear slipped from her eye, and she flicked it away with her thumb. “Benji, we don’t know what this guy might do. He might be trying the same thing – wait out the storm. He could be anywhere right now.”
Hansen was silent. Again she heard a background of saws and machines. The world was trying to get through. Backup was coming.
Maybe Hansen was right. Maybe she’d done all she could…
But she stood from the bed. She straightened her spine and stared at the picture of Colm Sayward and his wife – wherever she was. And their three kids.
“He could hurt someone,” she said, about the second man.
And there was really nothing more to it than that.
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First, they moved the body. Typically, you wanted everything to stay exactly as it had happened when investigating a crime. But with three children in the house, leaving a dead man outside Sayward’s front door seemed macabre and unneeded. The snow was piling up, for one thing. Shannon took his gun, removed the magazine and round from the chamber, and stowed it all in her parka. She would submit honestly to any future investigation of her role in Steve’s death, so leaving him there didn’t serve that end either.
Sayward and Quentin helped her carry the man into one of the smaller buildings. Since the place hadn’t been an active horse ranch in thirty years, the foaling shed was mostly equipment storage. It was cold inside, the air still and redolent of old hay. Everyone’s boots made hollow sounds as they moved around.
Shannon went through Steve’s pockets again. She’d been hurrying before, in a bit of shock. She found more items. A cell phone in a purple case, for one. The screen blinked on to show a picture of Chloe and Nick smiling and hugging.
She also found a wad of cash, much of it singles and fives, totaling one hundred and sixty-two dollars. She pocketed this along with Chloe’s phone, then took pictures of the body that she would send the bureau, as well as state investigators, at the first chance.
The wind whistled through the gaps in the wall boards. The three of them stood looking down at the dead man. “He said he was ‘Uncle Steve,’” Shannon said.
Sayward shook his head. “I don’t have any brothers. I’ve never seen this guy before in my life.”
But Chloe had, and it was time to talk to her about it. Time to put everybody in a room together and see what shook out of the bag. “All right,” Shannon said. “Let’s go.”
Once they’d returned inside, Quentin took over with the kids, who seemed familiar with him – Jake ran and jumped on him like they wrestled on a regular basis.
Shannon brought Chloe, Nick, Sayward, and Louise Carmichael to the back bedroom. She asked the older woman to start.
Carmichael shared her story with bravery and brevity. The dead man outside had flagged her down, shot her husband, and forced her to drive. As soon as they’d seen the downed trees, the crew working on tangled power lines, he made her turn around. And once they’d reached Sayward Road, he told her to turn onto it.
“Did he seem like he knew where he was going?”
Carmichael shook her head, but out of uncertainty. “He seemed to be improvising,” she decided.
A silence developed as Shannon contemplated it. Somewhere in the room, a clock ticked away the time.
“How were you here?” Nick asked quietly. He was looking at Shannon. “I mean, why were you in town?”
The question raised Sayward’s head. They all looked at Shannon.
“I’m on my way to visit family,” she explained. “I work in New York City, but they live in Westport. My parents and two of my brothers.”
Sayward asked, “Isn’t this a little out of your way?”
“I had a stop to make. I had a friend to see.” She thought it best to leave it at that.
The quiet resumed. But it couldn’t last. Shannon gave Louise Carmichael a reassuring squeeze on the arm and stood up. The blood took its time traveling to her brain, and she was dizzy a moment.
Sayward seemed to notice. “You okay? Outside, you seemed like you were limping.”
“That’s not from this. I’m all right.” She looked from face to face and kept her gaze on Chloe. “I have your phone. Did you see Steve make any calls with it? Or use it in any way?”
Chloe shook her head. “No. I only saw him use the house phone.”
“Okay, I’ll give you your phone back after I have a look. What else can you tell me about this morning? How he acted, things he said?”
“Well, for one thing, he looked familiar.”
Shannon felt herself stretching forward. “You recognized him?”
“From my other job at the Lodge. But, I mean, it wasn’t even my table he was sitting at. And this was two weeks ago? Maybe? Sunday shift.”
“But he looked familiar…”
“When I saw him today, yeah, he looked like someone I’d seen before.”
“Whose table was it?” Shannon asked.
“Kayleigh’s. Kayleigh Moffitt.”
“Can we talk to her?”
“Sure… The Lodge must have her number. She lives in North Creek.”
“That’s about thirty miles east? Where Gore Mountain is?”
Chloe nodded.
Shannon would call the Lodge and seek out Kayleigh Moffitt, but first, she wanted to hear about the second man.
Chloe described him as blond haired and blue eyed. “He was about six feet tall, I guess. But I mostly saw him sitting down. So…”
“How old?”
“Um, way older than me, but, not as old as, ah, Mr. Sayward. No offense.”
“None taken.”
Shannon said, “So maybe thirty?”
Chloe nodded. “Thirty, maybe thirty-five.”
She had no reason to lie, but Shannon was skeptical. Witness accounts were notoriously unreliable. It was common for multiple witnesses to give widely differing descriptions. And according to Chloe herself, the guy hadn’t even been a customer at one of her tables.
“What made you notice him?” Shannon asked. “He was just some customer at another table, right? Was it something that happened? Did you overhear anything?”
Chloe’s gaze darted to Nick standing nearby in the bedroom. She swallowed. “He was just… really good looking.”
Nick appeared unoffended, and Chloe seemed relieved. “Like, really good looking. Like, male model good looking.”
“All right,” Nick said.
Shannon nodded. “Good. That helps. Thank you, Chloe.”
“You’re welcome.”
Shannon spent a few minutes going through Chloe’s phone, check for any actions Steve might’ve taken — calls, texts, internet searches — but there was nothing. She gave Chloe back her phone, with the stipulation that she not change or erase anything in case the police needed to use it later.
She phoned the Lodge next and asked for the dining room. The floor manager said Kayleigh wasn’t working, but the waitress answered when Shannon called her at home in North Creek. To get a good corroboration, Shannon tried not to lead her. “About a week ago, do you remember waiting on two men?”
“About a week ago? I mean, I really have no idea. We’ve been busy – last week was president’s week, and it’s just been skiers in town around the clock.”
“These guys would’ve been in their late twenties, early thirties. Probably not skiers.”
“Yeah, I’m sorry, I don’t know what you want me to say. I see fifty customers a shift…”
“What if I said one of them was very attractive, according to another witness?”
Kayleigh Moffitt was quiet. “Very attractive?” She fell silent again, as if thinking. “I mean, okay, yeah. There was a guy who came in – two guys – both of them were all right on the eyes, I guess. Yeah, this would’ve been about a week ago. I work Tuesday through Thursday, day shift. Saturday night and Sunday brunch…”
“And Sunday, you work with Chloe Bixby.”
“Chloe? Yeah. Yeah, she’s there. You should ask her.”
“I did – she remembered it being your table. Can you recall anything else? What they wore? Things they said?”
Shannon grilled her for another couple of minutes, but time was running out. She had enough to go on for now. These guys were either in town nine days before to case the convenience store – which would be odd, since it was a relatively small score – or maybe they’d been here for some other reason, gotten the idea to rob the convenience store, and came back. It was also possible they lived here. Or at least close by.
For the first time since she’d pulled over that morning to clean her wipers, Shannon felt a twinge of hope. A little tingle up the spine.
She was getting somewhere.
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After speaking with Moffitt, Shannon hung up the phone.
“I just need a minute alone with Mr. Sayward.”
“Sure, of course,” Chloe said, the first to spring into action. She reached out for Louise Carmichael, then helped her up from the bed.
“Thanks, guys.”
Nick led them out, closing the door.
Shannon said to Sayward, “So I think these two guys split up. And there’s a good chance the second guy is still around. So I’m gonna need to get back out there. I’ve got to call my supervisor first, and I’m going to give them what we know so far. The FBI can help. In the meantime, I was wondering if–”
“Let me come with you,” Sayward said.
“No.” It was automatic. Plus, people were already hurt and in danger. She couldn’t risk it. “I was just going to ask if I could use your phone. Keep it with me for a couple of hours. Mine doesn’t work here.”
He held up a hand. “Listen, I’ve lived here most of my life, okay? I know every nook and cranny. There’s not a lot of places he can be – it’s not a big town. And most places are closed for the season or because of the power outage today.”
She opened her mouth to respond, but shut it when he went on.
“And you won’t get anywhere else in your rental car. I don’t care if it’s four-wheel drive with chains on the tires. I’d give you my truck, but that’s no better – this is ATV or snowmobile weather, and I’ve got both.”
She was silent. He made some good points.
“Nick told me about the other customer, too. The one in Hardy’s. I’m pretty sure that’s Terry Zlotnick. He’s a local guy, a welder. He lives close to there – I know where his place is. I’m thinking maybe he tried to get there on foot. He was just scared; I don’t know. But we could stop over there. If he’s seen these guys…”
“They were in masks.”
“Sure, but he’s heard ’em talk. That’s something, right? They could have accents, who knows what.”
She didn’t respond, knowing he was right. Of course he was – another possible witness mattered a great deal – and she’d been thinking about it since first seeing him on the store video. She was just stuck on keeping Sayward out of harm’s way.
Which was tough, because he had a hell of a good pitch. Local knowledge, transportation, and would be an additional set of eyes. He was late forties, early fifties, looked strong, and seemed to have plenty of energy.
“Listen. Can you give me a minute?”
“Sure.”
And he left her in the room.
    
THE FBI HAD fifty-six field offices, or divisions, centrally located in major metropolitan areas across the United States. Within those divisions were nearly four hundred resident agencies, each run by a supervisory special agent. Hers was Mark Tyler.
“Oh my God,” Tyler said. “And you’re just calling me now?”
“Everything happened very fast, sir. I’ve had to react.”
He was silent a moment. Tyler could be acerbic, but he’d been working on himself of late. Shannon credited the improvements to Tyler’s wife.
He asked, “Are you okay?”
“I’ve had to take certain measures, sir.” It was good she’d vented with Hansen, so she could keep a cool head with Tyler. She caught him up on everything, ending with killing Steve.
“I’m sorry,” Tyler said. “Ah, you’re in a tough spot. Okay. Yeah, we’re gonna do everything we can to help you.”
“Thank you, sir.”
“I’m going to put you in touch with Reese. Okay?”
That was good. Agent Jenna Reese was a top-notch researcher, Tyler’s go-to person for getting background on victims and witnesses.
But first, she had to know about Sayward.
Tyler answered, “If he wants to help, let him help. We’ll be responsible if anything happens. But, Ames, listen to me – you can also sit right there and wait for the troopers to get through. You don’t have to move another muscle.”
“That’s not possible, sir.”
He paused. “I figured. All right…”
After he asked her a few more questions and assured her that the FBI would back her decisions made so far – and going forward – he connected her to Reese.
“Hi,” the agent said. “How’s your vacation?”
Reese’s humor was as dry as it got. If you didn’t know her, her deadpan could throw you.
“It’s great. I’m a little pickled from the hot tub, though.”
Shannon provided Reese all the details she had, including everyone she’d met so far, from Sayward’s man Quentin on through to the Carmichaels. She described the model of gun Steve had used, but the serial number had been sanded down.
Next, they focused on the man himself. Steve was a possible alias, though maybe not. He had three fingers on his right hand and had seemed to favor his left for gun handling and whatever else. “That should make it easy,” Reese said. “If he’s in the system anywhere, and it sounds like he will be, we’ll get a good look at him.”
There was less to offer on the second man. Supposedly good-looking. Maybe blond haired and blue eyed. But if they got a bead on Steve, maybe they’d find known accomplices, and man number two would pop out.
It was all good, but kind of moot, too. Even if they wound up knowing who the guy was, law enforcement was blocked out of town. Disseminating information to people so that they might recognize him and report it would be tricky. For one thing, he could be holed up alone, no eyes on him. For another, clueing him in that the police knew his identity might do more harm than good by putting lives at risk.
And there were tech issues. “I have my phone, but get no signal anywhere in this area,” she told Reese. “I’ve got pictures for you, but the internet is out, too.”
“Is there a router in the house?”
“Yes.”
“You should be able to use it to get the images over to someone else’s phone. Or use Bluetooth pairing. Get it to someone who has service.”
“Sayward does. But apparently the house is outside of LTE coverage. So no email. It will have to be text messages.”
“That’ll work. And I’ll keep in touch with you that way for now.”
“Thanks, Reese.”
The agent paused. “Ames – Agent Bufort asked me to pass you on a message.”
“What is it?”
Reese cleared her throat. “‘Remember that you’re a country bumpkin, and you speak the language fluently. It should give you an edge.’”
“That’s very thoughtful.” Shannon’s smile was involuntary.
“I’m just the messenger.”
“I know.”
After hanging up, Shannon stood there a moment. The smile faded from her lips.
She took a breath, then left.
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Sayward went out to gas up two snowmobiles and put together some gear. Chloe made food for the three kids. As they ate, Shannon took her and Nick aside in the hallway. “Are you two going to be okay?”
“I’m fine,” Chloe said. She glanced at Nick.
He seemed to get the message and put his arm around her. “Yeah, we’re good.”
“You got to take care of each other,” Shannon said, mostly looking at Nick.
Chloe nodded. “Is Mrs. Carmichael going to be okay?”
“We have to let her stay here for a little while. It’s not safe for her to drive, and we need to figure out what’s going on out there anyway.”
“We’ll take care of her,” Chloe said.
“And Quentin is staying here with you, too. You’re all right with that?”
Chloe nodded some more. “Yeah, Quentin is fine. He’s worked with Mr. Sayward a long time.”
It was settled. Shannon called Hansen back and gave him the information she had on Steve and the second man. The FBI was working on it, but Hansen could distribute updates to his fellow troopers. Shannon said, “I’ll keep you apprised as best I can. How are you doing?”
“I wish I were through this crap.” He was losing patience, it sounded like. “And even when the road is open again, there’s over a foot of unplowed snow and ice out there. I’ll have to be behind one of the big highway department trucks or risk getting stuck.”
“You have to stay safe,” Shannon said. “You and every other trooper and deputy out there.”
“So you know – you’ve got the local fire department volunteers out there. There’s the chief, and then I think there’s four guys who live in town. They got ATVs and snowmobiles, but some of these boys are right rowdy and will be out in their own trucks.”
Shannon understood. In small towns, fire departments were typically a volunteer operation. They took their cues from county dispatchers, who in turn were likely coordinating with the state police.
Hansen said, “My captain has been on with the chief and wants the accident site babysat. The one with the Honda Accord on 28N. That call went out to the fire department over an hour ago.”
“Thanks, Benji. Keep your spirits up.”
“Will do, boss.”
She wrapped her wounded hand in fresh gauze. Her gloves were still missing, but Sayward had extras – a warm but pliable pair that must’ve belonged to his wife. He also urged her to wear a full-body snowsuit when he came back in.
“That was Gloria’s,” he explained. “It’s a bit cold because it was in storage outside. You really should wear it – the snow machines will get us where we need to go, but it’s a cold ride.”
She didn’t object and shimmied into the suit, trying not to think too much about the woman it belonged to. She couldn’t imagine losing a spouse, a life partner, and what that might do to a person.
The suit was a good fit – Gloria must’ve been about the same size. Shannon was five seven and a hundred and twenty pounds. Still, she felt a bit like an astronaut about to get launched into space.
Sayward said goodbye to the kids – little Radha hung from his neck when he tried to stand up after hugging her. “All right, baby girl. Let go. Daddy’s gotta go.”
Louise Carmichael was on the couch, trying to smile and be pleasant, but when Shannon caught her eye, the woman’s grief was unmistakable. The Carmichaels had been married for over thirty years, Shannon had learned. They’d been making retirement plans. Planning adventures for their golden years. All taken away. Why? Because a man had needed a better ride in a snowstorm? Because he’d been fleeing a crime he’d committed – and for what? A hundred and sixty-two dollars? She’d put the cash in a plastic bag from Sayward’s kitchen and left it in his room for safekeeping. Not exactly a massive haul.
She’d know more when the situation could be properly investigated. Probably Steve and his partner were addicts. Though from his physical appearance – normal bodyweight and all his teeth – it didn’t look like heroin or meth. It could be painkillers. Was there somewhere around here that sold them? Or did man number two have a prescription to fill?
Questions she couldn’t answer.
She followed Sayward out into the gray, windswept day. The snow had finally stopped, but the temperature continued to drop, turning everything hard and slick. Sayward had the snowmobiles idling side by side. One black with two yellow jags of lightning, the other royal blue.
“Ever driven one of these?”
Shannon nodded. It had been years, not since her teens, but she was confident it would come back. First, though, she went to the rental. She stuffed some extra clothes in a backpack in case she got wet or cold.
Sayward said, “Just need to make one stop on the way out. Follow me.”
Sayward pulled on his helmet, and Shannon hers. She grabbed the handlebars and threw her leg over the machine – the blue one. Kind of like riding a motorcycle, but with a much bigger seat. The single tread was beneath her; it turned like a conveyor belt. In front, under the engine, two skis. She dialed the throttle, and the machine jumped forward.
She followed Sayward to a building she hadn’t seen yet, back behind the barns. This looked like new construction. A garage with an adjoining office. He left his machine running and beckoned her to follow. She dismounted, waiting as he used a key to get in.
He spoke loud enough to be heard through the helmets. “Just take a minute.”
She followed him inside.
He shined a flashlight on two desks, several file cabinets, and a large wooden hutch. A pellet stove in the corner kept the place cozy warm.
He used a different key to unlock the hutch. He invited her closer and lifted the visor on his helmet to be heard more clearly. “What are you carrying? You’ve got your Glock and his, right?”
“Yes, I’ve got the suspect’s firearm and my service weapon.”
Sayward played the light beam over the multiple rifles, shotguns, and handguns hanging in the hutch. “I’m going to take one of the deer rifles. I’d be happy to supply you with one, and I can take the extra pistol you’re carrying. It can’t be comfortable stuck down your pants.”
She could see from the lines around his eyes he was smiling. It was a good offer, too – she didn’t want Steve’s gun on her person if she didn’t have to keep it there. She wriggled the weapon out of her snowsuit and handed it over, plus the magazine and chambered round she’d removed. Sayward pulled a glove back on and handled it all carefully, setting the items on a high shelf in the cabinet. Then he pulled out a rifle and passed it to her.
She shook her head. “That’s all right. I’m good to go.”
“Suit yourself,” he said. “But I’m gonna stay protected.”
She would have preferred he wasn’t armed – one more variable in a storm of shifting variables – but she wasn’t going to stop him.
He gathered ammunition, locked everything up, and they returned to the machines. Moments later, they were zipping through the woods, trees whizzing past. Sayward had a network of snowmobile trails on his property. He sped along at a good clip, and she felt pressured to keep up.
The trail undulated, and at one point she even caught a little air. Sayward glanced back at her. He slowed some, but she was feeling more comfortable and confident. If it weren’t for the dire circumstances, it might even have been fun.
They met up with a main road. In a couple of miles, they were slowing as they neared the Honda. A pickup truck with a plow on the front was parked a few yards away. Shannon and Sayward stopped the snow machines and dismounted to talk to the driver.
He was a young guy, wearing a battered John Deere cap. Shannon spied the radio clipped to his dashboard – a pager used to receive information from dispatch. His name was Ed McKay, and his lower lip bulged with chewing tobacco. He’d been there for an hour, but wasn’t so sure he was going to be able to leave – the conditions had gotten worse.
“Is this your personal vehicle?” Shannon asked, standing at his driver’s side door. She could feel the heat blasting in the cab of the truck.
He nodded. “Everything else we got is in service. We got the big truck over on Newcomb Road at the accident. And our brush truck is up toward Tupper, helping to clear that whole mess.”
“Well, I appreciate it. We’ll get you back home as soon as we can, all right? Anybody been by?”
“Just Craig Phillips, headed into town. He was driving like an old man.”
“Who’s he?”
“Oh, sorry – Craig has one of them motels up closer to town. He’d been trying to get down to Indian Lake, but got turned around at the power lines. Said he waited there for a half hour, then said ‘screw it.’”
Shannon gave McKay both her number and Sayward’s.
They moved on and, farther up the road, passed one of the motels McKay had mentioned. This one looked summer only, though – the main building and half dozen small cabins dark, no cars in sight. Beyond it was the lake, frozen and white.
Remembering her local geography, Shannon knew that the convenience store was next, about another mile up the road. But before they got there, Sayward turned into the woods, and she followed.
It was even tougher going – no established trail at first. She had to duck under branches and needed to come to a complete stop several times in order to work around a big oak or push through a dense stand of fir trees. After a few minutes, her arms vibrating, breathing in the acrid stink of exhaust, they connected up with a narrow road. Like Sayward’s own road, this was unimproved, off the grid – no mile markers or signage of any kind.
They followed it for a few hundred yards until a small log cabin came into view.
Beside the cabin was a shed filled with all manner of junk spilling out and covered in snow. On the other side, a chicken coop. The road leading up to the cabin hadn’t been plowed. Tire tracks led away, but didn’t seem to come back. There were two or three inches of fresh snow in the ruts.
Once they’d stopped and killed the engines, Sayward removed his helmet and set it on the seat, then cupped his hands around his mouth. “Terry! Hey, Terry Zlotnick, you here?” His voice reverberated in the trees.
They waited. The only response was a barking dog.
Sayward trudged to the front door, pulling off his gloves. Shannon stayed back, keeping an eye. The snow fell, a bit more calmly for the moment, big fluffy flakes. She caught one in the palm of her glove. The perfect crystalline form of it went from white to translucent, then disappeared. She refocused on the scene.
“Hey – Terry!” Sayward opened the exterior storm door and knocked on the solid one behind it. “You in there?”
The dog continued to bark. Not a vicious kind, but old. Shannon removed her helmet and set it on the snowmobile. She unzipped her snowsuit and reached in to grip the Glock at her lower back.
Sayward leaned to the side of the door and looked in the window. Then he glanced at her and shrugged. “I’m going in.”
He opened the unlocked door. Shannon knew the story – many people in up here didn’t bother to lock houses or cars. They figured, why bother? Especially if you thought you were just running to the store and would be right back.
Sayward pushed his way in, and the dog stopped barking. Shannon could see him crouch down to pet and ruffle some fur. She let go of the weapon and moved closer.
“She’s blind in both eyes,” Sayward said once Shannon had reached the door. “Zlotnick used to take her everywhere, her and him driving around in that Scout he’s got, but you don’t see her with him anymore. Poor girl. You a good girl? A good girl, huh?”
The dog, a chocolate Lab, wagged her tail.
Sayward, still petting the dog, looked around. “He’s not here.”
Shannon stepped in. The place was simple. A hunter’s cabin with a little extra. The open kitchen in the corner had a small gas range and a yellowish refrigerator circa 1972. The living room featured a matching green-striped couch-and-chair set, plus two mounted deer heads. Shannon went to the first door, which led to a bedroom, and the second, a bathroom. The whole place smelled like bacon, coffee, and unwashed man-hair.
She paused to pet the dog, who was sweet, her eyes gray-blue with cataracts. “Where’s your human, huh? Where’s Terry?”
The dog sat back and whined. Her tail flopped against the floor.
“Yeah,” Shannon said quietly. “I know.”
They made sure the dog had food in her dish and fresh water, then left on the snow machines, down the narrow road and back out to 28N.
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The third beer was going down smooth. But it was too much drinking; Willie needed to keep his edge.
You’re a fucking irresponsible twit, Willie.
No need to ask whose voice that was.
Hello, Dad. Nice to hear from you.
Only, in fairness, Willie didn’t think his dad had ever called him a “twit” per se. Or used that exact sentence.
The rest of it was there, though. First, Peter Hofacre would give his son looks. Judgmental looks. And then the tirades – about how Willie had no respect, no work ethic, no “intrinsic motivation” that led to anything worthy of his heritage. They were of German ancestry, a world of high achievers. A country where the trains always ran on time. And Peter, the son of an immigrant, the first born in the United States, felt nothing but disappointment when it came to his only son. It was in those looks, it was in those tirades, and it was in the fists that flew.
So there was no need to get creative about what Peter Hofacre might say now. He’d see this as the inevitable conclusion of Willie’s twenty-nine years on the planet. Sitting in a bar in some small town, trapped by heinous weather.
Not to mention, a murderer.
If anything, thinking of dear old dad lit the fire for some of that intrinsic motivation. He would prove his father – dead now for five years – wrong. He would get out of this. He just didn’t know how.
So he slowed the drinking to sipping. He checked his watch – he’d been here going on two hours. But then, so had the skinny guy with the sunken eyes. And the other one with the ratty white beard. These were the guys for whom drinking was a job, Willie figured. They came in, punched the clock, and took their seats. One even had a newspaper he studied, like he was a codebreaker working for the NSA.
Otherwise, they were alone. The couple necking in the back corner had left, and so had the group of skiers. Replacing them was a man and woman, each around Willie’s age. She had a luscious mane of black, curly hair, and he wore a little mustache, like a hipster, that twisted at the end. The man took the woman’s coat and draped it over the back of one of the chairs, then pulled the chair for her. She flipped her hair back and sat and looked around. She was smiling in the way that told Willie she wasn’t sure what to make of this place yet. Was it quaint to be in a small-town dive bar during a late-winter ice storm? Or was it kind of pathetic? The jury was out.
“Can you make hot toddies?” The man grinned at the bartender, Carter.
“Uh-huh,” Carter said. “You want two?”
“Yeah, two. That’d be great.”
Carter moved off to make the drinks. Willie was interested – he’d never seen how a hot toddy was put together. In truth, he didn’t even know what it was, exactly. But as Johnny Cash sang about Folsom Prison, the guy with the mustache bobbed his head and drummed his fingers to the beat.
He looked at Willie. “How you doing?”
Willie smiled. Not too big, not too little. “Good, you?”
“Crazy, this stuff, right?” The guy meant the weather, the storm.
“Yeah. Somethin’ else.” Willie had a thought. “You in town for the skiing?”
“Yeah, we are, actually.”
“Over to Gore Mountain?”
Mustache-man shook his head. “No, we’re not doing the downhill this year. We decided to try something different. My wife is into Nordic skiing. You know, cross-country.”
She was watching them talk – and looking a little pinched about it, too, like she was sitting there alone while her husband made small talk at the bar – and Willie raised a hand. She blushed and smiled, waving back.
“I’m George.” Her man leaned against the bar and extended a hand.
Funny, social custom. George gave Willie space by not coming closer, yet sought hand-to-hand contact. It was an old gesture, hand-shaking. It meant I’m not holding a gun. See?
But just because you didn’t have a gun in your hand didn’t mean you didn’t have one somewhere else. Close by. On your person.
“I’m Sean,” Willie said, lying. He’d always liked the name Sean. And the half of him that wasn’t German was Irish, so it fit.
“Nice to meet you.” George had a clammy grip, like his hand was red clay. He nodded at the woman. “That’s Moira.”
Willie ducked his head to better see past George. He gave Moira his third-best smile – a damn good smile, by all standards and measures. But it was good not to start too big, lest people become suspicious. That was part of another truth, beyond the average human’s penchant to blindly follow stupid social customs they didn’t understand: humans preferred good-looking people. Judges went easier on them; prospective employers were more likely to hire them. Facts. And there was also anecdotal evidence that people were more likely to leave their children with the sexier types.
Imagine that. Choosing a handsome lunatic over a homely caregiver just because of his facial symmetry.
And we thought we had free will.
So it was the third-best smile for Moira, which softened her right up, Willie saw. She’d already waved, so her hands stayed where they were. But her face went from pinched and grimacing to more open, with a little bit of wonderment in her eyes.
George had edged a little closer. “What about you? You ski downhill?”
Willie pulled his eyes off the wife. Better not to make George jealous. Willie knew the effect he had on men – they needed to instantly feel like they’d neutralized him as a threat. They did this by either deciding they were as handsome as he was, or they tried to outmatch him in some other way. By exerting control. Flashing their money. Something. So Willie made an effort not to upset George – especially since the idea taking shape in his mind might be a good one.
“Actually,” Willie said, “I’m into Nordic, like your wife. I love it. Where are you guys staying?”
“We’re over at the Lodge,” George said.
Willie nodded. He knew the Lodge; he’d been there. “So you skiing today?”
George glanced at Moira, then tipped his head back and forth. “Maybe. First we wanted to just see what it was like out here. Maybe wait for the worst of this kind of sleeting to pass. Hardly anybody is driving. But I gave it a shot.”
Willie felt like someone pricked the back of his brain. “Really?”
“Yeah. Got a Volvo S90. All-wheel drive, brand-new tires. I can get through just about anything. But we only drove it from the Lodge to here.”
Now the idea was really growing legs.
“Wow,” Willie said. “Nice to have a reliable vehicle. Wish I could say the same.”
“Yesterday, we went over to ski the Black Bear trail. You know where that is?”
“Sure, yeah.”
No. This he hadn’t heard of.
George gave his head a dismayed shake. “Totally overcrowded. Just… a lot of skiers in town. Which is fine, but… probably today there’s even more. Downhill people who can’t get over to the mountain.”
He started to say more, but Carter interrupted with two steaming glass mugs. “Here’s your toddies. That’ll be eight fifty.”
George scrambled for his wallet and took out a credit card.
“Can’t do credit,” Carter said. “Machine is down.”
“Right – sure, no problem.” George plucked out a twenty and set it down. He struck Willie as a city guy. Used to the hustle and bustle. He was here to get away from it all, yet his precious ski trails teemed with too many fellow tourists.
Carter made change, leaving a ten, a one, and coins on the bar. George put the ten back in his wallet. He hooked a finger in each of the mugs, then looked at Willie. “You live here, or…?”
Willie was mid-sip of his beer. He glanced at Carter, who was moving toward the other end of the bar to talk to the guy with the gnarly beard. “Visiting family,” Willie said. “But today I needed to get out of the house. Everybody cooped up, you know.”
George nodded sympathetically. “Well, nice to meet you.”
“You too.”
Willie watched out of the corner of his eye as George put the drinks down on the table and sat next to his wife. She said something to him in a low voice, and he ducked his head closer to hear. Folsom Prison ended, and Johnny Cash started belting out another one. Then George looked over and called to Willie in a slightly raised voice. “Hey, Sean. You want to join us?”
“Sure.” He took his half-full beer and dismounted the bar stool. As he walked over, he glanced at the TV in the corner. So far, still regular TV. No special news report. Carter had a knee up and leaned on his leg, watching, but kept the sound down and the music going.
Willie reached the table and flashed the third-best smile again as he sat. “Thanks,” he said.
Maybe because Willie had looked at the TV, George said, “You’ve heard about this robbery thing?”
Willie nodded. “They were talking about it earlier. A group was in here, and I think they were going to walk down to the convenience store and do some rubbernecking.”
George made a face like he disapproved and glanced at Moira, who shook her head in similar disapprobation. Then she, too, offered her hand in social custom. “Hi.”
He took it. Warm and smooth, like silk. “Nice to meet you.”
“So you live here?”
“Visiting.”
George said, “He’s staying with family.”
Moira said, “And you ski?”
“I do. And I’ll tell you – since you mentioned it, I’ve been sitting there thinking.”
They waited.
“I’ve got just the place for you guys.”
Husband and wife traded looks, and Moira got a big smile. “See?” she said to George. Then, eyes coming back to Willie as she said it, “I told you he’d know the good spots.”
For a moment, Willie pictured himself and Moira crashing into her room at the Lodge, stripping clothes off each other as they went. George was somewhere – maybe hog-tied in the back of their car, duct tape covering his mouth. And Willie popped her bra clasp and got a handful of those perfect-sized breasts as he took her in deeper with his mouth, ran his hand up her thigh, and stopped where it was warm and waiting.
“I do know the good spots,” he said. “But what are you gonna give me for my local knowledge?”
There was the briefest moment where they weren’t sure what to make of him, but then Willie turned on his second-best smile, and they melted like butter on a hot biscuit.
This was going to be perfect.
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You couldn’t stop people. Even in weather this bad. A small group had gathered at Hardy’s, looking in the windows. There were two snowmobiles parked by the gas pumps. Hansen said that fire department volunteers were guarding the scenes, but apparently not this one.
Not that she blamed anyone. Hands were full. Local emergency crews were dealing with the roads, and the police were stuck outside town. Nick had locked up, at least, and the people were unable to get into the store.
They watched Shannon and Sayward ride up. When the engines were quiet and Shannon had removed her helmet, she introduced herself and got a better look. It was three young men, teenagers, really. They said they’d stopped by for gas and found the place shut down.
“But we think there’s someone inside,” one of them said. “There’s, like, a tarp in one of the aisles.”
Another added, “There’s a foot sticking out.”
It was barely noon, but Shannon had expected word to travel through the whole town by now. News went fast among three hundred residents. On the other hand, these were teenagers and likely off in their own world.
“How long have you been out riding?”
“I dunno,” said one kid, still in his helmet. “Two hours, maybe?”
“You guys see anything strange this morning?”
“I mean, it’s, like, slick as shit out here. Everyone’s off the road or stuck in a ditch somewhere.”
“Have you been any farther south? On 28N?”
For a moment, they looked confused. She clarified: “Deerfield Road?”
One kid shook his head. He’d removed his helmet, had long hair. “No, we’ve been mostly in the woods.”
Shannon gave them the deal: this was a crime scene, and they had to get going. She left them with phone numbers in case they came across anything unusual.
But they had a few more questions before parting.
“Are you chasing fugitives?”
“Did this place get robbed?”
“Is that guy dead?”
Shannon shrugged apologetically. “I can’t get into details, guys. But there is someone I’d like to talk to who could be connected to the events here this morning.” She described man number two. “Seen anyone like that?”
The youths exchanged looks and shook their heads. “No,” said the kid with long hair. “I don’t think so.”
Sayward spoke up. “You boys okay on gas? If you came here for fuel, and…”
“Yeah, we stopped to fill up,” the long-haired kid said. “We’re ridin’ pretty low. But the pumps aren’t working.”
“I’m carrying extra with me. Two and a half gallons. Where do you guys live?” Sayward walked off toward the sleds with them, everybody sinking above their ankles in the deep snow. Shannon turned to the front door and took out Nick’s keys to open up.
When she got inside, the phone was ringing.
She hurried to the register and picked it up after checking the number. “Benji?”
“I called Nick Amatto, and he said you’d left. That you and the Sayward man were headed for the other witness, then Hardy’s. Tried Sayward, but he didn’t answer.”
“We just pulled up. Zlotnick wasn’t home. He doesn’t seem to have ever made it back home.” As she spoke, she looked around the store. The place was unsettling, the scene of a horrific crime, but at least it was warm. Despite the thick snowsuit, the ride on the snowmobile had chilled her all over again.
Hansen said, “So the plate on the Honda Accord came back. The vehicle is registered to a man named Gary Sweetwater. But Sweetwater reported it stolen to Utica Police this morning at 6 a.m.”
“That’s two hours south of here.”
“Exactly. Looks like one or more of our guys stole it last night, maybe early this morning.”
She asked, “Do you know Barneveld?”
“Ah, yeah. That’s down in that area. Utica area. Just a bit north of it. Why?”
She told him about the receipt she’d seen in the Honda, beers and cigs from a store in Barneveld after one a.m.
“Interesting,” Hansen said. “Sweetwater says he kept the Honda on the street. Locked but no alarm. One a.m.? Yeah, they could’ve taken it, headed north to Barneveld, made that purchase.”
“Headed north on their way here,” she said, sounding the theory out loud. “They must’ve stayed somewhere between Utica and here. Maybe pulled over and slept a few hours… All to come up here for a robbery?”
“I know,” Hansen said. “The whole thing is funny. But I spoke to my captain and our forensic artist. I gave them what we had on the second man – between five eight and six two, age twenty-five to thirty-five, blond and blue eyed. It’s going around to every LEO in the state. We can even put it out to local media and get it up on the news. What do you think?”
When she didn’t respond, he guessed her hesitation. “Too risky?”
“Well… there are two scenarios that bother me. One, we don’t even know this guy is involved. He’s just someone who was seen with Steve. We put out a likeness of him and get everyone looking for the wrong person. Two, it’s him, and he sees himself on TV. Now he’s scared and feeling desperate, when maybe he was lying low and feeling confident.”
“Maybe that’s good? Maybe he makes a move and we notice?”
“Yeah, but it’s just me out here right now,” she reminded him.
“That’s very true. Good point. So right now, let’s say it’s only distributed to our people. But we are looking to make a statement. My captain’s been in my ear all morning…”
“Sure.” She rattled off the bullet points: “There’s been a robbery, two men in masks, both at large. Strongly caution everyone to stay home, stay indoors, keep their eyes peeled, and call 911 if they see anything suspicious. Then those calls come right to me.”
“How?” Hansen surprised her with a chuckle. “You don’t even have a phone.”
“I’m working on that,” she said. “For now, you got Sayward’s number.”
They fell silent a moment. She watched Sayward outside, using some of his gas to fuel the other snow machines.
“Hey,” Hansen said. “You hangin’ in there?”
“I’m all right. I’m getting hungry.” She eyed the hot dogs still rolling under the heat lamps. Blech. Maybe not those.
“You been in the FBI long?” Hansen asked.
“Just ended my probationary period a couple of months ago. You?”
“My fifth year. I’m hoping to make BCI.”
“Good luck.”
“Thanks.”
She looked toward the aisle where the victim lay. “Did you know Henry Ashby at all?”
“I think I’ve heard the name. But he was a Sheriff’s Department investigator. Saratoga County? That’s about all I know.” Hansen paused. “This has to be answered. He’s a retired investigator, a public servant, and he gets capped by a couple of lowlifes holding up a gas station? It’s not right.”
“I know.”
She watched as Sayward trudged back to the front door. He stopped out in front and waited for her. “Gotta go, Benji, thanks.”
After putting the phone down, she approached and opened up. “Come in to get warm, but it’s probably best if you just hang tight by the front. If we need hair, fibers, prints – better you don’t need to go through elimination.”
“Got it.” As he stepped in and the door swung shut behind him, the kids buzzed off on their snow machines.
Shannon went to the body, still covered in the tarp she’d laid down – except for one foot. She stretched the tarp to conceal it.
Henry Ashby’s body was probably starting to stiffen as rigor mortis set in, yet he hadn’t even been officially declared dead. If he had living relatives, which he likely did, they were blissfully unaware. His body ought to be with the county coroner for care and eventual autopsy, but that was a ways off.
Sayward stood inside the door, watching. Ideally, the victim’s identity was kept private until the proper death notice could go out, but these were special circumstances. He needed to know.
“The victim is Henry Ashby,” she said as she left the aisle.
His eyes widened. “Ashby? Hank Ashby?”
“I take it you know him.”
“I’d say most people in town do. He’s a detective. Well, he’s retired. He lives off Newcomb Road somewhere. Alone, as far as I know. I see him from time to time in town. Oh, man – they shot him?”
Shannon said, “I need you to keep it quiet. Like you just said – most people in town know him. We don’t want things to start getting out ahead of us. In an investigation like this, we want to carefully control information. We’ve got at least one suspect at large.”
“Understood. I won’t say anything.”
“I’ll be in the back for a few minutes. I want to see if there’s anything else I missed on the video.”
“Okay. If it’s all the same – I’ll wait outside.”
“Sure.”
After he left, she stood there a moment in the middle of the store. What a life, she thought. This morning, she’d been on personal time, the world of investigations just starting to slip behind her thoughts. Hours later, she was standing in a convenience store with a dead man.
She moved to the back office, wondering about Ashby being a retired cop. Questioning why Steve and the second robber – if the man Chloe saw was, in fact, that – were in town a week ago. And why drive all the way up from Utica – in a stolen car, no less – to rob a convenience store netting them three hundred bucks? Surely there was more money to steal somewhere else? At the Lodge, for example? One of the other motels in town? What about a bank?
Petty criminals were one thing. Banks were intimidating to some, while convenience stores seemed easier to knock over. And, generally, they were.
But then the men had split up. Why? Was that the plan all along? Rob a convenience store and go their separate ways? Sometimes the idea of splitting up meant it helped your chances. But this situation seemed different.
It was different, no question.
She woke the computer. The surveillance system software was still running. She briefly wondered about the generator providing power, and for how long. Then she was watching the video again, scrubbing back to the beginning, with the two men entering the store, both going straight for the pay counter.
Nick had put his hands up and stepped back. He was supposed to have been here with a coworker, but that person had been unable to make it through the storm. Leaving poor Nick alone as two men put guns in his face.
The men kept close while in the shop, tight formation. A yard or two between them. Perhaps they’d expected the second employee to be there, because one of the men kept looking around, off to the left.
Then there was Terry Zlotnick, who was in the other direction. The robbers didn’t seem to care about him much as he started edging toward the door. Meanwhile, Henry Ashby stood in the aisle. His mouth moved a few times, getting the attention of both robbers. Well, one of them was scraping the cash off the counter with a gloved hand as he looked. It was the other who spoke back to Ashby – yelled, it looked like – and then aimed his gun.
So was that it? Ashby, who had a concealed weapon, warned them to stop? And they didn’t like it?
Hang on…
She backed it up again, then switched back and forth between Ashby and the robber who engaged him. She studied each movement, unsure of what she was looking for, but thinking she’d know it when she saw it. If only she could hear what was being said…
Zlotnick ran out. A second later, Ashby was shot. Surely Zlotnick had heard it – he’d been going in one direction and jerked in another just as the video showed Ashby go down. Like it had spooked him.
But the direction he’d gone…
Shannon left the office and walked back through the store. She pulled open the door and stepped out. The cold air hit like a wall. Everything frozen, sheathed in ice, including Terry Zlotnick’s car. The Scout. An older, classic ride. The big knobby tires and floodlights were prepared to meet inclement weather.
Sayward was watching her. “Everything okay?”
She identified the exterior camera mounted beneath the eaves and tracked its line of sight. “If Terry ran out,” she thought aloud, “and was going in this direction, he was going to his vehicle. But then he heard the shot, and he broke left.” She faced that direction. South.
When she started walking, Sayward followed. “Maybe he just…”
“Maybe he hid,” she finished. “He was scared – he’d just heard the shot. His vehicle looks pretty reliable, but maybe he was worried he couldn’t get in and start it in time. I would be.”
As she theorized, she followed holes in the snow. It’d been falling all morning, but around the edges of the building, protected by an overhanging roof, it wasn’t as deep. Plus, the ice acted as a kind of casting. The holes were definitely foot tracks. She followed them to a pair of dumpsters and a pile of wooden pallets knocked askew.
Zlotnick’s likely actions grew clearer. He’d run outside and then in this direction. She searched the landscape behind the convenience store, which was a wide and empty field, a line of evergreen trees on its far back end.
Sayward, beside her, pointed. “His place is back there, actually. In those trees. When we went in on the machines, we took Pine Ridge Road. Okay, but it winds around, going along behind this field. If Terry wanted, he could cut across here to get home.”
As she listened, she edged closer to the field. The light was gray and devoid of shadows, but she thought she made out faint impressions in the snow.
“Let’s go,” she said, and started out into the wide open.
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Sayward had the good thought to grab one of the snowmobiles. He picked her up – she sat in back, keeping an arm around him. He wore a rigid canvas jacket and snow pants; not much to grab on to, so she had to hug against his waist. They took it slow, riding out onto the field, following the tracks.
“Two sets,” he yelled over the engine. “You see that?”
She looked closer. “You’re right.”
Twenty yards from the convenience store parking lot. Then thirty. Forty. She guessed this field was fallow. It was flat, and the ride was fairly smooth. Maybe it was old cow pasture. Fifty yards out, the second set of tracks seemed to disappear.
She patted Sayward’s shoulder. “Hold up!”
He brought the machine to a halt, and Shannon jumped into the snow. The wind was fierce out here with no trees for protection. It scraped across the crusty snow, almost burying the footprints, but they were visible. Not just two sets, but three, really. From two people – one who’d doubled back.
She returned to the snowmobile and urged Sayward to continue on, even slower than before. Her throat felt dry, her fingers cold, stomach beginning to knot.
When she spotted the figure in the snow, it stopped her breathing.
But then she exhaled and tapped Sayward again. He was already bringing the snowmobile to a stop. “I see it!”
Shannon climbed off the machine and pushed her way through the snow.
God. Not another one. Please.
What was going on? This robbery had turned fouler than any she’d ever seen. Three people dead for some fast cash? It was absurd.
When she reached the fallen man, she saw that he was facing up. His head was back, eyes closed, mouth open. The wind had dusted him with snow, but it hadn’t yet completely congealed on his skin. He was still warm.
She felt his pulse.
He was still alive.
“He’s breathing!” Shannon said. “We’ve got to get him inside!”
    
