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The beautiful house was in flames. From half a mile away, I saw explosions of sparks and orange smoke tumbling against the deep black sky. Above the inferno, the stars continued to shine with celestial indifference. The constellations had made their turn toward the coming cold; Orion, Auriga, and Taurus—all visible now. It was one of those nights you get in late October that portends an early and unforgiving winter.

I was the first responder on the scene.

When you are a game warden in Maine, you are encouraged to reside in your assigned district. No such rule applies to state troopers or sheriff’s deputies. Think of the state map as a handmade quilt, and in each patch lives a warden. Very often, this means you are the first law enforcement officer at a rural emergency: a domestic assault, a drug-fueled home invasion, or in this case, a house fire in the rolling farmland west of Belfast.

Even from a distance, I knew that everyone inside the place was dead.

My patrol truck skidded off the asphalt and came to a shuddering stop beside a green station wagon, the driver’s door of which was flared open like a broken wing.

A woman stood beyond the outer circle of the conflagration. Long-haired, tall, and rigid, she was dressed in a bathrobe that flapped around her like a Hogwarts costume. She stood with a forearm raised against the eye-scalding light. She was the neighbor, the one who’d called in the blaze.

At first, I didn’t realize she was holding a baby in her other arm. She wasn’t cradling the infant but had it tucked against her body like a football. The little thing was wrapped haphazardly in a puffer jacket instead of a blanket.

That baby isn’t hers.

Which means someone got it out of there.

When the woman turned to me—her gray hair loose and overlong, her face ascetic—it was with perfect blankness, as if she’d burned her corneas staring into the flames and couldn’t perceive me except as a shadow.

“The baby!” I shouted above the roar. “Is it burned?”

“I don’t think she is.”

“Who’s left inside?”

Tears streamed down her sunken cheeks. “The parents. Brian went back in to get Jenna.”

I tossed a glance at the open door. It was a black hole wreathed with licking flames.

“No one else?”

“Not that I know of.”

Some fires are so intense they have what firefighters call a “thermal layer.” The air shimmers inside as the oxygen is sucked inward to feed the flames. Time moves in fast motion in there. Weeds wither and die as they might over an entire summer. Paint blackens and chars, and plastic melts until it drips from the composite gutters in inky gobs.

I took a few steps toward the house, entering the rippling dome, and felt as if I’d body-slammed myself against a nuclear reactor. I staggered back, eyes full of acid, imagining, if not actually smelling, the odor of my exposed skin burning, the hairs on the backs of my hands turning to ash. Coughs erupted from my lungs, and I somehow found myself pushed back against the bull bar attached to my still-idling truck.

“Christ,” I said. Followed by three more coughs in succession.

“You can’t go in there,” the woman said.

“The fire trucks are coming. The ambulance is just a few minutes out. Stand clear and protect the baby.”

“You’ll die if you go inside.”

The three-story house had been new and expensive. It had a little man-made pond in front: a place for frogs and mallard ducks, ringed with cattails that had turned to fluff at summer’s end. The owners had probably thought the little pool would add scenic charm to their dream home in the exurbs.

I unbuckled my heavy gun belt and let it fall around my ankles.

“Please,” the woman implored me.

I kept a pair of welder’s gloves in the bed of my pickup for moving roadkill and pushing deadfalls off trails. The leather palms were barbed with porcupine quills. I also had a wool blanket covered with blood and hair. I’d transported a dead moose calf with it earlier that week. I’d found the yearling in pieces where a tractor trailer had hit her, and I’d collected the remains using the blanket. I hadn’t gotten around to laundering it.

I dragged the blanket out of the bed and waded into the shallow pond. I dunked the fraying wool until the fibers became heavy with absorbed water. I submerged myself entirely and rose up, blowing out my breath, because it was very cold, then inhaled until my lungs strained against my ribs. Pulling the dripping fabric over me, I dropped onto all fours to crawl, like some dumb animal, into the kill zone.

Immediately, the wool began to steam. I shut my eyes, but the firestorm glowed white, yellow, and orange through my clenched lids.

I hadn’t gone fifteen feet before my blanket and my uniform felt entirely dry from the witch’s oven into which I was pushing myself. My lungs began to ache as my blood absorbed the last molecules of oxygen.

Get out of here, you idiot.

No sooner did those words form than I heard the screaming.

I cracked open my eyes and saw the burning man fall through the door and take several staggering steps. His arms flailed. Then he dropped to one knee: a blackened featureless figure like some sort of crazed fire demon.

There have been occasions in my life when I have stood outside myself—not near-death experiences—although this might have ended up as one—but more like finding a survival mechanism through detachment.

And so it seemed that I watched a man who looked like me throw the blanket over the writhing shape, then grab hold of an extended, blackened forearm. It wasn’t Mike Bowditch who pulled the smoldering bastard across his scorched lawn. It was a thirty-three-year-old game warden who looked like me, right down to the badge and name on the uniform.

I can claim no heroism for the stupid, nearly suicidal actions I took that night. Not just because I’d never experienced the agency of being a selfless rescuer. But because, when I came to my senses at last—and recognized myself as myself—I was seated on the lawn outside the expanding dome with a dead man at my feet and sirens wailing like the tortured cries of a fatherless child.
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My wife, Stacey, was an emergency medical technician, among many other things.

Hers was the first ambulance to respond along with volunteer fire trucks from the towns of Morrill, Searsmont, and Liberty; Waldo County sheriff’s deputies; and untold state troopers. I was coughing and spitting black phlegm as I sat watching the firefighters waste foam and water on a house doomed to collapse. Occasionally, I would inspect my gloved hands. Blood and a sticky substance that I guessed might be the man’s sloughed-off skin adhered to the cowhide and broken quills.

Stacey knelt and removed my clumsy gloves for me. The irises of her eyes were huge and light green, and they reflected the flames. A second ambulance had arrived, freeing her to work on me.

“You couldn’t have saved him.”

I had collapsed into the trough of exhaustion that always follows a wave of adrenaline.

“Maybe not.” My voice rasped from the smoke.

She had long brown hair pinned atop her head and was wearing a uniform that had been ordered specially for a first responder who was seven months pregnant and only going to grow bigger by the week.

“Your clothes are scorched, Mike. You need to go to the hospital so the docs can have a look at your burns.”

There is something uncanny about fires, especially large fires raging beyond human control, that make them hypnotizing and impossible not to watch. Our hominid ancestors must have stared for hours at trees smoldering after lightning strikes. Despite my best efforts, my gaze kept returning to the spectacle of the pumper truck. It continued to douse the structure until its hose had drained the little duck pond.

“Who were they?” I asked hoarsely.

“I’m not sure,” Stacey said. “EMTs are always the last to know.”

“The woman who was here before me—who was holding the baby—said their names were Brian and Jenna.”

“Then you know more than I do.”

It wasn’t her fault, but I couldn’t help feeling the shift—how quickly I’d gone from trusted insider, privy to the latest information, to mere bystander.

Earlier that summer, I’d been demoted from my job as a warden investigator and busted back to patrol. I had gotten myself into trouble for chasing a fugitive across the border into Canada. Not just with my superiors this time but with politicians, too. My initial interview with internal affairs hadn’t gone well. In two weeks, I would be facing a disciplinary hearing at which I would learn my fate.

Stacey rinsed my burned face and applied a small sterile dressing to my forehead. It felt good to be tended to by the woman who loved me. If she hadn’t been there, I might have lacked the strength to rise.

Even so, it took effort to tear my attention from the fire. “Where’s the baby?”

She half glanced at her swollen stomach before realizing I hadn’t meant our unborn child but the infant girl who’d been rescued from the home.

“She’s with Izzy.”

Isabelle Richards was Stacey’s partner and a certified paramedic. In her free time, she was a competitive bodybuilder and wore a spray tan that made her look like an animate bronze statue. We both adored her.

“Does anyone know the girl’s name?” I asked.

“No.”

I found something especially poignant in the orphan’s temporary anonymity. Horrible enough to lose both mother and father. But to be nameless in this moment, too.

“The woman who was here,” I said, “she was holding the baby so strangely. Like she almost didn’t want to touch it.”

“She’s the neighbor who reported the fire?”

“There are no other houses on this road. She must live on the other side of that ridge.”

A sheriff’s deputy had decided to stand between us and the medical examiner’s team. They were bagging and tagging the father’s remains now that the thermal layer had shrunk and the body could be safely removed. I was annoyed that the officer—an acquaintance named Chet Bessel—was blocking my view.

Then Deputy Bessel did something shocking as the wheeled stretcher carrying the corpse moved past him. He spat at the body bag. I felt a momentary urge to rise to my feet, but that would have meant interrupting my wife’s ministrations.

“The crazy thing is, there’s not a mark on her to suggest she was in a fire,” Stacey said, bringing my thoughts back to the baby. “It’s kind of miraculous, the dad getting her out while the mom was trapped inside.”

Miraculous.

My own late mother had raised me Catholic over the protests of my nihilist father. Unlike many if not most kids, I’d liked going to church. The resinous incense wafting from the censers. The wafer and the wine. Back then, the world was still magical to me.

Then, as an adult, I had stopped believing in miracles, stopped believing in anything supernatural.

The Warden Service employed two chaplains to counsel us after our frequent encounters with meaningless deaths. But I’d never felt helped by their ministrations. Having been on the job for nearly a decade, it didn’t surprise me that some of the best game wardens I knew were active churchgoers. The faithless and disillusioned—men like me—were more likely to succumb to despair, the bottle, or the taste of their own pistol.

Over the years, I had tried to return to the faith of my childhood. As a lawman, I had needed to believe there was some cosmic justice that made sense, for example, of the teenager who’d drowned while skinny-dipping or the bowhunter who’d fallen out of his tree stand and pierced his heart with his own arrow.

But desperation hadn’t led me back to God. If anything, I felt more lost than ever. I was adrift in a universe beyond my capacity to comprehend, where humility was an unsatisfying substitute for the spirituality I craved in my being.

“That poor kid,” I said as Stacey helped me to my feet. “Imagine losing both your mom and dad before you’re old enough to remember them.”

“Ours might grow up without a father, too. You don’t always have to be the hero, Mike.”

I tried, ineffectually, to brush off the ashes. “It’s like a reflex.”

“I know, babe,” she said kindly. “I’m a warden’s daughter as well as a warden’s wife, remember?”

Indeed I did. Her father was my friend and mentor, Charley Stevens, the most decorated game warden in the department’s history.

“And it’s not just our baby I’m thinking about,” she went on. “You’ve already injured yourself so much doing this job I don’t know how much more your body can take. What did that neurologist say after your last CT scan—that you’re one concussion away from the home for old linebackers and punch-drunk boxers?”

“What are you saying, Stace?”

“I love you, and I know you can’t do your job without being willing to give your life defending others. But we’re going to be parents soon.” She stepped aside as a heavy-booted volunteer dragged a hose as thick as a mammoth’s trunk past us. “I guess this is the absolute worst time and place to have this conversation.”

Part of me felt like it was the most natural time and place.

One of our best qualities as a couple was that we accepted each other as the flawed humans we were, even as we both tried to be better. The faith she had in me was one reason I rarely felt defensive when she asked me to reexamine my assumptions. I had no choice but to take her concerns to heart, even if I wasn’t sure how to hold back from charging into every gunfight and burning building.

But if watching a human being fry to a crisp at your feet doesn’t undermine your casual certainties, what more is it going to take?
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Stacey and I didn’t kiss goodbye. Although most everyone knew we were married, it seemed proper to behave in our official roles: as warden and EMT. She asked me to follow the ambulance to the hospital to have a doctor look over my burns. I said I would once I’d been cleared to leave by the officer in command.

My gun belt was where I had let it fall. I chucked my gloves in the bed of my truck but left the scorched, shredded blanket.

The wind was blowing in frigid gusts away from the driveway, but the torched wood and melted polymers had mixed with the chemical smell of the firefighting foam that clung like snow to what remained of the structure.

The embers would continue to smolder for hours, if not days, and they bathed the scene in an eerie light that shifted between sulfur and amber. I spotted an unexpected face in the crowd of volunteer firefighters and responding officers. Delphine Cruz was a detective sergeant in the Major Crimes Unit of the Maine State Police.

Why was a homicide investigator from Augusta on the scene before the fire marshal?

“Hey, Cruz!”

She turned: the only Black woman in a crowd of white men. She waited with her hands on her hips for me to approach.

“I heard you were the first responder,” she said. “I thought you were on probation for that stunt you pulled in Canada.”

“I was reassigned to patrol. I’m the new warden in this district.”

I resisted adding: “For the time being.”

Cruz was taller than average and solidly built, and there was a reddish tint to her curls, which she’d taken to wearing in a short and natural style. She’d left Boston for this job but still dressed in black jeans and Doc Martens. Tonight, she’d added a designer field jacket, also black. The outfit—unlike anything worn by her colleagues—made its intended statement: Since you people will never accept me, I’m not going to pretend to blend in here.

“I’m going to be honest with you.” Her accent was one part Dorchester, one part Dominica. “I’m surprised your colonel didn’t terminate your ass after you crossed the border illegally. But wardens look after their own, I’m learning. Must be nice to live a life without consequences.”

I could have shown her the scars from my consequence-free life, but I was exhausted and didn’t want to trade barbs.

I liked and respected Delphine, whatever her feelings were for me.

Instead, I said, “If it’s any consolation, I might still be extradited to Canada.”

“Yeah, well, good luck with all that.”

“No partner tonight?”

“I’ve been riding solo. His son’s receiving treatment at Dana Farber.”

“I’m sorry to hear that,” I said. “What are you doing here, anyway? I’m assuming you didn’t drive over from Augusta out of curiosity. The fire marshal hasn’t even arrived. It seems a little early to assume this was arson.”

“Not if you knew the victims.”

“What do you mean?”

“I’ve been the primary on the Malloy case since his boy disappeared.”

I was shaken and exhausted enough that her words took time making an impact. Then I understood why Deputy Chet Bessel had spit on the body bag.

“Malloy as in Brian Malloy? The one accused of abducting and killing the son he had with that dancer?”

“Accused? He did it.”

“Then why wasn’t he charged?”

“Because Little Liam is still missing. Because there’s no hard evidence linking Malloy to the boy’s kidnapping. Because the SOB covered his tracks like a master, and his wife gave him an alibi we can’t crack.”

The case was notorious in Maine; it had dominated the news for more than a year. Brian Malloy was a young entrepreneur—he owned a couple of gyms—who had fathered a son out of wedlock with a drug-addicted stripper from Bangor. A paternity test confirmed it, and a judge ordered him to pay hefty child support.

One night, Brian visited the apartment of his former girlfriend on the banks of the Penobscot River. He admitted that they argued about money. Later, the mother awoke to find a back door ajar. The toddler might have opened it and wandered down to the river and fallen into the rushing water.

But there was evidence that someone, probably a man, had found his way into the tenement and snatched the little boy from his room. A window pried open. Muddy prints on the carpet.

The ex-girlfriend had a cocaine addiction, and Malloy claimed the perpetrator was likely her dealer or one of her fellow coke enthusiasts.

I hadn’t taken part in the search for “Little Liam”—as the media had dubbed him in tabloid fashion—but most of the wardens I knew had, to the extent that I assumed Brian and Jenna Malloy were murderers because all the officers I knew believed in their bones that the couple was guilty.

I cast a look at the smoking skeleton of the half-collapsed house. I’d nearly killed myself trying to rescue a probable murderer. It might have been a fitting end to my absurd and haphazard life.

“Now we’re never going to know what Malloy did with Liam’s body,” Cruz said. “I thought we might be able to break the wife—Jenna was always his biggest vulnerability—but she won’t be sharing secrets now.”

The last word stuck in my mind. “Doesn’t this seem strange to you?”

“Them dying in a house fire? Accidents happen, sometimes even to scumbags.”

“Expensive new homes don’t just go up in flames, though. I’ve been a warden almost ten years. I’ve been called to lots of fires, and I can’t remember anything like this.”

“So you’re an arson investigator, too?” The question, as worded, was sharper than her gently mocking tone.

“I didn’t say it was arson. I’m just saying it seems suspicious.”

“How about we wait for the fire marshal to start his investigation before we jump to conclusions. I know you don’t care how the system is supposed to work, but I do.”

I offered a conciliatory smile. “Is it my imagination, or do you disapprove of me, Sergeant Cruz?”

“Not personally, no. You strike me as a decent man.”

“What is it, then?”

She dug her hands into her jacket pockets. “When I look at you, Bowditch, I can’t help but see everything that’s fucked up with Maine law enforcement. How many police-involved shootings do you have in your file?”

“More than a few, but I’ve been cleared on every one of them by the attorney general.”

“That’s my point. I could say I don’t know how you’ve kept your job, but I know exactly why you’re still wearing a badge. Because this is a parochial little state, and the people who are supposed to hold officers accountable are toadies.”

It didn’t sound like Delphine Cruz’s Maine adventure would last much longer.

“So if you were in their place, you would have fired me long ago?” I maintained a smile.

“Damn straight.”

“Maybe we should grab a beer, and I can tell you the truth about my cases instead of the gossip you might’ve heard around the barracks.”

She just about snorted. “Yeah, I don’t think so, Bowditch.”

“Wine, then? Whiskey?”

She couldn’t suppress a smile. My chutzpah was almost winning her over.

“I have better things to do than drink with you and listen to your bullshit stories. Now if you’ll excuse me, I see that Sheriff Zahn has just arrived. We need to interview Karen Kershaw, that woman who reported the fire. She was the last to see Brian Malloy alive.”

“Aside from me,” I said.
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I was sitting in my boxer briefs on a hospital table, and as always happened when I was examined by a new doctor, the scars on my exposed body provoked disbelief.

“So this discolored area on your chest was also caused by a bullet?”

“I was wearing a ballistic vest that kept the slug from penetrating. But the contusion never entirely went away. Something about the capillaries being permanently damaged.”

The doctor raised my left arm. His hands were so baby soft I wondered if he bought moisturizer by the gallon. “And this scar was obviously from an edged weapon?”

“Kitchen knife.”

“And how many broken bones did you say you’ve had?”

“I’ve lost count.”

I hadn’t meant this as a joke, but the bald man with the goatee let out an uproarious laugh.

“I’d like to be seated next to you at a dinner party so I can hear the stories behind your injuries,” he said. “The good news is that what burns you have—on your neck, shoulder, and right deltoid—are first-degree. Nothing that requires special treatment. Take some ibuprofen for pain. Use ice and benzocaine, too.”

I slid off the table. The floor felt cold against my bare feet. “Then I’m good to go?”

“I have only one question.”

I waited for it.

“I haven’t met a lot of game wardens since my wife and I moved up here from Phoenix. But is it common for you guys to get beat up this badly doing your jobs?”

“I wouldn’t say it’s common.”

“So you’re just unlucky, then?”

“It depends on your perspective.”

“How so?”

I pressed my index finger to the red bruise left by the .223 round that had struck me in a Down East gravel pit. “I might not have been wearing that bulletproof vest the day I was shot.”

He laughed again at a statement I hadn’t intended to be funny.

After that, he left me to dress. My uniform was scorched, and worse, my body armor reeked of smoke. Each morning, I’d go to work smelling what my brain told me was Brian Malloy’s charred flesh.

How would I be feeling if I had saved the life of a man widely regarded as a monster?

Not that he could have survived a second trip into that furnace.

I marveled again at how Malloy had somehow gotten his daughter out without a singed hair on her head, then charged back into the flames for his wife. It didn’t fit my preconception of a narcissistic sociopath. I’d never thought someone like him being capable of sacrifice, let alone the ultimate one.

I peeked around the curtains in the emergency room, looking for Stacey. Instead, I found a volunteer firefighter named Dick Farley sitting on a table in a cotton johnny. His face was so sooty he might have come from sweeping someone’s chimney.

“What happened to you?” I said.

“Twisted my ankle.” Smoke had roughened his voice worse than mine.

My gaze went to his bare foot. The ball joint of his right ankle was half the size of a grapefruit. “I’d say you more than twisted that thing, Dick.”

Farley was in his mid-forties, curly-haired, gray-bearded, and the lone liberal in his department. Flaming liberal was the term he used to describe himself, being that he was also the only openly gay man in his firehouse. He and his partner, Marlon, had moved up from Manhattan to open a bed-and-breakfast that doubled as a llama farm.

“How’d it happen?”

“I stepped wrong coming off the truck. Not exactly how I imagined being injured. And dismal compared with your heroics. Luckily, we only have two guests now that leaf-peeping season is done—and one is the IT guy bartering a room in exchange for upgrading our network.”

Cozy Pastures, the bed-and-breakfast that the couple owned, was less than a mile from the Malloy house. Dick, I realized, likely possessed answers to questions that had been gnawing at me for the past two hours.

“Do you know the woman who was at the house before I was, Karen Kershaw—the neighbor who reported the fire?”

“Karen and I are gardening friends. More than friends. We hosted her husband’s memorial service after he died last year. Karen babysits our llamas when we travel and joins us for meals every week. The poor woman has been through so much. And now this. You’re used to seeing people die violently, Mike, but a sensitive, caring person like Karen…”

Dick didn’t mean to call me insensitive and uncaring. And he wasn’t wrong that I was hardened to sights that others would’ve considered nightmares. Unless this Kershaw woman had traveled widely in dangerous lands or worked in a profession that had familiarized her with corpses, she hadn’t been exposed to a scene as terrifying as what we’d witnessed.

“Did she tell you what happened tonight?” I asked.

“We didn’t have more than a minute to talk. Her house is on the other side of that ridge, on Lavender Lane. She said she woke up smelling smoke and seeing light from the fire. She called 9–1–1 and then drove over. Brian had gotten out with the little girl. He handed her to Karen and then rushed back into the burning building to rescue Jenna.”

I nodded as if taking mental notes. “Was she friendly with the Malloy family?”

“God, no!”

“Why did you laugh at that?”

“Because Karen came to us last year to figure out if there was any way the neighbors could stop the Malloys from building. Of course, there wasn’t. Brian was never arrested for any crimes, let alone convicted. And even if he had been, it’s not like we were going to show up on their property with torches and pitchforks.” He caught himself. “That was an unfortunate turn of phrase, I’m sorry.”

Malloy had a lot of people who hated him. I remembered reading in the news that one of his business partners was suing him. Then he’d lied about not being Liam’s biological dad. And after the boy vanished, he went on TV accusing the police of incompetence. He seemed more upset that people suspected him than that his child might have been drowned in the Penobscot River. He kept repeating how unfairly he was being treated.

Dick had always impressed me as an intelligent man, and he studied me now with almost professional curiosity. “What are you thinking, Mike?”

“Why would a man like that run into a firestorm, knowing he was likely to die in the attempt? Malignant narcissists don’t spontaneously become heroes.”

“I know it might shock you, but it’s just possible Brian Malloy loved his wife.” He offered me a sad smile. “I’m sorry, Mike.”

“Sorry for what?”

“I heard you lost your investigator job. Your current situation must be difficult.”

“It’s not so bad. I’ve always enjoyed patrol.”

This wasn’t entirely a lie.

Dick touched his swollen ankle and winced. “What I meant is that it must be difficult for you to be on the margins of something like this. You’re a natural detective. It’s a travesty the state won’t put your intelligence to better use.”

“Mysterious fires were never mine to investigate, anyway,” I said. “Boat and ATV crashes were what the department hired me to solve. Even if I were still an investigator, I wouldn’t have had a part to play in determining what happened tonight.”

His smile revealed the black grime between his teeth and gums that came from inhaling smoke. “There it is again.”

“There’s what again?”

“That tone that says you’re trying to convince yourself you believe your own bullshit—if you’ll excuse the expression.”

“What did you do for work, Dick, before you and Marlon moved to Maine? I’ve always wondered.”

“I was a clinical psychologist. And I think you just proved my point about your deductive talents.”
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At 3:30 A.M., I was met at my own front door by a ferocious growling that caused me to hesitate before turning the key. Shadow, the wolf hybrid who lived with us, had become increasingly protective since Stacey had gotten pregnant.

I raised my voice to be heard through the door. “It’s just me, big guy.”

He growled as if he doubted my claim. Then he thrust his massive black head through the crack when I opened the door.

In Maine, it is essentially illegal to own wolf dogs, especially those like Shadow that were genetically wolves for all intents and purposes. Most are euthanized after being confiscated. But I had obtained a special permit after I’d taken him from a couple of meth heads. I just couldn’t let him die.

He had been bred out west to resemble his largest wild ancestors. He had sulfur-yellow eyes and weighed somewhere between 140 and 150 pounds depending upon whether I’d fed him dog chow or road-killed deer. The wildness in his blood showed itself when he ate; he consumed every morsel as if he might never taste food again.

Stacey and I owned acres of forested land on a hillside above the Ducktrap River on the Maine Midcoast. Shadow divided his time between the house, when he seemed docile and friendly, and when he got that unpredictable, voracious look in his eyes, an acre-size pen in the woods. When he was rolling on his back for his belly to be scratched, I could convince myself of his harmlessness, but caution was always whispering to me. Shadow might appear tame at times, but he would never be fully domesticated.

“I told you it was me.”

He sniffed my extended wrist, and his black nose twitched in disgust at the odor of the fire. Then he thwacked me with his tail as he turned toward his water bowl.

I had half expected Stacey to beat me home even though she was pulling the overnight shift. While the house fire had been my excitement for the night, she had to remain at work to take other calls.

I threw some pine slabs into the woodstove to supercharge the dying fire. Then I changed out of my scorched uniform to get cleaned up. Every burn reintroduced itself under the steaming showerhead.

Despite my exhaustion, I knew I wouldn’t sleep. So I sat in my office, under the taxidermied heads of bucks I’d shot and amid the fiberglass replicas of fish I had landed. There was a bonefish from our honeymoon in the Bahamas and an arctic char from a floatplane trip to Labrador with Stacey’s dad, Charley.

No sooner had the old geezer entered my thoughts than my personal cell rang.

And here I claimed not to believe in ESP or supernatural occurrences.

“What are you doing up this late?” I asked.

“One of my connections called and told me you nearly became a human-size s’more tonight.”

Except for his wartime service in Vietnam, my father-in-law had been a lifelong game warden and had finished his career as chief pilot. He had acquired hundreds of contacts across Maine over the years. His “connection” might have been anyone from a sheriff’s deputy to a local poacher who kept an ear tuned to the police scanner.

“Your connection was exaggerating.”

“If you were bound and determined to leave my girl a widow and your kid without a dad, you might’ve picked someone better than a sonofabitch like Brian Malloy.”

“I didn’t know who he was. Even if I had, I like to think I would’ve tried to save him. It’s the only way I know to do the job, Charley.”

“No one is saying you need to be a coward. Just to use your head.”

“Like you always did?”

He burst into a series of full-throated laughs. Charley Stevens had been such a daredevil as a pilot that his fellow wardens had bet on his manner of death. Dying peacefully in his sleep had come in last.

I heard Shadow’s claws clicking on the hardwood as he made his way down the hall. He collapsed heavily at my feet with an expulsion of dog breath.

“The one person who can’t be celebrating tonight is Little Liam’s mother,” I said.

“Crystal Emmons.” He said her name like he was making sure I didn’t forget it. “It’s true Major Crimes failed that poor young lady. Detective Cruz and her team should have been able to make a case. Last I heard, Ms. Emmons had gotten a pro bono lawyer to sue Malloy in civil court. If she couldn’t see him in a prison jumpsuit, she could at least have taken his money.”

“That’s why I’m saying his death doesn’t benefit her.”

“Yeah, but she has family—brothers, friends—who might’ve preferred to see the man dead. It might even have been some random firebug.”

I hadn’t considered the possibility of a vigilante, although I realized now that the idea had been assuming a shadowy form in the cave light of my subconscious.

Charley interrupted my train of thought with a question. “How’s patrol treating you, by the way? It must be strange finding yourself back in uniform.”

“Being demoted doesn’t bother me. It’s less time in the office. Fewer meetings.”

“I know you better than that, son.”

His words made me feel something loosen in my chest. I hadn’t realized how much I’d needed to hear the truth spoken aloud.

“You’re right,” I said. “It’s a step back when I should be stepping up—as a husband and father-to-be. And I’ve still got this hearing in a couple of weeks.”

Shadow had begun to snore. At least someone could sleep.

“Maybe it’s for the best you didn’t save Malloy’s life. Some folks would’ve considered it another black mark beside your name, rescuing one of the most hated men in Maine.”

“You’re probably the only person who will believe me, Charley, but I would’ve preferred to see Brian and Jenna Malloy tried in a court of law. Liam’s mom deserved a chance to learn what happened to her son. If some arsonist did set that fire, they didn’t just pervert the course of justice, they inflicted another wound on Crystal Emmons.”

“The Malloys were surely hated. Who will attend their funerals, I wonder?”
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I awakened to find Stacey sitting at the foot of the bed, looking at me with an expression I couldn’t decipher. The rumpled covers beside me showed the imprint where the wolf had slept. The blind in the east-facing window was edged with sunlight.

“How did you sleep?”

“Badly.” My muscles were as stiff as if I’d competed in an Ironman the day before. “Any excitement on the rest of your shift?”

“Thankfully, no.”

“How’s the Malloy girl doing?”

“Not a burn on her. No one can understand it. I guess Jenna’s parents will be getting custody. They’re good people, from what I hear. They refused to attend their daughter’s marriage because they disapproved of their son-in-law.”

As she examined the gauze patches on my face, I told her about my conversation in the ER with the volunteer firefighter and innkeeper, Dick Farley, and the late-night call from her dad.

“It still doesn’t make any sense to me—how Malloy got the kid out. And why he went back inside. And what started the fire. How that new house went up so fast.”

She squeezed my bare foot sticking out from under the covers. “Whatever your official rank is, you’re always going to have the mind of a detective.”

“I’ve been saying I don’t mind working patrol again, but your dad made me realize I’ve been lying to myself.”

“Would you have acted differently in Canada if you knew what would happen?”

“No.”

“Then it sounds like you should stop listening to that voice and start trusting your instincts.” She cleared her throat. “About what I said last night—about your needing to be less reckless now that we’re having a baby.”

I thought I knew what she was going to say. I was wrong.

“The way you throw yourself into your work—I really am afraid you’re going to get yourself killed, Mike. You’ve always been exhausting that way. You’ve never made it easy.” Her voice grew soft, and she smiled gently. “At least it’s your day off, and I don’t need to worry about you going on patrol. What are you planning on doing? It’s raw out there and supposed to rain later.”

“I thought I’d take Shadow for a walk and a ride. I need a pole for that new weather station you bought me. With winter coming, it’s past time I put it up.”

“That sounds like a nice day.”

“I’m also thinking of looking in on Karen Kershaw.”

Stacey crinkled her eyes. “Please don’t tell me it’s a simple welfare check after the trauma of the fire.”

My wife knew me too well. “I know I should stay clear, but something about her story isn’t sitting right with me. I wouldn’t mind getting some answers myself rather than waiting for Cruz, who won’t include me, anyway.”

Stacey rubbed her hand over her belly, then exhaled, maybe trying to summon patience.

“If this ends up being arson, Karen Kershaw will be the prime suspect, especially given what you said about her trying to organize her neighbors to keep the Malloys from building their house. How will it look if you interrogate her now?”

“I won’t interrogate her,” I explained. “And I know how to walk up to the line without jeopardizing a potential criminal case. I don’t care if it pisses Cruz off. I need to speak with that woman.”

“Just be careful of thin ice.”

She stepped out of her maternity uniform, revealing her pregnant belly. She was into her third trimester. I usually massaged her belly with almond oil, but we’d missed a night because of the fire. The skin was warm and tight, and I felt kicking. The baby hadn’t even been born, and it was already becoming the most important thing in the world to me. The possibility of my dying before I had a chance to hold it terrified me, but not as much as the thought of leaving Stacey to raise our son or daughter alone.

“If it’s any consolation,” I said, “I exhaust myself, too, sometimes.”

“That’s not funny, Mike.”

Who said I was joking?
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When Shadow entered my life, I only ever transported him in a crate in the back of my restored 1980 International Harvester Scout. But as the wolf dog had grown more accustomed to me—become more dog in his behavior and less wolf—I began letting him ride in the back seat. I covered the upholstery with carpets and blankets, thinking I could protect it. I hadn’t reckoned on how easily he could dig his inch-long claws through the fabric. And so I had resigned myself to owning a vintage vehicle that looked like it had survived decades of hard use.

On this morning, I started him in the crate while I drove to the hardware store in Belfast for the pole I needed to install my computerized weather station. He soon started whining, however, and it wasn’t long before I gave in to his canine manipulations and let him ride on the bench seat with an ox bone to distract him.

I didn’t want to wait a day to speak with Karen Kershaw. Time only allows people to get their stories straight. It pained me to have become this cynical, but it seemed to happen to most every law enforcement officer who didn’t quit before they’d lost faith in humanity.

I took the road that led me past the Cozy Pastures bed-and-breakfast and llama farm. I couldn’t see the stables or the pasture, but the big old farmhouse that Dick Farley and his partner had restored was a majestic presence. Dick hadn’t exaggerated about the inn being empty now that “stick season” was upon us. Business would pick up again come Thanksgiving. But right now, there were only two guest vehicles in the lot, and one was a Honda Passport belonging to the IT consultant Dick had mentioned. It had tinted windows—rare in Maine—and the name of the owner on the side but was too far to read.

The sky had grown increasingly overcast since I’d left home, and when I turned toward the Malloy property in Kentville, a light mist was beading the windshield.

When I crested the hill above the still-smoldering house, I was surprised to find no one about. Sheriff Zahn and his deputies had surrounded the blackened remains with a cordon of sagging caution tape and then vamoosed.

The marshal’s team must have been waiting for the last coals to die.

Cottony foam still clung to the upright timbers. I stood in the mud above the mutilated lawn listening to Shadow gnawing while the mist turned to a pattering rain.

How many expensive new houses went up in accidental fires each year?

Very few, I wagered.

Brian Malloy had been an ambitious entrepreneur for a man in his mid-twenties. He’d owned at least two gyms, one in Bangor, the other in Camden, that offered high-intensity training to high-income individuals.

I realized I couldn’t envision what he’d looked like. In my mind’s eye, I could only see the blackened figure who’d stumbled out of the conflagration. The fire had rendered him featureless, anonymous in his final moments. It had reduced his wife to grease and cinders: the mere suggestion of a person.

I had a cell signal and decided to refresh my memory by pulling up articles and interviews from the year before when Little Liam had vanished without a trace.

I didn’t make it past the video of his first press conference. Even if the evidence against him having abducted his son was circumstantial—which it surely was—Malloy’s combination of arrogance and self-pity sealed his reputation in the court of public opinion.

He had nervous eyes and a fake-seeming smile he flashed at inappropriate moments. And he wore a hint of scruff along his jawline that looked too well-tended. What father in mourning engaged in such careful manscaping?

But it was the title and thumbnail that stopped me cold.


BRIAN MALLOY ASSERTS INNOCENCE IN SON’S KIDNAPPING

Feel the Burn Fitness owner denounces criminal investigation as a witch hunt



I all but dropped my phone. The owner of Feel the Burn Fitness had died in an improbably ironic house fire. He had literally burned to death at my feet. The way he and his wife were killed—because what else could it be but murder—bore the mark of a deeply twisted imagination.

“This can’t be a coincidence!” Having no one with whom I could share my suspicions, I used the wolf—not for the first time—as a literally captive audience. “Malloy dying painfully in a fire had to have been by design. This was arson. It had to have been.”

I had to fight the urge to call Cruz with my theory. She’d just accuse me of prematurely connecting dots. She would again tell me to wait for the fire marshal.

In my heart, I knew I had it right. The real question was how the police would isolate the killer from the hundreds who might have wanted the man dead.

I would talk to Charley and Stacey about this in due course. At the moment, there was someone else who demanded my attention.

The rain shifted direction with the wind. The police tape fluttered. I pulled the waxed canvas hood of my Filson jacket over my ball cap and dug my hands into my pockets.

Behind me, Shadow pressed his nose to the cracked window and began making pathetic, snuffling noises.

My gaze turned eastward and continued up the gravel drive to the top of the ridge, and I thought of the house beyond. Karen Kershaw and I had both borne witness to a man’s death. But only one of us had been there from the start.

I climbed behind the wheel while Shadow stuck his big head through the space between the front seats. He lapped my unshaven cheek with his obscenely long tongue. His breath was rank. I pushed his muzzle away only to have him thrust it back at me, undeterred.
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The house beyond the rise fronted an orchard of now-leafless trees and a garden in which everything had been frostbitten except for a score of pumpkins. The multicolored gourds lay scattered about the withered field. Some were perfectly orange and round, and others were gold and bulbous. The largest had deflated under their own weight like grotesque balloons from which the air had slowly leaked.

The farmhouse itself was neither old nor new. It was large and rectangular as if it had once been home to a big family. But no swings hung from the big oak in the yard. Kershaw seemingly lived alone. The building was as gray as her hair, and a weathered red barn rose to one side. I spotted the boxy shadow of her Subaru tucked inside. Even from the road, I could see the blue-and-red skull sticker that self-identified a fan of the Grateful Dead.

I paused at the top of the drive.

My blue-and-white Scout wasn’t particularly menacing, but a man and woman had just died violently, and I could put myself into the head of a traumatized woman who might be unnerved by the unexpected arrival of a stranger.

And then there was Shadow.

I intended to leave the wolf in the truck, of course. But there was still the chance she’d catch a glimpse of the massive black animal through a window. If she wasn’t already a wreck from her neighbors being cremated alive, seeing Shadow might push her over the edge into outright panic.

“Do me a favor and chew on that bone while I’m gone.”

His yellow eyes, always inscrutable, stared me down.

I eased the door shut until I heard the click, and then, doing my best to appear nonthreatening, strode down the drive in the rain with my empty hands dripping at my sides. I went to the side door, the door nearest the barn. Few Mainers used their front entrances except on formal occasions. Weddings and wakes.

Karen Kershaw must have heard the truck, because she was waiting for me behind the door’s sun-faded curtain. She thought she was hidden, but I could see her silhouette. I pushed the bell, anyway.

She waited a long time to open the inner door, leaving the weatherproof storm door as a barrier between us.

I wouldn’t have recognized her. Or it would have taken me a long while to do so.

The loose gray hair I remembered fluttering in the heat of the firestorm was pinned to her head with clips. There were hints of strawberry blond I’d missed in the firelight. I’d overestimated her age by a full decade at least. This woman was in her late fifties.

But even a quick inspection revealed her suffering. I had never seen someone so haggard outside a hospital ward. Her lips were thin and cracked, and it wasn’t even winter. But her swan neck and widely spaced eyes were still striking. She might once have been a ballerina.

She wore bell-bottom jeans and a rust-orange sweater woven of alpaca yarn, if I had to guess. Her purple socks shared the sweater’s Peruvian fluffiness. Her vivid wardrobe contrasted sharply with her dreary affect; it was as if she’d stolen the clothes from another, lighthearted woman.

“I know who you are,” she said before I could speak. “You’re the game warden from last night. The detective said your name was Bowditch and told me I shouldn’t be surprised if you showed up.”

Cruz had done me no favors by warning her. It bothered me to be so predictable.

“I’m hoping you can answer some questions, Ms. Kershaw.”

“I’d rather not.”

There was something off about her eyes, as if she was having trouble seeing me, as if I were a long way off, indistinct in the distance. She didn’t seem drunk so much as high, maybe?

“I understand how painful it is. For what it’s worth, I’ve been at more than a few fatal fires, but watching a man burn to death was a first for me, too.”

She made no move to open the door.

“What is it you do, Ms. Kershaw? Besides farming, I mean.”

The question caught her off guard. She let go of the door handle as if it had given her a shock of static electricity. “I’m retired.”

“From what profession?”

“My late husband and I had a wine and cheese shop in Belfast. Before that, I was a caseworker for the Department of Health and Human Services for seventeen years.”

As a warden, I had accompanied many social workers from the DHHS to trailers in the woods where the owners had holes in their roofs, no electricity or running water, and so many cats, rabbits, or guinea pigs that you could smell the urine before the structures became visible. Dealing with all that poverty and misery every day—it was tough work. Tougher than mine in some ways.

“Wine and cheese,” I repeated.

“I know what you’re thinking. Another out-of-touch person ‘from away.’ Yes, I’m from Boston, but my family’s had a cottage on an island in Penobscot Bay for generations. And my work for the State of Maine counted for something, I’d like to think. Even if I’ll never be a native in the eyes of people like you.”

“I’m not the authority on who is and isn’t a Mainer, fortunately.”

She studied me again, then sighed and stepped back.

“I’ll tell you what I can about the Malloys,” she said, opening the door. “But I have a video call with my therapist. Whatever you want, you’d better make it fast.”
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We sat in the kitchen at the breakfast table, much of which was littered with old mail, newspapers, and magazines addressed to Karen S. Kershaw. She offered me tea, but I refused. The titles of the books might or might not have revealed aspects of her personality. The Body Keeps the Score by Bessel van der Kolk, Dept. of Speculation by Jenny Offill, and The Year of Magical Thinking by Joan Didion.

The appliances were all high-end, matching stainless steel, but some of them looked like they needed attention from a soapy sponge.

I noticed a plastic tub of cannabis gummies. Lemon ginger.

She shook the container when she caught me looking. “You want one? They’re medicinal.”

I declined.

She popped two gummies into her mouth. Judging by the faraway look and the lopsided smile, I guessed she might be half a dozen into the jar.

“Do you live alone here?” I asked softly.

She gave a short laugh. “That’s kind of a creepy question, coming from a strange man I just let into my house.”

I offered my most disarming smile. “Fair enough.”

Karen Kershaw settled across from me and began handling a clay mug as if she’d cast it on a wheel herself and was belatedly examining it now for imperfections.

“My husband died last year. Pancreatic cancer. Five weeks from diagnosis to death.”

I met her gaze. “I’m very sorry.”

Her gaze drifted to a framed photo over the sink that showed her with a handsome, well-tanned man and a willowy girl who could have been Karen herself at fifteen. The three of them were posed on a sloop with a pine-studded island in the background.

“Is this your daughter?”

“She was.”

The sound of falling rain made the wood-walled room feel even more hollow. She put the mug down carefully.

“I didn’t mean to reopen old wounds.”

“Who says they were closed?”

It was as clear a signal as she could give to drop the subject.

“Where did you work as a social worker?”

“In Dorchester, after Boston College. Then we moved to Down East Maine. My husband was a professor at UMaine Machias before he retired. Marine biology.”

“I was stationed in Washington County for a few years myself.”

“Good for you.”

She had no intention of making this easy. I might have asked about people we might have known in common around Machias. Instead, I decided to be direct.

“Tell me about the Malloys.”

She leaned back so her chair creaked and then folded her arms over her flat and narrow chest.

“I know he murdered his son. And yes, I considered selling my house when they bought the lot, but my husband had recently died and … They came by to introduce themselves. I’d never seen such phony smiles, so it took everything in me not to slam the door. For some reason, I hated the wife more. What kind of woman would be an accomplice to killing a child? What else do you want to hear? That the fire was karmic justice?”

The cannabis wasn’t mellowing her emotions.

“I’m just hoping we can speak honestly about what happened last night.”

She showed her teeth when she laughed. “You know what happened. You were there.”

“When did you become aware of the fire?”

She let out a sigh that verged on being a snort. “After eleven. I was asleep. I had the bedroom window open, and I smelled smoke. When I got up to have a look, I saw the light from the fire. I called 9–1–1. There should be a record of the call. Then I went speeding over in my robe and pajamas.”

“Despite your dislike of the Malloys.”

Her eyes narrowed. “I’m not a monster. Their house was on fire. They had a little girl.”

“You did the right thing. I didn’t mean to imply otherwise. When you arrived, was Mr. Malloy outside with the baby?”

“I already told the detectives this.”

“So Malloy was already outside the house when you pulled up?”

“When I got out of the car, he pushed the baby at me and said, ‘Jenna’s still in there.’ And he rushed back inside.”

“What was he wearing?”

She blinked. “Excuse me?”

“What clothes? I’m trying to picture the scene.”

She gazed up at the ceiling. There was a cobweb in the corner. Cobwebs in every corner. Grief sometimes manifests itself as mess.

“Sweats, maybe?”

“Are you sure?”

“No, I was in shock. The man thrust an infant at me and ran into a burning building. Why would I have noticed his clothes? I was worried about the baby.”

“I’m struggling with the sequence. Malloy’s house was on fire. It was a big place. Was he in a different room from his wife at the time the smoke alarm went off? If not, how did he escape with his daughter when carbon monoxide should’ve killed them all?”

She exhaled audibly. “What about me makes you think I know jack shit about pyrodynamics?”

“You’re right,” I said. “I suppose I’m just thinking out loud. But you arrived at the fire ahead of me, and…”

I paused and met her gaze and didn’t blink.

“Did you know the name of his gym business?”

Her body buzzed now with an energy I could almost feel, as if her brain was sending kilowatts of electricity crackling through her nerves, causing even the hair on my arms to rise.

“Why would I?”

“It was Feel the Burn Fitness. I’ve been thinking how ironic the name was considering how he and his wife died.”

“I agree.”

“Maybe more than ironic.”

“It seems like you’re going out of your way to upset me,” she said. “You’re making me feel accused.”

“Accused of what?”

She stood, eyes widening with paranoia. “I don’t even know!”

I remained seated. “So you were sleeping with the window open, and you smelled smoke?”

“I sleep better when the bedroom is cold.”

“I do, too. The thing is, when I arrived, the breeze was blowing from the northwest. The wind had been steady for three days. It only changed this morning, blowing from the east.”

“So?”

“Your property is due west of the Malloys’ and separated by a ridge. The wind was pushing the smoke away from your house. I don’t understand how you could have smelled it.”

Her pupils were enormous from the THC. She tried to swallow. “Maybe something else woke me. Maybe I saw the light first and imagined smelling the smoke. Memory does that—fills in the gaps.”

I kept my tone neutral. “Which side of the house is your bedroom on?”

“You’re kidding, right?”

“It doesn’t face the Malloy house, does it?”

Her eyes went to the door behind me, then to the nearest window. She struggled again to swallow. “I need water.”

But instead of taking her empty mug to the sink, she disappeared with it down a hall.

There was an empty wine bottle on the table. Roserock pinot noir. I turned it over to see if there was a sticker. I gave a faint whistle at the price.

I listened for movement in the house but heard nothing.

After half a minute, I stood.

If I hadn’t, I would have missed seeing her bolt out the back door and run in stocking feet through a hayfield, headed toward a distant line of trees.
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I had no reason to chase her. She had committed no crimes. If Karen Kershaw wanted to go for a spontaneous cross-country jog, it should have been nothing to me.

But there is a part of me that is pure predator. Run away, and I will chase you.

The screen door banged behind me.

To reach the back field, I had to dart through the weedy gap between the farmhouse and the barn. By the time I emerged, she had disappeared. But I had marked her direction: a straight line across the sloppy field toward a wooded depression that must have concealed a brook.

In her flight, she had startled a flock of Canada geese minding their own business, feeding amid the crumpled stalks of rye and timothy, because suddenly, they erupted from the tall grass into the air, a cackling chorus; banked first one way, then another as the lead goose spotted me running toward them.

Rain slapped me in the face.

“Karen!” I called. “You don’t need to run!”

Unless she did. Maybe Karen Kershaw had a legitimate reason for fleeing from the lawman in her kitchen. I doubted she had grabbed a gun, but anyone who takes off from an officer, even an off-duty officer, should be presumed dangerous in my book.

The trees were near now—oaks and evergreens, mostly—with a few fading maples mixed in. The rushing of a hidden stream made itself known above the pounding rain.

Too late, I spotted barbed wire at my feet. I would have tangled my shins in the rusty fence if my reflexes hadn’t kicked in. I brought my arms up to cover my face and tumbled down the gully before a lone balsam checked my momentum. This one bent and caught me with its dangling boughs.

I sat upright, as muddy as a pig, and disoriented enough that I had to examine my legs to be sure I hadn’t broken a femur. I wiped away some of the muck adhering to my bare face. I found my way to my feet.

The stream—officially a river but narrow here near its headwaters—was high from the autumn rain. Its surface was choked with maple leaves, red and orange; it appeared almost solid, like a moving, multicolored path. Here and there, a hidden rock would split the flotsam, exposing the dark water below.

“Karen?”

Suddenly, she sprang from behind a stump where she’d been crouched, twenty feet downstream. Her face was bone white and dripping rain. The look she gave me was one of pure terror.

“You don’t have to run!”

But she was already sprinting. From the way she kept glancing at the stream, I knew what she was thinking. She was looking for a place narrow enough to attempt a leap. But even if she’d been an All-American long jumper in college, there was no way she could vault her way across the fast-moving brook. There wasn’t enough running room to make the leap.

That didn’t stop her from trying.

She stopped, took a step back, and, just as I had closed the distance, hurled herself out over the rushing water. The splash she made was spectacular. When she resurfaced, she let out a cry at the iciness of the water. Then the current pushed her entirely around and carried her, backward, downstream.

“Try to grab hold of something.”

The eddies spun her around again—the river was deeper than it looked—and now she was floating feetfirst. The toes of her purple socks were visible above the hand-shaped maple leaves.

I accelerated my pace, hoping to get ahead of her. With luck, the water would carry her within my reach. I snapped a leafless branch from a dying aspen. Maybe I could use it to pull her to safety.

Ahead of me now, a smaller stream, overgrown with decaying bracken and cinnamon fern, flowed down to meet the larger one. Wading across that rivulet slowed me enough to watch Karen Kershaw go floating past, still in the same seated position.

I saw where she was headed.

A wind-toppled birch had fallen down the far bank. Its tangle of branches reached deep into the water like it was trying to catch minnows with its twiggy fingers.

This natural obstacle was what canoeists call a strainer.

It was a death trap.

Not understanding the danger the downed tree posed, Karen tried to direct herself toward it.

She hit the reddish branches with her stocking feet. Then her legs slid between the limbs. Next, the current shoved her upper body into the main trunk.

For an eternity, I watched her claw at the smooth white bark before the powerful current pulled her underwater and trapped her amid the submerged branches. She was caught beneath the surface and losing precious air by the second.
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The best way to survive a strainer is to avoid it. The second best is to go at it headfirst. Swim your way along the trunk to safety, or, if the obstacle is too big, try to climb up and over limbs. Otherwise, the pressure will trap you, as it had Karen, like water pushing rice against a sieve.

I tossed aside the branch. Then I shrugged off the jacket in which I’d zipped my wallet and cell phone. I dropped my handgun.

I plunged into the brook and began to paddle and kick. I’m a strong swimmer and have competed in open-water races, including the annual swim between Lincolnville Beach and the island of Islesboro, three miles across Penobscot Bay.

The water was frigid. Acorns bobbed in a vast flotilla on the surface.

The current carried me past the fallen birch. I had to crawl my way back. The difference was that I was on the downstream side of the strainer. The branches acted to slow the current, allowing me to swing in below the tangled limbs. The first branch I caught snapped in my hand. The second held. I began pulling myself toward the thicker part of the trunk under which Karen was submerged.

I could see one of her feet, a purple stocking.

I knew how to save myself in this situation—having been on countless canoe and white water rafting trips—but untangling someone else was a puzzle I didn’t know how to solve.

I porpoised myself up onto the trunk so that my upper body was supported by the tree. As I kicked to stay in place, I found myself looking down into the water at rippling gray hair. Karen Kershaw continued fighting, but the river was steadily pushing her into the interwoven net of branches.

Without warning, one of her hands shot above the water. I grabbed the wrist with both hands and leaned back. I felt something pop in her arm. But better a dislocated wrist than drowning.

I didn’t have the strength to muscle her up and over the trunk. But I managed to get her head above the surface. A bloodred leaf stuck to her forehead. She let loose with a scream, which told me I’d been right about the dislocated wrist. Keeping hold of her arm with one hand, I grasped her hair with the other. That couldn’t have been pleasant, either.

Her other arm appeared. I lunged for that wrist.

“Kick, Karen. Try to push with your feet against the tree.”

“Stuck!” she gurgled.

“Try to push with your feet!”

The river wanted to carry me downstream. It was trying its darnedest to do so. But because I refused to let go of Karen’s arms, it was also helping me pull her above water. I didn’t want to let go of her wrists in case she got sucked back under. But at a certain point, I knew I had to take a risk. I guided her uninjured hand.

“Grab this branch.”

When she’d closed her fist around the base, I thrust my upper body over the birch. I clawed my way down her spine until I found the leather belt holding up her jeans. My own head was underwater as I let myself slide backward, lifting with my arms. The current continued to tug at my legs. I felt her body coming with me.

Suddenly, her legs were loose. I used all my weight as leverage and saw her hips slide past me over the trunk. Her legs followed. And she tumbled, head over heels, clear of the strainer.

I had freed her so swiftly that the next thing I knew, she was drifting away while I clung to the birch like a shipwrecked sailor holding fast to the broken mast of his galleon.

I let myself go. When I was clear of the trailing branches, I began swimming after her. She floated on her back, feet up and forward, as if her near-death experience hadn’t taught her a thing.

Luckily, I caught her before she could get stuck in another strainer. When I tried to grab her injured wrist, she cursed at me. I’d passed up lifeguard training as a teen, never imagining how often I would have occasion to employ those skills in my future career. Gently but firmly, I swung behind her, and, floating on my own back now, moved my hands into a sort of loose headlock while I kicked toward the bank.

Soon, I felt slippery rocks beneath me. The overhang was frothy where the trees dipped their roots. With a few final pushes, I managed to drag us both onshore. I lay gasping as she rolled clear of me, whining, crying, clutching her wounded wrist to her chest.

“I’m sorry, but it was the only way. Are you hurt anywhere else? Is there anything I can do?”

“You—!”

“Yes?”

“Why couldn’t you have just let me die?”
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Karen refused to let me touch her. She’d scraped her legs badly and twisted an ankle. There were holes in her socks that would make walking even more painful than when she’d been running at a full gallop across the field. She sat sobbing on a log while I retrieved my jacket and gun.

I called for an ambulance.

Stacey was home asleep, so it wouldn’t be her team responding.

Eventually, the injured woman let me support her, but she refused to speak as I helped her up the slippery bank. We made a long detour to avoid the coils of barbed wire at the edge of her property before we left the shelter of the trees.

The rain had turned to a downpour during the chase, and we moved slowly across the hayfield, following an old, thready path made by the white-tailed deer, so plentiful in central Maine as to be pests.

“Why did you run, Karen?” I asked for the third or fourth time.

She made no answer.

The geese passed overhead as we neared the house. They had been aloft all this time, and I saw them settle again in the grass exactly where they’d been feeding before.

Because we had skirted the wire fence, we approached the farmhouse from a different angle. The detour brought us to the end of the driveway. As we neared my parked Scout, Shadow rose up inside, black and monstrous. His breath fogged the window glass.

Karen might have fainted if I hadn’t caught her around the waist.

“What the absolute fuck?”

“It’s just my dog.”

From cold or fear, her teeth were chattering. “That’s no fucking dog! That’s a werewolf.”

Her shivering was so intense, it seemed vaguely ecstatic. We were both prime candidates for hypothermia.

Inside the house at last, I guided her to an armchair with a blanket thrown over the back, which she wrapped around her shoulders. With her wild, wet hair and sagging clothes, she couldn’t have looked more bedraggled.

“Do you want me to bring you a towel?”

“I want you out of my house.”

“I don’t think I should leave you alone.”

“I’ll let the paramedics in. But I want you out.”

As I opened the door, I saw her staring, teary-eyed, at the picture of her dead husband and daughter.

