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			The good and the bad do not always 
fit in with the normal. 

		

	
		

		
			Chapter 1

			The man bobbed gently against the rocks on the shore.

			It was a beautiful Maine afternoon. Dark, raw, and savage. 

			Seaweed padded the violence as the man was roughly pummeled into the rocks by white-capped waves that were insistent and relentless. 

			A seagull called out a warning. Ha-ha-ha. 

			The wind was coming off the ocean—cold, wet, and brutal. It was the type of wind that shivered one to the center of their very bones. It could be considered that the man was lucky in that he didn’t feel the excruciating chill. 

			A rock crab clambered up the leg of the man, across his stomach and chest, and onto his face. The frigidity of the water had prevented the man from beginning to decompose and the crab scuttled his way to the soft eyes, the entrance to the buffet, and began to feast. 

			If the man were alive, and his eyes weren’t being devoured, he could’ve looked to the left and seen Spruce Island. To the right was Port Essex. Lights in the buildings were replacing the last vestige of the descended sun as the small coastal Maine town made the switch from day to night. 

			The sun had set in the west at 4:04 p.m. It was the shortest day of the year. Apollo had only been in his golden chariot traversing the sky for eight hours, fifty-four minutes, and nineteen seconds today. Tomorrow would be three seconds longer. 

			The dead man fit the brisk, bleak, and bitter day like a glove. 
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			The woman sat down at the bar of the Pelican Perch. A tent awning had been erected over the outdoor space with plastic drop-down walls. Space heaters like inverted icicles littered the interior. The owners were intent on expanding their season as long as possible and hoped to continue into the new year. 

			The Farmers’ Almanac predicted that it would be of moderate temperature until the end of January, even if filled with freezing rain and sleet. Interior Maine got snow. Coastal Maine got ice. Thus, the plan of the middle-aged couple who owned the Pelican Perch was to stay open until February 1st and then sojourn south for six weeks. Maybe Myrtle Beach. 

			It was ten minutes past five. A half mile down the coastline, a man rhythmically bumped into the rocks, repeatedly pressed there by the frigid waves. 

			The woman was there for a purpose. And not just the tequila on the rocks that she procured from the burly and bearded bartender. 

			She was stuck in this godforsaken hellhole for a period of time. And she liked sex. The carnality. The lascivious lubricity of lust. She said the three words under her breath. Her body tingled. An unknown place. An unfamiliar man. It was all so exciting. Provocative. Stimulating. But she was also practical. Sex might as well include other positive benefits than just pleasure.

			Of course, her DNA did not allow for randomness. She had done her homework. 

			When in a new town on assignment, a policeman was usually a good contact.

			Sitting to her right was Officer Rob Roy. Named for the Scottish outlaw turned folk hero. Single. Thirty-one. A few years younger than her, but she had to admit that she hadn’t lost any of her looks yet. 

			Single men were easy. She would have a toy while she was here. One that might also provide valuable information.

			“I don’t believe I’ve seen you in here before,” Rob said. “Can I buy you a drink?”
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			Jaxon Brown sat down for a solitary dinner at the Port In a Storm Inn. His film crew would be here tomorrow. A crew of two. A videographer and an audiophile. Jaxon played the role of director and producer. He’d come a day early to get the lay of the land. 

			He had no idea that it would be so cold. Tomorrow, if anything was open in this shithole town, he’d go and buy himself a decent parka, scarf, gloves, and a hat that covered his ears. 

			The Port In the Storm Inn was at the bottom of the U that was the harbor of Port Essex. As far as Jaxon could tell, there was not much town out the front door and to the right. Google Maps suggested that this point of land was comprised of fancy mansions that were mostly uninhabited at this time of year, or rather, from September to June. The wealthy enjoyed their time on the coast of Maine for just two months of the year. 

			The bulk of the town of Port Essex lay out the front door and to the left. Commercial Way, filled with shops and restaurants, wended its way along the water. In the summer, Jaxon thought, it was probably quaint, or so the tourists liked to think. In the winter, many of the places were closed, shuttered, winterized. The charming brick walkways from the warmer months had turned into icy traps for unwary pedestrians. Wind cut through the air with the sharpness of a surgeon’s scalpel. 

			Jaxon knew that there was a seedy underbelly to Port Essex that writhed along, conveniently swept under the rug while people from away came during the summer months. These sun birds boosted the economy by buying knick-knacks they didn’t need, spending a week’s worth of groceries on one dinner, getting sunburnt on whale watching excursions, and consuming copious amounts of alcohol in a valiant attempt to prove what a good time they were having. 

			Who truly were the decrepit, Jaxon wondered? Was it the locals hooked on heroin and prescription drugs, or was it the vacationers striving to convince all including themselves what rich and provocative lives they lived? This was a bleak way to view the world, he knew, but it was an outlook earned over countless years and places all over the world. 

			Port Essex was no paradise on earth. Jaxon had realized this the further that he’d dug into the town. A bit gritty. A bit lavish. A fine mix for the creation of a documentary film. The lost pirate treasure had been the spark that caught his attention, his initial recollection of the event being on one of his favorite podcasts. 