ZLOTNICK WAS FORTY-EIGHT, according to his driver’s license. His young age – relative to the other victims of the day – might’ve been helping him stay alive. But he wasn’t going to last much longer. He’d been shot through the back, through his scapula, and there was no evidence of an exit wound. The bullet was still inside.
After they spread out another tarp and put Zlotnick on it, Shannon and Sayward searched for first aid. She found a basic kit in the office; he found a small one that was for sale near the front of the store. They bandaged the gunshot wound, which had mostly stopped bleeding anyway. Shannon opened a bottle of water and tried to get Zlotnick to drink, but he was unresponsive. He’d been out there, in the cold, bleeding, for four hours. If the bullet in his system didn’t kill him, the hypothermia would.
The nearest emergency room was over forty miles away in Saranac Lake.
“There’s one family physician in town,” Sayward explained. “We could take him on the Ski-Doo, really bundle him up and try to hold him steady…”
Shannon doubted it, too. Instead, she used the store phone to call 911. Once she’d explained the situation to the county dispatcher, the dispatcher laid out her options: “Local EMS is still with the car accident on Newcomb Road. But there’s one EMT not with them – Susan Piper.”
Shannon wrote down Piper’s number and called her seconds later. She took Piper through the basics, and the EMT was eager to help – she said she’d do her best to make it there in her vehicle. Sayward, overhearing, shook his head. “Tell her to sit tight. I’ll come pick her up.”
“Susan? I’ve got someone here who’s going to transport you by snowmobile. Will that work for you?”
“I’ve got a lot of gear,” Piper said on the phone. “Most of it is usually in the ambulance. And then we still have to think about transporting him afterwards…”
They continued to hash out the details, but Shannon was aware that time was slipping – Zlotnick’s condition was critical. They settled on Sayward picking up Piper, and Shannon would get someone here in the meantime – maybe the local fireman with the plow truck.
Sayward was worried he wouldn’t have enough fuel to return – he’d given a gallon to the teenaged boys, leaving him one and a half in reserve. But he found a length of hose from a back storeroom, went out and opened both tanks on the snow machines. He siphoned gas from one to the other, leaving just enough in Shannon’s blue one to get to town if necessary.
She listened to Sayward’s engine as it faded. When it was gone, the rattle of the generator filled the void. The store seemed to slowly come alive, the high buzz of the bluish emergency lights, the wind buffeting the windows, this little box-shaped building in the middle of nothing.
She unpackaged two more tarps – it totaled the store’s remaining inventory – and tried to make Zlotnick as comfortable as possible. His breathing was shallow, barely audible, just a slight wheeze. The man was going to die if he didn’t warm up.
She inserted herself under the tarps with him. Once she was up close against him, she unzipped the snowsuit to let out some more of her body heat. Holding him was like holding a mannequin. She tried rubbing his chest. She talked to him.
“I hope this isn’t too forward of me,” she said. She needed some humor to brighten this otherwise dark and unexpected day.
Unexpected, yes. To say the least.
“I know we just met, but I like to cut to the chase.”
Talking to him could help; she didn’t know.
“I can hardly even believe this is happening, to tell you the truth. I mean, maybe I was stupid for leaving this morning knowing there was even a chance of this. The storm. But I grew up in a place like this, and if you put your life on hold for every impending storm…? You know? There wouldn’t be much of a life left to live. Plus, I wouldn’t have met you.”
After a few seconds of quiet, she said, “It’s cliché to say things happen for a reason. Even people who aren’t religious say it. I think it’s a paradox. You can’t know what you might miss. You have to live life. Maybe there are many worlds, and in one, I’m still back in Queens, and it’s five a.m., and I’ve decided to stay in bed, make the trip tomorrow.”
She thought about that. Meteorology had gotten better, more precise. The app on her phone predicted weather down to the minute. Rainfall and temperature changes that were almost always accurate. But then things happened that weren’t foreseen. Last-minute cold snaps or warm spells that made a huge impact on a front coming in. Minor things that quickly turned into big things – ice storms like this one, creating disaster.
Creating a pocket of time unlike any other. A time, now, lying next to a stranger to keep him warm – to keep him alive.
“But I like to keep things simple. There’s probably just this life, just the one we’re living now. And in that life, I didn’t stay in bed. I decided to go. To come up here. Because I’m always going, I guess. I never really stop.”
Now that she was looking at it, she’d been moving nonstop since college had ended. It felt like that, anyway. She’d gotten her masters in mental health and spent three years as a clinical psychologist before deciding she wanted to work for the FBI. First, she had to pass through two phases of a massive test. Once she received her Conditional Appointment Offer, it meant they were considering her, but not seriously, until she’d undergone an extensive background investigation.
They were looking for spies, sure, but they also wanted solid, trustworthy people. Did it disqualify you if you’d ever been caught smoking a joint? Some said yes, some no; it depended. In her case, it was moot. Marijuana hadn’t been her thing. And neither had been getting caught.
Not that she’d been such a rebel. For the most part, she’d been a woman raised in a Christian family in rural New York. Her father had run the farm, and her mother had run the household. Her mother had also been a piano teacher and an English teacher. She’d been the stricter parent, in terms of religion.
It was probably why Shannon had gone through a short “partying” phase in her mid-teens. Typical stuff: lying about going over to a friend’s house to study and attending a party instead. It had been one such party when she’d missed her ride home and called her brother for help.
John had worked as a deputy with the Sheriff’s Department. He’d been nine years older than Shannon – he was the eldest Ames, and she was the youngest – but they’d shared a bond. A kind of closeness that revealed itself in quiet ways – a look across the table during family dinner. Helping with her homework when he still lived at home. When she’d gotten in a jam that night, he was the first person she’d thought to call. Because he’d always come through for her.
Lost in the past, Shannon massaged Zlotnick’s arms and shoulders to keep the blood circulating. The thought of John had put an end to her humor and introspection. She lapsed into silence, just working on Terry’s body. When she would finish squeezing his arm and his hand, she would start over again, pushing her palm into his chest. Trying to get some heat back into this man.
And then Zlotnick spoke.
“What is that?” His words were slurred.
“Mr. Zlotnick?” She rose on her side to better see him.
His eyes remained closed. But his color looked better. Less blue. “That sound. What is that?”
She thought for a moment. “There’s a generator running. Terry, you’re at Hardy’s. The store. Do you remember?”
He didn’t answer. She started to knead his arm again, not really thinking about it. She’d just been doing it for twenty minutes. And, likely or not, she thought it might have revived him.
“There it is again,” he said. His eyelids fluttered. Finally they opened, and he stared up at the ceiling, squinting in the light.
Shannon thought she understood. Every time she moved, the tarps made crackling, whickering noises.
“Terry, you’re covered up to keep warm. My name is Shannon. I’m an FBI agent. You were shot during a robbery.”
Keeping his head still, Terry rolled his eyes to look at her. “You’re FBI?” He licked his dry lips.
She unscrewed the cap of a nearby bottle of water and put it to his lips. “Here.” He started drinking. When he seemed to have his fill, she pulled it away.
Zlotnick continued to stare at her. “I feel like shit.”
She smiled briefly. “You were shot in the back. Do you remember anything?”
He looked away. He lifted his head a little, as if to see the tarp covering the other man, Ashby.
Then Zlotnick relaxed and stared up again. “I remember everything,” he said.
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Terry Zlotnick had come for beer.
“This is my slow time for work,” he explained. “So I’ve been on a little vacation.”
He’d left the dog and driven the Scout down his road – Pine Ridge – and over to Hardy’s for his favorite brand. Amstel Light.
“I seen Ashby when I pulled up,” Zlotnick explained. “He was already in the store.”
“You knew Mr. Ashby?”
Now that Zlotnick was doing a little better, she’d given him some space. She’d pulled a crate from the back storeroom and used it as a seat. Zlotnick was sitting up on the floor.
“Everybody kind of knows him. You live here long enough, you know everybody. Hank’s a retired cop. Worked outside of Troy and Albany. He saw some stuff in his day, from what I’ve heard. Murders, everything. But he was always nice when he saw me. I see him in here a lot. I’m gettin’ my beer, and he’s gettin’ his ice cream. Nine o’clock in the morning. Men with priorities.”
Zlotnick’s laughter brought about a coughing fit. Shannon helped prop him up to get through it. His color was better, but he wasn’t out of the woods yet. He’d lost a fair amount of blood, and the bullet could lead to an infection if it wasn’t removed.
Once he’d settled, she sat back again. “You okay?”
“Yeah.”
“Can you walk me through it? Exactly what happened when you got here, until I found you?”
He said he’d gone inside, noticed Ashby, and that they’d waved hello to each other. “I’d probably only been inside maybe a half a minute when them boys showed up. The two of ’em wearing those masks. I’m standing there at the beer cooler, my hand literally on a twelve-pack, and they walk in. And right away, they start yelling at the clerk. ‘Alright, man, listen up. We want what’s in the register. Get your hands where I can see them.’ All that stuff.”
“And did the clerk comply right away?”
“Yeah. He did. Name’s Nick. He’s a good kid. Have you–? You know where he is?”
She quickly explained, wanting to get back to the story.
With the robbers in the store, Zlotnick had met eyes with Ashby. Ashby carefully revealed his handgun. Then he made a gesture toward the door. Zlotnick had understood: Get out.
“I didn’t want to leave him,” Zlotnick said. “It wasn’t fair. But I didn’t know what else to do. So I eased my way to the door. And right when my hand touched the handle, that’s when one of the guys talked. He said, ‘What are you lookin’ at?’”
Shannon recalled the video. One robber scraping cash off the counter, the other facing Ashby, seeming to talk.
“Had Ashby drawn his gun on them?”
“Not yet. He’d just showed it to me, you know, down at his waist, and then… It all happened fast. I mean – really fast. I heard Ashby say he was a cop. And that was it. I ran.”
“Then they shot him.”
“Yeah.”
“But had he drawn? Can you remember?”
“He might have. They might’ve seen his gun. But I don’t know. I don’t think so.”
“Why?”
“Because of what happened next.”
Zlotnick confirmed that, after hearing the shot, he’d started to run. “They were just moving so fast. I wanted to get away. I wasn’t thinking, just running.”
He’d run around to the back where, at the dumpsters, he hid. When the men did come out, he said, they didn’t seem too concerned about him. At least, they were focused on something else.
“I heard one of them ask the other guy if he was sure Ashby was dead. The guy said, ‘I’m not taking off my gloves and touching him. I got him in the head. He’s dead.’ But it didn’t seem like…” Zlotnick trailed off for a second, then found the words. “It seemed like they needed to know he was dead. Not because they were worried about murdering someone. But because they wanted him dead.”
Shannon felt something slide into place. Like pieces forming a solid picture, the completion of an idea. “They wanted him dead…”
“It absolutely seemed like it to me. He was all they talked about. I don’t know – I thought it was maybe because they didn’t want a witness. But then they left the kid. You know. And me. So what I figured was, I’d heard a story or two about Ashby. He was into some shit back in the day. I mean, cases and stuff where he put some pretty big bad guys away. Down in Albany. I thought maybe this was payback.”
Shannon believed Zlotnick. At least, believed the robbers had been worried about whether Ashby was dead. And that it was possible this was payback.
“Then what? You were still hidden?”
He winced in pain as he reached for his back. “Ah… hurts.”
Shannon moved closer. “Stay still. You need to lie back down?”
He shook his head. He fingered the bandage over his gunshot wound. “Itches.”
“Maybe that’s a good sign.”
“Yeah. Anyway – they started arguing. About the weather, I guess. About splitting up. One guy kept saying, ‘I told you. I told you this would happen.’ And he was sayin’ how he knew the area, and they weren’t gonna get far. It sounded like they had a car. Like, a drop car.”
It was slang for a stolen car left behind after a crime, typically a robbery.
“It sounded like they wanted to get to it,” Zlotnick said, “but the one guy was sure they needed to wait it out. They could hole up, he said. But the first guy wasn’t havin’ it.”
Steve, Shannon thought. Then, mentally tracking him from there: a couple of miles south, he slides off the road. He flags down the Carmichaels. When he gets to the downed power lines, he doubles back and eventually turns down Sayward Road.
So what had happened to Zlotnick?
“I was just so cold and shaking, and I bumped into something. It made a loud noise. I was terrified, man. I ran. The second guy saw me. I felt this… hot explosion in my back, but I just kept going. Struggling through the snow. He shot at me two more times, I think. He must’ve followed me for a while, but I started to get dizzy. And I said a prayer that someone would take care of my dog. And then I passed out.”
He coughed a bit, shook his head, then looked at her, adding, “When I came to, I thought I was dead. Lookin’ at you, I thought you were an angel.”
She offered him a smile, thinking about Ashby and who might’ve wanted him dead. And where the second man might be.
Zlotnick continued, “But then you said you were FBI. And I thought, I’ll take it.”
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1:07 PM
The vehicle was nice; George wasn’t lying. A brand-spanking-new Volvo with the most bells and whistles Willie had ever seen. Adaptive LED headlights, rain-sensing wipers, blind-spot monitor, collision-mitigation support. The roof had a ski rack and a metal basket. The interior was spacious. Even the back had heated seats. The only thing it lacked was a robot giving you head.
“You doing good back there, Sean?”
“I’m great,” Willie said, giving a thumbs-up. Not that he didn’t have nice things where he came from. Montreal was just as sophisticated as New York or LA. Full of arts and culture. It was just that he had to keep a low profile. His line of work, it was better not to be flashy. George probably needed to overcompensate for a boring job.
They’d gone through town – such as it was, an intersection of two roads – and were heading out the other side. Willie could tell that George was fixed on the road, a little nervous about the conditions despite the confidence in his vehicle.
Moira turned to face Willie. “So, Sean, what do you do?”
“I’m in advertising,” he said.
“Really? Would I know the company?”
“Grey Advertising?” He leaned forward a little. She was so attractive; he wanted to smell her breath. “It’s in Manhattan.”
Moira glanced at George. “I’ve heard of it,” George said. He caught Willie’s eyes in the rearview mirror. “You like it?”
“I do.”
“Are you, ah… what do you do?”
“Producer.”
George nodded. “That’s great. That’s great.”
An uncle that Willie had only ever met twice had worked for Grey Advertising before he’d died in a boating accident ten years before. But it was all you needed to say to someone like George. George was more interested in his own story.
“I work for a biopharma company in Stamford,” he said. “Ever heard of Hiptonics?”
“No, I haven’t…” Willie leaned a little further forward. He gripped the back of Moira’s seat as he pretended to be interested. Boring – I knew it. But George talked about the cutting-edge medical work being done by Hiptonics like it was rock-star cool. He hinted at a big contract in the offing. Something that was going to make the stock price jump. “But you didn’t hear it from me,” he said.
Moira looked a little less than enthused with George. Willie kept wondering if there was a way to work things out so that he got to spend a little time with her. He wasn’t sure there was.
Things could have been so easy. If only Stupid Steve had listened.
At the same time, Willie had to count his blessings. The storm that trapped him was also buying him time, keeping law enforcement at bay.
But then there was the motorist Steve had likely killed in his attempt to get out. And the second customer, whom Willie had shot. Ashby was supposed to look like collateral damage, but when the cops finally did get here and start investigating, they’d wonder why one of the robbers apparently chased a guy off into a field and killed him.
Stupid Steve and his big mouth. The customer had been hiding behind the store. Willie had parked the Honda around to the side of the building, and he and Steve had been on their way back to it, arguing about whether or not Ashby was dead. They’d done everything but announce themselves as hired killers when something had drawn Willie’s attention. Then the customer burst from behind the dumpsters and ran into the field. Willie had shot at him and given chase. In the meantime, Steve had split.
Realizing he was out on his own, on foot, vulnerable, Willie had turned back. There was no way the second customer had survived.
Though… if he had? It was all the more reason Willie’s plan needed this important change.
“Hey,” George said, “so it’s this next left, right?”
“Yup. Take the next left. My relatives are just up the road a ways. And behind their place is all the wonderful back-country skiing you can dream of. And no one around.”
Moira gave Willie another look, and he inhaled through his nostrils, drawing her in. She smelled like shampoo and lotion and light traces of alcohol. He could almost taste her on his lips.
What a shame.
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2:03 PM
Shannon made Terry Zlotnick as comfortable as possible, but his recovery was stalling. Maybe even getting worse. He’d started shivering, for one thing, and couldn’t get warm. There were no thermometers in the store, but they had painkillers, and she gave him four – a fairly heavy dose. Zlotnick said he was sure he wasn’t allergic to Tylenol.
The hot chocolate machine spit out some sugary brown liquid, which actually might do him good. She wasn’t a doctor, though. She needed Sayward to return with Susan Piper, and fast. But only forty minutes had passed. Sayward had suggested the trip would take at least an hour.
With Zlotnick propped up on some boxes, drinking the dubious hot cocoa, she went outside to Henry Ashby’s vehicle. The waiting was frustrating her. And she needed to know more about him.
Ice crusted the door, so she returned inside for an ice scraper – the store had plenty of those. She chipped away at the ice around the seam and handle, feeling her own core temp rising from all the exertion. Most people around here wouldn’t lock their doors just to go into a store for a quick minute, but Ashby had. She went back in and checked his pockets for the keys. She found them clipped to a belt loop on his jeans. The body was fully stiffened now and starting to emit odors from the autolytic activity. It was no way for a former detective to be treated. It was no way for anyone to be treated.
Back at the car, she opened up and sat behind the wheel. This was highly unusual, an FBI agent handling evidence before a proper crime scene unit had come through, but between the stolen car and Zlotnick’s recounting of events, it seemed clear Ashby had been targeted. And the second man was still out there, putting lives at risk, which made for exigent circumstances.
Still, she tried to follow some semblance of procedure and took pictures of the interior. Ashby drove a Jeep Cherokee. Not a new model, since there was a tape deck in the dashboard. In the glove box were his registration and insurance card, plus what looked like an original driver’s manual. Ashby also kept a hunting license in there, a state-issued card encased in a blaze-orange tag holder.
Shannon’s phone beeped at her. All this cold had been sapping the battery, now at twenty percent. She hadn’t even been using it much since she had no service, just taking pictures.
Her breath fogged the windows. It was frigid inside the Jeep and felt colder, in the way still air often does. She put the keys in the ignition and started it up, turned the vents on defrost. A plastic bag, used for trash, hung from a dashboard knob. In it were a couple of beef jerky wrappers, some used tissues, and a few receipts – each of them from someplace in Long Lake – plus two empty beer bottles. She turned her attention to the back.
Ashby had the rear seats down, forming a larger rear compartment. Scattered wood splinters indicated the hauling of firewood or lumber. Also in the back, a couple of reusable grocery bags, and one dark blue duffel. Using the light on her dying phone, she climbed over the seats and started looking through it all.
The reusable shopping bags contained hardware – boxes of screws, nails, nuts and bolts. Brackets filled another, plus hinges, door-sized. Ashby was building something. In the third and last grocery bag, a six-pack of nonalcoholic beer, partly frozen, the same brand as in the trash. She found beef jerky, chips, peanuts, and two bottles of water (also mostly frozen) – and these items corresponded to two of the trashed receipts.
She unzipped the duffel bag last. In it was another bag, marked CANON. The camera inside was a DSLR model – the kind that took high-definition video as well as pictures. The duffel contained extra batteries, various cords and cables, and two tripods, one larger, one smaller.
She turned on the camera, and the display screen lit up. A red battery icon flashed at her three times; then the screen went dark. She removed the battery and tried another.
This time, the screen stayed on. She poked at the buttons, trying to figure them out. Professional digital cameras were not necessarily in her wheelhouse. By the time she started to make heads or tails of it, the camera shut down again. Whatever Ashby had been photographing was a mystery for now.
She removed this battery and noticed that the same compartment contained a small SD card – the memory card where the camera’s images were stored. A button beside the slot released it. Small, no bigger than a Chiclet. She slipped it into one of the snowsuit’s zipped pockets, then resumed her search.
She stopped when she heard a sound – a snowmobile engine. Sayward was returning with the EMT.
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2:12 PM
Susan Piper stuck a needle in Zlotnick’s arm. The needle attached to a tube coming out of a bag of saline. She removed Zlotnick’s bandages and examined his wound, squirted a brownish solution over it, redressed it. She took his vitals, asked him questions, and had him follow her finger. Then she gave him some stronger painkillers and an antibiotic.
Piper was in her thirties, with short hair. She was built stocky and had bright blue eyes. She took Shannon and Sayward out of Zlotnick’s earshot. “We got to move him as soon as possible. He’s hypothermic and infected. Even with the antibiotic, he needs surgery. That bullet fragmented when it hit the bone. I can’t do it here – he needs a doctor.”
Shannon had contacted Trooper Hansen while waiting for Sayward to return. Local firemen and civilians were getting some of the roads cleared in town, using their personal plow trucks. McKay, the young volunteer fireman who’d been holding the scene at the Honda Accord, was among them. Shannon had asked him to make his way to the convenience store, and he’d arrived ten minutes ago, pushing the icy snow out of the way. The Honda was an important crime scene, but this had to take precedence.
Two vehicles occupied the parking lot – Ashby’s Jeep and Zlotnick’s Scout, which was running. She’d had it warming up for a few minutes now. Only the best vehicles for this kind of weather ought to be in use. Hers didn’t count, and Ashby’s should remain as uncorrupted as possible.
They moved Zlotnick to the back of his Scout. It was agony; he gnashed his teeth and groaned the whole way. The pain was getting worse despite the meds. His skin was ashen, lips blanched. They kept the heat in the Scout cranked all the way.
Time to leave Hank Ashby, yet again.
The volunteer fireman had extra gas, and Sayward topped off his snow machine. They left, headed north into town as a kind of caravan: McKay leading in his plow truck, Shannon driving the Scout with Piper and Zlotnick, Sayward buzzing along beside them.
On the left was the lake, narrow and covered in ice. The first cabins of a dark, closed motel dotted the shore. After those, a small boxy building with lighted beer signs in the window. It was mostly snowmobiles parked in the lot, plus two pickup trucks, each ensconced in frozen snow. She thought about man number two, being alone on foot, and where he might go…
A shrill beeping dislodged her thoughts. Susan Piper’s pager. A woman’s voice broke over with a message: “Long Lake EMS, you’re needed to respond to Tarbell Road. One male, one female, apparent gunshot victims, unresponsive, have been found by a local man. He was unable to make the determination as to the victims’ statuses. He says they – his words – ‘look dead’ – but you need to proceed as if they’re alive.”
It was the work of the second man, Shannon thought. Had to be.
Piper got on her phone with EMS headquarters. The other EMT in town was en route back from the accident on Newcomb Road. Tarbell was off Newcomb, so he’d be the first to respond. Two local fire department volunteers were meeting him there.
Zlotnick grunted from the back. “Is it the same guy who shot me?”
“Could be,” Shannon said.
She talked it over with Piper as they came into town. A few people were out and about, adventuring in the weather, most of them on skis or snowshoes. They watched the procession pass.
At the main crossroads in town, the plow truck turned right, and Shannon followed. Piper pointed in the opposite direction, saying, “That’s the way to Tupper. The Lodge is just up there, on the edge of the lake.”
“Got it.”
Shannon drove them on Newcomb Road until they reached the local health center – a small log cabin that resembled something from the late 1800s, but nicer. Three people stood beneath an awning fronting the cabin, waiting with a gurney for Zlotnick to arrive.
Shannon pulled up, Sayward beside her on the snow machine. They got the back hatch open, and everyone helped the wounded man onto the gurney.
He looked at Shannon as he was rolled away. “Thank you,” he said, and raised his hand.
She waved back. As soon as he was inside, she explained the EMS call to Sayward, who considered it. “We can have McKay keep plowing that way, but it’ll take time.”
“I’ll take a ride from you,” she said.
“All right. Climb aboard.”
She was still wearing the snowsuit and retrieved her helmet from the Scout and put it on.
Once again, she was on the back of the snowmobile, holding onto Colm Sayward as they zipped along over the frozen ground, on the way to the scene of yet another murder.
    