“I don’t know what to do,” I heard her say softly.

The wolf thrust his head at me as I slid behind the wheel of the Scout. His canine majesty demanded to be scratched.

I started the engine to get some heat going. “What’s your theory of the case? Why do you think she lied about seeing the fire? And why bolt like a lunatic instead of kicking me out?”

The wolf merely exhaled bone marrow.

The heat from the blower caused the windows to cloud. I always carried a gym bag with spare clothes and had to contort myself out of my wet pants and underwear to put on a dry set.

The ambulance arrived without lights or sirens. I climbed out as the EMTs pulled alongside and was shocked to see Stacey’s partner, Isabelle Richards, in the passenger seat.

“Stacey didn’t tell me you were pulling a double, Izzy.”

The paramedic’s spray tan looked even darker and more artificial in the weak, watery light. Her avocation had always baffled me. In my grueling life, muscles existed to be used, not displayed onstage.

“She didn’t know. The boss asked me if I wanted the extra hours. Who needs sleep, right?”

I gave Izzy my account of the chase.

“Why do you think she ran?” the paramedic asked.

“She’d been gobbling cannabis like Swedish Fish. God only knows how much THC she’s got in her blood.”

Izzy’s partner cast a glance over my shoulder. “I wonder who she’s calling.”

When I turned, I saw Karen Kershaw watching us through the window with a cell phone pressed to her ear.

“Whoever it is,” I said, “it’s probably not good for me.”

“I was thinking the same thing,” said Izzy, who knew about my problems.

I returned to my Scout and started the engine again for heat. My burns had begun to ache. If I ran the wipers, I found that I could catch glimpses of the first responders as they treated Karen Kershaw in her parlor. Sitting there, I replayed our conversation in my head. There was no way she could have smelled smoke. From no angle would she have seen the light of the blaze from that side of the house.

On its own, the lying didn’t bother me; as a law enforcement officer, I had learned that people avoid telling the truth for all kinds of reasons, many of them banal. What nagged at me was why she’d chosen those particular lies.

Why not just say she went out to look at the stars and saw the fire from the drive?

Because her lies had been prepared. And she never expected to be challenged on them.

Karen Kershaw didn’t fit the profile of a crazed arsonist, but that didn’t mean she hadn’t set the fire and removed the baby in the process. Every now and again, you find the least likely person imaginable holding the bloody knife.

I’d have to tell Delphine Cruz everything, of course. I didn’t have to guess what the detective’s reaction would be to my uninvited, unwelcome involvement in her case.

When the first responders finally emerged from the grim house, I rolled down my window.

“She won’t go to the hospital,” Izzy said. “I put a splint on her wrist and gave her a shot of ketorolac. We treated her abrasions and wrapped her ankle. But she wouldn’t budge about riding with us to the ER. The best I could do was tell her to call her primary care physician. Maybe the doc will talk some sense into her. When the pain meds wear off, going to the hospital is going to sound like a good idea.”

“I can’t say I’m surprised.”

“Because she’s stubborn?”

“Because nothing about that woman makes sense.”

Izzy waited by my window while her partner returned to the ambulance. He had a paste or clay in his hair and didn’t want to get it wet.

“There is one thing you should know, Mike.”

“Let me guess. I assaulted her.”

“No.”

“What, then?”

“She said the reason she ran was because you’d sicced the wolf on her.”






13


Over my years as a game warden, I’d had people accuse me of every misdeed ever dramatized on a TV cop show. Police brutality, making threats, even extortion. While I hadn’t expected Karen Kershaw to be grateful for the personal risks I’d taken to save her from drowning, I hadn’t anticipated her accusation, either. Suggesting I had released a frothing wolf from my truck to chase her to death defied the limits of even my overactive imagination. It read like a scene out of a gothic novel.

“That’s bullshit.”

“Karen said you were talking on the porch. When she complained about your aggressive questions, you told her, ‘Wait here a second,’ then let Shadow out of the truck to scare her.”

“You know Shadow. Hell! You know me.”

“She demanded that I tell her your supervisor’s name.”

Izzy had never bent a rule in her career, let alone broken one. She’d absolutely have given Karen Kershaw the direct number of the Maine Warden Service.

It would be Karen’s word against mine. Just because the accusation was ludicrous, the brass would still be obliged to investigate it. And Izzy would be obliged to report that Shadow had, indeed, been present in my vehicle. Over the past year, I had drained dry the reservoir of goodwill I’d worked to build inside the department.

My union representative would quote the adage that the best defense is a good offense. But I loathed the idea of attacking Karen Kershaw’s character. Her teary appeal to her dead husband and daughter had touched me. I was not inclined to malign a suffering woman—even when she was slandering me.

Driving home with Shadow breathing softly on the fur-flecked blankets, I found myself puzzling over Karen Kershaw’s bizarre behavior—first her flight across the field and then her desperate attempt to cross the river.

Normally, I would have said guilt, but the frantic, clumsy woman seemed less of a potential arsonist than she had before. Setting a home alight so that it goes up in a fireball, especially with two people inside, takes real expertise. And the surprise and horror I’d glimpsed in her face as she watched Brian Malloy burn to death hadn’t been put on for my benefit.

Never mind that I would have heard if the police had found any fuel or accelerants in their first, cursory search of her Subaru.

After I got home, I sat on the edge of the bathtub while Stacey cleaned my burns—quickly healing, fortunately—and changed the dressings.

“Didn’t you say she lost her husband last year?” she asked me. “And a daughter before that— You think? Grief makes people do crazy things. Izzy and I once responded to a call where a guy tried to burn down his own trailer after his dog died. The poor man thought he could do it with fireworks.”

“The internet might be a trove of information, but it doesn’t exactly hand out arson instructions.”

“Not unless you know you way around the dark web. But that doesn’t fit my impression of Karen Kershaw.”

“To say the least.”

While I put on dry clothes, Stacey disappeared downstairs. I found her at the kitchen table with her laptop open and two mugs of cocoa. Rain drummed against the roof.

“I didn’t find an obituary for her husband, but there was a death notice.”

She turned the screen for me to read.


KERSHAW, ROBERT J.—Age 65, of Kentville, passed away suddenly on December 9, after a brief battle with pancreatic cancer. Beloved husband of Karen; preceded in death by their daughter, Ellery. A private memorial will be held at the family’s request. In lieu of flowers, donations may be made to the Pancreatic Cancer Action Network.



“He died less than a year ago,” Stacey said.

“I’d love to know when and how their daughter died.”

Shadow had disappeared into the living room to stretch out by the woodstove. I let my gaze fall to the floor. The wolf had clawed our hardwood floors to hell. But I found I didn’t mind. The marks served as reminders of the animal I loved and all we had gone through together. Not all scars evoke a painful past.

“If it’s of any interest to you,” my wife said, “I’ve located several academic research studies on complicated grief and anger displacement. Psychological observations have found bereaved persons can remain in a state of anger, bitterness, or disbelief long after the loss. The individual might unconsciously redirect their hostility away from the true source of hurt—the loss—and toward others or the world.”

As I met her eyes, uniquely pale in their greenness, I couldn’t help but marvel. “Where did you find this?”

“Before I was an EMT, I was a wildlife biologist, remember? The thing about being a trained scientist is we know how to do research, unlike most self-professed online experts.”

I skimmed through the case studies Stacey had found about how grief could transform a person and cause them to lose their grip on reality—sometimes turn them into monsters.

“These studies certainly seem to describe Karen Kershaw,” I said at last. “But I still don’t see how careers as a social worker and wine seller could have concealed a penchant for pyromania.”

I reached for my still-damp jacket, pulling it from the hook above the stove. The water beaded off the waxed canvas and sizzled on the cast iron.

Stacey knitted her eyebrows. “Where are you going now?”

“To tell Cruz my side of things before she hears it from Kershaw. I’d hoped to keep it quiet, but if Karen’s spreading lies about Shadow, who knows what else she’s claiming about me? It’s a conversation I’d rather have with the detective in person.”

I bent to kiss her one last time.

“Try not to make anything worse,” she whispered against my lips.

“That’s always the plan,” I said with a grin.
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I didn’t have far to go.

After the rain, a fog had settled over the Midcoast. Many of the houses I passed—including that of my friends, the Cronks—were decorated for Halloween: ghosts hanging, black-eyed, from the limbs of the oaks; a plastic skeleton glowing green in the half-light. The late-afternoon mist resembled the fake webs that the Cronk kids had strung between the house and the thin-fingered lilacs in the yard.

I had just passed the turnoff to Lincolnville Beach when my phone buzzed. It was Delphine Cruz. I couldn’t remember turning up the volume, but the sound was as irate as a nest of yellow jackets.

“You know why I’m calling, so don’t pretend otherwise.”

“Why would I?” I said, pulling onto the sand shoulder. “I’m coming to see you now. Karen Kershaw claims I harassed her.”

“She said your pet wolf chased her across a field and into a river.”

I let out a low whistle. “That’s a hell of a story. I assume you checked her property for canine prints.”

I knew Cruz hadn’t bothered. She might not have even thought to do so.

“I don’t believe her about the wolf,” the detective said. “But as far as interfering in our case goes…”

She let the words hang there.

“Karen didn’t just lie about Shadow. She told me she saw the fire from her bedroom and smelled it through an open window. But the wind was blowing smoke away from her house last night.”

“Thanks for the weather report.”

“I’m serious,” I said. “Her bedroom faces the opposite direction from the Malloy place. She couldn’t have spotted the blaze the way she said, which raises questions about why she’s lying.”

“Are you accusing her of torching the Malloy house?”

“No, but she knows more than she’s saying. It might not seem like much, but I had the distinct impression she had prepared her story. Remember that she used to be a social worker. Brian Malloy’s son, Liam, was being monitored by the Department of Health and Human Services because the mom was a known drug addict.”

Fog was rising from the matted leaves and fallen pine needles on both sides of the road. The mist flowed down the road like a slow-motion river. It drifted lazily through my headlights.

Cruz cut in. “Kershaw spent her career in Machias and retired almost a decade ago. Liam Malloy disappeared from a tenement in Bangor last year. The woman had no motive to commit murder. Not unless you’re suggesting she was so angered by Brian and Jenna moving in next door—”

“Which she was. I spoke with one of her neighbors, Dick Farley, who owns the bed-and-breakfast down the road. I got the sense from Dick that she had come close to vandalizing the construction site because she was so convinced Brian and Jenna were murderers.”

“The fire marshal is at the scene now. If he finds evidence of fuel or accelerants, we’ll begin a homicide investigation.”

“Her husband died suddenly last year,” I said. “The Kershaws lost a teenage daughter, too, sometime in the past. That kind of traumatic grief can cause people to lose more than their bearings.”

“So now you’re a psychologist, too?”

Her sarcasm wasn’t going to derail me. “I tried to save a man’s life last night. Instead, I watched him die at my feet. I think I’ve earned the right to care about what happened.”

“You have a right to care. What you don’t have is the authority to pursue your own half-assed investigation. You need to stand down and let the rest of us do our jobs.”

How many times had I heard that before?
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The next day, I was called in to work. The warden in the adjoining district was going through a divorce and had taken a day off to deal with a custody hearing. It sounded ugly.

Stacey was back on the evening shift. She’d fallen asleep with a section from The Essential Homebirth Guide glowing from the screen of her ebook reader. Her decision to have our baby at home—actually, at her parents’ home—had taken me by surprise. I’d assumed she’d want all the tools of modern medicine available.

“Mike, I need my mother,” she’d said.

What could I possibly say to refute this?

Downstairs, I stoked the woodstove and made coffee. Shadow occasionally ate dog chow, but his diet also consisted of roadkill and scraps from the slaughterhouse. These required that I feed him outside, in his enclosure. He had just finished his gory breakfast and retired to the ledge we called his “throne” when my phone buzzed. I didn’t recognize the number, but it looked like a Bangor prefix.

“Game warden.”

“Is this Mike Bowditch?”

The voice, soft and clear, sounded like that of a young man, or at least younger than I was.

“This is Warden Bowditch.”

“You used to work in Machias.” It was a statement, not a question.

“A long time ago.”

“I’m from down that way myself.” He definitely had the faintest trace of the accent.

On the Maine coast, east is always down, no matter how far north your location. It was an antique nautical term. Schooners out of Boston sailed downwind to the east.

“In fact, I believe we might have crossed paths. My dad was quite an outdoorsman and boater and took me out with him all the time.”

I wasn’t sure what he was leading up to, but I needed to get on the road. “What can I do for you, Mr.…?”

“I thought I had the right to remain anonymous. Your department’s website describes Operation Game Thief as a silent witness program that encourages reporting wildlife violations to help stop poaching.”

That got my attention. He didn’t sound like he was reading from a screen—more like he’d memorized the wording.

“That’s true. You are not required to identify yourself. What crime do you wish to report?”

I waited for his answer.

Wherever he was calling from was dead silent.

Then he surprised me with another digression.

“Mike Bowditch, after all these years! It really is a small world. I had no clue you were stationed on the Midcoast now. You were such an infamous presence around Machias. I couldn’t help but take an interest in you. I’m almost embarrassed to admit I’ve followed your career. You’ve been in the news so much—so many shootings.”

His tone hadn’t been anything but friendly. But when an unknown caller tells a law enforcement officer that he has closely followed their career—with a special focus on police-involved shootings—it sends off very loud alarm bells.

“Are you reporting a possible poaching incident or not?”

“One of the things I remember is that, when you weren’t on duty, you used to drive that cool Jeep Wrangler with the expedition roof rack and Mammoth wheels. My dad called it a ‘badass mudslinger.’”

“Who is this?”

He ignored the question. “This is the incident I’d like to report. Last night, I was going for a drive, and I saw spotlights in a field. I figured it had to be night hunters. You know how they cruise the tree lines after dark, jacklighting deer. I thought you might want to check it out.”

I kept quiet but checked the phone number on the screen again in a vain effort to recognize it. The knowing allusion to my old Jeep had rattled me, I had to admit.

“The field is in Kentville,” the caller said placidly.

I wished now I had been recording the call. I’d spoken with plenty of anonymous tipsters over the years. Some were sincere. Others were vindictively trying to incriminate a neighbor with whom they were feuding. More than a few were paranoid. But this one gave me the willies.

“Where exactly did you see these lights?”

“End of the McAusland Road before the Lavender Lane turnoff.”

I felt a jolt. That was the same road where the Malloys had built their now-incinerated house. Their back windows had looked out across a hayfield to that woodlot. If the fire marshal had been working the scene all night, it would have been impossible for poachers to cruise that tree line, meaning my caller was pulling my strings.

Two people had died brutally in that fire. As prank calls went, this one was especially sick.

“Who is this?” I demanded again, knowing I wouldn’t get an answer.

“You have a good day now, Mike.”

There was a procedure for tracing cell calls in law enforcement. It involved jumping doglike through bureaucratic hoops. I skipped it and hit Redial.

An older man picked up, his voice ropy with phlegm. “Pleasure Chest.”

“Excuse me?”

“This is the Pleasure Chest Adult Superstore.”

The caller had spoofed the number, meaning he was tech-savvy enough to make it look like the call had originated from an actual business. The Pleasure Chest sold male masturbators, penis pumps, and enough bondage gear to stage a community theater revival of Fifty Shades.

It was a crude little prank, but not without calculation. I pictured an overgrown adolescent, amused by his own joke. He’d probably been at the Malloy fire scene—maybe even as a volunteer firefighter—and spotted me. He’d thought I would make a good mark.

But how had he known about my old Jeep? News articles could dig up plenty about my checkered career, but nothing online would’ve told him I once drove a Jeep Wrangler around Machias.

This guy didn’t just know of me. He knew me.

I picked up my phone again.
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I waited for Kathy Frost at the end of the McAusland Road, just past the ruined remains of the Malloy house.

Where there had been a new lawn, there was now only a no-man’s-land of mud, crossed and recrossed with vehicle tracks. The tread marks of a bulldozer told me I was correct—the fire marshal had knocked down the standing timbers before daring to begin his reconstruction of the tragedy.

He must have finished his work, because I was all alone when Kathy finally pulled up in her new Ford Bronco, the expensive Badlands edition. Her consulting work must’ve been even more lucrative than I’d imagined.

“When you said you wanted to go for a walk,” she said, “I didn’t imagine it would be at a hellscape.”

Kathy Frost had been my field training officer and first sergeant. Then a shotgun blast to the abdomen had permanently ended her career as a game warden. She’d reinvented herself teaching law enforcement agencies around the country how to train and use cadaver dogs. But she remained one of my best and wisest friends.

As always, she’d brought along her Belgian Malinois, Maple, who waited patiently inside her crate—even after Kathy had opened the door—until she received permission to jump down and rush over to lick my face. The shepherd had sharp black ears, a black snout, and a coat the color of warm syrup.

From my knees, I looked up and up—she was tall—into my friend’s grinning, freckled face. Kathy was dressed in her usual flannel and denim with a blaze-orange hunting cap.

“There’s something I need your help with. And Maple’s, too.” I pointed at the tree line across the hayfield from the burned house. “I seem to have acquired a stalker.”

“And he’s hiding over there?”

“Maybe—in a manner of speaking.”

I told her then about the strange call I’d received an hour earlier. I didn’t skip even the smallest detail.

“I’m pretty sure he never actually expected me to come over here,” I said. “He just wanted me to know how closely he’s been watching. He knew that I’d been here when the house burned, I suspect.”

“Or that you’d at least recognize the location as the site of a fatal fire.”

As my mentor, Kathy had always cautioned me against making assumptions or deductions ahead of the facts, which was another reason I had asked for her help.

She took in the wet brown field with a sweeping gaze. “Obviously, no one’s been driving out there, scouting for deer. There aren’t any spotlighting tracks.”

It had been the first detail I’d noticed, too.

“So why did he mention the tree line? He could have alluded to this location any number of ways.”

“Maybe he wanted you to know he’s been here himself?”

“Maybe,” I said. “But I wouldn’t mind having a look at those woods in any case. Or a sniff of those woods, in Maple’s case.”

“Hope you brought your tick repellent,” Kathy said as we waded out through the wet, waist-high weeds.

The field hadn’t been mowed in years. A mat of dead stems on the ground made the walking springy. Even more obviously, the valuable hay grasses were being overwhelmed by goldenrod, Queen Anne’s lace, and joe-pye weed. There were patches of brambles.

I’d brought along my binoculars so I could look back across the field from the far side, and I would be lying if I said I didn’t appreciate the comfort of having a Glock 45 on my belt.

“So your hearing is coming up soon,” Kathy said.

“Internal affairs wasn’t satisfied with my demotion and wants to inflict harsher punishments.”

“As in termination?”

“Maybe.”

“You always knew this day might come,” she said.

I didn’t want to discuss the subject of my doomed career. I let it drop.

The field was two hundred yards wide from where we’d parked, and there was an old, broken stone wall dating from when cows and sheep had been pastured there.

Kathy let Maple run back and forth along the wall, waiting for what dog handlers call an indication. Because we hadn’t provided the K9 with a specific scent, none of us knew what we were looking for until suddenly Maple began to circle an ancient oak. Her panting had turned to deep sniffing. Then her tail stiffened, and she went down on her haunches as if ordered to sit.

Kathy crouched beside Maple wearing blue nitrile gloves I hadn’t seen her put on.

She arose with a cigar stub pinched delicately between her thumb and index finger.

“There are three of these here—all recent.”

The butts had a fruity smell. There was the burnt edge of a gold label on one of them.

“So someone was standing here, watching the house. Because no deer hunter would advertise his presence with—what are these? White Owls?”

“Three cigars suggests a long vigil,” Kathy said.

“Interesting turn of phrase.”

“Why?”

“Charley was saying that so many people hate Brian Malloy, it could have been one of hundreds of vigilantes.”

“Assuming it’s arson—which you know better than to do, Grasshopper.”

The nickname had long outlived its moment. Kathy had given it to me back when I was a newly minted warden, still green, and she was a seasoned veteran tasked with showing me the ropes.

I trained my binoculars back across the field at the charred skeleton of the house. A person scouting the Malloys would have had an excellent vantage and been able to hide the light from their cigar behind the oak.

“The interesting question is, were we meant to find these butts?” I said.

“Now you’re playing three-dimensional chess with yourself.”

“Drop those in a bag for me, anyway.”

We let Maple explore up and down the wall and back into the woods, but we found nothing else that might have qualified as evidence and no trace of a recently made footpath.

When I was satisfied, we turned and followed our own footsteps toward the vehicles.

Halfway across, we heard whining overhead. Maple looked up first. Then Kathy and I both spotted the drone buzzing the scene of the fire. It circled the ruins, then hovered, then pointed its camera at the two humans and single dog in the middle of the field.

I raised my binoculars as fast as I could and zeroed them in, but I wasn’t quick enough. I couldn’t have identified the make or model of the drone, only that it looked expensive. And its camera had a sharp enough zoom to spot me watching it. The drone shot suddenly skyward, almost like a rocket, and then turned back toward the main road, where I had no chance whatsoever to get a bead on it.

“Well, that wasn’t suspicious at all,” said Kathy.
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Kathy and Maple rode along with me on patrol that morning, the dog in her crate in the back seat.

We removed an illegal deer stand from an old man’s orchard, checked a couple of bowhunters’ licenses, and scoped out a river closed to fishing in the fall because it had been home to endangered Atlantic salmon, although it had been years since a single smolt had been sighted.

In between doing warden things, we discussed the mysteries bedeviling me.

“The drone could have been media,” she said. “The fire was major news.”

“Journalists wouldn’t have taken off like a bat out of hell.”

“Then just some lookie-loo?”

“Maine law says it’s illegal to operate a drone beyond your line of sight, and there was no one within sight of that thing.”

She cracked one of her contagious smiles. “Damn, Mike, when did you become a grown-up law enforcement officer? And how did I miss it?”

You’re not the only one, I thought, remembering my upcoming hearing.

“So that secret admirer who called you,” she said, “are you sure he’s someone who knew you in Machias?”

“There’s no way he could have known about my old Jeep if we didn’t cross paths back then. I sold that thing years ago.”

“How many serious enemies would you say you made Down East?”

I couldn’t help but laugh. “Define ‘serious.’”

“So dozens.”

She removed her fluorescent-orange hat and smoothed her sandy hair. She wasn’t as tan as she used to be, now that she no longer worked in the field. She wore a Rolex these days, too. Strange to say, but having been medically retired after losing her spleen had seemingly made her both younger-looking and wealthier.

“I did my job, Kath. And game wardens have never been popular Down East. The last warden murdered in the line of duty was in Washington County. If I hadn’t been wearing one of these, I would’ve been added to that list, too.”

I tapped my scorched ballistic vest, now even more heavily armor-plated than the one I’d worn when I was shot. With every new mass shooting in America, we seemed to get something thicker, heavier, more tragic to wear.

“And this woodland paradise is where you and Stacey are going to have your baby?”

“It’s where her folks live—on Little Wabassus Pond.”

“And she’ll be giving birth in a wading pool?”

“With a midwife who’s a registered nurse and a doula. It was how her mom gave birth to her and her sister.” The day was brightening. I reached for my sunglasses. “Can we get back to talking about my stalker, please? I find it a more congenial topic than childbirth.”

“What are you going to do with the cigar butts?”

“Give them to Cruz if the fire marshal comes back with an arson finding. The rain probably washed off any saliva, but these days, the nerds can practically get DNA off a whiff of your breath.”

In the late afternoon, I dropped her back at her Bronco and said a sloppy goodbye to Maple.

I had one last stop I wanted to make—checking duck hunters on Quantabacook Lake. I rolled to a stop at the boat launch with my umpteenth cup of coffee of the day. But there were no boats on the lake or trailers parked in the lot.

The water was as flat as pooled mercury with some of the same slippery sheen, but I could make out three buffleheads diving beneath the surface, a male and two females. The tiny ducks were winter visitors to Maine from the Canadian tundra, and their arrival here was yet another omen of the cold months to come.

My personal cell phone buzzed. The number wasn’t in my contacts list, but the location given was Kentville. I picked up.

“Mike, it’s Dick Farley from Cozy Pastures. Do you have a minute?”

The innkeeper’s voice was a dry rasp from the smoke he’d inhaled fighting the Malloy fire.

“I’m just watching some ducks over on Quantabacook. What’s going on?”

“In the hospital the other day, you and I were talking about Karen Kershaw.”

Now what? Dick had told me that he and Karen were “gardening friends.” I wondered if she’d defamed me with him and Marlon, too. Soon her cockamamie story of me siccing my wolf on her was going to enter local legend until it acquired an aura of possible truth.

“I remember.”

“She was just here.”

“And?”

“She’s leaving Maine for a while. She brought us all her houseplants. The inn is overflowing with them now.”

I sat up straight behind the wheel. “She’s a material witness to a potential arson investigation. I’m sure the police won’t be thrilled she left the state.”

“She said her half sister in California had a minor stroke. She hired a shuttle and is heading for the airport in Portland and doesn’t know when she’ll be back. She was in a state of extreme agitation. In my psychologist days, I would have described her as having a labile affect—swinging from fear to anger to giddiness.”

I wondered if I should get on the horn with Delphine Cruz to pass along this update.

“She was wearing a soft cast on her wrist,” he said. “She wouldn’t tell me how she injured herself. Do you know?”

“Sorry.”

“Does that mean you don’t know, or you won’t say?”

He seemed like a nice enough guy, but I didn’t owe him explanations. “Why are you calling, Dick?”

“Two reasons. The first is, she never mentioned a half sister in San Diego in the five years since we bought the inn.”

“And the second reason?”

“Because she left an envelope with your name on it and asked me to give it to you.”

Here was a twist I hadn’t anticipated. But it seemed to be one of those mornings when the universe reminds you that you are just one of its playthings. Forget trying to figure out the grand design.

“Would you open it and send me a picture of what’s inside?”

“Are you sure? I thought it might be private.”

“You’re not going to find any embarrassingly intimate details. I can assure you of that much.”

A moment later, I received a photograph of a handwritten letter:

Dear Warden Bowditch,

I want to extend an apology, though I imagine your opinion of me is already fixed. What happened at the Malloy house affected me more deeply than I was prepared to admit, and I reacted poorly. I still can’t explain why I left the way I did, but I’m grateful for your intervention.

I did repeat that unfortunate claim about your wolf to Detective Cruz, though I’ve since retracted it. I respect that your position demands difficult questions—even when they feel misplaced.

As for the fire, I have no clear memory of how I knew. Since my husband’s death, I’ve had episodes of sleepwalking, which may be relevant. I never meant to mislead anyone.

Dick likely mentioned the emergency with my half sister. I trust you understand why I had to leave so suddenly.

Sincerely,

Karen S. Kershaw

“You were saying she seemed frightened.”

“Her half sister supposedly had a stroke.” He paused. “But I don’t believe that’s what rattled her.”

“So what do you think she was afraid of, Dr. Farley?”

He laughed at my use of his former professional title. “I think I’m glad I don’t have to guess at hidden motivations anymore.”

Before we got off the phone, I told him I’d drop by at some point for the original letter.

Then I attached the photo to a text with a message for Detective Sergeant Delphine Cruz:

Thought this might interest you if the marshal comes back with an arson finding. Your chief material witness has fled the state.

I waited five minutes for a response. But Cruz was either occupied or felt no obligation to answer me.

When I started the engine, the sudden noise spooked the ducks. The tiny buffleheads took off from the water on whistling wings and vanished into the fog that cloaked the far shore. I made the turn for the fields and hills of Kentville.
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I paused again at the wet, black remains of the Malloy house. Eventually, I would hear the marshal’s theory of the case, but my money was still on arson.

When a man with as many enemies as Brian Malloy has his McMansion burn down around his ears, any other explanation seems naive.

In my rearview mirror, I saw fog lights materialize out of the mist.

Now what?

As the vehicle idled toward my position, I recognized the silhouette behind the wheel of the Ford Interceptor. Delphine Cruz touched the brakes and came to rest beside my truck.

It was clear she expected me to step out of my pickup, so I did. I walked around to her window and waited for her to roll it down.

“Fancy meeting you here,” I said.

“Don’t, Mike. Just don’t.”

It was the first time she had ever used my first name.

“Did you get my text with the letter Karen Kershaw left for me?”

She hesitated, just long enough for me to see something flicker behind her deep brown eyes. Frustration and regret.

“The fire was accidental,” she said finally. “The marshal worked all night at my request. The area of origin was the basement. A dryer, incorrectly installed, short-circuited the wiring.”

“A dryer?” The news caused my throat to tighten. “I don’t believe it.”

“Take it up with the marshal.”

“You expect me to believe that one of the most hated men in the state, the owner of Feel the Burn Fitness—a guy everyone thinks got away with murdering his own child—dies in a freak fire? And it just so happened after someone was casing the house from the woods?”

“What do you mean casing?”

I produced the bag of cigar stubs Kathy and I had collected from the trees across the field from the Malloy house. I asked if she wanted to test them for DNA. She said there was no point.

“This was no accident, Cruz.”

“Fire investigation isn’t my specialty—or yours.”

“No, but I can tell you don’t buy it, either.”

She reached for her sunglasses despite the fog. I had spent years reading people. Delphine Cruz wasn’t as opaque as she liked to think.

“It doesn’t matter,” she said. “The case is officially closed. I wasted a day grilling Crystal Emmons’s friends and family, making them even angrier at the system for failing Liam. They were glad Brian and Jenna Malloy died, no doubt about that. But the family didn’t appreciate me implying they might have committed murder. You can hardly blame them.”

“What if one of them tampered with the wiring?”

“These people wanted to see Crystal take all of Brian’s money. They wanted to know where he’d hidden her son’s body. The Emmons family are good people, Mike. Spend fifteen minutes with them, and you’d realize they’re not murderers.”

“It didn’t have to be them. It could have been anyone.”

“Or maybe it really was a terrible accident,” she said.

“The fact remains that Karen Kershaw lied in her statement and then reacted like a textbook guilty person, and we don’t know why.” I didn’t bother waiting for a response. “What about her fleeing Maine in a rush last night to care for an allegedly sick half sister she never mentioned before? The woman was terrified, Cruz.”

“Or maybe she’s suffering from PTSD. I would expect you of all people to be a little more sympathetic to that.”

I was as frustrated as she was, but I wasn’t ready to walk away.

My mentors had always warned me that a detective’s imagination is their best friend until it becomes their worst enemy. But I’d never cared for cautionary tales, as my personnel file could attest.

“So what happens now?” I asked.

“Their daughter grows up with her grandparents, hopefully happy, with no memory of her parents. And when she’s old enough, she has the good sense to change her name to escape the stigma of being a Malloy.”

“This doesn’t sit right with me,” I said.

“That’s the job. Whoever said that life promised closure?”

“Death is the ultimate closure.”

“Tell that to Crystal Emmons, who will never know what happened to her son.”

And with that, Detective Sergeant Delphine Cruz rolled up her window to be alone with her thoughts. I watched her make a loop through the ruined lawn and then grind up the hill, tires spitting mud, until her taillights faded in the fog. I was no longer standing in a crime scene.
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I stayed up late that night, sitting by the woodstove with Shadow sprawled at my feet, until Stacey returned from her shift. Through my long vigil, I had fought off the urge to pour myself a drink. I’d wanted a clear head to untangle the recent knots in my life. Having grown up with a violent alcoholic for a father made it easier to resist when a bottle whispered my name from the liquor cabinet.

Stacey found me in my sweater, jeans, and moccasins. Exhaustion must have showed in the heaviness of my eyes.

“Have you been up all night?” she asked with real concern. “Did something happen?”

“The opposite,” I said, rubbing a hand over my tired face. “Nothing happened. That was the fire marshal’s conclusion. Death by misadventure.”

She frowned as she set down her bag. “How could that fire have possibly been an accident?”

As the light from the rising sun climbed the wall, I told her everything: Karen Kershaw’s plunge into the river, the uneasy puzzle of the fire, the false complaint about Shadow, and the disquieting phone call I’d received from my “secret admirer.”

Stacey listened without interruption, letting me unfold the details. She knew I had a rhythm to my storytelling, however improvisational it might seem at first.

By the time I had finished, the sun was glowing in every window. The cluster flies that always invaded the house in the fall were awake and banging against the windows as if their tiny bodies could break the glass.

“I get why the Malloys dying in an accidental fire—however unlikely—might feel unsatisfying. But fatal house fires happen all the time in Maine. Statistically speaking, why shouldn’t they happen to bad people as well as good ones?”

I stared down into my coffee cup but decided against a refill. My nerves were already raw.

“I know it must sound paranoid, Stace. But everything about the past two days has felt … surreal.”

She glanced at Shadow, who had wandered into the kitchen and begun lapping at his water bowl.

“I wasn’t sure if I was going to tell you about this,” she said. “But when I left the ambulance company this morning, a white van followed me home. I wasn’t sure at first, because how many white vans are on the roads? They all look alike. It hung back a ways, too, but when it turned off behind me onto the Ducktrap Road, I knew something was up. Of course, it continued past our drive.”

I had been jolted out of my exhaustion. “Did you get a glimpse of the driver?”

“Only that they looked really big. The wipers were going because of the fog. They were wearing a baseball hat and sunglasses. And, as I said, for the longest time, I wasn’t even sure they were following me. Route 1 isn’t exactly a minor road!”

“I don’t suppose you got the plate number, then.”

She gave a tight-lipped, sideways smirk with one eyebrow slightly raised—the picture of sarcastic disappointment. “Oh, Mike, please.”

And she rattled off the series of numbers and letters for me.

She looked exhausted, her hair pulled back, no makeup, but still she took my breath away. God, I loved her.

I stood and crossed to a desk in the corner where we kept mail, spare keys, and phone chargers. What I was about to do went against an entire chapter in the Maine Law Enforcement Officer’s Manual, but I was already facing possible termination in a matter of days.

There was a dispatcher who owed me a favor who I might persuade—

But no.

Instead I called the one man I knew who might see a way ahead for me.

I looked at the plate number on the envelope and called my father-in-law.

He answered on the first ring. I told him about the van. I recited the phonetic letters and numbers Stacey had given me.

“Mike,” Charley Stevens said, in a steady, solemn voice. “You know as well as I do it would be illegal to ask a dispatcher or active-duty officer to track that plate number.”

“Of course, I do, but I can’t just do nothing.”

“You’re not doing nothing. You’re sitting tight while I make a few casual inquiries.”

I started to object.

“I’m not twiddling my thumbs while my girl—and my future grandchild—are being stalked by some SOB. And it’s not a crime for a private citizen to catch up with a few of his old friends and acquaintances.”

He was going to tap the network of connections he’d made across his long career as a game warden.

But before I could say a word to stop him, he’d hung up.

Five minutes later he was back.

“That tag doesn’t belong on a van, white or otherwise. It’s registered to a tan Buick LeSabre. Belongs to an elderly woman in Lubec. The plate was stolen.”

“Where did you—”

“You don’t need to know,” he said. “You’re already up to your Adam’s apple in hot water. But I suspect there’s more to the story you’re not telling me. This isn’t a lone incident.”

I could never slip anything past Charley Stevens.

So I told him the rest: the prank call to my phone that morning, the drone that had sat on us while I was talking with Kathy, the sense that someone was mapping our movements.

“That’s worrisome,” he said after a careful pause. “More than worrisome.”

“Tell me about it. And now I’ve dragged you into it—maybe someone else, too.”

I knew how serious the laws were about misusing plate information, and I hated the thought of steering my father-in-law into something that could carry consequences of its own.

“Don’t worry about that. I’m an old man with a piss-poor memory, and I’ve already forgotten what you called about. Did you want to borrow my log splitter?”

“Charley.” I laughed that he was already rehearsing his act if the police came knocking at his door.

“I’m just an old guy who used to wear a badge but now just sits around carving duck decoys. It’s a miracle I remember to put my pants on in the morning.”

“The police would never buy that.”

“Keep your family safe, son. That’s all that matters.”

Stacey had heard enough to weigh in after I’d hung up with her dad. “Do you think the driver of the van might have been the same guy who spoofed that call to you?”

“What do those Magic 8 Balls say? ‘Signs point to yes’?”

“Could this day get any more fucked up?”

I couldn’t help but grin. From the same desk where I’d fetched the phone, I now produced a letter. The return address read Maine Department of Inland Fisheries and Wildlife.

“What is it?” she asked.

I unfolded the paper with the state seal in the top-left corner. “Internal affairs has decided to put me on paid administrative leave for the next two weeks until my disciplinary hearing. It’s standard practice.”

“But after everything you’ve done for the Warden Service? It’s an insult.” She scanned the letter herself, eyes narrowing. “Protocol or not, this stinks. Do you think they’re really going to drop the hammer on you?”

“‘Reply hazy; try again later,’” I said, quoting the eight ball.

I had trouble sleeping that afternoon and only drifted off after placing my personal handgun, a Sig P365-XL, on the nightstand beside the bed. I dreamed I heard a drone buzzing above the house. The sound was so real that I got up and went out with my gun and stood on the porch, listening.

A nervous chipmunk was making a racket nearby. The little rodents have different warning calls they use to alert their family members of imminent threats. This annoying noise was for an aerial predator: a hawk or an owl. You tend to hear the chucking more in the autumn when the leaves are off the trees, and they have a better view of the sky or more reason to fear death from above.

I stood there in my underwear trying to make sense of the seemingly senseless threats against me—the prank call, the snooping drone, the white van. None of them had been explicit enough to report. My stalker (if that was the right word) knew the exact line not to cross.

I saw no alternative but to wait for the next incident.

Maybe it would clarify why this man wanted to toy with me.

It was late October and damp, and my bare toes were getting cold.

After a while, I went inside while the anonymous chipmunk kept up its chucking, warning of a predator only it could see.
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Nothing happened. Not the next day or the day after. It was as if my secret admirer had achieved his goal of making me glance nervously over my shoulder. And then he’d moved on to tormenting someone else who’d done him wrong. Whatever game he’d been playing just stopped.

Stacey and I began a packing list for everything we intended to transport with us to her parents’ house in the North Woods, where she would have our baby.

Two weeks passed until, on a Friday afternoon, I sat across a gleaming conference table at the Maine Department of Inland Fisheries and Wildlife headquarters in Augusta—facing the commissioner, the warden colonel, the governor’s top lawyer, the IA captain who’d grilled me, and a passive-aggressive HR rep who seemed thrilled to be there.

On my side of the room sat just my union shop steward and me.

Within five minutes, I knew I was in real trouble.

Resigned to my fate, I let my attention drift. Through the window, I had a view of the river.

The Kennebec was being pushed back upon itself by the distant ocean. The river here was tidal and brackish and a deep gray beneath the dishwater sky. The opposing forces of sea and stream created standing waves, flecked with foam the color of lard. Herring must have been rising in the eddies, because raucous gulls were diving in pursuit of the fish.

Four days later, another certified letter arrived for me.

Somewhat surprisingly, the panel had decided not to terminate my contract with the Warden Service. But it had suspended me with pay for six months. I surrendered my badge and gun.

I gave the letter to Stacey to read. “I’m shocked they decided to keep paying me.”

“The warden colonel doesn’t want to lose you. You’ve caused him trouble, but you’ve solved murders while most of his officers have just written tickets for fishing without a license.”

The past month had given me a new appreciation for the absurd.

“In fairness, citing people for fishing without a license is kind of what I am supposed to be doing. But at least now, being suspended, I won’t have to take paternity leave.”

I was joking, but not entirely.

Stacey was due around Christmas, and now she and I could plan on staying with her parents. Charley and Ora Stevens were my favorite people in the world after my wife. We would bring Shadow and hunker down on the pond in the woods for the whole winter if we wanted. The wolf was used to riding in his crate for long trips.

The one thing that worried me was that remote Little Wabassus Pond was more than an hour’s drive along logging roads from the nearest hospital in the border town of Calais. But Stacey’s ob-gyn had pronounced her pregnancy to be low-risk, and all the ultrasounds and blood tests indicated our baby would be born healthy.

I would miss deer season, the highlight of my year as a game warden, but it was a small price to pay for spending extra time with my pregnant wife.

Both of us were also looking forward to getting away from the Midcoast for a while. Even if my stalker had gone quiet, and we had plenty to focus on with the baby coming, a vague uneasiness loomed behind even the most banal of our daily activities.

Every time I took Shadow for a walk in the woods, I found myself unconsciously listening for the whine of a spy drone above the tops of the leafless trees.

And every time we drove to Belfast for groceries, I couldn’t help but stare into the rearview mirror, watching for a white van to suddenly appear behind us.

By the time November rolled into December, I was more than eager to head north and leave my worries behind.






Winter
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The Stevenses lived forty miles inland of the Down East coast. It was a region of low hills and pine woods and frozen lakes and snow-covered ponds, and it had never been settled in the formal sense of the word, even during the logging boom of the 1900s.

Some of the remoteness was geological. Glaciers had scoured the land down to the bedrock, leaving only a thin layer of sandy soil that made farming even more confounding than elsewhere in Maine. The ice sheets had also left behind thousands of boulders, much like a retreating army leaves behind obstacles to foil the pursuit of their enemies. These glacial erratics concealed ankle-breaking crevices, making passage through the forest treacherous.

The nearest village was Grand Lake Stream, twenty miles to the northeast along logging roads. Their home’s isolation rarely posed a problem for Charley as a pilot. His Cessna had floats to take off from water and skis to take off from ice. But we had arrived before winter had fully taken hold. Even now, the pond could be frozen solid one day, and then a warm front would move through, and we’d awaken to patchy ice floating on open water.

My father-in-law was a wiry, craggy-faced man with a head full of white hair he would never lose. He’d recently become obsessed with building a sauna. He swore the Finnish kind—sit in a hot box by the pond, then plunge through a hole in the ice—was the secret to long life and happiness, and he attacked the project with his usual high spirits. It felt good to work beside him in his shop, hands busy, mind quiet. I was even beginning to feel something unfamiliar. Maybe contentment.

Then one afternoon, toward dark, Charley and I were returning from a friend’s woodlot where he’d been given permission to harvest cedars to line the inside of his sauna, pulling a trailer loaded with logs. We’d just passed through the tribal town of Princeton and were nearing our turn when my personal phone buzzed.

It was a text from an unknown number.

Turn on your scanner

“That’s a Lubec number,” Charley said.

“Do you recognize it?”

“That was the Maine Sardine Council’s district office, back when it still existed. A buddy of mine from the VFW ran the place.”

“Shit,” I said.

“Your trickster again?”

I didn’t answer. Instead, I reached under the dash of the Scout and switched on the police radio.

“Attention, all units, attention, all units. This is Washington County RCC with an urgent call. We have a reported fatality on the train tracks a quarter mile west of Tomah Stream Road in Vanceboro.”

“Why, those are the Eastern Maine Rail tracks,” Charley said. “Vanceboro’s remote—but those timberlands west of town are halfway up a bear’s asshole.”

I could feel his hawk eyes on me, waiting.

“The sheriff doesn’t even have deputies up there,” he added. “And there can’t be more than two troopers on the road for a hundred miles.”

He thought I was hesitating because I’d been suspended. But it wasn’t that. Turn on your scanner. The mystery texter somehow knew I was in Washington County. And he was counting on my instinct to respond. He knew me well enough to bet that, even suspended, I wouldn’t ignore a call for assistance.

I had a horrible thought: Whoever this dead person was, they might’ve been killed with me in mind. I worried I’d recognize the corpse.

“I guess we need to tell Stacey and Ora we’ll be delayed,” I said.

“Good man!”

“The dispatcher said a quarter mile west of the road,” I noted as we passed the turn to Grand Lake Stream. “So not a case of a freight train hitting a stopped vehicle. Deer season’s over, which means it’s unlikely someone was walking those tracks. Suicide or homicide—whatever happened, it wasn’t an accident.”

It was not yet four o’clock, but dusk was gathering with an ominous intensity. We’d already seen an owl. The forecast called for snow overnight—just a dusting to an inch. But in this ragged, remote country, meteorologists might as well be reading tarot cards to predict the weather.
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A man stood in the darkened road, waving his arms. As I depressed the brakes, his waves turned frantic as if he feared being run over, as if my headlights could possibly miss a three-hundred-pound guy with a Santa Claus beard wearing ginormous hip waders and a red plaid hunting coat.

Beyond him, the halted train made a rusted wall of boxcars from one ragged tree line to the other. The locomotive had stopped after it had struck the victim. We couldn’t continue if we wanted to.

“Road’s closed! There’s been an accident!” He seemed to think we were hard of hearing, too.

I leaned out the window. “I’m a game warden.”

“Road’s closed!”

Perhaps he was the deaf one.

I turned off the engine but left the Scout with the headlights shining toward the blocked crossing. The man seemed befuddled. His face grew ruddier behind his white beard and under his untrimmed eyebrows.

I repeated my white lie. “I’m a game warden.”

“Well, I guess you’re OK.” His wheezing foretold imminent emphysema. “There’s been an accident, you see.”

Charley leaned across the interior until he was peeking past me through the window. “We heard it on the police radio! Units are on the way! But it’s a good thing you were here in the meantime, sir!”

Charley gestured toward the mud-and-salt-washed Jeep Cherokee pulled to one side of the road and asked the man if that was, perhaps, his vehicle. I knew what my father-in-law was doing. He had taken it upon himself to occupy our new friend so that I could approach the rails unimpeded.

I opened the door while Charley and his new friend discussed the unlikeliness of this tragedy and the misfortune of it happening at Christmastime.

As I approached the stalled train, I realized that, away in the woods, the engineer had accepted the situation and let the locomotive’s engine die. He knew he wouldn’t be continuing to Vanceboro this evening, maybe not even this night.

Gazing down the length of boxcars, where a channel had been cut through the trees for the smooth operation of the trains, I saw fuzzed lights bouncing in the distance. It was the skeleton crew who’d been manning the train, hovering over the body with flashlights.

I pulled on my gloves, then adjusted my black knit cap with the insignia of the Maine Department of Inland Fisheries and Wildlife. It bore a strong resemblance to the hat I wore as part of my official cold-weather uniform. Not quite enough to count as impersonating an officer, but …

The chunked gravel beneath the railroad ties shifted under the soles of my boots. The train cars—a motley mix of boxcars, hoppers, and tanks—blocked the increasingly frigid wind, for which I was grateful.

I sometimes forgot how quietly I moved. I snapped on my own flashlight at the last second. Several of the railroad workers nearly jumped out of their skins at my apparition. Their breaths steamed from their open mouths as if from locomotive engines.

“What’s happened here?” In my tone, I used the command presence all police are taught at the academy.

“There was no avoiding him,” said a man who might have been the engineer. “He was lying right on the tracks.”

“I think he wanted the train to run over him.”

“I hope you have a strong stomach, Warden,” offered another. I didn’t correct him in misidentifying my role at the scene.

Something like six or seven cars, including the locomotive, had run over the corpse before the engineer had managed to stop the train, and he must have pulled the brake as soon as he spotted the man-shaped thing on the tracks.

I focused my light and saw two detached legs wearing faded jeans and Wolverine work boots.

I squatted and saw a gelid black substance that turned as red as nail polish in the beam. The rest of the man was more or less gone, crushed beneath the steel wheels.

“What was he doing on the rails?” I asked the train workers as I poked around with the light, searching in vain for the rest of the corpse but finding only pulped meat. The petroleum smell of the creosote-coated railroad ties wafted around me.

“How the fuck should I know?” said the engineer, who sounded angry at the inconvenience. “I barely saw him before the engine had cut him in two.”

I rose from my crouch. “Did any of you touch anything?”

No one had, they said.

I believed them.

I moved the beam to the area the men had trampled as they’d rushed to the scene. There were dead and broken stalks between the tracks and the nearest bushes. Newly fallen snow dusted the turned rocks.

Good luck collecting evidence.

Except for the bearded man’s Jeep, there wasn’t a vehicle on this side of the tracks. There might have been one on the far side of the train. But my gut told me not to expect it.

When I’d been an investigator, I’d never stopped studying. I’d wanted to learn everything that might make me better at my job.

I remembered being surprised by how many people committed suicide by deliberately stepping in front of a train: something like two hundred a year. Of all the ways to go, it had to be one of the grisliest. And the train worker hadn’t been wrong about how this man would have needed steel nerves to remain stretched across the cold, humming rails, waiting for the edged wheels to obliterate him.

So probably not a suicide.

Drunk or high would have made more sense.

If not for the anonymous text I’d received, which was becoming increasingly menacing in retrospect.

If you happened to be looking to dispose of an inconvenient body, this spot had many virtues as a dumping ground. Tomah Stream Road might see three vehicles a day during the winter. And on the ride in, we’d passed cutouts where the loggers parked their skidders and where an aspiring murderer could hide their vehicle while they dragged their unconscious victim to his death in the darkness.

I instructed the train workers to return, single file, to the locomotive until the state police arrived and they could be properly interviewed.

They didn’t need to be told twice.

Then I studied the legs, which even now my brain had trouble registering as the remains of a human being. I sat on my haunches and inspected the boots. Size ten or ten-and-a-half Wolverines.

The work boots showed fresh scuffing along the toes, and there was dust in the scratches the same color as the railroad gravel. Meaning the wearer had been dragged here. Meaning this had been a homicide.
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Had I not been suspended, my duty would have been to cordon off the crime scene and protect whatever evidence might be found by investigators. But I was a civilian, like it or not. My only responsibility was to give a statement to the responding officer: a young state trooper assigned to the region long after my stint here as district warden.

Sheriff’s deputies began to show up.

The trooper asked one of them to safeguard the bisected corpse while we waited at the crossing for the Major Crimes detectives and forensic technicians to respond.

Another deputy returned with an update. “We got a report of a white van parked near the crossing earlier this afternoon. A logger headed to Vanceboro noticed it because no one ever parks there, especially now that muzzleloader season’s over.”

“A white van?”

They all looked at me, having registered the excitement with which I’d received this news. Of course, I wasn’t going to share with these junior officers that my wife had recently been stalked by someone driving a white van.

Instead, I covered. “Any ideas whose van it might be?”

“Do you know how many white vans there are around here?” the trooper said. “It’s the most popular color sold. And Washington County is the size of Delaware.”

One of the deputies was a veteran who remembered me from my time as a warden in the area.

“Your buddy Jeremy Bard would be the one to ask,” he said.

Bard was the District 62 warden and had been since I’d worked here. He was an arrogant, hard-charging man oblivious of his shortcomings. After I left the division and stopped knocking heads with him, I began to feel sorry for my former colleague. Every time a sergeant’s position opened, he would apply, and every time, he would fail to make the first cut. Still, he kept trying—which I supposed took a certain determination at least. I had hoped to slip away before Jeremy Bard arrived at the crime scene.

No such luck.

Bard came racing up in his patrol truck, siren wailing, blue lights strobing in the dark. He braked too hard on the snow-dusted asphalt and skidded to a stop.

He stepped out of his truck: two hundred pounds of quick-twitch muscle, over-caffeinated blood, and spiked testosterone packed into a five-foot-eight-inch package.

“What are you doing here?” He was wearing his short-sleeved uniform, seemingly unbothered by the cold.

Bard knew about my suspension, so the question was a good one.

“Charley and I were passing through Princeton when we heard the call come over my personal scanner. We thought we might be of assistance. But there was nothing to be done for the victim.”

I watched my breath rise like a curtain between us.

He gestured toward the east, his thick neck barely turning. “He’s down this way, you said?”

I hadn’t said, but he didn’t wait for confirmation. Without bothering to put on a cap or a coat, he trudged down the quarter-mile tunnel of darkness. A moment later, I saw his flashlight flicker to life. The snow was coming harder now.

Charley appeared out of the night.

“Did you get anything out of the old guy who flagged us down?” I asked.

“He says he was out gathering winterberries to make decorative wreaths. He was headed home when he found the road blockaded by the train. Almost no one travels this route, he says. He doesn’t impress me as a villain. But the staties will be looking into his background, no doubt.”

“This is a hell of a place to commit a murder.”

“It would’ve taken some serious work to drag him in there. Whoever did it, he must have really hated the man. My gut tells me the poor feller was alive when the train arrived.”

“When I was alone with the corpse, I poked around a bit and—”

“I’d be disappointed if you hadn’t!”

“I don’t think the CSI people are going to find a lot of evidence. But if he’s in the system—which too many guys around here are—they should be able to match his DNA.”

We waited for someone official to take our statements. No one did. Our observations were seemingly unwanted and unimportant.

After fifteen minutes, Bard came jogging out of the woods as if he’d run headlong into an angry bear. His right hand, I noticed immediately, was balled in a fist, as if he were clutching some small object. His weather-tanned face had gone ashen.

I doubted his complexion had anything to do with the gruesome remains. Whatever my issues with Bard, I knew he didn’t possess a weak stomach. We’d worked a case together once where an ATV rider had been decapitated by a wire strung between trees. He had picked up the head as if it were a bowling ball and calmly put it in a bag.

“Do you know who the victim is?” I asked.

“How could I? It’s just a couple of legs.” He gazed down the glittering road. “No reason for you two to stick around.”

“That’s a matter for the state police,” answered Charley, who, having attained legendary status within the service before his retirement, had even less respect for Jeremy Bard as a game warden than I did.

For once, I played the peacemaker. “We were just leaving.”

“Young Bard has always been as prickly as a porcupine,” my father-in-law observed after he’d left us.

He’d been hiding something in his fist. I was certain of it. But I couldn’t bring myself to believe that even Jeremy Bard would take evidence from a crime scene.

“He knows who the victim is.”

“I was thinking the same thing.”
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Back at Charley and Ora’s, we sat down to a very late supper. The wind howled outside, joined by Shadow’s indignant cries from the dog run Charley had built specially for him. The wolf hybrid could climb over and dig under fences that would hold lesser creatures, and while I hated to hear my canine companion cry, Stacey reminded me he was, genetically speaking, a timber wolf—his ancestors had hunted baby mammoths through the eternal winter of the Pleistocene. He could handle the cold.

Ora had worked her usual culinary magic—a rutabaga soup, baked beans with venison bacon, and a maple-acorn torte. Most of it came from their deer-proof garden or Charley’s foraging hauls from the spruce-pine forest and pocket swamps. Ora’s kitchen, built around a wood-fired cookstove and a custom sink, was designed for a woman in a wheelchair.

She’d been paralyzed in a floatplane crash. For years, Stacey had blamed her father—rightly—for pressuring her mother to learn to fly, when it was clear she found it more harrowing than euphoric. But Ora, an optimist by nature, had rehabbed, adapted, and moved forward. I admired her even more than I loved her.

After supper, we gathered under the warm lamp light. Ora and Stacey drank rose hip tea; Charley and I leaned over mugs of coffee, hashing out what we knew.

“It had to have been the same white van that followed me,” Stacey said. “The timing of that text proves it.”

“It’s definitely suggestive,” I said. “But we can’t jump to conclusions.”

“You can’t, but I can,” said my wife. “I’m not law enforcement. I’m not bound by probable cause or standards of evidence. And here’s what I do know: Someone who was hanging around the Malloy fire sent you to another death scene tonight.”

Charley stroked his long chin. “There’s a saying among police: ‘It’s not what you know, it’s what you can prove.’”

Stacey was in a combative mood, and I couldn’t blame her. “We can prove that the anonymous call Mike received back home came from a spoofed number. We can prove that the text came from one, too. The Sardine Council! This guy has a sense of humor—twisted, maybe, but credit where credit is due.”

“How did he know you were in the area?” Ora asked. She had the luminous green eyes, shining white hair, and high cheekbones of the queen of Asgard.

“It wasn’t exactly a state secret that we were headed up to Washington County,” I said.