			Pirate treasure in Maine. The idea tantalized the creativity of the filmmaker who was Jaxon Brown. There were a series of articles online from the Port Essex Daily Register about the entire episode. Only tiny blips appeared anywhere else. After all, no loot had been recovered, no pirates found, only a few scurvy bikers and some devious locals. But there were several mentions of a private investigator named Clay Wolfe and his partner, Baylee Baker. 

			These names were linked to mysterious explosions, illegal genome altering labs, a run-in with an Armageddon cult, and busting one of the largest suppliers of heroin on the entire East Coast. And the mind of Jaxon Brown began to percolate. A documentary film about a PI firm on the coast of Maine. A story of heroin, cults, dark labs, UAPs, and pirates. Oh, my. 

			Jaxon had an appointment with Wolfe and Baker at nine on Monday morning. Tonight, and tomorrow, he would acquaint himself with Port Essex. He already knew that the PI office was down Commercial Way on the other side of town from where he was staying. What he didn’t know was that at that moment, just past the office of Wolfe & Baker, a police officer by the name of Rob Roy was giddily paying his tab and following a woman down the stairs and back to her rental.

			Jaxon was also quite unaware that a bit further out Commercial Way, in a small rocky inlet, a man had been left on the rocks as the tide had retreated, and that the rock crabs had found his eyes. 

		

	
		
			

			Chapter 2

			Clay’s cell phone rang. It was Crystal in reception. She didn’t like to use the landline. Said it was too old school. He wondered why she hadn’t just opened the door and stuck her head in.

			“Hey, Crystal. The appointment here?”

			“Yeah. Didn’t want to barge in just in case you and Baylee were playing hide the salami.”

			Clay grimaced. Shook his head. Hoped the potential clients weren’t in earshot. Figured they probably were. Thought about a wisecrack reply. Decided against. “Bring them in.”

			Baylee giggled, having overheard the whole thing. “Tell her that we’ve moved onto knocking the Willy Wonka into Wonderland.”

			The door opened and Crystal waved three people in. “Want me to sit in and take notes, boss?” she asked. 

			“Sure.” Clay stood and stepped around the desk with his hand out to the tall Black man who was first into the room. “Clay Wolfe.” He turned and nodded to Baylee who’d stepped up beside him. “Baylee Baker.”

			“Jaxon Brown.”

			The man’s grip was firm, not overdone, and not overused. 

			A short and portly young white kid of no more than twenty held out his hand. His left hand clutched a large black microphone. “Desmond Newton but people call me Fig. Fig Newton. I’m the mixer.”

			Crystal snorted. Said something under her breath that might’ve been cookies and cocktails.

			Clay noted that Newton’s hand was damp like a sponge. “Good to meet you.”

			Jaxon waved the woman forward. She was about thirty with blonde hair tied back in a ponytail covered by a New York Knicks hat. She had a video camera resting casually on her left shoulder. 

			“Eliza Diamond.” Her tiny hand was impressively strong. “Videographer.” 

			Clay stepped out to reception to grab another chair while Baylee took her turn with introductions. 

			The office was not only spacious and well-appointed, but its main feature was a stunning picture window overlooking Essex Harbor. 

			Along one wall was a torn and ragged leather couch on which Crystal took up her station to record notes. There were two L.L.Bean Lodge armchairs of rich brown leather like the couch, but much less worn, in which Jaxon and Eliza seated themselves while Fig Newton settled into the gray wingback chair Clay had retrieved from the outer room, all facing Clay and Baylee’s cherry desks. 

			Once everybody was seated, all having declined beverages, Clay leaned forward across his desk. “What can we do for you, Mr. Brown?”

			Crystal cackled. “I just gotta ask. Did your parents name you after the singer. You know, Jackson Brown?”

			“No, Miss Landry. My name is spelled with an X. And please, call me Jaxon.”

			Crystal seemed to ponder where that X might be in the name and finally pursed her lips, shrugged, and nodded. “Well, then, call me Crystal, Jax.”

			Clay figured that the first name directional had been meant for his ears but let it slide.

			Jaxon turned back around to face Clay and Baylee. “We are hoping to make a documentary about your private investigation business here in Port Essex.”

			

			Clay looked at him. Then over toward Fig Newton who was holding the microphone out in front of him like a baton to be passed to the relay runner in front. A wire ran from it to the handheld camera Eliza Diamond was now pointing at Clay as she perched forward on her seat.

			“Do you live locally, Jaxon?” Baylee asked. 

			Diamond tilted the camera at her.

			“No. I live in New York City.”

			“You came all the way to Port Essex, Maine, without bothering to tell us the reason you were coming?” Baylee was not one to dance delicately. “That seems a bit silly.”

			Jaxon grinned. It lit his whole face up. Leaned back in the L.L.Bean chair. “I find the element of surprise is always a good place to start a documentary.” He shrugged. “If you decline the offer, we spend a few days enjoying Port Essex and then go home for Christmas. If you agree? We go home for Christmas and return after we see the ball drop for the New Year.”