TARBELL ROAD CURVED into the forest, everything thick and glassy with the deep, glazed snow. The weather seemed to keep switching. It would snow awhile, with big thick flakes, then change to a gelid rain, and then back again. It would intensify to the point of whiteout, but then back off to a few swirling motes of snow. Frothing wind would give way to sudden stillness. An abysmally indecisive storm.
Sayward chased some recent tire tracks down the road through the dense woods. As they rounded a bend, a tree was falling. Shannon clutched him tight in a gut reaction. She wasn’t sure if Sayward was going to stop. Instead, he throttled forward, engine buzzing, and swerved to avoid the tree as it swung to the ground with a crackling of splintered wood. He stopped after it crashed behind them, bouncing on its branches and coming to a rest.
They both twisted around to stare back at it.
Sayward called to Shannon over the engine noise: “You okay?”
“I’m good.”
“Sorry if that scared you.”
“I would have done the same.”
They continued on another quarter mile until they reached a four-wheel-drive SUV, a couple of ATVs, and four men standing on the side of the road. Sayward killed the engine, and Shannon dismounted the sled.
Two of the men were fire department volunteers; one was the second EMT. Those three had just returned from the accident on Newcomb Road to the east. It had taken a while to pry open a vehicle door in order to extricate the person inside one of the wrecked vehicles. The road was still effectively blocked, and the state trooper there had to remain with the scene.
Shannon continued to be the only cop in town.
The fourth man was older. He wore a mutton-chop beard and a bright yellow parka. His name was Jim, and he’d been out snowshoeing all morning. Jim had discovered the bodies.
Shannon turned her attention to a patch of blood in the snow. Then to the drag marks leading into the woods. “Let’s get a closer look,” she said.
Jim led the group, traversing more easily with his snowshoes than they could on foot. He stopped and waited periodically. Shannon had adrenaline going, and she was in good shape – she regularly ran and worked out at the FBI’s gym in Queens – but she was feeling the morning’s demands on her body. Not to mention an injury from a previous case, the limp Sayward had mentioned. It felt like her lower back and hip were grinding together. Not pleasant. All the breaking through the snow and high-stepping was taking a toll. She wondered how long this day was going to wear on, how it was going to end. It was afternoon now, the sun a slightly brighter spot behind the pate of sooty clouds, gradually lowering toward the horizon.
When she saw the first signs of the victims – their colorful snow parkas and ski pants – her discomfort vanished, and her mind went clear.
The victims, a man and a woman, had been dragged about twenty yards from the road. Each lay on their back. The man’s eyes were closed, but the woman’s were open, staring up into the tempestuous day.
A bright bloom of blood surrounded each of their heads, soaked into the snow. Shannon moved a little closer, gingerly, hoping not to trample any further evidence.
The bullet entry on the man was his right temple. For the woman, it was just above her left eye. Like she’d been facing her attacker.
Shannon spoke to Jim. “So where were you when you spotted them?”
He pointed through the woods. “I live about a mile that way. This is all state land, and I explore through here. Been doing it for forty years.”
So blind luck, then, it seemed. Whoever had killed these two people hadn’t wanted them to be found. He’d brought them all the way out here, shot them and then dragged them off. The blood pattern from the road through the woods proved it.
So where was the vehicle? Clearly, he’d taken it. Which was maybe the point of the murders?
Shannon regarded the five men surrounding her, their noses tipped red, breath puffing from their mouths. “Anybody recognize these folks?”
They shook their heads and murmured in the negative. Nobody did.
“Okay. Let’s have a look around. Right in this immediate area around the victims and along the drag marks and out on the road. It’s not our job to collect physical evidence, but if there’s something that could help identify and capture the killer, we need to discover it. If you find a bullet casing, call it out, but leave it. Same thing with any cigarette butts, or anything that might’ve fallen out of a pocket.”
The men got going, including Jim. With them searching, Shannon shifted her focus back to the victims.
Both the man and the woman were dressed in several layers, with multiple pockets to search. She found lip balm, gum, some wadded tissues and an unopened packet of hand warmers. Once again, no ID. No wallet, money, nothing.
Jim had made a loop and was wandering back. “I’d say they’re not from here.”
“What makes you think so?” She had a similar idea – they just didn’t look local. That wasn’t an ethnic thing, but really, how they were dressed. The winter gear was all name brand. Expensive.
Jim confirmed it. “They look to me like second-homeowners. You know? We got a kind of two-tiered society here. We got people who are working class, work two or three jobs, and then people who are second-homeowners. They live near Albany or maybe down in Westchester. New York City. They come from all over.”
“Where do they stay if they’re tourists? The Lodge? All the little motels looked closed.”
“Yeah, the Lodge. But there’s one motel that’s not seasonal – the cabins are winterized. It’s on the other side of the causeway, up Route 30 a ways.”
“Is that the one that belongs to Craig Phillips?”
“You know Craig?”
She shook her head. “One of the fire department volunteers mentioned him. Ed McKay. McKay was sitting with the scene of a crime on Deerfield Road and saw Phillips drive by. One of the only people out and about.”
Sayward, nearby, overheard. “I know Craig. I can swing over to his place and check on things. But I agree with Jim – these look like people who stay at the Lodge. There are more amenities there, a restaurant, things like that. It’s almost always filled to capacity.”
“All right,” she said. “I’ll check the Lodge; you visit the motel.”
“Sounds good.” Sayward seemed to notice she was empty-handed. “Nothing on them?”
She shook her head. The killer had not only attempted to hide the victims, but strip them of identifying information.
She thought she might know why.



29

2:28 PM
Willie masturbated in the shower. He wasn’t a sadist – it wasn’t about killing Moira that did it for him – but thinking about her, the shape of her legs and butt in those tight snow pants, the way her breath had smelled – it was too good to pass up.
He’d shot George in the head, and Moira had screamed. And after Willie had calmed her down, he’d aimed the gun and made her tell him her room number at the Lodge. She’d answered through the hands covering her face.
He’d said, “Look at me,” and she’d slowly pulled them away.
Bang!
There – that did it. Willie climaxed and then rinsed off all the soap.
You have problems.
It sounded like his father.
You realize this makes you a psychopath?
No, that was bullshit. Psychopaths sat around dreaming up things to do to people. They jammed insects down the throats of their victims. They lashed themselves with bullwhips for the pleasure of the pain. They built lairs and stalked young women – or men – and were generally social outcasts.
Willie wasn’t an outcast. He had a good job and a healthy social life. And part of his job – well, all of it, really – was to deal with any complications that arose. Yes, complications that occasionally led to him having to kill. But that was an impersonal thing, a part of the job. He got paid. Psychopaths didn’t get paid. They did it for free.
Yeah, well, you just jerked off to a woman you killed.
“From when she was alive,” he said in the shower.
He’d pleasured himself to thoughts of her as a living woman, not a dead one. Maybe – okay, maybe – at the end he’d felt a little spike in pleasure at the thought of his power over her, but who didn’t get turned on by power? If liking power made you a psychopath, then the world was almost entirely full of them. Only nuns and monks, probably, made the exception.
Willie shut off the water and stepped out. The hotel room had nice white towels folded on a rack beside the tub. The previous guests had some of their toiletries out – maybe later he’d have a shave, try on some of the cologne.
For now, towel wrapped around his waist, he picked up the phone and dialed room service. The power was still out in the town, but the hotel had multiple generators going, enough to keep all the lights on and the restaurant cranking out food. And he was starving.
After ordering, he got dressed. The pants weren’t a fit – he was too tall – so he put his own back on. But the sweater worked, just a little tight in the chest. It was nice, actually, and made him seem more filled out than he was.
When the food arrived, Willie ate with gusto. He’d ordered a coffee, extra milk, extra sugar, and he stood by the window as he sipped, savoring the flavors.
This was good, man. This was fucking good. Stupid Steve had made a mistake and was too hasty, tried to flee. If Steve got caught, there was no way to connect him to Willie. If he got caught, if something happened, it was his own damn fault.
But that had been the whole point. Willie could have done this job on his own, but he’d brought in Steve. They’d stolen a car, and Willie had even been sure to leave a few bread crumbs, like the receipt from that tiny grocery store in Barneveld. The point was to make it look like a couple of mopes knocking over a convenience store. They were going to abandon the Honda on their way back out of town, and go their separate ways. Steve had screwed that part up, yes. But Willie had adapted.
Willie had been smarter. He’d been the cooler head.
And he would prevail.
He heard the snowmobile approach before he saw it. Interested, he leaned a little closer toward the window, trying to discern the direction of the sound. His room overlooked some of the parking lot and a section of road beyond. The snowmobile appeared from the right – toward town. Behind it, a boxy-looking SUV.
Now Willie leaned so close his face bumped the glass. He watched as the snowmobile pulled in, then the SUV. They rolled past where he could see. But he could hear the engines running, voices, too – a man shouting to be heard. Then the snowmobile drove off, noise fading to the left, over the causeway.
Willie was just about to leave the window when someone walked back into view. A woman, looking just about his age. Wearing a full-bodied snowsuit.
She was cute – more than that, really, she was beautiful – with short, dark hair and pixie-like bone structure. And she looked tough, too. A tomboy. Just his type.
But there were two problems. If she’d been the one driving that SUV, it looked familiar. After pursuing the customer he’d shot into the field, Willie had briefly considered taking the man’s vehicle. He’d opted not to, since it might attract attention, and he wanted anonymity.
The second problem: She was just standing there, looking around, like something was wrong.
What was she doing?
He waited, holding his coffee.
The woman went to one of the vehicles parked nearby – the lot was entirely full – and wiped snow from the license plate. She took a picture. Then she moved on to the next vehicle and did the same.
Willie’s stomach knotted. “Oh, shit.” His breath briefly fogged the glass. “You’ve got to be fucking kidding me.”
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2:45 PM
After getting a look at the cars in the parking lot, Shannon went inside to talk to someone in charge.
The front doors opened on a wide, carpeted staircase ascending to a balconied second floor. To her left was the reception area – a long, tall mahogany desk with an open door beyond – to her right, a restaurant. Past the unattended host stand, a dozen tables filled out the dining area, a little over half occupied. Breakfast had been too many hours ago, and Shannon’s stomach growled at the pleasing odors wafting out. Was that filet mignon? Maybe some roasted red potatoes?
She started for the front desk, mindful of her appearance – the snowmobile suit still wet from the outdoors, her hair wild and sticking up. A clerk stepped out of the back room and slowed her pace when she saw Shannon, appraising that very look, then offering a friendly, albeit manufactured, smile. “Hello, welcome to the Adirondack Lodge at Long Lake. Can I help you?”
“Hi, thanks. Where can I find the owner?”
The clerk was eyeing Shannon’s bandaged hand. “I’m sorry, the owners aren’t here.”
“Is there a general manager?”
“Sure, absolutely.” She gave Shannon another wary smile, then ducked back into the open door. She mumbled something, and a moment later a man came out, wiping his mouth with a napkin.
“Hi,” he said. “How can I help?”
“Sorry to interrupt lunch,” Shannon said. “Can we talk in private?”
    