My mother-in-law touched my forearm as she tended to do: a gesture of affection. “There’s something else that’s troubling you, Mike—something you haven’t mentioned.”

I had stopped marveling at her intuitive powers. “Why did he want me there—at those train tracks? What did he want me to see or conclude? It was clear from his earlier call that he and I must’ve met seven years ago when I was stationed here. He seems to be carrying a grudge against me. But I’ve gone down the list of the truly bad hombres I arrested and none of them fit his profile.”

“What’s his profile, would you say?” Stacey asked.

“Smart, mischievous, but skilled with technology if he can spoof calls and fly a drone. Those cigar stubs Kathy and I found could have been planted to throw me off. He mentioned a father who described my old Jeep as a ‘badass mudslinger,’ which suggests he’s middle-aged or younger. What else?”

“You’re forgetting the most important thing,” Charley said. “He knew about the man on the train tracks before the call went out over the channel.”

I hadn’t forgotten that detail. I just didn’t know what to do with it yet.

“If he had the scoop, he might have put the body there. But he might also have gotten advance word from the railroad company or through a law enforcement connection.”

“He’s absolutely the killer,” Stacey announced.

I smiled at her, thinking how liberating it was to settle on a hunch instead of having to consider a problem from 360 degrees and then make the case stick for a judge and jury.

Ora reached for me again. “There’s another question I’d like to ask you, Mike. You know Jeremy Bard better than we do. If he did recognize the man who was killed, why would he have pretended not to?”

Charley responded with a rare smirk as if he were sitting on a juicy secret. “You might remember that after we gave our statements to the detectives, I felt the call of nature, and a mighty call it was. I spent part of that time spying on Bard. He’d seemed jittery and indecisive. Anyhow, I watched him do something curious from behind my urinal tree.”

We all leaned forward, waiting for the yarn spinner to continue.

“He removed his cell phone from his pocket, stared at the screen, even dialed a number, and then quickly put it back. He did this three times!”

“That doesn’t sound like he was calling his wife to say he’d be late,” Stacey said.

“If I had to guess, I’d say he was trying to get up the courage to tell someone the bad news.”

My chair creaked as I leaned away from the table.

“There’s a lot of things I could say about Jeremy Bard. But he is no coward. If he’s withholding information, he has a reason. It might not be an ethical reason. But I guarantee you it makes total sense to Bard.”

“You don’t really think he took evidence?” Stacey said.

“I think he’s capable of it. That was the frustrating thing about working with Jeremy—all the recklessly dangerous and unethical things people accused me of doing, he actually did. He was my personal cautionary tale, even if it took me years to realize what he represented.”
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Later that night, I woke to my cell vibrating on the bedside table. The phone nearly shimmied over the edge before I caught it.

The name of the caller showed on the glowing screen.

Jeremy Bard.

“Who is it?” Stacey murmured from her pillow.

I told her.

“Remind him you’re suspended.” Then she rolled over and fell back asleep.

I plodded heavily down the stairs of the guesthouse to the sitting room, where it was warmer. A chunk of oak would burn all night in the woodstove.

“I need your help,” Bard said.

I wondered if he had ever spoken those words in his life. He was usually such an arrogant prick.

“What’s going on?”

“Can you meet me?” He sounded shaken.

In less than thirty seconds, I had gone from REM sleep to fully awake.

“Meet you now? It’s two o’clock in the morning.”

“I know, I know. But you’re the only person I can call about this. If you don’t help me, Mike, I don’t know what I’ll do. I’ve been driving around for hours.”

Bard wasn’t the kind of man who admitted uncertainty, let alone desperation.

“Where are you?”

“In Princeton. The Food Mart parking lot.”

In this weather, it would be an hour’s drive along snow-slick logging roads to meet him.

Suddenly, I recalled his uncharacteristically ashen expression as he’d returned from looking at the body on the train tracks.

“You know who the victim is, don’t you? I saw you take something from the crime scene.”

“No, I didn’t,” he began. Then stopped himself. “What did you see?”

“You were gripping something small in your fist—trying to conceal it from us. I’m not going to ask what it was because I don’t want to have to report you to the Major Crimes Unit, let alone Warden Service internal affairs. The smartest thing you can do right now is contact the detectives who caught the case and plead temporary insanity.”

“I will, I will,” he said, his voice breaking. “But I need to do something first. And you’re the only person I trust.”

I crossed the room to look out at the dog run, where my wolf was spending the snowy night. Ora liked Shadow, but she wasn’t going to let him destroy her floors and furnishings. I pressed my forehead against the cold glass, attempting to see past my reflection, out into the December night.

Flakes continued to swirl past, but it seemed like snow might be blowing off the roof now. The ground was ghostly white, and I saw Shadow’s paws sticking out of his doghouse. Stacey was right; he was a half-wild animal built for the snow-capped mountains and frozen tundra, not some delicate house pet.

“I’m already in enough trouble,” I said. “And I’m definitely not going to break the law for you.”

“I’m not asking you to, for fuck’s sake. I need you to back me up.”

Now I understood: Bard wasn’t asking me to lie on his behalf or provide a false alibi. He required my presence as a law enforcement officer—even a suspended one—because he was headed into some backwoods heart of darkness.

“I can’t, Jeremy. Stacey could go into labor any minute.”

“Look, Mike, I know you and I have had our differences. But I’m at the end of my rope—like, literally.”

Bard was an ass, but I knew desperation when I heard it. If he got himself injured or worse doing the reckless thing he intended to do, my refusal to help would sit forever in my stomach, undigested and undigestible.

“You’ve got to give me something here.”

“I’m texting you a photo.”

My phone buzzed. I clicked the message, and a grainy photograph of a teenager appeared. The boy’s features were out of focus. He was thin with a long neck and a head of naturally curly hair that looked like it had never met a barber.

“Who is he?”

“It’s not a conversation we should have over the phone. But I’m positive it’s our victim. I’ll explain how I know when you get here. But you’ll recognize the name.”

Bard and I might not have been close, but he knew what bait to use to hook me.

Charley and I had put off wrapping the tires of my Scout with chains. I would need to trust that my studded tires were up to the conditions. And a cup of coffee for the road.

Now I just had to tell my wife.
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I was right; the snow had moved out to sea. As I drove, the stars and planets emerged until, by the time I pulled into Princeton, sleeping beneath its new white blanket, I could make out Jupiter and Sirius, even the smudged glow of the Pleiades. The star cluster only showed itself on the clearest of winter nights.

Bard’s patrol truck was the only vehicle in the lot, but he got out, anyway, to wave me down. He was still in his uniform, but dressed for warmth now, looking very much like a game warden on a covert night mission.

I, meanwhile, was wearing a wool hunting coat, Carhartt bibs, and snowmobiling boots.

As I slid in beside him, I was careful to keep a hand on my Sig tucked into my coat pocket. It would fit the spirit of the evening for me to shoot off my dick.

“If Stacey calls, you’re going to need to rush me back to my Scout.”

But the tires were already in motion. He turned left onto Route 1 and accelerated hard, as if into busy traffic, although the newly plowed and sanded road was deserted in both directions. He was heading south, toward the coast.

“Where are we going, Jeremy?”

“I hope I’m wrong about this,” he said. “But if I’m not, I want someone with me when I break the news.”

“To the family, you mean.” I brought out my phone and held up the lighted screen. I pulled up the picture of the kid with the mop of hair. “Are you going to give me a name?”

The speedometer hit fifty, too fast for a frozen road. The land looked so pale and deserted. We might have been traveling through a nuclear winter.

“I can do better than that.”

And from his pocket, he produced a miniature boxcar—less than four inches long—that looked like it was part of an elaborate model train set.

“I found this on the far side of the tracks. Someone planted it.”

It took me all of ten seconds to make the horrifying connection. “The dead guy is Axl Deming?”

The guy was a noted model train enthusiast. Vanceboro boasted the nearest railroad. But it was a solid hour from Machias where the Deming brothers had committed their alleged but unproven murder. Axl being run over by a train was no coincidence.

But the first question out of my mouth was the prosaic one. “Why did you take that toy from the crime scene? It might have had prints.”

“We both know whoever put it there wore gloves.”

“You did worse than compromise evidence—”

“In my place, you would have done the same.”

“No I wouldn’t, and what the fuck are you talking about?”

“I made a promise to his brother. I owe it to Shayn to break the news myself.”

“If you think I’m going with you to the Deming place, you’re nuts.”

He didn’t lift his foot off the gas pedal. The high beams opened a swath of light in the darkness ahead, and he kept his eyes fixed on it.

“You don’t understand friendship,” he said.

“You’re telling me you’re still buddies with Shayn Deming—and that’s why you’re risking your entire career?”

“Yes, we’re friends,” he said. “We played football at Whitney High School. After graduation, we might have drifted in different directions. I got a degree in conservation law while Shayn—”

“Raped and murdered a teenage girl with his little brother, Axl.”

He side-eyed me. “That was never proven.”

“Fine,” I said. “Shayn and Axl allegedly raped and murdered Emily Crockett. Then they allegedly dumped her body in a marsh on the side of a road.”

Bard had made up his mind long ago, trusting friendship over facts.

“The attorney would’ve prosecuted if there was probable cause.”

I exhaled, causing my window to fog. I’d gone past frustration and into an anger that was beginning to feel primal.

“You know damn well why no charges were filed. Their mother and Shayn’s girlfriend gave them alibis. That same girlfriend he was abusing—the one who overdosed after giving her statement. So no cross-examination. No retraction.”

“You’re not seeing the full picture.”

“If you think they’re innocent, then you’re the only person in Washington County who does.”

“That’s not true.”

“The only person not related to them.”

Everything I knew about the Deming case, I knew secondhand at best, having arrived in the district months after the murder investigation, too late to play even a minor role in the story.

Emily Crockett was sixteen. She’d had a few brushes with the law—shoplifting, running away—but nothing serious. She’d volunteered at the animal shelter and posted videos of herself singing Taylor Swift songs with a voice people swore could’ve taken her somewhere.

She and Axl knew each other, but it wasn’t romantic. He was a goofy nerd whose grandfather had bequeathed him a vintage Lionel train set that Axl had set up in his basement.

That same basement was where Emily had last been seen. According to Axl’s mom, the girl had left drunk the night she died, headed to a party up the road in Marshfield.

Eight hours later, her naked, strangled body was found three miles east of Machias, dumped like trash off the Dog Town Road.

“She and Axl were goofing around like kids, playing with his toy trains,” Jewel Deming had told reporters. “She must have run into some creepy man walking along the road.”

Shayn was the opposite of his shy and scrawny brother. Bigger. Meaner. Controlling. He lived with the girlfriend who gave him the alibi and who then died from shooting up laced heroin before she could ever be cross-examined at a trial.

The Crockett murder had continued to be the chief subject of conversation at every lunch counter in Machias. I could walk into a diner and feel the animal heat in the air. Lobstermen, road workers, and contractors still seething because they were certain Shayn and Axl Deming had seemingly—the word was important—gotten away with the worst crime anyone could remember.

Washington County is a very small place.

As is Maine.

I was twenty-five that winter and fantasized that I’d be the one to ferret out the truth. I was naive, idealistic, overconfident. I believed in the myth of the lone officer solving the case no one else could crack. But whoever killed Emily Crockett had left no trail of breadcrumbs, no forensic evidence whatsoever.

The case got cold fast.

The people of Machias didn’t require the same level of proof as the police. They were confident that Shayn and Axl had raped and strangled Emily; the Demings had always been bad news, everyone agreed.

Surely, the police would find a witness who could punch a hole through Jewel Deming’s alibi.

Surely, the family would be brought to justice.

But they never were.

It was the Malloy case all over again, I now realized.
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Before I allowed myself to jump to conclusions about a pattern being repeated, I tried to remember everything I could about the police investigation into Emily Crockett’s murder. It wasn’t much.

Detectives focused on Axl, but Emily’s phone last pinged after midnight in Marshfield—hours after Jewel Deming insisted Emily had left their house. Fibers under the girl’s nails matched their basement rug but proved nothing since she’d been playing with Axl’s train set in the basement.

In addition to his girlfriend’s alibi, Shayn Deming’s cell phone put him at his apartment all night. By the time the police had gotten a warrant to search his Subaru WRX, he’d gotten the car detailed. No forensic evidence remained to tie Emily to the vehicle.

Even under active investigation, the Demings had continued with their lives like nothing had happened.

Jewel showed up five days a week to work behind the counter of the auto parts store owned by one of her brothers, where she was too feisty a presence for customers to confront with questions, let alone accusations.

Axl kept attending Whitney High. Eventually, he dropped out, not from being bullied or ostracized but from boredom. He’d simply lost interest in school, like so many underprivileged kids. Eventually, he started drinking hard enough for the police to pick him up off the streets and drive him home every weekend.

Only Shayn Deming was ever punished—though not for anything related to Emily Crockett. He was pulled over for speeding in Eastport, and a drug dog signaled narcotics in the car. After a swift trial, he was sentenced to four years for possession with intent to sell and shipped off in shackles to the Maine State Prison, where I had it from a reliable source—my friend Billy Cronk had been an inmate at the time—that he’d been gang-raped in an unmonitored storage area.

Criminals who hurt juveniles are often targeted for violence behind bars. Even convicted felons can fancy themselves as avenging angels. Irony isn’t widely appreciated by prisoners.

I fixed Bard with a glare. “I didn’t realize Shayn was out of prison.”

“Got out three months ago. He’s back living with his mom.”

Now I understood why my fellow warden was nervous.

“And one of the first things he did was reach out to his old buddy Jeremy Bard?”

“He called me. All right? He said someone was after Axl and asked if I could investigate it for him.”

“What did he mean about someone being after Axl?”

“Following him in the dark. Spying on him from a vehicle parked down the street.”

“What kind of vehicle?”

“White van.”

“That helps narrow it down,” I said.

My window shivered when a gust of wind collided with the truck and pushed it closer to the snow-strewn center line.

“It was always parked in the same place, Shayn said, out of the streetlights. He described the driver as a big guy. ‘Massive’ was the word he used. Shayn went out to confront him once. But the windowless van backed away at full speed.”

In my mind now, I saw the same large man tailing Stacey home from work in his van. But I knew I was getting ahead of myself.

“And that’s all Shayn told you?” I pressed. “That a massive guy in a van was after Axl?”

In the cramped cab, Bard was sweating through his deodorant. He’d always been the type who soaked through his shirt the minute things got tense.

“Axl hadn’t been home. Two nights, maybe three. He’d stopped going to his court-ordered AA meetings. He was back drinking at the Rusty Scupper.” Bard’s voice faltered. “Shayn was worried about him. He told me to keep an eye out. Then I heard the call—someone dead on the tracks in Vanceboro—and I just knew.”

And instead of telling the state police, he’d swiped evidence and roped me into paying a house call to one of the most violent men in the county.

As a rookie, Bard had fit a common type: the hard-charger who lived to chase speeders and kick down doors. That ended the night a bullet from his gun killed a kid in a raid gone sideways. The AG called it tragic but justified. Something cracked in his armor-plated machismo after that. Beneath the muscle and swagger, he developed a conscience.

“I almost get why you think you owe Shayn,” I said. “The problem is, he’s a violent ex-con—forget what he probably did to Emily Crockett—and you know damn well he’s going to take his grief out on you. So you want me along for backup, because my reputation’s already shot to hell.”

Bard didn’t answer because he didn’t need to.

Back when he and I had patrolled this patch together, our perpetually pissed-off sergeant had taken to calling us the “fuckup twins.” I’d hated it. Bard had a reputation for bringing in suspects with fat lips and scalp bruises from “accidentally” hitting their heads on the truck door.

His personnel file showed an officer overeager to deal out justice beyond the Maine criminal code. A man who didn’t think the rules applied to him.

How different was mine, really?
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We crossed the Machias Dike, a raised highway built atop a dam that had once prevented the salt bay from flooding the freshwater impoundment above. Now it was commonplace for storm tides to wash across the road several times a year. Waves were eroding the riprap while chipping at the asphalt surface. The last I’d heard, the Department of Transportation was debating what to do about the antiquated dike.

Entering Machias’s miniature downtown, a row of old brick-and-wood buildings, punctuated by brightly lit gas stations, I was transported back to the time when I was the warden exiled to this district. But it wasn’t regret, or even generalized nostalgia, I was feeling for my rookie mistakes. I was genuinely puzzled by my present situation.

My secret admirer, as I had taken to calling him, claimed he’d met me during my years here: patrolling the Down East coast and briefly as a guide on Grand Lake Stream. It seemed like someone carrying a murderous grudge. And yet I couldn’t summon a single incident—a single potential suspect—from my memory.

If he’d remained in the area, he would have been steeped in the collective vilification of the Demings.

Rightly or wrongly, the Malloys and Axl Deming shared one commonality: In the public’s judgment, they had escaped justice. The pattern was forming whether I liked it or not—someone was engaged in a campaign of vigilante justice.

But how did I fit into his calculus? Delphine Cruz had been right when she’d said I’d been involved in a surfeit of police-involved shootings. But I’d never taken the life of anyone in Washington County. And the other fatal incidents in my file had all been deemed justified by the attorney general’s review. Of course, a wannabe punisher would conclude I’d been guilty of murder but cleared by a rigged system. In his warped perception, I was no different from the Malloys and Demings of the world: worse because I wore a badge.

Just before the bridge over Bad Little Falls—where the Machias River plunged in violent cascades over ledges, down to the brackish marshes at the head of the historic bay—we passed the bar Axl had lately been frequenting. It was late now, and the Rusty Scupper tavern was closed for the night. Even when the windows were lighted and the seats were filled, the place had always given off an air of desperation and despair.

Students from the University of Maine occasionally descended their hill and crossed the bridge for the excitement of having a drink in a quintessential dive bar. But they were only tolerated and never welcome. The Rusty Scupper belonged to men and women intent upon drinking themselves to death, even if it was only one depth charge at a time.

No wonder Axl Deming had found it to his liking.

“What are you thinking?” he asked.

My introspective silence had rattled Bard more than our argument had. He must’ve been wondering when I planned on alerting the state police to the theft of evidence.

My secret admirer claimed to have grown up in Washington County. If he still lived here, it must have enraged him to watch the Demings blithely go about their business while Emily Crockett rotted in a grave in the Longfellow Cemetery.

Maybe killing the Malloys had been a practice run for executing Axl Deming.

“Mike?” Bard said, this time with an edge. “I asked you what you were thinking.”

This time, I turned in my seat, straining the lap belt, to give him a cold stare. “Among other things, I’m wondering how Axl got from Machias to Vanceboro—eighty miles north of here—without being seen. The town’s not exactly bustling, but it seems like someone would have noticed him being kidnapped off the street.”

“Not if he knew his abductor and went willingly.”

Now a new worry sparked in my head. The first thing Shayn Deming would do upon learning of his brother’s brutal death would be to create his own list of suspects. It didn’t matter that he was a felon on probation—he was bound to set off on a hunt to avenge his brother’s murder. Bard wasn’t just delivering an unauthorized death notice; he could be setting into motion a chain of savage events.

“Maybe you should turn around,” I said without explanation.

He eased his foot off the gas and angled the right wheels onto a snowbank piled along Salem Street.

“It’s too late,” he said. “I already texted Shayn I was coming. And this is the Deming place ahead.”

Through the swirling snowflakes, I saw a ramshackle house with its windows alight in anxious expectation.
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The house was the only one on the street not decorated for Christmas. It amazed me they were still living in the same home where Emily Crockett had allegedly been raped and strangled. The Demings’ source of power was their utter shamelessness, their disregard and disdain for others.

The dashboard faded. “This is a seriously bad idea. You need to come clean with the state police and, once they’re sure it was Axl on those tracks, let the detectives be the ones to do this.”

“I already told you he’s my friend.”

Whatever fleeting sympathies I’d had for Bard’s dilemma were gone now, replaced with annoyance at his stubbornness and stupidity.

“Good luck, because I’m not going inside with you, Jeremy.”

“For Christ’s sake, Mike.”

“And don’t think I won’t call the Machias PD if this goes south.”

He muttered an obscenity under his breath. But he got the message: I was immovable on this point. In the light spilling out of the house, I watched him adjust his gun belt as he approached the front steps, paying particular attention that his pepper spray was within easy reach and that his sidearm was secured in its holster.

I dialed my wife.

“You’ll never believe where I am,” I said to Stacey.

“Machias,” she said. “Our phones have location sharing, remember? Why did Bard drag you to see the Demings, and more importantly, why did you agree to go?”

She’d done a computer search. As a former scientist, she’d always been a top-notch researcher.

The front door opened, and I saw the muscular silhouette of Shayn Deming standing on the threshold. The ex-con was below average height and bandy-legged, but he was broad across the shoulders with a wide, V-shaped physique.

“Jeremy took something from the crime scene. It was a miniature train like the one Axl Deming had. And he’s been missing for the past two nights.”

“Wow,” Stacey said, drawing out the word. “That’s certainly … interesting.”

“Tell me about it.”

I was surprised to see Shayn step aside so Bard could enter the house. I had figured that my colleague would spit out the death notification on the doorstep. I tended to misjudge and underestimate Bard just enough to be problematic.

“So two of the most hated people in Maine—three if you count Jenna Malloy—die under suspicious circumstances,” Stacey said. “The proprietors of Feel the Burn Fitness in a house fire, and a model train enthusiast by being run over by a locomotive. And we’re supposed to believe this was all coincidence?”

“The only coincidence is that I’ve been around for both occasions, and I’m beginning to doubt that my presence was by chance,” I said. “I know how it sounds, but what if there is a real vigilante out there?”

To her credit, Stacey had heard my admonition against leaping to unsubstantiated conclusions. “But the marshal was convinced the Malloy fire was accidental—”

“Or maybe it was made to look that way by someone who studied how to get away with arson. The possibility explains Karen Kershaw’s behavior after I confronted her with the holes in her story. She knows who the vigilante is and is afraid for her life.”

“You have a theory about what’s going on, don’t you?”

She had surprised me again but in a way that flattered my ego. “Why do you say that?”

“Because I’ve known you for nine years, and I can tell from the confidence in your voice when you’re having one of your Sherlock moments.”

I laughed out loud. “I’m definitely not Sherlock Holmes!”

“No, you’re more reckless, more headstrong—more of a Mike Bowditch. But every now and then, you do a pretty good imitation of an actual detective.”

“Thanks for the backhanded compliment! But yes, as a matter of fact, I do have a theory. I think someone’s going after high-profile cases where the justice system failed and seemingly guilty people got away with murder. There might be more than one person involved. I think they’re working their way down a list. And the reason we’ve been targeted for harassment is because my name is on it.”

Just then, before I could continue our husband-and-wife brainstorming session, the front window of the Deming house broke apart, and Shayn and Bard came flying out amid the shattering glass, locked together as if in a fight to the death above Reichenbach Falls.
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By the time I reached the fight, there was blood on the snow.

Shayn, recognizing that Bard’s midsection was protected by his ballistic vest, used a one-armed headlock to secure him while, with his free fist, he delivered a series of rabbit punches to his opponent’s face. Bard was doing his best to pry Deming’s forearm loose while he groped for the can of pepper spray holstered on his belt.

“Get him! Get him!”

The hoarse voice belonged to Jewel Deming, who loomed behind the broken panes of glass that jutted from the window frame. Her fingers were outstretched as if summoning a spell, like some big-haired, heavy-metal goddess of vengeance.

Bard knew how to wrestle. Every graduating cadet of the police academy received, as their last test, a hellish experience called the Final Fight, during which an instructor attacked you with every dirty trick in the street fighter’s handbook. For many officers-to-be, it was the most traumatic moment of their lives—until they hit the streets.

Drawing upon muscle memory, Bard gave up on his pepper spray and drove a fist hard enough into Shayn’s groin to ram his balls up into his abdomen.

It said something about Deming that, while he let out a soprano scream, he never stopped with the jabs.

Part of me was inclined to let the two continue injuring each other as they rolled back and forth through the red-splattered snow and the diamonds of glass.

Instead, I reached down and plucked the holstered canister from Bard’s belt. Sabre spray has a trademark red color and sticky consistency that keeps the stinging capsicum from becoming airborne. From a safe distance, I dowsed both combatants with crimson goo until the canister hissed empty.

Shayn and Bard rolled apart. They brought up their hands to shield their eyes, noses, and mouths from the burning substance. They coughed and hacked hard enough that it sounded like they were bringing up the scalded linings of their lungs.

“You son of a bitch!” This was Jewel again.

I wouldn’t have put it past her to have a pocket pistol in her faded jeans or a sawed-off shotgun in the umbrella stand. And so I tossed the can aside and drew my pistol and trained it on the felonious son while I kept a watchful eye on the mother.

Shayn was dressed for bed, in a now-torn T-shirt and white briefs that exposed his muscled legs. He was one of those hirsute men who need to shave everywhere to avoid looking like a wolf man on the night of the full moon. His eyebrows were dark and thick, and the hair on his head was as black as Shadow’s. He didn’t resemble his red-faced, apple-shaped mother in the slightest.

The neighborhood had been shocked from sleep. I became aware of house lights coming on.

The owner of the place next door inadvertently activated the pump that blew air into the inflatable Santa Claus on his snowy lawn as well as a looming green Grinch.

I shouted, “Will someone dial 9–1–1 ASAP and get the Machias police here?”

A voice replied, “Already done!”

From the snow, Bard raised a teary face. He looked like he’d won first prize in a strawberry pie–eating contest. “You didn’t have to spray me, too!”

“You were so close, I had no choice.”

“Asshole.”

Shayn Deming spat out a jet of red saliva followed by a threat. “Whoever the fuck you are, I swear to Christ—”

Part of me was almost hoping he’d charge me so that I’d have an excuse to use my gun on this murdering rapist.

“He’s that other warden,” Jewel croaked. “Bowditch.”

I was surprised she remembered my name. During my two-year tenure in the district, I couldn’t once recall laying eyes on the woman. But my face had been in the news over the years. And clearly, I had made a large impression on the mystery man calling me and sending ominous texts.

Jewel wore ripped jeans and a faded T-shirt celebrating the band Megadeth. Her hair was frosted and sprayed into a brittle mane.

“Is it true?” she rasped. “Is Axl dead?”

One of the commandments around giving death notifications is that you are never to speak the words if there is any uncertainty about the identity of the victim. I assumed Bard had broken this protocol, leading to the melee with Shayn for not finding and protecting his missing brother.

“Yes!” Bard said. “I’m sorry, Jewel, but yes.”

“And you saw him, too?” she demanded of me. “You saw it was Axl?”

I didn’t want to contradict my fellow warden, but I wasn’t going to vouch for the identity of the victim, as certain as I was that her son was the boy on the tracks.

“The state police will have more information,” was the best I could mutter.

Only after I had spoken did I understand that I might now have trouble portraying myself as an unwilling and unwitting passenger on a ride-along from hell. By pepper-spraying Shayn, I had made myself Bard’s accomplice. I was arguably an active participant in the mayhem.

Writhing in the snow with his swollen eyes shut, Shayn Deming spat and spat again. He knew to put snow in his eyes to lessen the burning. It wasn’t the first time he’d been sprayed.

“It was that big guy in the white van who took him,” snarled Jewel. “It had to be! You need to find that man, Shayn.”

“I will, Ma.”

“You need to chop his balls off.”

Bard managed to find his footing. I’d tried to give him less of a blast than his opponent, but his face now looked like he’d been stung bloody by hornets.

“I’m sorry you had to hear it this way,” he told Jewel.

“Fuck you, Jeremy Bard.”

I heard a siren in the distance. I took one last look at Jewel Deming framed in the window like a Blakean painting of anger incarnate. I let the arm holding my pistol drop to my side as the first blue lights, reflecting off the thousand shards of glass, illuminated the otherwise darkened street.
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The rest of the night passed as I would have predicted. Bard and I gave our statements to the Machias chief of police. I didn’t know this man, either; he’d moved to the area and been hired since my time Down East. How much had changed in seven years!

The chief was a stern-faced officer, a career cop, who was generous in dispensing his disdain, spreading it around equally to the Demings, whom he considered a blight upon the town, and upon the two game wardens who had rousted him out of bed. If he was more scornful of Bard, it was only because he knew the warden personally, while with me, he was relying on old stories—not all of which were untrue—from my days as a thorn in his department’s side.

“I’m so fucked,” Bard said when the excruciating conversation was finally over.

I couldn’t disagree.

Not that I was breathing easy myself. My presence at this shit show was bound to get back to the warden colonel who held my fate in his hands. Did I not want to return to active duty, or did I not care?

Back at the house later, with dawn half an hour off, I found Stacey and Charley waiting up in the kitchen.

Charley sipped his coffee and stroked his majestic chin.

“I’ve been thinking about how we go about IDing this vigilante,” he said. “I hate the thought of twiddling our thumbs while a serial killer is sizing up his next victim, even if the next victim is a murderer himself.”

“Especially if Mike is on this man’s list of targets.” Stacey was straddling a kitchen chair with a pillow between her pregnant belly and the chair back. The position looked uncomfortable, but I wasn’t carrying an eight-pound human in my abdomen

“I keep going back to him supposedly having known me when I was a warden here.”

“I’d be careful believing anything this man says.”

My father-in-law’s caution was good advice, but assuming I was facing a psychopath, there was a bright line between remaining open-minded and objective and letting those same virtues get me killed because I refused to take a hint.

“If I met this guy years ago and did something to make him my blood enemy, why don’t I remember the incident? It’s frustrating not to have access to my old reports, because at least then I could have pored over my arrest records. Unfortunately, the Warden Service confiscated my laptop along with my shield and my service weapon.”

When I had been promoted to investigator, I had started keeping backups to my reports on my personal computer. It was a practice I wished I had picked up sooner. But the unavoidable truth was I’d always been a slow learner, and not just with PCs.

“Any favors you could call in back at HQ?” Charley asked.

“I can only play that card once, and I don’t want to use it now, not if it doesn’t lead me to an identification.”

Just then, my phone buzzed. I was surprised to see it was the warden colonel. I was under the impression that he wouldn’t contact me during my suspension, not unless my union rep was also on the call.

“I spoke with Machias PD,” he said. “The Deming family claims you were part of that brawl last night.”

“No excuses. I shouldn’t have been there.”

He made a muttering noise that might have been agreement. “Rapid DNA identified the victim as Axl Deming. If Bard had given a death notice to the wrong family…”

I anticipated him telling me that I had violated the terms of my suspension and that, progressive discipline being in effect, I would suffer the consequence of spending my remaining probation time on unpaid leave.

Instead, he said, “We’re opening an internal affairs investigation into Bard, needless to say. And I expect the state police will be looking at him, too, for criminal charges.”

“Understood, sir.”

“You’ll be getting a call from the captain to submit to an interview. I respect my wardens standing together. Loyalty is a virtue in my book. But I hope you will see your way to speaking frankly about what Bard told you last night and what you witnessed.”

As much as I disliked Bard, I would have to think long and hard before I ratted him out.

“Yes, sir.”

“How’s Stacey doing, by the way? When is the baby due again?”

The question had so surprised me, coming from him in the context of the call, that I stuttered out my answer.

“Sometime between Christmas and New Year’s.”

“Firstborns are usually late. They almost never arrive on time—at least in my personal experience. Your entire reality is about to change, Mike. Give your wife my best wishes,” he said, putting a period on our conversation.

I’d thought about telling him what had been happening: how I’d been prank-called and mysteriously texted, how I couldn’t shake the sense someone was tracking me. But what was I going to say? That a white van might or might not have followed Stacey? That someone might be mad about a case I’d closed years ago and couldn’t remember? That wasn’t evidence. That was paranoia. Or that was how it would be seen.

I let it go—and immediately wished I hadn’t.

During my rookie years, when I’d spent more time in trouble than not, I’d doubted I had what it took to do the job. My experience as a warden investigator had convinced me I did. My methods might not have been conventional or always aboveboard, but I was a damned good officer—judged by the number of criminals I’d put away and lives I’d managed to save.

Now with my life potentially at stake, I found myself without resources and with nothing to fall back upon but my powers of reasoning.

I had never felt more like an outsider.
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After I had napped awhile, I decided to take Shadow for an overdue walk. We had a three-mile loop we made out to the Stud Mill Road and back along one of the unnamed skidder trails.

My hope was that being outdoors might sharpen my thinking, because it felt seriously blunted at the moment. Nature always has that effect on me. Feeling the cold wind on my face, hearing the rapid, buzzing calls of the pine siskins in the treetops, becoming aware of my breath, always centers me in the moment. And it is when my mind is empty that the inspirations inevitably arrive. I am only ever my true self in the woods.

But as the wolf and I set off down the plowed drive, I found myself unable to meditate. Instead, I kept hearing the same message:

Your entire reality is about to change.

Despite the transformation in Stacey’s body, the unmistakable kick of life, I still couldn’t believe I was about to become a father. Maybe it felt more unreal to me than to most men. Not everyone had grown up with a vengeful father who seemed torn from the pages of Greek mythology. Violent and volatile, Jack Bowditch had so warped fatherhood for me that even now, I couldn’t see myself in the role.

I forced myself to slow down, to focus.

Soon enough, the winter landscape began to work its mindful magic.

As I watched the steam torn from the wolf’s mouth, smelled the freshly chewed cedar boughs where the deer had browsed the night before—a revelation arrived unbidden.

Axl Deming had been hauled from the white van and pulled a quarter mile into the woods. It might have been possible for a massively strong individual to do it alone, performing a fireman’s carry. But I knew from experience how difficult it is to sling a body over your shoulder. Even a freak of nature would have been hard-pressed to stagger a hundred yards.

Besides which, there was evidence that Axl had been moved by dragging.

A single person pulling an unconscious man would have hooked their arms under the armpits and shuffled backward along the tracks. A lifeless body, being deadweight, resists being moved as if out of deliberate stubbornness. It’s too heavy in the wrong places; it gets stuck on rail ties or fallen branches. For one man, moving a corpse (or near corpse), is difficult, awkward, sweaty work, no matter how strong you are.

But Axl’s leather boots showed fresh scuffing only along the toes.

The pattern suggested the work of two people, one under each arm, supporting the body’s weight, dragging him forward, not backward, with the victim’s toes scraping the rocks. Dust would have gotten stuck in the gouges and scratches, just as it had in Axl’s Wolverines.

Shadow had stopped beside a newly yellowed snowbank and was looking back at me, waiting for me to catch up.

My subconscious had been waiting to tell me the meaning of what I had observed the night before: My vigilante had an accomplice.
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I returned two hours later—Shadow had wanted to investigate a moose track—to find that both Stacey’s midwife and doula had come and gone. They’d brought us a blow-up birthing pool and set it up in the great room. To my eye, it looked like a hot tub made of blue plastic.

I made all the right comments, but inwardly, I was wondering about the wisdom of Stacey giving birth in such a remote setting, so far from state-of-the-art medical interventions.

My wife might as well have been reading my thoughts.

“Women have been doing it this way for millennia, you know,” she said with a wry smile. “Then doctors began convincing everyone it was dangerous if they weren’t running the show.”

I didn’t say anything. I just nodded.

She reached for my hand. “We’ve got a nurse midwife, a doula, and a plan. We’re going to be just fine, Mike.”

Both she and her mom had preternatural instincts verging on the spooky, and I had learned to trust them. But my own gut was telling me to be worried. I chalked it up to my secret admirer having successfully gotten under my skin.

That night, we discussed my theory of the two vigilantes over a bear-meat lasagna, and everyone concurred that my reasoning was sound.

“I’m not sure having two enemies instead of one represents an improvement in the situation,” said Charley.

“Should you call Detective Cruz with this?” Ora asked.

“She’s already closed the Malloy investigation, and Axl Deming isn’t her case. I left her a voicemail, mentioning the text I received about turning on the scanner, but she didn’t acknowledge it. I know she has a dozen other cases.”

“And she’s already decided you’re the boy who cried wolf,” Stacey said.

It was a prescient choice of words, because a little while later, Shadow began howling, a low, miserable whine I hadn’t heard before. I went out into the bitter night to check on him—he looked fine—and sit by his side. The solstice was just two days off, I thought as I gazed at the stars, shining as clearly in this wild place as they had for the Wabanakis before their land was taken by European invaders. The Northern Hemisphere was tilting perilously away from the sun toward the coldness of outer space.

The next morning, I returned to the wolf’s kennel to find he’d been sick in the night. Like all canines, Shadow sometimes seemed to throw up for recreation. But he’d utterly emptied his stomach.

I called his regular veterinarian, who suspected the cause was the cheap dry food I’d put him on without consulting her. He’d recover on his own with a different diet, she said, but she understood I didn’t want to see him suffer. She put in prescriptions for maropitant and famotidine with a vet she knew down in Machias.

“If the problem persists, you’ll know where to take him to be examined.”

Before I left for civilization, I teased Stacey about not going into labor while I was away.

She laughed and said it was unlikely to happen unless I managed to get stuck on a snowy logging road because I was overconfident in my Scout’s four-wheeling capacity.

It turned out to be a pleasant drive beneath a sky so vividly blue I had to search for a single cloud. The blueberry barrens that rolled away from the highway were always spectacular, but the sight of the red bushes with their heavy blossoms of snow made my heart swell. Only a sun dog tempered my mood; an aura of ice crystals around the sun usually foretells snow, sometimes heavier than expected.

I was in and out of the Machias Animal Hospital in less than four minutes. The vet also assured me that Shadow’s “upset tummy” would likely clear up in twenty-four hours, with or without the meds.

Because I hadn’t eaten, I stopped at Helen’s Restaurant for coffee and a slice of coconut cream pie. Through the window, I watched gulls congregating on an ice shelf along the bay, waiting for the change of tide. It had been my favorite lunch spot, but now I couldn’t help but look around at my fellow diners, wondering if my stalker had followed me inside and was watching me even now.

I was still sitting there when a random guy came bursting in to announce that Shayn Deming was kicking the snot out of a man in the parking lot outside the Rusty Scupper.
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I jogged instead of driving. The Rusty Scupper was just up the road from Helen’s, tucked improbably into a building that had once housed a Catholic Charities office.

By the time I arrived, the fight was already over. Shayn Deming sat on the asphalt beside a police cruiser with his hands cuffed behind his back, while bar patrons and others milled about, and the man he’d attacked—a local lobsterman named John Merrill—held a bar napkin filled with ice cubes against his battered jaw.

“You killed my brother, you son of a bitch!”

“Calm the fuck down, Shayn,” said the responding officer. “Will you just calm the fuck down?”

“Axl was here the night he disappeared. I know you did it, Merrill! He told me you were one of the assholes beating him up.”

“I didn’t kill him, but yeah, I absolutely kicked his ass that night. If he was alive, I’d do it again!”

John and his brother, Tommy Merrill, had always been hard-drinking troublemakers. He’d put on weight since I’d last seen him, but he possessed the same sneering cockiness. The swaggering air was less convincing now that he’d acquired a burgeoning gut and a receding hairline.

The Machias cop needed to get Shayn out of here, but he certainly wasn’t waiting on my professional opinion. The guy didn’t even recognize me. For a corner of the world that I’d thought was unchanging and would never change, time had moved on in Washington County.

“How is he even out of jail?” I asked the officer, who looked at me as if I, too, were asking for trouble.

“They never even arrested him, Mike,”a woman said, behind me.

I looked at the open door to the bar and saw the proprietor hanging there with an exasperated, disgusted expression. Her name was Joanne Gaynor, and she was twice as hard as the lobsterman who’d left her a widow when he’d died of a heart attack at a Bangor poker table. At least someone in town remembered me.

“Well, he’s going to jail now,” said the cop.

Merrill wasn’t done. “And then back to prison, you murdering rapist!”

It was true that if Shayn was found guilty of simple assault—a near certainty—his probation would be null and void, and he’d be headed back to the state pen.

“Fuck you, Deming!” someone screamed from the small crowd of onlookers.

Cars and trucks had stopped along the road from the bar back to Helen’s. I scanned them reflexively looking for a white van but saw none. Way up the line, my gaze stopped on another vehicle. It was a gunmetal-gray Honda Passport. From this distance and angle, I couldn’t read the graphics on the side, but I was certain I’d seen it before.

But even as I took a step toward the SUV, it pulled out and accelerated south onto Route 1, as if my obvious interest had spooked the driver.

Too far to get the plate, not that it likely mattered.

Because my attention was pulled back to the police cruiser where Shayn Deming’s handcuffs were being secured to a D ring in the back seat.

“Hey, Bowditch! Bowditch! You need to call Jeremy for me. You need to tell him it was Merrill.”

“The fuck it was,” said the man with the swollen jaw.

“Bard can’t help you, Shayn,” I said. “He can’t even help himself. I thought the guy who was spying on Axl was some massive brute.”

“Built like a pro wrestler, yeah. But maybe he’s working with Merrill.”

“Working with me?” said the man Shayn had beaten up. “Who am I, Vince McMahon?”

As soon as the cruiser departed, the crowd did, too. Most drove on or continued with their errands, it being the week before Christmas. But Joanne Gaynor and a handful of her day-drinking regulars returned to the darkness of the Rusty Scupper, Merrill among them.

I thought I might ask the barkeep a few questions. I’d believed Shayn when he said the tavern was the last place Axl had been seen; it seemed like the kind of solid detail his vengeful brother could have tracked down over the past day and a half. I wondered what Joanne Gaynor might have observed.

Even though she must have mopped and wiped down the bar since the raucous night before, the Scupper maintained a sour odor of spilled beer.

Like a casino, it lacked windows, despite being perched on the scenic Machias River. The air was almost as cold as that in the parking lot. Joanne was too cheap to crank a thermostat and probably relied on body heat to warm the establishment or simply understood that heavy drinkers would not be dissuaded by a drafty, chilly room.

Joanne Gaynor had been sternman for her late husband and had the permanently red cheeks and sun-leathered face to prove it. She had untended hair somewhere between silver and white, and a permanent squint as if from peering through too many fogs and spending too many sun-dazzled days at sea.

“Heard you were back in town,” she said in a voice less husky than her sturdy appearance. “The proverbial bad penny.”

“Wait,” said Merrill, who’d taken up a spot at the knife-scarred bar beside me. His jaw was already red and asymmetrical. “You’re Mike Bowditch? Jesus, man, how are you doing?”

John had obviously had a few drinks before Shayn had slugged him.

“Better than you. So Shayn just charged in here and accused you of executing Axl?”

“Sucker punched me, too.”

“Any idea where he got the idea?”

“Well, I’m not saying I never put hands on his brother. But everyone did! That guy wouldn’t take the message he wasn’t welcome.”

“This isn’t your bar,” Joanne said, “and at least he paid for his drinks. But I hated him as much as anyone. His whole fucking family—the way Jewel kept saying, ‘My son’s just a boy who plays with trains.’ I wasn’t surprised to see him back here after he’d started attending those meetings.”

“I’d drink if I were a rapist murderer, too,” said Merrill as if he weren’t already plastered.

“I’m no shrink,” Joanne continued, pouring her injured patron a shot of Ron Rico without his asking, “but sometimes I got the feeling he came here because he wanted to get beat up. But who would do that, show up where he ain’t wanted, knowing he’ll be beaten to a pulp?”

She raised the bottle of rum at me as if in an offering, but I waved her off.

“Someone with a guilty conscience.” I turned back to Merrill. “You said a bunch of patrons roughed up Axl Deming from time to time. Why did Shayn single you out?”

“Because I left the bar that night before Axl did. Deming thought I must’ve been waiting outside to ambush him. But I got a call from my girlfriend to get to the pharmacy before it closed for some Gaviscon. She’s pregnant and gets wicked bad heartburn.”

Shayn’s reasoning wasn’t entirely flawed, I realized. It sounded like a bogus alibi to me.

I gave Merrill a polite smile. “You said you weren’t the only one who tried to drive Axl Deming out of here. Who else might’ve gotten physical with him?”

He waved his empty glass at Joanne, but she must have decided that being clobbered in her bar entitled him to a single free drink.

Merrill ran down a list of half a dozen male names for me, some of which I recognized and some of which I didn’t.

Now I addressed Joanne, who’d been watching the news on the TV above the bar.

“And of those guys,” I said, “who among them wasn’t here the night Axl Deming disappeared?”

She regarded me warily, as if suspecting me of attempting a trick that would get her to violate her customers’ privacy.

“Eddie Gudgeon!” Merrill exclaimed.

“Edward,” said Joanne. “You know how he feels about being called Eddie.”

“Gudgeon’s here every night—even Mondays. We were all wondering where the fuck he was. I don’t think he ever told me. Did he ever tell you, Joanne?”

Still suspicious, she studied me silently.

“I don’t suppose he drives a white van.”

“No, man, it’s a blue F-250.” Merrill had decided he was my new chum. “You must know Eddie Gudgeon from your warden days, Mike. The guy’s always been a liar and a loudmouth. You remember him, don’t you? Gudgeon, the scallop diver from Cutler?”

Indeed I did.
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The last winter I was posted in Washington County, I’d secretly hitched a ride on a lobsterboat to the frozen outer islands and ledges of Machias Bay. I’d gotten a tip that a sea duck hunting guide was letting his clients run wild: exceeding bag limits on eiders, scoters, and long-tailed ducks.

The old fisherman who’d taken me out was one of those hard-bitten, ex-combat veterans who feared no one and didn’t care who hated his guts. He was no choir boy; he just didn’t like the idea of a professional hunting guide flouting the law. He hauled traps while I pretended to be his sternman, routinely watching the hunters from miles away through high-power binoculars. But on the day in question, the supposedly scofflaw guide stuck entirely within his legal limits.

I did, however, witness another crime—one unrelated to my purview as a game warden.

A scallop-diving boat, passing Big Libby Island, paused beside a raft of purple lobster buoys. The lone man aboard the Pale Rider must not have seen us drifting behind a ledge, obscured by the guano-covered rocks. He never dropped anchor, but he began methodically hauling up the floats, one by one, and cutting the lines connecting them to the submerged traps, rendering the cages unsalvageable. These lost wire boxes were called ghost traps.

Expecting to nab duck poachers, I’d brought along a borrowed Nikon camera with an 800 mm telephoto lens and caught enough images on film to prove the crime of cutting traplines.

The diver’s name was Edward Gudgeon, I learned from the Marine Patrol, who promptly summonsed him for vandalizing fishing gear. Even though it wasn’t officially my case—not being a marine warden—I appeared at his hearing in district court (he’d fought the ticket) because I’d hoped to learn why he’d committed such a stupid, senseless act.

But he never confessed to the judge, nor did he explain why he’d done it. Instead, he’d remained silent, his bulldog face growing redder, as the judge pronounced sentence: a $500 fine but, more seriously, a year suspension of his lucrative commercial license to dive for scallops. Five minutes of recklessness had cost him five figures of income.

“I’m going to remember you,” was all he said to me when we passed outside the courthouse.

Later, I heard that Gudgeon had cut those lobster lines because their owner had backed into his battered truck outside the Rusty Scupper, causing one more dent among many.

But that wasn’t on my mind as I drove out to Cutler, a fishing harbor east of Machias.

On the road now, I put in a call to Stacey, catching her up on my day.

“But what makes you think he’s your man?”

“Merrill said no one hated Axl more—like Gudgeon took Emily’s death personally even though the Crocketts had just moved here and had no connection to the area.”

“Is his name on the list of guys you busted?”

“Yes and no.”

I quickly retold her the story of watching Edward Gudgeon cut the lobstering lines and his vague threat outside the courthouse.

“If he blames you for costing him thousands in lost income, it might be enough.”

I didn’t disagree. It wasn’t much to go on, but a motive didn’t need to be rational.

I told her I would be careful.

“That’s what you always say, and yet your body is covered in scars.”

“I’m carrying my Sig, babe. I’ll have it ready. No one is getting the drop on me.”

She paused a while, unconvinced and unimpressed.

“Did you get the meds for Shadow?” she asked.

“I did. How’s he doing?”

“The minute you left, he started gnawing on a piece of rawhide. I gave him a beef shank and the attached leg, and he ate it all. The only thing that came up was a burp.”

We both cracked up at this.

“How are you feeling, by the way?” I said.

She laughed again. “Thanks for asking. I’ve always known where I stand relative to your wolf. I’m not having contractions, if that’s what you mean. But our little one is kicking up a storm. Call as soon as you’re on your way home, OK?”

Through my passenger window, as I entered Cutler and neared the naval station on Thornton Point, I watched the thickets of listening antennas grow taller and taller—nine hundred feet—with the same awe and disbelief I’d felt years earlier upon first encountering this ominous military post, so out of place amid the pretty harbors and cobble beaches of Washington County. The array famously transmits coded signals to every United States submarine secretly patrolling the North Atlantic. Even with the window closed, I could hear the cables connecting the masts of the antennas humming in the freshening wind.

And then the naval station was behind me, and I was back in picturesque Maine.

John Merrill had helpfully, tipsily, volunteered Gudgeon’s address on the south side of Cutler Harbor, one of the smaller working ports in the area. I followed the Destiny Bay Road past a commercial marina with a concrete pier and beyond a few grand summer cottages set amid snowy compounds, unvisited this time of year except by their caretakers.

Gudgeon’s house was the last one on the water before the road dead-ended at a hiking trail. The path, which had been a favorite of mine, led to a headland overlooking the island lighthouse that marked the harbor entrance. Because it was prone to salt fogs and sea air, the forest was boreal here, like a misplaced piece of Newfoundland: Old man’s beard lichen hung from the evergreens, and spruce grouse haunted the dark groves.

Properly speaking, the Gudgeon place was also a compound with its own private wharf. Edward still owned the Pale Rider; I spotted the boat tied up to a mooring ball. His property looked north across the narrow harbor to the densely packed village of Cutler, where most of the area fishermen lived and worked.

Besides the house and garage, there were toolsheds, a shack for fishing gear, and even an outhouse that might or might not have been functional. Either way, it felt like a deliberate middle finger to the upscale neighborhood. The yard was cluttered with rust-bitten boat trailers and propane tanks. Above it all, a faded American flag flapped defiantly in the breeze.

I parked along the road.

The first thing I noticed were the spy cameras.

Like similar properties owned by cranks, this one was guarded by a fence and posted with No Trespassing signs, but where it rose to a higher level of paranoia was in the sophistication of its high-tech security. The perimeter fence was made of hardened steel instead of chain links. Nor had he made any effort to hide the post-mounted camera that turned, like a cybernetic cyclops, toward any motion at the top of the drive. I had no doubt lasers served as trip wires around the grounds and that blinding spotlights would snap on after dark if a sensor detected even a four-legged intruder from the nearby forest.

There was a call box with a camera at the top of the drive, but because the gate was open, I took it as an invitation of sorts. Edward Gudgeon might still drive me away with the barrel of a shotgun. But I had learned long ago that you can’t be a law enforcement officer—even a suspended law enforcement officer—if you are afraid to occasionally push your luck.
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The first structure was the garage. It was made of cinder blocks and was the size and shape of a boxcar. As cold as it was, Gudgeon had chosen not to park his truck inside. But he’d left the garage door open.

His Ford was certainly unmistakable. It was one of the last-generation F-250 Super Duties, seven or eight years old, maybe. It had a diesel engine I could smell even when not running and a crew cab with a long bed and an aluminum contractor cap. There was surface rust around the wheel wells and a dent the size of an ogre’s fist in the rear quarter. No decals. No bumper stickers.

It was a working man’s truck, a fisherman’s truck; I had no doubt it towed like a mule.

Most importantly, though, it was a sun-faded blue, not white.

The pickup was distinctive enough that I would have noticed it—either back home or around Washington County—but this was my first look at the truck.

Strange, I thought, that Gudgeon had chosen to invest in his security instead of repairing or replacing the vehicle upon which he must have depended for his livelihood.

Now, standing there, with the Ford between the garage and me, I heard the loud clatter of weights.

I reached under my coat and the hem of my sweater until I had my hand on the grip of my concealed Sig. I might have been bold. But knowing Edward Gudgeon to be a human powder keg, I wasn’t taking any changes.

I stepped around the truck and saw a sight that would have left me speechless if I weren’t already doing my best to be quiet.

Inside the garage, way at the far end, beyond the tools hanging from a pegboard and the shelves with motor oil and antifreeze, Edward Gudgeon was lying flat on a bench press, lifting a barbell.

This wouldn’t have surprised me. But his outfit did.

He was wearing flip-flops, nylon shorts that would have been deemed inappropriately revealing even in the 1970s, and a T-shirt cropped to reveal his pallid, hairless gut.

The temperature, the last I’d checked, was thirty degrees, and Gudgeon had not chosen to run the space heater in his garage. Just looking at his bare flesh, I felt a chill.

I did a quick calculation on the plates and realized he was benching 275 pounds, including the bar. It would have been an impressive amount for a strong man in his mid-twenties. And Edward Gudgeon was more than twice that age.

I hadn’t thought he’d noticed me until he said, without raising himself from the bench, “I guess you can’t read.”

“I didn’t think those signs applied to me.”

Now he worked himself out from under the bar and sat up, facing me in his ridiculous short shorts. He had small, deeply set eyes and a broad, flat nose. His cheeks were fleshy and very red with gray whiskers that hadn’t seen a razor in a while. His body, in contrast, was pale except where the neck and hands had been exposed to the sun and wind. His thick biceps and triceps showed no muscular definition; it was as if he’d grown a thin layer of blubber to keep him warm underwater while diving in the Gulf of Maine.

“If you’re selling something, you came to the wrong place.” He sounded like a man who had enjoyed tobacco since he’d been a toddler. “And if you’re selling Jesus, you’d better start running before I get off this bench and kick your ass.”

His voice was harsh and deeper, older sounding, than whoever had called me back in the fall—my secret admirer.

“So you don’t recognize me?” I asked.

Finally, I saw the recognition dawn. “Your name’s Bowditch, right? You’re the one who reported me for cutting traplines.”

“You’re looking fit, Gudgeon.”

“I don’t know what you’re thinking coming here, but I’m going to give you ten seconds to get the fuck off my property.”

“You’re not curious why I showed up after seven years?”

“Ten, nine, eight…”

I was armed, and in his state of undress, he couldn’t even have concealed a derringer.

“I want to talk with you about Axl Deming.”

His lip curled like he’d bitten into an apple and tasted a worm. “I had nothing to do with his death.”

“I didn’t say you did.”

“But that’s what you’re thinking. Because why else would you be here? Someone told you what I said about the Demings—that they deserved to be tortured to death. You heard I kicked Axl hard enough in the kidneys he pissed blood for a week. So, yeah, I think I can guess what you’re going to accuse me of doing.”

The man wasn’t a total idiot, I had to admit.

“The one thing I can’t figure,” he said, “is why you’re here by yourself. Where are the state police if I’m an actual suspect?”

“I’m here for my own reasons.”

He scratched the whiskers at a corner of his mouth. “I’m remembering more about you now. You showed up at my trial. You wanted to see me punished. Well, you got your wish. I lost seventy grand that year. They took away my diving license. I almost lost my boat and house.”

“You weren’t exactly the injured party, Gudgeon. I saw you cut those lines. The law’s the law.”

He laughed but in a purely performative way, like a bad actor who is told by his director to pretend to find something hilarious.

“And I’d cut them again, too—because that SOB had it coming.”

“For denting your already dented truck?”

“For not making it right with me.”

I stood beyond the garage door with my feet planted. A herring gull planed overhead on a gust.

“If I cost you seventy grand, you must really want to get back at me.”

He flicked his sun-browned hand dismissively. “I’m not going to take a pop at a game warden—as much as I might like to.”

“I’m glad to hear it.”

“So you came here for your own reasons. What would those be, I wonder. I hope it’s not to avenge poor Axl.”