			“You don’t really go to Times Square for that mess, do you?” Clay asked.

			Jaxon laughed. “Just on TV. I wouldn’t mind seeing that dude, Jelly Roll, though. But he’s down in Nashville this year.”

			“Okay,” Clay said. “The million-dollar question. Why would we be interested in you making a documentary about our business? Even if I thought it made any sense whatsoever, and I don’t.”

			“I could give you some balderdash about fame, but I don’t think that’s going to do the trick. How about money?”

			“You’re gonna pay us to be in your fucking movie?” Crystal asked. “I always saw myself as Julianne Moore, only not with such flat hair. Did you see that miniseries she was in from the Stephen King book? Lisey’s Story, I think it was called. Pretty fucking good if you ask me, flat hair and all.” 

			Clay was certain that no less than an entire can of hair spray went into, onto, and around Crystal’s hair each morning. Her face was lined with hard living and her mouth worse than the Port Essex sewer, but her heart was loyal as could be and her mind was surprisingly agile. 

			Jaxon turned his body to look fully at the dynamo that was Crystal. “I was thinking more along the lines that my documentary would act as an incredibly artistic infomercial for the business of Wolfe & Baker. It would bring in loads of clientele for years to come. And, no, I don’t believe I have ever seen a film made from a Stephen King book or story.”

			Crystal snorted. “What? Not even The Shining or Misery? What kind of moviemaker are you?”

			“I deal in a higher artistic medium than Stephen King,” Jaxon said. “I have had films shown at Sundance, South by Southwest, and other reputable festivals.”

			“Yeah, but did you win?” Crystal peeked a glance at Clay who was glaring at her. “Okay, okay, just curious. I’m here to take notes and keep my flap shut.”

			To be honest, Clay thought, he hadn’t minded her intrusion. There was an arrogance to Jaxon Brown that he didn’t care for, and he wasn’t particularly interested in being followed around by Fig Newton and Eliza Diamond with a camera and a microphone always stuck in his face. 

			“We are plenty busy enough as is,” Clay said. “As you can see, we are in the office two days before Christmas.”

			“You could be the modern-day Nick and Nora Charles,” Jaxon said. 

			“Nick and Nora who?” Crystal clapped her hand over her mouth. “Sorry. Flap shut.”

			Clay grinned. “They were fictional creations of Dashiell Hammett. Nick was a former PI turned drunk and is aided in his sleuthing by his rich socialite wife, Nora.”

			“Sounds like ole Jaxon Brown has hit the nail on your head. Except for the part about Baylee being rich. And the two of you being hitched.” Crystal slapped her wrist. “Bad Crystal, bad Crystal.”

			

			“Made into six major motion pictures under the guidance of art director Cedric Gibbons,” Jaxon said. 

			“I’d make a mighty fine rich socialite wife,” Baylee said. “Just saying, in case you were thinking of asking.”

			Clay wasn’t quite sure if she was joshing or not. 
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			Violette Wake sat waiting for the other two at the Seal Bar in the middle of Port Essex on Commercial Way. She’d never been much good at lying to herself and wasn’t about to start now. She wasn’t upset about the body being found nor the possibility of exposure after five years of quiet living.

			It felt good. 

			It was exhilarating. 

			All except for the part about Don being dead.

			The blood rushed from her heart to her extremities and back again with purpose and heat.

			She’d spent the last five years trying to become a good citizen. A person who got up each day, read the paper, fed the cat, took a walk, read a book. She didn’t kill anybody. Violette did not need a cipher to read her mail. Although she still scanned the classifieds of the newspaper, they never carried any secret messages. 

			But she did have a police scanner. And so she heard about the body found down in the cove, a man washed up on shore, his identification naming him as Don Moore, a name that heightened her senses. This was the alias used by a former operative she’d partnered with. The Monday Daily Register had a picture of the man. It was him. 

			Now, Violette was reverting to her former agent status. Without thinking, her brain entered the intelligence cycle, the five-step process of collecting information and developing it into something useful. The first step was what was required—in this case, why was Don here in Port Essex? This was followed by collection, processing, exploitation, and dissemination.

			Her resources for collection of information were limited to OSINT at this point. The Open Source Intelligence print or electronic form. The internet turned up nothing. But she had a decent enough idea of who might be able to help. 

			Those helpers would be Violette’s other two glowies in town. It was a term they’d adopted from far-right wing groups infiltrated by government agents who failed to meld into the local population, often due to their educated speech, basic human dignity, and refrain from using racial slurs. Thus, they stuck out like a sore thumb, or glowed, making them glowies.

			It was how the three of them felt in Port Essex. Like they glowed. 

			“Hello, Violette. Funny running into you.”

			Violette looked up, angry with herself for not noticing the arrival of Alejandra Delfin, former international art thief who’d retired to Port Essex after a legendary heist that had bought her one of the mansions out on The Point. 

			“Good to see you, Alejandra,” Violette said. “Won’t you join me?”

			“Please don’t use my real name.”

			Violette was possibly the only one in Port Essex who knew the woman’s real name. Her, and Jaw-Long. A card that she occasionally played face up as leverage. She did not believe they knew her real name. “Please. Sit.”