A COUPLE OF MINUTES LATER, she was sitting in the room behind the front desk, the door now closed for privacy. She’d removed the top half of her suit, which she’d gathered around her waist as she’d taken her seat across from the manager. Max Bauer was in his fifties, with white hair and one lagging eye. He studied her FBI credentials when she showed him, and he provided a cord to charge her phone, and generally seemed apprehensive.
“There are three floors and twenty-four rooms,” Bauer said when she asked. “We have sixty-two guests at the moment.”
The Lodge logo – a simple roof peak atop three lines for logs – formed the header of the spreadsheet on the computer screen beside him. The room was small and cramped and smelled like his fried lunch. Her stomach burbled again.
Pointing to the screen, he said, “You asked about couples? Eight rooms are currently registered for two people. The rest are groups of three or more, or there are just two single occupancies.”
“Thank you.”
“Can I ask what this is about?” He looked like he knew – or that he could at least put two and two together.
“A couple of potential witnesses I’d like to find out about,” she said. “In relation to the robbery.”
Bauer nodded, looking a bit relieved. But an expression of puzzlement followed. “Can I ask – how did you get here so fast?”
“I was already here. It just happened.”
It was the question of the day. People had funny ideas about the FBI. And her, too. She knew she looked young, inexperienced. There was often a spark of incredulity in someone’s eye when she explained who and what she was. But her being here coincidentally seemed to flirt with the trope about a ubiquitous FBI. Big brother, always watching. Was it true?
Maybe a little…
“Listen, I’d like to leave this snowsuit in your office for now, is that okay?”
“Of course.”
As she stripped out of it, she had some questions. “Everything been okay here this morning?”
“Um, yeah. Our backup power came right on.”
“And you’re able to keep the kitchen going? Everything?”
“Most everything. We closed down our gym and the hot tub. Plus the laundry room, things like that.”
She hung the suit from the back of her chair, then picked up her charging phone. The battery had gone up to thirty-three percent. She opened the photos app and swished until she had the image of Steve.
“I need to show you someone,” she said.
“Of course.”
“I have to warn you, though, the person is deceased.”
“My brother took over the funeral home in town when my father passed. I grew up seeing the dead.”
She handed him the phone and watched as he studied the image.
“He might be familiar,” Bauer said. “But I couldn’t be sure.”
She pocketed the phone. “That’s okay.”
He regarded her bandaged hand. Some blood had seeped through the fabric, staining it maroon. She flexed the fingers a little. “What I’d like to do now is verify that the rooms registered to two guests are occupied. Can you write them down or print me a list? And I’d like to use a laptop if I can.”
“Of course. You can use this office, anything you need. Or – did you want a room to work in? There are still three available.”
“Let me see what I can find out first.”
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Seven rooms were registered to two guests apiece. It was possible the dead couple in the woods had been part of a larger party or group, but they’d worn wedding rings, and their shared brands of outdoor clothing had evoked a “his and her” sense. Searching for pairs was a way to begin, anyway.
Shannon started with the second floor, which was partially open to the lobby below. She made her way along the balcony with the printed list from the manager and knocked at the first room – 202. A man answered, propping the door ajar a few inches. He looked middle-aged, tired, wearing long johns. “Help you?”
Shannon heard the shower running and saw the steam puff out from beneath the bathroom door. “Sorry to bother you, sir. I’m helping management locate a guest. Are you Mr. Danbury?”
He stood a little straighter, but kept the narrow gap between them. “I am.”
“And your traveling companion – I don’t have the name – is he or she here with you?”
“Yeah, my wife is in the shower,” Danbury said. His voice took an edge, as if he resented the implication he was with someone other than his wife, or that it was a man, or both.
“Thank you,” Shannon said. “Again, sorry to bother you.”
She lingered a moment, keeping her eyes on Danbury, but there was no giveaway, nothing to suggest trouble or deceit. She moved on to the next room.
213 was also occupied, though the thirtysomething woman was alone. She was one of the few non-white persons Shannon had seen, with large dark eyes and a radiant smile. “Can I help you?” Her husband was downstairs, she said. They were “playing hooky” – just having a layabout day instead of risking the trip to Gore Mountain.
“Well,” she said, “we heard that the road there was blocked, so we figured we’d wait. But by now the ski day is almost over, so we just let it go.”
“Right.” If Shannon had to guess, the woman preferred these circumstances.
While they were talking, a man returned with a brown paper bag wafting delicious scents. Shannon almost elbowed the couple out of her way to grab up whatever was in that bag. She needed to eat soon. For one thing, it could help take the edge off her growing anxiety.
She didn’t elbow anyone. She thanked them and left and tried to stop clenching her jaw as she moved to the next room, the last on the left.
There was no answer when she knocked.
She used a pen from the manager’s office and circled the names, then knocked one more time. The other side of the door was dead silent.
Using the stairs at the end of the corridor, she ascended to the next floor. The same thing happened at room 310 – no answer. She made a note and moved on. Of the final three rooms, one contained a couple in a similar situation to others – here to ski, but Lodge-bound by the ice storm. One contained two women in town to visit friends, waiting for the weather to clear before getting together. And the final room was either unoccupied or not answering.
Shannon returned to the manager’s office and requested more information on the guests staying in the rooms that seemed empty. The manager was reluctant. “I understand you’re FBI, and I believe you. But I have a duty to protect the privacy of my guests. Telling you what rooms had people in pairs is one thing, but giving out names and phone numbers…”
“And credit card numbers,” Shannon added.
Bauer looked at her with his slightly off-center eyes. “It’s just something I can’t do.”
“I understand. I really do. I’ll just need to use your phone.”
She called down to Queens. After navigating the automated system and dialing the extension for her supervisor, she had Mark Tyler. She explained that she needed access to guest information and introduced the manager before handing him the phone.
Bauer was a little paler when he took it. He listened. “Yes,” he said after a few seconds. “No – I understand. But you understand, sir, that I–”
He fell silent again. Shannon felt a little bad for him. You couldn’t say no to Mark Tyler. Tyler was West Point educated, ambitious as any agent she’d met, hammered home his points, and he had the authority of the Justice Department behind him.
Tyler, actually, was in line for the assistant director position when Ronald Moray stepped down later in the year. If he got the job, he’d oversee the entire New York City field division and work in Manhattan. And he’d recently made allusions to taking her along with him. Agent Bufort, too.
The New York City field division took on massive cases. Some of the biggest in the country.
But none of that mattered now. What mattered was that Bauer acquiesce – and he did. He handed her back the phone, somewhat diminished.
“All set,” Tyler said, adding, “Reese has got something for you. She’s going to ring you in a bit. Do I have her call you at the manager’s office? You ought to get a room, at this rate.” He paused. “I’ll even pay for it.”
“Thank you, sir.” And she ended the call with him.
Bauer still looked conflicted. It was an unresolvable question, she thought – how much was permissible when it came to protecting lives. A tough place to be in, to feel morally culpable but understand the gravity of the situation and the need to break privacies.
Bauer sent the information to the printer. They waited while it spat out the details on the remaining three rooms. Shannon then called the number listed for the occupants of the first, a husband and wife from Boston who drove a Lexus SUV – she’d seen it in the lot.
The man answered after the third ring. “Hello?” He was either surprised by the number, or the fact that his cell phone was working in the area.
“Hi, my name is Shannon, and I’m helping the Lodge ensure that all the guests are okay today. This ice storm has caused quite a few problems, as you can imagine.”
A pause. “You with the hotel?”
“I’m helping them.” Her gut told her to play things close to the vest while she figured out what was going on. It was possible the second man had taken the vehicle of the dead couple. She wanted to determine the make of that vehicle and get the word out to law enforcement. They could spot him if he tried to leave the area when these barriers finally cleared. On the other hand, he could still be trying to wait it all out.
“Yeah, we’re fine,” the Bostonian guest said. “We just came out on foot to see the storm. We walked over to the little corner grocery store and are getting a few things. It’s really slick out here. My wife fell on her butt, but she’s okay. We’ll be on our way back shortly.”
“Thank you – I appreciate it. Put some ice on that butt.”
“Ha, okay.”
Shannon hung up with him and keyed the next number. She sat at one of the desks in the office, Bauer watching her. As the next number rang, her gaze fell on a framed picture at the desk. A woman and a man, both holding up a large fish. Brown trout, she saw, leaning in. Delicious when pan-fried, over the grill. A little salt and lemon…
The line connected to a voicemail: “Hi, sorry I can’t get to my phone right now, but feel free to leave a message, and I’ll get back to you soon.”
As she spoke, she studied the printed readout. The guests were George and Moira Fleming, from Connecticut. They drove a Volvo. After them, one more couple who hadn’t been in their room: David and Patricia Drake. That call also went to voicemail. Finished leaving her message, Shannon hung up and rang back the resident agency, this time routing her call to Agent Reese.
“Was just getting ready to call you,” Reese said.
“Go ahead.”
“I’ve got background on your first man. Steven Daniel Babcock.”
Shannon flipped the guest sheet over and clicked the pen. “Great. What have you got?”
“He’s got a long sheet, but it’s all pretty minor. Looks like a small-time thug.”
“Any theft?”
“Yes. There’s a B&E burglary on there and a robbery – unarmed. He’s got two DUIs, reckless driving, possession of marijuana, cocaine possession, several assaults, including one sexual assault, and a slew of other misdemeanors. He’s been to county three times. State prison once, for the cocaine.”
To Reese, who’d been with the FBI five years, that was “small-time.”
“Known associates?”
“I’m not seeing any. Looks like he was alone for the B&E and the robbery. And the B&E seems personal –looks like he broke into an ex-girlfriend’s apartment and stole some of her things.”
Shannon thought about it. It was definitely the beginnings of a profile on someone who’d rob a convenience store. But this was more than that, she knew. Babcock had come to assassinate Ashby. “Where’s he live?”
“Syracuse. Right in the city.”
She pictured the region in her mind and roughly calculated the distance from Syracuse to Albany. Two hours, maybe a little more…
She was thinking about something Zlotnick had said.
“Okay,” she told Reese, “I’m sure you emailed it all to me.”
“I did. Even though you have no internet and your phone doesn’t work.”
“That’s right,” Shannon said. “So could I have you look into something for me?”
“Name it.”
“Henry John Ashby. The victim from the convenience store.”
“The retired investigator.”
“Yeah, we need to look into his body of work. It’ll be a lot, but I want to know if Steven Babcock shows up anywhere.”
“You’re thinking about payback.”
“Maybe. If not Babcock, maybe this other guy. The second man. Someone Ashby put away, and maybe he just got out, and he’s all worked up.”
“You got it.”
“Okay, and now this.” Shannon gave Reese the credit card numbers on file for the two sets of guests. She asked Reese to prioritize it.
“I will. It’ll just take a little bit to get the court order. Maybe half an hour.”
“Thank you, Jenna.”
Her last call was to Colm Sayward. When he answered, he sounded like he was breathing hard. She asked if he was okay.
“Yeah, I’m good. What did you find?”
“Still working on it. What about you, Craig Phillips, the motel?”
“Everyone is accounted for – there’s just five rented cabins, twelve guests in total.”
“Are you still there?”
“No. Maybe one-quarter of the people in town have generators. Everyone else is in the dark. I got some gas, and I’m checking on people.”
“All right. I’m good here, so just do what you gotta do. But be careful out there.”
“Yeah. Will do.”
Finally finished, Shannon put her head in her hands and took a moment. Two couples at the Lodge that were unaccounted for: the Flemings and the Drakes.
Shannon rubbed her face and opened her eyes. She checked the information on the guests again. The Drakes had listed a green Chevy Avalanche as their vehicle. And the Flemings had the Volvo. She’d seen a Volvo in the parking lot, but not an Avalanche. She needed to double-check.
Leaving the snowsuit in the office, she went out in her parka and jeans. The Lodge staff had salted the three wide steps down from the entrance to the parking lot, and the ice there was melting. The temperature was now probably at its warmest, and the outer layer of ice was softening. But in a couple of hours it would be dark, everything freezing up all over again.
Shielding her face from a gusting wind, Shannon walked among the group of parked vehicles. She confirmed the silver Volvo. And after searching for a few minutes, found the Chevy Avalanche she hadn’t noticed before.
Maybe because it was coated thickly in a hard shell of snow, obscuring the insignias that identified the make and model.
Unlike the Volvo, on the other hand, which was less coated. Circling back to its position for another look, she decided the vehicle had recently been running – the engine emitted traces of warmth, and the front windshield bore only a scrim of icy snow in the shape of wipers that’d been recently whipping back and forth.
She stood beside the vehicle a moment, her breath rising, and then she faced the Lodge. She looked up at the third floor, at the window she guessed was the Flemings’ room.
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Guests from the dining room had spilled into the lobby. The air was alive with happy chatter and fragrant with mixed drinks. People in colorful ski sweaters, faces red with warmth and alcohol, made acquaintances of one another, trying to get the most out of a cancelled day. Shannon cut through them on her way to the rear of the lobby.
She passed the wide staircase and proceeded to the elevator, then took the waiting car up to the third floor. The bell chimed as the doors opened, and she stepped into the hallway. Placards on the wall pointed the way to groups of rooms. It reminded her of a recent case, a killer waiting in a hotel.
She pulled her gun as she made her way to room 310. A Do Not Disturb sign hung from the knob. Keeping to the side of the door, she knocked on the solid wood.
She waited. No response.
She knocked again.
“Hello? I’m with the Lodge. Is anybody in there?”
After another few seconds, she pulled the key card Bauer had provided and inserted it into the lock. A red light turned green, flashing several times. She twisted the handle and pushed the door in a few inches.
“Anybody here? Hello?”
She pushed the door the rest of the way. To her left was a bathroom, redolent of soap and shampoo, a recent shower. She checked it before walking past. Easing into the main room, she saw that the TV was on with the sound down. A local network showed footage of downed trees and men working to clear power lines. It could have been 28N.
The room faced the front of the hotel. Looking down, she was able to see the Volvo. Interesting.
A cup of coffee, still giving off a little heat, sat on the nearby table.
A pile of plates and bowls grimed with food suggested a recently finished meal.
A man’s winter jacket lay on the king-sized bed.
The male victim in the woods had such a jacket on his person. Either she was in the wrong room, or the man had brought two similar jackets…
Or the second robber was here at the Lodge, hiding out as one of the guests.



33

3:21 PM
“I’m almost there,” Hansen said on the room phone. “It’s close. Minutes away from getting through. You just need to hang on a little longer, and you’ll have the backup you need.”
It might not be good enough. The second man was here, now. At least, he couldn’t be far. Shannon peered down at the Volvo, still there. And the coffee was warm. Did he know she was here? Did he know who she was? Thinking so was probably paranoia – how could he?
“Maybe just try to get eyes on,” Hansen said. “See if you can make him.”
She planned to. But she had to be careful. Earlier, she’d worried that announcing her presence might lead to unpredictable behavior. That worry was now acute. The Lodge had over sixty guests. It seemed the majority of them were here, riding out the storm in their rooms or down in the dining room or in the lobby.
“I’ll keep in touch,” she said to Hansen.
She took her eyes off the Volvo and left the room. Downstairs, the milling guests took on new significance. Her gaze skipped across faces, seeking out men in their late twenties or thirties, fair-haired and fair-skinned. Someone attractive to a seventeen-year-old girl.
Chloe…
If Chloe were here, maybe she could recognize his face, point him out to Shannon. Or was that too risky? If Shannon could keep her out of harm’s way, have her look from a safe distance…
She needed to get back into the manager’s office, but there were too many witnesses. The unknown subject might’ve seen her, but he might not have, too. If he – or anyone else for that matter – made her as a cop, the risks increased. Word might spread. Feeling trapped, he could resort to more violence and killing to escape.
A man watched her as she headed for the front desk. But he was older, and the woman he was with said something to get his attention. He gave her a sheepish look, like he’d been caught gawking.
“Hi,” Shannon said to the front-desk girl. She was younger than the one from earlier. She looked worried, like she knew something was up. Her brass name tag flashed under the lights. Emory.
“Emory, could you send the manager out, please?”
“Sure, um, one second.”
Shannon moved down the desk a ways, trying to hide herself behind the large staircase that spilled down into the lobby. Bauer emerged from the back room. “What’s up?”
“Can we talk over here?”
“Yeah, sure.”
She continued to move a little farther out of sight. Chatter and laughter filled the background. Shannon gave Bauer a nice smile and regulated her voice. “I don’t want to alarm anyone. And I don’t want anyone to know what I’m doing. Let’s just pretend I’m a regular guest with a regular need.”
“Sure.” Bauer played along. “Of course, ma’am. Whatever you need.”
“How many cameras do you have?”
He thought about it. “I believe that number would be twelve.”
“And where can I watch them? There was nothing back in the office that I saw.”
“They’re not up right now. They all link through a website, a cloud thing, and we don’t have that at the moment.”
“Is there another way to get them going? They’ve got to function offline, don’t they?”
He looked dubious. This was a busy place; they were in the middle of a power outage and an ice storm. Well, she had something else to add to his burden.
“Max?”
He leaned in a little closer.
She said, “It’s likely that one of the men from this morning’s armed robbery is here in your establishment.”
She let him silently absorb this, watching as his face tightened with concern.
She said in a quiet voice, “My understanding is he’s using the vehicle that belonged to George and Moira Fleming. Room 310. And that he’s been in the room since. Have you noticed anyone new? A new face?”
Bauer’s mouth opened, then closed as his eyes searched the lobby. “I can’t say that I have, I’m sorry, I…” He got that anxious look again.
“It’s okay. Everything’s going to be all right. Here’s what we’re going to do. You’re going to have Emory check me in as a guest, okay? It’s time. And that way I can make phone calls, check on things in private. The state police are very close – we’re going to be okay. I’m going to check in, and you’re going to see if you can get some cameras working.”
“Of course, ma’am,” Bauer said. He’d worked through the shock of it and was back to playing his part.
Shannon asked, “Where are the exits?”
“This hallway here at the back of the lobby exits at both ends. There’s also an exit from the walkout basement, behind the building. Down there is the laundry, the boiler – things like that.”
“Are you alerted if these exits are used?”
He shook his head, no.
“Okay. One last thing – I need to keep an eye on the vehicle. It’s a silver Volvo S90.”
He thought for a moment. “I can see half of the parking lot from my desk window.” In a slightly elevated voice, he added, “Let me check on that for you.” He offered his best smile and headed for the office. As he passed the clerk, he said, “Emory, could you settle in this guest, please?”
Good work, Max.
And Emory, too, who, after looking slightly befuddled, quickly snapped into her own role. “Yes, of course.”
Shannon moved closer as Emory tapped a keyboard behind the long desk. The routine of the check-in helped rebuild her confidence. “Okay, ma’am – would you like two double beds or a king?”
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Shannon moved the Scout from where she’d hastily parked it. Now she had an assigned space. She grabbed her backpack and headed back inside, noting the Volvo still in its spot.
Upstairs, she went to the window. She’d been fortunate to get a room with a view of the parking lot. Just a slice of it, but she could see the Volvo. Constant surveillance wasn’t possible just now, but this was good. And if man number two left without her knowing, he wouldn’t get far. There were cops piled up on every road out of town. In a way, it might even be better if he tried to run, leaving potential trouble here behind. Just as long as he did so without hurting someone in the process.
She called Jenna Reese.
“I’ve got the credit card information on George Fleming,” Reese said. “I’ve got him checking into the Adirondack Lodge two days ago. They got gas yesterday afternoon, and then looks like they had dinner at the Lodge restaurant last night. This morning, though, nothing. Nothing from their bank accounts, either – no debit card transactions. So either they didn’t spend any money today, or they spent cash.”
“Credit machines are likely down,” Shannon said.
“Sometimes places have backup. Like the old carbon-copy machines you operate by hand.”
“I’ll check with the restaurant.”
“You really think he’s there?”
Her gut said yes. She’d learned profiling techniques at Quantico when she’d taken the behavioral science unit classes. Man number two gave her a certain feeling. She didn’t think he was from Long Lake, exactly, but he knew his way around. That gave him a little extra confidence. Or, more specifically, a fact that would confirm his pre-existing arrogance. She had him pegged as someone used to getting his way.
“I think there’s a good chance. How are we coming with a link from Steven Babcock to Henry Ashby?”
“Every arrest on record for Babcock is in Syracuse, with two exceptions – one in Rochester and one in Hornell. Nothing in Albany or Troy. But that doesn’t mean Babcock and Ashby don’t connect. I called over to Saratoga County and got in touch with the sheriff. There’s some paperwork to fill out, but I should have a record of all Ashby’s closed cases – and any unsolved – within the hour.”
“What about anyone else?”
“I’m working my way through. He’s got over three hundred convictions.”
“All right. You’ve got my room number if something jumps out. Or I’ll call you back.”
“Good luck.”
Shannon thought about Babcock a little bit. His record suggested a temper, someone who knocked around both men and women. A scorned lover, perhaps. A petty thief, a thug for hire. What else? He’d been fairly easy for her to trap.
Her stomach twisted remembering the morning. In law enforcement, it was easy to second-guess, though not recommended. But it didn’t stop her from introspecting. Had it been the right decision to jump Babcock with the crowbar? She could have opted to shoot him in the leg or arm. It had all been unfolding at speed, but an investigation into her actions was inevitable. She’d have to reckon for everything she did here, even with the extenuating circumstances. And it might be true, under hot lights and with internal investigators asking tough, probing questions, that she’d used poor judgment. It might be true that striking Babcock with the blunt tool had only escalated the situation. He’d fired on her and, in return, she’d used deadly force.
Not to mention, if he’d lived, maybe she’d have more answers than she presently did. She could’ve been closer to the second man.
    
SHE WASHED out the gash in her hand, swabbed it with alcohol and redressed it. Ruminating over Babcock wasn’t productive. She had a list of things to do, and needed to do them quick.
She took Ashby’s camera card from her pocket.
Emory answered when she rang the front desk. “I could use a laptop,” Shannon said. “Is there something I can borrow?”
“Oh – yes, ma’am. I’ll bring it right up.”
“And a Wi-Fi password?”
“Um, it’s Lodge-4. But the internet isn’t working.”
“I know. That’s okay.” With a Wi-Fi router, even without internet, she could network between devices. “Can you just make sure the laptop has a port for an SD card?”
“Of course, ma’am.” Emory lingered on the line a moment.
“Emory? Everything okay?”
“Yes,” she said crisply. “Yes, ma’am. I just… I just want you to know, anything I can do…”
Shannon felt herself smile. “Thank you, Emory. I’ll let you know.”
The computer arrived minutes later, delivered by a Latina housekeeper. The housekeeper offered a wan smile and said, “Yes,” when Shannon thanked her, then left.
The laptop was an old Gateway, but it would do. She just needed to be patient while it slowly booted up. Crazy how quickly we became used to the speed of technology. What was amazing just years ago was now frustratingly slow.
With everything finally running, she slipped in Ashby’s camera card. The computer then prompted her to choose a command. She selected “view files” from the list. They were .MOVs, and she was able to open the first one, no problem.
“Okay, Ashby,” she said quietly. “Let’s see.”
Not much. After she checked to make sure the clip was playing – it was – she realized she was looking at recorded darkness. But there was sound – the background buzz of the camera.
Someone sniffed. Then cleared his or her throat. Then, nothing. Just more blackness and soft buzzing.
Then a man said, “Oh, shit.”
The video ended.
He had sounded older, a bit of gravel in his voice.
Ashby.
Shannon moved the cursor to the second clip, double-clicked it.
This time, there was an image. Dusk, hardly enough light to see by. The shot was shaky, handheld. But she was looking at evergreen trees. Ashby was recording in the forest. Why? Was he hunting? Marking property boundaries?
Ashby whispered, “Left the lens cap on there. Whoops.”
Okay, well, there you had it.
But before anything significant showed up, the camera jostled and he said, “Hang on a second,” and the clip ended.
Whatever he was doing, he was something of a novice at it.
The third and final clip was longer. And when she brought it up, the scene had changed. Similar, but different. Ashby had moved. And Shannon could see something. In the woods – a van maybe. Or a truck? Big, like a moving truck. Boxy and white.
Ashby said, “There. I got a little closer. You can see it parked over there.” His voice was almost too low to make out.
Shannon maxed the volume on the laptop. The background buzz of the camera and hiss of white noise filled the hotel room. When Ashby moved some more, the crunch of his steps was loud.
He was filming a truck in the woods. And he was doing so furtively. He continued to creep forward, the vehicle slowly growing in size, but still faint, cloaked in darkness.
After a few seconds, Ashby panned slowly away from the van. “That’s the road right there.” He spoke in a dusky whisper. “You can see how it–”
Thump.
A noise disrupted him, and the camera swung back fast, centering on the white truck. Maybe not a moving truck per se, but a delivery truck. And it was becoming clearer, the whiteness brighter. Like the time was dawn, not dusk, the sunlight building. The left side of the video frame, in fact, seemed subtly brighter.
“I just heard something,” Ashby whispered.
The hairs on the back of Shannon’s neck were standing on end – she’d heard it too. And it had sounded like it came from inside the truck.
Thump.
Again. Something bumping against a wall, maybe. A package being dropped?
To his credit, Ashby stood his ground.
For another few seconds, anyway, until a different sound arose – an approaching engine. More than one, actually, oscillating at different pitches. Ashby turned the camera, and Shannon glimpsed headlights flashing through the trees. Two oncoming vehicles.
She put it together. Ashby was in the woods, but by a rough road, similar to the ones she’d been on lately – Tarbell and Pine Ridge. A private road, likely. Judging from the snow, this had taken place recently. Unless it was old, last winter. But when she checked the properties of the clip to find the time stamp, she saw it was taken just two weeks ago.
The camera kept recording, even though Ashby had stopped aiming the lens. She watched the ground rushing past as Ashby hurried away. He clambered back into his vehicle and set the camera down on the seat beside him. For a few seconds, the angled image was of the passenger door handle, the sound of Ashby cranking the engine, driving, breathing hard. Then the clip ended.
Shannon didn’t move for a moment. She simply stared at the blank screen.
What did you find, Ashby?
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Hansen listened as she explained what she’d seen. “Sounds like some kind of product being moved,” he said. “Drugs. Maybe people. You need to be really careful.”
“I need to get my eyes on this guy.”
“You don’t know what he looks like. If the guy the babysitter described from the restaurant is the same one. We just don’t know.”
He was echoing her thoughts from earlier. “I’m going to find him. And my concern now is that he might be sticking around to kill anyone else Ashby might’ve told.”
“You think these guys are professionals?”
“I think man number two is. More likely, anyway, than Babcock.”
“Then why was Babcock in it?”
“Cover, maybe. Someone to throw off the scent if things went bad. And they did. We focused on Steve – I did, getting to those kids – and the second man was out here making moves.”
“You did the right thing,” Hansen said. “You saved those kids.”
It warmed her to hear, but she was stuck on thinking about the second man and to what extent he was a professional. From the convenience store video, it hadn’t been possible to discern who’d shot Ashby. But she knew the second man had shot Zlotnick. And it was obvious he’d killed the Flemings. For their vehicle and room. Steven Babcock had committed murder too, but it sounded inadvertent, part of Reginald Carmichael fighting back. There were no defense wounds on the Flemings, no signs they’d even had a chance to fight back. No – the second man had convinced them to drive him to the middle of nowhere, then shot them. Based on the signs, probably in their car. The man first, side of the head. The woman had turned toward the killer; he’d shot her in the face. Then he’d dragged them into the woods. After that, he’d dined out on their murder. Showered in their tub.
“You there, Shannon?”
She carried her thoughts through to the conversation. “He convinced them to drive him out there to Tarbell Road. How?”
“Gunpoint. Forced them.”
“Yeah,” she said. “Probably that.”
But the question was – how had he met them? With credit cards down, it was hard to pinpoint where the Flemings had been that morning. Had he flagged them down on the road, like Steven Babcock had flagged down the Carmichaels? That didn’t make sense. If he’d wanted a vehicle badly enough, he could’ve taken the Scout. Man number two had been on foot when he left the convenience store. That was how he’d wanted it.
But then something had changed. What? Why go from skulking around on foot, anonymous, to making the acquaintance of the Flemings and killing them?
He got spooked, she thought. He heard something. Maybe that Steve had killed someone.
He wouldn’t have stayed out in the weather or hidden in the woods. But he could’ve had a contact in town, a place to hole up. But then he wouldn’t have met the Flemings.
It had to be someplace public, somewhere they’d be. So had he made it all the way to the Lodge? On foot? Maybe sticking to the edge of the forest, ready to hide if some state or local worker – some cop – happens to pass by?
She recalled driving Zlotnick to the health center. Between the gas station and town had been three motels, all closed for the winter. But there had been a bar. She remembered passing it – a squat lonely building with a couple of twitchy neon signs.
Rather than hide in some abandoned place or tough it out in the cold like some criminals might, Shannon bet man number two had parked himself on a bar stool. He knew he was charming and good-looking, and that made him brazen. And the Flemings were young and had a good vehicle for the weather. They’d headed out for a noon cocktail, because why not? Maybe they were tired of looking at each other in their hotel room.
A good theory?
She’d call the bar to find out.
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A man answered gruffly: “Nickel.”
“Hi. I’m working with the Adirondack Lodge. We’re looking for a couple of guests who–”
“They were here,” the man said.
Shannon was taken aback. “You know whom I’m referring to?”
“A couple in their late twenties, early thirties. I think his name was George. Yeah, they were here.”
The man must’ve been a link in some local grapevine. Maybe he’d heard the call for EMS or had a friend at the volunteer fire department. “Can I ask how you’ve come to anticipate my question?”
“A friend with Hamilton County. Lives in Deerfield, works at the jail in Lake Pleasant. We text. You can check him out – Deputy Lewis Stoppard.”
“I believe you.” She wrote it down anyway. “And your name, sir?”
“Carter.” He left it at that.
“Carter, I’m Shannon. You believe you saw this couple?”
The man paused. “You’re with the Lodge? You don’t sound like Lauren or Emory. You sound like a cop.”
Shannon decided to risk this one. “I’m FBI. I happened to be passing through.”
“What a day for you.” He continued, “They said they were from Connecticut. She was very pretty, lots of hair. They looked like they had some money.”
“Did they talk to anyone?”
“Yeah. Guy named Sean.”
“Sean?” She wrote that down, too. “Can you describe him?”
“Quiet. Came in and sat at the bar for a couple of hours. Just kind of people watching.”
The air tightened. It was him – had to be. “How about physically? Can you describe him?”
Carter gave a rough description of a man, also late twenties. Couldn’t remember eye color, but maybe brown hair.
“Would you say he was good-looking?”
“Not my type,” Carter said.
“Okay – would he be good-looking to a red-blooded straight woman?”
He hesitated. “The woman with George – his wife, I take it – she seemed a little smitten. Yeah, you could say he was good-looking. Kind of a pretty boy.”
“Any video I could look at?”
“Never had video here.”
Was it enough to go on? Maybe, maybe not.
She talked to Carter a little longer, but he’d given up what he had. She thanked him and left him with her full name and room number, in case he remembered anything else.
    