“Avenge him? No. But I was at the scene of his death and saw what was left of his body. I’d like to hear you say you had nothing to do with it.”

“And you’ll just believe me? Fine, I had nothing to do with killing that rapist scumbag Axl Deming.”

“What were you doing the night he disappeared? Because you weren’t at the Scupper.”

“None of your business. Next question.”

I found his composure disconcerting. Both Joanne Gaynor and John Merrill at the Rusty Scupper had insisted Edward Gudgeon was a shouting, seething drunk who’d fantasized out loud about killing Axl Deming. He had no alibi for the night of the murder. But he was calmer and more collected than I had expected. It almost made me doubt my instincts.

I just needed to rile him up. Then I would know for sure.

“Did you know he carried a toy train with him?”

“What?”

“It was found at the scene of his death. Someone wanted it found.”

Finally: a hint of anger. “What does that have to do with me?”

The secret to a successful interrogation—one method of interrogation, and there are many—is to keep knocking your subject off-balance.

“So I’m curious—what’s with all the security gear? Did you make the wrong enemy, or are you just paranoid?”

He had a right to feel insulted, but I wasn’t being rude for the sake of being rude.

“What does my hardware have to do with anything?”

“It looks expensive. Did you install it yourself?”

He almost shook his head, confused and increasingly less certain of himself. “I thought we were talking about Deming.”

“What do you do if the cameras go down?”

“I get them fixed.”

“Doesn’t it make you feel vulnerable when your system’s down?”

“It’s not about whether it works. It just matters that people think they’re being watched.”

An emotion passed over his face, a lightning flash of sudden nervousness, as if he’d unwittingly revealed something damning.

He rose from the weight bench, a man of average height with a barrel-shaped chest. There was a roundness to his shoulders and belly, too. His arms and legs were short in proportion to his torso, their strength buried under that soft layer of fat. His exposed skin was mostly hairless. I might have described Edward Gudgeon as having the physique of a manatee.

I wouldn’t have called him “massive,” though. Nor would Shayn Deming, I was certain.

“I need a drink. I’m going inside. You can come or not.”

I backed away as he came slapping in his flip-flops out of the garage and down the paved drive toward the house.

Beyond the building was his private wharf and then the water. The wind blew whitecaps up the narrow harbor toward the inlet. Just offshore, Pale Rider rocked back and forth, already buffeted by the approaching storm.

I knew Gudgeon was a dangerous man, but I couldn’t exactly pull my Sig on him. I was suspended, carrying a personal weapon. More importantly, I lacked the definitive proof that established he was a cold-blooded killer. Sometimes, you don’t know for certain until the gun comes out.

He pushed a combination of numbers on the keypad controlling the door lock on his house.

I sized up the situation. He wasn’t currently armed. I just had to keep him ahead of me and always within sight.

I took another calculated risk and followed him inside.
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The room stank of cigars and spilled rum.

Not just cigars but flavored cigars. The fruitiness of chemically sweetened tobacco. Cigar butts in the woods at the edge of a field. The smell of them, the same as this.

The blood that had warmed my face against the bite of the sea air drained in an instant. My hand drifted inside my coat to the hem of my sweater, brushing against the hard edge of the Sig tucked just right of my belt buckle. My instinct said draw. My training said wait.

In his gym shorts and sleeveless tee, Edward Gudgeon wasn’t going to surprise me with a gun, because I couldn’t imagine where he could have hidden it.

The space before me was dimly lit and altogether drab.

Old-time Maine fishermen, those lucky enough to live on the water, were famous for building homes with bedrooms and parlors that faced the land. They saw enough of their false friend, the sea, when they were riding whitecaps in their dories.

Gudgeon’s living room had a big picture window on the scenic harborside, but he had perversely chosen to draw heavy curtains over the glass panes. And in front of the drapes, he’d positioned a plasma television, currently showing a cowboy movie I didn’t recognize.

Gudgeon’s enthusiasm for screen entertainment ran deep. Entering the property, I’d spotted the Starlink dish on the roof amid several radio antennas. Now I saw he possessed an extensive collection of Blu-rays—mostly westerns and crime dramas—and an Xbox with a handheld controller. I could easily imagine him sitting up late, half-sunken in his sofa, drinking, smoking cigars, and playing Call of Duty.

The long, single couch was a faded maroon or reddish brown, and the fact that there were no other furnishings beyond a coffee table told me he rarely entertained.

He flapped across the carpet to a sideboard where a single handle of Captain Morgan Spiced Rum sat beside a stack of upended glasses, ready for the next drink to be poured.

I watched him grip the bottle and the glasses—lest he attempt to hurl one at me. But he merely filled a twelve-ounce glass with dark brown liquid and chugged it down.

He’d been lifting hard, but he threw the booze back like Gatorade.

I circled the couch to better keep him in my sights. Something crunched beneath my boot. He had missed a minuscule shard of glass the last time he’d vacuumed. Broken bottles happened to the most careful of drunks.

There was a big quahog clamshell on the coffee table containing butts and ashes.

“You smoke White Owls?”

“You’ve got a good nose,” he said, refilling his glass nearly to the brim. He kept his slope-shouldered back to me, but his hands remained in sight. “I don’t have all day. Start asking questions.”

“Do you mind telling me the last time you were in Waldo County?”

“Hell if I know. Why?”

In the garage, he’d mostly sounded convincing. It bothered me that he still did. It was the mistake all interrogators make—thinking you’re one artful question away from the truth.

“So you’re still a scallop diver?”

“No thanks to you, but yeah. Urchins, too, sometimes.”

“No partner still? Divers don’t usually work alone.”

“I got someone who works as my tender. Dumb as a post but reliable and the hardest worker I know aside from yours truly. Why are you asking? Is this now a social call?”

“What’s his name?”

“I don’t need an alibi, and if you’re going to accuse me of something, why don’t you man up and do it already.”

I was effectively a civilian. He could kick me out at any moment, and I would never have another crack at him. Overconfidence had tempted him to open the door. The alcohol was making him reckless.

“Where were you the night Axl Deming was last seen?”

“Here, alone. Not that it’s any of your business.” He relaxed his trapezoid muscles and slowly turned to face me. “Joanne was pissed at me for tripping Deming on his way to the head. Some glasses and bottles got broken when he fell. She says I owe her for the damage. Like hell I’m going to pay.”

The television was muted, but I found the flickering image in my peripheral vision distracting. John Wayne and Dean Martin were riding in the back of a wagon.

“I suppose all the surveillance cameras you have around the place will show you’re telling the truth.”

“They will—when an actual detective shows up with a warrant signed by a judge demanding the footage. Which isn’t going to happen, because there’s no real evidence against me.” He used his glass to gesture toward the tired old couch. “I’m going to sit down.”

I shifted slightly, feeling the Sig press into my pelvis. A familiar reassurance.

“Don’t let me stop you.”

He moved casually toward the sofa. When he let his body weight drop on the middle cushion, there was a squeak from an unhappy spring. I almost expected a dust cloud to rise around him.

“I know you’re carrying,” he said, peering knowingly over the edge of his glass. “Your gun doesn’t print against the sweater. But I can tell from how you’re standing, angling away from me.”

I refused to confirm or deny his guess. But he knew something about how to spot a covertly armed man.

“So why Axl Deming?” I asked. “Why devote your free time to making his life hell on earth?”

“Because hell doesn’t exist—if you mean devils and burning lakes.”

“You know what I mean.”

“That guy and his brother raped and killed a teenage girl, and they walked free because the DA’s a pussy.” That first big gulp of booze had put a rasp in Gudgeon’s voice.

“But why does it have to be you in particular, is what I’m asking.”

“Because someone needs to step up.”

I let the statement hang there, knowing my silence—now that he was mad—would only encourage another disclosure.

“I’m supposed to sit at the bar when Axl comes in and act like nothing happened,” he said. “I’m supposed to forget what he did to Emily Crockett. That ain’t ever going to happen. You want my opinion? Both those Deming brothers deserve to be castrated and left to bleed out. At least then there’d be some kind of justice.”

Under the influence of the rum, the zealot had finally made his big entry onstage.

“Maybe the system doesn’t always work the way it should—”

“It never fucking works!”

Something happened to this man—something personal.

I wasn’t sure if I was getting close to a confession, but I decided to play the same game I’d played before to throw him off-balance.

“Turn on your scanner,” I said.

He blinked at me. If the words had meant anything to him, I would have seen the hesitation in his increasingly glassy eyes.

“What the fuck are you talking about? Do you mean my marine radio? What am I supposed to be listening for?”

Without explanation, I returned to the subject of crime and punishment.

“So if I tell you someone saw you in Vanceboro—”

“No one saw me.”

Again, he seemed to realize he’d slipped.

“No one saw me because I wasn’t there,” he stuttered.

“I don’t believe you, Eddie.”

“It’s Edward.”

“No offense meant.”

“When I was a kid, I was forced to read the Bible. It’s all horseshit. But I remember a few lines. ‘To do righteousness and justice is more acceptable to the Lord than sacrifice.’”

I couldn’t have told you the book or the chapter. But it sounded like the Old Testament.

“I take it you consider yourself a righteous man.”

He let his left hand, the one holding the nearly empty glass of rum, hang over the arm of the couch. His body position seemed casual, non-threatening—both hands visible, his posture slumped. Even so, my fingers found the grip of my Sig.

“Damn right I do. But if you think you’re going to get me to admit to doing something—”

Just then, he dropped the glass. It didn’t strike the table or break on the thin carpet. But the sudden movement distracted me—not long, but long enough. It gave Edward Gudgeon a second to reach between the couch cushions with his right hand and pull out a small pistol he’d hidden there. He snapped off a shot before I could clear my holster.
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The pistol in his hand was a suppressed .22: the preferred weapon of real-life assassins, not just those in movies. The Ruger MK II had barely made more than a pop thanks to what civilians inaccurately call a “silencer.” Even if Gudgeon’s neighbors had been at home, I doubted they could have identified the muffled noise as a gunshot.

Don’t ask how I knew, but I did: Gudgeon had deliberately missed me.

The little .22-caliber round must have lodged in the wall behind me.

Staring at the barrel of the gun, smelling the gunpowder, with my hand gripping my Sig still partway in its holster, I knew I was dead if I moved a muscle.

Had I been my younger, more reckless self, I would have attempted to return fire and received a bullet between my eyebrows.

“Don’t even think about it,” he said, sounding like a desperado from one of the westerns he favored.

I did my best to sound unfazed. “I take it I was right about Vanceboro.”

“Shut up.”

“And your dive tender is your accomplice?”

Suddenly, he was on his feet. “I’ll take your gun now. Slowly, with your finger away from the trigger. Now turn it around—grip toward me—and place it on the carpet in front of you.”

He then made me walk backward, hands raised, until I felt the wall against the back of my scalp.

“Not a muscle,” he said. “I know you’re carrying another one.”

“I’m not.”

It was only now, when he smiled, that I realized his teeth were stained from tobacco. “Excuse me if I don’t take your word for it.”

He ordered me to lift my coat and sweater. His eyes widened when I hiked up the hems of my cords and revealed the Benchmade dagger tucked in my boot.

“Good thing I checked!” he said. “And now your phone.”

“I told my wife I was coming to see you, Gudgeon—I texted her when I arrived.”

“I understand I’m already blown. It doesn’t matter if you texted her or not. The SIM card will give away your most recent location.”

Keeping his eyes and the Ruger on me, he squatted to pick up my pistol. “Sig makes some sweet guns. It’s a shame I’ll have to toss this one.”

Now he trained both semiautos on me, one in each hand. He ordered me to kneel.

Under other circumstances, I might have found it funny to be held at gunpoint by a half-dressed man who looked like a reject from Muscle Beach.

“What’s your plan, then? You’re intelligent. You must have anticipated this eventuality.”

“Don’t flatter me.”

With my own gun pressed to my temple, he rifled my pockets, finding my wallet, keys, flashlight, and several Bic lighters. He flung them one by one into the kitchen. The only things he left me—or missed—were my late father’s dog tags, the little compass on my zipper fob, and my Marinemaster quartz wristwatch.

“I was hoping you’d have handcuffs,” he said. “Now I have to improvise—and I don’t like improvising.”

“Whatever you’ve done, killing a law enforcement officer will make it exponentially worse. The feds will intervene because they’re doing that these days. You know, they’re bringing back firing squads.”

He didn’t like me talking back, not at all. I was lucky he didn’t repay me with a bullet. My stoicism wasn’t entirely an act, but it had its limits, and I was close to reaching them.

“I’m not killing you,” he said, backing away. “Not yet at least.”

“You’re taking me hostage?”

“That would be a stupid thing to do. When was the last time a kidnapper walked away from a hostage situation alive? I’m just buying myself some time. Who knows? I might even get out of this.”

“You do have a plan.”

The effect of the alcohol seemed less pronounced now. Maybe it was the adrenaline. He was experiencing a fleeting moment of clarity.

“I’ve had a plan from the start, you moron. Lie down—chest on the floor, forehead, too. Hands behind your back, wrists crossed.”

With both guns trained on me again, he backed around the island that separated the living room from the kitchen. I heard him place the Sig on the counter, then open drawers. I figured he was looking for cordage or duct tape.

Surreptitiously, I lifted my forehead just enough to peer out of the corner of my eye.

Instead of rope, he produced one of the last things I would have expected: a pair of satiny pink wrist restraints. They looked like the kind of cuffs someone with a bondage fetish might buy online—or at the Pleasure Chest Adult Superstore.

“These fucking things,” Gudgeon murmured, as if he, too, found them ridiculous. Then he laughed hoarsely. “He said I might want them. I thought he was joking. But I guess they’ll do.”

He caught me spying. His ruddy face went hard and resolute, and he fired another bullet into the smoky carpet, inches from my head.

“This will be easier if you’re not already dead. But don’t think I won’t do it. I’ve carried heavier things than you before.”

He moved faster than I would have guessed, circling around the island and approaching from behind. I was a decent if unexceptional wrestler. I had hoped to hook him with my leg or my arm. But he never gave me the chance. He dropped onto me hard, driving his knee into my hamstring, just below the buttocks. A bundle of nerves lived there. The pain was instant and sharp.

In that moment, he looped a restraint around my right wrist, then the other.

They were soft, more cottony than satin, but I knew they wouldn’t break easily. Where was the fun in masochism if escape were simple?

“Now you’ll be more manageable.”

“Fuck you.”

He puffed out a sound that might have been a laugh. “You should be glad I didn’t use rope. I know some knots that’d made you scream for mercy.”

He grabbed my collar next and hauled me to my knees, then to my feet. I had been right about his strength. He might not have been the brute Shayn had reported, but I wouldn’t have wanted to face Edward Gudgeon on a wrestling mat.

“So now what?” I said.

“We go for a cruise.”

“You’re just going to march me down to your boat at gunpoint? Someone’s bound to see us.”

“Don’t kid yourself. No one will be out on the town wharf in this cold. There are a few guys who lobster all winter. But not when it’s blowing a gale and snow’s on the way. I’m the only fisherman in Cutler crazy enough to go out on a day like this.”
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The temperature had dropped as the sun disappeared behind the advancing clouds. I swept the far shore with my gaze, but I didn’t doubt Gudgeon was telling the truth. The few remaining lobsterboats moored in the harbor rocked hard enough to make me seasick—and I was still on dry land. The municipal wharf across the water was empty of even a single truck, let alone a person I could shout to. Not that I would have dared, with Gudgeon nudging me with the barrel of my own gun.

When we reached the edge of his property, I felt the full force of the wind. I could glimpse the open sea beyond the point of Little River Island, and the waves looked to be running five to seven feet. I swear I saw kittiwakes wheeling against the darkening sky.

Gudgeon pulled open the door of one of his gear sheds and gestured for me to enter into the darkness.

“After you,” he said.

I’d taken all of two steps before he slammed the butt of my Sig against the back of my head. It wasn’t enough to knock me out, but it sent me sprawling, dazed, onto the splintery boards.

This time, he used rope. He didn’t remove my silly restraints but instead tied my ankles together with some of the cordage he had readily at hand. He tied them so tightly my toes were already beginning to tingle from lack of blood before he had slammed the door behind him.

He left me there in darkness for five, ten, fifteen minutes. It was hard to know in the utter blackness and with a lump the size of a quail egg forming behind my ear. The space smelled of rat urine and rotten seaweed.

He must have had a go bag ready, because I heard his footsteps—now the heavy treads of boots, stomping around the wood planks—in a manner of minutes.

The wind was loud enough—it sounded in fact like many banshees blowing through the cracks in the shed—that I only briefly heard the whine of the outboard as he cranked it to life and motored out to bring Pale Rider up to the wharf.

He’d claimed his neighbors across the harbor were accustomed to his reckless and random actions, but I wondered if someone, at least, would watch the scallop diver heading out to sea with a storm on the way and think to contact the Coast Guard, if only to save a drunken fool from himself.

I heard the dive boat engine now as it swung in against the wharf. It thudded noisily off the bumpers. I couldn’t begin to imagine how he managed to tie it up to the cleats single-handedly. But he did, because now the door was opening and light spilled in around me like liquid metal.

He cut my ankles apart with a very sharp knife, but even free, I was unable to stand on my own, the vessels in my feet having been deprived of blood for so long.

Again he was forced to haul me to a standing position. I stumbled, and he half dragged me over the gunwale and onto his boat. I fell again on the stucco-like surface of the deck, but this time, I landed on my side. I rolled onto my back and found myself staring up into his beet-red face as he leaned over me, exhaling oxidized alcohol with every breath. He was clutching a canvas bag containing my possessions, presumably, to be dumped overboard once we’d cleared Little River Light.

Pale Rider reeked of brine from the net bags he used for his deep-sea catch and diesel fuel from the rumbling, smoking engine.

I sat up—or rather, he pulled me onto my ass.

He was half-crocked and half-cocked, humming with the heady anticipation of a man about to commit murder. Worse, he was enjoying himself.

He really had planned for sudden flight. And now that the moment was upon him, he was giddy with expectation.

“You’re not going to get far, Gudgeon.”

He showed me his sepia teeth again. “‘We must dare to think unthinkable thoughts!’”

“Spare me the superman shit. You’re just another criminal. I’ve met hundreds just like you.”

“Not like me,” he said, swelling with drunken grandiosity. “Never like me. You know what the difference is? I see the whole board, while idiots like you are trying to figure out the rules of the game. As if there are any rules!

“You ever read Ayn Rand? ‘The question isn’t who is going to let me; it’s who is going to stop me.’ The power of that idea! It’s fucking life-changing.”

He threw open the door to the dark, foul-smelling cabin beneath the foredeck.

“Watch your step.”

If there were lights in that cramped space, he didn’t turn them on. Instead, he gave me a shove while I was only halfway down the steps. Maybe he thought I would be more manageable with a few broken ribs. But I twisted as I fell and only bruised my shoulder.
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After he’d secured the hatch door, he engaged the throttle to test it—forward and reverse. He must have paused to listen for any subtle sign the engine would fail him at sea. Then I heard his footsteps crossing the deck as he undid the knots holding the boat to the wharf.

I lay among spare dive buoys and coils of polypropylene rope. The hull had no insulation, just a thin layer of fiberglass through which I could feel the coldness of the sea. The diesel stench was intense in the confined space. I wondered if I would die from asphyxiation before Gudgeon got around to murdering me.

I heard him leap back onto the dock. He must have forgotten something important on shore.

I shifted, trying to brace my back against the hull. I pulled my knees up and raised them to compensate for the two steps, aiming to drive my heels into the door, but the angle was wrong.

The cabin lacked a window, but a thin rectangle of light showed around a hatch door badly in need of replacing. I waited for my vision to adjust. Game wardens who couldn’t see decently in the dark didn’t last.

I squinted, scanning the cabin for a loose tool I could use as a weapon, anything with an edge to cut the pink straps binding my wrists. He’d covered the electronics—all the wires that controlled the boat—behind a steel panel. The precaution almost made me think I wasn’t the first prisoner he’d thrown into his personal brig.

Then—a heavy thud. He was back. A metallic sound followed. He’d gone for a scuba tank.

So that was it, then. He planned on sinking the boat with me inside. He would choose a deep place where the searchers wouldn’t think to look. By the time the wreck was discovered—if it was ever discovered—even my bones would be long devoured by the worms and crabs and eels that scavenge the ocean bottom.

The last line went loose. The throttle pushed forward. The single caged screw beneath us began to turn, and the boat lurched free of the wharf.

The swells lifted beneath us. I felt a sloshing sensation in the depths of my ear. Once we hit open water, the motion—paired with the diesel stink—would make it harder to think.

Where is he taking me?

It wasn’t a rhetorical question.

Gudgeon wasn’t a fool. He had to know I’d be missed. I’d been out of touch long enough now that Stacey would have sounded the alarm. Charley would already be making calls, and the Coast Guard could move fast. As a commercial fishing boat, Pale Rider had a vessel monitoring system. They could track him.

Above me, something shattered against the deck.

So much for the VMS unit.

With the solstice looming, it would be dark in less than an hour: sooner if the clouds caught us. If he cut the navigation lights, he could hide behind one of the dozens of islands between Cutler and Jonesport.

Theoretically, he might head northeast and loop around West Quoddy Head into the watery maze of Cobscook Bay. He might even attempt the fraught crossing of the Grand Manan Channel into Canadian waters. A man as delusional and self-aggrandizing as Edward Gudgeon was capable of wild actions beyond the imaginings of normal human beings.

Lying there, I had to bring myself back from a mental brink. I needed to remember my police training. I needed to detach and depersonalize.

The Coast Guard planes and drones possessed infrared tracking capabilities. Engines, even cooling ones, gave off heat. Bodies gave off heat. Gudgeon couldn’t hide forever in the snowy archipelago of Machias Bay.

“Gudgeon!”

He might not have heard me over the chugging engine.

I shouted again at the top of my lungs.

This time, the jerry-rigged hatch jerked opened. He stood just beyond the threshold, Ruger drawn, unsure whether I might have gotten loose of my bonds or found a weapon amid the clutter. His other hand gripped a fresh fifth of Captain Morgan’s by the throat.

“What do you want?”

I gulped salt air. My body was already growing stiff with cold, but I summoned the strength to speak clearly, confidently.

“I want to know what this is about.”

“Kidnapping you?”

“The killings.”

He exhaled and shook his head. He tucked the gun into his waistband and took a pull from a fifth of rum. “What the hell,” he said. “I guess it doesn’t matter—not where you’re going.”

“What’s it about?”

One thing I was coming to understand about Edward Gudgeon—or the intoxicated version—was that he couldn’t resist the sound of his own voice, especially when he thought he had the upper hand. It wasn’t just grandstanding. It was a compulsion: a deep-seated need to remind others he was smarter, stronger, better.

“It’s about justice, altar boy.” His voice leveled out, like he’d explained these self-evident truths a hundred times to people too stupid to understand them. “We’ve got crime like this country’s never seen. Cities run by radicals. Cartels flooding the streets. Pedophiles getting sweetheart deals. The system’s a joke. You’re law enforcement. Tell me I’m wrong.”

He looked at me then, eyes hard, daring me to contradict him.

“You’re wrong.”

It wasn’t as if he didn’t hear me; it was more like he’d chosen not to hear me.

“The only thing that stops a bad guy with a gun is a good guy with a gun,” he said.

“From where I’m lying, Gudgeon, you’re about as far from a good guy as it gets.”

He took another pull, swishing before swallowing. “That’s because you don’t have the balls to do your job.”

“Says the convicted vandal.”

His jaw clenched.

“That’s my point,” he said. “You waste your time persecuting people like me instead of hunting the real predators.”

“If you think we’re deliberately letting people get away with rape and murder—”

“The Malloys. The Demings. And that’s just the ones we know about. Half the unsolved murders in this state? The cops could close them tomorrow if they were allowed to do what’s necessary.”

“Allowed by whom?” I said.

He shook his head, disgusted. “Politicians. Lawyers. You know I’m right. You just don’t have the stomach for what needs doing.”

I didn’t answer.

“We’re cleaning up the mess,” he said. “Doing what should have been done years ago.”

“You’re executing people.”

“We’re removing threats,” he said. “People who gamed the system and won. We won’t let them do it again.”

“You’re delusional.”

He laughed: an ugly, satisfied sound. “Which one of us is tied up in a boat about to sink?”

He took another drink. Between the two glasses back at the house and the swigs out here, he’d consumed a pint of hard liquor.

“Change is coming,” he said. “You won’t be around to see it, but it’s happening. Americans still believe in justice. Always have. Look at the Old West. When the law failed, people knew what to do.”

“They formed lynch mobs.”

“Sometimes that’s what it takes. Don’t look so shocked. People are waking up. They’re realizing they don’t need permission from the fucking government to punish evil. A storm tide is rising.”

Now it was my turn to laugh. “If you end up in the prison, you’ll find plenty of followers. No one believes in punishment like a bunch of ‘wrongfully convicted’ cons.”

“You still don’t get it. This isn’t just me. I’ve already put people in place.”

“Your accomplice? Why don’t you tell me his name?”

“His name!” He grinned like I’d missed the punchline. “I just told you—it’s a movement.”

“What I see is a bitter drunk living alone behind a fence playing video games.”

Gudgeon’s mouth flattened. “There’s no point talking to a dead man.”

“Wait!”

I let just enough panic leak into my voice to sound convincing. I needed him to believe he was breaking me. If he thought I was a coward, he wouldn’t see me coming when the time came.

“If this was about sending a message,” I said, “you’ve already done it. There are prosecutors and judges who won’t shed a tear for the Malloys and Demings. But if you kill me? That’s it. You’ll just be another cop killer. And that’s the end of your movement.”

Gudgeon looked down and swirled the rum absently, watching the liquid slosh in the bottle stem.

Behind him, the sky had gone leaden. The next front had arrived, and with it the snow. A handful of pixie dust sparkled in the light of the dashboard.

The forecast had called for a few inches. But with the gale-force winds coming in off the Atlantic, it would be a whiteout. No boats. No planes. No rescue.

“Please,” I said. “Put me ashore.”

He let out a hard and cruel belly laugh.

“Why would I do that,” he said, “when I’ve got something so much better in mind?”

Then he slammed the door.
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Gudgeon hadn’t removed my wristwatch. Maybe he wanted me to listen to my final hours ticking away. I couldn’t see the dial with my hands tied behind my back. It shouldn’t have surprised me that he’d chosen to bind me with straps designed for sex dungeons. He might have claimed they belonged to someone else, but he, too, was a sadist.

I could think of no way to escape, not yet, but I would. I’d survived worse nights. I would survive this one, too.

It was Stacey I worried about.

She must be so terrified. Can stress send a woman into labor?

Gudgeon had cranked the engine. From the direction the boat was rolling, away from the wind, I knew we were headed southwest. I wasn’t sure why, but I took comfort in that.

Maybe I was just glad he wasn’t attempting the crossing into Canada.

I tried to recall nautical charts of the area. Except for my lone expedition after duck poachers, my work as a game warden hadn’t taken me onto the salt. It almost never did. But I had always loved maps and had a good visual memory.

Beyond the weather-beaten peninsulas of Western Head and Thornton Point was open water. But with the gale picking up, he wouldn’t want to be at sea. He’d probably sneak up into Machias Bay or even Englishman Bay to the west, where there were scores of uninhabited islands and tidal ledges. A fugitive boat could lose itself, for a while, in those benighted archipelagos.

Which was exactly what my captor meant to do, I discovered.

We’d been hours at sea, and it was fully dark. I could hear the wind above the asthmatic coughs of the diesel engine. My mouth was as parched as if I were staked to an anthill under the Sahara sun.

But I could roll around at least and feel with my blind fingertips. I did my best to explore the confined space. In Gudgeon’s haste, he might have forgotten something I could turn against him.

The engine slowed after what I reckoned to be midnight. Then it stopped. Immediately, waves began trying to overturn the boat as the swells pushed Pale Rider sideways.

Gudgeon dropped anchor. I heard the rattling chain pay out for fifteen or twenty seconds and felt a lurch when the steel claw caught the seafloor. Wherever we were, it was relatively shallow.

The engine had left my eardrums pounding and my nerves vibrating. After a while, I thought I heard Gudgeon’s voice. And then it became clearer as my hearing recovered.

“Don’t lecture me about SIM cards. I’m getting rid of this phone as soon as we’re confirmed.”

A short pause.

“What did you expect me to do?” he said with a noticeable slur.

A longer pause.

“He didn’t give me much of a choice.”

A very long pause as if the person on the other end was giving him grief.

“I made the decision already! Who’s in charge here? It’s happening.”

He knocked something on the deck.

“Same place we discussed if things went south.”

I inched my body onto the steps, climbing out of the cabin, trying to listen through the hatch.

“If I need to make other arrangements, I will.”

An even longer pause.

“I don’t care about the roads. If you can’t get there—”

The argument had seemed over, but now it flared up again.

“It’s going down with or without you. This needs to happen before first light.”

First light. The words hit me like a death sentence; the judge had announced the hour of my execution.

I needed to live. I needed to see Stacey again, to meet and hold our baby.

My hatred for Gudgeon took a distant second place to my survival instinct, which was based on hope and determination more than anything else.

I didn’t expect him to yank the door open.

He sure as hell didn’t expect to see me crawling up the steps.

At the sight of me, he slipped and crashed onto the frozen deck.

His rum bottle flew from his hand, shattering against a steel diving tank.

I pushed myself through the threshold, dragging my knees across the frost-whitened deck. I lay on my chest, inches from his feet. When I lifted my head, I was staring into the barrel of the suppressor.

Gudgeon was drunk, but not twitchy, swaying drunk.

“Where do you think you’re going, altar boy?”

Why does he keep calling me that?

Snowflakes touched my bare skin. The boat was crusted with hoarfrost like some malignant white growth.

“I needed air.”

He kept the gun trained on me. “I’m gonna give you a choice. Squirm your way back into your little hole … or I’ll kick you in the face.”

At some point during my imprisonment, he’d added layers. He now wore a hooded Grundéns raincoat over a ratty sweater, waterproof bibs, and insulated Xtratuf boots.

“Where are we?”

He laughed, amused by my bravado.

“Anchored off the leeward side of Little Libby Island—if that means anything to you. Which I highly doubt.”

“Actually, it does. There’s a Coast Guard station west of here in Jonesport. Ballsy move, laying up for the night on their doorstep.”

I already knew how much he liked hearing himself talk.

Using the gunwale, he hauled himself to his feet and pocketed his pistol. “Their station’s west of the Great Wass bridge. The Coasties use the channel down the other side of the island. And this? This is a tricky patch, even in good weather. Rocks everywhere, see? You’ve gotta go west until you’re clear of Halifax Island or north into Englishman Bay.”

Without meaning to, he’d just handed me directions to my watery grave.

His intoxication was undermining my estimation of him. Getting blind drunk didn’t fit the image of a criminal mastermind who prided himself on competence and unshakable resolve.

“So the plan is to anchor here until sunrise. Then move into position to scuttle the boat.”

He pulled a White Owl from his pocket. His lighter clicked twice before it caught. The flame painted his cheeks and nose in sudden orange. He drew in the cigar smoke, eyes half-lidded.

“Not bad,” he said with a slight slur. “Tell me what else I’m planning to do.”

The next words came faster than I meant them to.

“You need deep water, but not so far from shore that swimming’s impossible. You don’t want the wreck exposed by the tides, either. That’s why you won’t ram it into a ledge—you need control over how and where it sinks.”

Smoke trailed sideways from his slack mouth. “This is fucking fascinating.”

I pushed myself onto my elbows. My muscles were stiff from the cold and damp, but lactic acid was burning through my bloodstream.

“You need a beach. Even ten feet of pebbles will do. It can’t be a cliff or a tidal ledge. You can’t risk being stranded miles from the nearest road. You and your friend already picked the spot. Somewhere near a pull-off where he can meet you.”

That got a laugh out of him. “My friend? Jesus. You really don’t know shit.”

He was both right and wrong.

“I know you’ve spent years chewing ears off in barrooms, raging about predators and perverts and how the system failed. And maybe that got someone listening. But the killings I’ve seen? They were methodical, carefully planned.”

I should have stopped there. But I couldn’t help myself.

“That’s not you, Gudgeon. You’re a sloppy, self-pitying drunk. You don’t have the brains to successfully rob a lemonade stand.”

I knew I’d gone too far, but I didn’t care. I couldn’t pretend to a cowardice I didn’t feel. And if goading him made him reckless—if it gave me even the slimmest chance—I would take it.

“Fuck you,” he spat. “You arrogant son of a bitch! I’m going to make sure you suffer. You’re going to beg before this is over.”

Gudgeon drove his boot into my collarbone and sent me tumbling back down into the frigid blackness of my cell. I lay there in pain, listening to the rising storm, hearing the boat groan and shudder. The wind was the sound of every truth I couldn’t deny.
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Plenty of professional divers drank, but never before going into the water. The risks of accident and death were high enough without adding ethyl alcohol to an already overstressed circulatory system. Gudgeon’s decision to go hard with the rum worried me. Drunks were unpredictable.

And yet his deteriorating judgment and wandering attention gave me hope. I might just have a chance to slash myself free, using the piece of glass I’d found on deck.

In his sloppiness, Gudgeon hadn’t noticed. But I had palmed an inch-long shard I could use to saw through my restraints.

I worked the edge back and forth desperately.

And got nowhere.

These bonds were made of something tough.

The casual question turned into an obsession as I desperately went about my sawing.

Why sex restraints?

Why not handcuffs?

Why not—?

All at once, the key piece snapped into the jigsaw puzzle.

And a mystery that had been haunting me since Brian Malloy’s immolation ceased to be a mystery.

I understood now why Gudgeon had chosen these curious restraints. They must have been made of natural fibers; they would burn to ash without a trace. That was why the fire marshal found no evidence of them in the Malloy house. Hemp ropes might have worked, too. But I already knew that my secret admirer—whoever Gudgeon was working with—had a perverse streak. Being tied up with dominatrix gear was exactly the sort of sick detail that would have given him a rush.

I might never know how Brian managed to free himself of these seemingly unbreakable cuffs, but he had. There are stories of desperate people performing feats of strength, because the phenomenon is real. I’d been chased through the night woods and found endurance beyond my imagining.

The poorly fitted door opened, and now Gudgeon glared down at me, his wrinkled, flat-nosed face red with drink and rage. He had a flashlight, which he shined straight into my eyes.

“I know what you did.”

“I don’t know what you mean.”

“Show me your hands!”

What choice did I have? I twisted so he could see them. I might have dropped the shard into the litter. But there was no hiding the blood where I’d cut my hands.

His breath was foul with liquor and tobacco as he plucked the glass from between my fingers.

“I should make you swallow this.”

Instead, he thwacked me with the flashlight. He chucked the piece of bottle back onto the frozen deck.

“Would’ve taken you all night to cut through that fabric anyhow,” he said. “Bamboo woven into the cotton, said the label.”

“Brian Malloy managed to get loose of them.”

Again Gudgeon gave me an odd, baffled look. He knew about the Malloy deaths. But maybe not all the details? Had he not been present at the house when the fire was set?

“You know he managed to escape the house as it was burning?”

“Who?”

“Brian Malloy. I was there. He died at my feet.”

As confused as he’d seemed before, he appeared to be even more so now.

For the first time, I began to wonder if he wasn’t lying about having multiple collaborators. Subduing and tying up the Malloys would have been a job for two people minimum, even if one of them was the massive driver of the white van.

Frowning, silent, Gudgeon returned to the frozen air and slammed the door shut again.

I listened and waited. Only when I was sure he’d moved on to other things did I reach down for the second shard I’d taken. In survival situations, I had learned, you always needed a backup—always.

I gripped the sliver with all the strength in my fingers and began to saw against the threads.

Edward Gudgeon meant to lock me in the boat as it sank. I’d spend my last minutes trapped in the freezing cabin, fighting for air in a shrinking bubble until it vanished, probably when the hatch blew. Any hope of escape was delusional. My hands were bound, the water was deep and cold, and I had no prayer of swimming to safety.

He waited for the pistons to find their rhythm before he raised anchor. I heard the chain coming up over the groaning wheel, and soon we were floating free. He pushed the throttle to keep the waves from driving us back into the nameless cove in which we’d lain hidden.

After hours, I’d made little progress tearing the cloth restraints. With aching, exhausted fingers, I redoubled my efforts. My mouth was as dry and foul as if I’d spent the night sucking on a sponge soaked with motor oil.

After sneaking around Roque Island, Gudgeon was setting a course due west, or so I thought, because he soon turned to the north. We were headed up Chandler Bay. We were shooting the channel between Roque Harbor and the island of the same name.

And then, as he was opening the throttle, it came to me. My years as a game warden here hadn’t been totally wasted.

East of Jonesport was a tidal bar, a ridge of hard-packed mud that jutted out toward Roque Island. On the north side, a strip of sand curled from the shore to the edge of a deep channel. Monsapec Bar was rocky and compacted enough to support an ATV, a small car, maybe even a pickup. Woe to the driver who slid off the bank, though, and had to watch the incoming tide swallow their unsalvageable vehicle.

Gudgeon must have been planning to scuttle Pale Rider in the channel and then swim the short distance to the mud bar. He would crawl out of the primordial sea and find a massive man waiting. His accomplice would have driven his white van out to the end. In no time, they’d be speeding along roads miles from Cutler, where no one would be looking for them.

All this would happen as I drowned in a locked cabin mere yards from shore.

I needed to cut myself loose. I needed to saw harder at the fabric and be ready to kick down the half-mended door when Gudgeon went over the side in his diving gear. Despite the coldness, perspiration was beginning to slip down my forehead. It dripped from the tip of a nose that had gone uncomfortably numb.
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Now in the distance, I heard a great bell tolling above the throbbing engines.

It had to be the buoy guarding Monsapec Bar, warning hapless sailors of the shifting quicksand below the surface: a hazard that could trap a boat’s keel and pull it under.

I hadn’t expected Pale Rider to make such good time. Even drunk, Gudgeon had navigated in the dark across open seas from Cutler to the Jonesport peninsula: thirty-plus nautical miles. I had to respect his skills as a mariner if nothing else.

Despite all the evidence and the violence I had suffered at his hands, I was struggling to see Edward Gudgeon as the mastermind behind the vigilante killings. For one thing, he was obviously an alcoholic, which meant he was careless and clumsy. He had moments of competence, but not enough of them to have successfully carried out the murders of Brian and Jenna Malloy and Axl Deming. And there were the indications, as well, of someone having kept him in the dark. He wore his befuddlement openly.

He wasn’t smart, but he didn’t have to be. What he lacked in discipline, he made up for in raw, dangerous resolve.

He would probably sink Pale Rider by opening the seacocks, maybe even yank a hose off to start the water pouring in. Even well-built boats are precarious constructs.

I was so lost in my imaginings that when the final threads of my restraints snapped, I was taken by surprise. I looked at my hands trailing their preposterously pink bindings as if they were long-lost friends who’d shown up out of nowhere. Sometimes you just get lucky.

The engine died in fits and gasps.

I heard Gudgeon’s heavy footsteps through the makeshift door. He hadn’t been idle on his way up the channel, because there was the thwack of his weighted dive belt against the bulkhead. It was bad news for me that he was preparing to dive.

There would be no place for him to put the pistol in his neoprene wet suit. He might be leaving it behind or taking it in a dry bag. Either way, his weapon might no longer be within easy reach. I could try charging him, but he was such a gunslinger, I didn’t trust that he couldn’t snap off a shot before I tackled him.

Pale Rider was adrift beside the clanging channel marker. The bell was ringing from above the boat, meaning it was one of those green cans or red nuns that are the largest buoys dropped by the Coast Guard in treacherous waters. I might be able to swim to the sandbar if the current didn’t carry me off into the North Atlantic.

I heard the engine trapdoor being raised. He was preparing to sabotage the boat.

He’ll be distracted. You need to move.

But I was too late. Pale Rider gave a sudden lurch, hurling me against the fiberglass wall. The ice-covered boat had taken on water speeding up the bay, and it had filled the bilge. I had noticed we were riding low. The moment Gudgeon deactivated the pump, the sea broke through the hull. And when he next threw open the sea cocks, the course was irreversible.

The vessel upended almost immediately. The bow tilted skyward as the weight of the engine pulled the stern beneath the chop.

I was sent tumbling again.

A metallic noise through the hatch told me Gudgeon was hefting his air tank. He’d need it if the current swept him past the bar, leaving him in the icy water longer than expected.

As the bow rose, gravity pulled me to the door. I had to square myself to drive a flat-heeled kick into the panel. My boot nearly punched through the cracked wood, and the door flew in pieces down the deck.

Perched uncertainly on the gunwale with his back to the sea, wearing his neoprene and fins, dive tank strapped tight to his back, Gudgeon turned to me. I couldn’t see his final expression through his mask. Then he leaned back and dropped over the side. A tremendous splash erupted as he vanished beneath the surface. The spray shimmered white in the predawn gloom.

The boat pitched again, and I grabbed the rime-covered canopy to keep from sliding. The vessel was coated with sea ice and pale snow. Pale Rider had become a ghost ship.

I glanced right. The towering channel marker swayed drunkenly. Its bell was deafening.

I glanced left and saw the sandbar seem to slide past when really it was the boat drifting.

The tide had turned, drawing back to the sea the waters it had earlier sent surging into the shallows.

I was about to hurl myself overboard when I spotted a gigantic figure on the sand in the twilight. And behind him, a white van. The preferred transport of serial killers everywhere, at least in the movies.

With each second, my chance to escape diminished. I spotted no life preservers. But Gudgeon’s seat cushion had slid against the gunwale. The pad qualified as a floatation device under Coast Guard rules. More than good enough for me.

I was pushing my arms through its straps when the bow slammed into the steel buoy. Pale Rider slewed sideways.

The stern swung toward the sandbar as I fell, rather than jumped, over the side. I hugged the cushion to my chest for dear life.

The December water couldn’t have been more than forty degrees. The sudden cold was like a blow to my heart. My lungs seized involuntarily, and I gasped. My chest heaved with breaths I couldn’t control. Shooting pain lanced up my spine, through my brain, and down my optic nerves like needles into the backs of my eyes. I must have swallowed a pint of seawater.

But as soon as I tried kicking my legs, somehow, impossibly, I found I could stand. The outgoing tide pulled hard at my thighs, and the cold, especially in my groin, made me want to double over. But I managed to lift first one knee, then the other. Liquid sand squirted away beneath my boots as I trudged up the bank.

When I reached the surf line, white with snow above the beige stripe exposed by the receding sea, I fell forward. I bounced on my chest, on the cushion, and lay with my soaked boots dangling into the channel.

I was so shocked by my deliverance that I forgot, at first, about Gudgeon’s accomplice. But when I raised my wet, sandy head, the getaway driver was gone. I hadn’t heard the van start, but as I pushed myself up, I saw taillights shrinking at the far end of the bank. Then they disappeared onto what must have been a nearby road.

Why had the driver fled? Had the sight of me, crawling from the waves instead of Gudgeon, spooked him? Had he panicked, assuming I’d just killed his bad-ass accomplice?

Meanwhile, Pale Rider lay tilted on its side, momentarily caught in the muck. But it was being pulled, as if by invisible hands, back into the sea. The sinking boat groaned as it was slowly, utterly drowned.

And Edward Gudgeon?

He hadn’t had time to clamber ashore. I turned my head, scanning the blue-black channel and the opposite shore of Roque Island.

Nothing.

Only later, as I sat atop the mounded seaweed, rubbing my arms and torso and stomping my feet to drive blood back into my extremities, did I glimpse a long diver’s fin bobbing in the surf. Whether the erratic boat had struck Gudgeon, or he had been crushed between the hull and the channel marker, or he’d met some other horrible fate, I couldn’t say.
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At the first house along the road, I beat my fists against the door with such fury that the owner, a blue-haired, granite-faced woman, appeared with an aluminum baseball bat. Despite the ungodly hour, she was already dressed, in fleece and denim.

My wet clothes had gone rigid with ice. My teeth chattered hard enough to break. I must have looked like the ghost of a shipwrecked sailor.

Fortunately, she saw me for the suffering soul that I was. She let her arm go limp, gripping the bat only so it wouldn’t fall to the floor, where two pugs barked and yapped.

“My wife.” The words barely made it past my lips.

“Was she on the boat, too? Did she not make it to shore?”

She must have thought we were a clueless couple pleasure-cruising in December seas.

“Only me. I was alone.”

I never caught her name, but she threw a quilt over my shoulders and fetched her phone. When she saw how badly my hands were shaking, she dialed 9–1–1 herself.

I sat on her couch, bookended by her now-friendly pugs.

“I need to call home first.”

But she had already summoned an ambulance. If the cold shock hadn’t stopped my heart yet, I was probably out of danger. Whatever hypothermia I might be suffering was mild at best. Compared to my past cold-water ordeals, this was no worse than a bucket of ice dumped over my head.

Dawn illuminated the frost in the windows, turning the glass into beaten gold.

She handed me her phone. I poked at the keypad, my finger burning as blood found its way back into constricted capillaries. It was a good sign.

Stacey’s cell rang and rang. No answer.

I tried Charley next.

“Son, where are you?”

“Roque Harbor. At a house near Monsapec Bar.”

“What the heck are you doing there?”

I briefly described what had happened, then I paused for breath. “Stacey—?”

“We’re at the hospital in Calais. She’s been in labor since you disappeared. Sixteen hours.”

The nurse midwife had made the call early on; they needed to get Stacey to a delivery room. Charley said it had been a “bear of a drive.”

“Is she—?” I said. “Can I talk to her?”

“I can ask the docs.”

The pugs, sensing my distress, pressed closer. I didn’t know these animals, but they wanted to comfort me. That’s why I’ll always love dogs.

“What about the baby?”

“Healthy, we think. Just recalcitrant.”

“That’s not a medical term.”

“Damn, I wish I had the Cessna now. I’d be there in a snap.”

“I’ll find my way.”

My hostess brought me a travel mug of coffee. She’d overheard enough to understand why I needed to leave and not wait for first responders to check my vitals.

“Come on, pups,” she said. “We’re going for a ride.”

With the quilt draped around my shoulders, I climbed into her passenger seat. The dogs scrambled onto my lap and stood with their front paws braced against the dashboard, watching the road. She’d found a hat behind the seat. It was navy blue with a white pompom.

The snow had stopped, but it was blowing from drift to drift. On Route 1 in Jonesboro, we met the ambulance coming from the opposite direction. She flashed her lights and pulled onto the newly plowed roadside. I tried to return the hat and quilt, but she refused to take them.

“Just let me know they’re all right,” she said. “Your wife and baby.”

Only later did I realize I’d never gotten her name.

Before the EMTs could climb out of the ambulance, a state police cruiser roared up from the south with its pursuit lights flashing.

The trooper was another new face, but Charley must have spoken to him personally, because he swept me into his Interceptor over the EMTs’ protest and stepped on the gas before I had my lap belt secured.

“I understand your wife is in labor. I’ll get you to Calais ASAP. You can use my cell.”

Ora was in the delivery room with Stacey, Charley told me. The doctors advised against my trying to talk to her, as she was already struggling. At seventeen hours, she was approaching the worrying threshold physicians called “prolonged labor.”

I insisted and kept insisting. Over the doctor’s protests, Charley managed to get the phone close near her face.

“How are you doing?”

She started to answer, but her words became a scream. Then came weary, half-controlled breaths. The ones we’d practiced together, believing I’d be holding her hand while she labored in warm water by the fire in her parents’ great room.

“I’m so sorry, Stace.”

“Just get here. I need you.”

Then she screamed again.

The trooper overheard everything. Out of the corner of my eye, I saw the speedometer push higher and higher. My driver could have won races on the Formula 1 circuit.

Cars and trucks pulled over as we raced with lights and sirens through downtown Machias, across the long dike where gulls wheeled above a bag of trash someone had tossed onto the salted asphalt.

Charley had stepped away from the chaos of the delivery room. His voice, usually confident and cheerful, sounded unrecognizable. He’d seen his daughter in agony with no end in sight.

Now that my body was warm, I felt every small injury from my night’s imprisonment. I was surprised to see frayed pink cloth trailing from my wrists.

“How is she? How is she really?”

“Our girls are strong, Mike. You can’t do a damn thing for her till you arrive, so focus on something else.”

“Like what?”

“Describe Edward Gudgeon’s accomplice.”

“He was built like an offensive tackle and driving a white van. If he’s not the same guy Shayn Deming saw, I’d be amazed.”

A few miles inland, we hit deeper snow. Nearly a foot of powder blanketed the fields and barrens. Little Wabassus Pond had likely been buried. It was a miracle they’d made it to Calais.

I felt so helpless and angry with myself. On the most important night of my life, I’d let myself be marched at gunpoint into the cabin of a boat. Maybe Gudgeon had been more devious than I had been careless. But I couldn’t give myself a pass. If the man wasn’t already dead, he would be when I found him. No wonder angry men became vigilantes. I was an officer of the law and still I wanted blood.

To my surprise, I found myself praying: Please, please, please let them live, I begged a God I needed but in whom I didn’t fully believe.






45


I stayed on the phone with Charley. Only my wife and baby mattered. The ordeal I had just experienced didn’t matter. Nor did the mysteries of the past months.

But Charley knew that the best way to keep my mind from spiraling was by distracting me.

“One of my chums with the Machias PD told me Gudgeon had a record beyond cutting lobster lines. Last year, he got blind drunk at the Scupper and tried to break into Stella Maris—the Catholic church in Machias. He shattered one stained glass window with a crowbar but couldn’t seem to get himself through it. The police weren’t sure if he was going to rob the place or vandalize it. When he sobered up, he refused to explain himself.”

“He kept calling me ‘altar boy.’”

“Interesting! Gudgeon wasn’t a Stella Maris parishioner, we know that much. He was lucky the diocese chose not to press charges.”

“Was this episode common knowledge around town?”

“It’s Machias, son. What do you think?”

What he meant was that if I had spent five more minutes in the Rusty Scupper the day before, I would have heard about Gudgeon’s drunken antics at the church from John Merrill, Joanne Gaynor, or both.

“Do you still think Gudgeon was behind the killing spree?” my father-in-law continued.

“No, I don’t.”

Saying the words aloud made the thought real for the first time. My doubts had turned rock solid.

“He played the part of a criminal mastermind well enough,” I said, “but only up to a point. Gudgeon seemed unfamiliar with too many details about the killings. I’d been thinking he had only one accomplice—the massive guy in the van—but now I’m pretty sure there’s another vigilante out there. And the more I reflect on the smooth, boyish voice of the guy who called me last fall—”

“Your secret admirer.”

“—the more trouble I’m having connecting it to the gigantic person I glimpsed this morning. The guy who made the spoofed call and sent the spoofed text—he’s the one I think we should be looking for.”

“Mike…” The indulgence in his voice suggested I had gone into full conspiracy mode.

The trooper handed me a protein bar. I hadn’t eaten in nearly twenty hours, I realized.

“You know for a fact that Gudgeon is dead?” Charley asked.

The question caught me off guard.

“I didn’t see it happen. But one of his fins washed up.”

“The Coast Guard already has a response boat at the scene.”

How he knew this, I had no clue. But Charley clearly had been working the phones all night and morning.

“It’s not just because a man is missing,” he continued. “When a boat sinks, there’s always a fuel spill. They’ll search for a body, but Gudgeon was weighted and would remain subsurface. The tides might carry him anywhere or nowhere.”

I reeked of brine, I realized. I was carrying the sea with me.

The faster we traveled, the longer the road seemed to get.

“Be honest, Charley. Do you think there’s a chance—”

“Oh, son. That’s well beyond my pay grade, as you young folks say.”

“But you’ve seen women give birth.”

“Standing by a bed with a hand towel and a befuddled expression doesn’t make me Dr. Spock.”

“What about Ora? What is she sensing?”

In my panic, I was putting faith in my mother-in-law’s intuitive powers. Fear is what turns people superstitious.

Charley sidestepped the question. “How far out are you?”

“We’re passing Meddybemps. Just crossed the Dennys River.”

“That puts you ten minutes out.”

“Five,” said the trooper.

Someone in the hospital interrupted Charley. “Listen, Mike, I have to go.”

“Is the baby coming?”

“I have to go, son.”

Was it my imagination, or was there fear in his voice?

The state trooper overestimated our arrival time—by two minutes.

Calais was officially a city, but its population wouldn’t fill a Texas high school football stadium. It had once been a mill town, with rows of identical millhouses and a main street along the St. Croix River. Now its economy revolved around being a border checkpoint and truck stop for traffic crossing into New Brunswick, Canada. But even that once dependable industry seemed to be fading to dust.

The Calais Community Hospital reflected its humble community. The gray building was half the size of the Walmart Supercenter down the road. Too small to support a dedicated birth center. Stacey had been placed in the ER, Charley had told me.

The trooper dropped me at the entrance.

“Thank you,” I said and meant it.

He nodded as I slammed the door behind me.

The bespectacled receptionist looked up in alarm, like I was a wild man out of the hills, wearing animal skins, with bones in my hair.

A security guard stepped forward, but I held up my hands in a placating gesture.

“Stacey Stevens! I’m her husband.”

A glance between the receptionist and the guard was all it took. The whole staff must have been talking about the poor woman whose baby refused to be born.

The guard opened the security door to the curtained cubicles beyond. I thought I heard my father-in-law’s booming voice beyond a partition where a teenage boy was getting a soft cast fitted on his broken arm.

“Charley?”

“Mike?”

I left the guard behind as I rushed toward a small room opposite the nurses’ station. Inside were too many people: Charley, Ora, the midwife, the doula, a female doctor, a male nurse.

In retrospect, the scene resembled a Renaissance painting, a masterpiece by Leonardo or Michelangelo, crowded with figures but dominated by a single central image. Everything else faded as Stacey sharpened into focus.

She sat propped on pillows. Her eyes were sunken, her face flushed and shining. Her long brown hair, damp and tangled, clung to her shoulders, as if she, too, had emerged from a cold, bitter sea.

In her arms, she held a tiny, prune-faced creature bundled in a soft blue blanket.

I stopped hard at the threshold as if I’d run up against an invisible enchantment. But it was only my fear.

People were talking, but all I heard was my own ragged breathing. My labored heartbeat. They must have been congratulating me.

“Thank God,” I said and meant it.

Stacey had never looked so exhausted. Or so beautiful.

Her voice was weak, raspy from screaming. “It’s a boy, Mike.”

“A boy?”

“He’s your son.”

I staggered forward. I stared down at this delicate little person who was both a stranger and yet as familiar as if we’d known each other forever.

“What’s his name?”

“It’s the one we picked, babe. If it was a boy, we said we’d name him—”

I felt the tears sliding down my cheeks before I knew I was crying. I brushed a damp lock of hair from my wife’s forehead.

“Charles,” I said.
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To say I was overwhelmed at becoming a father doesn’t do justice to the changeable, at times unnameable, emotions I experienced that morning. Those first hours at Stacey’s bedside, taking turns holding Charles, were the happiest of my life. Those moments seemed borrowed from the life of some other, more fortunate man whose body I was briefly inhabiting and would soon be forced to surrender.

Next to joy, it was terror that asserted itself most strongly: two opposing forces vying for control. Prior to that day, I’d had plenty of things to lose—Stacey, Ora, Charley, Shadow, my friends, and colleagues—but never something that grounded me in mortality like Charles did. My son redefined me in a way I would have thought impossible. The Mike Bowditch I had been had ceased to exist, but my new self was a stranger who hadn’t yet introduced himself.

And to think I nearly died on that damned boat.