			“It is most unusual.”

			“It is an unusual circumstance.”

			Alejandra drew back a chair and sat down. At fifty-nine years of age, two younger than Violette, a fact that she knew because she’d researched the woman, Alejandra had short white hair, honey-toned skin, and eyes black as licorice which flashed with a keen intellect and a hungry inquisitiveness. 

			“What’s this about?” Alejandra asked. 

			

			“Let’s wait for Jaw-Long.” Violette and Alejandra were the only two people who knew that this was his real name. Not that Violette was her real name, but her original identity was buried deep. A trio of aliases, joined together by proximity. 

			Jaw-Long Chen was a former Red Pole, or enforcer, for the 14K Triad in Los Angeles. He’d cut a deal with the FBI to turn informant and had fingered several high-ranking members of the gang, sending them either to prison or exile. Violette had no idea why the man had been put into witness relocation in Port Essex as the Asian population on this coastal town was nonexistent, making it hard to become anonymous. Maybe just because it was as far from Los Angeles as one could get. 

			He was forty years old, a short and blocky chunk of a man with a broad face whose wide smile concealed a killer temperament. He’d grown his hair out to go with a bushy mustache, perhaps as an attempt to blend his burnt orange skin into the local populace. He’d been born in Los Angeles and worked his way up through the ladder of the triad, knowing no other life, until thrown a lifeline by a case-handler. There’d been four years of trials and he’d been in Port Essex for the same length of time now. 

			Violette watched Jaw-Long enter the Seal Bar and make his way to their back table in the corner, isolated from the bar crowded with young people home for the holidays. Normally, on a Monday afternoon, there’d be only three or four regulars at the bar, and nobody at the tables. She noted that he wore the rough attire of a fisherman, and his hair and mustache did indeed blend him in, but knew that he’d never totally fit in, not with his skin color, and that he would always be looked at a bit oddly by the locals. 

			Jaw-Long nodded to the two women and seated himself next to Alejandra, the two of them across from Violette. 

			“What’s this all about?” he asked.

			The bartender brought them three shots of tequila upon Violette’s request, and she waited for the man to leave before replying. “A man was found dead on the shore in Knox Cove this morning. He was a former partner of mine in the Agency.”

			Jaw-Long shot his tequila down. “What’s that got to do with us?”

			Violette tipped her shot at him, then at Alejandra, before knocking it back. “I want to know which one of you killed him.” 

		

	
		
			

			Chapter 3

			“Where’s Frank?” Cloutier asked. She had mousy brown hair cut in a bob, glasses perched on her daintily upturned nose, and a few freckles on her rotund cheeks. “You forgot the best part of yourself.”

			Clay grinned as he sat down across from the brains behind the Port Essex daily newspaper. Daily Monday to Friday anyway. “He has playtime today at HooseAGoodBoy.” 

			Cloutier took a drink of her draft pint, wiped froth off her lip, and gave him a long look. “What days does he do doggy daycare? Those are the days we don’t meetup for lunch.”

			“Monday, Wednesday, Friday. You order already?”

			“Yep.”

			Clay stood, went to the counter, and ordered the Veggie with Meat, a classic here at Kurt’s Deli. He opted against joining Cloutier for a beer and got a cranberry juice instead. He wasn’t sure about this new and improved version of himself. But, at thirty-seven, with a serious girlfriend he was thinking about proposing to, and a puppy… well, maybe it was time to start acting like an adult. 

			“How’s Denise?” Clay asked as he sat back down. Cloutier was older than him, had a wife, and was drinking a beer for lunch. He fought against rethinking his beverage choice. 

			“She’s good.” Cloutier finisher her beer, raised the glass to Tony, the owner, who’d bought the deli from the original Kurt. “Probably in the doghouse, I am. Been home for a total of four hours since that dead body floated up in Knox Cove Saturday night.”

			

			“Heard it was a drowning accident. What’s the big deal?”

			“Something suspicious about it, or so my instincts tell me, but I can’t seem to pry out what it is.”

			“They got a name for the fellow yet?”

			Cloutier looked down the bridge of her nose at him. “You read the Register today?”

			Feeling sheepish, Clay shrugged. “Been busy. Hit the ground running this morning. Fellow wants to make a movie about the PI firm.”

			Cloutier snickered. “We’ll come back to that. I’ll give you the skinny of my front-page story. Donald Moore. Fifty-three. Caucasian. There was a picture to go with it from his driver’s license. Rented a boat from the Knox Marina. He came back, a few hundred yards away anyway, without the boat and his life.”

			Tony set a beer down. “Good story this morning, Marie. Sounds like the poor guy didn’t know how to pilot a boat. Should be some sort of license requirement for that sort of thing if you ask me.”

			“Thanks, Tony. For the beer and for reading my story.” Cloutier cast a sideways glance at Clay. “Unlike some others.”

			Tony nodded and walked off. 