SHE CALLED Sayward next and left a message when his voicemail picked up, giving him a brief version of the situation – she’d rented a room and was fairly certain man two was here. It would be better for Sayward to keep a distance; she’d update him later.
Once she’d hung up, she turned to her cell phone. She’d paired her phone with the laptop and sent herself a copy of the Ashby video. She watched it again, hoping to catch any details she’d missed the first time.
After, she dressed in fresh clothes from her bag – jeans and a white thermal top with a fleece vest over it. She pulled on her Sorel-brand boots, slipped on her parka, and headed out. Her 9 mm was snug in the holster at the small of her back. She had a grip on it when she returned to 310 and knocked. Still nobody answering, everything quiet inside.
Yeah, he wasn’t coming back to the room.
He’d seen her. She felt sure of it. Either he’d seen her in Zlotnick’s Scout or noticed her photographing license plates, or both. Foolish, she thought about herself. But then, she’d only been checking the place, unsure he’d even be here. That he’d be so brazen.
He could have also seen her spending time with Max Bauer. Any number of things.
So what would he do now? Stick? Or move?
She descended to the lobby. Roughly thirty people milled about; the number had grown since she’d been there thirty minutes before. A sense of excitement – fear – gripped her as she entered the dining room and was greeted by a young hostess. No, she didn’t want a table, thanks, maybe just a seat at the bar.
Easy. Stay easy. You’re in town for a visit and stuck at the hotel like everyone else. Gonna get your drink on, is all…
A twentysomething male bartender noticed her and came over.
Well, no, no drinking – eating. Lots of eating.
“Hi,” the bartender said. “Something I can get you?”
“I can order food here?”
“You sure can.”
“Great. I’d like your Adirondack Burger special – with the Canadian bacon topping and the house fries.”
“All right,” the bartender said. “Is that–”
“And the Greek salad.”
After a beat, he smiled. “Is that a side salad or the entre?”
“The entre.” And pile it high.
“Sounds good.”
“And a virgin pina colada.”
“My pleasure.” He started away.
“Will it be charged to my room?”
He turned back. “I can charge it to your room, ma’am, certainly. You’re a guest?”
“I am.”
“I’ll put your room number on the bill, and you’ll be all set.”
“Do I sign?”
He gave her a quizzical look. “Ah… yes, ma’am. Typically the guest signs their name as well as writes their room number.”
“Can you do me a favor? Keep writing in your pad there, like you’re taking my order.”
“Um…” He glanced around. “Okay.”
She set her credentials on the bar and opened them just enough for him to see the badge. His cheeks darkened as he looked. He swallowed and gave a little nod, then touched the nib of the pen to his notepad, ready to write. “Yes, ma’am.”
She’d have everybody working for her before this thing was through.
She leaned closer so he could hear her in a lowered voice. She pointed at the menu as she talked. “I need to see all room charges for the past two hours. Any food ordered, any drinks, any currently open tabs. Can you get that for me?”
“Certainly.”
“Awesome. Now maybe laugh, like I just said something funny.”
He grinned, then chuckled, and it seemed natural. The guy was good – could be an actor. “I’ll be right back with your drink.”
“Thanks.” She eased back onto her seat.
Unable to surf the web, but wanting to look like she was preoccupied, she scrolled through the recent photos on her phone. Not your average selfie roll. License plates and snow-covered cars, sobering scenes of violence and death. Victims, faces both still and evocative. They looked surprised. No – they looked disrupted. Like an appliance unplugged in the middle of a job.
As she scrolled, she glanced up at the room. Laughter and music and movement. Everything living sort of vibrated, gave off an energy field. Death was still and heavy.
She’d seen it, both in her personal life and on the job, but this wasn’t even a case, just two men moving through a small town in the midst of a storm, ripping it apart as they went.
She marked every face in proximity without staring. No single men. Those who could fit the description – youngish and handsome – each had company.
But man number two had been cunning so far – he’d ingratiated himself with George and Moira Fleming. What would stop him from doing it again? Especially if he had any inkling he was being watched. To blend in, he’d need people. Friends.
Beyond the bar area were more people. In the dining room, in the lobby. A killer among them.
Or maybe he’d gone. Maybe she’d misjudged this whole thing. He’d clocked her the second she’d arrived and made other arrangements. Left the Volvo and vanished.
The bartender set down her drink.
“Still getting the rest of your order together, ma’am.”
“Thank you.”
He nodded and moved off, trying to act casual, she thought. She sipped the sweet, coconut-flavored beverage and decided it was time to mingle.
The bar area she’d scanned, so she headed for the adjoining dining room. Ten of the twelve tables were occupied. A busboy was cleaning one, and used dishes covered another. A family of four filled out a red-cushioned bench just inside the open portico to the lobby, likely waiting to be seated.
Shannon caught the busboy as he walked past with a tray full of dishes.
“Restroom?”
“Back around that corner, ma’am.”
“Thank you.”
She checked out the patrons as she went. Everyone – at least those people facing her direction – looked like they belonged. She stepped into the restroom and washed her hands. On the way back through, she was able to clock the people seated opposite. One man looked thirty, attractive, but he had children with him.
She drifted into the lobby. As she went, she made eye contact with a couple of men, each with company. One glanced at her, then continued talking to the two men he stood with near the entrance. He must’ve said something; they all gave her a look after that.
Another man chatted with two women – a blonde and a shorter brunette. The brunette laughed and touched the man’s forearm. He didn’t seem to notice Shannon.
She passed by the front desk, where Emory offered a tentative wave, just a subtle wiggle of fingers. Shannon smiled and raised her drink.
She headed back for the bar.
She’d marked three men who matched the physical description, but one didn’t quite fit the profile – he’d been with kids. As she sat waiting for her food, she noticed one more possible match. Standing alone at a cocktail table against the back wall, his eyes connected with her. There was always something in that act – you either ceded power, shared it, or took it.
She ceded when she looked away.
Moments later, she looked back, but people blocked her view.
When the bartender showed up with plates in hand, a steaming burger on one and a bristling green salad with pillowy lumps of Feta on the other, she almost forgot the entire thing.
“Here you go, one ADK burger, one Greek salad. Can I get you another drink?”
“Just a water, thanks.” She already had the burger in her hands. The thing was so warm and juicy it leaked. The savory, salty aroma filled her nose. She bit, chewed, and swallowed: Amen.
When she returned to reality, she noticed that the bartender had placed a stack of order tickets beside the plate. He watched her from the end of the bar until a customer took his attention.
She wiped her mouth with the provided napkin, picked up the stack. By guess, there were some thirty slips here. Green paper with food and drink orders handwritten. Stapled to each bill, a receipt. On the receipt, the room number and a signature.
She started flipping through them.
Five, ten, fifteen.
She stopped on the sixteenth. A coffee drink, plus two cocktails. The room was 310. The time stamp on the receipt was 4:04 p.m. Just twenty minutes ago.
The signature, while florid, was easily discerned.
It said G. Fleming.
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Willie sipped his cappuccino and looked at the brunette standing to his right. To his left, the blonde was still talking about living in Los Angeles. So he sort of “made eyes” with the brunette, forming an unspoken alliance with her. If the circumstances were any different, she’d be the first into bed with him.
But the circumstances were what they were. He’d lucked out by stumbling onto these two at the restaurant bar right away – they were chatty, a little drunk, and they seemed to like him – but it was too little, too late.
“It’s completely true what they say,” the blonde opined. “LA is too sprawled out and disconnected. You’re either exhausted from running all over town, or exhausted from trying to stay as witty as everyone else.” She laughed, a nasal, grating sound. Willie flicked another look at the brunette. She thought so, too.
It occurred to him he might take her along. Having her might help if things went bad.
And they might.
Because of this fucking woman.
Minutes ago, she’d walked through the lobby. She’d been sipping a drink, acting casual, but he got the feeling she was checking faces.
He couldn’t tell if she was on her own. Cops rarely were. But he hadn’t seen anyone else. Just her, walking through, occasionally looking at her phone.
Who was she? How was she here? It must’ve been the operation she was onto. She didn’t have the air of small-town cop. She seemed more sophisticated than that. Something in the way she carried herself.
Maybe it was the limp. Or the bandaged hand. Or the look she had in her eyes – that she was smarter than her girl-next-door looks belied.
It was the first he’d seen her since he’d watched her arrive. He’d wanted to go outside to verify the vehicle she’d been driving – if it was the one from the convenience store. He thought that one was an International Harvester Scout, but couldn’t be sure. He’d had other things on his mind.
But she’d been checking plates; she was surely up to something. What if she – or someone working with her – was keeping watch on the Volvo? He couldn’t take it and go. Not now. He’d needed a new out.
So he’d called someone.
“I’m at the Lodge,” he’d told the person on the other end. “I killed two people and took their car.”
“I know.”
“Well, then maybe you know they were guests here.”
The person made no response.
“I thought I could lie low for a while. But someone showed up. A cop or something. Maybe USCBP?” He meant US Customs and Border Patrol. “I don’t know how she’s onto it. I don’t know if she’s alone. But this is not a good situation.”
There was a pause. “So what are you gonna do?”
“What can I do? I’m basically stuck here. I’d stick to the plan, but the problem is, if she was smart enough to follow me here, she might be smart enough to make me. Then she’ll try to trap me.”
“You still have the upper hand. You could take care of her.”
“How?”
“Find out which room she checked into.”
“How am I gonna do that?”
“Jesus. Do I have to do everything for you?”
“Look, she knows. Okay? She knows I’m here. This plan is blown. I just need to get out.”
The voice on the other end was silent. Then, “Fine. This is how we’re going to deal with it.”
They’d laid out the plan, and now, Willie just needed to wait. Things took time in this weather, as he well knew. So it would take forty-five minutes to form the new out. An hour, tops.
Word had come around that the worst of the storm had passed, and the roads would soon open up. According to Lodge gossip, bulldozers were pushing the big jackknifed truck out of the way on Newcomb Road. He’d been close to getting out unscathed. But now he had some kind of cop sniffing around, and the boss was rankled.
Fuck.
“I don’t know,” said the brunette. The conversation was still on LA, for some reason. “I don’t mind the idea of being disconnected. You know what I mean? I think we’re all too connected as it is. We’re all wired into each other, seeing everything everybody is doing all the time.” Her gaze slid to Willie as she sipped her drink. “What’s wrong with being on your own, getting a little bit lost? Being away from everything, that sounds good to me.”
He smiled at her. Just a standard smile, not even ranking in his top five. It was time to go. And trying to take her at this point – nah, it wouldn’t work. If he’d had more time, maybe. He could have gotten her away from the blonde and willing to come along. But that bitch cop was too close.
Keeping his eye on the entrance to the restaurant as he spoke to the women, Willie made his excuse to leave.
    
SHANNON STARED at the receipt with the George Fleming signature and room number. Obviously, not Fleming’s real signature. A forgery.
She eased off the bar stool and turned toward the small crowd. Faces took on an eerie cast as her gaze skipped from one patron to the next. She held her hand near the small of her back where her fingers twitched, inches from her service weapon.
Sean…
Where are you?
Are you still here?
The bill had been paid twenty minutes ago. A coffee drink and two cocktails. He’d paid it just before she’d arrived. Good grief – she’d practically been coming down the stairs. So where had he gone since?
She sought the man who’d been watching her from the back of the bar. Picking her way through the chattering crowd, she made her way there. Finally, she saw him. Early thirties, handsome, looking at his phone. A cocktail glass on the table beside him.
Shannon stopped a few yards away. She was about to get his attention when someone said, “Excuse me.”
A woman walked past, wafting perfume. She went to the man, and he looked up. They kissed passionately. When they uncoupled, the woman glanced at Shannon. Then the man. They both stared.
Shannon considered it. Would Sean have a woman with him? It seemed unlikely. But she had to be sure. Offering a polite smile, she approached. “Hi, sorry to bother you guys…”
Seconds later, he was showing her his driver’s license. David Drake. The woman was his wife, Patricia. Shannon recognized the names: they were one of the eight registered couples. She thanked them and quickly moved off.
The other men of interest had been in the lobby. One had been near the front entrance talking with a couple of other guys. That group remained, including the man she’d marked. The three guys even checked her out again – they probably thought she was signaling interest with her frequent eye contact. She moved on, toward the back of the lobby and slowed as she approached the blonde and the brunette. Each held a cocktail. The man they’d been with – had he been drinking coffee? – was nowhere in sight.
“Hi,” she said. “I’m looking for a friend of mine. Sean?”
“Oh,” said the blonde, lighting up. “Yeah, we were just talking to him. He had to step away. He said he’d be back, though.”
Shannon’s heart kicked into a new gear. She swallowed over the nerves, nodded and smiled. “I’m Shannon,” she said, offering her hand. “How do you know Sean?”
The women exchanged looks, and their body language expressed a few things: They worried Shannon was his girlfriend or maybe an ex. “Um,” the brunette said, “we just met Sean. He’s here on business, he said.”
“Oh yeah? Just recently? Since you’ve been in town?”
“No… since, maybe, a half an hour ago? He bought us drinks. It was too loud in there, so we came out here to talk.”
Shannon nodded along like it all made sense, the most typical thing in the world. “So he said he’d be right back, or…?”
“Yeah, he said he just needed to go to his room.”
“Did he say why?”
The brunette seemed to get serious. “Are you… how do you know Sean?”
“I’m a friend from years back. I heard he was in town – he doesn’t know I’m here. Did he go up the stairs, then?”
They studied each other, each inviting an answer.
“I didn’t really see,” the blonde admitted. The brunette looked as clueless.
“Hey, listen, that’s okay. I’m going to check around, see if I can surprise him. Nice meeting you.”
Shannon left them standing there. Had he made her? He could’ve seen her trawling the lobby. If he’d been onto her since she’d first arrived, seeing her check faces might’ve been all the confirmation he’d needed.
She checked outside, pushing into the cold and swirling air. She trudged out into the parking lot until she had an eye on the Volvo.
Still there. Huh.
She returned inside, stomped the snow off her boots. Her actions were getting some notice. She tried to smooth it all over with a smile as she hurried through to the stairs.
On the third floor, she approached 310 with caution. She knocked, waited, then swiped the key card. The red light turned green. Gun drawn, she shoved open the door. No one. Everything was as she’d left it.
Back downstairs, she approached the front desk. Emory watched her with a worried face. Shannon asked if she’d seen a man leave on his own, in the past five minutes.
Emory shook her head. “But I’ve gotten a couple of phone calls, so I’ve been distracted at times.”
Bauer stepped out of his office. “I’ve been trying to get the cameras up. So far, no luck.”
Shannon dismissed it with a wave. “I think he left.”
“Oh no…” But Bauer looked relieved.
“State police are minutes out. But there’s still a chance he could slip away. Is there a back way out?”
“Yeah. Behind the lobby. Down the hall, there’s a door.”
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“Did you find him?” The brunette seemed genuinely interested, but more for her own sake, Shannon thought.
“I didn’t. You sure you didn’t see him come this way?”
The brunette leveled a look at Shannon. Her eyes were swimmy with alcohol. “Look, Sherry–”
“Shannon.”
“Shannon, I don’t know what the deal is with you and Sean, okay? But we didn’t do anything. He bought us the drinks. Then we came out here to talk. We just thought he was a nice guy…”
“It’s all right. Thanks.” Shannon was already moving past them. The two women might not have noticed which way Sean had gone, but there was only one more direction for her to check.
When she reached the back of the lobby, she stopped at the corner and risked ducking her head into the hallway. Seeing no one, she continued on, jogging now.
Straight ahead, a door to the outside. To her left, near the end of the hallway, a stairwell. With no one around, she pulled her Glock and opened the door. The stairs went straight down to another door. This was probably the basement Bauer had mentioned. Laundry and boiler rooms.
Shannon left it and focused on the red EXIT sign at the hallway terminus. Reaching it, she bumped open the crash bar with her hip, keeping the gun aimed with both hands. The open door pulled a draft of wind and snow. She eased her way out.
A set of metal stairs descended from the exit – just a few, but congealed with snow and ice. Shannon carefully navigated her way down, her eyes moving, scanning the rear lot, a tight area likely for receiving supplies.
At last, she reached the bottom. The footing wasn’t a whole lot better. To her right, the small lot opened to a road. The causeway crossed a narrow portion of Long Lake, the water frozen and blanketed white. To her left, the building backed up toward a steep hill stippled with pines and birches.
A light snow was falling. The sky was overcast and dark, the afternoon gray. She tried to quiet her breathing, listening. The hotel walls muffled the chatter and music inside. She looked for tracks, and there – the footprints leading toward the road were fresh.
Following them around to the front of the building, she saw they disappeared where the parking lot was plowed. The accumulation had been scraped into a snowbank across the road, except for what remained in the immediate vicinity of each of the parked vehicles, cars and trucks, which probably hadn’t moved since –
Her mind went blank, hearing a sound to her right. She swung the gun that way, but he was fast.
He had been hiding between two vehicles, crouched. After he jumped out, he hit her, knocking her down.
When she landed, the back of her head smacked the hard ground.
She blacked out.
    
CONSCIOUSNESS RETURNED IN A RUSH. Shannon gasped for breath and arched her back.
Drowning.
She was drowning.
No – she opened her eyes to the falling snow, then relocated herself in time and space. In front of the Lodge. Someone just knocked you down.
Though she’d dreamed – even seen her brother’s face as he sank into the icy cold darkness of the lake in which he’d drowned – she estimated she’d only been unconscious for a few seconds.
A man stepped into view. Sean – if it was him, and if that was even his name – wore a black balaclava. He glanced around, perhaps checking if they were seen, then bent beside her and put a hand over her mouth.
Shannon instantly reacted, came fully alert. She grabbed his forearm and tried to yank it free. But he was strong, his grip on her mouth like an iron clamp. She arched her back, lifting her butt off the ground, then dropped it. She raised her legs and tried to get one around him. His hand was over her mouth, but her nose was unobstructed – she could still breathe. When she felt the cold steel of the gun against her temple, she stopped struggling and went limp.
“Easy,” he said. “I don’t want to have to kill you.”
Why? she wondered. A crazy thought to have, given the situation. But when he’d been so cavalier a killer until now, what made her matter?
“I’m gonna take my hand off your mouth,” he said. “If you scream, I’ll shoot. Do you understand?”
She nodded. Where they were was visible from certain vantage points. Some of the third-floor rooms at the end, she figured. He didn’t seem to care. And why would he? There was no law enforcement in town, and he knew it. She was onto him, and he knew that, too, so he wasn’t worried about blowing his cover anymore. And he was wearing the mask.
His breath seeped out of the black cloth and clouded his eyes. He started going through her pockets, his hand groping her. Finally, he found her billfold and pulled it out.
Looking at her badge, her ID, he said, “Son of a bitch. I fucking knew it.”
He dropped the billfold on her chest and seemed to study her. His eyes were light brown, she thought, maybe hazel. Chloe’s description had been off. But that was to be expected; she’d only seen the guy for a few minutes, days before.
“All right,” he said. “Listen. This is what we’re gonna do. I’m gonna sit you up and–”
Shannon knocked his gun away with one hand and hit him in the nose with her other. She heard a satisfying crack, like she’d broken bones.
Sean yelled. His hands flew to his face. She brought her knees up, arched her back again, and bucked him off. He was already moving away, seeking to retrieve his gun. She thought it had gone beneath one of the nearby vehicles.
Shannon flipped over, got to her knees, then gained her feet. Forgoing the gun, Sean squared his shoulders with her, mirroring her stance. She was able to deflect his first blow and the second and even managed to hit him in the face again, but his hand closed around her throat. He lifted her off the ground by her neck and slammed her against the closest vehicle. The impact rocked the car on its shocks and triggered the alarm.
Shannon fought to disrupt his grip. She used the techniques she’d been taught while training at Quantico. She crossed her arm over his, then drove her elbow into his jaw. His head snapped back, but he kept up the pressure. There was a sound, something like a clogged drain when the water finally went down. It was her, gasping for air.
She kicked him in the groin. He buckled forward and made a sound like “Awwwuff,” but didn’t let go.
“Hey!”
A door banged somewhere in proximity. Shannon tried to look in that direction – the front of the Lodge – but Sean’s hold was strong, fixing her head and neck in place.
“Hey – what are you doing? Let her go!”
Finally, miraculously, the pressure ceased. She collapsed back against the vehicle with the blatting alarm. Her hands went to her neck. The world grayed, shapes blurry and indistinct. She was aware that Sean moved away from her. She took a step to pursue him, but her legs wouldn’t support the weight.
Dropping to her knees, bending forward, Shannon gagged onto the ground. She spit and drew a long, ragged, wheezy breath. Then another.
And another.
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“You okay, miss?”
Past the two men who’d come outside, a car was backing out of a row of vehicles. Shannon turned her attention to the ground. The lot had been plowed, but hours ago, and a few inches had accumulated since. Beneath the cars, more snow. She didn’t know if Sean had retrieved his own gun, but she saw hers, just a couple of yards away, from when he’d struck her.
“Miss? Who is that guy? Did he rob you?”
She didn’t answer the men because she didn’t know if she could talk. Her throat burned. She walked to the gun and picked it up and aimed. Then she tried her vocal cords. “Stop!”
It was a screechy, tattered word coming out of her.
The brake lights flashed, but only because Sean had backed out far enough to turn out of the lot.
“Miss? Ma’am? Is there something we can do?”
Sean hit the gas. Somehow, he had acquired another vehicle. Maybe someone he was working with here at the Lodge? It didn’t matter. The police weren’t looking for a green sedan – whatever make and model this was. They’d need an update. She memorized the plate as she patted the pocket of her parka. Zlotnick’s keys jingled. The Scout was just there, in her assigned space.
“I’m FBI,” she croaked to the man standing near. The other was moving to the vehicle with the alarm, ostensibly to deactivate it. She said, “Call 911, please. Give them the description of that car and the license plate.” She rattled it off to him.
He was trying to ask more questions, but she hurried over to the Scout, keeping an eye on Sean’s movements. The green car went southeast, away from the lake, back toward town center. It made sense. Once there, he’d have options – an intersection with 28N, which could take him south or east.
The Scout fired up. She jerked the shifter into reverse and hit the gas, then put it in drive and shot forward onto the street. She was fast enough to see Sean start around the sharp bend in the road, just past the town docks. The back end of the green sedan slid sideways, then hard back the other way.
He was fishtailing, but he made the corner.
She struggled to catch up, careful not to lose control of her own vehicle, still coughing, her throat filled with tiny knives. She ran the wipers to clear the past hour’s snow and ice, then pumped the brakes at the corner before accelerating for traction. The Scout slid sideways, but the tires held.
She made the corner and saw the green sedan ahead.
She urged the Scout up to thirty, then thirty-five, hoping to close the gap. But Sean was desperate, plunging ahead, increasing speed. The snow whipped past in white streaks and beat at the windshield like oncoming stars. They passed a stone church, a small public library. Sean bypassed options to turn down smaller roads – one led to the school, over by the water.
Forty miles per hour.
Forty-five.
The wipers slapped back and forth. The Scout’s engine raced when the tires slipped. Shannon eased off the gas, her heart thumping.
They passed a restaurant, the Owl’s Head Pub. Up ahead on the left was a place called Big Bear Corner Store. Straight ahead was the T-junction with 28N.
Sean’s brake lights flashed. He was slowing for the stop sign and fishtailing again as he rapidly decelerated. A single white house sat across the intersection, a private residence, maybe, its windows dark. Just to one side of it, also dark, a one-room ice-cream stand with a large sign pronouncing “Custard’s Last Stand.”
Shannon chided herself. Should have stayed back and called this in myself. He’s going to drive himself off the road.
Sean slowed just enough, it seemed, to make the turn. He was going to go right – south. Shannon was just processing what this might mean – there was a lot of road between here and the downed power lines, plenty of time to catch him – when she saw a flash of light.
Immediately after, a sharp report.
Crack.
A firecracker? A backfire? She tried to make sense of it as she slowed the Scout to a walk. No, neither of those – it had come from the other side of the road. Specifically, from the slanted roof of the ice-cream stand.
Like a shot from a rifle.
The green sedan, which had just been starting to make the hard right turn, now skidded toward the ice-cream stand at an angle.
Shannon hit the brakes as a single thought whipped through her mind with clarity: The gunman on the roof could shoot you next.
She spun the wheel hard left, just before the country store. The Scout didn’t like the sudden turn and went into its own skid. She went with it, turning in the direction of the slippage, pumping the brakes. At the same time, she watched the sedan.
It continued toward the ice-cream shop, still skidding across the unsalted crust of snow and ice. It wasn’t slowing. When it collided with the front of the building, it shattered the giant plate-glass window before finally coming to rest.
Despite her own efforts to stop, the front of the Scout collided with the corner of the store, jerking her forward.
After she slumped back and was still for a few seconds, she realized she was okay – the Scout hadn’t hit that hard or fast.
She opened the door and eased herself down. She kept the vehicle between her and the ice-cream stand as she moved to the rear end. There, she risked a look around at the intersection.
For the moment, everything was still. No movement. The green sedan idled, no signs of activity inside. The roof above it appeared devoid of snipers.
Don’t take any chances. She hugged tight to the country store walls.
The bell over the front door jingled as someone stepped out.
“Back inside,” Shannon said. She spoke in a hushed but urgent tone. “Stay down. Get everyone down in there.”
The customer, a plump man in red suspenders, nodded and shrank back into the store. The door closed with another chime and a loud thwack.
When she reached the door, having thought better of it, she opened up and peered in. “Call 911,” she told the three people she could see. “Tell the operator where you are and describe the green sedan that just crashed – tell them the second man from the robbery is the driver.” It couldn’t hurt to provide more information.
A young man in Carhartt coveralls nodded. A rattle in the background and lights overhead suggested a generator, so, likely, a working phone.
Shannon let the door close and continued along the edge of the building. She was on a porch, the railing made from rough-hewn timber, relatively free of snow and ice. At the southeast corner, she crouched behind the railing and watched.
Still no movement on the roof.
All quiet in the green sedan, just the low rumble of its engine. One last piece of jagged glass broke free and landed on the hood with a thud.
Straight across the road was the white house, seeming unoccupied. The ice-cream stand was to the right of it, from her position. Behind both buildings, a wooded ridge. Shannon thought she heard another engine in the distance, as if over that ridge. It soon faded.
Now or never.
She left the porch and ran across the road, not stopping until she was against the side of the white house. The house shielded her from the ice-cream stand and the car. She took a deep breath and moved along its front porch, stopping again when she was at the corner. She poked her head around. Nothing to see, everything quiet.
Still, she stayed vigilant as she approached the sedan, keeping an eye on the roof and on the gap between buildings. The sedan was mostly outside the shop. It had shattered a section of the big front window, and the front left quarter panel was inside the structure. The engine softly thrummed. She crept up along the passenger side and aimed her gun through the glass.
Sean slumped in the seat. A starry hole in the windshield marked the entry point of the rifle shot that got him.
He was motionless until his head turned and he looked at her.
Shannon opened the passenger door and leaned in. She grabbed the keys hanging from the ignition, rotated them back, killing the engine, then stuck them in her coat pocket.
Sean made gurgling sounds as he tried to speak. Blood oozed from the hole in his neck. His eyes were wide and shocked.
“Sean,” she said, not knowing what else to say. “Sean, help is coming.”
His mouth worked some more. His eyes started to glaze over. He was able to speak one sentence.
“My name is Willie.”
Then he took his last breath, arched his spine, and relaxed. The final exhalation sounded like his soul leaving his body.
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The store-goers had gathered outside, watching.
Shannon crossed back to them. “Everybody okay?”
Their questions were written on their faces. But they waited for Shannon to make the first move.
“Folks, is anybody hurt?”
It didn’t seem so.
She studied them a moment. It seemed unlikely any one of them was the shooter. She would’ve seen the person return from the ice-cream stand. And she’d heard an engine over the ridge – a vehicle leaving the scene.
But there could be a witness among them. “Did anyone see a person across the street? In the house or at the ice-cream stand?”
One of the two women shook her head. She wore an apron with a drawing of a black bear and pointy trees. Her graying hair curled out from her winter hat. “The house is locked up. The owners are seasonal. I didn’t see anybody over there.”
“Has anyone just recently left the store?”
The woman glanced at the people beside her. She was clearly an employee; they were the customers. “I think the last person to leave was Melanie Stemp, and that was maybe ten minutes ago?”
There were murmured agreements.
“Do you have surveillance video, ma’am?”
She nodded. Snowflakes had gathered on her hat. “Camera at the register. And Delroy keeps one of those trail cams on the dumpster in back.”
“Delroy?”
“Sorry, the owner of Big Bear.”
“And no one saw a vehicle parked over by the ice-cream place just recently? Or heard anything?”
Apparently no one had. They’d only heard the vehicles go past and then the collisions.
“Can’t hear much over the generator,” the employee said. “But there’s been Ski-Doos buzzing around all morning.”
“Mine’s right in the back,” said the younger man in the Carhartt suit. Shannon asked a little about him –he was a local construction worker and had come down for some beer and supplies, since work was cancelled for the day.
Using the notepad app on her phone, Shannon took down names and numbers. The man in the suspenders was Robert Oakton, the cook at the diner just a couple of hundred yards away on Main Street, in the direction of the Lodge. They’d run out of butter, and Oakton had walked down to the grocery store to restock. The last two were out-of-towners, guests at the Lodge, a man and a woman in their twenties who were in town to do some snowshoeing.
Shannon answered what she could. “We’re working on it all. For now, I’m going to ask that you stay inside, okay? Or if you need to get back somewhere, do so safely.”
Oakton frowned. “You don’t need statements?”
“I’m a little shorthanded at the moment. But I’ve got your information. Right now, it’s important everybody stays safe.”
“Is there some guy running around shooting people? I mean, what’s going on?”
She told them what she could without revealing anything critical. She tried to assure them. Oakton wanted to know why Shannon was driving Terry Zlotnick’s Scout. She explained that he’d been a victim in the robbery that morning. She’d needed a vehicle, and his was the best choice.
“Is he gonna be okay?” Oakton seemed to know Zlotnick best.
“I hope so. He was in rough shape, but I think we got to him in time. He’s getting the help he needs.”
She felt bad for these people, especially the locals – this was their town and people they knew. Things were scary and uncertain at present. Dangerous. But she needed to check on a few things, and so reiterated that everyone be safe and get to where they needed to be – she or someone else would follow up with them as soon as time permitted.
She hurried back across the road. The wind was still gusting intermittently, snow coming down. When she reached the ice-cream stand, she glanced back. The store employee and the young man in the Carhartts were still out, watching her. Shannon started around the small building, drawing her weapon once she was out of sight from the locals and before she reached the corner.
The roof sloped front to back at a shallow pitch. A stepladder, still erected, sat near the low rear wall. How about that?
Shannon took the first couple of steps until her eye line was past the roof’s edge. The disturbance in the snow was easy to spot. There was no question that the shooter had nested up there, tucked out of sight behind the “Custard’s Last Stand” sign, which protruded above the front edge of the roof.
She continued to climb, then tucked her gun back in its holster, and on her hands and knees, crept to the front edge. She searched the snow for brass – the bullet casing the gunman might’ve left behind. They tended to fly away from the gun when it was fired. Usually in the same general direction, but where they landed was somewhat unpredictable.
After searching the snow for about a minute, she gave up.
She started her return to the rear of the roof, slipping on the ice beneath the top layer of snow. She slid toward the edge. She was able to catch herself, then lower down to the stepladder. But it got her heart going all over again.
Two sets of tracks, likely footprints, appeared to arrive at and lead away from the back of the building. They went into the tree line, where the land rolled up into the low ridge. She followed, keeping off to one side, her Glock in hand once again.
Once she’d crested the ridge, she had a view of the other side; the foot tracks led to the terminus of a dead-end road. From there, tire tracks coming and going. No doubt they were from the vehicle she’d heard.
She got close enough to guess the tire type as steel-belted radials. But she wasn’t an expert in that department.
When she returned to the ice-cream stand, a state police car – a Crown Victoria with a light bar flashing – was rolling slowly up 28N. It was about the most beautiful sight she’d ever seen. She waved, and the trooper saw her and pulled in.
Her weapon holstered, she put her hands up and approached cautiously.
When the trooper exited the vehicle, he kept the door in front of him. He was at the ready, not knowing who she was.
She announced herself from a safe distance.
The trooper took his hand off the butt of his firearm and walked to her. “Well, well,” he said, and she thought she recognized his voice. “I thought that was you.”
Once they were close enough, they shook hands. Hansen’s eyes went to her neck, as if he saw something there. He checked her hand, too. He seemed to look everywhere, taking stock of her injuries, of everything she’d been through. Without expecting it, Shannon drew a fast breath, like the beginning of a sob. Compassion in his eyes, Hansen put his arms around her, and she held onto him.
“It’s all right. You did good. You did real good, and it’s gonna be okay.”
After she let go and stepped back, she wiped the tears from her eyes.
She and Hansen both looked into the green sedan, at Willie.
“Do we know anything about him yet?” Hansen asked.
“He’s not carrying ID. At least, not his own. He’s got George Fleming’s wallet.”
Hansen surveyed the area. The people across the street were gone. “The store open?”
She relayed what little she’d learned talking to the people. “Then I went up on the roof, found the shooter’s nest. And there’s tracks – he came in and went out the same way.”
Hansen wanted to see, so they walked to the rear of the building and studied the tracks. One set was wider, giving the impression of a man running. They also checked the next-door house and found two locked entrances, all windows locked, no signs of forced entry. Hansen agreed with her on the likely scenario: the shooter had approached the ice-cream shop from the woods. Had he carried a ladder? Had he previously stashed one nearby? At any rate, he’d waited for Willie and then shot him through the windshield. Afterward, he’d climbed back down off the roof and run into the trees.
Shannon said, “There’s a street back there, a residential area, and just a few houses. Took me two minutes to walk it.”
“How did he know the guy was going to be here?”
“That’s a good question. They must’ve been in touch. Willie thought he was getting away. Whoever shot him did it to tie off a loose end.”
“All right,” Hansen said after a moment. “What do you want to do?”
“He’s long gone, but I’d like to look at routes. First, we should probably secure the scene.”
They returned to the Crown Vic, its engine running, light bar flashing.
“Why don’t you get in?” Hansen said. “Warm up.”
“I’m okay.”
He popped the trunk. A spool of crime scene tape, several bollards and bright orange cones were among the items inside. Together, Shannon and the trooper cordoned off an area around the sedan, then around the back.
Once they were finished, they returned to the vehicle, and she started to thaw out in the heat blasting from the vents. As her core temperature rose toward normal, Hansen showed her a digital map of the area on the troop car’s mobile data terminal, or MDT, attached to the console between them.
The dead-end road she’d seen was called Tifani Lane. It fed into South Hill Road, which connected to 28N at two points – one east and one south. The perfect escape route, really. The shooter could’ve gone either way.
“We need to get back in there and see if we can find the vehicle tracks,” Shannon said. “And we need to see about that ladder. It looked pretty new, generic, but we’ll have to print it, maybe show some pictures around. What can we expect for backup?”
“Trooper Ledbetter is probably ten, twenty minutes out. When this storm hit, about a million things happened at once.” Hansen sounded apologetic. “We got two more troopers who’ll be freed up in twenty – they’re just getting the cars off the road toward Newcomb. And Hamilton County is waiting at the power lines. I’m told that’s thirty minutes. So within a half an hour, we’ll have a small platoon here.”
“There’s plenty to do,” she said, thinking of the various crime scenes. The bodies. In addition to this macabre scene, there was George and Moira Fleming in the woods by Tarbell Road. Reginald Carmichael on the side of 28N. And of course, Henry Ashby back at the convenience store.
“Ashby was murdered for something he knew,” Shannon said. “You want to look at the video?”
“I do,” Hansen said.
Still shivering a little, she pulled out her phone and showed Hansen.
He watched, silent, taking it in. When the banging noise happened, he frowned in thought.
When it was over, Shannon put the phone away. “Think anything different now that you’ve seen it?”
“I think there’s someone in there,” Hansen said.
“Me too.”
“And I don’t mean furniture movers.”
“No,” she agreed. “It sounds like someone banging to be let out. Or maybe just to be heard.” She was reminded of Mrs. Carmichael in the back of the silver Dodge.
Hansen asked, “A kidnapping?”
“I don’t know. Maybe.”
They fell silent a moment, considering it. The MDT grabbed Hansen’s attention. “Oh, here we go. Power lines are taken care of. Power should be back on in about a half an hour, they’re saying. And Sheriff’s Department is coming through.”
“Good.”
Hansen sought confirmation. “So the guy in the green car, he’s a hired killer. Is that what we’re saying?”
“I believe so. He spoke – just before he succumbed to the gunshot wound, he said his name was Willie. He strikes me as more of a professional than Babcock. He was either hired to protect someone’s interest, or he could be protecting his own. Whatever is going on with that truck, whatever Ashby was investigating, it got him killed. These guys came in and tried to make it look like a robbery. But it went wrong – the weather screwed everything up. Willie ultimately got taken out. Babcock probably would have been too if it hadn’t happened the way it did.”
It brought her back to the scene at Sayward’s. The armed robber leaving the front door to investigate the truck alarm. Striking him with the crowbar. His reaction – eyes widening, mouth opening as he turned to shoot her.
Squeezing the trigger.
Killing him.
She shook it off. Her gaze sought the green sedan smashed into the small building.
Hansen looked there, too. “You said you haven’t seen that one before? That vehicle?”
“I haven’t. Obviously we’ll run it, but I bet it doesn’t link to Willie. It just seemed to show up.”
Hansen said, “Maybe whoever hired Willie – or is working with him – they could have left that second vehicle. Even set up the ladder. Once Willie knew you were onto the Volvo, he called someone for help.”
“But then they set him up. Knowing he’d come this way, they put a shooter up on the roof and assassinated him as he slowed for the intersection.”
“A good shot,” Hansen said.
Shannon agreed. Her thoughts drifted a moment, and she let them, seeing where they took her. “We need to see what else Ashby might have. The more we know about this operation, the better chance we have of finding out who’s pulling these strings.”
“How do we find out where that video was taken?”
“There might be more at Ashby’s.” She added, “I’ll ask Colm Sayward, too. He seems to know his way around.”
“Great. Here. Use my phone.”
When Sayward didn’t answer – he’d been out checking on people without power, he’d said – she left a message saying she had something else she needed his help with.
As she finished, more flashing lights rounded the bend, coming up from the south. Reinforcements.
It was happening at last, cops showing up. The burden was no longer hers alone.
A Hamilton County Sheriff’s Department SUV pulled alongside Hansen’s Crown Vic. The deputy was Brad Groneman, with seven years working road patrol for the county. They triaged. Groneman would stay with the scene. Then, when Hansen’s fellow troopers arrived, they’d check for vehicle tracks on South Hill Road.
That decided, Shannon used Hansen’s phone to call Jenna Reese. She fed Reese the two first names of the armed robbers, plus the license plate on the green sedan. Then she and Hansen headed for Ashby’s house.
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“You married?”
The state trooper’s question caught her off guard. He was focused on the icy road, but he gave her a quick glance when she didn’t answer. “Sorry, out of line?”
Hansen was tall, square-jawed. He had a boyish charm. He reminded her a bit of Charlie Bufort – prone to blunders.
“No, not out of line. I’m not. You?”
He shook his head. “Not yet.”
“That sounds like it’s inevitable.”
He shrugged. Then he said, “Pay no attention to me. I spent six hours clearing a half mile of road debris, then another hour staring at the back of a highway department plow on my way here. I ate lunch in my car and lost feeling in my feet and fingers sometime this morning.” He shook his head in dismay, but he was grinning.
“It’s been a day,” she said, smiling back.
His question about marriage brought to mind Luis Caldoza, an NYPD detective in Brooklyn. They’d started dating near the end of the previous summer after meeting on a case, and as most people could probably predict, a romantic relationship between cops was tricky. Over the past few months, she’d chased a fugitive across the US and gone undercover as a street worker. Neither situation had helped her relationship, but created distance and strain. Each reunion meant time spent getting to know the other person again, wondering what horrible sights they’d seen. What might’ve changed in them, or broken.
Not to mention, Caldoza had a son. The boy was turning five in a couple of weeks. Caldoza hadn’t mentioned him at first. Once he had, he’d claimed the withholding was for his son’s protection. And his own. He’d wanted to get a sense of where the relationship was going. She’d had trouble with the rationale at first, but came to see it as a positive. If he was sharing this most special part of his life, it meant he saw a future with her.
But then there was a case that had wound up involving Caldoza more intimately than she would’ve hoped. They’d pretended for a few weeks that it wasn’t the thing that finally set them apart, but each came to terms with it.
It was Rafe she was sad about. Caldoza had invited her, but did you go to the birthday party of a five-year-old whose father you briefly dated?
Maybe she’d just stop by, give the kid a present and a hug.
She and Hansen rode in silence for a few minutes. Not usually one to get personal, Shannon came up with a question for him. Something she genuinely wanted to know. “You think it’s possible for cops to have successful relationships?”
“Sure. Yeah. I mean, maybe not me, not yet. But I know people.”
“Yeah? You’ve seen it?”
He grinned a little. “I think maybe once.”
“What about cops together?”
He made a face and tipped his head back and forth. “Now that I don’t know.”
She made a tsk sound and stared out the windshield.
“Nah, I’m kidding,” he said. “I know plenty of people who found a way to make it work. Even LEOs.”
“Yeah?”
“Yeah.”
“What’s the secret?”
It took him a moment. “Don’t think about it too much, I guess.”
She nodded to herself. “Yeah. Don’t think about it.”
    