Stacey forgave me, of course, because she was simultaneously exhausted and ecstatic, and the fact remained that I hadn’t died but had fought my way back to her as I had always done.

It was myself I couldn’t pardon. I hadn’t been present for the woman I loved during the hardest ordeal she’d ever endured—her refusal of an epidural was truly heroic—and even if she claimed she’d never been afraid for her life or that of our son, I knew otherwise.

I believed I was keeping these thoughts hidden. I wore a smile. I joked with the nurses. Sent photos to friends and colleagues.

But it was Ora who saw through my disguise. In the waiting room, she motioned me down to her wheelchair. I knelt on one knee like a knight of old so that she might whisper.

“What matters is that you’re here now.” Her pale eyes were soft and kind, but there was the firmness in her voice that commanded my attention. “You need to let go of the rest.”

I kissed her on the cheek.

Returning home to Little Wabassus, Stacey rode with her parents in their wheelchair-accessible van while I followed alone in my Scout (helpfully recovered from Cutler by the Washington County Sheriff’s Office). I’d realized I would need to make and take calls from friends, family, and colleagues before I lost the cell signal at mile nine of the Stud Mill Road.

More than a few people had already asked if we were really calling the baby Charles.

“We can’t have two Charleys!” said Kathy Frost. “Chuck? Chucky? Chas?”

“His nickname is the last thing I’m worried about at the moment.”

“I bet! How you managed to find a killer, be kidnapped by him, and escape alive from a sinking boat is beyond me. All I’m going to say is you’re still capable of surprising me, Mike.”

“Think how boring things would be if I became predictable,” I said half-heartedly.

This made her laugh. “But you are predictable! Predictably surprising.”

“And infuriating?”

She could have thrown another jab but passed on the opportunity. “You gave your report about being kidnapped by Gudgeon to the state police, I take it. How did it go?”

“I’m not sure they believed me about everything—like the sex restraints being significant or potentially connected to the fire that killed the Malloys. But they were polite enough, knowing we’d just had a baby.”

What I didn’t tell Kathy was that the two detectives, members of the same Major Crimes Unit as Delphine Cruz, but based out of Bangor, had treated me less as a colleague than as an unreliable witness. They knew I was suspended from the Warden Service—and for what reasons—so the interview had felt more like a skeptical interrogation.

When I asked at the outset, for example, whether the evidence response team had found proof at Gudgeon’s house linking him to either the Malloy or Deming cases, they effectively changed the subject. My credibility was their real preoccupation.

“How can you be sure, Mike, that the white van you saw on the sandbar was the same one that supposedly followed your wife home? Or that it was the van glimpsed near the Vanceboro tracks the night of Axl Deming’s death?”

I said I couldn’t be sure, but—

“Exploring the woods near the Malloy place was certainly an unconventional choice. The cigar butts you found are interesting, but they’re problematic. White Owls aren’t exactly rare, and our DNA people say the rain—and the way they were stored—probably means we’re dealing with degraded samples at best.”

I explained that, as a former warden investigator, I knew about evidence preservation and DNA degradation and had accordingly stored the butts in my home refrigerator for just such an occasion as this one.

“Let’s move on. Assuming Gudgeon killed Deming, at least—and obviously, we’re not quite there yet—what verifiable statements did he make confirming multiple collaborators? You seem insistent on this point. You understand we need to be more objective.”

I repeated what I had overheard when Gudgeon was on the phone, as well as his declarations about creating a vigilante movement and already having people “in place.” Not to mention the random incidents that had occurred before the impromptu kidnapping that seemed designed to draw me personally into someone’s scheme.

“We’re not disputing that you received anonymous calls that had a threatening quality, Mike. They might or might not be relevant. Hopefully we can make a determination. But you admitted Gudgeon was prone to exaggeration and grandiose behavior. Wouldn’t it make more sense that he would claim to be leading a gang of vigilantes?”

I said it would make sense. But to decide preemptively that no such group could exist was also a mistake—especially if future killings followed—and furthermore went against everything I had personally observed as a law enforcement officer with extensive investigatory experience.

“We’re not challenging your expertise, Mike! You might be right. Gudgeon might have associates beyond this person on the sandbar. But asserting there’s a group of vigilantes prowling around Maine helps no one—especially if the media gets wind of the story. As a former investigator, you must understand that you can’t discuss any of your ‘theories,’ even with family and friends, without interfering with our official investigations and potentially jeopardizing future prosecutions.”

The detectives, in other words, had all but declared me a conspiracy theorist and sworn me to silence.

My mind had wandered from my conversation with Kathy, but she summoned me back to myself.

“I’m just glad you’re alive and all right, Mike,” she said, “and I know lots and lots of people feel the same way. You think of yourself as the loner you were when we met. But more people care for you than you know.”

Only after she’d hung up, and I saw the premature dimness of the afternoon, did it occur to me that it was the winter solstice.

Charles Michael Bowditch.

Even to speak our baby’s name aloud rescued me from broodings and dark memories.

Surely having been born on the shortest day of the year must be auspicious in certain sacred traditions. Wasn’t a child born in darkness destined to bring light and hope?

The December sun hung low in the southern sky. Clumps of snow still weighed on every pine bough and clung tightly to the last phone lines before the pavement ended. The forest animals had already left tracks on the untraveled road ahead, most of which I could identify by sight: snowshoe hares and red squirrels, deer and foxes. I had passed this way hundreds of times and never seen the woods so beautiful.

It’s not just me that’s changed.

It’s the whole world.
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My crazy shifts as a game warden, working days, then nights, then days again, had prepared me for life with a newborn.

Or so I had thought.

One morning, while Stacey slept soundly and Charles refused to settle, I carried my bundled-up son outside to meet Shadow. I’d tried to care for my canine friend after we’d returned to Charley and Ora’s guesthouse, but my hurried attention hadn’t sufficed, and in his pride, Shadow made sure I knew it.

I kept the fence between us while he sniffed the scent he’d never smelled before as far as I knew: a human newborn. Stacey and I had agreed the wolf couldn’t come near the crib. When Shadow rubbed the corner of his mouth with his long tongue, I clutched Charles tighter.

“I’m sorry you have to be outside again for now, big guy,” I told him.

He huffed out his displeasure.

To soften his banishment, I brought him store-bought meat instead of scraps or roadkill, but I knew I was really trying to quiet my own guilt.

More time passed. Gudgeon’s air tank was found south of the wreck, but his body still hadn’t washed up. The Coast Guard abandoned its cursory recovery efforts and focused on the petrochemical cleanup. The short days and twenty-foot tides didn’t help.

In those first weeks, I received exactly one call from Detective Sergeant Delphine Cruz. Major Crimes must have designated her to deal with me after my combative interview with her Bangor colleagues. She probably wondered what she’d done to deserve it.

“So Gudgeon never confessed to killing the Malloys?” she asked as a lead-in.

“Not in so many words. But he might as well have. Your computer crimes unit must have found something on his PC by now. Map searches of Kentville? Surveillance photos of Axl Deming? Maybe a list of other potential targets they haven’t gotten around to killing.”

She refused to answer directly. “For a middle-aged scallop diver who never finished high school, Edward Gudgeon knew a surprising amount about VPNs and wiping hard drives.”

“He told me he had someone who’d installed his security tech.”

“I’ve seen the videos. Some of it is expensive stuff.”

“Not unaffordable to a commercial diver but still a strange way to spend your hard-earned dollars.”

“You did say he was paranoid.”

“Come on, Cruz. You know what I went through on that boat. Please don’t shut me out. What has Major Crimes discovered that I don’t know about?”

“If it gets back to my lieutenant that I told you…”

“Cross my heart.”

“We appreciate your neighbor letting us into your house to collect that bag of cigar butts. There was a DNA match with Gudgeon. Decent quality, as it turns out.”

“So he was at the Malloy house.”

“Or someone emptied his ashtray in those woods to make us think he’d been there.”

From the moment she suggested that possibility, I recognized it was one I needed to ponder. And talk with Stacey and Charley about. Because whatever I’d told those two detectives from Major Crimes, I was going to seek the input, wisdom, and expertise of two of the smartest people I had ever known.

“What else?”

“The Computer Crimes Unit managed to get past his protections and recover his deleted files. I know you have doubts Gudgeon was the brains behind everything. You might reconsider after reading his manifesto.”

“What manifesto?”

“It’s a twenty-page diatribe. ‘Society is diseased. Violence is order. They will call me your enemy, but the enemy is the system that failed you.’ Gudgeon wasn’t as deep a thinker as the Unabomber, but Ted Kaczynski wasn’t half as smart as he thought he was, either.”

The idea of Gudgeon organizing his ravings and putting them into words bothered me. He had quoted writers, but nothing about him suggested he could string coherent sentences together at length.

“I can send you a copy if you want,” Cruz added.

“I would like that, yes.”

“Just don’t fuck me on this, Mike. I’m going out on a limb for you.”

“Why?”

“I already told you why—because of what that bastard put you through. You’re a survivor, Mike. I’ll give you that much. Whether you should wear a badge is a topic for another day.”

“That’s not it,” I said, trying to keep a note of triumph out of my voice. “You think there’s more to this, too. That Gudgeon’s death isn’t the end of anything. But you’re not allowed to say that in your office. The only person you can discuss this with is me.”

She paused long enough to affirm my suspicion.

My phone dinged. The manifesto arrived instantly, meaning she’d intended to send it to me all along.

“I’ve got to go,” she said.

“Hold on. What about Karen Kershaw? Have you found her yet?”

Cruz didn’t mean her sigh to be audible. “No.”

“There’s got to be a connection. Maybe through a third party. She worked for seventeen years in Machias. That town is at the center of too much of what’s been happening. It’s no coincidence Kershaw was a witness at the Malloy fire.”

“There’s no mention of her on Gudgeon’s computer.”

I had just been about to ask.

“All we know is she flew to San Diego. She cashed out her retirement and hasn’t used credit cards. Maybe she drifted down to Mexico.”

“She ran because she had something to hide. Either that, or she was afraid for her life. Afraid of someone.”

Cruz didn’t have the deepest well of patience. “Or maybe she was traumatized from watching her neighbor burn alive. It sounds like the woman was already mentally fragile before Brian Malloy put his daughter in her arms.”

“If that’s what even happened.”

“We’ve asked the San Diego PD to be on the lookout for a Karen S. Kershaw. But I don’t have to tell you she ranks low on their list of priorities. Now I’ve really got to go, Mike. I do have other cases. Congratulations on the kid. I genuinely mean that.”

I arose from the chair in Charley’s den and looked out the window, felt the bitter cold coming through the glass.

It was nighttime. My angry reflection stared back at me. He was angry and frustrated, and he looked ready to deal out violence, this man. I found I didn’t like him much.
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I started reading Gudgeon’s manifesto hoping to find something—a name, a place, anything that might lead me to his associates.


STORM TIDE RISING

By the Merchant of Vengeance



1. The justice system in America is not broken—it is diseased. It exists to protect the powerful and pacify the weak. Its rituals, its jargon, its robes and gavels—all of it is theater to distract you from the simple truth: Justice, real justice, is not decided in courtrooms. It’s decided in actions.

2. Americans have become blind to this truth. They cower behind the law, hoping it will shield them from the chaos they fear. But laws are just words on paper. Ink doesn’t stop a knife. Legislation doesn’t stop a bullet. The law is a bluff, and predators know when they’re being bluffed.

3. Violence is not chaos. Violence is order. The hawk doesn’t negotiate with the rabbit. It doesn’t debate, compromise, or postpone. The hawk kills because it must, and in doing so, it maintains balance. The justice system is full of people who think they can reason with savages. I am the hawk.

It took me twenty pages to admit what I’d suspected from the first paragraph: There was nothing here worth finding.

“‘I am the hawk,’” I said aloud. “What a load of crap.”

It was a relief to leave the cold office and return to the guesthouse where my wife sat nursing our baby beside the crackling woodstove. I felt my eyes water. I’d read a lot of books about pregnancy, birth, and infant development, but nothing had prepared me for the heart-expanding miracle of watching it unfold.

That night, it snowed, then snowed again.

It turned into the snowiest January in Maine in a decade.

On February 4, I celebrated my thirty-fourth birthday. Charley teased me about having officially entered my mid-thirties.

He toasted me with his preferred beverage, a cup of black coffee. “Of all the signs and wonders I have witnessed, none amazes me more than Mike Bowditch surviving to middle age.”

Stacey rolled her eyes. “He’s not middle-aged. He’s entering his late youth.”

By month’s end, I was ready to return to Ducktrap, where Shadow would have both the freedom of his wooded enclosure and the company of his raven friend, Gus, who enjoyed perching in the oak above the wolf ledge to mock him in his many strange voices.

Aimee Cronk, the wife of my friend Billy, had already volunteered herself and her elfin daughter, Emma, as nursemaids, housecleaners, cooks, and babysitters. They hadn’t met little Charles except on FaceTime. Meanwhile, Billy Cronk and his boys had kept watch over the house. I suspected we’d come home to a few cords of firewood stacked in the dooryard. Billy was like that.

I broke the news to Charley and Ora when the weather turned. The temperature leaped into the fifties, melting much of the snow, except certain patches beneath the evergreens and the miniature glaciers between the boulders that might last into August. Spring was still a week off, but the season had lost its meaning. Mother Nature seemed to have become unhinged.

They took the news with sadness but no protest. If anyone understood that impermanence is the essence of this universe, it was Ora and Charley.

When the day came, we packed up the Scout and headed south. Shadow endured his crate with quiet dignity; the scarily intelligent animal seemed to know we were headed home. The drive took well over four hours thanks to ice-jam floodings along the Machias and Narraguagus Rivers that required detours.

No one was happier to be home than Shadow. He bounded into his pen and sprawled across the ledge where he liked to sun himself. He was Odysseus returned to the throne of Ithaca, only without all the bloodshed.

The house felt cold and haunted by drafts. My first order of business was to fire up the cast-iron stove with the logs from the four cords—not three—Billy Cronk had left. Stacey set up the crib while I took my turn with the bottle. Afterward, they napped while I wandered around the property to inspect the ravages winter had inflicted upon our forest.

The lingering snow smoked in the warm air as I made my way down to the Ducktrap River. I balanced on mossy stones, breathing deeply of the sea downstream and listening to blue jays accuse each other of thievery in the hemlocks overhead. I was glad to be home.

Climbing the hill, using saplings for handholds, I happened to spot a camouflaged plastic box mounted in a tree. It was a trail cam. My first thought: Some asshole had been hunting my property without permission. Then I realized the camera was aimed squarely at our back porch.

Someone had been spying on us.

They’d installed it while we were gone. Only my trained eye—honed by years of spotting illegal game cams—had caught it. The device had a stubby cellular antenna. It could beam videos and photos back to our Peeping Tom.

My first instinct was to smash it, but I reminded myself it contained an SD card. And because it was a cellular model, it would be tied to a network account.

Instead, I continued climbing the hill like nothing had happened. Whoever had installed it had slipped past my own security cameras and motion sensors. This wasn’t some witless poacher with a grudge.

Back inside, I called Kathy Frost.

“Someone set up a hidden trail cam while we were gone. It’s aimed at the house.”

For a man of my generation, I almost qualified as a Luddite. Kathy, by contrast, was fluent in all things digital.

“If there’s one, there’s more,” she said. “Don’t worry, Grasshopper. We’ll find the SOB.”

“Thanks, Kath.”

When I told Stacey, she glanced toward the window, half expecting to see a leering face behind the glass.

“Who would spy on us, Mike?”

“I’m not exactly lacking in enemies. But it feels like it’s my secret admirer again.”

“Yeah, it does.”

Kathy Frost showed up precisely on time, something she’d never done as my field training officer. She’d brought along two pizzas and a six-pack of Allagash.

Stacey reached for a beer after nine plus months of abstinence. She’d just pumped and had hours to enjoy a fleeting buzz. “This isn’t the homecoming party we had in mind.”

“As long as your voyeur thinks everything’s copacetic,” Kathy said.

“They’ll notice when we start taking down the cameras,” I said.

“Does this one resemble what you saw around Gudgeon’s place?” Stacey asked.

“Not at all.”

“Different tech for different purposes,” said Kathy.

“Can they remotely wipe an SD card?” I asked.

She grinned at my ignorance. “No, they can’t. My computer geeks should be able to trace the cellular account they used. You said this cam was well hidden but not expertly?”

“Yeah. Why?”

“Don’t quote me,” she said, reaching for her parka, “but I have a feeling they wanted you to find the camera.”

“Why would they give themselves away after going to so much trouble?”

“That,” said Kathy, “is what we’re about to find out.”
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In the dark, I approached the first camera indirectly, using the climbing spikes and tether belt from my patrol truck. I wasn’t an arborist, but I could scale a tree in a pinch. As expected, the trail cam was cabled to a branch about fifteen feet up. I hauled up bolt cutters on a line.

Kathy scouted the rest of the property with night-vision goggles. She found three more, one aimed straight at our bedroom window.

“These aren’t cheap,” she said, laying all four along the porch rail. “These cellular models go for a couple hundred dollars, not including the monthly plan. Someone’s really eager to keep tabs on you, Mike.”

“I thought you said they wanted us to find them.”

“They did. But not all of them.” She picked up the last cam. “This one was expertly hidden. The others were decoys for you to find, figuring you’d stop looking after three. For some reason, that’s the magic number with a lot of people.”

She popped open the first camera and removed the battery and SD card. She inserted the SD card into the sleek laptop she used for her K9 training presentations.

“They’re not encrypted?” I asked.

“You really are a throwback, Mike Bowditch,” she said, smiling. “They can be encrypted, but this one isn’t.”

Stacey came out to watch. “Mike can barely work the TV remote.”

What could I say? It was true. I sipped my beer while they leaned over the screen. Kathy gave a low whistle.

“What?”

“They definitely wanted you to find this. You need to call Cruz. Look.”

She played a grainy video from just after the February thaw. Snow still blanketed the deck as a masked figure in full camo climbed the steps. He was huge.

Massive, Axl Deming had called him.

Judging by the doorframe, I pegged him at six feet four and bulky in a hulkish way. He might have weighed three hundred pounds. And yet he moved smoothly and with confidence.

Stacey frowned. “Is that the guy from the sandbar?”

“If it’s not, it’s his identical twin.”

“But why here? Why at our house?”

“He was waiting for you to come home,” said Kathy.

The intruder turned to the camera and waved a gloved hand. Whether the gesture was meant for me or someone watching remotely, I couldn’t tell.

Stacey shivered and leaned close.

“I thought I was pissed off before…” I muttered.

Kathy’s freckled face glowed in the screen light. “These need to go to Computer Crimes.” She ejected the SD card, bagged it, then closed her laptop. “With your suspension, it’s better if I bring them in. But you’ll need the colonel to light a fire under Cruz. Gudgeon might be dead, but whatever you’re caught up in? It’s far from over.”

After Kathy left, Stacey and I sat before the stove with the baby monitor beside us. The technology had been a godsend, but when you’ve just discovered you’re being secretly watched, it’s hard not to feel paranoid at the sight and sound of any machine that can potentially be hacked.

Stacey curled up around me. “Do you think they got inside the house? Could there be cameras here, too?”

I wished I’d thought to ask for Kathy’s help, but she was eager to put her geeks to work.

I scanned the room. No drilled holes. Nothing out of place.

“But if these people are computer experts?”

“I might not know tech,” I said, “but I tend to notice when and where a house has been disturbed. My job has always depended on seeing the little things everyone else misses.”

“Why you, though, Mike?”

“That’s for me to figure out—and the sooner, the better. It’s been clear from the day I pulled Karen Kershaw out of the river that someone has been keeping tabs on me.”

“Maybe it’s their MO,” she said, reminding me again how many cop shows she’d watched during her pregnancy. “Like with the Malloys. Like with Axl Deming. They watch first. Look for patterns. Figure out vulnerabilities before they act.”

It hadn’t occurred to me. Stacey had that calm, scientific way of dissecting a problem. We made a good team.

“They’ve only targeted people they think got away with murder,” I said. “I don’t fit the profile.”

She looked me straight in the eye. “Mike, you know that’s not true.”

“I’ve killed people in the line of duty. But always in self-defense.”

“But they’re still dead. And they might blame you for what happened to their ringleader. Wouldn’t that be reason enough for them—that Gudgeon is dead because of you?”

“Only someone looking for a reason to kill would see it that way.”

“Which is exactly who we’re dealing with,” she said. “Self-appointed executioners who see themselves as existing outside the law. Justice is what they say it is. And murder is in the eye of the beholder.”
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The next day, while waiting for a call from Kathy, I asked my friend and neighbor Billy Cronk to help me shore up security around the property.

Billy had been an infantryman in the Iraq and Afghanistan Wars, and later an inmate at the Maine State Prison, where he’d learned from professional housebreakers how to breach even the most well-guarded building.

Physically, he was the most intimidating human I’d met, taller and broader in the shoulders than the massive stranger who was stalking us. Six five, with a blond beard he let his daughter braid into forks, and that hardcore Viking haircut he’d taken to wearing, Billy carried himself like the combat soldier he’d once been: legs bent in an athletic stance, glacier-blue eyes always alert to his potential dangers. He was also a devoted husband and the father of five platinum-haired children whom I had nicknamed the Cronklets because I’d had trouble telling them apart.

The kids were at school, and his wife, Aimee, was grocery shopping. We sat over steaming cups of coffee at his kitchen table, surrounded by the cheerful debris of family life.

“You understand the first thing these people will do is kill Shadow,” Billy said in a voice deeper than a bear’s growl. “Dogs were the original security alarms.”

I blinked. “Jesus, Billy.”

“No point in sugarcoating it. They’ll want to silence your canine. You got an AR in your armory?”

“I did, but it was state-issued. Confiscated with my badge.”

“You can borrow one of mine. Or the AK if you want stopping power. My Zastava kicks like a mule. Might be too much for Stacey if she has to use it.”

“She’s fine with her dad’s old .357 Smith & Wesson.”

He stroked his beard, streaked with red and creeping gray, although he wasn’t yet thirty-five.

“Problem with the revolver is capacity. She’d be better off with a semiauto.”

“You’ve never seen her shoot that cannon. Stacey doesn’t miss.”

He grunted—a sound equal parts approval and amusement—then drew a seven-inch hunting knife from his belt and began cleaning his fingernails with it delicately, as if it were a scalpel.

“I’ll say it again, Mike. I don’t mind lying out in the woods a few nights in my ghillie suit. Aimee got me a night scope for the Dragunov for Christmas.”

The sniper rifle was a trophy of war. I didn’t want to know how he’d smuggled it into the States.

Years earlier, in a backwoods gravel pit, Billy had killed two men to protect me. But the brutality of his actions crossed the line from self-defense to manslaughter, and I’d had no choice but to arrest my friend and watch guiltily as he was sentenced to prison. If the Maine governor hadn’t later pardoned Billy and removed his felony conviction, he wouldn’t have been allowed to possess anything more dangerous than a BB gun.

“I appreciate the offer,” I said.

He responded with another grunt.

“I knew Shayn Deming in prison,” he said. “He had a reputation as a punk until his HIV diagnosis. After that, even the alphas stayed clear, scared of catching AIDS.”

“I’d wondered if you two had overlapped.”

“I knew some of the wolves who raped him, too. You hear people on the outside wishing that on prisoners, like being locked up ain’t punishment enough. And I don’t just mean bitter folks who want inmates to suffer. ‘Respectable’ people are just as bad. Maybe worse. People are fucked up, Mike. Think about the ones who hope prisoners get raped in the shower, who think that’s justice. There’s something demonic in that.”

I had no response. I’d been guilty of wishing a cruel revenge on some of the people I’d arrested, too.

“Shayn toughened up in gen pop,” Billy said. “Sounds like he’s headed back there after roughing up John Merrill. I doubt his second stay will be any nicer than his first.”

It had slipped my mind that the Cronks came from Washington County, too; Billy himself had torn up the Rusty Scupper more than once. All roads in this mess seemed to run through Machias.

“Aimee had a question for you. She wonders why the Malloys were the first names on Gudgeon’s hit list.”

I realized, with some embarrassment, that the thought hadn’t occurred to me.

The kitchen door opened then, and the woman herself appeared hauling four totes of groceries. Behind her came her youngest child, her one and only daughter, Emma, carrying a bouquet of carnations. She was very small, especially for a Cronk, with big eyes and flowing blond hair like a princess doll.

“Uncle Mike!” She rushed over to hug me. Only afterward did she admit to being let out of school early for being sick.

“What brings you here?” her mom asked.

Aimee was a short and voluptuous woman, with ginger hair and round pink cheeks. In her softness and warm demeanor, she was the opposite of her husband. She’d never gone to college, but she was one of the smartest people I knew. But because she was plump and always had kids hanging off her cart in Walmart, people—especially wealthy newcomers—assumed she was an ignorant hick.

“I need Billy’s help installing some game cams,” I said, leaving it there for the moment. “He said you have a question for me. You’re wondering why the Malloys were Gudgeon’s first victims.”

“Kentville is just so far from Machias.”

“Maybe Gudgeon worried he would be too obvious a suspect if they killed one or both of the Demings.”

“Maybe.”

We helped her unload the groceries from their Tahoe and put them away.

The whole time, she’d been pondering her original question.

“I’m not trained in this stuff,” she began almost hesitantly. “But it just seems strange that they started with the Malloys. If you were going to go through all the work of planning a murder…”

Suddenly, I understood what had been bugging her. “You wouldn’t start with total strangers!”

She nodded and smiled shyly. “That’s the part that doesn’t make sense. If they were terrorists, maybe, but even then, they’d need a reason to hate them especially.”

“The Malloys weren’t the first ones they killed!” It was like a door had swung open, letting summer sunlight into a darkened room. “They began with someone they personally wanted dead. Aimee Cronk, I want to kiss you.”

“You’d better not,” said her husband with just enough of an edge to his voice to make me doubt he was joking.

“I’ll start with Gudgeon—see if anyone from his past died recently under suspicious circumstances. I swear, Aimee, when your kids are grown, you should go to work for a police department.”

“Me? A cop?” She and Billy both laughed.

“Start as a receptionist—then spend your days feeding solutions to dumb detectives.”

“That would be so cool, Mom!” said Emma who, unnoticed, was eating Cap’n Crunch directly from a box.

“Nah.” She showed her dimples when she smiled. “I’d rather be the world’s best grandma.”

“You’ve got time,” I said. “I’m serious. You should think it over.”

Aimee, beaming and perhaps inspired by my confidence, gave me one last insight.

“You said Edward Gudgeon justified his murders—like it was a public service. Well, once you give yourself permission to kill an evildoer, isn’t it just a matter of time?”

“A matter of time until what?” Billy asked.

“Until you start deciding anyone who bothers you is evil. The guy who flips you off in traffic. The woman who curses the girl behind the ice cream counter. Wouldn’t you begin inventing all kinds of reasons to kill people?”

Forget becoming a receptionist. With a mind like hers, Aimee Cronk could have become the best instructor at the Maine Criminal Justice Academy.
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I didn’t take Billy up on his offer to set up a sniper’s nest outside my house.

But the next day, as he helped me set up the additional cameras and motion sensors I’d picked up, and as I listened to him rattle off military jargon about “locking down the perimeter” and “hardening my defenses,” I reflected on the strange life he’d lived, so different from mine. Combat and captivity had rewired his brain in ways that weren’t always obvious. Then we’d be sitting on the back steps, having a late-afternoon beer, and he’d say something that would leave my hands trembling.

“My head is full of spiders, Mike. At night, I feel them crawling around, trying to escape through my ears.”

What do you say to something like that?

“Tell Aimee again how much I appreciate her helping me,” I managed.

He gave a nod, drained his bottle, and set it on the step. Then he walked carefully off into the mist beneath the hemlocks and birches, as if danger were not a possibility but a guarantee.

I was eager to begin looking into the life of Edward Gudgeon.

Stacey was a crack researcher. I considered putting her on the job until I remembered that being a mother to a newborn was a twenty-five-hour-a-day job.

I was about to head inside when Shadow barked from the darkness. His vocalizations ranged from whines to howls, and each one meant something different. That doggish yap meant he was lonely.

I opened the gate and knelt in the mud, scratching behind his ears, then his ruff, then the thick fur at his throat.

“Between you and Billy, I have some dangerous friends,” I said to the wolf.

Afterward, I told Stacey about my new theory that I needed to investigate the past to find the incident that had personally motivated Gudgeon. It might lead me to the identities of his collaborators, I explained.

“Somehow these damaged people found each other,” my wife observed, before slipping away to take a shower.

I sat in an armchair with my son while I listened to the water running in the next room.

Charles peered up at me, his unfocused eyes the same uncertain blue as most newborns. His fat cheeks might have been stuffed with acorns. I pressed a kiss to his forehead, the softest thing I had ever touched.

To my surprise, I found myself blinking back tears. Then the moment passed just as quickly. I saw again the mocking figure from the porch video. My heart lit up like someone had poured gas on it and struck a match.

As I rocked Charles, my phone buzzed with a text from Kathy.

Computer crimes says the cell number connected to the trail cam was from a burner. And the app they used to access the videos was paid for by a stolen card—now deactivated. Whoever this is, they’re wicked crafty, mike. Be careful.

I thought I was being careful. But what Kathy was really saying was be more careful.

“I hate that we have to turn our house into a fortress,” Stacey said after she’d emerged from the bathroom wearing a towel turban. “But I guess we don’t have any other choice. I already took the Smith & Wesson out of the safe and put it in the nightstand. And I watched the video again.”

“Of the man on the porch?”

Kathy had sent us a copy. Each viewing had twisted my stomach into a new knot.

“There’s something off about him,” Stacey said.

“Doesn’t that go without saying?”

“I mean there’s something … familiar.”

“You think you know him?”

“Not exactly. I wish I could put my finger on it. His posture, the way he moves—I recognize something. I wish I could pin down what’s not adding up about him.”

Now that she’d spoken her misgivings aloud, I started to feel it, too. Our mystery man had a secret beyond his identity.
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Downstairs, I sat at the computer and pulled up every story about the Pale Rider and its captain since its sinking. The spokesperson for the Department of Public Safety had managed to keep my name from appearing. But I suspected the real story was making the rounds Down East. Too many people had observed or been part of my race from that sandbar to the hospital in Calais.

The better-reported pieces mentioned that Edward James Gudgeon, age fifty-four at the time of his suspected death, had been born in Machias, attended but never graduated from Machias Memorial High School, done a stint in the merchant marine before returning to Maine to work first on boats, dragging for ground fish, before becoming a commercial scallop diver: his occupation at the time of his presumed drowning off Monsapec.

No one could explain what he’d been doing out at night in that snow squall.

Major Crimes had successfully kept any mention of Gudgeon’s potential involvement in the death of Axl Deming—let alone the Malloys and maybe even others—out of the news.

The articles did, however, include the fact that Gudgeon had lost his commercial fishing license for a year and paid a civil fine for cutting the traplines of an unnamed lobsterman. One intrepid reporter for the Machias Valley News Observer had even gotten hold of his drunken attempt to break into Stella Maris but ended by noting, “No charges were filed.”

“You didn’t tell me he tried to vandalize a church.” Stacey had entered with the baby and was reading over my shoulder.

“We’ve had a few other things to think about.”

“But you did say he kept calling you ‘altar boy.’ Think about it, Mike.”

I did.

“Oh, shit. Maybe he was molested as a kid.”

“It’s a plausible explanation for his lifelong rage and desire to punish predators, wouldn’t you say?” She handed me Charles. “Get out of the way and let me do this.”

While I bounced our son in my arms, my wife, the trained scientist and researcher, went to work. Within minutes, she’d found the name of the Stella Maris parish priest for the years when Gudgeon might have served as an altar boy.

“Father Lucien Thibodeaux, age eighty-eight, died unexpectedly in Lewiston last year. He was the priest at Stella Maris when Gudgeon would have been eight to thirteen. How old are altar boys usually? There’s no mention of scandal around Thibodeaux, but his obituary says he served in nine different parishes over his career. Wasn’t that something the church used to do with ‘problematic’ priests—shuffle them from place to place—before the pope acknowledged its abuses?”

“The obituary doesn’t say how exactly he died?”

“Just that his death was unexpected.”

“That’s sometimes a euphemism for suicide,” I said.

“Or the man might have had a heart attack. The guy was eighty-eight, after all.”

I leaned down to kiss her head and smelled the floral sweetness of her shampoo in her still-damp hair. “I need to make some calls.”

I took the phone outside, where the signal was better, and started with the diocese. I said I’d belatedly learned about the death of Father Thibodeaux—which was the truth—and asked if he’d been living at the home for retired clergy in the city when he died. The receptionist was appropriately guarded. Maybe she knew something about the late father’s reputation. But since he had been dead for more than a year and I wasn’t referencing scandalous behavior on his part, she admitted that yes, he had been.

My next call was to the small retirement facility. The woman who picked up there was far more forthcoming.

“It was such a freak accident,” she said at once in a choked voice.

The cord connecting his bedside lamp to the outlet had frayed. One night, when he’d reached to turn the light on or off, he had touched an exposed wire. The priest had fried to death in his own bed.

“That sounds horrible!”

“I wasn’t here that day, but I did go into the room after he’d been taken out, and I will never, ever forget that smell.” Now she was crying openly—I could hear it in her voice, and it made me sick to have caused her the pain of remembering. “It was an antique lamp: a memento he’d had since his childhood in Lowell. He should have replaced it years ago.”

An improperly installed dryer starting a fatal fire.

A frayed wire electrocuting a man in his bed.

“Did the home have any outside contract work done before Father Thibodeaux’s passing?”

She paused. “I was told the facility was cleared of any liability.…”

“You already said it was an antique lamp. My mémère had one just like that with a frayed cord. I had to force her to throw it away because hers wasn’t worth being repaired. You know how stubborn they can be.”

My use of the colloquial Franco American term for grandmother relaxed her again. The city of Lewiston was home to many mémères and pépères. And the overwhelming percentage were observant, faithful churchgoers.

As a district warden and then as a warden investigator, lying had become second nature to me. Regular people didn’t always know law enforcement officers are permitted to lie in the service of doing their jobs. Deception could be a justifiable means to a righteous end. I tried not to worry how it might be corroding my soul.

“The only work we had done last year was on the internet, and that was in the downstairs hall and living room and nowhere near the father’s room.”

“The internet? You wouldn’t know the name of the contractor who did the work.”

“That’s a very strange question to ask. I’m afraid I don’t know their name. Who did you say you were again?”
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Instead of calling this time, I drove directly to the Cozy Pastures bed-and-breakfast and llama farm. After Dick Farley and Marlon Watts had purchased the nineteenth-century building and its ninety acres, they had spent hundreds of thousands of dollars not just to restore it but to transform the inn into a destination resort, adding wings and dormers under the eye of a historically mindful architect. Then they’d finished off the reinvention by painting the clapboards a daffodil yellow that gave warmth to the winter snows and offered a vivid contrast to the summertime greens of the woods and fields.

Late March was either a time for the couple to travel or prepare the grounds before the rush of tourist season.

Fortunately, I found Dick in residence. He was mucking out the stables. Seeing my Scout rumble into the empty lot, he came out to greet me, wearing a lavender plaid shirt, blue jeans, and tall boots brown with llama shit. He waved, then leaned on his pitchfork.

“Welcome home,” he called. “How long have you been back?”

“Less than a week.”

In the off months, Dick had let his gray curls grow out.

“It’s great to see you, Mike. I’m assuming Stacey is well—and the baby?”

“He’s perfect,” I said.

“With you two as his parents, how could he not be? We need to meet him soon. Let’s make that happen.”

I was too worked up for small talk. “I have something important to ask you about.”

“Oh?”

“The night of the Malloy fire, you told me the B and B was empty except for two guests and that one of them was an IT consultant who had bartered work for a room. I drove by the next day and saw what I think was his vehicle in the lot: a gunmetal-gray Passport with tinted windows.”

“Wow! You have an amazing memory.”

“I need to know his name.”

“Because you need work done?”

“Because I need to know his name.”

The tone in my voice left no doubt. In my own ears, I sounded very much like an implacable cop commanding a scene. He had never heard me speak this way before.

“It was Ben Brathwaite.” He removed his cell phone from his back pocket and found the contact information. “The name of his firm is Complete IT Solutions. He’s based out of Ellsworth. If you have an iPhone, I can NameDrop you his info.”

I produced my cell and followed his lead. My phone made a happy noise telling me it had successfully received the digital information through the ether.

“Think back,” I said. “How did you find each other?”

“He just appeared at the door. He said he was traveling, doing work in the area for a couple of clients that would make commuting a pain, and asked if we wanted him to analyze our system for improvements. Marlon thought it sounded like a scam. But my man grew up in Philly and thinks everyone is a grifter. But the truth was, the inn has a complicated wireless setup. Some of the rooms have better connectivity than others. Ben did the work and didn’t charge us except for parts.”

“Was he here at the inn when the fire broke out?”

“When the call came over the scanner.”

“And he checked out the day after the fire?”

“Two days after.”

It made sense that he’d want to linger to watch the fire marshal conduct his investigation and then wait for the cause to be determined accidental.

“Describe him for me.”

“What’s going on here, Mike? You can honestly tell me.”

“Please just describe him, Dick. And trust I have legitimate reasons for asking these questions.”

The innkeeper closed his eyes as if to give his memory a blank screen onto which he could project the face of the helpful IT consultant.

“He was very young—early twenties. But he knew his stuff. He had a wicked sense of humor. I can’t recall the specific remarks he made, but my impression was that he found a lot of things amusing.”

“I was hoping for a physical description.”

“He was five feet eight or nine. Average height but slender. Narrow shoulders and hips. Dark brown hair parted in the middle. Cute, but he had these horrible acne scars on his cheeks. He had an IT consultant’s skin tone—very pale. But he wasn’t the cliché of a tech guy who dressed in polos and chinos. He wore chambray and jeans. Cross-trainers. No company logos on anything.”

It wasn’t exactly a vague description, it was impressively detailed, but I still couldn’t see the man in my mind’s eye.

“Did he ever mention Karen Kershaw?”

“Karen? No.”

“Were they ever here at the same time?”

“No.” Then he angled his head almost as if to favor one ear. “Are you thinking Karen ran off because she was scared of Ben?”

Almost certainly so.

“I need you to do something for me now, Dick, and again, I apologize for being so mysterious. I promise an explanation when I’m free to give one. I need you to call Ben Brathwaite from your phone.”

“And say what?”

“That your internet is down in part of the inn.”

My lack of knowledge of digital technology and wireless communication seemed a profound handicap in this moment.

Dick attempted a self-deprecating smile. “I guess I can bullshit a little.”

“Not too much! Or he’ll see through it.”

“Who is this guy, Mike?”

“Make the call. Put it on speaker.”

Standing there in the March afternoon, with clouds scudding overhead, I found myself holding my breath until the man on the other end picked up.

“Dick!” he said. “How are you, man?”

So he’d stored Farley’s number for future reference.

“Good, Ben. Good. Well, I say that, but the truth is we’re having some trouble with the Wi-Fi.”

“Really?”

“It’s down in part of the building.”

“Which part?”

“The third floor.”

“Just the third floor? Not the second, too?”

Fuck, he already suspects something.

“Just the third.”

Brathwaite seemed to disappear for a while. Then he laughed.

“And you’ve already tried turning it off and restarting, right? I’m just kidding, but you’d be surprised how often that fixes the problem. But no, I’ll come take a look—”

“Good!” Dick said a little too quickly.

“I’m in Bangor on a job today and can’t swing by on my way home. But if you’re going to be around all day tomorrow…”

“Do you have a window? Because I have errands to run, and I’d hate to have you drive out all this way and then miss you.”

This was good, persuasive, but I feared he’s already spooked Brathwaite.

“I’m afraid I can’t give you a time at the moment,” said the voice on the other end. “But why don’t I text you with an ETA during the day? The issue you’re having—I don’t know how it could be happening, based on your setup. I’ll text you tomorrow, man. I’ll let you know when you can expect to see me—although if I finish early today, I might just surprise you.”

Brathwaite was the one to end the call.

“He sounded suspicious,” Dick admitted, again revealing his intelligence and the sensitivity he’d acquired as a therapist. “You need to tell me this much, Mike. Am I in danger from this man?”

“You? No, you’re not in any danger.”

My situation was altogether different. From the minute Ben Brathwaite had come on the line, I had recognized the voice of my secret admirer.
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I called Stacey at once with the news.

“And of course, there’s nothing we can do,” she said. “The man hasn’t done anything that rises to the level of harassment or criminal threatening—nothing we can prove. I believe you recognized his voice, but you know that will mean nothing to the police.”

She said this with such resignation I felt like I was failing her as a protector even if she didn’t feel that way herself.

“At least I know it’s him.” I had punched the gas hard as soon as I hit the main road heading east out of Kentville.

“If Charles gives me a minute, I can run a search on Brathwaite and his business—Complete IT Solutions—and see what I find.”

“It’ll be clean. This guy is very careful. I’m almost positive he won’t have a criminal record, because most regular people don’t, and everything about Brathwaite screams regular person.”

“I’m still going to dig.”

As if I expected anything less of her.

“One last thing,” I said. “I got the sense he knows I’m onto him. Better keep your dad’s revolver close at hand until we have a better sense of what we’re dealing with. I’ll be home as soon as I can.”

Next, I left a voicemail with Cruz saying I had identified another of Gudgeon’s associates. I didn’t identify Brathwaite by name because I knew how much weight she gave my hunches and intuitions. But I said if she didn’t call me back ASAP, I would hold her personally responsible for anything that happened to my family.

The name Brathwaite meant nothing to me. I couldn’t recall ever having met one. During his first anonymous call, he’d made a lot of specific references to my years in Washington County. He would have been a teenager then, based on Dick’s estimation of his age. I always took pride in my memory, but either it was letting me down, or he’d acquired a different name since our fateful meeting seven years earlier.

I didn’t see the blue lights in my rearview mirror until the sheriff’s deputy pursuing me chirped his siren.

I was driving my Scout, and while the vintage vehicle was well known among my local law enforcement acquaintances, this officer didn’t know or care that it was me behind the wheel.

After I’d pulled over onto the muddy shoulder and watched him step from the vehicle, I understood why.

It was Deputy Chet Bessel.

He’d been the officer at the fatal fire who’d spit on Brian Malloy’s body bag.

Bessel and I hadn’t worked together during my brief tenure as the district warden, but I knew he had a reputation for rectitude. He was a rawboned man with rusty hair thinning on top and an expression that had settled long ago into a kind of permanent skepticism. Rookies in the sheriff’s office either respected or disdained the veteran officer for his insistence on following the letter of the law.

I cranked down my window as the deputy came up alongside my truck.

“License and registration, please.”

“Come on, Bessel, you know it’s me.”

He maintained a poker face that would have won thousands at the felt tables in Las Vegas. “Do you know why I pulled you over?”

“For exceeding the speed limit.”

“So you knew how fast you were going?”

“Only that I was hauling ass. I have an emergency back home.”

“Seventy in a forty-five-mile-per-hour zone.”

“I’m worried my wife is in danger.”

His lips twitched; it might’ve passed for a smile. “Why didn’t you dial 9–1–1, then?”

“It’s personal.”

“Even if you weren’t under suspension, it doesn’t give you the right to disobey the posted limits when you’re off duty. Or has no one told you that before, Warden?”

With a man as stoic as Bessel, you never knew how to take these kinds of comments: as sly needling or bone-deep insults.

Nor did he give me a pass on producing my documents. I had to watch him return to his cruiser to run my name through the system, in case I had other vehicular citations that might affect how he dealt with me now. I drummed my fingers against the wheel.

There were two ways of looking at this: not mutually exclusive.

The man was an officious prick.

He was just doing his job.

A memory came back to me about Bessel, unassociated from his job as sheriff’s deputy. One Sunday, I’d glimpsed him dressed in a petrol-blue suit coming out of the Baptist church with his pretty wife and two teenage daughters who had the misfortune to resemble their fox-faced father. His family had appeared as genuinely close. They are all very happy. Even stony-faced Bessel had been smiling.

“I’m going to let you off with a written warning,” he said, “because I know you and your wife just had your first child. In those first months, lots of things can feel like emergencies.”

It might have been well-meant advice or condescension, but either way, I kept my mouth shut. I couldn’t believe he was issuing me an actual written warning. He must’ve expected to be thanked for not issuing me a citation for speeding.

“I’m not unfamiliar with the stories around you,” he said in the same flat tone. “You’re not big on following rules, is what I’ve heard. Not even speed limits, it seems.”

I accepted my documents mutely.

“It’s none of my business,” he continued, “but now that you’re a father, you might want to think about what kind of example you’re setting for your son. How do you want him to remember you?”

“As the longest-lived man in Maine history.”

Bessel didn’t smile, and he certainly didn’t laugh.

“When my wife’s father passed last year,” he said, “five hundred people showed up. And do you know what they all said? That he was a good man. I came away thinking there’s no higher compliment. Are you a good man, Bowditch?”

His stare stopped me cold.

“Pray on that tonight before you go to sleep. If you’re honest and humble, you’ll get an answer. If you don’t like what He tells you, you might want to look at changing your ways. In this job, you learn it’s always later than you think.”
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Bessel followed me for the next mile, making sure I got the message about staying under the limit. Then he turned off toward the farming town of Belmont.

I hit the gas again the moment he was out of sight.

But no sooner did I accelerate than my phone gave a buzzing noise to indicate I’d received a text.

I picked it up to get a quick look at the number—it was from an unknown caller in the city of Belfast, north of where we lived in Ducktrap—and then when I read the message, I swerved across the opposite lane and fishtailed coming to a stop. Parked halfway in a ditch, with the engine still running, I reread the eight sinister words:

You catch more flies with blood than honey

I hadn’t encountered this twisted take on the old saying before. But I’d stood over enough flyblown corpses and carcasses in the woods to know it was true.

My secret admirer’s sudden reappearance told me that I’d been right about Ben Brathwaite having seen through Dick’s clumsy lies.

I dialed the Belfast number, expecting another spoof, thinking it probably belonged to a funeral home (blood) or maybe a candle-making company (beeswax). Instead, a man answered gruffly, “Mariner Motel.”

I paused, searching for the joke and not finding it.

“Hello?” the man demanded.

“This is the Mariner in East Belfast?”

“Yeah, that’s right.”

It was a tacky, touristy motor inn on Route 1 that catered, in the summer, to travelers headed east to visit Bar Harbor and Acadia National Park. During the season, affordable motels along that strip never had vacancies. But during the winter—or early spring—they were forced to either close temporarily or rent rooms by the week.

“You wouldn’t happen to have a Ben Brathwaite staying there?”

“I’m not allowed to give you the names of our guests.”

“I’m a client of his, and my network just crashed.”

“Try his phone, then.”

“I did, but he’s not answering. I’ve been trying to reach him for days.”

“Not my problem, man.”

“The thing is, I think he might have scammed me. I never hired a consultant before. Complete IT Solutions. I don’t think he even knows what he’s doing. I think he might be a fraud. So if he is staying with you, consider this a warning.”

I might have said the man at the motel went silent except that I could just about hear the wheels turning.

“How do you think he scammed you, exactly? Like, did he install faulty wiring? Or plant malware in your system?”

“Before I report the guy to the police, I think I owe it to him to have a conversation. He mentioned he was staying at a motel on Route 1 while he finished some jobs—”

“I can tell you he’s not here.”

“Not staying there or—?”

“His vehicle isn’t in the lot.”

I’d gotten my answer. But there was no satisfaction in having tricked the motel owner. Instead, I found myself contemplating Brathwaite’s latest chess move. Because he had spoofed the number of the motor inn deliberately, knowing I would follow up. He knew more about me than I did about him, and one of the things he understood was that I was relentless. He seemed to be counting on it now.

“Catching flies with blood?” Stacey said after I’d left the owner of the Mariner to wonder if his guest was a con artist. “Why not come right out and say it’s a trap?”

The baby was crying, making it hard for us to talk.

“I’d be lying if I said I knew his game.”

“He wants you to go there, I’m guessing.”

“Yeah, but why?”

“To kill you.”

We hadn’t gotten anywhere ferreting out the reason he hated me. While I’d be talking with the motel owner, Stacey had learned that Complete IT Solutions was a licensed sole proprietorship.

“What are you going to do if he’s there?” Stacey asked as I drove toward the Mariner Motel.

“The owner said his vehicle isn’t.”

“Come on, Mike.”

“If I can get inside his room, I might find something—”

“You think the owner will just open the door because you successfully lied to him about being Ben Brathwaite’s disgruntled client?”

“No,” I said. “I think he’ll let me in because he’s worried Brathwaite’s running the same scam on him. If his MO is to barter or donate his services, there’s a good chance he’s doing the same thing with the Mariner. That’s what got the owner spooked. You know I’m not getting any help with this from the police.”

“Why don’t you swing by here first and get Billy? He used to kick down doors for a living.”

“Because he’s out hauling traps today, for one thing.”

“What if Brathwaite booby-trapped the room?”

I tried to make my tone light. “I don’t think blowing up random maids is this guy’s style.”

“It’s not funny, Mike.”

Of course, she was right.

“I have my Beretta and two extra mags. And this won’t be the first time I’ve gone through a door, not knowing what’s on the other side. It’s dangerous, but what’s the alternative—keep waiting for him to make a mistake while he goes on killing people?”

As I entered the western edge of Belfast, I scanned the piebald fields stretching away into the dusk. The March thaw had mostly melted the snow, leaving archipelagos of white amid a muddy brown sea. Month-old snowmobile tracks cut across the farmland like those vestigial ruts left by westward-bound wagon trains.

“I’ll be careful,” I told her, which was what she really wanted to hear.

“I wish Billy were with you.”

So did I. There are moments when having a heavily armed berserker at your side offers a certain comfort.

The Mariner Motel came into view ten minutes later. I’d passed the place a hundred times and never noticed anything more than it had needed a fresh coat of ultramarine paint. The place was a two-story box, its second floor accessed by an outdoor staircase with a shallow parapet. Every room featured a plate glass window. With its weekly rates, it had the aura of an old-time boardinghouse: home to both traveling electrical and construction contractors and borderline transients with just enough cash to stay off the streets.

The owner had been correct: Brathwaite’s gunmetal-gray Passport wasn’t in the lot.

There were few vehicles at all. A blue sedan. A green wagon. Two bucket trucks from a Pennsylvania electrical company—linemen had recently come from out of state to help repair some of the thousands of storm-snapped cables along the coast.

If Brathwaite knew about the Jeep I’d owned seven years earlier, he likely knew that I now drove an International Harvester Scout. The vintage vehicle was hardly inconspicuous. He would notice anything out of the ordinary if he was as observant as I knew him to be.

Instead, I parked next door, in the empty, rutted lot of a permanently closed ice cream barn. Outside, the wind blowing up off the bay—cobalt blue across the road—was colder than I’d expected. I zipped my jacket, dug my hands into my pockets, and came around the corner of the motel.

My plan, such as it was, had been to stop at the office and ask which room was being rented by Brathwaite and cajole the owner into fetching the master key and accompanying me inside.

But there was a closed sign in the office window now, and the door was locked. A small notice said to ring the doorbell for service. I pushed the glowing orange button. But no one spoke to me through the intercom or appeared behind the curtain.

Maybe I had succeeded too well in spooking the motel owner.

I thought of returning to my truck and waiting, but to what end?

Instead, I strolled along the line of numbered parking places. Each one corresponded to a room. I passed the bucket trucks belonging to the linemen, then the blue sedan, until I came to the end where a set of stairs led to the second-floor balcony.

An alpine-green Subaru Outback was parked in front of Room 12. It was a common make and model. That was how I’d missed recognizing it initially. But up close, there was no mistaking this emerald wagon with its Grateful Dead bumper sticker and a plate number I knew by heart.

It belonged to Karen Kershaw.
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I ducked behind the ice machine to call Stacey. I had learned that belated lesson, at least: Don’t go charging into an uncertain situation without someone knowing exactly where you are.

“You’ll never guess whose vehicle is here. Karen Kershaw. Her Subaru Outback is parked in the space reserved for Room 12 on the second level.”

“Are you sure it’s her?”

“I’ll text you a picture of it and the plate number. Your dad must know people at the BMV. Karen left that car in her barn when she took off last fall. I wished I’d thought to swing by the house before now.”

“Brathwaite could be driving it.”

“True.”

“Why don’t you just ask the motel owner?”

“Because he’s locked his office and won’t answer his phone.”

“Is it possible it’s really Karen? Could she be back in Maine and lying low at the motel?”

“She’s not doing a good job of hiding if Brathwaite knows she’s here. I’ve given a lot of thought to how she might be involved in the Malloy fire. She was clearly some sort of accessory to those murders at the very least. But I’ve never gotten a personally dangerous vibe off her. The sight of me, the first time, sent her running into a river.”

“You need to call the police, Mike. They might know where to find the frightened motel owner. It would be good to know what he knows. Wouldn’t you agree?”

I thought of Chet Bessel’s frown and decided I didn’t need another run-in with the law.

“I want to see if I can get a peek into Room 12 first.” Before Stacey could protest, I continued. “I’m not going to do anything stupid like get myself shot through a wall or a door. If you want, I can keep you on the line while—”

“Yes! Do that.”

Now I couldn’t allow myself to be killed, not with my wife listening in.

I tucked the phone into the chest pocket of my denim shirt. I removed my Beretta from its holster. It was my old carry gun, the one I had abandoned for my Sig until Gudgeon had dropped it into the drink. I couldn’t seem to keep a pistol to save my life. I kept a tight grip on the concealed weapon now.

I moved along the shadows of the terrace, slowly and deliberately.

When I reached the Subaru, I took my time, peering inside. The car was beyond clean; it was spotless. Not a single piece of paper or trash. Not even a cable in the charging port.

The front seat was shoved all the way back. Dick had described Ben Brathwaite as being of average height. Karen Kershaw had been tall, around five foot ten. Only a much larger driver would’ve needed the extra room to sit comfortably.

The thought gave me pause.

It also energized me.

I had learned not to become intoxicated with adrenaline; I had practiced channeling that energy-giving hormone to my advantage. But that didn’t mean I didn’t still feel the rush.

I snapped a couple of photos and texted them to Stacey.

“Be careful, Mike.”

“When am I not?”

Even with the volume turned low, I caught her exasperated snort.

The wooden stairs creaked underfoot as I climbed them. I counted each step—fourteen—and held tight to the rail. I gripped the pistol in my pocket with my finger outside the trigger guard, ready to move at the first sign of danger. A heavy curtain had been drawn across the plate glass window of Room 12.

“Now that’s strange,” I said.

“What?” Stacey’s whisper crackled through the speaker.

“The door is ajar.”

“You should back off and call the police.”

“In a second.”

I moved up the top steps, as quietly as if I were stalking a deer.

“Mike?”

I reached into my pocket and muted her voice.

The metal door bore the faint outline of a boot print. Someone had tried to kick their way in. Not recently, from the rust pattern. But the owner of the Mariner wasn’t entirely unfamiliar with troublesome guests, it seemed.

Then I heard it: running water.

The shower.

With my back to the building, I edged toward the opening. I had an angle of the doorway now. It was enough to make out a smudge of gray carpet and the faint gleam of a mirror over a bureau.

Keeping my right hand on my gun, I nudged the door. I’d only meant to widen the crack, but it swung inward as if pushed by the wind.

I paused but heard only the sound of jetting water coming from the bathroom.

The room was dark from the curtain being drawn, but a low-wattage bedside lamp illuminated a table and a full-size bed. On the table was a take-out menu from the Beau Thai restaurant down the road, and empty food containers that stank of garlic. A flannel shirt had been draped over the chairback. The sheets were twisted into ropes, as if someone had tossed all night. Between the table and the bed, the bone-colored wall was interrupted by a door to an adjoining room.