			“Not the first tourist to rent a boat and drown in the ocean,” Clay said. His thoughts were on the fact that Cloutier was having a few beers, some food, and going home to bed, which was fair enough for having worked most of the last thirty-eight hours. That was far different than him having a lunchtime Monday beer. “What’s suspicious?”

			“Can’t find out anything about him. Indiana driver’s license. His address is a lot that has been vacant for more than ten years.”

			“Hm. Mystery man.”

			“What was he doing out on a boat Saturday? It was twelve degrees and the wind was gusting.”

			“Maybe he was looking for the pirate treasure that disappeared last year?”

			Tony brought over a pastrami sandwich and fries for Cloutier, and the veggie sandwich complete with roast beef, ham, and salami for Clay. “Still think you two know something about that lost booty,” he said and walked away. 

			“Family?” Clay asked.

			“None known. Ole Donny doesn’t, didn’t, seem to have any address, past, or relationships in his too-short life.”

			“If a man dies who nobody knows, does anybody care?”

			“What do you mean?” Cloutier stuffed a quarter of the bulky roll sandwich into her mouth. 

			Clay finished his own chewing and swallowed. “Drowning victim. Nobody to appease. Nobody raising a ruckus. Easy enough for the police to sweep under the rug. No need for the Staties to even make the trek out the peninsula. Wrapped up neat with a pretty bow on top.”

			“That’s where I come in. A journalist with a need and a nose for the truth.”

			“You want me to look into it and see what I can ferret out?”

			“Nah. Not yet. I’ll dig around and see what I find. Plus, rumor has it, you’re going to be a movie star?”

			Clay chuckled and then told her about the meeting this morning with Jaxon Brown and his crew as they finished their sandwiches. 
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			“Please, Crystal, I’m begging you.” 

			Clay stepped carefully through the second-floor door of the PI firm and pulled it quietly closed behind him. A heavyset woman with chopped hair stood with her back to him facing Crystal. 

			“This isn’t a charity for junkies,” Crystal said. “We have to pay our bills.”

			Clay thought that was rich as his grandpops had left Crystal his two-million-dollar home and a trust fund when he’d died. Working as the receptionist for Baker & Wolfe was most certainly not a necessity to pay her bills. 

			“I’m not using. Haven’t been for some time.”

			“Not what I heard. I heard you been jerking guys off for a pop.”

			Clay coughed. Stepped forward. “What’s going on here?”

			“Nothing, boss.” Crystal stood up to her full height of five-feet-nothing if you didn’t count the six-inch thatch of hair that erupted from her head in a heavy slather of hairspray. “This broad thinks that because I used to shoot up with her back in the day that I can somehow get her free private investigative services.”

			The woman spun around. She was surprisingly agile for somebody of her bulk. Where her chin and cheeks stopped and her neck began was indecipherable. “Mr. Wolfe? Please. You must help me find my son.”

			The pain in her eyes was unmistakable. “Why don’t you come into my office, Miss…”

			“Dawn. Dawn Randall.”

			Clay waved her to his open office door, careful to not make eye contact with Crystal, who was standing open-mouthed, for a rare occasion, silenced. Clay did not know what it was like to lose a son, but he did know the emotion of losing a mother. And a father. And a grandmother. All in one fell swoop. And there wasn’t a lot going on, that is, unless they decided to do the documentary flick. He tried to banish the thought that it would look incredibly favorably upon Baker & Wolfe if they were working a pro bono case searching for the missing son of a bereaved mother. 

			Once seated, Clay steepled his fingers under his chin and leaned forward in what he hoped was a comforting fashion. “Tell me about your son, Dawn.”

			Dawn choked, snuffled, blew her nose into the crook of her arm. “He’s a good boy. Lord knows he hasn’t had it easy, not with a deadbeat dad and a junkie for a mother.”

			Clay noted that she did not claim to be a former junkie. “What is your boy’s name, Dawn?”

			“Billy. His name is Billy.”

			“Short for William? Same last name? Randall?”

			“Yes. The piece of shit that was his father took off long before he was born.”

			“How old is Billy?”

			“Twenty-three.” 

			Clay leaned back. Sighed. He’d been thinking the boy was not yet an adult. “Why do you think he’s missing, Dawn?”

			“His girlfriend came to me looking for him a few days back. I told her it was fine, that he’d show up, that he probably just took off with some buddies, you know? But he’s still gone. And he’s missing work. That’s not like him. He was always very serious, you know?”

			Clay was thinking that no, he did not know. “Where does Billy work?”

			“He’s a landscaper, for himself, you know? Doing real good, he is. Has a bunch of yards he does, even some of them estates out on the Point.”

			“When did Billy go missing?”

			“Susie, that’s his girlfriend, said that he never came home Friday. Went to work in the morning. Said she got a text from him around two asking if she wanted to go to the Seal Bar that night with some of their friends. She replied sure, and that was the last she heard from him.”

			Clay was skeptical that this was anything other than Billy took off for a bender of a weekend with some friends, or maybe met a girl that he’d shacked up with and hadn’t yet come up for air, or any one of a myriad of other possibilities that could lead a twenty-three-old young man astray. 