ASHBY LIVED ALONE. Similar to Zlotnick, he was back in the woods on his own property. But where Zlotnick’s place had been surrounded by junk and bric-a-brac, Ashby’s was neat as a pin. A simple modular home, one-story, with a small porch and an extended roof for a carport. The premises looked kempt, even under eighteen inches of snow. A squared-away quarters.
The only thing out of place were the tire tracks.
In order to have been at the convenience store where he was fatally shot, at the time he was shot, Ashby had to have left his home by about eight thirty that morning. Many inches had fallen since – almost a foot. These tracks were fresh.
Hansen parked in the road. They got out and walked up the driveway. About an inch of snow had accumulated in the tracks. The accumulation was like a clock, a measure of time. While the intensity of snowfall had varied throughout the day, the last hour or so had been steady. About enough to produce an inch.
The tracks were wide, too, with visible impressions in the compacted snow beneath the latest inch.
Steel-belted radials.
Prima facie, the tracks had been made by the same vehicle from Tifani Lane.
Shannon looked through the falling snow to the dark windows of Ashby’s house. She started up the walkway, Hansen behind her, both of them keeping to the side of the footprints leading to the small front porch.
She fully expected the place to be empty, but she and Hansen brandished their weapons just the same.
The diffused daylight glinted off chunks of broken glass on the porch. Someone had smashed through both the outer storm window and the inner pane of glass in order to unlock the frame and slide up the window. They hadn’t tried to hide their tracks in any way. And they’d left the front door unlocked when they left.
Ashby’s Jeep had been locked. He seemed the type to lock his home, too. If he wore a concealed carry, he might have more guns inside. Not to mention other things he didn’t want people to see. Like an investigation. Surveillance he’d been working on.
For someone to roll up to his house and break in like this, it didn’t make a lot of sense. Not if you considered that a killer had gone out of his or her way to hire two men to kill Ashby. That those men had then robbed a convenience store in a ruse to make his death look like collateral damage. That they’d known he would be there, either because they’d been following him or they knew his routine – Shannon banked on the latter.
Which made sense of Chloe Bixby spotting Willie and Steven Babcock a week ago. They hadn’t been casing the convenience store, they’d been clocking Ashby, getting to know his moves, making their plan.
So why this break-in?
Like the killing of Willie – shooting him as he drove through town – it felt improvised.
Improvised by a perpetrator trying desperately to fix the things the storm had upended.
It reminded her of the well-known saying: If you want to make God laugh, tell Him your plans.
Inside, Shannon found the light switch and flipped it on. The interior of Ashby’s house was tidy, like the exterior. The first space was a living room. The hardwood flooring and understated furniture were spotless. The TV in the corner was modest, maybe forty-two inches.
The living room opened onto a kitchen, silver daylight shining through windows that overlooked a spacious forest outside. Between the living room and the farm-style kitchen jutted a countertop partition. A stack of regional newspapers flooded the space – everything from the Albany Tribune to the Adirondack Daily Enterprise. Shannon flipped through a couple and found the crossword puzzles completed in each. Plus the sudokus.
Ashby liked his puzzles.
Off to the left, a bedroom and a bathroom. To the right, two more bedrooms and a second bath. Wet footprints – small puddles left on the wood floor – led in that direction. Down a short hallway, one of the doors hung slightly askew. The wood of the doorframe around the lock catch was splintered. The intruder had kicked the door open.
Shannon, wearing gloves, pushed it the rest of the way.
Hansen joined her and looked into the room. “Damn,” he said. “That’s one hell of a mess.”
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They surveyed the damage. Ashby’s den, or office, contained three wooden cabinets. One kept the guns she’d suspected him to have: two handguns – one Glock and one SIG Sauer – three deer rifles and a Mossberg shotgun. There were no empty racks or obvious spots missing a weapon. It seemed the intruder hadn’t been interested.
The next cabinet held surveillance equipment. Multiple cameras, lenses, tripods, batteries – the works. The intruder had been much more interested here. Everything looked gone-over. The two cameras lay on the ground, their battery compartments open. Shannon checked – no cards in any of them. Removed, perhaps.
Paperwork cascaded from the last cabinet. Taxes and bank statements, regular accounting materials. Ashby’s name on everything.
Finally, the large oak desk. A computer, not exactly top of the line, but good. Shannon sat down and jiggled the mouse.
Ashby reminded her of her own father, interested in a lot of things, photography among them. But despite owning a DSLR camera (he’d bought it secondhand on Craigslist, he’d told her), her father wasn’t the most technically proficient person. She thought about Ashby fumbling with his camera – leaving on the lens cap during that one recording. He wasn’t a filmmaker; he was an investigator using tools. And someone wanted what he’d found.
The screen turned on as the computer woke and prompted her for a passcode. Following the train of thought about her father, she looked around her immediate area, seeking a Post-it note or even something written on the hardware. She checked the back of the monitor, then beneath the keyboard. She started pulling drawers. Hansen realized what she was doing and joined in the search.
It didn’t take long – she discovered a four-digit number in the top middle drawer on a torn strip of paper, and she typed it in. It bypassed the initial screen and got her into the system.
She studied the items on Ashby’s desktop. There was Microsoft Word and Google Chrome, anti-malware software called Malwarebytes, but no folders or loose files. Nothing jumped out like it was part of an investigation.
She dug into the Documents folder. Empty. She tried MyPictures and MyVideos. Barren. Ashby’s computer was conspicuously devoid of anything beyond programs and their icons.
She plugged in the external hard drive on the desk, but found only the plain text document with instructions and registration information. For someone with all that camera equipment, Ashby didn’t have a single image stored.
The trash folder on the desktop was likewise voided. Maybe Ashby kept things in the cloud? He had internet – the modem was on the desk, plus a wireless router. She thought to browse for a few common storage sites – iCloud, Dropbox – see if anything prompted her for a password, but then remembered the internet was down. Still, she’d seen enough to know that Ashby had been cleaned out.
He was smart. He’d been a detective for nearly thirty years. But he was also an older man, retired, maybe forgetful at times. So he’d left his computer passcode written down. And if she’d found it, it was likely whoever had been here had found it, too.
Hansen had been going through some of the scattered paperwork and detected her frustration. “Coming up empty?”
“I’d say the person who was here – the one hoping to keep the contents of that truck a secret – they thought they were gonna have plenty of time to come in here and scrub Ashby’s investigation.” She glanced at Hansen. “But then that changed when the storm hit, and when I showed up.”
“So maybe we ask this – who knows you’re here?”
She shrugged, turning her palms up. “Everybody in town, by now. I tried to keep it quiet while the second man was still running around, but now… everyone.” She gave everything another glance and added, “Whoever came here did this right around when you were showing up at the intersection, I think. They went from shooting Willie to coming here.”
Hansen moved beside her. “We’ll have a crime scene unit go over everything. And we still have the camera he left in his vehicle, the memory card. That video clip.”
She nodded. Maybe it was the best of what he had. Maybe that was why he’d kept it with him? Or it was his latest find. Ashby could’ve been poking around for a while, but without any real proof to validate his suspicions. It would explain why he’d been going it alone. A retired detective wouldn’t want to make noise about something until he felt it was solid.
Obviously, he’d been close. Too close, and whoever he was about to implicate had killed him preemptively.
But she doubted the person knew exactly what Ashby had found. After taking such pains to camouflage the hit on Ashby, to then blatantly ransack his home seemed incongruous. Messy. Maybe they were just being thorough, betting that Ashby would hide the evidence he’d collected.
Hansen put his hands on his hips and looked around. “I got some calls to make,” he said after a moment. But he didn’t move right away. “It’s gonna take a while to get crime scene here. I’ve got more tape in my car. I’ll try to close off the house and driveway.”
The air felt heavy. Shannon intended to keep going through everything Ashby had – maybe there was something that indicated what he’d found, where exactly it was. But it felt like they’d hit a wall. They’d come this far and then…
“Hang on a second.”
She left the desk and walked out of the office.
Back in the kitchen, she started going through the newspapers stacked on the peninsula countertop. Hansen joined her. “What are we looking for?”
She wasn’t entirely sure. “Anything that Ashby might’ve been interested in,” she said. A few seconds later, she held up one of the papers. “I noted the dates before. These aren’t just sequential offerings from the same newspaper. He’s got several different newspapers here, published on the same date. This one is a day after.”
“That’s three months ago,” Hansen observed.
“I think we’re looking for common stories.”
A silence developed as they culled through the articles, just the sound of newspaper rattling. It didn’t take long to realize the papers shared more than one story in common. An early storm expected to hinder travel around the holiday – Thanksgiving. What else was new? A criminal case about a woman who had allegedly shot and killed her ailing mother. Sad and unfortunate.
“Here,” Hansen said, reading. “‘DEC found remnants of campfires in area wilderness believed to have been set by undocumented immigrants.’”
He handed her the paper. The sentence he’d read was underlined with pen.
They searched the other publications.
Shannon was the first to find a matching article. Ashby had underscored the headline. It read: “Illegal Crossings on the Rise at Canadian Border.”
“Oh boy,” she said.
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Shannon read aloud from the paper, “‘According to federal data, the number of people apprehended for illegally crossing from Canada into the United States along its northern border has nearly tripled in the past three years, and a growing portion are Mexican citizens. One Mexican man who crossed illegally to work on a New York dairy farm said it was easier than trying the southern border…’”
Hansen, reading from the Montreal Gazette, a Canadian newspaper, said, “This one covers Roxham Road, which crosses the Canadian border. It says CBC News met families and solo travelers from Pakistan, Turkey, Yemen, Lebanon…”
Shannon was listening as she continued to shuffle through papers.
Hansen continued, “‘Travelers arrived with what appeared to be fresh baggage tags from overseas flights into New York. Others had made their way north from Mexico, South and Central America…’”
Shannon scanned an article from the Albany Times-Union. “‘The journey doesn’t end once the immigrants have crossed into the state,’” she read. “‘For many, the destination lies farther south or west. The Times-Union recently met with border officials who, working with DEC, have identified routes through the Adirondack wilderness as immigrants seek the more populated regions of Central New York, New York City, and beyond.”
Shannon held the paper up for Hansen to see. Someone, presumably Ashby, had circled the phrase routes through the Adirondack wilderness.
“Okay,” Hansen said.
“Can we try something? I’d like to get this video to Colm Sayward for a look. We can use the router in here to network our phones.”
Hansen plucked his off his belt, then checked the screen, presumably to see that he had service. “Yeah, I’m good. You send it to me, and I can upload it to a secure website, too. That way we’re not texting it. It’ll generate a password.”
“Even better.”
He handed the phone to her. She got them synced and then transferred a copy of the video. Once it was on Hansen’s phone, he uploaded it. Finally, she typed in the number for Colm Sayward, committed to her memory.
She planned to leave him another message, but he answered, sounding skeptical. “Hello?”
“Mr. Sayward? It’s Shannon Ames.”
“Oh…” Then, after a beat. “Did you call from this same number about an hour ago?”
“I did. Did you get my message?”
“I’m sorry. No, I didn’t recognize the number, so I didn’t listen. The last message I got from you, you were at the Lodge, where you were pretty sure the other guy was. You told me to steer clear. What happened? Was he there?”
“He was, and I’ll fill you in very soon. Right now, I need a favor. I’ve got something I’d like you to look at. It’s video, it’s out in the woods somewhere. There’s a bit of a ridgeline, a clearing, and at some point you see part of a road. Will you have a look?”
Sayward briefly hesitated. “Yeah, of course. I’ll give it a look.”
“Can you access the internet from your phone?”
“It depends on where I am, but yeah, I think right now I can.”
“I’m going to send you a link. It’s going to take you to a website that’s storing the video. I’ll text you the password. Okay?”
“Sounds good. How’s everything with you? You all right?”
“I’m doing okay.” She paused, adding, “I hope Mrs. Carmichael is all right. And your kids.”
“Yeah…” The one word was heavy with emotion. “I talked to Chloe a little while ago, to check in. She said Mrs. Carmichael has been keeping herself busy, playing with the kids. But Chloe said they’d been together since high school. The Carmichaels. It’s just fucking terrible.” Under the sadness, Shannon heard, was anger.
She thought of Reginald Carmichael on the side of the road. Killed for his vehicle. Louise Carmichael without her life partner. And for what? Because Steven Babcock had been trying to get away. Hired by Willie, or someone else, to help kill a man for what he was uncovering.
These things, they set in motion a chain of events. She’d only been with the FBI a little over a year and was seeing the pattern. One foul deed begot another. That was how it went.
“It is terrible,” she agreed. “Okay, have a look for me, all right?”
“I’ll let you know.”
She ended the call and sent the email. Then, for a moment, everything seemed to slow down. After all the chaos of the past several hours, this felt like the first moment of stasis. She gave Hansen a look. He looked back. Here we are.
He said, “I guess I’ll go deal with tightening things down.”
“Right. Good call. I’ll be right there.”
Hansen gave a nod, patted her shoulder and left the room.
She tried one more search through Ashby’s computer and external drive, but it was futile, there was nothing left. And no browser history to search, for the time being. Maybe when the internet was back on, she might find something in cloud storage. And a computer forensics specialist might be able to dig a little deeper for Ashby’s computer files, which never really went away completely, even when trashed. She could also upload the video to a secure FBI site, and have her own people analyze it.
She was ready to rejoin Hansen when Sayward’s number showed up on his phone.
“Any luck?” she asked, answering.
Sayward sounded excited, a little breathless. “I, ah… I think I know where that is.”
“You know where it is?” She hadn’t expected anything from him, really. It had been a shot in the dark.
“I’m pretty sure that’s state land,” he said. “It’s a wild forest area. Sargent Ponds. I’ve hunted out there.”
For a moment, she was speechless.
Sayward said, “I can take you right to it.”
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They were racing against daylight, but they had to risk the dark. Especially since there was a chance, however small, there might be people out there. This whole day might have disrupted an ongoing operation. Whoever was running it might decide to lie low now. And meanwhile, immigrants could be unprotected against the elements in really bad weather, abandoned by traffickers. Lives could be hanging in the balance.
Sayward had given directions: Deerland Road south to County Road 3, then a turn onto an unimproved road called Pine Brook, a narrow, unplowed strip headed into the forest.
Within seconds of turning down Pine Brook, the Crown Vic was spinning tires and slipping. Hansen stopped and put the vehicle in park lest it become completely stuck.
Sayward had anticipated it, advising them to wait if the road was impassable. After a couple of minutes, Shannon heard the whine of a snowmobile.
He showed up wearing his snowsuit and helmet, a rifle slung across his back. The snow machine idling, he stepped off and, flipping up his visor, introduced himself to Trooper Hansen. Then he gazed up the road. “I’m pretty sure I know right where it is. When I saw that video, the road going through, that low ridge of mountains, I thought, that’s Blue Mountain Ridge. I figured the road in followed Pine Brook. I’ve been hunting all through here most of my life.”
“And you said this is state land?” Shannon asked.
He nodded. “We’re on the edge of Sargent Ponds Wild Forest.” He pointed north. “Forked Lake up there.” He pointed west. “Raquette Lake.” East. “Blue Mountain Lake.” Facing south, he added, “And in the center of it all, the Sargent Ponds.”
Hansen eyed the snow machine. “So, we ready? How we doing this?”
“It’s not far,” Sayward said. “Two thousand feet. Half a mile, tops. We can all pile on this thing, or we can walk it. Your choice.”
They would walk it. Shannon and Hansen, anyway.
First, Hansen updated the state police with his current location and situation. He put his two-way radio on repeater – meaning it connected to the vehicle radio – and pulled a thick parka out of the back, winter gloves, and binoculars. Shannon clipped her gloves together and hung them from the belt of her jeans.
Sayward’s snowmobile matted the snow and gave them a path to follow. Still, footsteps broke through, and it was harder going. Shannon’s hip continued to ache, her hand throbbed, and her throat burned when she swallowed.
She tried to put those pains out of her mind. She had pleasant memories of spending time in the woods growing up. She was a farm girl, but she and her brothers also hunted and trapped, snowshoed and cross-country skied. She could spend hours in the woods, even in winter, just sitting and observing, watching things come to life in the silence.
Sayward rode the snowmobile standing up, one knee on the seat. He seemed equally at home amid the rough terrain. Which made sense, given the size of his own property and his vocation – logging, working a sawmill.
The pines drooped with heavy snow. The day was dimming, and fast, the sun sinking behind a gauze of clouds.
She had the aches, but Hansen seemed to struggle harder. He was a little uncoordinated, it seemed. When he slipped and almost fell, she grabbed his arm, helping him along. “You okay?”
“Just love my nature walks,” he said. “Yeah, I’m good.”
She watched a hawk circle overhead. Sayward led them up a rise, and she glanced back. The Crown Vic disappeared around a bend in the road.
Hansen said, “So you’re on vacation, huh?”
A chuckle escaped her. “Yeah. Taking a little time off.” It was the joke of the day.
“You sure know how to do it up,” he said.
She felt a smile.
Hansen asked, “So, really, what are you doing here?”
For a moment, she failed to answer. Then, “I was gonna visit a friend. A woman who was once engaged to my older brother John.”
“Ah,” Hansen said. “Maybe that’s why you were asking about cop relationships? Is your brother on the job, too?”
“He was, actually. He was with the Sheriff’s Department. I’m from Westport.”
“Oh, way up there.”
“Yeah.” She took a breath and said, “John died when I was sixteen.”
Hansen was quiet for a while. “I’m sorry. I didn’t know.”
“I know. That’s okay.” Maybe it was the covering sound of Sayward’s snowmobile, or the kind of honesty and clarity that sometimes came easy with a new acquaintance, but she felt open. Free. “He drowned,” she said. “When it happened, he was coming to pick me up. I was out with some friends, getting a little wild, and my friends left. This guy I only knew a little bit – he was from another town – he started hitting on me. Pretty aggressively. I wanted out of there, and my friends were gone, so I called John.” The end of the telling was still difficult; she felt a familiar clenching, the sense of guilt. “The weather was bad. Like this. A late winter storm that took everyone by surprise. And John hit the ice on the old bridge near our house, and he went off it into a deep part of the Ausable River.”
“Ah, man,” Hansen said.
It wasn’t a confession – she’d already done several of those – but she felt the burden of it fading for the first time in her life. “Marietta was his girlfriend from, like, the ninth grade. They were high school sweethearts, and were going to get married when she finished college. When John died, all that went away for her. I blamed myself for his death and for her loss.”
Shannon pictured them together, the way they’d been at John’s senior prom in their formal duds; together on the farm in mud-stained jeans; John in his Sheriff’s County uniform, holding Mariette bride-style, both of them grinning; Marietta dressed in black over his grave. “I’ve been avoiding seeing her. We’ve emailed, but I hadn’t seen her face-to-face in years. So I decided to make this trip.”
“Yeah, it can’t be easy,” Hansen said.
“When John died, everything started moving fast. It’s like I went from sixteen to twenty-six. Everybody went their separate ways. I enrolled in school for psychology, and then I worked in mental health for a couple of years, and then I switched to law enforcement. I thought I could protect people.” She paused, adding, “So here I am.”
Hansen, trudging along beside her, patted her back. His glove gently thwacked the back of her winter jacket. “We’re glad to have you,” he said.
They leaned into the incline, both of them breathing hard.
Up ahead, Sayward finally slowed to a stop. He pointed into the distance, then turned and shouted over the buzz of the engine, “I think this is it!”
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“There,” Sayward said. “You can see how the road winds down into the valley? And over there is Blue Mountain Ridge.”
Shannon studied the topography: a gentle valley studded with pines, scarred by the narrow road. On the far side, maybe three or four miles, a chain of foothills formed the ridge. The clouds were finally dissipating, painting the geographic feature in a salmon light.
Shannon took out her phone. She’d watched Ashby’s video several times now, but wanted to give it a fresh look while comparing it to her surroundings.
The road curved down the slope toward the valley and out of sight. Sayward killed the engine, plunging them into quiet. The machine had driven into pristine, almost entirely untrammeled snow. The only signs of passing were deer, rabbits – maybe a fox. It had been two weeks since Ashby had been here. If this was the spot.
The video called up, Shannon watched as she tried to position herself where the camera might’ve been. She continued to break through the crusty upper layer of snow while moving through the sparse trees. When Ashby was here – when he’d taken the video – the going had seemed easier. He’d moved around a bit more fluidly than she could. Had there been that much less snow two weeks ago? Maybe he’d been wearing snowshoes? His footsteps on the video were audible, too; presumably he’d crunched over ice and hard snow like this.
She watched as he moved closer to the truck, which was downslope of him, maybe fifty yards away. She moved in a direction she thought was similar.
On the video, Ashby heard the sharp bang from inside the truck and stopped. He held his ground until the engine noise arose and headlights flashed through the trees. Then he quickly started back up the hill, ending the video as he went.
Shannon returned the phone to her parka. She started back toward Sayward and Hansen.
Hansen glassed the scene with his binoculars, peering down into the valley. “What do you think?”
She faced Sayward, who sat on the snowmobile. “So, Pine Brook Road – where’s it go?”
“Hunting road,” he said. “DEC probably use it to come in and out. Hikers, stuff like that.”
“But it dead-ends?”
“I think so, yeah.”
“That direction?” She pointed south, the direction that the valley flowed between two opposite ridges.
“Thereabouts,” Sayward said, looking. “It winds its way in down there.”
She finished high-stepping her way through the snow and stood beside him. “Does it go all the way to the ponds? The Sargent Ponds?”
He shook his head. “Turns to a trail near the end. A footpath that goes to the largest pond, I think.”
She considered it. “Here’s what I’m wondering. On Ashby’s video, two vehicles are coming to meet the truck. And they’re coming from that direction.” She pointed south. “But if there’s nothing back there but ponds and a hiking trail, where are they coming from?”
Hansen lowered his binoculars and faced her.
Sayward stared off into the distance. He straddled the seat and stood for a slightly better view. “Good question. You know what it could be – maybe Pine Brook doesn’t dead-end. It could go all the way through to Route 28.”
“28N?”
“Well, south of Blue Mountain Lake, it’s just 28. It’s going more east-west at that point. So it would be that way, about two or three miles.”
“Okay,” Shannon said, “so maybe it goes all the way through. But we’re only half a mile from County 3, back behind us. Why not come in that way? I’m just thinking out loud.”
“Sure,” Sayward said.
Hansen pulled out his phone and called up his own copy of the video. He watched a moment, silent, then looked at Shannon. “Weren’t there three videos?”
“Yes.”
“And you said the second one was a little darker than the third. In other words, the third one was brighter.”
“Right.”
“So the sun was coming up.”
“I think so,” Shannon said.
Hansen narrowed his gaze, scrutinizing the small screen. “Then the light is wrong. On the video, you can see when Ashby starts to retreat, his camera catches the light, but it’s coming from that direction.” Hansen pointed. “Which doesn’t make sense, because that’s north, not east. And we know our orientation because the sun is setting on us. And it’s back there, behind us.”
Shannon studied the western sky. The sun gone, the last of the daylight drained toward a jagged horizon. “I think you’re right,” she said.
Standing a couple of yards away, Sayward had removed his helmet and hung it on the handlebars. Now he ran his hand over its smooth surface as he considered the terrain. “I can’t think of much else that has the road and the ridge, though. This same combination of features. I mean, I don’t know. The way things are arranged in here… Are we sure we’re not just turned around a little bit? Is there more video we can look at?”
“Not at the moment,” Shannon said. “We could be seeing things wrong, though, you’re right. It’s dark on the video, hard to judge. But if this is the spot, the important thing is we find anyone who might be here.”
“Sure, I get that,” Sayward said, “but – what are we even looking for? A truck that was here two weeks ago? Would it still be here? Why? What do you think was in it?”
Hansen glanced at Shannon, deferring to her for a response. It was a cop thing: keep what you know – or suspect – close.
“We’re not sure,” Shannon answered. “Could be different things.”
“Some kind of contraband,” Hansen offered.
“Let’s move down the slope a ways,” Shannon suggested. There was maybe ten, fifteen minutes of useable light left. So far, she’d only ventured as far as Ashby had on the video. “We need to go where the truck would’ve been. Maybe there’s a sign it was there. Something left behind.”
They started down the gradual slope and, after a couple of minutes, reached the most likely spot. But the road curved off in the other direction. “This is where it would have been,” Shannon said, remembering the video. But there was no sign of a road or even a trail. No sign a truck had been there –no scrape marks or broken branches. Nothing but untouched trees and snow.
“It’s been weeks, right?” Sayward asked. “Lot of snowfall.”
“There would be something.”
“I don’t know.” He remained skeptical.
But she was more convinced with each passing moment: the vehicle on Ashby’s video – moving or delivery truck, about twenty feet long – had been somewhere else. Not just in another spot somewhere in this same region, but in another region entirely.
Sayward was sheepish. His gazed passed between Shannon and Hansen. “Well, I mean, I guess I was wrong.”
“We appreciate it,” Shannon said. “You’ve done a lot. More than anyone, I would think.”
“I just feel bad. I mean… Maybe it’s worth coming back tomorrow. Full light of day. We could really spread out, get a better look at everything.”
“Maybe, yeah. That’s what we’ll do.”
“And there was no other video, you said? Nothing else to go by? Well, you said ‘not at the moment.’”
“We might find something else. Something at Ashby’s house.”
“Did that come from Ashby’s house?” He nodded to indicate the video on her phone.
“That was in his vehicle.”
She watched as Sayward absorbed this information. The man nodded and pursed his lips, turning his blue eyes away. To Shannon, he appeared to be concealing a couple of different emotions. But she saw flickers of revelation, remorse, and also relief. That was how it looked, anyway. How it felt in her stomach.
She gave Hansen a glance. Her next move was a bit impulsive, but the need to do it was sudden and intense: instinct. Something about Sayward was taking serious shape. “We think that Ashby might’ve uncovered a smuggling operation,” she told him. “We think it’s part of an immigration route.”
Sayward’s eyes widened slightly. “Oh, wow. Okay.” Then he looked confused. “How did you come up with that?”
“Well, there’s no question Ashby was onto something – he was killed for it. He’d stumbled onto an operation. His home was ransacked, computer wiped. The guess on the immigration route is just that – a guess, circumstantial. Ashby had collected a lot of newspapers on the subject. On reports of an uptick in illegal crossings. Signs of people in the woods, in wilderness like this. But he seemed very interested.”
“Newspapers,” Sayward repeated.
“Yeah.”
Sayward looked around, as if contemplating it all. “I don’t doubt it,” he said at last. “Some of these second-home owners in the region – who knows about them? They come up from the city; they don’t mingle with anybody. You know, they just raise property taxes. Lots of land. Maybe someone has got this thing in their backyard.”
“That could be,” Shannon said.
Sayward grew quizzical again. “What about the other guy? The second man. Is he still at the Lodge? What’s going on with that?”
Shannon felt a subtle pressure on her heart, a hand squeezing. “No, he’s not. He was shot and killed.”
Sayward’s mouth dropped open in disbelief. “By whom?”
She exchanged a look with Hansen. “We don’t know. But, likely, someone who has a stake in this operation.”
Sayward was shaking his head, incredulous. “Ah, God. This is just crazy.”
“It sure is.”
When they started back up the rise toward the snowmobile, Shannon hung back with Hansen and let Sayward get ahead of them. Her heart was pumping, but not as much from the physical exertion. She was excited, her thoughts racing ahead, nerves taut.
She spoke in a whisper to Hansen. “I never confirmed with him about the Lodge.”
Hansen gave her a look. She could see it in his eyes: He’d been picking up on Sayward’s strangeness, too.
She hadn’t confirmed with Sayward that the second man was at the Lodge, only that she’d suspected he might be. The next time she’d spoken to Sayward, he’d asked about it, and she’d said she’d fill him in later.
On its own, it might’ve been dismissible as an assumption. But it wasn’t the only thing off about Colm Sayward. For one thing, he’d asked repeatedly about more video in Ashby’s possession. And he’d wanted to be involved in things from the start, to help her. But since Tarbell Road, the bodies of the Flemings in the woods, he’d been off on his own. And he had a rifle, the one he was carrying now.
Willie had been shot by a high-powered rifle.
Not only that, but Willie had somehow acquired a new vehicle right when she was closing in.
It had to have been a local connection. Someone who knew the area well, how to get around unnoticed.
Though she’d asked Sayward to look at the video, she hadn’t expected him to offer a possible location. But he had. And now that they were here, he seemed intent on convincing them this was it. He’d even suggested Pine Brook Road went through to 28 to make the location a better fit. But it didn’t – she’d studied a map on the way. Pine Brook was a DEC trail that petered out into the middle of the wilderness.
Finally, and maybe the most glaring thing of all: The fact that Steven Babcock had shown up at Sayward’s place when the downed trees blocked his path. Long Lake was sparsely populated, but there’d been other options. He’d chosen to show up where Chloe was babysitting those three kids.
She’d only been in the FBI a couple of years, but that was long enough to know that coincidence rarely happened.
Colm Sayward was in this thing.
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On the way back to the snowmobile, Shannon moved faster to catch up to Sayward.
He glanced at her and sighed. “I’m really sorry. I thought this was what we were looking at.”
“It’s okay.”
They reached the snowmobile and waited for Hansen just a few paces behind them. When he caught up, he met her gaze in the twilight, his eyes inquisitive – he was following her lead, waiting for her to make a move. And what was she planning? Sayward was suspicious, but she felt like they needed just a little bit more to be sure. And at the same time, she didn’t want to alert him. For one thing, he had that rifle.
“Let’s see if we can figure this out,” Shannon said. “Let’s assume Hank Ashby is snooping around. Either he heard something, or he’s got the idea from the newspapers he’s reading, or he’s out hunting during deer season and inadvertently stumbles across a truck on some back road through the woods. Either way, at some point, he shows up with a camera. Maybe it’s a few times. He’s waiting until he gets something. Until he has something solid. Probably he gets what’s on that video, but it’s not enough. He comes back…”
“But then he gets spotted,” Hansen added.
“Right. He gets spotted. A couple of weeks go by. During that time, the person behind the operation reaches out for help. Steve and Willie come in and do the robbery and murder Ashby. The person behind the hit, he figured he’d have all the time he needed to scrub everything in Ashby’s house. But then a freak storm screws everything up. And he didn’t know that Ashby had a camera and a card in his Jeep.”
Hansen said, “Yeah, I don’t think this person knew exactly what Ashby had.”
“Not judging from the way everything was scrubbed,” Shannon said. “Nothing precise about that. And if the killer knew exactly what Ashby had, there were other options. Blackmail him, buy it from him.”
“Well, Ashby was a retired cop, though. And a good one. Nothing dirty. He wouldn’t take a payoff.”
“Good point. So why not just rob him?” She sat down on the long snowmobile seat. “Or why not kill him when he was first spotted?”
“Maybe it wasn’t optimal,” Hansen said. “Maybe they would’ve had to chase him. Or there were people around. But we’re going to start talking to everyone in town – it’s totally possible someone witnessed a confrontation of some kind, something that preceded the murder.”
She glanced at Sayward, who scratched his thick beard and appeared thoughtful.
Hansen said, “Ashby kept his place locked up. He had guns. He was trained law enforcement. Maybe he just didn’t get scared, and that’s why he hadn’t reached out yet – to a friend on the force, a journalist, something.”
“So that’s why the two guys, Willie and Steve, didn’t just ride up to his house and try to do him there? Because he didn’t get scared? Because he had guns?”
Hansen shrugged. “Maybe. Actually, I think the answer is even easier – it’s because there’d be an investigation. More scrutiny on Ashby and why he was murdered than if he was a victim of an armed robbery.”
Sayward grunted like he agreed.
Shannon said, “Well, I assume thoroughness of all investigations. Even those where it looks like one type of thing on its face. You never know.”
“True.”
“I’m just playing devil’s advocate. Because a death that looks like collateral damage during an armed robbery is gonna get less attention than a murder of a man in his home, with all his computer files wiped. You’re absolutely right. It’s exactly what the person who set this up wanted – for it to look like a man in the wrong place at the wrong time. That’s how it was supposed to go. But then there was the storm.”
“And you,” Hansen added.
“Yeah, I guess. Then there was me.” While she spoke, she took Sayward’s helmet from the handlebars. The key was in the ignition, key chain dangling. Donald Duck. Something Sayward might’ve picked up in Disneyworld, with the kids. She set the helmet on the rear of the seat.
Now it was time to push. As far as she dared. “The whole thing suggests a local connection,” she said. “Some out-of-town operation might be bold enough to come in and kill a man in his home. But if you’re local, then I think it makes a little more sense to come at Ashby’s murder more obliquely.”
“Yeah,” Hansen agreed. “There you go.”
“It’s getting pretty dark, guys,” Sayward interjected. “What do we want to do?”
“We should get going,” Shannon agreed. But she stayed seated. She caught Sayward’s gaze. “What do you think about the whole thing?”
Sayward jerked his head back. “What do I think?”
“The guys who killed Ashby didn’t strike me as pros. I have background on one of them. Steven Babcock, from Syracuse. Petty thief with a temper. Willie, I don’t know about. I’m thinking maybe he’s part of the operation, too. He could be on the Canadian side of it. He’s got a mutual interest in solving the Ashby problem. Maybe he works for the people over there.”
Sayward looked grim. “I don’t know. Chloe said she saw them, right?”
Shannon nodded. “Right. Said she saw them eating together at the Lodge a week and a half ago. I bet that’s where they met. Then they followed Ashby around for a while, made their plan.”
“So how about checking with the Lodge? Were they able to pull up credit cards? For the restaurant or maybe the rooms?” Sayward’s helpfulness continued to dovetail with his own self-preservation.
“We’re working on it,” Shannon said. “We’ll find out who they were, one way or the other. And if they’re amateurs, that will help us connect them to the local who hired them. Maybe they’re related. Acquaintances. Something.”
Sayward nodded. He eyed the keys dangling from the ignition.
Shannon remained seated. “Tomorrow we can try again. Somewhere else. Do you think you could help us?”
He didn’t answer for a moment. “Yeah, of course.”
“Maybe you can think of another spot. Something similar. In the meantime, let’s get back to where it’s warm, get some food and hot drinks, and wait for the cavalry. In the morning, get a wide search going, get people knocking on doors in town, see if anyone saw anything or heard anything about Ashby. We’d like your statement, too. You’re a prominent member of the community; you know lots of people.”
Hansen agreed. “Yeah, it would be good to get you to come in formally, Mr. Sayward. Maybe talk to our detectives at BCI, just give them as much background on everything as you can.”
Sayward seemed unsure what to do. His anxiety had grown palpable. “I don’t know. I got my kids. They’ve had a really hard time. All they have is me since their mother died. Maybe, you know, maybe you can give me a little time.”
Shannon traded looks with Hansen. “Sure. And, you know, if you’re worried about them, we’ll be absolutely sure they’re taken care of.”
“What are you talking about?”
“Just saying, if it takes some time to sort everything out.”
“Sort everything out?” Sayward’s gaze switched between them. The steam of his breath rose in front of his face.
Shannon could tell he wanted to get on the snowmobile, but she didn’t get up.
He made a half-hearted attempt to move toward it. Subtle, as if expecting Shannon to get the hint and return him his ride.
She didn’t, and Sayward just kind of stood there a moment, his eyes locking on hers.
A breeze blew the Donald Duck key chain. It jingled faintly as it jostled back and forth.
Sayward’s gaze drifted away to fix on some middle distance. He took one more long slow breath.
“Colm…” she said.
But Sayward turned and ran.