On the bureau, clothes spilled out of a duffel bag. Empty cans of Mountain Dew, an entire twelve-pack, were lined up as if for execution by firing squad.

The shower ran steadily. A person soaping up, shampooing their hair, breaks up the flow of water. You can hear the disruption even if they barely move.

No one was in the shower.

I had drawn my gun from my pocket. But I was too late.

The door to the adjoining room flew open, and a huge figure in a black hoodie came crashing through.

Before I could raise the gun, my assailant wrapped his huge arms around me and lifted me clean off the floor. I lost hold of my Beretta as he pinned my arms to my sides. I found myself in the suffocating grip of a person stronger and much heavier, if not taller, than myself. My face flattened into his shoulder. He stank of garlic.

We went down hard. He landed on top of me and slammed my back into the floor so hard that my lungs vomited out breath.

I’d seen this move before—on TV, when the Cronk boys were watching pro wrestling. Back then, it was fake. This time, it was all too real.

Now that he had me on the ground, my attacker pressed his forearm against my throat, putting his weight to work crushing my trachea. My eyes gushed tears.

But at least I had my arms free. I reached up, half-blind, and struck at the head. My punch barely landed. I grabbed hold of his hood and yanked it back. My streaming eyes perceived short, greasy hair, closely molded around a big head. Instinctively, I found the nearest ear and gave it a violent twist.

He made a sound like the huffing of a bear.

I continued to twist his ear past the ninety-degree mark.

The giant did the only thing he could. He turned his neck in the opposite direction. I lost my grip on his ear.

Then he flattened himself on top of me, using the full weight of his reeking body.

For a moment, we were face-to-face.

I stared into a pair of narrowed brown eyes, as dark as tar pits. Saw a thin-lipped mouth tightened in anger and contempt. Felt perspiration dripping onto my forehead.

My attacker, I realized, was a massive woman.
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I didn’t recognize her, but the rage in her face went beyond mere aggression. It felt personal, as if she’d been raised from childhood to hate me, the way a mongoose is with a cobra. But maybe that feeling of intimate animosity was an illusion conjured by my oxygen-starved brain.

I jabbed my thumb into her left eye. Drove the nail into the lid until it bled.

She had no choice but to push herself off me.

It gave me a moment to breathe, but now she was straddling my abdomen and crushing my pelvis under her weight. Then came the hammer blows to my face. I brought my forearms up to shield my temples. So she adjusted and drove her next shot squarely into my forehead.

The truth about street fights—or motel room fights, as the case may be—is that they are unlike choreographed movie brawls. Blows miss as often as they land. Even if you’ve practiced martial arts or simple grappling, your training doesn’t show up when you need it. Not right away.

Only after that punch to my forehead did I hear my old jujitsu instructor’s voice call out from memory: Bridge and roll.

I planted my feet flat and drove my hips upward. It tilted her forward, off-balance. An untrained fighter might’ve fallen, but she didn’t. I had to lift my knee and drive it into her lower back. That did it. She reached out to steady herself, and in that split second, I trapped one of her arms, freed my leg, and rolled her off me.

Suddenly, I was on top.

For a beat, we both froze, startled by the reversal of fortunes.

Her eye was a bloody mess. A flicker of panic went through me: Had I blinded her? She was trying to smother me, and her future eyesight was what was concerning me.

I hadn’t seen where the pistol had landed—but she had.

I grabbed her wrist with both hands. This was a mistake. She bucked her hips and tried to roll me, just as I had done to her.

I teetered on top of her and grabbed for the gun.

She knew exactly what I was trying to do. She snaked an arm around my neck and began to choke me, her biceps closing off my windpipe.

What happened next wasn’t technique. It wasn’t anything I’d been taught. It was desperation.

My fingers caught the flannel shirt on the back of the nearby chair. I yanked on the sleeve. The chair tipped, and its wooden edge caught her on the bridge of the nose. I might’ve heard the bone break, or maybe my memory supplied the cracking sound later.

Either way, she let go.

I made another lunge for the Beretta, but she kicked it under the bed. It might have been deliberate.

I scrambled after the weapon as she rose to her feet.

When I turned, she was swaying, blood running from her eye and pouring from her now-crooked nose. She stood between me and the window, arms out, ready to crush me again. Then she roared.

I’d never battled a woman before. Not like this one. And something in me held back. A reflexive chivalry. It was stupid, really. She was stronger and better trained, and she wanted me dead.

A flash of memory—Stacey holding Charles—focused me.

I stepped in and threw a punch with everything I had, starting from the ground and snapping through my hips, aiming for the ruined nose. She turned at the last moment, and I clipped her cheekbone instead. My other fist drove an uppercut into her chin.

Still she didn’t drop.

Instead, she clamped onto me, locking those crushing arms around my chest while I hammered rabbit punches into her sides and back, hoping to connect with a kidney.

She lifted me clear off the floor again. But she was hurt now, half-blind, punch-drunk.

She staggered, trying to stay upright.

She couldn’t.

Instead of throwing me to the ground, she lost her balance, and we went crashing together through the plate glass window onto the rickety terrace.

The heavy curtain wrapped around us almost protectively as we exploded through the glass onto the balcony. She dodged to one side while I stumbled against the railing. As she collapsed onto the terrace, I toppled backward over the handrail.

The walkway was only twelve feet up. But you’d be surprised how slowly time passes when you’re falling that far through open air.
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You wouldn’t think the hood of a Subaru Outback would do much to break a fall, and you’d be right. But I bounced off it and hit the frozen asphalt with more indignity than injury.

I lay on the sandy blacktop with the wind well and truly knocked out of me.

By then, the Mariner’s few guests had emerged. Some hung over the walkway; others hovered in their doorways. They were trying to make sense of the sounds they’d heard: the shouting from Room 12, the thuds of people fighting and knocking over furniture, the explosion of shattering glass, and then the unmistakable sound of a human body rearranging the front end of a Subaru.

My attacker recovered before I did, not having fallen so far. She stormed down the stairs. Blood soaked her clothes, more black than red in the artificial light.

One brave soul, likely one of the Pennsylvania linemen, stepped in to intercept her. She plowed over him like a warhorse riding down a foot soldier. The crowd took the hint and shrank away.

She next wedged herself behind the wheel of the Outback, started it, and backed out fast. Lying on the ground, I ran my hands over my arms, legs, and torso, searching for potentially life-threatening wounds I hadn’t yet felt.

No one helped me up. Being thrown through a window doesn’t make you look approachable. Eventually, the lineman decided I must be the victim.

“You should sit down, fella. You took a nasty fall from that window.”

“Who was that person?” a woman in pajamas asked everyone and no one.

My breath ghosted sideways in the cold. “Beats me. Literally.”

No one laughed.

But the wisecrack had really been meant for me, to hide the fear arriving fashionably late in my innards. I could’ve died. Again.

Back in Room 12, I picked up my Beretta with hands that wouldn’t stop trembling. I’d never shaken like that before. In the mirror above the bureau, I saw the forehead bruise, but no cuts. The bystanders might not have recognized the horror behind my eyes for what it was. But I did.

I sat on the bed and turned up the volume of my phone, miraculously intact despite the violence.

“Are you still there?”

“Are you?” Stacey’s voice trembled. “What just happened, Mike? Who attacked you? Was it Brathwaite?”

“It was the person from the video, the one who snuck onto our porch and waved at the camera. She’s a woman, Stace.”

“I knew there was something off about her. Even in camo, she swung her hips when she moved. But she must be enormous. And she got away?”

I told her the whole story and finished with a mea culpa: “I should’ve listened to you.”

Sirens whined in the distance, growing louder.

“The police are here.”

“They should be. I called them the second you muted me.”

A deputy crested the stairs, gun drawn, aimed right at me. I reached for the badge I didn’t carry anymore. Then I saw his pointed face.

Chet Bessel.

He lowered his Glock. “What are you doing here?”

“I told you I had a family emergency.”

“I’m not even going to ask. How about you tell me who threw you through the window so I can put out a BOLO at least?”

“One of the biggest women I’ve ever seen. She was built like Hulk Hogan’s twin sister.”

“A woman did this to you?”

“She thoroughly kicked my ass.”

Bessel stepped into the wreckage, eyes sweeping the room. As he holstered his sidearm, I had a passing thought: Why was a deputy first on the scene, not the Belfast PD or a state trooper?

Then the cavalry arrived.

I gave my statement to a Belfast cop. I couldn’t swear to it, I said, but the woman who’d jumped me matched the build of the figure I’d seen on the sandbar. You don’t meet many three-hundred-pound giants.

Bessel lingered in the doorway, eavesdropping.

“We need to clear the room,” the Belfast officer said. She was a young woman, younger than I was, pretty but with blue eyes that showed she had more than enough hardness to do the job.

“Someone should ask the motel owner why Brathwaite had two rooms,” I added.

“Let’s go,” the Belfast cop said, mostly to Bessel, who hadn’t moved.

The deputy gave me a sharp look. “Better call your wife. You’ll be here awhile.”

“I already did.” I turned to the Belfast cop. “Mind if I wait in my Scout in the lot next door?”

Bessel squinted. “You’re not planning on running off, are you?”

Forget his age and seniority, a deputy had no business speaking for a municipal police officer within city limits. Despite her youth, the Belfast cop looked faintly amused at Bessel’s presumption.

“No,” I said.

“Because if you do—”

“You don’t have to tell me twice. If anyone understands consequences these days, it’s me.”
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Detective Sergeant Delphine Cruz was not a fan of the cold, so we sat in her running Ford Interceptor utility vehicle. Most of the other police had moved on, having created a lattice of caution tape over the shattered window, while down in the parking lot, the motel owner was pushing a broom to clean up the broken glass. The shards sparkled like fake diamonds as the exterior lights snapped on.

As was often true, the detective was in a mood from the moment she showed up. The attack on me was a procedural mess involving the Belfast PD, the sheriff’s department, the state police, and the Warden Service, given my status as one of its officers, albeit under suspension. No one in law enforcement likes a crime where the first problem is sorting out jurisdictions, follow-up assignments, and lines of communication.

The fact that I was the victim just made Cruz crankier than usual.

“So you came here because you received that ‘blood and honey’ text from the motel’s phone number?”

“Correct.”

“Despite the previous threatening calls and texts you shared with me having come from spoofed numbers?”

“I read it rightly as a trap.”

“Which you promptly stepped into. This Ben Brathwaite guy—how did you get onto him again?”

I explained that back on the night of the Malloy fire, Brathwaite had bartered a room at Cozy Pastures. At the time, Farley had only alluded to an unexpected guest. I hadn’t thought much of it—until I remembered having seen the Honda Passport with the gray paint job and the tinted windows. I next shared with her Brathwaite’s unexplained volunteer work at the facility where Gudgeon’s priest had electrocuted himself. Combined with the ghoulish text summoning me to this motel room after Dick Farley had unwittingly tipped him off—where else could this all be leading?

To me, everything that might once have seemed like coincidence was now forming a pattern. But I could tell Cruz remained unconvinced.

“If what you’re saying can be corroborated, Mr. Brathwaite’s movements bear a closer look,” she said. “But you didn’t answer my question. How did you get onto him in the first place?”

“I saw his Passport at Cozy Pastures the day after the fire and then realized I recognized the SUV later in Machias.”

“You were sure it was the same SUV?”

“It was a gunmetal-gray Honda Passport with tinted windows. I remembered there had been an IT consultant staying at the inn and learned Brathwaite’s name. I cajoled Dick Farley into calling him for me. I listened in on the call and recognized his voice as my anonymous ‘secret admirer’—the guy who’d made that first, menacing call to me last fall.”

“You recognized his voice?”

“Doesn’t the fact that I was just attacked in Brathwaite’s rented room prove I was right?”

She let that hang for a moment, as if weighing the truth of it.

“So Deputy Bessel spoke with the owner of the Mariner,” she said. “And he claimed you misled him into revealing that Mr. Brathwaite was staying here. What I’m saying is, you’ve been doing a lot of coaxing and misleading in your quest to prove that an IT consultant from Ellsworth is the linchpin to a criminal conspiracy.”

When she put it that way, I could see how my conclusions might have appeared tenuous and my methods persecutory—if not paranoid.

“Let’s get back to my attacker. If Brathwaite isn’t involved, what was she doing lurking in his rented room?”

“Too soon to conclude anything.” She reached into her center console and removed a pack of nicotine gum. I had never known her to smoke.

“For what it’s worth, the owner of this place swears he never saw the woman or the vehicle here before. The Belfast PD got witness statements from the other guests, and I’ve got to admit your assailant does sound like quite the physical specimen.”

“You weren’t the one she bounced off a Subaru.” Cruz had brought me a coffee, knowing this discussion would likely be long. When I sipped it now, I realized it had gone cold. “I know I can’t prove she was the figure I saw on that sandbar or that she was the person caught on the illegal trail cam spying on our house. But doesn’t the fact that she roared off in Kershaw’s stolen wagon make you wonder if there’s a pattern to these deaths? You should send a car out to Karen’s house. Check if my wrestling partner left a white van there while she borrowed the Outback.”

Cruz gave me a sheepish look.

“You already did!” I said. “And the responding officer found a white van on the grounds.”

“The remains of a white van. Someone had torched it. Easy enough to do on a farm as remote as Kershaw’s.”

“To obliterate any evidence your forensic people might have found inside.”

“It’s gotten to the point where just talking to you brings on a migraine.”

Because of her deadpan, it took me a moment to register that she was teasing me—maybe even starting to appreciate my stubborn commitment to the case.

“If it’s any consolation, I give myself migraines, too,” I said. “But I’m not the one who planned this. Blame the people who managed to make a series of murders look accidental and unconnected.”

“Go ahead, Columbo,” Cruz said, her tone now one of gentle teasing. “Prove to me that Edward Gudgeon wasn’t a murderous crank, and there’s a conspiracy of vigilantes still out there.”

“If you take Gudgeon out of the equation—and yeah, I wish someone would hurry up and find his corpse, too—all the connections have been conjectural so far. Until tonight. The Mariner Motel connects Ben Brathwaite, Karen Kershaw, and the ‘massive’ woman Gudgeon was using as his muscle. There might even be more collaborators we don’t know about.”

She raised an eyebrow. “We?”

“I didn’t sign up for this. I didn’t ask for the threats, or to be kidnapped by Edward Gudgeon, or have my house watched by a giant lunatic. Getting thrown through a window—that one’s on me. I took a risk, coming here. I hoped it might explain why I’m being targeted along with actual criminals who’ve escaped justice.”

I glanced at my watch. Only ninety minutes had passed since I’d crashed through the window. It felt like a week.

“Got somewhere else to be?” she asked.

“My wife’s home with our newborn.”

“Home alone?”

“She has Smith & Wesson to keep her company.”

“Cute. Do you want me to send a trooper to your house? Because I will.”

“I’ve got it covered,” I said.

“As long as you’re comfortable that Stacey and your baby aren’t in danger.”

“Does that mean you’re starting to believe me about there being an ongoing criminal conspiracy?”

Before she could zing me with a comeback, her phone rang.

“This is Cruz.”

A moment later, she sat up straight, disbelief all over her face.

“He just walked in off the street?”

Even before she told me the name, I knew.

“You’re not going to believe this—”

“Ben Brathwaite showed up at a police station.”

She just about rolled her eyes. “You heard the other end of the call.”

“Who else could you be talking about?”

She studied me like I was a magician doing cheap tricks she couldn’t quite explain.
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At 7:00 P.M. sharp, Ben Brathwaite had walked into the Waldo County Sheriff’s Office and asked to speak with the sheriff.

Walter Zahn was one of those men who’s always in the office. He won election after election out of sheer affability. Blond and big-bellied, with rosy cheeks, and waxed mustache tips—he came from an unlikely outpost of German Americans on the Maine coast. He was the only man I’d ever met I could picture in lederhosen.

Sheriff Zahn, dressed in khakis and a black shirt with a star and his signature smile, was waiting in the lobby when Cruz and I arrived.

“Says he wants to clear the air,” he explained of his visitor. “Says there’s been some sort of misunderstanding that needs setting right. Your name came up, Mike.”

“Mind if I sit in?”

Cruz raised one eyebrow. “You already know that’s not happening. If you’re right about him, you’ve got a conflict. If you’re wrong…”

“Sorry, Mike,” said Sheriff Zahn. “But you can watch next door on the CCTV.”

The room had two folding chairs. Deputy Chet Bessel already occupied the second.

“I take it you’re here to babysit me,” I said.

“The sheriff thought it was a good idea.”

The monitor showed a young man in jeans and a thin sweater, waiting calmly with both hands wrapped around a can of Mountain Dew. Dick Farley had nailed the description: slender with narrow shoulders; dark hair parted down the center. I didn’t recognize him. Not at all. I would have remembered the acne scars.

Cruz and the sheriff sat down opposite him.

“I heard there was an incident at the Mariner,” Brathwaite said in a soft, even voice.

“How’d you hear?” the sheriff asked.

“I have a police scanner app on my phone, and I follow a Facebook page that tracks fires and accidents, et cetera.” He was aware of the camera but never gave it a glance. “They said a game warden was attacked. As soon as I heard the name Mike Bowditch, I realized I’d better speak with someone. This is going to sound crazy, but he’s been calling my clients, asking about me. I have no idea why.”

He paused to sip the soda. Then he looked up expectantly.

Cruz knew to use silence when someone is volunteering information—never get in the way of a confession.

“Maybe I should back up,” he said with a self-deprecating smile. “I grew up in Washington County. I remember Warden Bowditch being posted there. I was in high school. I wasn’t outdoorsy, but I had friends who were. I mean no disrespect, but he had a reputation.”

Now it was his turn to go quiet. He’d dropped something provocative and was waiting to be drawn out. I’d seen the tactic before from interviewees who didn’t want to surrender control.

“Care to elaborate?” Cruz said.

“My friends in Machias said you didn’t want to get on his bad side. There were other stories, too.”

Silence. The officers shifted in their seats, but he didn’t.

Chet Bessel leaned his pointy elbows on his knees as he peered at the TV screen.

“Son, we don’t have all night,” Zahn said, pinching his mustache tips. “You know what happened at the motel. We’re actively trying to locate the woman who attacked Warden Bowditch.”

I clapped a hand over my eyes. No one had mentioned a woman. Zahn had just volunteered inside information.

“My friends at school said Warden Bowditch dated a woman with a drug problem. He seemed to have a double standard. They said he was a hothead. I remember he was involved in that shooting in Plantation 21. His friend Billy Cronk beat someone to death and went to prison.”

How did he know Billy’s name?

As if reading my thoughts: “Everyone around Machias knew Billy Cronk because he was such a scary badass. If he came into McDonald’s, you left in case he was looking for someone, and you ended up as collateral damage.”

Cruz checked her Apple watch. “Let’s stipulate the warden had questionable friends. What does that have to do with you?”

“When I heard he was asking about me, I looked into him and found he’d been suspended for misconduct. If he was calling the Mariner and representing himself as an active-duty officer—well, that concerned me. He seemed like the same impulsive guy. I worried he might try to pin something on me.”

Still calm. It took discipline on his part to avoid looking at the camera.

He wanted me to hear his insinuations and knew I couldn’t respond.

I was his real audience.

“Assuming it’s true,” Cruz said, “you had no idea why Warden Bowditch might be interested in you?”

“I didn’t mean that exactly.” He reflexively touched his scarred cheek. “I’ve been in the wrong places at the wrong times, it seems. I was at the B and B when the Malloys died. I grew up in Machias, same as the Demings—although I haven’t lived there in years.”

The sheriff chimed in. “Your license says you live in Ellsworth.”

“I rent there. It’s my business address. But my work takes me around the state. I stay at lots of motels.”

“And tonight,” Zahn said, “you gave us both your license and your concealed carry permit even though you left your pistol in your vehicle.”

“I just do that automatically. I’m usually carrying. I was told to disclose it if stopped by the police.”

The son of a bitch wants me to know he’s armed.

Cruz had had enough. “What exactly are you accusing Warden Bowditch of having done?”

“Harassment. Maybe not in the legal sense. But by calling my clients and stirring suspicion, he’s damaging my reputation. The motel owner wants me gone on account of Warden Bowditch hinting I was a scammer. But I had nothing to do with that assault.”

Brathwaite toyed with the can.

“The question is: What is Warden Bowditch accusing me of doing?”

“I’m not going to speak for him,” said Cruz, “but this supposedly unknown assailant was hiding in your room.”

“In his telling,” Brathwaite said. “Maybe this woman set me up. Maybe she’s been manipulating him. Maybe I’m the one being used.”

Chet Bessel leaned back, crossed his arms, and stretched out his legs. His face was its usual deadpan. But his posture said he had a problem with Brathwaite.

“The Cozy Pastures owners said you bartered IT work for a room,” Cruz said. “Do you do that often?”

“When I work far from home.”

“You donated work at a retirement home for priests?”

“It was just a onetime thing. A woman I liked mentioned they were having network problems. I thought helping out might score me a date. It didn’t, sadly.”

“Name?”

“I keep my dating life private.”

Impatient with his elusiveness, Cruz moved into interrogation mode. “Where were you from December twentieth through twenty-second?”

“At home, mostly.”

“In Machias?”

“I live in Ellsworth, like I said.”

“That’s not what I asked. Were you in Machias during that time?”

“No.”

“You’re sure?”

“Positive. I haven’t considered Washington County my home in years.”

“Did you know Edward Gudgeon?”

“No, but I read about his boat sinking. He’s missing, isn’t he?”

“You never saw him at the Rusty Scupper?”

He smiled indulgently. “I don’t drink alcohol.”

“Does the name Karen Kershaw mean anything to you?”

“No.”

“She lived in Machias when you were in high school.”

He feigned concern. “Don’t tell me she’s dead, too.”

“Why would you assume that?” Zahn asked, befuddled.

“Because someone—Warden Bowditch or this woman maybe—is trying to link me to these deaths.” He opened his smooth palms in supplication. “I’d like to speak with Warden Bowditch and assure him he’s got the wrong idea about me. If someone’s playing him, they’re also playing me. I don’t even know the warden. I have no reason to wish him or his family ill.”

“‘His family,’” Bessel muttered.

He’d heard the same embedded threat I had.

“Can you get word to him?” Brathwaite said with the same polite reasonableness. “Can you let him know I want to talk?”

Sheriff Zahn looked into the camera—and gave away the game. If Brathwaite had any doubts I was watching, he no longer did.

“Given the circumstances, I think you two ought to give each other a little breathing room,” Zahn said.

Cruz asked where Brathwaite planned to go next. Back home, he said. Zahn thanked him for coming in and said the contents of his motel room would be released after the forensic team finished in the morning.

“Hopefully, they’ll find her prints,” Brathwaite said. “Hopefully, she’s in your system. Because the sooner you catch her, the sooner you might find out why she’s trying to make me her patsy. I’m a computer guy, not a homicidal criminal.”

In his eagerness to end the interview on his own terms, he slipped. He’d come here to obscure, not clarify—and he’d mostly succeeded, filling the room with just enough smoke to keep everyone squinting. But then he said patsy. It was something he meant to suggest, not speak aloud.

He’d wanted the police to come to this conclusion on their own, knowing they’d be more likely to believe a theory they considered theirs.

As I stood up to leave, Bessel didn’t move. His long legs blocked the door.

“The sheriff wants to give him a head start before I let you go.”

“Afraid I’ll chase him down?”

No response.

“Let me ask you this, then,” I said. “If you were Brathwaite, and you heard your motel room was the scene of a crime, and you were concerned someone was trying to implicate you, would your impulse be to go to the county sheriff? Why not the Belfast PD? Why not the state police? Nothing he mentioned tonight—not the assault, not the other murders, not the so-called harassment—falls under Zahn’s jurisdiction.”

“Maybe he didn’t know any better.”

“Does he strike you as someone unaware of the workings of law enforcement?”

Bessel didn’t answer.

Ten minutes later, he let me out.
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Billy Cronk wasn’t visible when I pulled into the dooryard. That was by training and by design. He stepped from the shadows only after I jumped down from the Scout. He wore full night camo, a tiger-stripe blur of blacks and grays. His AR-15 hung from a bungee sling, and a .45 rode on his hip opposite the knife he never removed except in church or at parent-teacher conferences.

Earlier, after I’d been thrown from the motel balcony, I called him and asked him to hustle over to my home with the heavy artillery.

Shadow watched us from behind the fence, another silent sentinel.

“All quiet on the home front,” Billy said.

“She would’ve shown up by now if she wanted a second chance at me.”

“She’s licking her wounds. But she’ll come when she’s ready. Now that you’ve seen her, she needs you dead.”

I told him what had happened at the sheriff’s department—that Brathwaite had invoked both our names during the interview.

“I never busted up a McDonald’s in my life.”

Typical Billy: zeroing in on the most bizarre detail.

“You don’t recognize the name or the description?”

“Maybe Aimee will,” he said.

“I can send you the driver’s license Cruz forwarded to me. I was surprised she did.”

“Kind of a mixed message. Telling you to back off, then sharing confidential case info.”

“I think I’m finally winning her over.”

“Took you long enough.”

In the dark, he couldn’t see my grin.

“When we first arrived at the sheriff’s office, I let her go in first so I could check out Brathwaite’s Honda. Same gunmetal Passport I’d glimpsed in Machias. Windows tinted black—nothing visible inside. I only had a few seconds, but I did a walk-around. The tires were nearly bald. Front right was down to the wear bars. Whatever he’s spending money on, it’s not rotating his Goodyears.”

“Who is this turd, Mike?”

“I wish I knew.”

He breathed in deeply. “Beautiful night, at least.”

I laughed, but he wasn’t wrong about the weather. “Cruz told me, ‘I hated Boston winters. I don’t know why I thought Maine would be better.’ I said tomorrow’s the first day of spring, and she said, ‘Thank you, Mr. Farmer’s Almanac.’”

“Some people never get Maine.”

“I hope she learns to.”

Before Billy left, he offered to stand watch again, if it didn’t interfere with hauling his traps.

Stacey was up, of course; I could tell from the light in the bedroom window. Charles didn’t make it two hours without crying for milk. And she must have heard the Scout in the drive, because I saw her silhouette, backlit by the glow of a bedside lamp.

Seeing her there, I felt a sudden jolt of shame. Why had I left them that morning? What could possibly have mattered more?

Shadow called to me from his pen, but I didn’t stop. Not tonight. I whispered an apology and went inside.

I hung my coat on a deer-foot peg and brushed away the mud, blood, and shards of glass. The giantess’s own gore was still on me. The state police would find more in that motel room—prints, fibers, DNA.

The question was whether she’d be in the system. Not everyone was. Most days, I was glad to live in a country where that was true. Tonight, I treasured my civil liberties less.

Brathwaite had floated the idea that she was the mastermind. But I’d fought smart people before. That woman didn’t hesitate. She moved fast and without calculation, like someone who’d learned to survive by brute force, not intellect.

Just another of Brathwaite’s attempts at misdirection, I was sure. He’d nearly convinced me I was persecuting an entirely innocent man. What did that say for his powers of persuasion?

Stacey met me on the stairs, dressed in flannel and denim, Ragg socks curling at the toes like an elf’s. Charles was draped over her shoulder, a towel catching the spit-up.

“So?” she asked.

I nodded, ashamed. “I’m a shithead.”

“You’re going to make it up to me by pulling an all-nighter with Charles,” she said, smiling with more kindness than I deserved.
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True to her word, Stacey relieved me of baby duty at first light. The rising sun seeped through the eastern windows—first gray, then blue, then luminous gold. Even while caring for Charles, I’d kept a drowsy eye on the online news. No mention of the motel fight. At least, not before I handed off my son to my wife and collapsed into bed.

When I woke, it was past noon. The Maine media had finally caught on to the drama at the Mariner Motel. A woman had attacked a man—unnamed in their stories—and vanished. Police were asking for help in identifying her, which meant they had nothing. She’d last been seen speeding east on Route 3 in a green Subaru Outback. From there, she seemed to have passed into some other dimension around the Stockton Springs town line.

Next stop: the Twilight Zone.

“In the daylight, it’s clear that bruise on your head is going to be nasty,” Stacey said. “How are you feeling?”

“I’ve been hit harder. Just not recently.”

“While you were asleep, I called my dad and put him on Brathwaite’s trail. I sent along the picture of the license and everything else you told me about the guy. The baby wasn’t cooperative, but I did a little digging myself.”

On her laptop, she pulled up a press release from the Narraguagus Sporting Club, of all places. It was a shooting range in the williwags along Route 9, northeast of Ellsworth—a place I knew from sad experience. I was frankly surprised the club possessed a website, let alone posted announcements about its members.

There was an amateurish photo of Ben Brathwaite, wearing a black polo and baseball cap, holding a Smith & Wesson Model 41 with a slab-sided barrel and red-dot sight. The gun was chambered for .22 long rifle ammunition: lethal in the right (or wrong) hands. He was posed beside a paper shooting target with tightly clustered bullet holes in the center ring.


BRATHWAITE WINS RIMFIRE PISTOL CHAMPIONSHIP AT NARRAGUAGUS



“Great,” I whispered. “So he’s a marksman, too.”

Charles lay sleeping in his crib with his little hands folded one atop the other and a pacifier protruding from between his perfect lips.

She’d brought me the laptop in bed along with a cup of coffee that had been fresh two hours earlier. Not that I minded. Caffeine is caffeine.

She dropped down onto the bed beside me. “It seemed more important to show you this rather than share his graduation announcement in computer science from Central Maine Community College or the online customer reviews for Complete IT Solutions. He’s only been in business a year and a half, but his clients seem to love him.”

I propped myself up against two pillows. I had a view of the still-leafless trees in Shadow’s pen. Gus, the raven, was perched in his usual spot in the gnarled red oak.

“I woke up with a thought,” I said. “What if Brathwaite thinks I did something to somebody close to him? That’d explain why I don’t recognize his name or face. Last night in the interview room, he said I had a reputation in Machias for not cutting people slack.”

“Is that true?”

I ran my hand over my entire face, not just to rub the sleep away but because I felt abashed, too.

“Yeah, I was a hard-ass. That’s the only reason I kept my job, even while I was screwing up off duty or getting dragged into homicide cases. No warden in the department wrote more tickets than me, and mine were always bulletproof. Unlike Jeremy Bard’s.”

“How’s Jeremy doing? Have you heard?”

“He quit before the Warden Service could fire him, but that won’t stop the DA for prosecuting him for removing that toy train. I’ve tried texting him, but he won’t answer me. I’d like to pick his brain about Brathwaite. We covered each other’s districts so much.”

Charles chose that moment to spit out his pacifier, making an audible pop.

Stacey and I smiled at each other.

She rested her hand on my chest. “Brathwaite wasn’t inspired to begin a career as a psychopathic killer because you pinched his dad for fishing without a license or something.”

“Probably not,” I said. “But we shouldn’t jump to premature conclusions.”

“So start with the people you arrested. Whose life did you ruin? I’m speaking from his point of view.”

“I wish I had access to all my old reports.”

“Can’t someone in Augusta surreptitiously access the database for you?”

“It’s more complicated than that. The network has been overhauled since then.”

“Brathwaite better not have done the IT work.”

It was both a joke and not a joke.

I smiled and wrapped my bare arm around her. “Fortunately, the state hired a big out-of-state firm for that job—and it would have happened while Brathwaite was in college.” I paused to bite my lip. “Cruz said something to me last night I didn’t mention. She asked if the colonel has been in touch over the past months. I told her he hasn’t. The committee had wanted me to keep my head down, and instead, I’ve had the craziest half year of my life. I’d been thinking I was only six weeks away from getting my job back—”

“They’re not going to fire you, Mike. You’ve done nothing to justify that. You’ve behaved heroically, in fact.”

I tried to hold on to that small consolation.

But my father-in-law had a blunter assessment when he and I spoke later that day.

Through the grapevine, Charley Stevens had heard that the warden “temporarily” filling in for me was doing such great work, it would be hard to take the position away from her, especially since Ronette Landry was the first female investigator in the service’s history.

“How about telling me some good news,” I said.

“I was speaking with Pete Rawson,” Charley said. “He’s a member over to the Narraguagus Sporting Club and knows Brathwaite a little. Private feller, he says. Says the young man pushes his IT services but doesn’t talk much about his personal life. Never mentions family or even a girlfriend. Pete claims Brathwaite isn’t just the best marksman at the club, he’s the best he’s ever seen.”

“How is this good news?”

“Last summer, during the club’s fiftieth anniversary weekend, Brathwaite brought something with him to take pictures and videos so they could commemorate the occasion. Hang on a second. Let me see if I can do this.”

A moment later, my phone buzzed.

It was a text from Charley. No words. Just a picture that Rawson must have taken at the time. It showed an expensive-looking drone hovering eight feet above a verdant field.

“How close a resemblance does this thing have to the one that spied on you and Kathy last fall?”

“Exact match,” I said.
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Weeks passed. I received no more threatening calls or texts. Despite our many inquiries, we learned nothing new about Ben Brathwaite. Occasionally, state troopers detoured past his house—at Cruz’s direction—and found him home, but only at night. He was evidently engaged with his booming business. To me, it had the feel of a man waiting for his moment.

The detective was underwhelmed to learn about the drone. She made the valid point that Brathwaite had been staying at the inn at the time. Why wouldn’t he send over his drone to surveil the smoking remains of a burned building, if only out of curiosity?

“Every connection is another brick to build your future case,” I insisted.

This she did not dispute.

I kept waiting for Brathwaite to contact me—either under his own name or anonymously again. He’d told the sheriff he wanted to speak with me. But that had only been part of his performance for them, I now realized.

Nor did the police find any trace of my attacker. She might as well have stepped into a parallel universe.

I received no communication from the Warden Service regarding my return to duty or reinstatement as an investigator.

Sometimes nothing happening can be as ominous as a looming catastrophe, I learned.

Occasionally, Stacey and I took drives with Charles. It helped him sleep. One day, I made sure our route passed the Mariner Motel.

March had turned to April, and purple crocuses were poking through the hard soil. Room 12’s broken window was boarded up. The owner was waiting for summer profits to pay for the repair.

“You fell from that floor?” Stacey asked in disbelief.

“It looks higher than it is.”

“I’m starting to get why my mom never wanted to know about the trouble my dad got into.”

We ended up at a lobster pound that had just reopened for the season. We ordered crab rolls and steamers with the idea of eating them at a picnic table, but a cold wind was blowing off the water. Instead, we huddled inside the Scout, trying not to drip butter onto the upholstery.

The tide was out in Belfast Bay. Gulls were plucking mussels from the rockweed and dulse and dropping them on the blacktop to crack them open. One mollusk landed on my windshield and left a splatter of shell fragments and greenish slime.

“So what’s this about you going out with Billy again on the Emma C tomorrow?” she asked. “I thought Saturday was his son Brady’s day to be sternman?”

“There’s been a report of someone squatting at a summer cottage on Philbrook Island. Billy’s taking me to have a look.”

“Shouldn’t that be a job for the fill-in warden—or at least a deputy?” she asked, slurping up a clam belly.

“Sheriff Zahn was the one who asked me to do it. His department doesn’t have a boat, and they know I’ve been helping Billy haul traps. I was surprised they thought of me, frankly.”

“Flattered, I bet. It sounds like Zahn’s eager to work with you again, at least.” By which she meant that the Warden Service’s radio silence was deafening. “I’ve kayaked around Islesboro and Seven Hundred Acre Island. I don’t remember there being a vacation cottage on Philbrook.”

“It’s more like a fisherman’s shack.”

“Who owns it?”

“A Rodman Scully from Vero Beach, Florida. He’s eighty-eight and in a nursing home, so it’s unlikely he’s the one currently enjoying the rustic accommodations.”

“Hmmm.”

“What?”

“April is a miserable month for someone to squat in an island cabin. What could they possibly be doing there?”

“I have no idea.”

“Well, who reported the alleged squatter?”

Her persistence around these questions was undermining my good mood.

“Someone on Islesboro saw smoke coming from the chimney. Billy scouted the island yesterday and didn’t see a boat, so the trespasser might’ve cleared out. If you want to come with us tomorrow and get some fresh air, I bet Aimee would be happy to watch Charles.”

“I’m dying to get back on the water.” Stacey was even more of an outdoorsperson than I, and the longing in her voice was unmistakable. “But you’re forgetting that our son has his four-month checkup with the pediatrician tomorrow.”

“I totally spaced. I can put Billy off a day, I’m sure. It’s more important that I go with you.”

“I’ll be fine going alone. And it would be good for you to feel like a law enforcement officer again after all these months away from the job. It’ll prepare you for going back to work in May. Just don’t have too much fun out there, or it’s going to make me jealous.”
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The next morning before dawn, I met Billy Cronk in the rain at the Lincolnville town pier. I felt a tug of guilt about not going with Stacey to the pediatrician, but if I didn’t get out to Philbrook this morning, I didn’t know when I’d get another shot. This unofficial scouting mission was already making me miss my job as an investigator.

The municipal wharf sat beside the terminal where the car ferry to Islesboro made twelve daily runs back and forth across West Penobscot Bay. Its lights burned like magnesium in the darkness. In the summer, those bright lamps shined into the plankton-green water and drew squid to the surface in pursuit of larval fish. Billy and I had often brought his kids down here to jig for calamari.

Those laughter-filled nights felt far away in the cold, pounding rain. The best I could say for the weather was that it wasn’t sleet. Nor was it freezing onto the gunwales and deck of the Emma C—named, at Aimee’s insistence, for Billy’s daughter. At least I wouldn’t be boarding another ice-covered ghost ship.

Billy’s vessel was a twenty-nine-foot H&H he’d bought cheap due to the sorry state of its 205-horsepower engine. My friend believed he could restore the old Caterpillar, but the repairs turned out trickier than he’d expected. I’d warned him off buying the tub, but Billy rarely listened to me.

As I strode down the wet wharf, wrapped in a rainsuit over fleece and wool, I was unsettled to see his twelve-year-old son, Brady, waving from the stern. Brady was the youngest of the Cronk boys and the one most like his dad: brave, willful, and stubborn. Today, he wore his father’s hunting knife proudly on his belt.

“Hi, Uncle Mike!”

Billy, already anticipating my reaction, stood waiting at the top of the cleated ramp. Even in orange bibs and white rubber boots, the man couldn’t help but look imposing. I’d once seen him crush a walnut barehanded, no nutcracker needed. He was one of the few people in my life who made me feel small. He wasn’t wearing a hat. Rain poured down his angular face and soaked into the wool sweater beneath his Grundéns. It was like he didn’t even notice.

“Greetings,” he boomed.

I pulled him aside. “What’s Brady doing here?”

“It’s Saturday. I promised him all week he could come hauling with me. His brothers have all crewed.”

“But we’re not going to be checking traps.”

“Says you. I’ve got bills to pay, Mike. I plan to get some actual work done.”

“I can try to talk the sheriff’s department into reimbursing you for the gas.”

“You’re missing the point. I gave my son my word. I don’t break promises to my kids.”

“This might be dangerous. If there’s someone holed up in that cabin—”

“I scoped it pretty good yesterday. Didn’t see so much as a gull on the roof.”

“It’s still a bad idea to bring a child.”

“No offense, but that’s for me to decide, my friend. I know you’re a new dad, scared shitless of everything that might happen to Charles. But sooner or later, you’ll realize you can’t protect your kids from the world.”

I didn’t even know why I was pushing so hard. We weren’t planning to land. I didn’t really expect to find anyone out at that island cabin.

“There’s a difference between protecting them and dragging them into unpredictable situations.”

“Life is nothing but unpredictable situations, brother. A boy has to learn that, the younger, the better. How’s he going to learn courage if I don’t push him to overcome his fears?”

In my view, Brady was already well past brave, maybe brushing up against foolhardy. I watched my breath whip apart in the wind and decided I didn’t have it in me to argue parenting philosophy with a friend. Especially not one with more than a decade of hands-on experience.

“If we run into anyone out there, Brady goes down below until we’ve got the situation under control.”

“I can live with that.”

“I’ve got my Beretta. I’m guessing it won’t be the only gun on board.”

He smiled at my remark, his teeth white against the suntanned and windburned skin of his face.
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The rain wasn’t letting up, but the low-hanging clouds were turning ash gray in the east as the sun struggled to pierce them. The fouled Caterpillar engine belched its own clouds. Noxious fumes didn’t bother the Cronks. But it started me on a coughing jag.

After we’d cleared the harbor, Billy sent his son to fetch his newest purchase.

Like his brothers, Brady was a big kid, already showing signs—in those oversize feet and hands—that he’d grow into a man as large as his dad. He was like a puppy whose adult size you could guess by the span of its paws.

He emerged from the cabin grinning, holding a Remington Marine Magnum shotgun.

Being responsible rural people, Billy and Aimee had taught their kids to shoot and handle guns safely, starting at ages that would have given parents in Santa Barbara and Bethesda fits. So I wasn’t worried when Brady passed me the shotgun to inspect.

“See how the barrel and action are stainless steel?” he said. “So they won’t rust.”

“Has your dad let you fire this yet?”

“Oh yeah. Not at birds or seals or anything—just some buoys that got loose. Now personally, I prefer a Remington to a Mossberg,” the twelve-year-old said with studied seriousness. “I know you wardens use the Mossberg.”

“We use them, but we don’t like them.”

“My dad says the 590A1 kicks like a mule. I ain’t never fired one myself, of course.”

His mom would’ve corrected his grammar, but I didn’t feel like it was my place. We were talking as fellow firearms enthusiasts.

“And I suppose he lets you drive the boat, too?”

“I have to stand on a box still, but yeah. Won’t be that way much longer, though. I grew two inches last month! I’m almost as tall as Ethan now!”

I had taken shelter from the horizontal rain and the spray beneath the canopy above the captain’s station. I sat on an overturned lobster crate. Billy didn’t have a chair but preferred to stand as he drove, swaying on his sea legs while he watched through the windscreen for floating logs or other obstacles. He often let me drive the boat—I was good at it—but today he claimed his privileges as captain.

The deck was cluttered but orderly—coils of wet rope, a gaff on the rail, a half barrel of reeking baitfish. Most traps were already in the water, so today’s work was hauling, clearing, and stuffing fresh pogies into the mesh bags before sending them back over. The hydraulic winch sat idle on the starboard rail.

He had the throttle wide open now. The seas weren’t more than a few feet high, but at speed, the ride turned bumpy fast.

He had the radio on, too. Like most fishermen, he preferred country music over the classic rock you heard other places in Maine.

I doubted Philbrook had a dock in winter, and I realized we didn’t have a raft aboard or a dinghy in tow. If I went ashore, I’d be wading. That thought made me shiver and flash back to December, when Pale Rider had gone down, and I’d barely managed to crawl onto that sandbar.

“Are you going to be a detective again, Uncle Mike?” Brady asked. “An investigator, I mean.”

“I expect so.”

“My dad said they only suspended you to keep the stupid politicians happy. It would be dumb if they didn’t take you back. You’re a hero.”

“Of all the things for you to worry about, Brady, my career shouldn’t be one of them. But thanks for saying that. I try to do my job the best I can—even if it doesn’t make me popular with certain people.”

“I think you’re a hero. And my dad does, too.”

I flicked a glance toward my broad-shouldered friend standing at the wheel, feet braced against the rocking deck, his ponytail swinging against the soaked collar of his sweater.

He shouted over the engine, “Philbrook’s coming up! I’m easing off the throttle. How wide a circle you want me to make?”

I grabbed the canopy to steady myself and pulled myself to my feet. “Let’s keep some distance on the first pass.”

The windscreen had a single warped wiper, so rain ran down the surface in a blurred, distorting layer. I’d only ever seen Philbrook from shore—a green speck on the horizon, barely visible through my binoculars—or on a nautical chart.

The island was two acres of low granite, just high enough above the tide to hold a thin crust of soil. Spruce trees grew across the interior, with some shrubs along the shoreline and thorny tangles of withered roses near the single residence. The house and outhouse were covered in cedar shingles weathered to gray: the color of exhaustion. The saltbox style was unmistakable: boxy, with a steep roof pitched longer on the inland side. The windows looked intact, but none were lighted. No smoke rose from the chimney, though with the mist, it was hard to tell.

My first impression: a family cottage no one had visited in years. Strangely, the winter nor’easters hadn’t torn the wind chimes loose—unless someone had just put them back up. Their hollow metallic tones carried far out to sea.

“Looks vacant from here,” Billy said, his hand drifting toward the lever that would drop the anchor at my command. “Almost abandoned.”

“Maybe.”

“Could be whoever reported the squatter was yanking the sheriff’s chain.”

That suggestion sent a flash of heat up my neck and scalp. It was the kind of stunt my secret admirer might’ve pulled. But Brathwaite couldn’t have possibly known I’d be the one coming out here.

The wind shifted, blowing from the east, pushing the engine fumes behind us.

“Do you smell that?” I asked.

“What?”

“Woodsmoke.”

Billy narrowed his arctic-blue eyes. “No smoke coming from the chimney.”

“Then why am I smelling it? We’re miles from Islesboro or any other island.”

He flared his nostrils. He seemed to catch the scent now, too.

“What do you think?” he asked.

“I think Brady should get belowdecks.”
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I asked Billy to bring us around to the seaward side of the island, but the granite ledge was too steep there. We had no choice but to ease into the protected cove along the western shore. The water was shallow—a broken pier lay just beneath the surface, its timbers riddled with holes made by sea worms—so Billy was able to bring the bow in close to the gravel beach. From there, I could jump down and wade through a tangle of swirling seaweed before reaching dry land.

“So much for the element of surprise,” I muttered.

“Whoever’s in there must have a friend with a boat.” Billy cradled the shotgun his son had fetched.

“Or they planned to be marooned for a while,” I countered.

“What’s your gut say?”

“That something about this stinks royally.”

“How so?”

“You don’t find it odd that I’m not even back on duty, and yet the Waldo County Sheriff’s Office sends me out here alone? Or almost alone.”

“You think Zahn’s setting you up?”

“There’s no way the sheriff walks me into a trap—at least not knowingly. He’s a good man. But there are deputies of his who aren’t members of my fan club.”

Chet Bessel’s long, tired face came to mind. I had no reason to think he hated me. Maybe he disapproved of my dubious methods; God-fearing men sometimes did. And he’d urged me to examine my personal ethics. He’d all but suggested I take a spiritual inventory.

“We can still turn around,” I said.

“The fuck we will. If you won’t go in, I will. I’m too curious to let this drop now.”

The wind chimes on the cabin porch kept up their steely lament.

“When I go ashore,” I said, “I want you to back the boat out of the cove. If someone’s in there and they’re armed, and if I can’t get them to cooperate—”

“Then I go in with the shotgun.”

“No! You radio the Coast Guard. Have them send an armed response boat. Even if you hear gunfire, don’t come after me. Don’t risk your life—or Brady’s—for mine. Promise me that.”

He spat over the side, saying nothing.

I unbuckled my belt and handed it to him. “Toss it to me once I’m sure the gun won’t get wet.”

Billy idled the engine into the narrow cove as I scanned the water for submerged rocks and stray timbers. When we got as close as felt safe, I cast one last glance toward the shack and straddled the gunwale.

I went in up to my rib cage before my boots found gravel. I had tried to brace myself for the cold, but the icy shock was brutal. I blew air out through my nose, dragged in a deep breath, and signaled for Billy to toss me the gun belt. I held it high as I slogged through the sucking tide. The beach was a strip of surf-smoothed stones and bleached shell fragments, with bits of sea glass and trash adding a scatter of color.

At the wrack line, I paused behind a patch of thorny shrubs to peel off my rain pants. Then, shivering, I buckled the belt around my cords. Two minutes in the water and my feet felt like blocks of ice.

From the boat, I heard Billy rumble, “I will lock that door, Brady, if you don’t stay below.”

The boy’s being here was my fault as much as his father’s. I should have held my ground back at the dock.

Billy did as I’d asked and backed Emma C ten yards out of the cove, holding her in position with the throttle alone. He wasn’t going to drop anchor.

Now that I was clear of the boat and sheltered from the wind, I caught the acrid scent of woodsmoke, sharp and distinct above the resinous smell of the living spruces. I found a narrow path through the beach roses and began climbing, my wet boots crunching noisily on white, calcified shells.

The recent rains should’ve washed away any tracks, but at the edge of the lawn, I saw an indentation: wide and curved like the toe of a large boot.

The wind chimes continued their hollow tune as I approached the house with as much stealth as I could manage.

The stairs groaned slightly under my weight. I was more concerned about the windows—opaque with age and crusted with salt—offering cover to anyone inside. A round could pass through those thin walls without much trouble, too.

To knock? Or kick it in?

I tried the knob. It turned without resistance. The door swung inward, noiselessly.

Weak, watery daylight filtered through the windows. The first floor was open—just one large room with a counter separating the galley from the sitting area. A woodstove stood in front of an old, bricked-over fireplace.

Twelve five-gallon jugs of spring water stood neatly stacked in the kitchen. Boxes of pasta and crates of canned food reached almost waist-high.

It seemed the air should have been mustier.

Instead, the smell of sooty, wet ashes lingered: a recently extinguished fire.

And tomato sauce from a pot left unwashed on the stove.

My gun was in my hand now.

“Police!” I shouted, pressing my back to the wall. “I know you’re here. Come out at once.”

No reply. No footfalls. Just the whisper of drafts through old cracks and the drumming rain upon the slanted roof.

“I won’t ask again.”

The ceiling was nothing but varnished boards with wide cracks between them. A high-powered rifle, fired by someone on the second floor, could punch through those planks, then the floor beneath me, before hitting granite bedrock under the crawl space.

Police are taught early the critical difference between concealment, when your enemy can’t see you, and cover, when you have something solid between their gun and your body.

In this situation, I had neither.

Salt water pooled at my feet. My boots squished as I stepped onto a faded Persian carpet. I kept my back to the wall as I shuffled sideways toward the far staircase leading to the bedrooms above.

There was another door near the stairs, likely the back exit leading to an outhouse.

I raised my voice again. “This is your last warning. Show yourself now.”

Still no sound.

My subconscious registered the family artifacts. It was a typical summer cottage. Rocking chairs, horsehair sofa, fire poker and shovel in a cast-iron stand. There was a dried tuna tail—memory of some long-ago fishing trip—nailed to a wall.

As I moved past a side table, my hip brushed it. The impact knocked over a photo in a standing frame. Instinctively, I caught it.

A wedding portrait, grainy with age. Mr. and Mrs. Scully, I guessed. Beside it were other pictures: The same couple with a young girl. Then that girl again at her college graduation.

The hair had gone from strawberry blond to gray, but I recognized her erect posture, her widely spaced eyes.

Karen S. Kershaw.

Karen Scully Kershaw.

A faint creak pulled my attention to the far end of the cottage. The door’s latch hadn’t held. The wind was pushing it open with an eerie whistle.

Gun raised, I crossed the room.
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Thinking back, it could’ve been a perfect ambush: Leave the back door ajar, then wait upstairs, silent, armed. When your target rushes for the exit, you’ve got a clean shot while he’s exposed.

Fortunately, that stratagem hadn’t occurred to the intruder.

Nor was she waiting in the outhouse, though its door stood open, facing the cottage.

I pivoted in the field, eyes scanning for movement, for any twitch among the leafless shrubs or between the dark spruces.

Behind me, the wind chimes clattered with a sudden gust off the ocean.

This was Karen Kershaw’s cottage. She’d said her family owned a place on an island in the bay. I’d seen a picture of her and her dead husband and daughter here. I should have dug deeper into Kershaw’s past. Maybe then I wouldn’t have dragged my friend and his son here on a fool’s errand.

She was back in any case. Or maybe she’d fooled everyone into thinking she’d gone to California in the first place. But why choose for a hideout an uninsulated saltbox on a remote island?

Lowering my weapon slightly, I let my vision widen again. The rain blurred the edges of everything. Salt fog coiled at the bases of the trees. The cottage stood still and hollowed out like the skull of some indeterminate marine mammal.

Then, from the direction of the harbor, came a sharp, high-pitched shout.

Followed by a gunshot.

Moments later, I heard a second shot.

I raced back through the cottage, the fastest route to the cove where the Emma C had been waiting for my return. This time, the deck gave way beneath me. Boards cracked and splintered underfoot, but I stayed upright, bounding down the rotted steps and onto the shell path.

“Billy! Brady!”

A tremendous splash followed. If someone had told me it was a breaching killer whale, I would have taken them at their word. I barreled through beach peas and wild roses, their thorns raking my jacket to shreds.

At the outer edge of the shrubs above the shore, I saw the lobsterboat drifting.

Then Brady emerged from under the canopy and staggered to the stern, his small back turned to me, fixated on something beyond the slowly spinning boat. Wisps of engine smoke curled westward and vanished in the wind.

“Dad? Dad?”

Above the wind and rain and chimes came more splashes, then a harsh, thudding noise. The rudderless boat, maybe, colliding with a body in the water.

Without pausing to think, I took three long strides and dove headfirst into the sea.

My muscles seized up again in the cold. But I swam hard, gun belt and soaked clothes dragging me under. I made for the boat as if racing for my own life.

The Emma C couldn’t have been more than twenty yards from shore, but when I reached her hull, I felt as wrecked as I had after the mandatory mile swim at warden school a decade earlier.

“Brady!” I gasped. “Grab my hand! Help me up!”

If he heard me, he didn’t show it. I threw both arms over the gunwale, barely getting purchase, and hauled myself aboard, boots scrabbling on the slick fiberglass. Somehow, I made it over the side. I collapsed on my back, soaked and winded, feeling the engine’s throb through the deck.

Brady appeared at my side. His face was blanched. Blood trickled—not trickled, streamed—from a wound at his temple, running freely down his raincoat.

I reached for his injured, frightened face. “What happened? Where’s your dad?”

“She shot us,” he said through hyperventilating breaths.

I got stiffly to my knees and then my feet. Over the stern, I saw them far off and drifting from the boat. Billy Cronk and the thickset woman from the motel, locked together in the water. Each was trying to drag the other under the waves. The splashing was of two desperate sea creatures fighting to the death.

The woman was fierce—I knew that already—but Billy had the heart of a Spartan warrior.

He should have easily been overpowering her. But he wasn’t.

I raised my trembling pistol, tried to get a bead on her, but they spun and submerged, surfaced and switched places. They were never still for even the split second I needed.

I holstered the weapon and skidded across the slick deck to the wheel. I had to be careful with the steering, careful with the throttle. I turned and eased us forward, edging the boat toward the combatants.

Closer. Closer. Too close.

The hull struck one—or both—of them as they rose suddenly from below.

“Brady!” I shouted. “Drop the anchor!”

Even bleeding and afraid, he didn’t hesitate. He darted to the winch and released the chain. The boat gave a lurch as the anchor bit into the seafloor.

He was his father’s son.

I grabbed the gaff: a long pole with a hook at the end used for snagging traplines. I had no plan beyond raw instinct. Maybe I thought I could catch her arm or club her over the head. I reached out with it, extending my body so far that I nearly fell into the water myself, but came up short.

I was soaked and shaking so hard I could barely grip the gaff. My fingers felt thick and clumsy from my brief, frigid swim.

Billy surfaced again, his beard and hair dripping. He was holding her underwater by her neck and shoulders. He had a leg wrapped around one of her big arms, pinning it between his thigh and his calf. Still, she scratched and punched with the other, not sparing his groin.

His face was terrible: transformed. It resembled a grotesque war mask. I had never seen rage made flesh before, and it terrified me.