			But Clay dutifully took down the boy’s address, phone number, name of friends, clients, and anything else that might be helpful. A bit of this was Crystal’s job, but he didn’t think it would go over well to send Dawn Randall to his fiery receptionist until she had some time to cool down. 

			“Okay, Dawn, I think that’s enough to get us started. I’ll dig in and let you know what I find out. Not going to lie to you, this is a tough time to ferret out much information. People are off work, away for the holidays, and busy in general. Not sure if I’ll have much for you until the beginning of the new year.”

			Dawn looked slyly at him from her recessed eyes. Ran her thick tongue over her lips. “I can’t pay you in money but maybe we can work something else out?” 

		

	
		
			

			Chapter 4

			Clay and Baylee had offered to help Crystal cook for the Christmas Eve dinner she was hosting. He full well knew that what this meant was that they would buy and cook the meal unless they wanted a frozen dinner heated in the microwave. 

			At noon, Clay picked up a hunk of roast beef, prime rib, from Burton’s Gourmet Deli in Essex and brought it to the home he’d grown up in, raised by his grandpops, a house that was now Crystal’s. It was on a hill overlooking Port Essex, town and ocean, with a porch that encompassed the entire front of the colonial. It was grand, and Clay didn’t begrudge Crystal inheriting it in the slightest. 

			Truth be told, he couldn’t have lived there anyway, not after Grandpops was pinned to the front of the home by an arrow from a crossbow. Technically, his address was in the efficiency apartment above the garage of the house, but as of late, he spent most of his time out on Spruce Island at Baylee’s place. There was room for Frank to run, water for him to swim, and companionship with Flash, the basset hound, and even Ollie, the orange cat. 

			And, of course, there was Baylee, his former receptionist, elevated to lead investigator, and then partner, before becoming his lover after several simmering years of building desire. A woman who he was contemplating proposing to, even though she’d shot and killed her last husband. This was a fact that he tried to avoid thinking about. 

			The man had been a terrible human being, of course, and deserved every bit of that bullet. But the memory did cross Clay’s mind when he wondered about having one more drink before heading home, or if a disagreement arose between them, or if he forgot to take out the trash. What was her breaking point? Clay chuckled to himself as he climbed the porch steps carrying the eight-pound roast. 

			Crystal was in the living room watching “The Bachelor,” what must’ve been a taped episode, or so Clay figured. He was not that up to date on when the unreal reality show aired. She merely grunted something unintelligible as he waved and passed by to go on his way back to the kitchen. He opened the roast and set the oven to 375°. 

			The butcher had included garlic, and Clay cut these into slivers, made fine cuts into the meat, and inserted them. He splashed and rubbed in olive oil and a variety of herbs and spices and then slid it onto the rack over a pan on a lower rack when the preheating was done. 

			There was coffee in the pot, and he splashed a dab into a cup and walked back into the living room. “Good morning, sunshine.”

			Crystal growled something at him.

			“What’s that?”

			“What’s good about it?”

			“Well, it was a fine morning, but you seemed to have missed it. Afternoon now. You get overserved last night?”

			“Your fault for pissing me off with that fat cow Dawn Randall. Went down to the Seal Bar yesterday afternoon when we got out of the office and met up with that little Irish elf buddy of yours. Guinness turned to Jameson like Jesus himself had a hand in the matter.” Crystal groaned. “My head feels like it might pop like a zit squeezed by a teenager.”

			Not for the first time, Clay wondered about the budding friendship between Crystal and Joe Murphy. And wondered about the animosity toward Dawn Randall. “Need some Tylenol.”

			“Not working. Make me a bloody, will you? Think I got some mix in the fridge.”

			

			She did. Clay added a celery stick for good health. Delivered the drink. Turned the oven down to 225° and let himself out without another word. 

			Three hours later, Clay, Baylee, Frank, and Flash returned. Ollie had stayed home. Crystal was up, dressed, and seemed to be doing much better, as could be seen by the shine to her eyes and the cocktail in her hand. 

			Murphy was there with a pint glass of the dark Guinness with a thick head on it. He raised the glass as they entered. “Top of the day to you both.” 

			Frank leaped onto the man’s lap on the couch and began to furiously lick his face. Murphy was an expert and managed to take the licks without spilling a drop of his beer. 

			Clay went into the kitchen and peeked at the hunk of roast beef. No need to check the temperature yet as it had at least an hour to go. There were potatoes cut in halves on the counter and a pot with water ready to be boiled. This was the responsibility of Murphy when the time came. Crystal had been put in charge of the rolls. They’d all agreed no desserts were necessary except for little Joe. 

			On cue, Faith Beck entered the kitchen with several vegetable dishes already cooked and just in need of warming when the time came. She was the mother of little Joe and wife of Weston, or Westy, Clay’s best friend since either one could remember. Faith was sturdily built with wise eyes that she’d been born with and a sharp wit she’d honed over the years. 

			Clay said hello and gave her a hug. They were not really kiss on the cheek people. Truth be told, he was a bit afraid of Faith. She put up with no foolishness and he and Westy were not quite always to toe the line, having been known to have a few too many drinks or get into one shenanigan or another. It was their special gift, or so they laughed about when Faith was safely out of hearing. 