47

6:13 PM
“Shit,” Hansen said, pulling his gun.
Shannon dug her firearm out of her holster, but Hansen was faster. Aiming at Sayward’s back, he called to the man: “Stop! Sayward – freeze!”
Sayward kept running. He’d gone into the trees along the ridge. It was the direction in which they’d sought signs of the truck. Sayward was running in their footprints. He moved fast, considering the deep snow.
Shannon hadn’t expected it. “Sayward! Colm! Stop!”
Branches snapped as he made his way deeper.
“Do we follow?” Hansen stood in firing position. He’d gone a few yards from the snowmobile, no farther.
“There’s nothing out here, and the sun is down,” Shannon said. “Where’s he gonna go? Ugh. I wish he hadn’t run.”
“Me either.”
He was just a spot in the woods now, a shadow in the trees. They heard him more than saw him.
Hansen gradually lowered his weapon and holstered it. He unclipped his two-way radio and keyed the transmit button. “This is Trooper Hansen. Over.”
The return was a burst of static, then silence.
He keyed up again. “This is Trooper Hansen – I’m still here off County Road 3 with Agent Ames. We’ve got a prime suspect for the 10-20 in Long Lake. Colm Sayward. He’s just run off into the woods. We need assistance. Over.”
They waited. Since the radio was on repeater, Hansen couldn’t transmit to other channels or departments. And neither of them had a cell signal.
Hansen put the radio away. “Gotta call backup from the car. And even when we do, it’s going to take a while.”
“That’s okay. We won’t find him if we chase him. He obviously knows this area.”
“Man. That got my heart going.” He added, “That’s only the second time I’ve pulled my gun.”
Shannon had lost count.
Hansen’s gaze roamed the area. “He brought us up here – to what? Just throw us off?”
She focused on the spot she’d last seen Sayward. There was nothing now. Water drops freezing in place. Snapping, cracking sounds in the forest as cold wood contracted.
“Sayward thought he’d destroyed everything Ashby had,” Shannon said. “He didn’t think about Ashby having a camera – and a card – in the vehicle. When he saw it, he figured he needed to sort of sabotage it a different way. Get us looking in the wrong place. As far as topographical features go, this isn’t bad. It was still mostly dark in the video, and the road was vaguely in the right spot, but that’s about it. My guess is, this thing – whatever it is – didn’t take place on state land. It’s on private land. Just like he said.”
“His land,” Hansen added.
“I bet if we take a look around his hundred and sixty acres, we’d find it.”
Hansen kept his eyes on the woods. “So why’s he running?”
She thought about it. “Because whatever operation he’s got is ongoing. If we get him in custody, he’ll have to show us. As long as he stays out there, he’s safe.”
    
SHANNON PLUCKED the Donald Duck keys from the ignition and stuck them in her parka. They’d decided to walk back to the Crown Vic instead of taking the snowmobile. Gut instinct, Hansen said – he didn’t want Sayward knowing where they were.
They started down Pine Brook Road. Sayward’s machine had compacted the snow when he’d led them up the ridge a half hour before.
Shannon worried about his kids. It was possible Sayward had a plan for this. He could have left instructions with Quentin. Something like, if I’m not back by seven tonight, burn it all. Because if Sayward had gone to murderous lengths to keep Ashby quiet, and with as much trouble as he was now in, who knew how much farther he’d be willing to go?
She had the keys to his snowmobile, and she’d studied the map of the area as they’d driven here – the sparser woods became denser in almost every direction. It was primeval forest for miles. Untouched. But Sayward had a truck, too, the one leaving those steel-belted radial tracks. Quentin could be driving him around. He could have been close, serving as a backup plan for Sayward, who might be, right now, beating them back to his home.
She held onto her firearm and switched her eyes from her footing to the trees.
Where are you? Are you out there?
The road bent right. As they moved along, the Crown Vic came into view. At first, the sight of it gave her a jolt of hope. She’d been through a lot in the past six hours – many people had – but an end was in sight. Backup would soon be coming, and an incident command would form. CSTs would begin gathering evidence she’d had to forego. The dead could be laid to rest.
But something dark arrived on the heels of these positive thoughts. The way the road bent – east. The way Sayward had gone – also east. Making his journey to the Crown Vic shorter than theirs, since they’d followed the road.
We should have taken the snowmobile…
She caught movement in the failing light. Just beside the vehicle, at ground level.
A man, prone, taking aim.
No.
She opened her mouth to speak. At the very moment she reached for Hansen, he jerked back.
The sound of the rifle shot followed a split second later and rolled away, reverberating in the trees.
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Hansen fell onto his back. He hit hard, eyes wide, hand going to his chest.
Shannon fought the instinct to go to him. To protect him. She had to protect herself.
Even over the distance, she could hear Sayward rack the bolt, ejecting the brass, putting a new round into the rifle chamber.
Shannon turned and ran from the road, out of the snowmobile track, hearing the second shot as she went. The round split the air somewhere in proximity to her head. Close enough to sense it. The second time she’d been narrowly missed in a single day.
She sprinted, full bore, chest exploding. She ran into the trees, branches clawing at her, scratching her face, tearing at her parka. Her footfalls plunged into the crunching snow, each one up to her knees, or close.
Another shot fired. The projectile made a zziiippp sound, and bits of tree bark flew into her face. She ducked and turned and ran south, then zagged back east.
When there were no more shots, she kept running. It was all she could do. He had a scope. God, they’d let him run off into the woods with a rifle and a scope.
But she’d never thought – not this. To attack a state trooper and an FBI agent – what did he think would happen? The net would close around him; he was smart enough to know that. Maybe this was simply to buy himself some time. He had kids. Maybe he wanted to see them once more before he was in handcuffs.
She ran until her lungs burned and her legs ached.
After a while, she had to force herself to ease down. She’d gone halfway back up the ridge, though she’d run into the woods at least two hundred yards from the road.
She stopped and scanned the way she’d come.
Hansen…
The urge to return to him was nearly overpowering. To administer first aid. To get him to the Crown Vic and bring him into town, where he could be cared for. God, if he was lying there right now, just bleeding out…
It had looked like Sayward got him right in the chest. That could be survivable, depending. If the round had missed vital organs, if it had passed through his torso and out the other side.
What was Sayward going to do now? He had a nest. He could stay with the Crown Vic and wait her out.
But for how long? Hansen had radioed for backup. His vehicle had GPS. Anyone with the state police knew where he was. Dispatch could relay his position to any other branch of law enforcement. Sayward was in the one spot he was sure to be found.
So he wouldn’t stay for long.
It was her who was waiting him out, then, really.
She scooped up some snow, thirsty from all the running. The cold of it made her hand stiff. She tucked her gun away and blew on her hands. Then she unclipped the gloves hanging from her belt and pulled them on, flexed her fingers.
She was in jeans. Not ideal. They were already a bit wet and clingy. But she had decent boots, and the parka was warm.
Hansen.
She couldn’t leave him there. It was a matter of when Sayward would leave. But she could also try to flank Sayward. Instead of continuing back up the ridge – her instinct had been to get away and also to claim high ground – she could head north toward until she reached the county route and then ease her way closer to the Crown Vic.
Once she cleared it, she could tend to Hansen. They’d been fifty yards from the vehicle when he’d been shot. She’d drag him if she had to.
But it was now dark and getting darker. In another few minutes, she’d be virtually blind out here.
If the clouds continued to dissipate…
Was there a moon tonight?
Shannon started down the hill. She scooped another handful of snow. Her heart was still pounding. But she was a hunter. She’d grown up with four brothers.
Prowling woods just like these.
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Shannon moved as quietly as she could. No easy feat, given the crusty snowpack. Her mind played through the options. One: Sayward was holding his ground at the Crown Vic. It was her way out of there, her connection to law enforcement, and he knew it. So he was waiting.
Two: he wanted out… but she had the keys to the snowmobile. Would he take the troop car, though? Doubtful. If he did, he’d be a moving target. Once Shannon radioed that an officer was down, all manner of law enforcement would activate. Helicopters would lift off.
Unless he’d disabled Hansen’s radio before taking the car, cutting her off.
Well, even then – someone from the state police would notice Hansen’s vehicle was back on the move, or that he hadn’t checked in. Either way, Sayward would have a very limited amount of time if he took that route, not to mention a huge sign on his back.
Did he have another set of keys to the snow machine? Could he hotwire it? How desperate was he to outrun her – and eventually, all cops – to his home? Maybe getting to his kids wasn’t a luxury he considered. Maybe Sayward would only now attempt to flee. A fugitive.
But how?
She hadn’t heard any engines, but the woods were deep. He could’ve been picked up. If not Quentin, someone else. He had resources. He’d gotten a vehicle to Willie – the green sedan – and had set himself up above the ice-cream stand right around the same time.
She rested a moment, listening. The trees groaned in the wind. Cold grew with the darkness.
She took out her phone and used her compass app. She’d stayed mindful of her bearings as she’d run from Sayward. The county route was north of her. Pine Brook Road was west. Behind her was the rim of the valley where Sayward had brought them in a bid for misdirection. A place for law enforcement to needlessly concentrate while he hid evidence and made arrangements. Did whatever he needed in order to cover his tracks and dismantle his operation.
Because what would they have on him, without direct proof? Ashby’s stuff had been destroyed save for one ambiguous video. It wouldn’t be enough to mount a case, not with the best forensic analysis. Ashby knew that, which was why he’d still been pursuing it on his own. Sayward had guessed her intentions. Once he’d thought she and Hansen were going to take him in, he’d feared losing an opportunity to conceal his activity.
He still wanted to do that. And she wanted to stop him. Maybe the play was the snowmobile. It would give away her location, of course, but only if he was waiting her out. And with each passing minute, that was less likely.
Her legs were rubber from all the running and trudging. The scoops of snow were helping, but she was parched.
She didn’t relish the thought of encountering Sayward. But she had to try something.
She started up the ridge that overlooked the valley and the distant chain of foothills. Moving through the dark woods was a challenge. She kept stopping to listen. At one point, she thought she heard someone else crunching through the snow. She waited a full five minutes before continuing on.
When she first glimpsed the road – and the snowmobile – through distant trees, she stopped breathing. Her stomach hollowed, her muscles clenched.
Would Sayward have anticipated this move from her? Was he nesting somewhere close, eye to the scope, glassing the snowmobile, breathing shallow?
No sign of movement.
She felt like a deer being hunted. Sayward had the upper hand. She didn’t know how to change that.
Staying low, half-lying, half-kneeling in the snow, she watched the snowmobile. Fifty yards away.
The moon came out and glinted off the metal.
Shannon breathed. Adrenaline filled her blood as if poured from a bucket. Everything ached in the cold. Her hands were stiff. She lifted her index finger from the trigger guard and flexed it.
She listened.
Nothing. A plane, far overhead, softly rumbling.
She got moving again. Eager to get there, but careful of the noise. Her heart beat like a fist working a speedbag. Her eyesight prismed with tears. Breathing came as quick puffs of air.
Easy… easy…
She stopped at the edge of the road. The snow machine was ten yards away. To her right, the land sloped down. The packed trail of the snowmobile tread. Just discernible in the scant light: her footprints from earlier. Hansen’s.
If Sayward was anywhere, he was just over the crest of the hill to her left. Waiting for her head to appear over the rise.
She wouldn’t give him the chance. She crawled on her elbows and knees until she reached the machine. Then she eased her way up onto the seat, never raising her head. She pulled the keys from her pocket, kept them fisted so they wouldn’t rattle. Carefully, quietly, she inserted the small key into the ignition. Now, the thing had to start.
First, she lifted her head. Just enough that she could see over the handlebars. The snowmobile was equipped with a windscreen. A little scraped up, but otherwise transparent. She peered through it. The machine was parked right at the top of the curve. But the woods ahead, sloping down to the valley, were too dark to see.
It didn’t matter. She had no choice. She had to get to Hansen. And to radio for help.
Shannon started to twist the key.
She stopped before engaging the ignition fully.
Sayward was just behind a large pine. He was mostly concealed by the darkness. His rifle was aimed in her direction.
Her mind went blank. For a moment, nothing happened. She was inert, her mind filled with black gum.
Had he seen her? Was he just waiting?
She started to pull the key out, planning to slip back off the machine and return to the cover of the woods. She stopped. What would follow? She’d have to beat him back to the Crown Vic. And maybe she could, so long as he didn’t see her right now.
She stared into the woods.
Was it him? Was that the shape of a man and a gun?
The longer she looked, the less it convinced. The object itself was another tree, not a man.
Her heart rate slowed. Her spirits began to lift. It wasn’t Sayward; she was alone. She’d won.
She turned the key.
The snowmobile’s engine turned over a few times, then quit.
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Shannon turned the key again. Had Sayward been here? Had he done something? Pulled the spark plug? Drained the fuel?
That might leave him with nothing for himself.
The engine sputtered. She stopped, waited, heart pounding, head throbbing.
She tried again.
The engine turned over once, twice.
It started.
As soon as it was going, Shannon jumped up onto the seat. She took hold of the handlebars.
The rifle shot sounded like a backfire.
She looked around, panicked. She saw a blast of light in the darkness. Sayward was out there after all. The bullet went wide, cracking off a tree somewhere behind her.
She turned the skis hard left and throttled the gas. The machine made a big left turn. The radius of it took her off the road, then back on.
The snow machine leapt forward, tread kicking up a blast of snow. She aimed the skis down the road and dialed the throttle back. Behind her, another explosive gunshot – she winced, waiting for the round to puncture her back.
The wind screamed past her ears and stung her eyes. She cut down the hill, following the single beam of the powerful headlight. She kept going as the road leveled out and curved to the right, never looking back.
She was unharmed. Sayward had missed both times. He was good when he had full light, high ground, and a nearly stationary target, but these were much tougher conditions. For now, she’d survived him.
She roared on, only slowing when at last she saw Hansen.
She left the machine running and jumped into the snow beside the fallen trooper. The ride had bought her at least five minutes. Sayward would be following, but he was on foot.
Hansen’s eyes were open. His chest was still. She felt for a pulse and found none.
No…
There were no tears, though. Not now.
Grief could come later.
Feeling numb, emotionally and physically, she went through his pockets. Maybe, she thought, that was a better job description for what she actually did. She wasn’t Shannon Ames, protector of human beings. She was Shannon Ames: I go through the pockets of the dead.
Hansen had a set of keys and a wallet, and she took his gun. With these things, she jumped back on the machine and gunned it straight for the Crown Vic. Troopers typically left their cars running, everything going; it was how they stayed in communication. The big V-6 engine was idling, the heat blasting inside, keys in the ignition. She found the door unlocked, dropped in the other keys, his wallet and gun. She did a quick check just to make sure everything looked good – that Sayward hadn’t done some kind of damage. The console looked intact. If he’d cut the brake lines or something…
She reached the lever to pop the trunk and went to the back of the vehicle.
Hansen had a bulletproof vest, a first aid kit, road flares, a tire iron and lift jack. A silver case was locked. By the size and weight of it, a rifle was inside. Maybe the key to it was on the set that’d been on his person.
Time was running out. Her hip felt like rusted metal plates grinding together as she walked back to the front. Despite the gloves, her fingertips had lost sensation. It was difficult going through the keys on the ring, and then she found it – a small silver key.
The Crown Vic’s headlights were on. They’d come on automatically at dusk. The road ahead looked sinister, the trees tall and jagged. Where the road lifted and curved deeper into the woods, a man appeared. He held his rifle at the low-ready position, near his hip. He fired.
The round hit the windshield and blasted through it.
After Shannon ducked out of the way, she pulled her own piece. No time for Hansen’s rifle. The cat-and-mouse game was over. Sayward was walking right at her. He racked the bolt and fired again.
She took cover behind the driver’s side door. Her body shook with cold and adrenaline. She breathed and aimed down the short gunsights of the pistol.
God forgive me.
Sayward fired another round. The projectile cut a groove in the air beside her head. Third time that day.
Shannon squeezed the trigger.
She was the better shot.
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For a little while, there was nothing. She stayed put and watched through the glass of the driver’s side door. Sayward had fallen about halfway between here and Hansen. Since he’d fallen, he hadn’t moved. But he still had the rifle.
She waited, but didn’t know how long. The cockpit-like interior of the Crown Vic included a digital clock. Not that the time mattered, but it was going on nine p.m. She’d been out here for at least two hours, maybe more.
Still, she waited. Sayward showed up in the headlights as unmoving, but it was too far to see if he was breathing or not.
After a few more minutes of this, she realized she was in shock. She had to mentally talk herself through the steps: get into the car, use the radio, the MDT – everything – and call for help. Hansen had called, but it had been only one channel.
She eased her way into the Crown Vic, her eyes never leaving Sayward. She’d made too many mistakes today. She wasn’t going to make one more.
It wasn’t about perfection. It was about consequences. Every choice she made had consequences, and they could be life or death. Those were the stakes. She wondered if she would ever get used to it. And Tyler wanted to take her with him to the New York field office? Maybe she was fooling herself.
Once she figured out how to use Hansen’s radio, with hands that were red from the cold, fingers that had no feeling, she said, “This is Shannon Ames…”
I go through the pockets of the dead.
“Officer down. I repeat, officer down. I need assistance. I need medical. Pine Brook Road. There’s a shooter. He…”
She trailed off, peering out at Sayward. Had he just moved?
She dropped the radio and grabbed her Glock and stepped out of the car.
This time, she left the cover of the driver’s side door. Her hip hurt so bad and had lost so much mobility that she dragged her leg behind her as she plodded through the snow. She aimed the gun with both hands; though she couldn’t feel her finger against the trigger, she knew it was there.
“Colm,” she said. It was only a whisper, a ribbon of breath.
Was he moving? It looked like he was on his back. Maybe it was a trick. This guy just couldn’t die.
She continued, closing the gap to twenty yards. Fifteen.
When the lights lit up the trees around her, she didn’t notice. When the voice shouted, it went unheard.
She had to be sure he couldn’t hurt anyone else. She aimed the gun and drew closer. The wind sliced along the road and shook the dark boughs and thickened the ice. The ice snapped as it hardened. The scent of pine and earth rode the air. Her skin toughened against it. Her body contracted, the furnace of her heart keeping warm the vital organs, leaving the extremities to die, expendable.
“Agent Ames!”
The voice snagged her. Someone was here. Colored lights danced across the evergreens.
Sayward could be alive.
She went until she reached him, stood over him, saw his face. He was on his back, the way Steve had been. But his eyes were closed. Snow landed in his beard and collected in his eyebrows and crusted his eyelashes.
The rifle was by his side. She bent and picked it up and set it out of reach.
Blood bloomed over his chest, soaked into the snowsuit he wore. She unzipped it and saw the hole in his layers of clothes, finally in his flesh. She’d shot him in the heart.
“Agent Ames?”
After a moment, crouching there, she looked past Sayward at Hansen.
I’m so sorry, Benji.
Then she stood and at last turned around to see the cop cars and lights, the men and women coming toward her.
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Over twelve hours had passed since Shannon had first come upon the Honda on the side of the road. It was still waiting for a tow, she’d been informed, but Reginald Carmichael’s body had been collected. So had the bodies of Henry Ashby, the Flemings, and Willie – who was yet to be identified. Trooper Benji Hansen was on his way to the morgue, with Colm Sayward, his killer, along for the ride.
The Sayward children were safe. Troopers had arrived an hour prior and found them all sleeping in their father’s bed with Chloe, the babysitter. Her boyfriend, Nick, was keeping watch with a kitchen knife for defense.
Quentin, Nick told the troopers, had left suddenly, sometime around four or four thirty. He hadn’t said where he was going; he’d only gone out to one of the barns and left in the green sedan that’d been beneath a large swath of canvas.
The troopers then went to Quentin’s address, found him sitting in the bathtub with a whiskey tumbler beside him and a gun pointed at his head. After easing him out and taking him into custody, he now sat in the back of a troop car on Sayward’s property. Dozens of police and volunteers moved toward the objects in the near distance.
Shannon, also in a troop car, sat with an emergency blanket wrapped around her. She had finally stopped shivering and was regaining feeling in her fingers and toes. Good enough.
She opened the door and got out. The night temperature had continue to plummet, but she had on fresh clothes and a warmer jacket that was courtesy of the state police. The lights from all the vehicles lit up the sawmill – a huge contraption that cut timber into dimensional lumber with a toothy blade. Aside from the few sheds and small buildings that surrounded it, the entire area was cleared of trees, wide open. A simple logging trail wound its way in from the woods, wide enough for trucks but mostly used by snowmobiles, from the looks of it.
Beyond the sawmill, another building. Long and low and made of logs. A chimney issuing smoke. Beside the building – a delivery truck, the kind she saw in the city every day, dropping off newspapers, baked goods, produce. Only this one was outfitted with bigger, knobby tires and floodlights on the roof.
A man stood near it in a long parka, wearing a Mountie-like hat. He saw Shannon and approached her.
“You must be the woman of the hour,” he said.
“I don’t feel like it.”
He smiled grimly. He was older, maybe fifty-five, with gray stubble. “I’m Agent Bien-Aimé, US Customs and Border Patrol.”
“You got here fast.”
He checked his watch. Then he said, “I wasn’t far.”
When he didn’t elaborate, her attention returned to the log cabin. The volunteers stayed back, and the state police moved in until three of them breached the door. Inside, they shouted orders. Stay where you are; hands where I can see them. Minutes later, over a dozen people filed out of the building with their hands above their heads. They were travelers emigrating from their home countries, seeking undocumented entry into the United States.
They were Mexican, Bien-Aimé told her. They were Honduran and Nicaraguan. They were Pakistani, Turkish, Lebanese, and Yemeni. Twenty-two in all. They’d been driven in two weeks prior and were waiting for the weather to improve. Then they would continue on by foot, making their way through the wilderness until they reached various points south.
“Each of them paid about three thousand dollars American,” the agent said in a low voice. “In most every case, it’s all the money they have in the world. They collect it from friends and family with promises to pay it back.”
Despite the harshness of the winter, this sort of smuggling endured, but it would be busiest in the later spring, summer, and early fall. With each immigrant paying the three grand, Bien-Aimé estimated that Colm Sayward had been pulling in close to two hundred and fifty thousand dollars a year. “And that’s only a small share of the overall money. There are transportation costs, further housing needs beyond this property – though this seems to be a critical collection point. This is a place where they can rest, eat, and get warm before moving on.”
The agent said that the travelers flew into Canada, where they met with a handler in Montreal. They then made their way south across the border and into the Adirondacks. The Sayward collection point was the third significant link in the chain. A big piece of an even bigger operation.
Shannon watched the men – and at least five women – rounded up and walked into the back of the souped-up delivery truck. It was the only vehicle capable of carrying so many people out of these woods, so law enforcement would make use of it. Sayward’s property was a hundred and sixty acres big, and they were deep in it.
With the men and women loaded up to be brought to a USCBP detainment facility, the volunteers left, as did some state and county police, taking Quentin Merrill with them. Several troopers remained in order to document evidence at the scene, including the trooper who’d escorted Shannon.
Bien-Aimé offered her a ride back to town.
“I’d appreciate that.” As much as Shannon loved the woods, she was ready for a break.
Bien-Aimé theorized about Hank Ashby during the drive. “The immigrant trail through Sayward’s property comes close to state land. Ashby could have been hunting. November, deer season, that’s the right time. But he would’ve had to have his camera, and then he sat on the evidence for three months. What I think: his interest was piqued by the news stories about the uptick in crossings. I think he was actively searching when he came across Sayward’s operation.” The agent looked at her in the semidarkness as he drove them back to Long Lake. “What do you think?”
“That makes sense to me.”
He grunted and nodded. “Yeah. He was out looking. And then when he found something, it got him busted.”
She agreed. The oncoming headlights Ashby had captured on video were from Sayward, or maybe Quentin, coming to confront him, to chase him off.
And that had been it for Hank Ashby.
    