“Don’t kill her, Billy! I need her alive!”

But even if he heard me, he wouldn’t stop. Not now.

I kept thrusting with the gaff as, thrashing, they drifted into deeper water.

Then something changed.

Her limbs stilled. Her body went slack. Her head lolled backward in the water.

Brady pressed against me, his coat soaked through, bloody to his boots, and wept.

Shaking from the cold, I thrust the gaff again, leaning out, extending it as far as I could.

“Grab the gaff, Billy! Let go of her and grab it.”

His head turned toward me. His expression slackened. It wasn’t just his fury draining away; something else was leaving him. His eyes fluttered like a trucker nodding off behind the wheel. His neck gave out.

And then I saw it: a ribbon of blood trailing from his back, unspooling into the sea.

The woman’s body slipped from his arms and disappeared beneath the surface.

And I understood that Billy Cronk had barely survived the battle.

My friend, also, had been shot.
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Billy didn’t so much as groan when I reached under his arms and hauled him over the gunwale. There was a small, crimson stain on his waterproof bibs, on his lower-right abdomen. As he lay flat on the flooded deck—eyes clenched, forehead drawn tight with pain—blood began to bubble from the hole. It spread steadily from the exit wound in his back like emergent red wings.

He lifted his head. “Where’s Brady?”

“Here, Dad.”

The boy looked as though someone had upended a bucket of blood over his head. But I suspected he’d only been grazed by the bullet. Scalp wounds tend to bleed out of proportion to their seriousness. Brady dropped to his knees beside his father. Billy turned his son’s face gently with one large hand, examining the weeping furrow above his left ear.

“Get some ice from the cooler. Wrap it in a towel. Press it to the wound as hard as you can.”

“Do you have a first aid kit on board?” I asked.

“Yeah, but not for gunshot wounds.”

Any other time, I would have brought my own survival and first aid kits, which included different tourniquets and a hemostatic emergency bandage, but I’d trusted Billy to be prepared for all eventualities. That had been a mistake. I hoped it wasn’t a fatal one.

He started probing his abdomen until he located the entrance wound just below the floating rib. It was small and round, but I knew what I’d find if I turned him over. If the bullet had been a hollow point—and I prayed it hadn’t been—he’d be missing a gout of flesh the size of my fist.

“Bullet clipped my intestines, I’m guessing,” he said, shuddering. “Missed the artery. I’ll bleed out, but not fast.”

“How fast?”

“You’d better get the boat moving and throttle it to hell.” Billy gave a strained smile. “Not the first abdominal wound I’ve seen. Never knew they hurt like a motherfucker, though. This one’s bad, my friend. Need you to look after my kids.”

“Fuck that. I’m getting you back alive.”

His smile became indulgent, telling me he appreciated my unrealistic optimism. “You do that.”

Brady was still talking. “She swam out to us. We didn’t see her until she started crawling over—”

“You can explain later,” I said. “Right now, I need you to apply pressure to your dad’s wound to slow the bleeding.”

Billy’s faded blue eyes went wide. “He needs to look after himself first. Keep that towel against your head, son.”

“His wound isn’t serious—”

“Didn’t ask your fucking permission! I’ll put the pressure on myself.”

He slammed his wet head back onto the deck. The nonslip fiberglass was now every shade of red. Teeth chattering, he pressed down with both hands on his abdomen, but blood still leaked through his fingers, and more was coming out his back.

Crazy ideas flitted through my head like bats. Maybe I could divert to Islesboro, call for a medevac. Or bypass the Lincolnville dock altogether and head straight up the bay for the hospital in Belfast.

But I only had one choice: the fastest route was due west, straight across the West Bay to the ferry terminal.

I turned the wheel to clear the shoals south of Seven Hundred Acre Island. When we were past the red nun buoy that marked the last, hidden ledges, I pushed the throttle all the way down. The engine strained as we surged forward.

“Don’t die, Dad!” Brady’s voice sounded younger than ever.

“Listen,” Billy said in a harsh whisper. “Need you to breathe. Can you do that for me, son?”

“Yeah.”

“Don’t hold it. You’re not underwater. Slow and regular.”

“I can do that.”

Billy had been a corporal with the Tenth Mountain Division in Iraq and Afghanistan. He’d never risen higher in rank because he had no ambition for himself. But I had never doubted that he’d been a leader of men. And now I could hear that belief confirmed in the tone he used with his son. How many wounded soldiers had Billy Cronk knelt over in Mosul or Helmand, whispering calm, assuring words, and how many of those men had died while he clutched their dirty, bloody hands?

As I steered, with the cabin heater going full blast, I couldn’t stop shivering, but at least I could feel my fingers again. I turned the dial on the VHF radio to channel 16 and took up the handset and made the mayday call. When I told the Coast Guard dispatcher I had a mortally injured man needing immediate medical attention, he asked me for the nature of the injury. When I’d said it was a gunshot wound to the abdomen, there was no pause, because he instantly understood the seriousness.

“He’s losing blood fast,” I said. “We’re applying constant pressure. He’s conscious but losing blood fast. And he’s hypothermic. We need an ambulance at the Lincolnville town wharf. Not just EMTs—a paramedic, someone who can start an IV on the way to Belfast.”

There was a pause on the other end of the line.

Then: “Copy that, Emma C. Ambulance is en route. Over.”

There was a hole, like a frosted ring, in the windscreen where the bullet that clipped Brady had gone through. My eyes kept returning to it, despite my will.

The boy had found a flotation cushion and slid it under his father’s head as a pillow. Billy’s braid coiled to one side like a drowned snake. I worried that the hypothermia he was experiencing from having gone into the sea would worsen the bleeding from his gunshot wound.

Even now, all he cared about was his son.

“Keep the ice against your head,” he told Brady, his voice barely audible. “Don’t worry about me.” Then he added, almost absently, “Wish I’d packed an Israeli bandage. Going into shock. I’ll lose consciousness soon.”

The wind was at our back, helping us make better time than on the outbound trip.

A coastal freighter loomed ahead, taking a short cut to avoid the heavily traveled shipping lanes east of Islesboro. It had the right-of-way. I was the one crossing the lane. The pilot must have thought I was drunk or suicidal, because he laid on the horn—a long, sustained blast. It echoed off the low mountains beyond Lincolnville Harbor.

Only as we approached the freighter did I grasp how fast it was moving. I started to pray, but there wasn’t time. We skipped past, missing the prow by less than fifty feet.

The wake hit seconds later, lifting our stern out of the water. The prop spun uselessly in the air before we slammed down in an eruption of spray.

We came in hot to the pier: too fast to stop. The Islesboro car ferry was loading. Passengers stepped out of their vehicles. Even the crew turned out to watch.

Emma C was red from stem to stern, as if we’d slaughtered an entire school of tuna.

Unable to brake, I overshot the floating dock and had to circle back. On the second pass, Brady tossed the painter to a man on the lower wharf. It was a wonder we didn’t drag him into the harbor before he managed to wrap it around a cleat. The boat lurched to a hard stop as I tossed the stern line—right into the waiting hands of Deputy Chet Bessel.

Whether by luck or by fate, there he was.

He tried to speak. But I waved him off.

At the head of the municipal pier, I saw the ambulance pulling in. Driving was Izzy Richards, the paramedic bodybuilder who had been Stacey’s partner. A faint hope stirred in me; Billy couldn’t be in better hands for the last leg of his trip.

Behind me, Brady called, “Dad? Dad? Wake up!”

While I’d been tying up the boat, Billy Cronk had fallen into an unconsciousness indistinguishable from death.
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I left the blood-washed Emma C with the Lincolnville lobstermen and slid behind the wheel of my Scout. Chet Bessel offered to drive me to the hospital, but I needed to swing past the Cronk house first. Aimee might be too shaken to drive.

But Aimee Cronk was never quite who you expected her to be.

When I told her about Billy and Brady, she lifted her lovely face to mine, dry-eyed, steady.

“I’ll take the kids in the Tahoe,” she said. “Logan’s on that Scout trip up to Acadia National Park. If you can get word to his scoutmaster—no details—just say his dad’s in the hospital.”

“I can do that.”

“You should stop at the house, Mike, and change out of those wet clothes. Stacey will want to go with you, so you’ll need to pack up Charles, and she should drive, because you’ll need to make some calls.”

My pulse still hadn’t slowed from the run across the bay. “What calls?”

“It would be best if Ora and Charley hear what happened from you. They know what a good friend Billy is of yours. And Detective Cruz, of course. That woman who died was wanted by the police.”

I took her by her arms and stared down in wonderment. “Aimee Cronk, you are incredible.”

“Just a soldier’s wife.” Her lip trembled as she smiled. “I’m only holding it together for the kids. You’re sure Brady’s OK?”

“He was grazed. That’s all.”

“I need to hear everything, eventually. But not now. I know you’re not religious, Mike, but if you and Stacey could pray for Billy, I’d be grateful.”

I did as she said. I prayed on the drive. At the house, I showered fast, then changed while Stacey packed up Charles and his diaper bag. My wife moved with the coolheadedness of the EMT she was. Her love for Billy never caused her to forget her training.

While she drove, I called the Coast Guard to brief them. I next spoke with Charley, who said he and Ora would be flying down in the Skylane within the hour. Finally, I tried Delphine Cruz. As usual, I got voicemail.

“You need to call me back. The woman from the Mariner Motel is dead. She was hiding out on Philbrook Island, off Islesboro. The house belongs to Karen Kershaw’s family. The woman who attacked me shot Billy Cronk and his son. They’re on their way to Waldo County Hospital. You should be, too.”

Stacey kept her eyes on the road but flicked a glance to the rearview mirror. Charles was asleep.

“You said the cottage belonged to Kershaw’s family? Do you think she’s still alive—Karen, I mean?”

“I have no idea.”

“So what’s her connection to all this?”

“I don’t know. But it seems like all roads lead back to her, doesn’t it? One thing’s for certain—my nemesis didn’t choose that house at random. He stashed his accomplice there knowing it was vacant and the last place the police would look.”

“You’re not buying Brathwaite’s claim that he didn’t know her?”

“Are you?”

Her laugh was sharp enough that she checked again to see if she’d woken the baby. “God, no. But it wouldn’t surprise me if Gudgeon was controlling her. And Brathwaite was controlling Gudgeon.”

It was enough to make my head hurt.

“If Billy dies, I swear to God—”

She’d heard the rising anger in my voice and knew the best thing was to divert me.

“You said maybe you were lured out there as a trap,” she said. “But what if it was the other way around? What if Brathwaite was hoping you—or whoever else responded—would kill her? Maybe he considered her a liability. Maybe he knew she couldn’t hide forever.”

We pulled into the hospital lot.

“Hold that thought,” I said.

The scene in the ER waiting room was chaos.

The Cronk kids were all there, except for Logan, but the docs must have taken their mother into the surgical wing to be near Brady and Billy.

Without their parents, the Cronk boys could turn feral fast. But now they sat shoulder to shoulder, silent, heads bowed, as if crammed together in the same church pew. Emma clutched a Hermione Granger doll she hadn’t carried in years. Tears ran in tracks down her face. Stacey sat down beside her, holding Charles in her lap, and soon the girl was peeking at the baby, no longer crying, her doll forgotten.

Officers began to trickle in. Belfast city police and Waldo County deputies.

Chet Bessel appeared and made a beeline for my chair. His presence felt like an intrusion.

“I owe you an apology,” he said. “I was the one who suggested the sheriff send you out there. I thought it might be good for you—get you thinking like a lawman again.”

His face wasn’t as masked as usual. Was it angst I saw?

“That was your idea?” I asked.

“I had no clue she was out there.”

It was the first time I’d heard anything like regret from him. I wasn’t sure I bought it.

“Who reported someone squatting in the cottage?”

“A guy from Islesboro. He gave his name as Francis Castle. There’s a Castle family there.”

Francis Castle. Frank Castle. The Punisher of Marvel comic books and television.

My recent study of real and fictional vigilantes hadn’t been entirely for naught.

The choice matched my secret admirer’s MO. If I survived Philbrook Island, Brathwaite wanted me to know it had been him all along.

“Try Mr. Castle’s number,” I said. “I guarantee you’ll find it was spoofed.”

“But it has an Islesboro prefix.”

“Try it.”

He stepped away for a minute to make the call, then returned. His deadpan had cracked again, this time revealing embarrassment. “It’s the number for the Dark Harbor dump.”

The security door opened. A nurse led Brady out of the ER, head bandaged in white gauze. He wasn’t crying anymore. His face was stone.

I left Bessel mid-apology. I asked Brady if I could sit with him for a minute. I told him how heroically he’d behaved and how proud his dad was.

“Can I ask you something about what happened on the boat?”

“OK.”

“You said she swam out. You said you didn’t see her before she tried to climb aboard.”

“She must have swum around the boat or was underwater a long time. And that water was cold! The first thing we heard was a shot. I felt a sting because the bullet must’ve grazed me, the doctor said. When I looked back, she was coming over the transom with a pistol. She was just wearing her underwear, Uncle Mike! She was so big and white.”

“What did your dad do?”

“Stepped in front of me. Pushed me down. That’s when she shot him. But it was like nothing to my dad because of him being a soldier and war hero. He grabbed her wrists, and they went overboard together in this big splash.”

“She didn’t say anything?”

“No.”

He glanced at the automatic doors and began to blink. “Tell me the truth, Uncle Mike. Is my dad going to die?”

He was only twelve, but I couldn’t shield him from the truth.

“I don’t know, Brady.”

He turned away from his siblings so they wouldn’t see the tears.

And so we waited.

I didn’t ignore my phone when it buzzed. I was desperate to speak with Delphine Cruz. But everyone else—even my long-lost warden colonel—I let go to voicemail.

We were all engaged in a kind of vigil, I realized. I wondered again how the words vigil and vigilante were connected. Something to look up later, when Billy was out of danger.

Charley and Ora arrived but could see at once that I had descended deep into my mental labyrinth. They sat with their daughter and their grandson and waited for me to return to the light where I could receive their support and wisdom.

Hours passed.

Then, within a matter of minutes, two things happened.

Cruz finally called me back.

“I am so sorry about your friend,” she said. “How’s he doing?”

The second thing was that the automatic doors swung wide at last, and Aimee stepped through. She had tears on her cheeks, but she was smiling with the gratitude of someone whose only prayer has been answered. As her family rushed toward her, she raised her face as if to receive the warmth of a sun none of us could see.
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Amazingly, Billy regained consciousness mere hours after undergoing major surgery and receiving ten units of blood. He remained in the hospital for seven days before discharging himself despite the objections of his doctors. Their concern was understandable. They were basing their prognosis on typical gunshot victims who’ve suffered damage to the small intestine. What they didn’t understand was that Billy Cronk—soldier, mountain man, convict, fisherman—possessed an iron constitution.

What pained him more than his wound, he told me during one of my daily visits, was the knowledge that he’d placed his son in mortal danger.

Fortunately, Brady had required only three stitches. His older brothers had already told him the scar would be “wicked cool.” Now they all wanted their own gunshot wounds.

Meanwhile, detectives from Major Crimes scoured Philbrook Island, searching for anything that might identify the attempted murderer. They found nothing in Rodman Scully’s shack, but they caught a break when the body of a very large woman washed up against the rocks at Haskell Ledge. One of the Coasties present told me her pale, bloated corpse resembled a dead seal.

The woman had been wearing only her underwear. She carried no ID, and none was found in the cottage. Eventually, facial recognition matched her to a Maine driver’s license: Nell Bland, twenty-two years old. She was six foot four. Her weight was given as 270 pounds. Her official residence was in Marion, an impoverished township that made Machias look like a booming metropolis.

When detectives visited the place in the woods, they found a rusted-out trailer abandoned to mice and cobwebs. Bland hadn’t inhabited the mobile home in years, it seemed. The neighbors said it had fallen into ruin after the parents died, and the daughter had vanished.

Nell Bland had no criminal record, but her file with the Department of Health and Human Services was the stuff of heartbreak. A child psychologist had cataloged her afflictions: autism spectrum disorder, conduct disorder, post-traumatic stress disorder, dissociative disorder, and intermittent explosive disorder. She’d bounced from foster home to foster home, always running away, always being returned.

I called Cruz.

“You really need to track down her former foster families. Someone must have seen signs of escalating violence.”

“Thanks, Mike. That never would’ve occurred to us.”

I let the friendly sarcasm pass. “Somehow, she met Gudgeon and got a job with him as his dive tender.”

“You’re assuming this because she resembled the figure on the sandbar?”

“That and because he laughed when I referred to his tender using a male pronoun. You should be knocking on doors from Jonesboro to Eastport. A nearly three-hundred-pound woman like Nell Bland isn’t someone people forget.”

“I’m writing this all down.”

I could tell she was yanking my chain, but I didn’t care.

Nell Bland had nearly killed me, nearly killed Billy, nearly killed his twelve-year-old son. I wasn’t about to let any of it go.

As a courtesy, Cruz had shared some digital photographs. Nell Bland possessed what seemed to me a medieval face, as if she were descended from a line of peasants who had labored in the sun threshing barley. Her hair, kept perpetually short, was listed as blond, but in every photo, it appeared dark with grease. Her small brown eyes lacked all depth or expression. Her neck was thick, tapering to powerful shoulders.

“The medical examiner found needle marks on her thighs and ass,” Cruz said. “He tested and found she was pumped full of anabolic steroids.”

“That explains a lot.”

As much carnage as she had caused, the emotion I felt most strongly now was pity.

“We found a Social Security number and driver’s license, but no employment history,” Cruz said. “No tax records, no wage reports. No digital footprint except for property taxes, which she paid in cash.”

“And no link to Ben Brathwaite, or you would have led with that.”

There was a pause on the line.

“Sheriff Zahn told my lieutenant that we’d allowed you to observe our interview with Brathwaite. My LT disapproved—to put it mildly. He believes we were indulging your conspiracies.”

“Did he watch the interview himself?”

“He did, and he agrees there’s a lot of smoke around Brathwaite—”

“The man’s a walking smoke screen.”

“—a lot of smoke, but no actual fires.”

“Aside from the literal one that killed Brian and Jenna Malloy.”

Her reply was almost wistful. “My lieutenant reminded me I’ve got other cases that need my attention. He’s not wrong. And between us, I probably won’t be around if there’s ever a real break in the case. It’s no secret Maine and I haven’t exactly been a good fit.”

I’d feared she was thinking of returning to Massachusetts, and now I had confirmation. I didn’t blame Cruz for wanting out. I just wished she wasn’t the last one still pretending to believe me.

She hadn’t said she was giving up. But she didn’t need to.

“What about Karen Kershaw?” I said, knowing how eager the detective was to reinterview the missing woman.

“When she surfaces, I’m sure someone will let you know.”

“If she surfaces.”

The thought of losing Cruz as an ally made me reckless.

“Kershaw was a social worker. Bland grew up in the foster system. They must have crossed paths in Machias. Brathwaite was born there. Axl and Shayn Deming, too. Gudgeon served as an altar boy at Stella Maris, back when Father Lucien Thibodeaux was the parish priest. And I was the district warden in Machias. Don’t tell me all that’s coincidence.”

“The Malloys had no ties to Washington County.”

“No, but Gudgeon had saved stories about them on his computer. And there’s plenty of circumstantial evidence he saw them as villains who deserved to die—whether or not he was there when it happened.”

“All roads lead to Machias. That’s what you’re saying?”

I supposed it was.

After she hung up, I went out to feed Shadow one of his several daily meals. This afternoon, it was a yearling doe that had drowned in the river below the house. Coyotes had most likely chased her into deep water, where she’d panicked and lost her footing.

I tried not to project human feelings onto the wolf. His mind was alien to mine. But as I laid out the carcass, I could swear he glared at me—confused, resentful. Maybe he didn’t understand why he wasn’t allowed in the house anymore.

Standing there, watching him tear open the carcass with extra violence, I imagined this magnificent, unknowable animal felt what I felt: confused at being shut out, frustrated that nothing it did seemed to matter.

It was then I made the decision.

I needed to go back to the beginning.

I needed to go to Machias.
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If only I didn’t have a real job to do.

I’d waited six months for the day to arrive, and now that it was here, it felt like a distraction from the existential crisis threatening my family.

On the first of June, I drove to Augusta to be reinstated as a sworn officer of the Maine Warden Service.

My first weeks back on duty were chaos.

I issued citations for fishing without a license, exceeding catch limits, operating unregistered boats, illegally hunting squirrels during a closed season, and driving ATVs while high. I participated in three search-and-rescue operations. The last involving a despairing teenage boy who’d used a serrated hunting knife to slash his wrists. Suicides always stay with you. And this one was brutal.

Meanwhile, I was preoccupied with everything that had happened during my suspension. I couldn’t get a call without expecting to hear Brathwaite’s calm, confident voice taunting me. Every text seemed to herald some new horror. I went over the facts.

Nell Bland was dead.

Eddie Gudgeon was likely feeding crabs at the bottom of Chandler Bay.

Karen Kershaw was still missing.

Ben Brathwaite had gone quiet.

Weeks had passed since the last vigilante killing.

I was back on my regular shifts, driving back roads, checking licenses, and answering the usual nuisance calls.

It didn’t take long for me to realize that patrol had lost whatever charm it had once possessed. It wasn’t just that I had lost patience for fieldwork. Somewhere over the course of my career, my mind had become wired for investigation. Every time I put on the uniform, I resented my demotion a little more.

“Just stick it out a while longer,” Stacey said one morning at the breakfast table. She was rail thin again, having lost all the baby weight, except in her breasts, from her regular six-mile runs. “The colonel promised he’d promote you again once the dust settled.”

“Because patience has always been my strong suit.”

She pushed a strand of hair from her eye. “It does make me wonder what they’re waiting for.”

I had a hand towel slung over my shoulder and was trying to burp Charles after his dinner-in-a-bottle. Soon we would begin trying him on solid foods. At nearly six months, he weighed a whopping twenty-one pounds and measured an impressive twenty-seven inches. A game warden learns to see the world through measurements.

“The problem is that Ronette Landry has turned out to be an excellent investigator,” I said. “The optics of demoting her to make room for me is lousy—and the brass in Augusta cares about optics.”

Stacey was doing her best to convince us both. “The colonel isn’t going back on his word. He knows what you’ve done for this state.”

I was less certain. My frustration would have been easier to swallow if I didn’t like and respect Ronette so much. I considered her one of my few close friends in the service. I would have enjoyed working side by side with her as investigators.

“Maybe I should just let her have the job.”

“One, it’s not up to you,” Stacey said. “And two, Ben Brathwaite is still out there. You’ve got to do something about him, Mike. I wish you didn’t have to; I really do. But the state police are done with this until someone else gets killed, which we both know is going to happen.”

“Yeah, we do.”

“You’ve finally got a couple of days off after busting your hump since you’ve been back on duty,” she observed.

“Sleep would be nice.”

“But not yet.”

“No, not yet.”

“Then what are you waiting for? Go get the son of a bitch.”

“I don’t even know where to start.”

She raised an eyebrow. “When has that ever stopped you, Mike Bowditch?”
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The next morning, I shaved before the sun had cleared the treetops, then ironed my chinos and buttoned up a clean chambray shirt. It’s easier to charm people into oversharing when you look conventional and nonthreatening—just a polite young man. And I was in desperate need of information. I knew so few facts for certain.

I kissed Stacey and Charles goodbye.

Fed Shadow a frozen goat haunch for breakfast.

Started up the Scout.

Then let the road carry me east.

It was mid-June now. Summer was ready to burst into being. The Maine coast had gone lush after Memorial Day. Even the most recalcitrant black locusts had unfurled their leaves. Lupines blushed pink and purple in the yards. Ancient orchards thrummed with insects and songbirds feeding among the sweet white blossoms. The air whistling through my cracked window was balmy and intoxicating with the smell of life resurgent.

I had a destination in mind. Whether I’d be welcomed—or met with a punch in the face—was another story.

Starting early, I managed to avoid most of the eastbound tourists heading for the bald mountains of Acadia National Park, and three hours later, I pulled up to a log cabin below Holmes Falls on the Machias River.

Jeremy Bard’s truck, an arterial-red Dodge Ram TRX, sat beneath a canvas car shelter to protect it from pine pitch and bird shit. Everything about the vehicle was outrageous: the steroidal size, the flared fenders and air-gulping hood vents, the 720-horsepower engine—but most of all, the sticker price, which must have been twice what Bard earned in a year, back when he still had a job with the Warden Service.

My hot engine was still ticking when Bard emerged from the screened porch, wearing sweatpants and nothing else.

I hadn’t ever seen him look so small. Sometime over the winter and spring, he had stopped lifting weights and using the supplements that had made his muscles swell and his veins pop. He’d grown out his hair, too; the first time he’d done that in our long acquaintance. I was surprised to see it was wavy.

His face was haggard, and his eyes withdrawn, but an anger burned from within like a fire deep in a cave.

“What are you doing here?”

“You wouldn’t answer my calls or texts.”

“No, I mean what are you doing here?”

The cabin was Bard’s fishing retreat on a section of the river where there were waterfalls and deep pools, and the wariest brook trout could grow to monstrous sizes.

“I heard from your sergeant that Ashleigh had kicked you out of the house.”

“Ex-sergeant,” he said. “And did he mention she’d hired a divorce lawyer? Meanwhile, I had to spring for a defense attorney. The DA indicted me for tampering and obstruction on account of taking that toy train. Other charges, too. My life’s one big demolition derby these days. I’m going to jail, man.”

It was black fly season here, and the bloodsucking insects immediately swarmed me to look for patches of skin where I had not smeared repellant. Visible clouds surrounded Bard, as well, but he seemed not to notice or care.

“I need to talk with you about the person I think was really behind Axl Deming’s murder. Gudgeon was a patsy. The man I’m looking for is named Ben Brathwaite. He’s from Machias originally. I’m hoping you remember him or can jog my memory.”

“I already told you I don’t.”

In fact, he hadn’t.

“Can we go inside? I’m getting flies in my eyes here.”

He didn’t answer but stepped back through the clattering screen door. More than a few of the vampire bugs snuck in with us.

The cabin was worse than a mess. His soon-to-be ex-wife had made him take every item of clothing, every power and shop tool, every material object he’d accumulated in his thirty-four years on the planet.

I ended up leaning against the sink while he took the one free kitchen chair.

“I never thought she’d leave me,” he said. “I didn’t think she had the guts to deprive me of my two sons.”

I knew what it was like to listen to his self-pitying tales of woe, so I cut to the chase.

“So the name Brathwaite means nothing to you?”

“I remember there was a woman by that name killed in a crash outside Houlton. It was before I left for the academy. The only reason I remember is because it’s a weird name, and she hit a moose, which I knew would be the kind of thing I’d be dealing with as a warden.”

Somehow this woman’s death had eluded me and my ragtag researchers—maybe because Houlton was in the next county to the north.

“So you don’t know if she had a son?”

“How the hell would I?”

He was drinking coffee, and there was still some in the carafe, but he never offered me a cup.

“Ever since I was reinstated,” I said, “I’ve been going through the database of my old cases, and I’ve come up totally empty. Brathwaite was in high school in Machias when you and I were patrolling the area. He remembered the Jeep I used to drive. He hasn’t said I ruined his life, but he’s acting like I did. I’ve come to think maybe I arrested someone close to him.”

Bard examined the nails on his left hand; they were badly in need of trimming.

A thought occurred to me. I pulled out my cell phone.

He smirked at me. “What are you doing?”

“Searching for the obituary for that woman who died in that crash you mentioned. Maybe she had a son or grandson…”

“You’re not going to get a signal here.”

I discovered he was right. The Machias flows through a deep valley.

“Brathwaite called me a hard-ass back when I was district warden.”

Bard exploded into a laughter. “You were a total pussy!”

I wasn’t going to take offense—especially from a man epitomizing police brutality. “Was there a time when I treated someone extra harshly? Help me out here, Bard. I know your life’s in the crapper, but I have a family, too, now. Put yourself in my place. Brathwaite wants me dead and doesn’t seem to care about collateral damage.”

He sighed, looked for a place to set his cup, and settled on the dusty floor, every other surface being occupied.

“When your mom was dying, you were sometimes a bastard and took it out on people. Riding with you was never fun to begin with…”

My mother had died of ovarian cancer my last months working the district. I’d been preoccupied, naturally, which explained why the time before and after her death was cloudy for me.

“It felt like I was covering for you all the time,” he continued. “You’d have to run down to Portland because you’d get a call from the hospital or that hospice you put her in at the end.”

I didn’t realize I’d been staring at my boots until my head snapped up to look him in the eyes. “What did you say?”

“Like you’d ask me to take over for you as night warden. Or bring a drunk boater to the jail to have his blood alcohol tested.”

The incident had seemed so insignificant at the time, it was a wonder it had lodged in my memory at all. But now it rushed into my consciousness from the dusty depths where I had stored it. I remembered Brathwaite now, although I hadn’t gotten his name at the time. And I understood why he hated me even if I lacked all the details. Ben Brathwaite was the stepson of an intoxicated man I’d arrested on Cathance Lake. Even now, I could barely recall the drunk’s name. Keith Young, maybe?
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It had been an unremarkable spring day. I’d found a hiding place in some cover with a panoramic view of Cathance Lake, northeast of Machias. I was spying through my binoculars on fishermen, looking for speeding boaters and those operating unapproved watercraft and, as always, watching for anyone who might have been driving drunk.

In the case of Keith Young, there had been no question from the start. He wasn’t just rocketing through headway speed zones—he was zigging and zagging, throwing up fountains of spray with his outboard, and unable to keep his course on a straight line.

My mother was dying then of ovarian cancer. Work was a healthy distraction—except when I saw something reckless or criminal. That’s when all my anger came out.

I rushed down to the boat launch when I saw him coming in, but I stayed out of sight until he and his teenage passenger tied up at the dock. I waited until Young was about to slide behind the wheel of his truck to back his trailer down the launch. The way he’d been driving on the lake, I wanted as many charges to file against the man as possible.

Even now, I can’t recall his face—middle-aged, maybe bearded.

What I remember was my anger turning volcanic when I smelled the booze coming off him. The boy had tossed a life jacket over the beer cans, but it hadn’t mattered, because Keith Young confessed to being intoxicated without my even asking. As soon as he saw me appear beside his truck, he broke into tears. I never had a chance to ask for his license. I only learned his name after the fact.

“I’m sorry, I’m sorry, I’m sorry. I know I’m over the limit. I take full responsibility. But I can’t have a drunk-boating conviction on my record—”

“Drunk driving, too,” I said. “You just operated that truck while under the influence. That’s a separate charge. Operating at greater than headway speed in a restricted zone, operating a watercraft to endanger, endangering the welfare of a minor—you’ve dealt yourself a royal straight today, buddy.”

“Your name is Bowditch?” He’d read it on my uniform. “I’ll lose my commercial driver’s license and my job if you do this, Warden Bowditch. I can’t have this on my record. I’ll be unemployable. I’m already in debt. I have nothing to fall back on. And if the judge sends me to jail—”

He cast a pleading look at the boy whose name he hadn’t uttered. The only thing I noticed about him was that I’d never seen such extensive, painful-looking acne. His skin was aboil with it.

“You should have had this in mind before you cracked your first beer.”

“All I’m asking for is leniency. You must have some discretion in what you choose to do. I can live with the other charges. But I’ll lose everything if you bring the DWIs against me.”

The melodrama and sentimentality of drunks always annoyed me back then. I still had so much to learn about being a law enforcement officer.

“Discretion doesn’t come into this,” I said. “You’re going to need to blow into a Breathalyzer when we get to jail. Your blood alcohol level is a fact.”

Keith Young dropped to his knees and clutched his hands together.

It hadn’t been the first time someone had prayed to me when I was about to arrest them. Nor would it be the last.

“Be quiet, Dad. You’re only making it worse,” the boy said.

“Have mercy on me.” Young could barely choke out the words, he was crying so hard. “Please have mercy. In the name of Jesus Christ, won’t you please show pity and have mercy on me?”

“Forgiveness isn’t my job. Now stop making a fool of yourself and get up off your knees.”

He stood, shakily, with help from the boy whose name I didn’t know.

The kid studied me. “He admitted he made a mistake. Why isn’t that enough for you?”

This was when Bard showed up. I had announced over the radio what I was seeing from shore. Out of curiosity and maybe hoping my drunk would resist arrest, he’d swung by.

“I saw you racing around, too,” he’d lied. “I hope you can afford a good lawyer.”

I was about to cuff Keith Young when my phone rang. I’d set the ringtone to signal a call from the hospice. The woman on the other end reported a change for the worse.

When I told Bard, he stepped in and used his own handcuffs, overtightening them as usual.

“I’ll deal with it, Mike,” he said. “I’ll bring him to the jail. Make sure someone comes for the kid. I’ll even write the fucking report. But you’re going to owe me for this, buddy.”

It wouldn’t have changed the outcome—my mother died soon after—but I could have finished what I’d started at Cathance. I might have learned the man’s name then instead of later. I might have found out why he had no one to watch his stepson. I might have sensed that nothing would ever be right again: not for Keith Young, and not for Ben Brathwaite.
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Jeremy Bard didn’t know what became of Keith Young.

Stacey found out in a matter of minutes. I called her on the way home to tell her what I remembered.

“Keith Alan Young, thirty-eight, of East Machias, passed away unexpectedly,” she read from the Valley Observer archives. “He was a lifelong resident of Washington County and worked for many years as a commercial truck driver.”

“Died unexpectedly often means suicide.”

She scanned ahead. “It says he was predeceased by his wife, Bonnie, and leaves behind a son, Benjamin, fifteen.”

“They must not have known Bonnie and Ben were Brathwaites.”

“It’s a bare-bones write-up,” Stacey said. “Like no one had the money or the desire to add anything more.”

“I can’t believe I didn’t remember.”

“Your mom was dying. It was a terrible day. But it explains why we never found Brathwaite in your reports. Still, you’d think Jeremy might have put it together.”

“He’s dealing with his own traumas. He does remember having to call Human Services to take custody of the kid.”

“Karen Kershaw?”

“Maybe. If Ben had no living relatives, he would have gone into the system, just like Nell Bland did. They might have met up that way—in a foster home. It’s another possible link.”

I was racing west along Route 9, nicknamed “the Airline” because it was the most direct route from the Canadian border to the outskirts of Bangor. My windshield was covered in a film of smashed bugs that defeated my wipers. The blueberry barrens were green again where the earth hadn’t been burned black after the last harvest.

“I was an asshole that day.”

“You had reason. From the way you described it, Young was tearing around that lake blind drunk. He could’ve killed them both.”

I didn’t say it aloud, but part of me wondered if that might not have been kinder.

“What do we do with this now?” Stacey asked.

“Knowing his background explains why he hates me so much, but it doesn’t give us proof. Cruz made it clear that Major Crimes doesn’t want more deductions from me. They want proof that Brathwaite is running a criminal conspiracy.”

She paused in a way that told me she’d just shifted the baby—and his napkin—from one shoulder to the other.

“We need to find Karen Kershaw. I can’t think of anyone else who might have information that could help us.”

“If she is alive.”

“She is,” said my wife.

My smile must have come through in my voice. “Is that one of your famous intuitions?”

“Not this time. She headed to California, remember? You’d assume Brathwaite would follow her, but there’s no report of him leaving Maine. Wouldn’t he sleep easier knowing all his pawns were off the board?”

“Assuming she was one. If you don’t mind, I’m going to take a detour through Kentville on my way home. I haven’t seen Kershaw’s house since we learned Nell Bland had torched her van there and stolen the Subaru. Will you and Charles be OK if I’m away a little longer?”

I had to admit that she laughed harder at my question than I would have liked.

By the time I made it back to the Midcoast, and on into the pocket forests and hardscrabble farmland of interior Waldo County, the afternoon was blurring into the evening.

The sun had vanished behind Moody Mountain, but the alpenglow continued to illuminate the high tablelands of the Camden Hills. The oaks and pines up there had gone jungle green. Mica sparkled in the granite ledges like seams of silver, and the quartz caught the light like diamonds. Again I felt lucky to live in a place where beauty offered itself freely to anyone willing to look.

Eight months had passed since I’d crested the ridge above the Malloy house and saw flames swallowing it whole. Now I pulled over in surprise when I came to the property. A new structure was rising from the same hillside, fifty feet or so from the old site. The workers had gone for the evening, leaving trailers, compressors, and scattered tools. The frame was already tall and wide, larger than the original house, though not quite a mansion.

What stunned me more was how thoroughly the old place had been erased. Not torn down or built over. Erased. The ruins hadn’t been bulldozed or buried. They’d been scrubbed from existence so cleanly—the duck pond, too—that my memory had trouble bringing it back. There was no trace of the old foundation, no outline of the former driveway, no sign that anything had burned at all.

I drove on, curiosity tugging me toward Karen Kershaw’s place.

I was surprised to find the farm largely unchanged.

The lawn was high with dandelions gone to seed; a white haze of fluff drifted in the breeze over the bluegrass. The lilacs were heavy with decaying blooms. Dogwoods needed a good pruning. In the garden, invasive mugwort and horseweed were already crowding out what remained of the perennials. The house itself, though, looked untouched. No For Sale sign marked this drive.

Still, someone had been there.

A single set of dusty tire tracks—probably left by a sedan—curved from the road onto the asphalt drive. They looked recent. I checked the mailbox, but it was empty.

A flock of mourning doves rocketed over my head. The sun had set beneath the horizon, leaving a wash of gold in the west, but the sky above the sea was a rich cobalt. Clouds drifting east caught the dying light and glowed like airborne Chinese lanterns. I breathed in the warm green smell of the uncut grass.

At the front steps, I found something more telling. Beside the stairs, Karen had planted purple irises: tall, striking flowers with pendant petals atop spear-like stems. They were in full bloom. Someone had just clipped a dozen of them, the stalks still wet to the touch.

The only people I could imagine taking that kind of liberty were Dick Farley or his husband, Marlon. But the innkeepers drove a Grand Cherokee hybrid and a Rivian, respectively.

I asked myself if I trusted them to pass along word if they knew where Karen was.

I wanted to believe I did.

But I didn’t.

Cozy Pastures was just a mile up the road. It wasn’t dark yet. I had time for one last visit before I returned home.
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The shadows of the llamas stood like statues in the pasture behind the inn. I knew they were watching me. They were prey animals, after all, and had a right to be skittish.

Most of the cars in the full lot were SUVs or crossovers, all with out-of-state plates. The exceptions were a sleek BMW convertible and a Hyundai compact that had airport rental written all over it. I paused beside the last one. Its tires were narrow: a good match for what I’d found in Karen’s drive.

I made my way to the front door. A hand-painted No Vacancy sign swayed from a bracket on the lamppost. Moths and mayflies drifted like a living cloud around the electrified lantern.

Dick Farley spotted me the second I stepped inside. He stood up a little too quickly from behind the desk.

“Mike? What brings you here?”

“I was in the neighborhood and thought I’d say hello. Full house tonight?”

His focus darted past me, toward the sitting room. A well-dressed couple lounged on a leather couch, wineglasses in hand. On a side table beside them was a vase of bearded irises: tall, purple, and freshly cut.

“We’re booked most of the summer.” Dick’s words tripped over each other; they came out so fast. “Maine’s been discovered, as I keep telling people. I know, it’s ironic coming from a New York transplant.”

His tone was light, but I was growing tired of his awkward stalling.

“Dick,” I said. “Is Karen Kershaw staying here?”

Color seeped from his tanned face. Around the eyes, he even went a little pale. “How did you know?”

“I spotted her rental car,” I said. He didn’t need to know I’d only guessed.

“But how could you possibly—?”

“It doesn’t matter. If she’s back in Maine, why isn’t she staying at her own house?”

Now he massaged his salt-and-pepper brows. “This is incredibly awkward, Mike. I know what happened out on Philbrook Island. I can’t blame you for having questions. But Karen’s a friend. It doesn’t feel right, violating her privacy after everything she’s been through.”

Karen Kershaw was also a witness to a suspicious death, maybe a coconspirator in a fatal arson.

“If you give me her room number, I won’t say where I got it.”

He winced. “You have to understand. It’s not like Marlon and I have policies about these things. But you’re asking me to violate my professional ethics.”

I could see he was genuinely conflicted. But I couldn’t summon much sympathy. My memory of Billy Cronk nearly bleeding out on his lobsterboat was too vivid.

“Or you can call her and let her know I’m waiting outside,” I said. “Don’t worry, Dick. I won’t call the state police. Not unless she tries to run again. I’m sure you’d rather avoid a scene with the police in front of your other guests.”

He readjusted his glasses and glared at me through the lenses. I could tell he wanted to snap at me. But he collected himself and asked for a minute to consult with Marlon.

I stepped outside again. The evening was soft and warm, but the mosquitoes were out now. Like tiny vampires, they had emerged from their hiding places with the coming of the night. I kept high-octane repellent in the Scout, but instead, I crushed a handful of wild mint from beside the granite stoop and rubbed the oil along my neck and jaw, the way the Wabanakis once had.

Twenty minutes passed.

I’d told myself I’d wait thirty before calling Cruz.

At twenty-three, the front door opened.

Karen Kershaw stepped out.

Her hair was shorter now, cut into an artfully messy style that suited her. She wore a loose blouse and linen pants that made her look chic and Californian. The transformation wasn’t total, but close enough.

Her expression was guarded. But in the soft twilight of the inn, I saw that her eyes were clear and sharply focused. No cannabis gummies this evening.

“How did you find me?”

“I noticed someone had been to your house,” I said. “When I saw the irises were clipped, I thought of Dick and Marlon.”

She didn’t ask how I’d made the leap.

“I’ve been expecting you since I landed,” she said. “Dick warned me you were poking around. I suppose I’ve been hiding from you as well as from the … But this was always going to happen. It is my own appointment in Samarra.”

I looked up the reference later. In a story, an Arab merchant tries to outwit and outrun death by fleeing Baghdad. He fails, of course. I wasn’t sure how I felt about Karen casting me in the role of the Grim Reaper.
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We sat in my Scout to escape the mosquitoes. The light coming from the inn was warm, but it exposed the sharp edges of her cheekbones and made her eyes seem more sunken. She was wearing a scent that wasn’t a perfume. More herbal than floral. She might have changed her appearance to resemble a visitor from Carmel or La Jolla, but she remained the ex-hippie I had rescued from the flooded river.

“I owe you an apology, first of all,” she said.

“My feelings don’t matter.”

She cleared her throat and fidgeted. This wasn’t the confession she’d rehearsed.

“What do you want me to tell you?” she asked.

“Start with your involvement in the fire that killed the Malloys. I want to know what happened that night. It was no coincidence you were holding their baby when I arrived, was it?”

She put her face in her hands. “It’s not what you think. You wouldn’t understand.”

“Then help me, Karen.”

“I made a promise to Nell.”

“Nell Bland is dead.”

She started to cry, suddenly and uncontrollably. Grief crashed over her like a rogue wave.

“And it’s because of me. I’m responsible for everything. Don’t you see? It’s all my fault.”

“If you’re about to confess to a crime—”

“I don’t care if you arrest me. I probably belong in jail. I might even be safer there.”

“Before you continue, I need you to understand you’re not under arrest. You’re free to leave at any time. But if you’re admitting to having helped Nell and her associates carry out a crime—”

She used her palms to wipe the tears outward from her cheeks. I hadn’t realized she was wearing makeup until I saw the smears.

“It’s too overwhelming. I don’t know where to start.”

“The beginning is usually best.”

I took out my phone to start recording, but she grabbed my wrist.

“What I have to say is just for you.”

“I can’t promise I will keep it in confidence. You were a social worker. You know that’s not how this works.”

We were facing the pasture. The shadows of the llamas had diffused into the larger darkness. The only creatures visible now were sporadic fireflies flickering yellow and orange.

“Social work is another thing I thought I could leave behind. I had this stupid idea that if we left Washington County, we could have a new life.”

“And you did for a while.”

“Until my husband died, yes.”

“Washington County is where you met Nell Bland.”

“I was such an idealist. I got into social work because I thought I could help people.” She gave a bitter laugh. “I grew up on Beacon Hill, for God’s sake. I had no idea what I was walking into.”

Her first job had been in Boston. Then her husband took a teaching post at the University of Maine at Machias. They were drawn to Washington County for its remoteness—a place time seemed to have forgotten. And because it felt like somewhere they could do some good.

“A third of the population lived below the poverty line. They still do decades later. What progress have we made as a society?”

From the start, the caseload was crushing: mental illness, addiction, neglect, violence. Every new door she knocked upon opened to reveal its own fresh hell.

“I started thinking people were irredeemable. If we can tolerate so much misery, what does that say about us?”

She felt a shell forming around her heart. “I thought I was learning to protect myself. After ten years, I didn’t think anything could still destroy me.”

Then she visited a trailer in the woods outside Marion. From the outside, it looked like any other run-down home. But inside lived a woman named Sheri Bland.

And Sheri, she said, was a monster.

She was schizophrenic and unreliable with her medication. She had a daughter, Nell, who was twelve at the time. And she had recently acquired a boyfriend, Carl Crouch. He’d done ten years in prison for running over his former fiancée, crushing her legs below the knees.

Her tone turned sour and disgusted. “I visited that dump every week. I checked that Sheri was taking her meds. I made sure her daughter was going to school. Nell was already a big girl, not just tall for her age but heavyset and remarkably strong. She didn’t have her own room, just a corner with a stained mattress and wrestling posters on the wall. And that was where Crouch raped her.”

Her mom always had a bullshit explanation ready, Karen told me. Nell was clumsy. She was prone to falls.

“The girl refused to say a word about the abuse. Naturally, I worked to have her removed from the home. Sheri became unhinged, of course. I was afraid Carl would attack the deputies. But he was cunning in his way. He wouldn’t give the police cause to send him back to prison. Because he knew Nell would never go on the record about what he was doing to her.”

She dabbed at her eyes with the sleeve of her blouse.

“The day we moved her out, he sat in his ratty armchair drinking beer after beer. And he never said a goddamned word. I’d been threatened before, but this was different. His silence was the scariest thing I’d ever experienced. I could feel that he was fantasizing about murdering me.

“So Nell went into foster care, but no family would keep her long because she would explode in anger without warning. The state shuffled her around for years before dumping her back with her mother. Someone behind a desk had decided no one could prove that Carl had assaulted her.

“The day I heard she’d been returned to that hellhole was the day I gave my notice.”

She was sniffling now between sentences.

“Maybe if I’d stayed in the job, I could have saved Nell. I could have found proof to give the district attorney. But I was a coward and couldn’t take it anymore. That’s why I say I’m to blame for everything.”

As confessions went, it was uniquely unsatisfactory. It explained why she felt guilty about Nell Bland. But she hadn’t yet mentioned the name Ben Brathwaite.

I started to speak, but she stopped me.

“There’s something else you need to hear.

“I visited Nell one last time. She was in high school by then. Special ed, of course. We sat in an empty classroom during her lunch break, and I tried one last time to get her to tell me she was being abused. I begged her to say the words out loud. But she wouldn’t. She was too big for her chair and hunched there with her head down.

“Near the end, I told her, ‘I’m sorry I won’t be there to protect you, Nell.’ And she began to laugh. It was the first time I’d heard her do that. I realized then how ridiculous I must have sounded.”

Karen shook her head.

“So I said, ‘You’re right. No one’s going to protect you, Nell. Not me. Not the police. If that man attacks you again—and he will—you need to do whatever it takes to stop him. Grab a knife. A bat. Whatever’s in reach. You’ll probably be arrested. But you can legitimately claim self-defense. And I promise I will testify in your defense. I am your ally forever, Nell.’

“That was when she looked up.”

The night was warm, but she clutched at her throat as if to close a coat she wasn’t wearing.

“For years, I thought her eyes were hazel. Now I realized they were dark brown. But that wasn’t what unsettled me. I thought I’d been terrified of Carl Crouch. But the cruelty and contempt I saw inside Nell Bland made my blood run cold. I stayed in bed for a week.”
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She needed a break. In the darkness, I listened to her deep and measured breaths. She might’ve been using a meditation technique to steady herself.

What baffled me was how Major Crimes had missed the connection between Karen Kershaw and Nell Bland. Or maybe they hadn’t missed it. Maybe Cruz had decided not to tell me. That seemed likely.

“You didn’t turn Nell Bland into a murderer by giving her permission to defend herself.”

“I know that! But you can’t tell me I didn’t fail her. If I’d been more effective, more dedicated…”

“How did Nell end up at your family’s cottage? Did you tell her to hide there?”

“I’m not going to answer that.”

“You can’t, or you won’t?”

“Won’t.”

“What about Ben Brathwaite?”

“He was a kid in foster care.”

“When’s the last time you saw him? I know he was staying at Cozy Pastures the night of the Malloy fire.”

Something had shifted. She was the prickly, bitter woman I’d met last fall in that farmhouse kitchen.

“I won’t discuss Ben Brathwaite. He was a client, and confidentiality still applies—even in retirement.”

“Then tell me about the Malloys.”

Her self-regard had reasserted itself. “You know what happened. Brian Malloy handed me his daughter. Then he went back into the fire.”

“You’re saying Nell and Ben weren’t involved?”

“I told Nell I’d never testify against her.”

“Nell Bland is dead.” I leaned in. “And protecting Ben now is going to get someone else killed.”

She studied me from the depths of her sunken eyes. My words hadn’t reached her at all.

“I’ve said all I’m going to say.”

I pinched the bridge of my nose. “Then my next call is Major Crimes.”

Her hand went to the door handle, then hesitated. “What are you going to tell them?”

“That you’re back in Maine, to start. And where you’re staying. If you’re thinking about running again, I plan on sitting here all night if that’s what it takes.”

She pretended to find the idea amusing. “That’s your prerogative. But I already spoke to the state police last fall and have nothing new to add.”

“You might think your story about what happened at the Malloy house is bulletproof. But I think you’re going to find that Detective Sergeant Cruz has new questions that need answering from you.”

“Nell must have heard I was away—that’s why she thought to steal my Subaru.”

As with our first conversation, again I had the feeling she had prepared answers to certain questions.

“Who would she have heard this from?” I asked.

“Not me.”

I recognized this as another lie. She was genuinely bad at telling them.

“Nell Bland was found hiding in a cottage owned by your family. How did she even know it existed? She was wanted for questioning and had just attacked a law enforcement officer. On the island, she shot and nearly killed a friend of mine and his twelve-year-old son.”

She shut her eyes and took a big breath.

“She shot a child, Karen.”

She tried to shake the image out of her head. “I had nothing to do with it.”

“Earlier, you said you deserved to be arrested. But you never said for what. And now you don’t seem eager to take responsibility.”

Eyes shut, she said, “I was speaking metaphorically—because I gave Nell permission to kill her parents.”

“Did she kill her parents?”

When she opened her eyes finally, her expression hardened into arrogance. “I thought you might understand. I see now I was wrong. If you want to call the state police, I’m just going to tell them the same things I told you.”
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My phone buzzed from the console between us. The screen lit up: Stacey, holding Charles.

Karen Kershaw used the interruption as an opportunity to slide out of the truck.

“Mike, where are you?” Stacey never panicked, but her raised voice told me she was agitated.

“At Cozy Pastures. I just had a frustrating conversation with Karen Kershaw. She’s back in Maine. There’s no longer any question she was an accessory—”

“You can fill me in later. Right now, I need you home.”

“What’s happening?”

“Ben Brathwaite is here.”

The muscles in my shoulders went rigid. “He’s at the house?”

“I don’t know how he got past the sensors, but he’s outside. Right by Shadow’s pen.”

I cranked the engine.

“Get Charles. Get your revolver. Sit with your back to the chimney.”

“It’s too late. I’m already outside. But I’ve got him covered.”

My fearless wife had gone out with her .357 to confront the intruder directly. Reckless bravery ran in her family’s blood. And in mine. Charles Bowditch would be lucky to survive adolescence if he inherited our foolhardy genes.

“He’s dangerous, Stacey.”

“That’s why I’ve got the sights centered on his forehead.”

I threw the Scout into reverse, then paused with my hand clenching the gearshift.

In the background, I heard Ben say calmly, “Tell him I don’t want any trouble. I just came here to clear the air.”

“Bullshit,” Stacey said. “We know why you hate Mike. We know about your stepfather killing himself.”

“Remember he’s a marksman,” I told my wife.

“I’m not armed.” Brathwaite could hear me through the phone, of course. Cells might as well be loudspeakers. “Shooting me would be manslaughter. This isn’t posted land. I haven’t threatened you or your baby.”

Stacey must have reacted: stepped closer or raised the gun.

Because Brathwaite said, “I didn’t mean to upset you by mentioning little Charles.”

“How do you know his name?” Stacey demanded.

“I know a lot of things. There was a birth notice, for starters.”

“He’s trying to make you angry so he can claim self-defense. Don’t give him the excuse.”

“I am fucking angry.”

“Now that you’ve verbally directed me to leave your property,” Brathwaite said with the same unshakable composure, “I’m prepared to leave, in compliance with Maine law.”

“What I’m thinking of doing is marching you into the wolf’s pen.”

“I would advise against that.”

“Of course you would.”

“What I mean is that some attorneys would consider those words to be a direct threat. In such a case, I would be justified in defending myself. But I’m going to chalk it up to your horm—”

“Keep it up, asshole.”

“And as far as your wolf dog goes, the last thing I would want is for Shadow to get hurt.”

The son of a bitch knows his name, too.

“Don’t react, Stacey,” I told her. “Just hold him there. I’m ten minutes out.”

Brathwaite spoke again now.

“If I am the criminal genius your husband claims, and I wanted to hurt your family, wouldn’t I have done it already? I don’t think you—or anyone—would have been able to stop me.”

But he wasn’t done taunting me, it seemed. “Have you ever read Ayn Rand? Overrated author and a deeply flawed person. But she did write some great lines. My favorite is this one: ‘The question isn’t who is going to let me; it’s who is going to stop me.’ Such a great line.”
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I thought of calling the dispatcher to send backup to the house. But if Ben Brathwaite wanted to go out in a blaze of glory, the only person I trusted to take the gun off him was me.

I took the curves too fast and floored the gas on the straightaways. I nearly hit a porcupine on the Slab City Road. The waddling pincushion barely made it across.

It took thirteen minutes to get home. I passed his gray Honda parked along the roadside. The final turn up the drive was the longest part.

My headlights brought the tableau to life.

Ben stood outside the wolf’s pen, looking as relaxed as a man can, looking down a gun barrel, holding his hands above his head. Everything about Brathwaite was unremarkable: he was neither tall nor short, slender but not skinny, wearing a navy-blue sweatshirt, jeans, and cross-trainers. He displayed no trace of anxiety or fear—and that unsettled me more than anything else.

Stacey stood in an isosceles stance: body squared to her target, feet planted, arms extended and both hands on the grip of her Smith & Wesson. You don’t put your finger on the trigger unless you’re ready to take a life.

Stacey had her finger on the trigger.

I came out of the Scout with my pistol drawn and pointed at his center mass.

“Turn around, Brathwaite!”

“I don’t mind you calling me Ben. I know my last name’s a mouthful.”

“Turn around to face the cage. Arms straight out. You told the sheriff you follow my career, so you know I’m back on duty as a game warden. That makes this a lawful order.”

He shrugged but turned.

I grabbed the spare cuffs from the glove box and moved in. “Bend forward. Hands behind your back.”

“Bend over? What are you planning here, Mike?”

Joking aside, he obeyed, and I snapped the cuffs on. Then I swept his legs out from under him. It was a dirty move, but the man had invaded my home. He hit the ground hard.