			

			Westy was at the bar cart in the living room helping himself to a scotch from a bottle he’d brought. Clay clunked a couple of ice cubes into a glass and held it out for a pour. Before Westy could finish, Baylee added her glass with no cubes to the queue. 

			Weston Beck had been Clay’s best friend since third grade. They’d played, studied, and fought together. They’d shared their first drunk and ensuing puking session. Clay’s house had been intown and easier to sneak out of at night and thus had been the more regular choice for weekend sleepovers. Clay had been the quarterback and Westy the running back on the Port Essex state championship football team their senior year. When Clay went off to Boston University to pursue a career as a policeman, Westy had enrolled in the Navy’s SEAL program and eventually gone to the Middle East. 

			He had gray eyes, was only six inches over five feet, but his shoulders were wider than most doorways and his chest resembled a barrel. His left arm was fully tatted up—a Viking warrior, then patterns of knots leading up to the bone frog and finally the trident ink adopted by the SEALs. The images took on a life of their own in the rippling muscles of his arms. His hair was short and tight on top, but a powerful beard sprouted from his face, wild and groomed at the same time. 

			“Merry Christmas Eve,” Clay said.

			The three of them clinked glasses and took a drink. Baylee went back over to the couch where she was sitting chatting with Cloutier and her wife, Denise. 

			“Little Joe excited for Santa Claus?” Clay looked over at Westy’s boy who they called little Joe because he had the same name as Joe Murphy. With a bit of a start, he realized that Joe Beck, now at twelve years old, was bigger than the diminutive Irishman Joe Murphy, former IRA turned Port Essex clam digger. 

			At that point, the doorbell rang. Strange, Clay thought, as everybody seemed to be here. Maybe it was carolers? Crystal was nowhere to be seen so he went to the door and opened it. Jaxon Brown, Fig Newton, and Eliza Diamond stood there holding audio video equipment and each with a bottle of wine in hand. 

			“Hi,” Clay said. “What’s up?”

			Jaxon stepped forward but Clay didn’t move. “We were invited for dinner.”

			“Invited for dinner?” Clay looked quizzically at him. Then back over his shoulder where Crystal was downing the last of the liquid in her glass. 

			“I invited them for Christmas Eve dinner,” Crystal said. “Stuck here in Port Essex for Christmas and they don’t know a soul.”

			Clay stepped back. “Thought that might be a group decision.”

			Crystal grabbed the scotch from Westy and knocked it back. “Thought me not wanting you to take Dawn Randall on might’ve been a group decision, or rather, my decision, but that didn’t stop you from cozying up to that fat cow, now did it.”

			Jaxon stepped past Clay into the living room, followed by Fig with his microphone and Eliza with her camera. They were both on and pointed at him and Crystal. 

			“Stop recording for chrissakes,” Clay said. 

			Jaxon waved his hand and Fig and Eliza pulled back the devices. 

			They sat down for the Christmas Eve feast in the formal dining room. Twelve of them around the walnut table, a table built for that number exactly. If they were the attendees of the last supper, they were only missing Jesus himself. Clay wondered what disciple he might be, and if Leonardo da Vinci had sent a camera crew to film the real last supper and that is how he grasped the essence of that event so vibrantly. 

			They’d kept it simple. Faith and Westy, well, Faith, had brought a salad and a green bean casserole to go with Murphy’s mashed potatoes, Crystal’s rolls, and the roast beast slow cooked by Clay. There was plenty of wine. 

			“This was your grandfather’s house?” Jaxon asked Clay.

			“Yep.”

			“And he died a couple years back?”

			“Yep.” Killed by a freak sending a message, Clay thought, a message meant for him.

			Jaxon took another slab of roast. “That was back when you were investigating the UAPs?”

			The unidentified aerial phenomena that had occupied the skies of Port Essex, Clay mused as he took a drink of wine, led to Grandpops death, and almost tore a rent in the world that would’ve destroyed it. “Yep.”

			“How was that all resolved?”

			Clay thought about the mansion, the caverns, the cliffs that collapsed and slid into the sea, and the subsequent government clean up and cover up. He said nothing. 

			“I think national intelligence got involved,” Baylee said from across the table. “We were shuttled aside.”

			Jaxon’s eyes bored across the table to pin Baylee where she sat with glass in hand. “And you don’t know what ever happened to these aircraft spotted in the skies that were like nothing ever seen before?”

			The entire table went quiet. 

			Crystal was the first to break the silence. “I believe they got themselves grounded.”

			Laughter tinkled slowly at first and then grew louder.

			Jaxon looked uncomfortably around the table. Tried another tack. “Eugene Wolfe left this house to you, Crystal. Why?”

			“It wasn’t her charm,” Murphy said, earning him a slap on the arm from Crystal.

			“We were friends,” she said. “Kindred spirits.”

			“From opposite poles of the earth,” Westy said. 

			Jaxon looked back to Clay. “And you live above the garage, even though you grew up in this house?”