BIEN-AIMÉ drove her to the Lodge and came inside with her. She said goodnight to him at the front desk, where he was booking himself a room. She went upstairs.
It was after midnight when she limped her way down the hallway and key-carded her door. When she hit the bed five minutes later after running a toothbrush through her mouth and drinking a giant glass of water, she worried sleep might elude her. Too much to process. Too much stimuli for one day.
Her fears were unfounded. Sleep claimed her within minutes.
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9:12 AM.… THE NEXT DAY
My name is Willie…
A phone was ringing. She checked her cellular, but that wasn’t it. Still groggy, Shannon realized it was the hotel room phone. Her cellular told her the time, though – after nine. The latest she’d slept in a long time.
“Hello?”
“Agent Ames,” said a familiar voice.
“Agent Tyler,” she answered, sitting up in bed.
“Taking forest-bathing to a whole new level.”
“Not bad, sir. I think that’s the best one I’ve heard yet.”
He chuckled, then cleared his throat – an end to humorous pleasantries and down to business. “I know you’ve been through a lot. It was a hell of a day. But I need one more thing from you.”
She looked toward the window. Last night, she’d had the presence of mind to pull the drapes closed before falling into bed. Now, sunlight burned around the edge of the fabric. If it was sunny out, chances were it wasn’t snowing. So at least there was that. She didn’t know what Tyler was going to ask, but she felt certain it would entail more than her sitting in the warm hotel room, sipping a cup of coffee.
“William Corbin Hofacre,” Tyler said.
“Ah.”
“Twenty-nine years old, from Quebec, Canada. I’ve got him living in Montreal, though he’s originally American, from Elmsford, which is in Westchester County. From what we’ve been able to discern – Reese has been working on it through most of the night – Hofacre’s job is to make sure everything in this immigrant-smuggling business runs smoothly. He’s got virtually no record, just a couple of misdemeanors from his college days. He went to Duke University, graduated with a political science degree. But I’ve been talking with USCBP and with the Montreal police and with CSIS.” CSIS was Canada’s version of the FBI. “This surge in border crossings is on everyone’s radar, and there is a sizable ongoing operation to disrupt.”
“I met an agent last night,” she said. It took a second for the name to return. “Paul Bien-Aimé.”
Tyler was silent. Then, “How did he seem?”
“He was fine.”
“Well, there’s a lot of finger-pointing, and the CSIS is taciturn, defensive. But when I told them we had a Canadian citizen, a Montreal resident, down here murdering ex-cops and retired cops, that shut them up.” Tyler paused. “This would be big for us if we can contribute to this disruption in a meaningful way.”
She was acutely aware that this was also an opportunity for Tyler to shine at the critical moment he was being considered to replace Assistant Director Moray. But, as ever, she didn’t begrudge Tyler his ambitions. If it served the greater good and his career at the same time, she could get behind it. “Whatever you need, sir.”
“I know you’re up there for personal reasons. But I need you to stay in town a couple of days. I’d send someone in, but you already know everybody, and they know you. This thing is gonna be all over the national news. I need you to be my point person there. Give a few statements if needed, but mostly be my boots on the ground. Work with USCBP; share information.”
“Understood, sir. I’m on it.”
“We’ve already got a pretty good idea on how things went down. First of all, we’ve got pings from Sayward’s phone that corroborate everything. He definitely shot Hofacre from the roof of that – what was it?”
“Ice-cream shop. ‘Custard’s Last Stand.’”
“Right. Clever. We think that Sayward found out Ashby was sniffing around. But before he did anything, he called someone further up the chain, and they sent in William Hofacre. Hofacre wanted another guy, though, someone who could steal a car, someone who would help make it all look like a pair of desperate, drugged-out thieves, that kind of thing. But there’s no yellow pages for ‘thug for hire.’”
“Sayward knew him,” Shannon said, putting it together. “He was Sayward’s suggestion.”
“That’s exactly right. Babcock is a distant relation. He’s the stepson of one of Sayward’s cousins. We found a Matthew Babcock in Syracuse. Got his own little rap sheet going. Babcock’s mother has had drug arrests, things like that. It’s likely Sayward and Babcock have never even met each other, but Sayward knew the kid was dirty, that he needed money, whatever. So there you have it. A complete picture.”
She’d been wondering about Babcock showing up at Sayward’s, and how he’d known to go there. Why would Sayward risk involving someone who could connect to him? As Tyler had pointed out, finding someone willing to participate in murder was no easy thing. But would Sayward have put the lives of his kids in danger? Would he have given Babcock his home address? No. All Steve Babcock had needed to do was read a sign – Sayward Road. In the middle of an icy blizzard, with a hostage and a stolen truck, looking for a port in the storm, he’d seen a familiar name. The rest was history.
Tyler had gone silent. Then: “Ames…”
“Yes, sir?”
“I know you’re worried about how things went down with Babcock.” He paused, adding, “And with the trooper. Hansen.”
“Sir, I assumed there would be the standard investigations into all of that.”
“There will be – that’s not what I mean. But I know you, Ames. If you have a weakness, it’s this guilt you carry. I saw it with the media killer case. It bothers you deeply to take a life, and it should. For most agents, it will never be something they have to deal with. But you’ve been… I don’t know. Put in the path. I can’t quite figure it out. And you know I’m not religious. But… I don’t know. I just wanted to say that.”
It was a rare bit of personal sharing from Tyler.
He added, “If there is a god, I figure he’s going to give you a pass.”
Shannon was taken aback. “I appreciate that sir.”
Tyler went quiet again – she heard voices in the background, a phone ringing. When he spoke, he was back to the same businesslike supervisor she’d come to know. “So, listen – I need two days from you, three, tops, as we tidy all of this up and make sure we have all the pieces. If you think there’s anything, let me know. Or, better yet, just go after it and keep me updated.”
“I will.”
“All right.” He hesitated, then added, “You need a doctor or anything?”
She looked at her bandaged hand, flexed it. Her bruised neck felt like she’d been hung. Or strangled, as it were.
“Emergency Services took a look at me. I’m good to go.”
“Okay. Talk soon.” And he hung up.
    
SHE ALLOWED herself a little time luxuriating in the shower, then dressed in a fresh pair of jeans, a black Henley top and a black zip-up hoodie. She pulled on her Sorel boots and laced them up. Checked her weapon and fit it snugly into the holster. It reminded her that Steve Babcock’s gun was back at the Sayward place, tucked away in a gun cabinet sitting in his office. She needed to call someone about that.
As she descended the stairs, she tallied up a list of everything that needed to get done. Outside of helping the immigrant-smuggling investigation, she wanted to check on a few people: Louise Carmichael, Chloe, and Nick. And Terry Zlotnick – hopefully, he’d pulled through surgery and was doing okay.
Regardless of Tyler’s efforts to assuage her guilt, Hansen’s death weighed on her. He’d seemed like such a good man, and he’d been cut down in the prime of his life. Who knew all the good he could have done? It pained her to think she could have prevented it. By being more aggressive with Sayward, and sooner. By insisting they took the snowmobile back to Hansen’s vehicle.
Maybe this second-guessing she did would always be there. She could try to change it, but that seemed futile.
Radical acceptance, then: she was who she was. Her job required she make critical decisions, and they didn’t always turn out the way she liked. And that made her doubt.
This was her process. So be it. Compassion was what you felt for your fellow human being; it was also how you should treat yourself.
So – plenty to do. In fact, in the lobby was Agent Bien-Aimé with two other plainclothes investigators, and they were all talking to Max Bauer at the front desk. Bien-Aimé looked at Shannon as she came through. She held up her open hand, then closed it, but for one finger.
Be with you in a minute.
She turned into the restaurant. Customers filled out every table, but the din of voices seemed to quiet some as she walked in. Several heads turned in her direction. People murmured to one another: That’s her, I think.
Most importantly, the aroma of eggs and bacon filled the air.
The host stand was typically vacant. She caught the eyes of the bartender – same guy from the night before – and he waved at her. “Someone will be right with you.” No sooner had he said it than a young woman showed up, carrying a tray of dishes.
Shannon instantly recognized her. “You’re working today?”
Chloe looked slightly confused. “It’s my shift.” Her face changed as she regarded Shannon’s exposed neck and her hand. “Oh my gosh, are you okay?”
“I’m good, honey.” She smiled. “Just hungry.”
Chloe smiled back. “Absolutely. You’ve come to the right place.”
“I can’t believe you’re working.”
“I talked to some police officers last night, and I have to again today. They’re setting up here, I think. In one of the rooms.”
Shannon shook her head softly. “You’re something else.”
Chloe glanced around the chaotic and busy dining room. “They needed me.”
“I’m sure they did.”
The tray looked heavy. “I’d better go put these in the kitchen.”
“Okay.”
As she walked away, the bartender neared, wiping his hands on a dishcloth. “Hi. Table for one?”
“I’ll stand in the corner holding my plate at this point.”
He laughed. “That won’t be necessary. Is the bar okay? You can have your seat from last night. You never even had a chance to eat your food.”
“That’d be great.”
He had kind eyes, and she followed him to the bar and took her stool. He walked around, threw the towel over his shoulder, plucked the pen from behind his ear, and pulled the small pad from his pocket. “I’m Chris, by the way.”
“Shannon.”
His skin flushed a little, his eyes lively and bright. “Nice to meet you,” he said. “Now what can I do for you?”
THE END
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A young girl murdered. A town with a dark secret.
A young girl, Kasey, is murdered in the woods of northern New York, a strange symbol carved into her stomach.
Investigator Reed Raleigh, Major Crimes, is tasked with finding the killer.
Reed has his own troubles. He’s in therapy, divorced, estranged from his son. But he desperately needs to solve this case - his own stepdaughter vanished when she was a teenager and Reed knows all about the agony of having no closure. No way is he letting Kasey’s mother go through that.
But as Reed begins to dig, the case grows ever more complex. Why is Kasey’s boyfriend acting so strangely? And why is her mother lying to the police?
As evidence of Kasey’s bizarre secret life starts to emerge, Reed realises this case isn’t just about a dead girl. There’s something much bigger at play in this small rural town, a decades old secret that needs to be protected. At any cost.
GET ROUGH COUNTRY
Please enjoy this preview of Rough Country.
PROLOGUE
The trees moved in and out. Pulsing slowly, as if breathing. The night sky swirled above, the stars smearing off into trails. Kasey wiped her mouth and spat. She waited for any more upheaval from her insides. Keeping her head down, she tried to pull herself together. Focus. Tonight was an important night. Maybe the most important of her life, and here she was alongside the road, sick to her stomach, unable to sense what was even real anymore.
The headlights coming fast down the road – were they real? They left long white trails, bigger than the stars, as the vehicle pulled over. The crunch of grit beneath the tires was very loud, almost sensate – she could feel each tiny rock and granule of dirt pop out from beneath the pressure of the tire rubber.
“Hey? Where do you think you’re going?”
A male voice. Angry, but measured. Full of rage and violence.
“You can’t go anywhere.”
Kasey’s heart started hammering. She had to get out. She couldn’t let anyone pull her back in – she’d come too far.
When she heard sounds of fighting – a punch, a grunt, boots scraping against the asphalt – she ran. She ran across the road and into the park.
Not much of a park. Not the kind with swings and slides, but old mossy picnic benches, everything overgrown. The pine trees stretched up to the sky, swaying in the cool evening breeze. They made knocking sounds, creaking noises. She ran through them, past them, leaping over slithering ground vines, skirting the clutches of grasping bushes. She ran until her chest felt like it was going to explode. She willed herself clearheaded: she knew this area. Knew the trails. The bridge across the creek led deeper into the forest. It was dark, but maybe there was still hope.
Only, everything was writhing with life. The dark shapes surrounding her twisted and grew and shrank back again. The burble of the creek stayed in her head, the sound getting louder, like static turned up on a radio, instead of fading as she left it behind.
The smells bloomed in her nose: the tannic water, the coppery-acidic pine, a perfume of wildflowers – lavender – on the wind. Her feet slammed and her arms pumped. She was an engine, burning hot, racing in the red.
But she wasn’t alone. Kasey risked a glance behind her. One of the dark shapes was manlike, pursuing her along the trail, over the roots, slapping away the branches in its way.
It howled for her: “Kaseeeey!”
She cried out – a piercing, anguished yell – then felt the tears stinging her eyes. But she wasn’t giving up. She was going to make it through these woods and to the other side. To freedom. Real freedom, and for the first time.
Spiderwebs spread across her face. Branches clawed at her arms. Was she still on the trail? Her feet crunched beneath her – the dead leaves from last autumn – had she gone off the path?
“Kaseeeeey! I’m gonna getcha, girl…”
Almost playful, like he was enjoying this. Like it was just a little game they were up to. Maybe, to him, it was. His object was to catch her. To never let her leave. To never let her speak to anyone again. Not now.
She was suddenly sprawling – tripped on a root or a tangle of brush. It felt like she fell forever, into a black hole. Kasey groped blindly as she plummeted, seeking any hold. When she felt the ground beneath her, it smashed every last puff of air from her lungs. She scrambled to get back to her feet, struggling to pull in a breath, succeeding only in a shrieking wheeze.
“Kasey…”
Not much more than a whisper now; he was right behind her. His silhouette was closing in, bleeding like ink, shapeshifting as it enclosed around her.
She felt the sickness rise in her again, but there was no time for that.
Run!
Kasey got moving and kept moving. Even when the monster snagged the back of her shirt, even when his hand closed around her shoulder, she dreamed she kept moving. Kept surging into the tumbling, spinning forest. Toward a light at the far end of the branches and bramble. Toward a new life, a lasting freedom.
The muscles in her legs were still clenching, her arms twitching back and forth as if she had forward momentum. He put her down on the ground, down on her back. His face, just enough light to see it – his face circulated like paint swirled in a can, colors and shapes blending clockwise. Then it stopped; it stabilized long enough for her to see him smile.
“Oh, Kasey…”
And his hands closed around her throat.
CHAPTER 1 - Damage Control
MacKinnon would you have done things differently?”
No answer.
“Reed? You just said you would have done things differently.”
“I did?”
“Just a minute ago. You said if you could do it over again… What did you mean? Did you mean your whole life? Or just those couple of years during your deployment?”
Reed came out of the darkness and chaos of the past. First, he focused on the therapist. Really tried to see him. Then he looked at the office: the bookshelves with the self-help bestsellers, the three succulent plants lined up on the windowsill overlooking the big field beyond the barracks, the Chinese calendar on the wall – the kind you got for free with takeout.
He said, “I read a Stephen King book when I was over there.”
The therapist drew a breath through his nose, as if marshalling patience. “Which book?”
“It was, ah, Dreamcatcher.”
“What did you think?”
“Yeah, I enjoyed it. But I’d be reading and my phone would keep ringing.”
When he didn’t elaborate, the therapist prompted him. “Why was your phone ringing? For your job, you mean? You were a kind of troubleshooter in the Navy, is that right?”
Reed studied a fingernail chewed to the nub. “It was like a constant state of damage control.”
“That’s a tense situation.”
The therapist was named Crane. Like the TV sitcom guy from the ’90s. Didn’t look like the guy, though. His face was rounder, his hair grayer. He said, “So – can you talk a little bit about what you would have done differently? If you could go back, what would you change?”
Reed felt the familiar contraction. It happened in his gut – but kind of everywhere, too. A tightening of the whole body.
Probably adrenaline. Because it angered him to talk about it.
Why?
Because if he talked about it, he might get emotional. It might hurt.
Anger was a defense mechanism.
See? Maybe therapy was working after all.
Crane said, “When you’re talking about doing it over again, you’re thinking about your family. Is that a fair guess? You’re thinking about your daughter. About what happened around the time of your deployment. Would I be right about that?”
Steady… Reed thought. Hold steady…
“What’s the insertion point?” he asked.
“Sorry?”
“What point am I starting over from? You said go back, start over. From what point? When I first met with a recruiter? Or before that? When?”
It helps to be literal. The more literal, the better. Relentlessly logical.
“Before that. Let’s say you find yourself back there, before the recruiter,” Crane said.
“Okay. So right after 9/11.”
Crane glanced at the clipboard balanced on his knee. “Right… You enlisted in 2002.”
“You’re asking if I would enlist again? Knowing what would happen?”
“You said you’d do things differently. I’m trying to understand what you mean.” Crane looked like he might be getting worried that he was pushing too hard. “Listen, let’s just look back from here. Okay? Forget actually going back. Forget the insertion point. Just look back at your former self and think about what you would do differently. And forget whether or not you’d enlist. Ask yourself instead if you would still marry Jessica. If you still would have taken that on.”
“All right,” Reed said after a moment.
Crane’s eyebrows went up when Reed fell silent. “But I really think you should answer. Would you trade away those years you had? So you wouldn’t have to feel the pain you’re feeling now?”
Can you answer? Huh? Come on – man up.
His chest hardened and his eyes began to sting. He didn’t know where to rest his gaze and looked at the floor, then out the window, that he might not see her little face.
Baby girl.
But was it her face anymore? Really? Or just the idea of her face? Her pretty, six-year-old face?
“Take it slower,” Crane repeated, nodding with encouragement.
Take it slower… Why don’t you prescribe me something? Make it go away.
But Crane wasn’t a shrink; he was a psychologist. A treater of damaged veterans. Drug-free.
Reed took a shuddering breath and hastily wiped his eyes. “You know… Do we have to do this?”
Resist. Don’t go into it.
“I mean because I… just because I say something like ‘I would do it differently’ – why do we have to get in there with a pickaxe and a shovel? People just say things like that. You know? It doesn’t mean anything. People just say they would do things differently. It’s an expression. Right? Aren’t there things you would do differently?”
“Certainly.”
“Certainly,” Reed repeated. He was tense, and getting tenser, and feeling bad about it. Compound guilt, gotta love it. He glanced at his watch. Still ten minutes left. Maybe he was just prolonging things by being here. Running on some false expectation that one of these therapists with their sympathetic eyes was going to cure him.
There was no cure for this. He knew it; everybody knew it. Expectations were just resentments waiting to happen.
“I’ve gotta get going,” he said, standing up. “I gotta get ahead of some work today.”
There was no work to get ahead of.
“I understand,” Crane said, understanding exactly.
Reed looked around, forgetting what he’d come in with. His gun was in the car. Badge was in his wallet, wallet was in his back pocket, phone was in the case clipped to his belt. He smoothed out his pants and then started for the door.
“Reed?”
Hand on the knob, he turned. “Hmm?”
The therapist smiled softly. “You’re making progress.”
“Yeah, okay.”
“Listen. All right? You’re a forty-five-year-old veteran of war. You’re a death investigator for the New York State Police. And you’re a survivor of your own child. That’s a lot all by itself. The fact that you’re standing there, that you’re coming here, going through these steps – that’s what makes you a hero. Every day.”
Reed said, “All right.”
And then he left.
GET ROUGH COUNTRY
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