“Damn, dude, you almost made me swallow my gum,” he said when he’d regained his breath. “Don’t waste your time searching. Like I told your wife, I am not armed.”

“Bullshit.”

But as I patted him down from chest to ankles, I found no weapon. Not so much as a penknife.

“I just came here to talk.”

“Unless you’re confessing to a string of murders, I don’t want to hear it.”

“Would you mind my rolling over so we can have a polite conversation?”

He looked up at me from the ground with that plain, acne-scarred face. His mouse-brown hair had recently been trimmed by a barber who hadn’t given a damn. His eyes were flat and absent of intention.

“I knew you were at the sheriff’s office when they interviewed me. I can always sense when I’m being watched. I’ve never like being spied on, and I guess that’s made me supersensitive.”

“Speaking of spying, what are you doing here, Brathwaite? What do you want?”

“My hope was to convince you you’re making a mistake. I’m not who you think I am. I haven’t orchestrated any murders. It might surprise you, but I’ve come around to your way of thinking. I agree there’s a pattern hinting at criminal intention—”

“It’s just that you’re not the one behind it?”

“No, I’m not. Obviously, I can’t claim it’s a coincidence that you and I can both be connected.”

“It’s just someone else pulling the strings. Neither Detective Cruz nor Sheriff Zahn bought that bullshit when you peddled it the first time. And you can’t possibly think I’ll fall for it, especially after today.”

His brows drew together. “What happened today?”

“I finally remembered what happened on Cathance Lake. You blame me for arresting your stepfather and sending him into a tailspin. You blame me for his suicide and your going into foster care. I know why you hate me, Brathwaite.”

Shadow had emerged from the dark. He paced along the fence, his yellow eyes reflecting the light and seeming to glow from within, as if he had a heart of fire. He bared his fangs and growled with such fierceness that Brathwaite flinched. He was trying to play the tough guy, but this was a primeval fear he was feeling.

“You’re not planning to feed me to that thing, are you?”

“That depends on you.”

“I’m not really in a position to do anything.”

“Mike?” Stacey’s voice was steady but urgent. “You’ve got this, right? I need to check on Charles.”

“Call 9–1–1 and say an officer needs help. Then wait there until you see blue lights.”

Stacey backed away slowly and vanished through the still-open door.

Now that she was gone, his tone changed, became less light. “If I blamed anyone for my life, wouldn’t it be Jeremy Bard? He’s the one who brought my stepdad to jail. He was the one who handed me over to social services.”

“But I was the one who could’ve shown your stepfather mercy when he pleaded with me, and I didn’t.”

Shadow prowled just behind him now. The fence felt flimsier than I remembered. As if the wolf could bust through it without slowing down. He growled again at our intruder.

“Is he always like that?” Brathwaite said with serene detachment.

“It’s his instinctual response to encountering another predator.”

“Is that me or you?” He grinned. “You’re right about me resenting you—but only up to a point. I wasn’t lying when I said I’ve followed your career. I wanted to think you were just having a rough day at the lake, but really, you’re just another bad cop, aren’t you? Your whole life is in the public record, Mike. Even a lot of the shady stuff your department tried to keep out of the news. I’m not your enemy, but I’m sure there are dozens of people from your past who want you dead.”

I stood over him, out of reach, with the arm holding my semiautomatic loose at my side.

“Maybe, but they didn’t visit that rectory for retired priests before Father Thibodeaux was electrocuted. They weren’t staying near the Malloy house when it burned down. They didn’t attend the same high school as the Demings. They weren’t in foster care with Nell Bland.”

“What about Edward Gudgeon? He’s the only admitted vigilante you’ve found. And I never even met the man. You won’t find any proof that I did.”

“It might take a while, but you just gave me the first link tonight.”

Brathwaite was too bloodless to react visibly. “And what was that?”

“Your favorite quote from Ayn Rand? The first time I heard it was from Gudgeon when he was holding me captive. You taught it to him. Just as you fed his paranoia and grandiose dreams of becoming a real-life Punisher. You even wrote the manifesto the police found on his computer. From the start, you recognized you might need a patsy if the law started closing in, and Gudgeon was the perfect fall guy.”

He fell silent, staring at me. That old chestnut about the eyes being the windows to the soul—it didn’t apply to Ben Brathwaite. Or maybe the problem was that he didn’t possess a soul.

A siren wailed in the distance. A cruiser had turned off Route 1 and was racing the last mile to the house.

“Do you know how long I’ve been alone?” he said. In anyone else, it might have sounded like self-pity. “I can’t remember not feeling it. And I’ve learned to recognize it in other people. I recognize it in you, Mike. The people around you—they love you, sure. But they don’t know how alone you really are. Or how angry. Or violent. The discipline of hiding your true self from your friends and family must be exhausting.”

His words found their intended mark.

“It’s also the thing that’s going to kill you, eventually.”

I hauled him to his feet now—not gently, either. He made the faintest grunt as I twisted the cuffs.

“You shouldn’t have done that,” he said.

“What are you going to do? File a complaint?”

“I might.”

“You’ll have plenty of time to write it. You’re about to be arrested for terrorizing my wife. And that’s just the beginning. I promise I will find evidence tying you to those murders. And one more thing. I know Karen Kershaw is the last person who can still testify against you, if anything happens to her—”

He grinned at me, then winked. “You won’t be in a place to do anything about it.”

Blue lights pulsed through the trees as a Dodge Charger Pursuit crested the drive.

The cruiser rolled to a stop beside my Scout.

Not Bessel again.

The sheriff had a dozen deputies, but it was always Chet Bessel these days. It was like he’d been assigned to me personally: my own, private chaperone.

I stood in the flood of his high beams, holding my stalker by one of his thin arms.

Then Brathwaite leaned in, his voice teasing and intimate.

“You’re right about one thing. It was always personal.”

“For me, too, now. You made it that way when you threatened the people I love.”

I backed Brathwaite up to the fence. Shadow snapped at him, but the chain links protected the smug, superior man from his fangs and claws.

“That’s a dangerous animal you’ve got there,” he said. “I bet you feed him roadkill, right?

“One last question,” he said, leaning in even closer, making his voice a whisper. “Ever wonder if that roadkill you feed him might be laced with listeria? Or E. coli? Wouldn’t take much. Even with a big dog like that—just a little spoiled meat.”

Brathwaite had been biding his time. He’d been waiting for the audience to arrive before he made his threat. He wanted me to know he could kill Shadow anytime he wanted, and, by extension, my wife and child.

I twisted him around so we were facing each other. As I did, he flipped his head back sharply. He bit his lip, hard. Then he staggered as if I had secretly hit him.

He made sure I glimpsed his red smile before he turned his bloody face to Bessel.

He had successfully baited me into a make-believe assault charge.
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Chet Bessel followed the textbook every Maine cop receives at the academy: strict police procedure, page by page. First, he separated us to take statements so he could compare them later.

He didn’t ask me to remove Brathwaite’s cuffs, just had him sit in the back of the cruiser, restrained for the time being.

Stacey came out holding Charles, but Bessel waved her off, a little dismissively to my taste.

“I’ll speak with you in a moment, ma’am. Right now, I need your husband.”

When I’d finished giving my statement, Bessel tugged at his earlobe, considering. “You’ve put me in a tough position.”

“I didn’t hit him, Bessel. Whatever it looked like, he staggered on his own and bit his lip to draw blood. It was all playacting. He did it to fool you.”

The deputy stared at me the way I had stared at men whose wives had supposedly received black eyes from clumsily walking into doors.

“All I know is, I saw his head snap back and blood in his mouth. The wound is still bleeding. The man might need stitches. I can’t prove you hit him—but I also can’t prove he staged it. At the moment, I’ve got more probable cause to arrest you than him.”

“What do you think he was doing here? Selling Girl Scout cookies?”

“I’m going to find out. But it doesn’t change what I saw.”

I pointed to the tree above us. “There’s a camera trained on the gate to the enclosure.”

“Can you access it?”

I wasn’t hopeful it would exonerate me, but I pulled up the app, anyway, and scrolled to the right time window. There was no audio. Brathwaite must’ve known where the camera was; he had turned his back to obscure the angle.

“Inconclusive,” Bessel said.

“Like hell it is.” Stacey had stepped out with Charles drooling on her shoulder. “I saw the whole thing. Mike didn’t touch him.”

Bessel closed his eyes and reopened them slowly as if praying for patience.

“Go take his statement,” I said. “I’d love to hear what fairy-tale version of events he’s rehearsed for you.”

While Bessel walked off, Stacey stepped beside me. We squinted into the lights, but we couldn’t see or hear anything inside the Charger.

“What do we do now?” she asked.

“Keep telling the truth.”

She shook her head. “You’ve been telling the truth all year. And Brathwaite keeps twisting it around. He knows exactly how to weaponize the system.”

Bessel returned a few minutes later, still wearing the poker face. “He says that if I let him go, he won’t press charges.”

“How gracious of him,” Stacey muttered.

“I never touched the guy, Bessel.”

“Maybe not. But you just came off a six-month suspension.”

“I’m a fellow officer,” I said. “Doesn’t that count for anything?”

“Usually, yes. But you are who you are, you’ve earned your reputation, and your past isn’t making this easy.”

Stacey was giving off a heat I could feel. “So what’s his story?”

“He says Mike’s been slandering him, and he wanted it to stop. He didn’t want a confrontation, which is why he came unarmed.”

“Did he say why he parked on the road?” Stacey pressed hard. “Because the normal thing would have been for him to drive into the dooryard and knock. Non-suspicious people don’t sneak onto your land at night and wait for you to spot them in your security cams.”

That argument landed. Bessel gave the smallest of nods but said nothing.

“Here’s the deal,” he said finally. “I can take him in for terrorizing—if that’s what you insist—but he’s unarmed, and there’s no proof he made threats. But if I do that, I’ll have to call another cruiser to bring Mike in for assault.”

“Solomon splits the baby,” Stacey said.

Bessel’s jaw twitched. He was a man who knew his scripture and probably didn’t appreciate it being used as a sardonic analogy.

“If your husband wants people to trust him again, he needs to act like a man worth trusting.”

“How dare you.”

I touched her arm gently. “He’s entitled to his opinion, Stace.”

Then I looked squarely at Bessel. “Let him go, then. But if he hurts my family—or Shadow—you’ll have to live with the fact that you could’ve stopped it. And everyone will know it.”

Bessel didn’t blink. “I don’t see how threatening me is going to help your case,” he said flatly. “But I’m a man of my word. And Ecclesiastes tells us not to make oaths lightly. So I’m taking Mr. Brathwaite back to his SUV and leaving the rest to your conscience.”
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“I can’t say I’m joining the Chet Bessel Fan Club after tonight,” Stacey said as we lay in bed, the baby warm between us.

She was teasing, which I took as a good sign after the assault to the nerves Brathwaite had inflicted on her.

“At least he didn’t arrest me.”

“Small mercies.”

I hugged her closer. “Usually, I can read people better. But Bessel? It’s like trying to see through a lead blanket. Still, he’s never been anything but professional.”

“Professional isn’t enough. You deserved the benefit of the doubt—suspension or no suspension. My dad says you’re the best natural investigator he’s ever met.”

“And who am I to argue with the legendary Charley Stevens?”

A sly smile tugged at her lips. “Who indeed?”

Despite our joking, I’d begun to wonder if I had been given a peek at the rest of my career: proving my integrity day after day like a recovering alcoholic no one ever trusts to remain sober.

“The people around you—they love you, sure. But they don’t know how alone you really are. Or how angry. Or violent. The discipline of hiding your true self from your friends and family must be exhausting.”

The fact that I hadn’t yet confided these words to my wife proved how correct Brathwaite had been about me.

I took a breath and repeated what he’d said: the devil knowing exactly how to torment me.

The room was dark enough it could have been a confessional.

“You might feel alone sometimes,” she said at last. “You were alone when we first met. But that was a long time ago. And if you’re angry now, you have every right to be. That son of a bitch has turned our lives upside down for months. And as for being violent, you’ve done what you needed to do to protect people and yourself. I would never have married a truly violent man. The reason those words cut you so deep is because you’ve got a conscience.” Stacey propped herself up on one elbow.

“I love you,” I said.

She kissed me and told me she loved me, too.

And then she added, “You’re a good man, Mike Bowditch. Never doubt it for a minute, because I don’t.”

We moved the baby to the crib. With the window open, listening to gray tree frogs trilling, we made our bodies one in the bed.

After, I finally had a chance to tell her about my seemingly endless day. I began with Jeremy Bard in his fallen state, and I finished with my awkward conversation with Dick Farley and the tense encounter with Karen Kershaw.

“What made Brathwaite come here tonight?” she said.

“He must have gotten wind that I was asking questions about him. He said he’d studied my career, so he knows I don’t let go of something once I’ve got my teeth in it. He’s worried I might find the piece of evidence that lands him in prison.”

“But why tonight?”

“Maybe he planted a spy camera at Kershaw’s farmhouse. I bet he’s been waiting and watching for her to return. He doesn’t know she won’t say a word against him—or he doesn’t trust she’ll hold up if threatened with prison. He might have other pawns out there we don’t know about. But Karen seems like the last one alive who could expose him.”

“And he won’t take the risk.”

“I think she’s been scared since the night of the fire. Haunted, maybe. It’s why she fled so far. I’m hoping there’s still a chance I might get her to confess.”

“Only if it involves saving her own skin.”

I feared her assessment of Karen Kershaw’s self-involvement was close to the truth.

“I called Cozy Pastures to pass along that Brathwaite was in the area tonight. Dick said the outer doors were locked after ten. As if that would stop Ben Brathwaite.”

“What I keep wondering is how a woman like her ever got involved with those people.”

“She was their social worker, it sounds like.”

“But from what you said about her final encounter with Nell, I doubt she made a point of staying in touch.”

“It does seem unlikely.”

“And then there’s the question of how Brathwaite got her to take part in a crime.”

I was elsewhere in my thoughts and her words barely registered.

“What I want to know is how Nell Bland and Edward Gudgeon met,” I said. “You can’t just post an ad for a muscle-bound vigilante. But my money is that Brathwaite somehow made it happen. The people at the Rusty Scupper made out Gudgeon to be someone who churned through employees. He was a loner, and it sounds like his hatred of the Demings—and anyone else he considered guilty—was public knowledge around Machias.”

She lay back on her pillow. “Cruz and the state police aren’t going to help us, are they?”

“No.”

“Then it’s up to you. I knew Ben Brathwaite was bad news before tonight. But he really is some kind of criminal prodigy. The man belongs in a hole so deep he could spend the rest of his life climbing out and never reach the top.”

“I won’t let him hurt us.”

“I know you won’t.” She leaned toward me to receive my kiss. “You’ll do whatever it takes to stop him because that’s who you are.”

We were both exhausted and fell asleep.

Two hours later, I awoke with a start in total darkness. My chest was slick with sweat, the sheets tangled. For a moment, I panicked at the emptiness beside me, but then I heard quiet murmuring from the other room. Stacey had taken the baby to nurse, letting me sleep.

It wasn’t exactly the vague question my wife had wondered about earlier. But the larger, more significant idea must have registered in my subconscious because it had pulled me suddenly from sleep.

How had Brathwaite gotten his pawns to do what they did?

I grabbed my phone from the nightstand and began searching for Sheri Bland and Carl Crouch, Nell Bland’s mother and her rapist boyfriend.

The Ellsworth American had a short article from eighteen months earlier:


CARBON MONOXIDE POISONING CLAIMS THE LIFE OF MARION COUPLE



The article detailed the deaths of Sheri Bland, thirty-nine, and Carl Crouch, fifty-four, who had seemingly made the unwise decision to bring a gas-powered shop generator into their mobile home after a power outage. Their corpses were found by a postal carrier delivering a certified collection notice. The medical examiner’s office had ruled the deaths accidental. Such fatal mishaps occurred often in Maine.

The method—carbon monoxide—was almost elegant in its simplicity. And too sophisticated to credit to an uneducated, inarticulate woman. Nell Bland was such a pariah, someone people went out of their way to ignore or avoid, that no one considered she might have a smart and ruthless friend.
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When I awoke the next morning, the air coming through the screen carried the briny sweetness of the ocean less than a mile to the east. Our little river emptied into Penobscot Bay, and sometimes a sea breeze would sneak up the wooded hollow behind the house to remind us that we were perched at the edge of a continent.

Stacey fluttered her eyelashes when I kissed her cheek. I was already dressed in my olive-drab field uniform. I was back on duty, with real responsibilities, and couldn’t rush off to question Karen Kershaw again or confront Ben Brathwaite—however much I might have wanted to.

“Where’re you working this morning?” she murmured.

“Knox Ridge. Dead crows in a cornfield.”

“Probably avian flu,” she said, her voice thick with sleep. “Put on your gloves before you touch them.”

Before I rolled out, I brought Shadow his breakfast: a frozen mutton quarter. His powerful jaws made quick work of the ice-hard meat. He’d already cracked the femur by the time I drove off into the forest. A soft light was spreading like yellow mist through the trees, but where the sun slanted through the overspreading leaves, the haze revealed itself as moving air heavy with pollen.

It was a forty-five-minute drive to the farm on Knox Ridge. The crows weren’t going to get any deader.

I used the time to put in a call to the Cozy Pastures B and B.

Dick Farley answered on the first ring. His voice was brusque. “Karen? You just missed her.”

“When did she check out?”

“Forty-five minutes ago. I don’t know what you said to her last night, but it really upset her.”

“Or maybe she’s eager to get away from Ben Brathwaite.”

“I think it was you,” he said mysteriously.

But he grudgingly gave me her number.

I wasn’t surprised when she didn’t pick up. I left a probably unnecessary message saying that if her intention was to grab some personal items on her way out of Dodge, I recommended she do so as fast as humanly possible.

My next call was to Cruz.

To my surprise, she answered on the second ring.

“Before you start,” she said, “I have news. You might even call it good.”

I waited.

“A lobsterman found Edward Gudgeon’s body wedged between rocks in a place called Mistake Harbor. I swear, some of the names in this state have to be jokes.”

“No doubt it’s him?”

“Listen to yourself, Mike. Is it any wonder people are saying you’ve gone full conspiracy theorist? Of course it’s Gudgeon. I also heard about Ben Brathwaite dropping by your place last night. Sheriff Zahn called me first thing—he knows I take a sisterly interest in your antics.”

Sisterly?

I was still processing the news. Gudgeon was dead, but the finality of confirmation, oddly, changed both everything and nothing.

Cruz filled the silence. “I get that Brathwaite was trying to provoke you. I’m just glad Bessel didn’t fall for it. He’s a better officer than you give him credit for. Maybe you should cut him some slack.”

I’d never trusted men who wore their righteousness on their sleeves. But I couldn’t imagine Chet Bessel cared what I thought of him.

“I hope you’re doing actual warden work today,” she said.

“I’m going to see a man about some crows.”

Cruz didn’t have a clue what I meant and wasn’t interested enough to ask. She had something else on her mind.

“Can I offer you a piece of friendly advice?”

“You know how much our friendship means to me.”

“Shut up,” she said, laughing. “Listen, your name’s coming up in a lot of meetings I’ve been in recently and not in a good way. I’m almost starting to like you, Mike Bowditch. Be a good warden and leave the homicides to me and my colleagues in Major Crimes.”

“I will on one condition,” I said. “I know juvenile records are sealed, but I learned yesterday that Ben Brathwaite went into state custody as a minor after his stepfather committed suicide. He would have entered the system the same time Karen Kershaw was still working for the Department of Health and Human Services. If she was his caseworker, it might provide the lead you’ve been looking for. It could be one of the missing connections, Cruz.”

“You’re incorrigible.”

“I’ll take that as a compliment.”

“Don’t.”
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Next, I sent a text to Stacey: Edward Gudgeon’s drowned body had been found. One less psychopath to worry about.

Only Brathwaite was left, as best as I could figure.

Unless he had another accomplice—an elusive one—who hadn’t revealed himself yet.

Despite my earlier sangfroid, the thought of Brathwaite out for vengeance made me increasingly worried for Karen Kershaw. I had planned on driving out to the cornfield on Knox Ridge to inspect and bag the dead birds. Making sure Karen was safe seemed more important.

So much for my real responsibilities as a game warden.

For the umpteenth time, I headed back to Kentville. The drive through rolling green country was never unpleasant, but the destination weighed on me like an omen. I passed the active construction site where the new house was rising from the plowed-over ashes of the old one. Then I crested the little hill above Karen Kershaw’s untended orchard and overgrown fields.

Before stopping, I saw fresh tire tracks over the ones I’d found the night before. A sedan had driven in but not out, undoubtedly Karen’s rental Hyundai. But an SUV with bald tires had also come through.

I parked my F-150 at the top of the drive and stepped down into roadside lupines and vetch.

A New England farm in June—even an abandoned one—can smell overwhelmingly intoxicating: fruit trees and flowers in full bloom, unharvested gourds and apples rotting where they’d fallen the previous fall, and perennial herbs running riot in their beds. Grassy, floral, and herbaceous—the odor nearly knocked me down.

To the west, I could hear Skilsaws and nail guns from the construction site. The humid air muffled the noise as if I were underwater.

I made my way toward the dark-windowed house.

The double doors of the barn stood open. Nell’s fire-eaten van had been towed away by the state police, but a familiar rental car was parked in the shadows. Karen had kicked up straw while loading boxes and piles of clothes into the back seat, the door of which I opened with ease. She’d paused in the middle of the job. Or someone had surprised her.…

I touched the hood of the Hyundai and found it as warm as the air, but no warmer.

Back outside, in the sticky sun, I rapped at the door with the back of my hand.

“Karen? It’s Mike Bowditch.”

A meadowlark sang its slurred, whistling song from the hayfield. The species was rare in Maine now that we’d built over our farm fields and cow pasture. I couldn’t remember the last time I’d heard one.

I didn’t bother to knock twice. The spindle rattled loosely—like they tend to in old farmhouses—when I twisted the doorknob.

“Karen?”

The air inside was stale and musty like the inside of a steamer trunk forgotten in an attic decades ago.

The house was large. I could have spent an hour checking every room and closet. Instead, I pulled out my phone and called her number.

I listened for a ring but heard nothing except the dry creaks an old house makes as its clapboards warm in the summer sun.

I stepped outside and tried again, listening in case she’d left the phone in the car.

Even the meadowlark had gone quiet.

I sent a text.

Where are you?

I waited without hope.

I circled the building. No sign she’d set off on foot.

The extra set of tire tracks suggested an explanation. I crouched beside them. I was one of those wardens who studied tire treads as closely as duck wings, learning to identify differences from the subtlest clues. Often in investigations, prints were all we had.

These tracks were about ten millimeters wide—the right size for a Honda Passport—but more importantly, the treads had been worn down. The tires were nearly bald.

I was willing to bet my life that Brathwaite had been here.

My police radio crackled as I got back in the F-150. A fuzzy call came over the channel:

“All units, we have a 10-55 on the Moody Mountain Road in Lincolnville, south of Magog. Vehicle off the road. Driver’s left the scene. Available units respond Code 1.”

Code 1: “Nothing urgent. Respond at your convenience.”
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When I arrived at the scene, I found a gunmetal-gray Honda Passport not just off the road but lying on its passenger side in three feet of muddy water. The SUV had veered across the opposite lane and torn through roadside huckleberry and sheep laurel before plunging into a beaver pond.

Whoever had called in the crash was gone, and no one else had stopped to assist; not even to gawk. Cars sped past without slowing. There’s a reason the parable of the Good Samaritan continues to resonate millennia after Luke set pen to papyrus.

I needed to see inside the Passport.

Without a thought for my boots or uniform, I jumped into the water and sank to my thighs. I’d never waded through molasses, but I could guess how it felt now. Bubbles rose and burst around my legs. The air smelled thick with rot.

A red-winged blackbird—lord of this little pond—landed on a cattail to assert his claim, then flitted away as I went trudging toward him.

The driver had exited through their open window, climbing up and out of the half-submerged vehicle. A gap in the duckweed showed where they’d dropped into the water. Snapped cattails edged the “path” they’d made wading toward the woods.

I pulled myself up and peered into the half-drowned SUV.

There was blood on the passenger seat, quite a lot of it, and bloody handprints. Two people had been in the SUV when it went off the road. One was obviously wounded, but still strong enough to give chase.

My supposition was that Brathwaite had made Karen Kershaw drive.

Probably at gunpoint.

She had gunned the engine, intentionally or not, and sent them both into the beaver bog. It was a desperate move, and it had half worked. He’d been hurt. And she’d gotten free—at least for a while.

I glanced at the drowned maples and stooped cedars at the edge of the pond. I’d need to follow them into that cover.

If Brathwaite realized I was behind him, all he had to do was wait for my head to appear and shatter it like a pumpkin with one of the hollow-tipped rounds from his Smith & Wesson Model 41.

Then came the shot. A pistol crack, thin and close—not yards away, but just ahead through the trees.

It was not meant for me.

Brathwaite, I suspected, was injured and bleeding. I couldn’t know or even guess at Karen’s condition. But he was chasing her, and if he caught up or even came within shooting distance, she was as good as dead. Maybe she already was based on the gunshot I’d heard.

I pushed forward across the pond, thrashing through the water in the wake of the trail they’d left: a narrowing channel through water lilies and pondweed. Midges rose in gray clouds. The water reached my armpits. Escaping the bog was easier said than done. First, I had to squeeze through a thicket of dead saplings, careful not to scratch myself on the jagged stubs where branches used to be. Then I clawed through the overhanging cedars. Each time I grabbed a bough, the needles came loose and dropped me back into the acid-green scum.

Eventually, I found my footing, but I’d lost the rough trail Karen and Brathwaite had left behind. The cedars were so dense it felt like I’d been swallowed by a hedge maze.

A second gunshot oriented me.

I turned right.

The land began to rise. The trees thinned. I left the bog behind.

Dusty shafts of sunlight pierced the spruce boughs and birch leaves. On the forest floor, I spotted a stone where a foot had dislodged a patch of moss. Then a cluster of starflowers crushed under a boot. I’d found the trail again.

In his first anonymous call, Brathwaite had told me he had never been much of a woodsman, and I had a feeling that detail might have been true, but he was smart and mean with an instinct for weakness. He could guess Karen would go back toward the road.

Ahead, I caught movement: a flash of lavender between the shadows.

Karen Kershaw could move like a deer when she was afraid.

I didn’t call out. I didn’t want to alert Brathwaite to her position. Instead, I began plotting an intercept course. She was moving downhill, straight toward the road.

And Brathwaite, as I’d feared, had anticipated it.

He was hiding behind a big balsam. I caught a glimpse of his arm as he raised the Smith & Wesson between two trees.

“Brathwaite!”

He flinched at the sound of my voice. The shot missed Karen by millimeters. A chip of bark caromed off a tree trunk near her head.

I drew my Glock 45. It was a blocky gun made blockier by the Aimpoint red-dot sight and the Nightstick light mounted to the rail. The grip was slick with water, but the cartridges were sealed. They would fire when I needed them.

“Karen, drop to the ground!”

She hesitated, trying to place my voice. Her purple shirt stood out like a pride flag in all the green. Instead of dropping, she crouched beside the trunk of a spruce.

Brathwaite had already slipped behind a stand of firs. He had their thick trunks for cover.

He didn’t have to raise his voice. We were that close. But he had never been a man to shout.

“I am going to make a guess, Mike, based on what I know about you, and say you learned about my skills with a pistol. I’ll shoot her if you come any closer.”

“And if you shoot her, I’ll shoot you, Brathwaite.”

“Not from where you’re standing. You’ll have to come down here. Please come down here so I can finish what I started.”

“I think I’ll wait for backup. I know you’re hurt. I saw the blood. You broke your leg, didn’t you?”

“Always the show-off. Yeah, I’ve got a bum leg. But good luck getting close to me while I’m upright—although you’re welcome to try. One final shot at you is all I ask.”

“You must be reflecting on your mistakes about now. People do in your situation. You shouldn’t have made her drive.”

“I didn’t think she’d be so crazy. But in fairness, it was my only mistake.”

“Not your only mistake,” I said.

“Name another.”

“Coming to my house.”

He laughed, but it sounded forced. “It would have gone better if Chet had arrested you. But a cut lip was worth the price of getting under your skin. From the start of our little game, I’ve dominated you, Mike. I’ve played with you like a cat plays with a mouse.”

“It was never a game to me. But you must be sad it’s come to an end.”

“Not yet it hasn’t.”

Karen shifted slightly, like she was preparing to bolt again.

“Hey, Karen,” Brathwaite said. “Why don’t you come down here? I’ve got a shattered leg. I could use the moral support. For old times’ sake.”

“Stay where you are!” I called to her.

She turned toward the sound of my voice, unable to see me through the shadows. Her angular face was flushed and streaked with mud. Her hair was matted, her arms trembling.

“I won’t let you, Ben.” She tried to sound defiant, but her voice shook. “I won’t let you use me again.”

“In my recollection, it was you who wanted to use me. But all that’s in the past now. The only one of us here with a possible future is Mike—the person who least deserves it.”

“There’s still a way out of this for you,” I told him.

“Who said I want one?” He paused as if all this talking was beginning to take a toll. “You know what I’ve never understood? Suicide. Now, murder-suicide, I get. But suicide on its own seems like a missed opportunity.”

That wasn’t what I wanted to hear.

Karen pressed her hand to the spruce again. She was still thinking of running.

A shot rang out. The bullet struck the spruce and splintered the bark into wood chips.

“They found Gudgeon’s body this morning,” I said, trying to shake his focus.

He went quiet as if I’d posed him a riddle. “Where?”

“Mistake Harbor.”

He took that in. “I’ll have to remember to send flowers. Not sure to who.”

He fired again, another shot at Karen’s tree.

“Come down here, Karen. This broken bone is making me irritable. You owe me that after all we’ve been through together.”

She started crying. “I already know I’m dead. The minute I took the Malloys’ baby from you, I knew I was a dead woman.”

Despite everything, she rose to her feet with her arms raised. She had resigned herself to her fate.
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Brathwaite had made her step into the open. He wanted to give me a clear view of the back of her skull exploding into blood and brain matter.

All I could do was keep him talking. Negotiation in law enforcement is just another name for stalling.

“You made other mistakes,” I said.

“Maybe,” he replied. “Not that it matters anymore.”

“I know you helped Nell kill her mother and Carl Crouch.”

“That’s just basic detective work. I knew the cops would miss it, because they’re morons. But I expected more of you.”

I’d met more than my share of bad people in my job. But I had never heard true evil before this moment.

“After what Crouch did to Nell, I’m surprised she went along with it. Carbon monoxide is a painless way to die.”

“I convinced her it was the best way of getting away with it clean. Nell was always easy to convince. That was one of her best qualities, along with being willing to rip someone’s arm off if I asked.”

“She owed you,” I said.

It was a simple thought: self-evident, really.

But seeing the murder in those terms made the proverbial scales fall from my eyes.

“That’s how you did it! You made Nell your pawn by killing her parents. And it was how you trapped Gudgeon, too. He asked you to kill the priest who’d molested him. You found a way to make Father Thibodeaux’s death look like a terrible accident.”

Brathwaite burst out laughing at this. “Eddie never asked me to do anything! He pretended to be such a tough guy. Do you think that man would ever have admitted to being molested? It wasn’t hard to put together, though. You should have seen his face when he learned I’d eliminated the reverend father for him. He convinced himself I’d been following his unspoken orders. Eddie was fun that way—I could always make him think my ideas were his ideas. It’s a shame I couldn’t do more with him.” He paused to take a breather. “Damn, this leg hurts.”

A marsh wren gave a rapid, bubbly trill behind me.

“He nearly ruined everything when he kidnapped me, didn’t he? You never gave him permission.”

“Drowning in that boat would have been painful, but I wouldn’t have been there to see it. Leave it to drunk Eddie to get himself killed executing his absurd plan. My instructions to Nell were to pick him up on that sandbar and then beat him to death. I suggested she use a crowbar. I even had a spot in the woods picked out where she could bury him.”

What was most chilling was how casually he spoke. He might have been explaining cloud storage to a client who knew nothing about computers.

“And you, Karen,” I said, “how did he make you his pawn?”

He interjected this time. “I didn’t have to make her do anything. The Malloys were her idea.”

She looked toward the shadows in which I was hiding, her eyes rimmed red. “I only wanted you to scare them off!”

“You know what we’d done to Nell’s parents,” he said from his hiding place. “You were under no illusions. You can lie to yourself. But don’t lie to Mike here. You’re as much of a murderer as we are.”

“They killed a little boy,” she said.

“So what if they did?”

Again, the forest around me seemed to sharpen into hyper focus. “This was never about being vigilantes.”

“Better late than never, Mike,” he said. “The vigilantism was for Karen. And it was for Gudgeon, to be sure. He really hated those Demings. And the world’s a better place without Sheri and Carl in it. If you have a range of choices, I suppose it’s better to kill evil people.…”

Now I found myself slumping against my own tree trunk under the weight of the revelation.

“It was always about me,” I said, so softly I was surprised he heard it.

“I have been making plans for years. No death seemed excruciating enough, though. The one thing that worried me was that someone would get to you first.”

I had no response to this.

“I remember when Karen called me after you chased her into that river,” he continued with that same smoothness. “I couldn’t believe it was really you. Mike Bowditch, after all these years. If I believed in God, I would have given thanks for divine providence. But it was only a coincidence and not even much of one. You were the district warden. You live how many miles away? Of course you would respond to a house fire. But I never would have dreamed you’d be the first responder. If you had managed to save Brian Malloy after he’d suffered third-degree burns, it would have been amazing. What would have been perfect would’ve been you dying painfully in the attempt.”

He started to laugh, but it became a cough this time. Losing blood was making his mouth dry.

Just then, Karen Kershaw descended the wooded hill until she was barely ten feet from where Brathwaite was hiding behind the impenetrable trunks of the fir trees.

“I know you’re going to kill me,” she said. “Let’s just get it over with. I’m tired of listening to you, Ben.”

“That’s bold of you, Karen. Did you get this new courage in California along with the haircut?”

“I knew from the first week I met you that you were a psychopath,” she said. “Fifteen years old and you had all the clinical indicators. It was irresponsible of me to place you in that foster home.”

“I am not a psychopath.” He didn’t sound insulted or defensive, merely asserting a fact.

“Well, that’s what I wrote in my report to the department. I told the administration you were mentally disturbed even if they never did anything about it.”

“I am not mentally disturbed.”

“You’ve manipulated people into committing murders for you!”

“Oh, Karen, I know what you’re trying to do,” he said. “People have always been transparent to me, and I can see you hope to provoke me. You’ve suffered but lacked the courage to commit suicide. You know there’s no escape from this and think that I will do it quickly out of anger. But I won’t. I can’t be manipulated that way, because my gift is knowing how to make people do what I want.”

“You know, Brathwaite,” I said. “I’m getting kind of tired of your self-mythologizing, too.”

“Then stop hiding while you wait for backup. Step out into the light where we can see each other. Let’s see who’s the better shot.”

“No thank you. It’s a generous offer, but I’m going to pass.”

“I don’t think you will, though,” he said. “Because if you don’t show yourself, I’m going to start putting holes in Karen’s arms and legs. If I avoid the major arteries and veins, I can prolong her suffering for hours.”

I kept listening for sirens and not hearing them.

“You don’t have hours yourself. I’ve heard your voice get weaker since we started talking.”

“I guess I’d better begin, then.”

“Don’t do this, Brathwaite,” I said.

“So you’ll sacrifice yourself for Karen? Because that’s what I’m asking. Trade your life for that of a murderer. It’s not the death I would have chosen for you, but my options are limited.”

Karen’s face had flushed with anticipation—maybe even hope.

She expected me to make the deal.

“How do I know you won’t kill her after you’re done with me?” I said.

“You don’t know. But here’s something to help you decide.”

With a surgical precision I could scarcely imagine, Brathwaite fired a .22 long rifle round through Karen Kershaw’s right calf muscle. She buckled on that side and hit the ground hard, screaming. Blood pumped through her fingers as she writhed on the matted leaves, but he had deliberately missed her femoral artery. She wouldn’t be bleeding out soon.

“Mobility is freedom, Karen. So that’s the first to go.”

“Jesus, Brathwaite, stop!”

“This is what they call the madman scenario,” he said. “Unpredictability is power. Where should I go next? A shoulder? How about one of her hands?”

Karen Kershaw was thrashing now, tearing up moss and snapping fallen branches.

From far off in the woods came the sound of a siren growing louder as the cruiser approached.

Brathwaite heard it, too.

“Oh, damn,” he said, his voice going hoarse. “This was just getting interesting. But it sounds like my ride’s almost here.”
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I heard a second siren now. This one was coming from the east, over the shoulder of Moody Mountain.

But I no longer thought of the responding officers as rescuers. I understood that their arrival would inevitably mark the end of Karen Kershaw’s life.

She surprised me with what she did next. She held up her left, already blood-smeared hand. Adrenaline and rage gave her strength I wouldn’t have thought possible.

“You want to shoot me again, Ben? Here you go.”

A spectator squirrel wheezed from a branch above us, high in a blighted beech tree.

“What I want is Mike Bowditch.”

“Poor little Ben. Can’t get what he wants. You think you’re superior. But to me, you’ll always be a scared and lonely boy.”

“You’ll be dead shortly. It won’t matter what you think. The truth is, you’ve never mattered. When you die, you will leave absolutely nothing behind. No family. No legacy. It will be like you never lived at all.”

“I refuse to be your toy!” she said, even if her broken voice revealed how expertly he’d hurt not just her body but her soul. “I’m done being your fucking plaything.”

“Not quite yet.”

A bullet passed cleanly through her palm.

The gunshot followed, if only by milliseconds. The crack bounced off the trunks of the oaks and echoed off the exposed rock faces where rain had washed away the moss and soil.

Again, Karen screamed. She pressed her now wounded hand to her breast. It was bad. The pain made her vomit.

“Kill me! Kill me! Kill me!”

“I will—but not because you beg me for it. I notice the legendary Mike Bowditch hasn’t stepped forward to save you. I’m surprised and disappointed in you, Mike. I never would’ve thought you’d let a helpless woman be tortured to death when you could have stopped it with a word.”

Karen’s voice broke. “Please kill me, Ben! I’m begging you now!”

His detachment was total. “So where should I shoot you next? The shoulder, maybe? Nice bones to break there and no important arteries. What’s your vote, Mike? The shoulder or the outer thigh? Because you’re going to be hearing her screams for the rest of your life, knowing you could have stopped her suffering anytime you wanted.”

What Brathwaite didn’t know was that I had quietly left my hiding place the second I heard the first gunshot.

I’d already crawled across a bed of haircap moss and through a swale of ostrich ferns, careful not to snap a twig. Black flies had explored my inner ears. Mosquitoes had fed on my wrists. But I’d made no sound louder than a mouse’s breath even as Karen Kershaw pleaded for her own execution.

I’d crossed forty feet of forest floor without detection.

I could just make out the toe of Brathwaite’s foot. He was leaning against a balsam, gun in hand.

If I rose and sighted my pistol—

“Son of a bitch,” he hissed.

He’d figured it out. He correctly interpreted my silence for an advance, me creeping up on his flank.

I saw him brace his good leg and push against the tree, trying to rise even as he sought cover.

Then, seemingly out of nowhere, Chet Bessel said, “Throw down the gun, Brathwaite!”

The deputy had also managed to approach without being heard. He’d grown up in Waldo County. Maybe he’d hunted these very woods. He must have been one hell of a deer stalker.

I didn’t need to see Brathwaite’s face to know he was smiling.

“Chet, get down!” I said.

But Brathwaite was faster than me. He spun and fired his Smith & Wesson.

The bullet punched through the soft gap between Bessel’s jaw and his ballistic vest, a neat little hole in his throat.

He dropped his pistol. He clutched at the spray of arterial blood gushing between his fingers. His eyes widened with disbelief and became unfocused. He dropped to the ground and didn’t move again.

Bessel consistently showed up at the strangest times. I felt mortified now to have suspected him of complicity. Chet was a professional doing his job. Everything else was coincidence and me looking for patterns that didn’t exist.

I stepped out into a shaft of sunlight and fired at the now-visible killer.

Brathwaite was still faster.

His bullet clipped the front sight of my Glock. The impact sent my service weapon spinning from my hands. And my own shot went wide by inches.

I dove after my gun, hit the ground, and rolled. I heard Brathwaite crawling after me, trying to line up another shot. I closed my hand around the grip of my Glock and began to roll again.

I glimpsed his bloodless face and his outstretched arms and the gleaming grin.

His voice cracked high with triumph. “Got you!”

But in his exaltation, Brathwaite had forgotten his former pawn.

He’d never thought Karen posed a threat. Not even after he’d maimed her hand and taken one leg out from under her.

He didn’t see her coming.

Before he could react, she brought a rock—fist-size and jagged—down on his skull.

If she’d used a sledgehammer, he couldn’t have fallen harder.
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For a moment, I thought it was over.

Then Karen let out a raw, feral sound between sobs. She raised the stone and brought it down again.

I scrambled up the leafy slope, nearly dropping my sidearm in my haste.

“No, Karen! Stop!”

Seeing me coming, knowing I would stop her, she dropped the rock and reached with her good hand for Brathwaite’s pistol.

She’d never fired a semiautomatic pistol before, let alone single-handed. I could tell from the clumsiness of her grip. Hand dipping and shaking, Karen Kershaw waved the Smith & Wesson at me. Her purple shirt was torn. Her arms were scratched from fighting her way through the alders behind the bog.

She’d come to rest, straddling Brathwaite’s legs. Her calf was steadily pumping blood, rhythmically with every heartbeat. Her maimed hand had become a claw.

I halted six feet from her. It was a distance I could close. I held my own gun at my side, ready to fire from the hip.

Brathwaite’s skull looked as soft and red as a smashed tomato.

Despite the pounding in my chest, I kept my voice calm. “You don’t want to shoot me, Karen.”

“Why not? I’m a murderer.”

“Because I’m not your enemy. And you don’t have to be afraid of Brathwaite anymore. You’re free of him now. He can no longer threaten or hurt you.”

She shook her muddy, bloody head, whether in denial or disbelief, I couldn’t say. The pistol in her hand trembled like it weighed twenty pounds instead of two.

Her voice cracked. “How can I live with—with what I did?”

“You will. You need to give yourself a chance.”

I took half a step forward and watched the pistol come up. The barrel swung back and forth across my chest. She didn’t seem to realize I was wearing body armor, not that I wanted to take a round.

“You’re bleeding bad. You need to go to a hospital.”

Branches snapped away in the woods. A dog barked. Voices, calling my name, closing in.

“Karen? Look at me.”

“I thought I was a good person.” Her voice sounded as if the larynx was injured beyond surgical repair. “I told myself I was a good person. I don’t know who I am anymore.”

She wanted me to reassure her. But that I refused to do. “Drop the gun so I can help you.”

Calculation returned to her eyes. “I’m going to prison, aren’t I?”

I could have lied. Getting the Smith & Wesson from her would have justified deceit.

But I’d lied too many times in the line of duty—white lies, first, and always for valid reasons. But then lying had become a habit, something I did to make the job easier, until the practice started following me home. This was a defining moment for me, too, telling the truth at the potential cost of my life.

“Yes, you will go to prison,” I said. “But you can still have a life. You can still matter. Prove him wrong that way. Don’t let Ben Brathwaite have the last word on your life, Karen.”

Maybe I had gotten through to her. Or maybe the gun became too heavy to hold.

Either way, she let the semiauto fall from her hand. She bowed her head and let loose with cries of agony that seemed torn physically from her diaphragm.

I knelt beside her and lifted Brathwaite’s pistol from the ground. I cleared the chamber and ejected the magazine and tossed the frame away.

A brown dog came snuffling up beside me and licked the side of my face.

I stared into the friendly eyes of Maple, Kathy Frost’s cadaver dog.

“Hey, girl,” I said. “What are you doing here?”

From farther down the slope, Kathy called out, “We thought we were rescuing you.”

I found myself breathing hard. “We’ve got two casualties! There’s an officer down!”

“Shit!”

Kathy came into view through the leafy, low-hanging branches, dressed in fly-fishing gear. I shouldn’t have been surprised to see her—she lived ten minutes away and often fished the nearby river. She froze when she saw the body of the deputy.

“Not Chet.”

She rushed to his side. But there was nothing to be done. His pupils were fixed and as empty as bottomless pools. Even his wound looked fake because blood was no longer flowing from his stopped heart.

Karen was lying face down in the leaf litter, one hand clenching air, the other pressed against her wounded calf. She might have crawled through a battlefield. In a way, perhaps, she had. Her whole body shook with silent sobs.

The back of Brathwaite’s skull looked so pulpy I’d assumed he was dead. Now I knelt beside him and felt for a pulse at the base of his jaw. My fingertips detected nothing at first, and then his carotid artery throbbed ever so tremulously.

I turned to Kathy. “He’s alive.”

“How?”

“I don’t know. But call for an ambulance. His pulse is weak.”

Karen pushed herself onto one forearm. Pine needles stuck to her blooded forehead. Dirt blackened the tip of her nose. Her earlier display of self-laceration had probably been genuine. But whatever remorse she’d expressed was gone, replaced by anger and fear, because Benjamin Brathwaite had survived.
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With the help of troopers and deputies, we hauled Brathwaite out of the woods on a stretcher. The EMTs told us they were taking him to the hospital in Rockport, where he would be airlifted to Maine Medical Center for emergency neurosurgery. No one had ever given a damn about him, not really—and now dozens of strangers would devote themselves to saving his life.

Another ambulance arrived, paramedic Izzy Richards behind the wheel. I helped her evacuate Karen Kershaw, too.

Karen was in shock and began to ramble. “She was just a kid, Ellery, my daughter … and then Bob—he died so fast. Six weeks! And those bastards—the Malloys. Why did they deserve to have lives when—?”

Instead of listening, I focused on my footing.

Chet Bessel, by protocol, had to remain where he’d fallen until the evidence response team and the state medical examiner confirmed what we already knew about cause of death.

The sun had burned off the haze. The blacktop shimmered in the rising heat.

I couldn’t stop staring at Chet’s cruiser, parked where he’d left it. I hadn’t caused his death. I’d done everything I could to prevent it. But since when do emotions make sense?

“Do you think Brathwaite will make it?” Kathy asked.

“If he does, I’d expect pretty severe brain damage.”

“You should know. You’ve had enough concussions.”

“I never took a rock to the skull. Not yet, anyway.”

She rapped her knuckles against the nearest tree for a little luck.

The Waldo County deputies took it the hardest. Chet had been a veteran in the department, a mentor to many of them, maybe even an institution. One deputy kicked at the gravel like it had insulted him. Another paced back and forth along the centerline. A third offered wintergreen gum, which no one accepted.

Sheriff Zahn arrived. He was a big-bellied man who looked literally deflated by what had happened to his friend; his uniform seemed to no longer fit him, or maybe it was just his defeated posture. I would need to tell him of his deputy’s final act of bravery—but not yet.

Instead, I called Stacey. I let her know briefly what had happened. I assured her I was unharmed. I promised to call back when I could.

While we stood there, Kathy pulled a swollen leech off my neck and flung it back into the pond.

“I’m surprised you didn’t stomp on it,” I said.

“There’s been enough blood today.”

I often felt an odd sense of letdown when the evidence response team arrived. It meant the tragedy had come to an end with only the epilogue to go. I wouldn’t return to the stage until the time came for me to take the witness stand at Karen Kershaw’s trial.

Having time to talk, I tried Stacey again. “It could as easily have been me as Chet.”

“Didn’t he have a wife and two daughters?”

He did, I said.

Law enforcement doesn’t always feel like a family, but when an officer dies in the line of duty, people come together like a Highland clan after a battle. Bessel’s family would receive counseling and financial support—even beyond survivors’ benefits—and his daughters might be given scholarships.

I wandered away from the action to continue my conversation with my wife. “You’ve seen your share of traumatic head injuries as an EMT—”

“As far as Brathwaite is concerned, I wouldn’t even want to speculate. Assuming he survives and escapes the worst cognitive effects, a head injury like the one you described … it rewires you. Entire personalities change. Probably the best-case scenario is he loses balance or motor function.”

“His days as a marksman are over, you mean.”

“You know that’s not funny, Mike.”

“No, it isn’t. But I think we’re allowed to feel a measure of relief.”

“As long as we don’t celebrate.”

I’d been so focused on how Brathwaite’s campaign had changed me that I hadn’t given thought to how it had reshaped my wife. Stacey was still “a firecracker”—to use Charley’s favorite expression—but she had evolved from the impulsive, headstrong young woman I had fallen for a decade earlier. Becoming a mother had grounded and deepened her in a way that still eluded me.

I needed more time with Charles, I decided.

And he needed time with his father.

Just then, Cruz arrived in her unmarked Interceptor. When she stepped into the sun, I noticed strands of gray in her curls I hadn’t seen before.

It struck me, all at once, that we weren’t the only ones this year had changed.
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Cruz cast a fascinated glance at the wreckage in the beaver pond. Gasoline and oil leaked from the Passport to form an iridescent sheen on the surface. Then her gaze drifted to my patrol truck parked in the weeds.

“Please don’t tell me you were chasing them.”

“I was responding to a 10-55 call.”

She finally looked me up and down—from soaked boots to muddy collar. She flared her nostrils, smelling the pond water on me.

“So it was just a coincidence you’re here? You just happened to be in the neighborhood?”

“I stopped at Karen Kershaw’s place anyway.” I was done playing coy and well past the point of covering my ass. “I had reason to think Brathwaite would go looking for her. She was the last one who could turn on him. I found tire tracks from his Passport at the end of her driveway.”

She raised one of her fashionably thick eyebrows. “You could tell they were his, just like that?”

“Yes.”

“When I hear one of you wardens say shit like that, I always think you’re pulling my leg. Border Patrol agents claim they can ID a migrant by a quarter of a sneaker print in the sand.”

“Maybe they can,” I said.

Her phone rang, and she stepped aside.

I looked up to see Sheriff Zahn coming straight for me. He gripped my hand with both of his. I was surprised by how small they were. His eyes gleamed above his flushed cheeks.

“You all right, Mike? Physically, I mean.”

“This was one of my lesser scrapes.”

“You shouldn’t joke about that. Never joke about being injured on the job.”

“No, sir,” I said. “For the record, there was no way Deputy Bessel could have known he would be ambushed. But Chet reacted quickly and professionally. He saved my life.”

The sheriff nodded and touched his mustache with his index finger and thumb, and then he turned away so I couldn’t see his face.

Cruz reappeared, her expression unreadable, though the tightness around her mouth suggested she wasn’t done with me yet.

“You and I need to have a word, Mike.”

I gave her a nod. “Yes, we do.”
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Cruz didn’t take my full statement at the scene. She asked me to come to the Major Crimes office in Augusta so it could be properly recorded, but I suspected she also wanted to give me time to change out of a uniform that reeked of mud and beaver piss.

Multiple detectives, representing multiple agencies, sat in on the interview.

“So Benjamin Brathwaite had a personal grudge against you for his stepfather’s suicide?”

“And for indirectly forcing him into foster care. My sense is that he was always planning to come after me eventually. And then when he learned from Karen Kershaw that I was the first responder at the arson, he saw it as an act of providence. The Malloy murders caused our lives to intersect again.”

“How would you characterize Ms. Kershaw’s role in this, Warden Bowditch?”

“She solicited Benjamin Brathwaite and Nell Bland—her former clients when she was a caseworker with Human Services—to eliminate Brian and Jenna Malloy.”

“Eliminate as in kill?”

“She admitted it to me.”

“But you said she also claimed she only wanted to scare off the Malloys?”

“Yes, sir.”

“Did you believe her?”

“She knew who they were. I believe she got the result she wanted.”

As the minutes passed, it became clear no one in Major Crimes was looking to make me the scapegoat for a case gone sideways. The public didn’t care about the victims, and neither did the prosecutors—at least not enough to assign blame. But they weren’t about to let me walk away looking like a hero, either.

The following weekend, Stacey and I left Charles with the Cronks so we could attend Chet’s funeral at the Baptist church in Kentville. He had told me that five hundred people had come out for his father-in-law’s memorial, but more than twice the number showed up to pay their respects to the fallen officer. The organizers had to erect a pavilion tent to accommodate the mourners.

What struck me most was a phrase I heard repeated so often it seemed like everyone in attendance had received the same script. They hadn’t, of course; they were simply speaking from the heart.

“Chet Bessel was a good man,” everyone agreed.

“What are you thinking?” Stacey asked as we drove home in solemn silence.

“I’m thinking about the day I met Brathwaite and his stepfather. I’m wondering how differently things at Cathance Lake would have gone if I’d gotten that call about my mom an hour later.”

“He still would have ended up with social services.”

“But would he have carried out a vendetta against me, resulting in so many other lost lives?”

“My sense is the kid was broken before you met. We never get to know the lives we didn’t live, Mike. Maybe you let your anger get the better of you. But you can’t go back and change that.”

When we picked up Charles from the Cronks, I hugged my strong, squirming son to my chest. I might not be able to protect him from a merciless, unforgiving world. But I could prepare him as best I could.

It was Emma Cronk who first started calling him Chase.

We were having dinner at the Cronk house to celebrate Billy’s latest milestone. By late summer, he’d progressed from wheelchair to walker to crutches to cane. Then, before our eyes, he bent the aluminum cane over his knee until it creased and buckled. I hadn’t realized it was possible for a man to do such a thing, using nothing but his bare hands. But that was Billy.

Emma, who had inherited her mom’s intelligence, was playing her usual word games, inventing nicknames for Charles.

“Chip? Chuckle? Champ?” Then her Disney blue eyes went wide with inspiration. “How about Chase?”

“Oh, I like that,” Stacey said.

“Chase, like he’s gonna be hard to catch!” the elfin girl added.

And so, without any discussions or debates, we began calling him Chase Bowditch. And when he took to crawling, my dark-haired, blue-eyed boy proved to be quite the speedster.

I resumed my patrols.

One day, I was called to the Warden Service headquarters in Augusta. I wore my dress uniform for the occasion. It seemed appropriate for my reinstatement as a game warden investigator. I had waited more than a year for this day, and now it had arrived.

Stacey and Chase came along; she still had friends in the department from her time as a wildlife biologist, many years before, and few of them had seen our son in person.

Less than fifteen minutes after I’d gone into the colonel’s office, I met my wife on the first floor.

“What happened up there?” she asked.

“They’re not giving me my job back.”

Her voice echoed down the halls. “What do you mean they’re not giving it back?”

The outrage in her voice frightened Chase. I suggested we continue the conversation outside.

The brass hadn’t wanted to demote Ronette Landry and risk accusations of sexism, I told her. Not having their most notorious game warden in the spotlight was a side benefit.

“So there’s no timeline? No plan to reinstate you?”

“No.”

“That’s insane. You need to march right back into his office and—”

I smiled and shook my head.

The big brick building sat in downtown Augusta, on the west bank of the Kennebec River. We were far from the deep woods and long lakes, but the sun was shining, and gulls were chasing late herring into the thin streams flowing down from the hills. A sturgeon the size of my leg leaped from the river. I chose to take that ancient, armored fish as a sign. Endurance would be my new watchword.

“It’s all right,” I said.

“The hell it is.”

“If it means I don’t have to play politics anymore, it will be a relief.”

“It’s unfair, Mike. How long are they going to keep you out in the wilderness?”

“I don’t know, and I don’t care.”

She stared at me, still a little baffled but beginning to realize how liberated I felt. “How can you say that?”

“Because we both know the wilderness is where I belong.”
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