			For all intents and purposes, Clay thought, he lived on Spruce Island with Baylee. “What is it you want to know?”

			“What happened to your parents?”

			Malcolm and Sally Wolfe, Clay thought. Dim memories, dead in a car crash when he was just eight years old. The perfect couple. He an attorney. She a doting mother with an artistic bent. Except Malcolm, Mack, had developed a cocaine addiction that caused him to drive into the Atlantic Ocean one night with his wife and mother in the car with him. Leaving Gene Wolfe a widower and Clay Wolfe an orphan. 

			“They died in a car accident.” 

			

			The Previous Friday…

			Chapter 5

			Billy Randall had it all figured out. He was young, full of vigor, and making things happen. One inch over six feet tall with blond hair that had just a tinge of red, he was lean and good looking, or so the girls seemed to think. This was supported by the fact that his girlfriend was the hottest number in town.

			He had his own place, a two-bedroom townhome, a booming landscaping business, a snowplow route, and some decent side hustles. One was moving product for a guy he knew. Not that Billy ever touched the stuff, but his mother did, and she knew the people, and thus he knew them as well. 

			Billy was not a dealer. He merely carried product. He was just a courier, providing a service. And made some nice cash doing so. That’s why he drove a brand-new Chevy Colorado. Maybe the next one would be a Silverado. Billy would also like to get a sports car at some point, maybe an old-school Mustang, but for now, the truck was best for his business and personal life. 

			Truth be told, it was the second side hustle that provided the moola to have a 2025 truck. The gig was part of his landscape business. The owners never seemed to notice Billy out there cutting the grass, pruning the bushes and trees, and trimming the shrubs. But he noticed them. And sometimes he watched as they replaced or retrieved the spare key from the secret hiding spot. 

			

			He never robbed a place in the summer, not when the owner might tell the police that the landscaper had just been there or some shit like that. No, Billy waited for the winter months, when his passing presence was long forgotten. And that time right before Christmas and through New Year’s was the best time. Summer was a thing of the past and many people were gone away for the holidays. Or sometimes even for the entire winter. 

			There’d been no one at his first-choice target for a week. He knew the yard, front and back, and its access points. Billy parked down the road in a pull-off for a trailhead. Not that anybody was doing any hiking in the frigid weather. With an empty backpack, he started down the trail, and then veered off into the woods, coming out behind the house. He looked both ways but knew that the yard was shielded from homes on either side.

			With a deep breath, Billy scaled the wrought-iron fence and walked across the yard, avoiding the cameras on the sides of the house. For some reason, the homeowner didn’t think video surveillance was necessary in the backyard. That was also where the spare key was kept. Under a stone troll, about two feet in height. Billy tipped the fellow sideways, retrieved the key, and opened the backdoor. There was an alarm, but he’d seen that typed in when he’d followed the owner in to pick up his payment. 

			He made his way directly to the master bedroom and went for the jewelry. There was quite a cache. He stuffed rings, earrings, bracelets, and necklaces into his backpack. 

			Billy stopped and stared at the paintings on the wall. They looked like something he’d seen in an art history book, or maybe it was that field trip to the Bowdoin College Museum of Art in Brunswick. They looked valuable. But he hadn’t the first clue what to do with them. 

			In the top drawer of the bureau, under the panties, he found a billfold with ten-thousand dollars in twenties. That was enough. Time to get out. He was not greedy, even though chills raced through his body to be stuffing that much cash in his backpack. 

			

			His eyes caught the passports. Several of them. He flipped them open. It was the same person but with four different names. Interesting. 

			That’s when he heard a door creak. Just barely, above his racing heart, but a definitive rasp that was not his breathing. Billy froze. It had been an interior door. Listened. Nothing. 

			He pulled the backpack over one shoulder and moved toward the open bedroom door. Stepped into the hallway on the second floor. Nothing. Listened. Nothing. 

			Billy moved down the hallway to the open stairs that led to the first floor. He could see the grand foyer below. 

			But he could feel another presence in the house that chilled his innards like custard. He thought about that commercial where the teens pass up the running car to go hide in a garage filled with hanging chainsaws when running from a killer. 

			Billy giggled, an involuntary gasp of relief from the building tension. He wondered that maybe he should just call out. Surrender. Let whoever it was call the police. But he thought of those passports with the different names. 

			He’d most likely seen too many movies. Down the stairs and around to the right, down the hallway, out the backdoor, across the yard, and into the woods. Get back to his truck and get the hell out of there. 

			At the bottom of the stairs and to the left was a door yawing open. He was pretty certain it’d been closed when he came in.

			Billy took a deep breath and went down the stairs. Not in a panicked clatter but not step by step either. He moved with purpose. Two steps at a time. 

			At the bottom, he turned to the right, a quick glance at the door swinging ever so slightly on its hinges, and then down the hallway. 

			The backdoor was closed. Had he left it open or closed?

			No matter. Move. He turned the handle and opened it. The late December air hit him like a gut punch. 

			As Billy stepped through the doorway, something else smashed his face like a sucker punch. But it felt more like a baseball bat. 
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